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 Part 1 – Endings and Beginnings 
 
    If your ego starts out, 'I am important, I am big, I am special,' you're in for some disappointments when you look around at what we've discovered about the universe. No, you're not big. No, you're not. You're small in time and in space. And you have this frail vessel called the human body that's limited on Earth.  
 
      
 
    Neil deGrasse Tyson



 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1  
 
    Time: Undetermined 
 
    Location: Undetermined Distant Galaxy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grand Magister El’ra Solan watched the emergence of the Herald ship as it entered between the fifth and sixth planet. It immediately came under attack from vestiges of the imperial fleets as well as those battle platforms that were within range. Huge energy lances thrust out into the void and splashed against the Herald’s shields even as it began to broadcast the same message it always sent upon entering any system, whether it contained life or not. The end of the Telgra Empire was at hand.  
 
    It was not a demand to surrender, nor was it a request of any sort. Instead, it was simply a statement. The same statement El’ra and all of his people had heard over the vast, yet all too brief, time since they had first encountered the ships of the Heralds. 
 
    The time for the cleansing of this system was at hand. 
 
    From the very first moment, the message had been presented clearly and in the receiving language of any species or empire that heard it. Even to the point of those listening to the same broadcast that spoke or perceived a language in any different way, they all understood.  
 
    No further explanation or reason was ever given. No attempts to talk had ever been acknowledged. The Herald appeared, broadcast the message, and then about three rotations of the imperial home planet later, a huge enigmatic Herald’s fleet would appear and lay waste to everything. Even down to the smallest fabricated atom or molecule. They had that short of time, and a few days afterward, until the end of their species. 
 
    El’ra watched through several of his mind shards as the remnant of the imperial fleet tried in futility to breach the Herald’s shields. Every sensor and instrument they had recorded each microsecond, processed through the most powerful computer and AI systems they had, but nothing changed. They had been studying the Heralds for the extensive amount of time it had taken to work through the Telgra empire’s once-vast space and in all that time, nothing had been revealed. No weakness or hesitation. 
 
    They had received their first hints of the Heralds through observations from further along the galactic arm of their galaxy. Several stars exploded within close proximity to each other. They were not stars that were close to the end of their lives, and many of them just didn’t have the mass to turn into the nova they became. Even after registering the destructions, it was clear that some other energy had been introduced that made them end themselves.  
 
    The Telgra had sent many stealth craft and probes hundreds of light years to find out the cause of this, fearing some sort of artificial calamity. Most had not returned, but a few did and came back with terrible news. A large section of the galaxy spinward from them had been controlled by another benevolent race that was almost as advanced as the Telgra, but they were no more.  
 
    Several of the Telgran scout ships had made contact with the now-dead race. Made contact, and then found out the awful truth. They had decided to fight rather than run, and in their death throes, they had exploded several of their stars in an attempt to stop the Heralds. Not even that had worked. Part of the information that had been sent showed several Herald ships that had been in close solar orbit when the star had gone nova and come unscathed through the massive destruction that had reduced the three closest planets to atoms. 
 
    The Telgran had immediately begun building ships both to fight the invaders and to start sending colonies far off in the other direction in the hope to flee the imminent destruction. They had millennia since the Heralds did not hunt for any particular species. Instead, they swept through every system in their path, systematically clearing even the smallest planetoid before moving onto the next star in their way.  
 
    They had hope that they could elude the Heralds through distance, staying far ahead of them in the galaxy. For hundreds of years, they practiced this, sending fingers of colonies far away, and also sending the periodic fleet back to attempt to sting the Heralds. Then they discovered the Heralds were coming from the other direction as well. They were literally sweeping the galaxy, and the Telgra were caught in the jaws of their galaxy-spanning maw.  
 
    They and all those they had collected on the way in their bid to survive were doomed. Though it would take another millennium, they were trapped. They couldn’t even jump into already swept systems, because the Heralds left behind guardianships that were impossible to evade. They could only watch as their once-massive empire crumpled and was devoured.  
 
    Now, on these last few days, in their very last system surrounded by barren, purged stars, Grand Magister El’ra Solan was the only remaining ruler of his once proud people. All of their grand technology had done nothing but buy them time.  
 
    Time for one last gambit.  
 
    El’ra Solan began pulling his shards back into himself, letting their information fully merge with his own personality. He had sent them out in preparation for the fall of their last system, fully forming replicants of himself out of smart molecules that were, in effect, El’ra himself for all intents and purposes. They were reflections of everything that was him, and when they returned, they merged their experiences with his own as they became one being once again. 
 
     He had let them stay for as long as he could, well into the systematic destruction of their last imperial fleet, station, and planet. His ‘real’ self was located on a platform that had been constructed to exist within the inner chromosphere of the star itself. A large station, it was designed to collect as much of the sun’s energy as it could and store it for one vast task.  
 
    To send El’ra Solan out into the universe, as far as they could in as random a way that they could in hopes the Heralds would not be able to track or follow. They did not know if the Heralds would care, but they could take no chances. The Telgra suspected that their galaxy was not the first that the Heralds had cleansed, nor would it be the last, but if he could, El’ra hoped to find a way to stop them.  
 
    Saying his last goodbye’s to his companions, many not from his own race, but all of them vested in this latest attempt at stopping their doom. El’ra stepped into a thickly walled, unassuming chamber that did not even hold a couch to allow his scaled bulk to recline on. He would not be there long enough. The Herald ships were closing in on the shaping stations that would channel the energy needed. 
 
    In an instant, everything that El’ra Solan was reduced into energy and information. Then, the massive engines of the station, backed by long-cycles of energy collected from their star, fired. It created not a wormhole, but something even more obtuse. A break in the very fabric of space-time, far into the depths of what lay beyond. Reflecting off of sub-dimensions that even the Telgra barely understood, it burst out into that void beyond. 
 
    The scientists only knew that the burst would eventually break back into their own universe, but far, far away from this galaxy. One of the few things they could say was the energy used somehow translated into distance, guaranteeing that El’ra would appear an unimaginable distance away. How he might be re-incorporated, they had not a clue.  
 
    But it was their only hope.  
 
    Thus the last of the Empire of Telgra ended, and another began.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Time: May 20, 2018 A.D. 
 
    Location: Portland, Oregon 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex Drake drove his Model S and turned off Highway 26, taking the branch road that almost immediately plunged into the picturesque rural landscape that could be found only twenty miles outside of Portland, Oregon. He was forced to slow down once he’d left the highway, but still took turns faster than was prudent. It wasn’t raining today, and he knew his skills at driving were up to the task in case a deer or stray dog ran across the road.  
 
    He just had to get home as quickly as possible.  
 
    His younger sister, Piper Drake, had called him out of his meeting with the Dubai engineering team a half-hour ago. He cursed himself for every mile that the car sped, cursed the timing, cursed everything.  
 
    His grandmother’s house was too far out in the country for good connectivity, and this meeting had been pivotal. They were sub-contracting with one of the Swedish engineering companies to develop a new island and had run into several unexpected problems. They were having problems with erosion, something that should have been solved by the many works of wonder that had already been constructed there, but with this new site, there was something different. The tides had changed far more drastically as they’d begun to add sand and rocks. It had caused the projection for maintenance of the new land they were creating to skyrocket, even above what the wealthy there would wish to pay. He’d been forced to go in for consultation, and of course, this had been when his grandmother had taken a turn for the worst.  
 
    He felt the wheel rumble and shake in his hand as he turned onto the long gravel road that led up to the spacious farmhouse, an old craftsman style that he’d helped renovate only a few years ago with his substantial income. The lower part was a cool mint siding that covered the first floor, with the upper being showcased by off-colored brown shingles topped by a slate roof. The lawn and surrounding areas were rich in green grass and carefully maintained shrubs burgeoning with the clean smell of spring. 
 
    Alex felt the car slide as he came to a stop, skidding alarmingly in the round-about in front of the doors before coming to a rest. He was already opening the door, leaping out almost before the gravel stopped moving and bolted inside. His athletic frame took the stride quickly, slamming open the door of the house with urgency before taking the stairway upstairs two at a time.  
 
    “Piper!” he called, “Piper, I’m home.” He prayed feverishly it wasn’t too late. His grandmother had been home for the past two weeks on hospice and hadn’t been expected to last much longer. He knew the hospice nurse was here, but he’d promised that he would be here at the end, both for his grandmother and for his younger sister.  
 
    After their parents had died, the matron of the family had taken he and his sister into her home, raising them as her own and giving them an almost fairytale life out on her small farm. Still, the old woman had made sure to make things challenging enough, and full enough of adventures that he and his sister had both been filled with curiosity for the world.  
 
    Now, she was dying, or perhaps already dead. The thought made Alex’s blood cold, but as he moved down the wood-floored hallway and stood at the doorway to the room, he was thankful to see the patient eyes of the little old woman that meant so much to him.  
 
    “Alex,” his grandmother said, holding a shaking hand out toward him.  
 
    Piper was sitting by the bedside. The seventeen-year-old was tall, blonde, and currently sunken into herself with a tear-streaked face flush with sadness. The nurse, professional and distant, stood off to the edge of the bed and tried to make herself as small as possible. She met Alex’s gaze, telling him it wouldn’t be long as he crossed to the bed and took the shaking hand as carefully as he could. 
 
    “Grandmother,” Alex said slowly, trying to stay brave himself but knowing that his voice shook lightly. “I’m sorry it took so long to get here.” 
 
    “Pish posh, Alex, it’s not your fault. You have to live your life, and you can’t just sit here on the edge of an old woman’s bed.” 
 
    “I can. I should have,” Alex answered, cupping his other hand over her frail one and starting to talk faster. He could feel the guilt washing over him but didn’t know how to stop it. “it was just bad luck that…” 
 
    She shushed him, shaking her head and giving him a faint smile. It broke his heart all over again, seeing the women he had respected through so much of his life laying there in such frailty. “Alex. You have to be stronger than that. It will be all right. Life will go on. I know you’ll grieve, but don’t you dare take too much time to do so or it will become your life. I know how obsessive you can get, and Piper will need you.” 
 
    Alex grudgingly looked up, catching his sister's eyes and seeing her fear and despair. It was precisely what he needed to see, and slowly he nodded. “I will, Grandmother. I swear it.” Reaching across the bed, he took his sister's hand, and the three of them stayed like that, talking quietly amongst themselves as the hours passed.  
 
    They could both feel the strength leaving their grandmother as they talked, each moment coming with shorter sentences and shallower breaths. Then she was just listening, holding their hands as they spoke to her, recounting all of the happy memories they had. Alex knew they had been lucky. The hospice had prepared them for pain and lack of lucidity, but their grandmother had retained her mind until the end.  
 
    In one last moment between words, she smiled, took the last breath, and then passed on. The nurse gave out an almost silent breath before walking over and lifting the old woman’s hand. She held it there with her eyes downcast, unmoving until finally, she gave the nod. Reaching over, she closed the old woman’s eyes and stood back from the bed, a single tear sliding down her cheek as she did so.  
 
    Alex stood and looked down at the peaceful face of his grandmother. In a moment, everything was different. Dubai, his degrees, his plans, even his dreams. All evaporated in the presence of this last great act of life. It was almost as if the world had taken its breath and held it, leaving Alex trembling in its wake.  
 
    He began to take a step, intending to walk to Piper’s side and take her in his arms. She was already trembling with her eyes closed and he knew she needed him. They needed each other.  
 
    Then he blinked.  
 
    As suddenly as his grandmother’s passing, time seemed to shudder to a stand-still, and in-between his eyes closing and opening, the light that was entering the room became dark. The one lamp that had been sitting near his grandmother’s bed was on, though the bulb was purposefully dim to keep the light from being overly harsh. Now, it was the only illumination. The light that had moments before been shining through the two windows along the side of the room was no longer there.  
 
    It was so shocking that Alex almost forgot that his grandmother had died a moment before. Inside his head, he felt a strange buzzing sensation, almost like electricity from a live wire. It was fading but provided his mind something to focus on as he finished the step he’d begun. The press of his foot against the floorboard provided yet another focal point. The absence of light yet a third, making him dizzy as each moment twisted together.  
 
    Then, it was past, and he sensed something momentous had happened though he had no clue what it might be. Quickly moving to the window, he looked outside, wondering if there might have been something that fell over the windows, but it was simply night outside. “That’s impossible,” he muttered softly, his eyes searching for anything that might explain why hours had passed.  
 
    A gasp behind him made him turn, and he saw Piper looking at him with her hand over her mouth. The look on her face said she was also struggling with whatever had affected him, and another quick glance showed the nurse blinking and staring around herself.  
 
    But there was also something else; something that sat like a bonfire between all of them. Recognition of some sort that flashed just on the edge of his consciousness and stayed there, forcing him to acknowledge that they were part and parcel of him now.  
 
    Slowly, he leaned to the side to look around his sister and his eyes met with the fourth person in the room. His grandmother had pushed herself up from the bed and was looking back at him. Her eyes were brighter than they’d been in a decade, but she had the same bemused expression on her face that he felt on his own. 
 
    “Alex?” She asked softly into the room. “What is going on?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Time: July 13, 2023 
 
    Location: Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Alex!” Johan Olmstead called in his heavy accent, walking up to the younger man under the beating sun of Dubai. He was wearing a suit and a hard hat as he trotted up to Alex, his long Scandinavian face smiling even as he covered his eyes from the glare from the ocean. “Here to see your success, my friend? Quite a site, eh? Five years ago we were scrambling to save this project, but now, can you believe it? Three times as big and completed in an eighth of the time as the original projection!” 
 
    Alex followed the older man’s sweeping hand as they stood at the entrance road to the newest jewel in the Dubai mega-city. Called Dubai Jimbiya, it was a massive thrust of solid land created in the likeness of a curved dagger that provided a break-water for several other of the man-made islands. Miles of new coastline had been built, populated by high-end shopping centers, homes, and hotels placed like jewels along its scabbard and hilt.  
 
    “Some would call it a miracle,” Johan continued, taking in the fantastic feat of engineering. “I still don’t understand half of the process, even after you’ve explained it all to us fifteen times. Still, your discovery of how to solidify sand and other silicates into something far harder than concrete has been more than a boon. The rulers of Dubai have been eating it up, and we’re starting to get keen interest from North Africa and other places. Being able to grow base ingredients like sand or soil into any shape made it almost like 3D printing and just as fast.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt at how cheap it is, either,” Alex agreed, laughing softly and eliciting one from his boss. The older man clapped him on the shoulder and nodded.  
 
    “Ah yes, that doesn’t hurt at all,” Johan said, waving forward the burgundy and gold extra-long golf cart that he’d climbed out of. “Let me give you a ride the rest of the way. I have something to talk to you about.” Both men waited, then climbed into the rear seats as the driver moved them along the bridge that led to the first part of the new island.  
 
    All of the buildings facing the land were finished, coupled with extensive greenery and fantastic decorations. Farther back there was still many unfinished lots of land, but they had wanted the areas facing the city to be finished, giving an exquisite view to anyone seeing it from afar. It wasn’t quite the site from the sea yet, but in time, it would be.  
 
    They drove between the feet of a massive statue standing of the currently ruling Sheikh atop the six-lane road, formed as one single piece from various colored sands. The robes made an enormous cover from the sun that cars would travel under for centuries to come. The glorious thing had been even more unimaginable than the island it sat on decades earlier. At three hundred meters tall, it was not the tallest of the creations on Dubai Jimbiya which would have surprised engineers only five years earlier.  
 
    The creation of it should have taken decades, but with Alex’s process, it had been a matter of four months to truck in enough material and form it into the symbol of power it now was. The most significant difficulty had been getting the artist and the engineers to communicate effectively, but somehow, they’d managed. Beyond it were skyscrapers that matched those on the mainland, made possible by the more-than-solid foundation. Some of these were traditional creations of steel and glass, undertaken by those not trusting of using instacrete but others flowed up like various works of art, twisting and turning in ways unheard of due to the strength of the new building process. 
 
    Instead of heading toward one of those, the cart drifted with its electrical hum toward a smaller, more humble building if one that was still graceful and fully formed. It was the main offices for the completion of the island, rising only three stories with towering palms and water features sparkling in the sunlight. Johan and Alex both headed inside and toward the top floor, arriving in the simply decorated office on the corner closest to the ocean.  
 
    The older man sat behind the desk, slapping it lightly as he met Alex’s eyes with a steady gaze. “Alex. I remember when I first took note of your name in our conferences. You were a smart young man, but I would never have imagined how much we would change the world. Do you remember what you first said to me?”  
 
    “I do, sir,” Alex said. “I asked you if you were a gambler.” 
 
    “Ha! Yes! Exactly!” Johan said, letting out a belly laugh. “And I told you that I was, but there is a fine line between gambling and foolishness. And then? You looked me right in the eye and told me I was no fool, but I would be if I let you walk out of the room without hearing what you had to say.” 
 
    “I remember. I’m sorry I was so dramatic, but I had to make sure you listened,” Alex said. The solution to their engineering problem with the Dubai project had come to him as if out of thin air not long after his Grandmother’s mysterious recovery. The problem was the company he worked for had a strict clause that any patent or invention he created would become their property, not his.  
 
    He could not explain it, but he knew that would be a disaster. His only hope was to go to the owner of Olmstead Enterprises, the architect firm that had led the development in Dubai and brought the company Alex worked for onto the project. The man was known to be a visionary and someone who was willing to take unusual risks. Many times in the past, he had made decisions that had earned him ridicule for bad business sense, but in most cases, it had earned him more than his greed driven competitors. 
 
    Alex remembered how desperate he’d been, taking the opportunity to fly to Copenhagen to speak to this man. It had seemed like a crazy risk, but something deep in his gut told him it was the right move. It hadn’t hurt that Piper, Helen the nurse, and his grandmother had also told him that was the right course of action. None of them had a substantial reason for it other than it felt right. It had been the right choice because not only had Johan hired him, but had granted him control of the patent as well as a significant raise once he’d explained his idea.  
 
    “Nonsense, boy,” Johan said, waving his hand as if dismissing a bad wind. “I would have been a fool, perhaps the greatest of fools if I had not listened to you. The lead engineers of my company curse my name every night for allowing you to keep ownership of instacrete. Every night! But every night, guess how I sleep? Like a baby and do you know why?” 
 
    Alex grinned, returning the old man’s smile. “No, but I suspect you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    Johan chuckled, nodding as he pulled open a drawer and pulled out two glasses and a bottle of amber liquid. He poured a few fingers in each, sliding one of the drinks over to Alex before continuing. “Yes, I am going to tell you. It’s not so much a riddle, but something that you and I share. Something far more important. It is because money is not why I am here on this earth. It is because I am here for humanity.” 
 
    Raising his glass, Alex mirrored Johan as they both took a drink, savoring the expensive whiskey. “To humanity,” Alex said. “You’ve proven that is your intention and more over the years. I’ve been happy with my decision since I’ve come to work with you, Johan, but you didn’t come all this way just to have a drink with me, did you?” 
 
    The older man put his bent finger to the side of his nose and nodded. “Wise boy, and you’d be correct. I know you have far more up in that brilliant head of yours than just one miracle. Far more, and I want to be a part of it. Still, that is what I want, but it also depends on what you want. Tell me, young Alex. Do you see an old man in your plans?” 
 
    Alex took a deep breath, giving Johan a long, steady look. His admiration and respect for the man had only grown with time. He knew that his plans ultimately would require a deep well of resources and infrastructure and Alex knew it would take time to develop it, but if he could get Johan and his company on board, it would make things easier.  
 
    It was a risk, bringing Johan into his plans, but there was a clear buzzing in the back of his head. It had returned periodically since his grandmother’s near-death, popping up at critical points in his life to a lesser or greater degree. All four of them had shared this, and right now it was practically vibrating his ears off.  
 
    This was the next step.  
 
    Alex nodded, reaching across the desk and grasping Johan’s hand, shaking it firmly. “Yes, Yes I do, and you are right about one thing. There are a lot more miracles ahead, but first, we’re going to need to build our own island.” 
 
    “One like this?” 
 
    “No. Much bigger, and I’ve been saving a few tricks.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Time: August 1, 2027 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean  
 
      
 
      
 
    Piper squealed as she stepped off of the helicopter, racing out onto the perfect sandy beach that practically glowed under the Pacific sun. A faint whirring quickly followed her as her Drone Personal Assistant, or DPA boosted its small fan blades to keep up. The exterior of the device wasn’t overly complicated, being only four drone blades and a circular pillar ringed by mini-cameras, but the interior was something else entirely.  
 
    Piper had always been fascinated by electronics, mechanics, and computers, but after the night that her grandmother had been returned to her, she had become driven. For some reason, she found herself almost re-learning everything she’d been taught, then expanding on it in an ever-increasing circle. Despite her almost meteoric progress, she always felt frustrated at her pace, even after having attended, and breezed through, MIT.  
 
    Five years later, she had earned her doctorate in all three disciplines in record time, quickly attracting the top research teams and companies on the planet. Instead, she had retreated to her grandmother's farm, seemingly rejecting all of her prospects, but instead, she had worked hard perfecting them on her own. The most challenging part had merely been restraining herself from tapping too heavily into the local power grid.  
 
    Of all the things she’d been working on, her very favorite project was the DPA. It was a mobile personal assistant platform that followed her like a loyal pet. She had been forced to use it only within the confines of her home in Oregon, but now on their new island, she could keep it with her all the time. Despite its size, it held significant computing power and abilities that would have shocked most people.  
 
    “Tad, show me the layout of the island,” Piper said, coming to a stop a few feet from where the current tide was dampening the sand.  
 
    “Yes, miss,” Tad said, coming to a stop and hovering next to her before projecting a holographic picture in front of them both. It was difficult to see due to the brightness of the sun and sand, but after a moment, Tad adjusted the coloring enough to make out the picture. Slowly, an image of the island they were standing on appeared. The statistics appearing to the right of the image showed the almost perfectly formed island was precisely thirty by thirty miles in a circle. 
 
    The only blemish was toward the north where several barrier reefs had been formed, protecting an artificial bay designed to receive shipping, though only one lone pier had been constructed to date. Piper knew that the rest of the island would be expanded, with only the northern shore remaining where it was. Even now, several large subs were busily drawing up and solidifying the seamount they had chosen for their home base.  
 
    After Alex had joined with Johan, forming a new company called Empyreus, they had spent two years finding the perfect spot in the Pacific Ocean and making sure its placement would serve their purposes. The creation of the island itself had finally broken above the sea two years later, and six months after that, the shells of the first buildings had gone up. 
 
    This was the first day that Piper and her grandmother had been able to take up residence. Helen had been here for a few months already, making sure the island was occupied by greenery and a variety of wildlife that thrived in the tropical climate, but since most of the labs and work areas were still under construction, it would have been a waste to come out earlier.  
 
    “Can you find out where Helen is located? I’d like to see her,” Piper asked Tad after admiring what her brother had built.  
 
    “Yes, miss. Doctor Helen Harken is located at the following location,” Tad said in his smooth British accent. As he spoke, a red dot appeared on the map very near to Piper’s location.  
 
    “I think I know where that is,” Piper said, gazing back at the rough direction she thought the dot was located. As she spoke, the map disappeared, and a red arrow appeared in its place, pointing in a direction not quite the one that Piper had been looking. “Well, I thought I did. Thanks, Tad!”  
 
    Piper ran off, taking a wide turn around the now silent helicopter as she followed the arrow that Tad projected for her. It wound through several sparsely populated walkways between glossy tan buildings and clumps of tall palms surrounded by various ferns and tropical flowers. Her path brought her to the edge of what looked like a walking garden, fitted as a green space within a large central square.  
 
    Instead of the surrounding buildings, the arrow took her within the garden, crossing small footbridges that arched over shallow waterways until she came to a small nook. An older woman kneeled, examining a set of nondescript plants from under a large hat that covered her features. Tad’s red arrow pointed right at her, blinked a few times, and then faded out.  
 
    “Doctor Harken, as you requested, miss,” Tad said before going into a waiting hover by Piper’s shoulder. 
 
    At the sound of the voice, the woman stood and turned, smiling brightly at Piper before opening her arms wide. “Piper! You made it! I hope the flight wasn’t too long?” 
 
    “Ugh! Way too long,” Piper said as she embraced Helen warmly. “There aren’t very many places to stop in the middle of the ocean. At least I got to ride on one of the company’s new planes. Much faster and smoother. It’s a shame we have to fit them in the old style fuselage.” 
 
    Helen nodded before releasing Piper from her hug. “But necessary. At least you can have your little buddy flying around your shoulder all the time now. Did you manage to get his battery problem worked out? A lot of the workers here have been looking forward to getting their DPAs.” 
 
    Piper nodded, turning and holding her hand out. Tad immediately floated over, landing softly in her palm. It didn’t even weigh a pound so posed no problem for Piper to hold up. “I did. The new energy cells are about twenty percent more efficient and produce enough power for constant activity for several days. Also, they are geared to use the wireless power we provide on the island and other facilities.  
 
    “How many did you bring with you?” 
 
    “About five hundred of the lighter units, like Tad here. Only twenty of the heavier units. I’ve still got some things I’m tweaking with them, but they will have quite a lot more processing power than Tad. They don’t hover, and I still am doing some tweaking on them, but they should provide a boost to some of the higher level research.” 
 
    “I hope they can take a bit of dirt and grime,” Helen said. “I’ll need them to be able to noodle around in the gardens and out in the brush, not that it’s that much of a jungle yet. Still, hopefully, they’ll be fairly rugged.” 
 
    “Not the big ones, but the small ones are watertight and can link in with the larger versions. They will serve you better outside anyway, being able to fly.” Piper paused, looking over at the nubs on the plant Helen had been working with. “So, is this one of your experiments or just a pretty plant you’re putting in the garden?” 
 
    Helen smiled, turned and took a step back over to the plant. “A bit of both. It’s one of my earlier successes in producing programmable plants. At least, somewhat. Depending on what we need, this little darling can make several different kinds of medicinal compounds depending on the DNA we implant. It also makes a beautiful set of blue-white flowers with a delicate aroma.” Helen reached down, caressing some of its leaves. “However, out here in the square, it will mostly just be for show.” 
 
    “It looks wonderful. I didn’t know we were shipping in mature plants.” 
 
    Helen shook her head. “No, nothing was shipped in. We have far more important things to ship in than huge plants. I tweaked the growth compounds, and they are working even better than I would have expected though I’m monitoring the big palms pretty closely. I want to make sure the roots are developing deeply enough, or the first hurricane we get might knock them all down.” 
 
    Piper grunted, then her eyes glazed over as she stared off into the distance. “Where does it come from,” she said slowly. “I keep running it over and over in my head, but of all the things my imagination comes up with, nothing is ringing true.” 
 
    Helen gave Piper a long look, equally as troubled. “I think all of us have the same questions and concerns. It’s been ten years, and it still doesn’t make any sense. Something happened to us that night, and I wonder if we’ll ever be able to explain it. However, I take solace in the fact that everything I’ve done, and everything I see the three of you doing, is positive. We’re building on something, and I think it’s something that will help us all. I have to believe that God wants us to do this.” 
 
    “Demons and Angels?” Piper said softly. “What if it was aliens?” 
 
    “Same answer, Piper. There’s no reason that Science and Belief can’t co-exist. At least, as long as you don’t let too much human malarkey get in the way.” 
 
    Piper grinned and gave Helen another hug, nodding. This hadn’t been the first time they’d discussed this, and it most certainly wouldn’t be the last. Even Colleen, Piper and Alex’s grandmother, were intensely curious about what had happened, and she didn’t have any more insight than the rest of them despite having been clinically dead for an unknown amount of time.  
 
    At one hundred and seven years old, Colleen had not only recovered from being dead, but she was in better shape than she had been even in her early seventies and her health was still improving. All of them had experienced benefits like that, though Colleen was the most dramatic by far.  
 
    A jingle of music interrupted the two women, followed by a small flashing light on the top of Tad’s tiny fuselage. Helen looked at Piper, raising an eyebrow. “It takes messages, too?” 
 
    “Of course,” Piper answered. “And it also plays holographic games. If I couldn’t make the DPA’s better than the phones and computers out on the market, I shouldn’t be in this business. Tad, who is the message from?” 
 
    “The communication is from Alex Drake, miss,” Tad answered. “It isn’t marked with any alerts. Would you like to answer the caller?” 
 
    Piper nodded, purposefully not answering her floating companion to show off that the little machine could pick up non-verbal cues as well. The small device’s fans whirred to life, lifting Tad up so he could broadcast a holographic headshot of Alex.  
 
    “Piper! How are you doing, sis? I hope your flight wasn’t too dreary. Even with our planes, it takes a few hours.” 
 
    “It was okay, though I am glad I won’t have to do that too often. Are you on the island?” Piper asked.  
 
    “Not yet. I’ll be arriving within the week. I meant to be there when you arrived, but something came up.”  
 
    “Is everything okay?” Helen asked, stepping next to Piper. Alex saw her and smiled though he didn’t look overly happy, otherwise. Whatever had delayed him obviously had him worried.” 
 
    “Not sure,” Alex answered. “We’re getting some questions from the U.S. State Department. Apparently, they didn’t realize we meant to create an island out there and don’t know what to make of it. I had to fly to L.A. to meet with some of their officials tomorrow.” 
 
    “We knew that was coming, though,” Helen said. “We’re well outside of two hundred miles of any country, but someone was bound to notice and become concerned. What do you think they’ll say?” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve let Johan know and will keep you updated. I’ll try to keep them from getting too worried, but I wouldn’t be surprised if we don’t see some flyovers or even a ship show up to get a peek. Hopefully, they don’t get too curious or try to pull anything about us being U.S. citizens.” 
 
    Piper grinned. “Do you want me to hack into the state department and see what they’re saying?” 
 
    Alex blanched. “No! Heaven forbid that they catch you.” 
 
    “They won’t catch me,” Piper said confidently.  
 
    “So you say. Still, we don’t need to go there yet. If we need to take that step, we need to do it carefully. We don’t need any of our people thinking we’re trying to set up in opposition to any country, especially the U.S.” 
 
    “Fine, ruin my fun, but keep me updated,” Piper said. “For some reason, I’m nervous.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “Me too. Don’t worry; everything will be okay. Talk to you both soon.” 
 
    A second later, the hologram flicked off, followed by Tad announcing that the call had ended. Helen and Piper exchanged worried glances, hoping that their worries were unfounded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Time: August 2, 2027 
 
    Location: State Department Building, Los Angeles 
 
      
 
      
 
    John Malcom walked into the room with his crappy cup of coffee and sat, taking a long drink before breathing out a sigh. It had been yet another long week, and to top it off, he and Leann needed to meet with some representative of a company that had done something odd with an island. An Island, of all things. He was getting sick and tired of these idiot jobs that the central office kept sending him to investigate.  
 
    “Good morning, sunshine,” Leann said, smirking at John from the chair she’d claimed at the long table. Her laptop was open in front of her, and she looked far too perky for John’s taste.  
 
    “Do you have to do that?” John said, pulling out a bottle and spilling out two ibuprofen into his hand. A few seconds later, he had popped them into his mouth, followed by a few gulps of coffee.  
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Be all-” John waved his hand in the air, “-morning persony. Why bother anyway? I don’t see what could be so important about some rich schmuck and his private island.” 
 
    Leann quirked her eyebrow at John before frowning. “Did you read the file, John? This isn’t just some idiot and a party boat.” She slid a paper file folder over to him.  
 
    John opened it and glanced down, seeing a satellite picture of a strangely round island. On the opposite page, a dossier went over some basic information on some company named Empyreus. He flipped through a few pages before leaning forward, finally reaching the intelligence analyst review. By the time he had finished, he had looked up at Leann with wide eyes. “They made a freakin island? How can someone make an island in the middle of the Pacific?”  
 
    “Exactly what we’re trying to figure out,” Leann said. She flipped her laptop around, showing John a picture of a handsome, young man walking off of a private jet, and next to it an older man. “The younger man is named Alex Drake, and the older is Johan Olmstead. They went into business together after building one of those wonder islands in Dubai.” 
 
    John pulled the laptop closer, reading through the states next to each of the pictures. Johan Olmstead wasn’t a surprise, building long-term success in his field of architecture and massive building projects over almost thirty-five years. Alex, on the other hand, was far more interesting. Some sort of prodigy who became involved with Johan only about eight or nine years earlier, then partnering with Johan to create Empyreus only five years ago. He quickly paged through some of the information about the island they created for the Sheik and couldn’t help but be impressed.  
 
    “Well, it looks like they took what they learned in Dubai and used it,” John said, running through the information once more. He was older, almost at retirement age, but his mind was still more than quick enough to put the facts together. “But in five years? In the deep ocean, they built an island in only five years? How?” 
 
    Leann stood up, moving next to him and swiping a finger across the screen to a sub-category. She stood up, pointing to some technical schematics and facts. “You should pay more attention to the world, John. I know you're trying not to, but it might help. Alex was the inventor of instacrete and apparently several other very recent technologies that have made building things a much different process. It’s still not available in the States because we take forever to approve anything, but its working miracles in many other parts of the world.” 
 
    “No doubt that approval is being delayed by some of our corporate overlords,” John said sardonically, continuing to read quickly through the information. “My god. This explains how they were able to make an island. I guess the question is, how much further are they planning to go? Since it wasn’t a pre-existing island, no county has any sort of claim on it, and its well outside of any countries two hundred mile economic zone.” 
 
    “That is the million dollar question,” Leann said. “Still, there’s nothing to be alarmed about yet. Let’s just hope that our attention is enough to keep them from doing anything too crazy.”  
 
    A knock on the door interrupted them, followed by one of their office workers peeking inside. “Alex Drake is here.”  
 
    “Show him in,” Leann said, grabbing her laptop back from John and taking her own seat. This was really just an initial interview, and she had no clue where it might go. They didn’t have any specific worries, but that was part of the problem. The analysts had gone crazy with supposition, proposing everything between cults to illegal cloning experiments. From the satellite photos, it didn’t look like anything more than a fancy business park, if a bit larger, but there was no way to tell. 
 
    She smiled to herself, wondering where this particular mystery was going to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Time: August 2, 2027 
 
    Location: State Department Building, Los Angeles 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex sat in the waiting area for only a few moments before being shown to the nondescript meeting room. As he entered, he took in the sight of the two agents waiting for him. An older, silver-haired man in a gray suit sat along the window. The other agent was dressed in a more contemporary, if still identifiably government issue, dark suit that complimented her short haircut and intelligent eyes. Alex couldn’t help but keep his eyes on her for a few moments longer, appreciating her dark beauty before stepping forward to shake both agent’s hands.  
 
    “Thank you for coming, Doctor Drake,” Leann said, shaking his hand a moment before John did. “My name is Agent Leann Bates, and this is Agent John Malcom. Please have a seat.” 
 
    Alex gave Leann his most winning smile before taking his seat. “Alex, please. Can I ask what this is about?” 
 
     “We just had a few questions, Doctor… I mean Alex,” Leann said pleasantly.  
 
    “About the island?” Alex asked. 
 
    Leann nodded. “Well, yes, about the island. No beating around the bush I see. That’s good; I like that.” 
 
    “I like it, too, but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to say at this point. It’s an island we’ve built. Now we’re building our world headquarters. What’s the problem?” 
 
    John let out a dry chuckle. “Doctor Drake, you can’t possibly believe that building your own island out in the middle of the Pacific isn’t going to raise some questions with some people.” 
 
    “And what kind of questions would those be?” Alex asked.  
 
    “Questions like why would someone need to be separate from any countries’ laws, or what some corporation would possibly want to do unmonitored out in the middle of the ocean,” John said. “I don’t even want to think about potential banking issues. We’re already having enough trouble with that little bag of cats in the Caymans.” 
 
    “Those are awfully pessimistic questions, Agent Malcom. I can’t blame you, though. Honestly, there are a lot of shady people out there that pose as businessmen. The only thing I can say in our defense is the history of humanitarian projects we’ve undertaken.” 
 
    John glanced at Leann, signaling her to take the lead since he had not done his homework. She raised her eyebrow at the older man but took up the line of questioning without missing a beat.  
 
    “Of course we have. To be honest, your company has been quite generous in a staggering number of places in the world,” Leann said, looking down at her laptop. “The work you’ve done in Micronesia during the tidal wave of 2025 must have cost billions alone.” 
 
    Alex shrugged. “Not quite as much as you’d think with some of the innovations we’ve developed, but it was necessary. None of the local nations were going to get enough resources there in time,” Alex paused, giving Agent Bates a long look. “It was our duty to help.”  
 
    “It does speak in your favor,” Leann said. “Still, it does make us a bit curious. Is the island going to be open to the public? You’ve built an airport that looks like it can handle fairly large planes. Is this some sort of resort that you’re creating?” 
 
    “In time, we plan to have tourists. First, we have to build the infrastructure, and that will take time. One of the advantages of creating your own island is being able to create all of its features, and we plan on building some pretty spectacular ones.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” John said. “When can we arrange a visit? I haven’t been on the beach in ages.” 
 
    Alex laughed and nodded. “Actually, that’s a good idea. I know that there are agencies that won’t be able to help but meddle, but we really don’t have any intention of being a problem. So, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll invite you and Agent Malcom to come visit our tropical paradise, and I’ll give you a personal tour of the island. With some caveats, of course.” 
 
    John harrumphed. “Caveats? What kind of caveats?” 
 
    “We’ll provide transport, and I’m going to ask you not to bring any spy devices,” Alex said. “But I can have you out there in a few weeks if you want?” 
 
    “Plenty of time to hide the bodies, eh?” John said.  
 
    Alex pursed his lips and shook his head. “Really, Agent Malcom? Do you really think we created an island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean just to bury bodies? Besides, it will take at least that long for you to get permission from your superiors, I’m sure.” 
 
    Leann smirked at her partner before turning back to Alex. “That sounds like a good beginning. How can we contact you to arrange transport?” 
 
    Alex grinned and took out a card, sliding it across the table toward Leann. “I’m sure this will match your records, but this is a good number. We can pick you up from any West Coast city.” 
 
    Leann stood, holding her hand out once again to Alex. “Very well, Alex. We’ll be in touch. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Time: August 10, 2027  
 
    Location: Type 7 (low value) system ES21R1(un-named) Red Dwarf – Designated for low-grade mining use.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tur Galon Zeinbrikka breathed in, eliciting a shuddering clicking noise that expressed his extreme satisfaction with the transmission he had just received. He didn’t usually lose control like this, but it had been good news. Very nearly the best news he’d heard in his almost three hundred years as head of his family.  
 
    Their agent had been successful in his initial contact with the regional governor’s office. More importantly, their agent had been in contact with the high-level official that had far exceeded his resources trying to win big on the gambling moons of Tentabon V. It wasn’t the first time, either, but Galon had found out that the officials clan wasn’t going to cover him this time, leaving him at the tender mercies of the Vimorian Syndicate. 
 
    That little tidbit of information had cost a large number of credits, but the real cost would be what he would need to spend buying the mining rights to several quarantine systems forty-eight lightyears into the forbidden zone. Even out here on the edge of controlled space, it wouldn’t be cheap to bribe an official of the Union. The Kalex tended to be sticklers, and even in as much trouble as this one was in, it wouldn’t be easy to get him to ignore the rules. 
 
    Still, he had the credits to pull it off, buy the official’s silence, and the will to put all of his families physical assets from their current assignments into this endeavor. It wouldn’t be cheap, but If they did this right, they would have years of no competition, zoning laws, or license fees resulting in massive profits. 
 
    He couldn’t help but revel in another bout of chittering celebration. It had taken quite a bit of time for the message to reach him, and arranging everything would take quite a bit more. Pressing a button on his desk, he waiting for the response tone before speaking.  
 
    “Captain Tesh, please set course for business headquarters. Our grand endeavor seems to be coming together, and I want to be centrally located to organize everything.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do you want me to send out the recall message to the other mining ships?” 
 
    Galon swiped his hand in the negative, even though the captain couldn’t see it. “No, it would not be wise. There are still things to arrange, and I don’t want to pull them off of their current sites if things fall through. Besides, this system is fairly close to headquarters, so these ships are best kept here pulling profit until we’re ready for the large deployment. A few years won’t matter.” 
 
    “Agreed. Is there anything else, sir? Otherwise, I’ll have the navigator begin on the calculations and have non-essential crew start getting into stasis.” 
 
    Galon grimaced, licking his teeth in distaste. He hated the stasis pods, or more importantly what happened when he came out of them. The liquid used always made him choke, retch, and sometimes pass out once he emerged; it was a very undignified situation for the head of the family. Not every one of his race had this reaction. Maybe one out of fifty Jezerine had it, which wasn’t very rare, but he hated it none-the-less. Still, there were some things he could do to stall before he had to go under.  
 
    He called up a few files showing the systems he had targeted, including the long-range scans. They weren’t very detailed, but it didn’t need to be to show basic mineral contents of each system. He’d worked hard to find systems that were not only rich but reasonably far apart so that even if they were discovered in one system, the others could stay safely hidden. 
 
    It was the perfect scheme, and it would give his family a chance to buy property on the actual regional governor’s world. Right now they had a few, tiny offices on one of the outer orbital habitats but that would all change once the massive profits began to roll in. He tapped his claw on the screen, pulling up the file of the system he planned to oversee personally. 
 
    Smiling in a way not unlike a human, he leaned forward and tapped on some specific numbers that showcased some very attractive readings. There were several extremely rare and therefore valuable elements appearing on the trace element scan. There was no way to tell where the elements might appear n the system. Not yet, at least, but once they arrived, they would be able to narrow down the locations and proceed to strip the system of everything of value. 
 
    For a brief moment, he glanced at the small foot-notes concerning the third planet in the system. Apparently, intelligent life had been discovered, but at the time of the scan, it showed them having no footprint in space. Unless the elements he was after were on their planet, they would probably never even know he was there stealing their riches.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Piper grunted, turning the wrench until a note began pinging softly. “Got it!” she said before sliding out from under the small suspended platform that hung in her grandmother’s laboratory. She got up and moved behind the barrier where her grandmother stood, facing the transparent panel that let them see into the large, round room. 
 
    The platform was connected to a centrifugal force engine which would spin at variable speeds. Piper was down to help her grandmother work on the initial prototype of one of her latest inventions. To date, it was performing fairly poorly, but Piper still thought it was awfully cool. 
 
    Colleen pushed the button, smiling at Piper’s excited grin. They both watched the readings as the large centrifuge warmed up but the top speed it attained was a paltry twenty miles per hour. Still, the holographic computer screen floating above the console that was tied to the powered platform showed the center of it as unaffected by the momentum.  
 
    They knew that if the centrifuge moved any faster, the difference would begin to register, but as of right now, Earth had its first, stable inertial dampener. Right now, it was beyond primitive and took an exhaustive amount of energy to power, but they had the basic physics down. Now it was just a matter of time to refine it.  
 
    “I cannot wait until we have phasers!” Piper crowed, jumping up and down in excitement. “To boldly go where no super-awesome scientist has gone before!” 
 
    Colleen chuckled, crossing her arms as she watched Piper bounce around in excitement. “I think we’re a bit far away from phasers, Piper, but we are closer to getting up to orbit. It’s related to the anti-gravity field, and I think I’ll be able to combine the two, in time.” 
 
    “You are amazing, Grandma!” Piper said. “Do you think it’s safe to take a ride on the platform? I want to see what it feels like.” 
 
    Colleen glanced at the contraption in the center of the room before pulling up a few readings on her computer. “I think we’ll do a few tests first, or really, more than a few. The last thing I want to be responsible for is all of your hair falling out or something dreadful like that. Trust me; these things aren’t anything to play around with. At least, not yet. Now, the rest of what I’m going to be doing today will be terribly boring. Isn’t Alex arriving today?” 
 
    Piper pursed her lips, the image of her bald head flashing through her mind for a moment, making her reconsider. Besides, Alex was due in today, and she wanted to be the first one to tell him the good news. Alex was determined to get not only into orbit but out to the asteroid field as fast as he could. Seafloor mining would only go so far, and he wanted to be as independent of Earth-based infrastructure as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Yes, he is coming in today, but those two United States representatives are coming in with him. I bet he’ll be involved with those agents for most of it. I don’t think it would be a good idea to talk to him about anything interesting with them in earshot.” 
 
    “Hmm. No, I would suppose not. Still, it might not be a bad idea for them to see you. They’ll be less likely to think of this as some Bond-esque island of evil if they see someone’s sister walking about. I think the younger agent is close to your age.” 
 
     Piper mulled it over. She’d read the files. Actually, Piper was the one that had managed to collect both agent’s files from a not-well-enough-guarded server. Of the two, Agent Leann Bates was probably close to Piper’s official age of twenty-seven, though she carried herself as someone younger. Still, there was a twinkle in the woman’s eyes that said she might not be a complete drone.  
 
    The older man, Agent John Malcolm, was a bit more difficult to parse. He had at one time worked for military intelligence as a high-level analyst but had left under some unusual circumstances. Whatever the reason had been, someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to hide it. Piper probably could have found the reason, but she had run the risk of being discovered and had deemed it not worth the trouble. Still, after he’d moved to the state department, he had apparently been kept on unimportant desk jobs where he’d performed adequately but never allowed to work any sort of situation his skills warranted.  
 
    “I think I’ll go see if Nabhitha is available to go with me. She’ll think it’s fun and she’s pretty good at spotting bullshit,” Piper said. “Tad? Can you tell me where Nabs is working today?” 
 
    Tad whirred over. “Yes, miss. She’s working in the exotic materials lab on sub-level four at Sahara Sands.” 
 
    Piper smiled. Sahara Sands was only one building over from where her grandmother had been working, and it wouldn’t take her long to get there. “Can you please send her a text asking if she’s available? I should be there in about ten minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, miss,” Tad said, as Piper gave Colleen a hug and then a kiss on her cheek. Then she was off to the elevator that led to the surface. Piper wasn’t a teenager, but she moved like one and had an almost indomitable energy supply. Colleen was almost certain she could give a toddler a run for their money.  
 
    The older woman smiled, watching her granddaughter go with a wistful look on her face, though as time passed, that envy was slowly beginning to fade. She was exercising again, and despite her advanced age, her joints and muscles did not suffer from the usual aches and strains she should expect. There were some, but as time passed, they diminished more and more. It was a gift that she was both leery and appreciative.  
 
    For some reason, she had been spared, and she could only put it down to having a job to do. She gave a sigh, then turned back to the computer console once Piper was safely outside of the centrifuge chamber. There were indeed many tests yet to perform, and they wouldn’t conduct themselves. Smiling, she began to set up the next run. It would involve stacking several blocks of varied weights in the middle of the platform and seeing how the field would perform while holding something within it.  
 
    It was an exciting time to be alive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nabhitha Mahajan could never have imagined she’d be working on cutting-edge technology in a field of study she loved out on some tropical island called Empyrean. Every day when she was done, she literally got to go sit on the beach and drink a margarita. On top of that, she was paid well. Very well.  
 
    She loved her parents, but she had grown sick and tired of them nagging her to come back to India and marry a nice lawyer or something like that. She’d finally flashed her bank accounts to them, shutting them up after a particularly difficult skype call. 
 
    “Rudra Gupta can go jump off a very tall building,” Nabhitha muttered to herself as she stared intently at the holographic screen and bit her tongue. She was so close to getting the woven strand carbon tubes into long scale production. Not that long scale was perhaps the right word to use when it came to nanotech, but it had been unbelievably challenging to build long, continuous sheets or columns of carbon tubing at anything approaching an affordable rate. 
 
    That is until she’d met Colleen Drake.  
 
    Three years ago, she had just gotten out of her fifteenth job interview trying to get into any kind of lab that could remotely claim to be working on cutting-edge technologies. However, no one was willing to take a chance on a too-pretty Indian girl still working on her exotic materials doctoral thesis. She’d left the building where the interview had taken place, still angry at the dismissive attitude of the all-male panel when all of a sudden a gray-haired old woman was walking next to her and smiling. 
 
    For a moment, Nabhitha had thought the old woman was just lost, and she worked hard at ignoring her until it was apparent she wasn’t going away. Finally, she stopped, crossly asking the woman what she wanted.  
 
    That was when Colleen had spoken. “I understand you might like a chance to change the world, Miss Mahajan.” 
 
    She had, and a few short months later after she’d defended her thesis, she’d begun working for Empyreus, and with Colleen Drake directly on her farm in Oregon. Now, she was out on an island that they’d built in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, in a lab complex that she wouldn’t call cutting edge so much as beyond amazing. There were tools and equipment she’d never even dreamt of, and it had catapulted her theories into near-reality. 
 
    If she could just get the right frequency on some of these emitters, it might just be a reality. Typing in the next sequence, she turned to her floating DPA whom she’d named Byangoma. “Okay, Byangoma, initiate another production run. Let’s see if we can get this working.” 
 
    A moment later, the floating assistant clicked and then spoke. “The production run has been initiated, miss. It should be complete in approximately three point four hours. Would you like me to alert you ten minutes prior to completion?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Nabhitha said, turning just in time to see her best friend wave at her through the door to her lab. Piper grinned and then pointed down, indicating for Nabhitha to buzz her in.  
 
    Nabhitha smiled and then quickly let her friend enter. She loved Piper and her enthusiasm. It was an excellent counterpoint to her own personality which was more reserved, and as a result, she’d found herself taking more chances in having fun. From the look on her friend’s face, this looked to be another opportunity to get into mischief. 
 
    “Hey Nabs!” Piper said, bouncing in with Tad buzzing along behind her. The two DPAs circled around each other in some strange form of greeting, though Nabhitha didn’t understand why. She’d asked Piper about the strange behavior, and her friend had said it was just them sharing recent information. “I have an adventure for us to go on!”  
 
    “An adventure?” Nabhitha said, raising an eyebrow. “This isn’t going to get us in trouble, is it? The last time you bought an adventure to my door, we almost got blown off of the cooling tower.” 
 
    “Pfft, the key word there is almost,” Piper said, waving her hand dismissively. “Besides, that was the best spot to view the meteor shower on an island with almost no light pollution. You have to admit; you can see a whole lot more stars than from the mainland.” 
 
    Nabhitha didn’t answer, pursing her lips instead but she had to admit, it had been a magical night. The only better place would be up in orbit, and at the rate, they were developing technologies, it might not be that much longer before she got to see it. Still, she couldn’t stay mad at her friend. “Fine. Almost. Now, what is this new adventure your dragging me into?” 
 
    “Alex is coming in today, and he’s bringing some spooks from the U.S. in with him to give them a tour over several days. The younger agent is supposed to be around our age, and I figured that would give us an excuse to kidnap her and keep her mind off of spying. Unless she’s a total stick-in-the-mud, I bet she’d love to go out on some of our souped-up jet skis.” 
 
    “Spooks? What’s a spook?” Nabhitha asked. “Isn’t that a ghost or something?”  
 
    “Yes, but not in this case. I mean they’re spies,” Piper said. “There are only two of them, but grandma figured we might serve as a good distraction.” 
 
    Nabhitha frowned, uncertain if this was really such a good idea. “Um. Why would we want to put ourselves anywhere close to spies?” 
 
    Piper once again waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry; this isn’t going to be them showing up with guns and knives. They just want to get a peek at what we’re doing here to make sure we’re not sacrificing people to the old gods. Alex says he has a plan.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I don’t have anything to do for a few hours,” Nabhitha said, glancing through the window at the automated machinery running in the room beyond. “I just started a production cycle. Hopefully, it will work this time. I almost got it on the last run, but they sequence lengths had too many fractures. This time…” she trailed off, crossing her fingers.  
 
    Piper grinned, leaning over and looking at the screen where Nabhitha had just entered her latest information. Her friend was currently working with a double plasma laser configuration which stopped the webbing behavior of the carbon, enabling it to retain its tubular form as well as weaving the tubes together. If it worked, it would create a super-strong, flexible material they desperately needed to work in space or deep under the ocean.  
 
    As she saw the numbers, she felt an odd recognition occur deep in the back of her mind, letting her know that her friend was on the right track. She didn’t know why since exotic materials were not anything she’d ever studied, but it was what it was. She expected Nabhitha was going to be jubilant in a few hours but wasn’t going to say anything. That would just raise too many questions that she didn’t have answers for. 
 
    “Let’s go. It will take us a bit to get to the airport, and by then they should have landed.” 
 
    Nabhitha agreed, letting the door swing shut behind them as they left.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: On Approach to Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leann frowned as she flicked the button which changed the viewpoint of the screen in front of her. Instead of windows, the plane apparently used cameras on the fuselage and then piped them to the curved view screen that was attached to her seat by a floating arm. It also served as a computer and entertainment console at need, but as they were on approach, Leann wanted to see the island Empyrean as they landed.  
 
    “This can’t be right,” Leann said, turning to John who was reading a magazine next to her. He had always been old school with his entertainment and had only grunted when the stewardess showed them how to access the computers.  
 
    “What do you mean,” John said, looking up and over his glasses.  
 
    Leann pointed at the screen. “I mean, this island is green with mature palms and trees. Are we on the right island?” 
 
    Alex looked up from his own chair, smiling at Leann’s question. He had expected the question since, without Helen’s innovations in plant growth, the island would not have been green for many years. “Yes, we are landing on the correct island.” 
 
    “Did you ship in plant life?” John asked after having turned on his own view screen and found the forward facing camera. “That seems like a waste of money, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t ship in plant life, at least not in its current form,” Alex said. “Some of our research and development has been oriented to improving and increasing crop yields. Below, you see some of the results.” 
 
    Leann and John both exchanged looks before the dark woman quirked an eyebrow at Alex. While John had kept mostly to himself, she and Alex had enjoyed a lively conversation during the flight. She had been intensely curious about the creation of the luxury islands in Dubai and subsequent raising of their current destination. Alex had taken pains to answer most of Leann’s questions, at least those relating to past projects.  
 
    “Improving crop yields? You mean like genetically modified organisms? What’s the end game for those technologies? Maybe that’s why you’re way out here, so you can play a little god without anyone looking over your shoulder?” John asked, leaning forward. He had been involved in the intelligence community for most of his career, but he’d grown up on a farm just outside of Pullman Washington. As such, he kept a nose to the ground through friends and family that had let him stay abreast of the business. He very well knew of the current debates that surrounded GMOs. He himself didn’t see anything wrong with the technology but understood why most people might be a bit leery, at least those that didn’t bother to educate themselves.  
 
    “With most of the plants on the island, we didn’t modify them at all. We only took seeds and samples from comparable biomes and planted them. What you’re seeing is a direct effect of growth accelerating technologies, alone.” Alex said, giving them a look before pulling out a thin briefcase from a cabinet next to him. Out of it, he pulled what looked like a drone and activated it, letting it float gently into the air with a soft hum. “We don’t use these on the mainland or in public, but you’re going to see some of these active on the island. Think of them as a cross between a computer and phone that follows you around. It’s a bit smarter than that, but for all intents and purposes, that’s what it is.” 
 
    Leann gave out a small humph of interest, but overall it didn’t really excite her. She was just surprised that someone hadn’t come up with the idea before but figured it hadn’t because it could be easily swiped by someone running past. However, a second later, her eyes widened in amazement as a hologram appeared in front of her.  
 
    “Aristotle, please display the file ‘palm growth forty-one.’ Please accelerate the time passage of the video at a ratio of one day for every thirty seconds in actual time.” Alex said to his DPA.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Aristotle answered in a warm, deep tone. A moment later, a holographic image of a test dirt bed appeared out of one of its ports. It reminded Leann of R2D2 broadcasting his plea from Princess Lea but in brilliant color. For the first minute, there was only the occasional, very sped up presence of various white-coated scientists moving in and out of the frame, but a moment later, a green shoot began to break through the soil, and then proceeded to grow at an astounding rate.  
 
    In the span of twelve minutes, the shoot turned into a fully grown palm tree before Alex told the drone to stop the recording. He sat in silence, letting the two Agents absorb what they’d just seen.  
 
    Finally, John took a breath and gave Alex a probing look. “If it’s not genetic manipulation in the plant, what is making it grow so fast?” 
 
    “I can only give you the laymen’s answer. My area is more in building, constructs, and planning. Our specialist, Doctor Helen Harken, will be more than happy to give you a more in-depth answer after we’ve landed if you are interested. As I understand it, she uses a combination a fertilizer that can release nutrients at an increased rate, and some sort of cell stimulator that pushes the cells into working and growing faster.” 
 
    “There’s got to be issues,” John said, frowning. “I can’t imagine cells growing at a hundred times as fast is good for them. Does it mean the plant dies as fast?” 
 
    “We’re still working on some things, yes. As you can imagine, we want to make sure there aren’t dramatic breakdowns like the ones you mention. Again, Helen can probably discuss some of those issues with you. Would you like me to set up a meeting with her?” 
 
    John nodded, once again looking at the still image of the palm tree. “Yes, I think I’d like that. I’d be very curious to see what this woman has to say, as well as what your intent is for its use in the future.” 
 
    “Aristotle, can you contact Helen? Let her know I want to set up an appointment for the Agents to talk to her about her plant growth.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Aristotle said once again, then a few green lights blinked on and off, indicating it was working. A moment later, the drone spoke again. “Doctor Harken is on the line, sir.” Then a second hologram appeared, showing a handsome, older woman with blonde hair smiling into the camera. There was jungle behind her, and it looked like she had been digging recently.  
 
    “Yes, Alex?” Helen said, then glanced at both John and Leann. “Are these the agents? I’d love to meet with them, though I’ll be out in the eastern biome for most of today. Can they meet tomorrow for breakfast before I head out? Seven?” 
 
    Alex quirked his eyebrow at the two agents who were both surprised that Helen could see them, but John quickly rallied. “Yes. Breakfast sounds wonderful. I’d love to see some examples of the growing plants, too, if that’s all right.”  
 
    “Sounds fine and Alex can get you here on time. I’ll see you then,” Helen said happily. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    Alex looked at the agents, but when it was clear they had nothing else, he shook his head. “Nope, enjoy digging around in the dirt, Helen. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Bye!” Helen said, and then her image disappeared.  
 
    “These are a bit more than floating phones,” Leann said, peering at the DPA that was floating between them. “What else can they do?” 
 
    “You’ve seen most of their cool tricks, though they also have the ability to measure and image objects, at need. Otherwise, they are as I said, just floating computer phones though I’ve been quite happy with mine. At least, when I can use him.” 
 
    “Are these going to be available to, uh, regular people?” Leann asked. This was one of the questions that were slowly developing in her mind. The island itself was a fantastic feat of engineering, but accelerated plant growth and holograms? She was beginning to wonder what else Empyreus was working on and more importantly, who would eventually get access to these technologies. 
 
    “A good question,” Alex said, leaning back in his chair. “Perhaps one of the best questions. We are working on many technologies that will be of great benefit to the people of earth, but we’re going to take it slowly. There will be a lot of people that will like what we’re doing, but we know there will be others that won’t. Like our building methods having so much difficulty being approved in the U.S. As I’m sure you know, a lot of that resistance is being put up by business moguls who either don’t want to or can’t change. 
 
    “Do you blame them?” Leann asked. “They probably see it as a threat to their business and livelihood.” 
 
    “Yes, I blame them,” Alex said, his eyes flashing and making Leann blink. “We’re willing to transition slowly, making sure that whatever we can provide will allow the economy and impacted people time to adapt. We’ve done exactly that in some of the countries that have worked with us, so the precedence is there, but instead of looking to the future, too many of the businessmen in the U.S. and other powerful countries just stand in the way. They throw up roadblocks, and it’s all due to their greed and unwillingness to lose control of something they think they own. There’s absolutely no caring at all of the people they should be helping, besides themselves. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re a Socialist,” John said, frowning slightly.  
 
    Alex shook his head. “No, or at least not entirely. I believe very strongly in people working and gaining. There has to be a benefit for people to work hard and succeed, but I don’t believe the shark eat shark method has to be the only way. There are too many people that want to get ahead at other’s expense. Too many that enjoy stepping on someone else to get a leg up. That isn’t the way I do business. I’d much rather bring people along with me. A harder road for the short term, but I firmly believe that in the long run, it will pay off.” 
 
    “Sounds like a nice fairytale, but it’s too ingrained in the world. If you don’t do something unsavory, there are ten others out there that will happily do it, and then they’ll just shuffle you off as a failure,” John said, bitterly. 
 
    Leann couldn’t help but look at John from the corner of her eye. She had known that John had once been deeply involved in military intelligence, but something had happened to make him leave the service, and she well knew that he’d been kept on unimportant jobs for his entire career with the State Department. This was the first time she’d even gotten a hint as to why.  
 
    Alex met John’s gaze for a long moment before responding in a low, earnest tone. “Yes. And it sounds like you hate it as much as I do. That is the mind of small men, and only great effort can change it, but I plan on doing everything in my power to make this world a place where such men cannot thrive.” 
 
    The two men continued to look at each other in silence, absorbing each other’s words until an announcement from the pilot requested them to buckle up and prepare for their landing. Alex quickly retrieved Aristotle, placing him back in his case, secretly wondering if allowing the two Agents into his world would, in the end, be a good or bad idea. Either way, it was too late to turn back now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite the still very light population on the island, the airport had been assigned a great deal of space with several runways already built, and room for more on the Northwest coast. Close by was an equally large area, but there was little construction there to date. However, it was dominated by two massive hangers that wouldn’t look out of place on an Air Force base, though to date, there were airstrips that could easily be accessed from them. 
 
    Five months ago, those hangers hadn’t been in existence, so drew a curious eye from both of the Agents as they disembarked from the plane. They didn’t have long to contemplate the huge buildings before they were interrupted by the energetic greetings form a young blonde woman and the more reserved presence by what looked like an Indian national.  
 
    “Alex! Welcome back!” Piper said, giving her brother a warm hug. It had been two months since she’d seen her brother back in Portland.  
 
    Alex grinned, swinging his sister around before putting her down. “Piper! As enthusiastic as ever. Good to see you as well, Nabhitha. Thanks for coming to greet us. It’ll be good for the agents to see someone other than just my ugly mug. Speaking of which, this is Agent Leann Bates and Agent John Malcom.” He turned, presenting the two younger ladies to the Agents. “This is my sister, Piper Drake and her friend, Nabhitha Mahajan.” 
 
    Leann stepped forward, giving her best smile to the two ladies. There hadn’t been a file on Nabhitha, but the woman looked intelligent and capable. She doubted Nabhitha would just be on the island taking a vacation, so guessed she worked in the company in some fashion.  
 
    Piper, on the other hand, had a file that was almost as impressive as her brothers, though she appeared younger than her supposed twenty-seven years of age. Still, the young lady was a doctor of three major, if related, disciplines which more than belied her cheerleader appearance.  
 
    Either way, Leann decided she wouldn’t take either of them lightly which was something she herself had experienced far too often in her life for being a young, pretty woman. “Pleasure to meet you,” Leann said, “I heard you’re going to be on task to show me the best beaches?” 
 
    Piper grinned and nodded. “You bet, though we’ll stick to the north shore. The other three are still being expanded, so they didn’t bother to put sand on them since they’re just going to be inland eventually.” 
 
    “How big is the island going to get?” John asked.  
 
    “Our initial plans are to be about a hundred square miles within a few years, but plans may change depending on a variety of reasons. Either way, we won’t be able to go much bigger due to the size of the seamount that we are based on. If we want to get bigger, we’ll have to go either down or up. We’ll drive to the main compound on the cart.” Alex offered, leading them over to a large golf-cart that was being driven by a large, muscular man with a military haircut. “This is my chief of security, Nathan Adamson.” 
 
    Nathan nodded to both of the agents, reaching out his big hand and encircling theirs with a gentle power and ready grin. “Pleased to meet you,” he said in a thick Australian accent. “If you need anything while you’re on the island, please let me or one of my men know. I will be close, cleaning up all of the spy devices you’ll probably try to plant, so it won’t be any trouble.”  
 
    “We’ll try to be discreet,” Leann said, grinning back at the jovial man. Despite his glib manner, she didn’t think Nathan was anything but business since even sitting; he looked dangerous despite the khaki shorts and a collared shirt. Once they were all seated, the cart began to move soundlessly, without even the whine of an electric engine.  
 
    After they’d begun to move, Alex resumed talking. “We plan for the island to be our main headquarters, but as I mentioned previously, we will eventually open it to tourism and visitors. We’ve scaled the airport accordingly, and left plenty of room around it for future expansion.” 
 
    John raised an eyebrow and kept looking around at the vast area they were traveling through. It wasn’t the largest airport he’d ever seen, but it was of significant size and much too large for even an island of around a hundred miles across. He couldn’t help but be curious about the ultimate purpose, and why Alex and his company believed it would be needed. “You said something about down or up if you wanted to expand. What does that mean exactly?” 
 
    Alex grinned. “Caught that, did you? Pretty much exactly how it sounds. Either down to the ocean floor, floating sub-ocean habitats or up to orbit.” 
 
    John’s eyes got big as he stared at Alex. Down or up, indeed. His mind reeled at the implications. There were already some powerful companies vying to get into orbit or make the journey to Mars, and he wondered how Empyreus would stack up to SpaceX or the others. He almost would have scoffed at the notion since the other companies had been working on the problem for decades, but he was standing on an island that hadn’t been in existence just five years earlier. Maybe Empyreus had a chance.  
 
    “What are you going to do down on the sea floor?” Leann asked, her mind going the opposite way from John’s. It was one of the reasons they worked well together.  
 
    “I can answer that,” Nabhitha said in her pleasant, musical accent. “Ocean’s cover about seventy-one percent of the earth’s surface, but currently it’s almost impossible to utilize most of that area for mining, farming, or habitation. Most of that is because of the cost of building or working in those environments, but with the technologies we’re developing, those costs are going to plummet.” 
 
    “Are you saying you have those technologies?” Leann asked.  
 
    Nabhitha tilted her head to the side in a half shrug. “Not all of them, but we are developing what we need quite quickly. Many of those will be useful in both the deep oceans and space. We already have several submersibles operating off of our coast building up the island from the seamount. However, they are capable of going much deeper right now.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Leann said softly, her eyes distant in thought. 
 
    She was about to ask another question when Nathan stopped the cart and held his hand up to an earpiece. He listened intently for a few moments before turning to a curious Alex. “Sir, I think we need to go back to the plane.” 
 
    “Why? Is something wrong?” Alex asked.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Apparently, you had a stowaway on your plane. They caught him trying to sneak out of the vehicle just a minute ago.” 
 
    “What? Do your men think there’s a danger?”  
 
    “Uh, no, I don’t think so,” Nathan said, clearly amused about something. “It’s a ten-year-old boy.” 
 
    “Oh boy,” Alex said, giving the Agents an uncertain look. “Do you mind if we go back? If not, I can call for another cart and have Piper get you to your rooms.” 
 
    “No, that’s okay. We’ll be happy to come with you.” John said. Alex nodded, then indicated for Nathan to turn the cart around and head back to the gate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The cart pulled up to the gate area silently with Nathan stepping out first and eying the young truant that sat on one of the padded seats. The dark-skinned ten-year-old was dressed in a pair of jeans, striped shirt, and had a winter coat lying on the seat next to him. flanked by two security personnel, his eyes had locked on the occupants of the cart and stayed there, almost as if evaluating them for some purpose.  
 
    What was even more curious, from Leann’s point of view, was the odd looks that Alex and Piper were returning. It was a cross between confusion and a strange sort of recognition.  
 
    “Do you know him?” Leann asked, raising an eyebrow at the younger Drake.  
 
    Piper blinked, almost as if coming out of a trance and turned to Leann. “No, I’ve never seen him before,” she said before glancing at Alex.  
 
    Her brother had gotten out of the cart and approached the boy, clearly uncertain how to handle the situation. Finally, he just sat down next to the boy and took a deep breath. “So,” he began, slapping his thighs. “My name is Alex. What’s your name?” 
 
    “James, but I like to be called Terry. That’s my middle name,” Terry said, sounding far too mature for his age though his voice was still that high pitched tone of youth. “Terry Aldrich.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Terry,” Alex said, holding his hand out to the boy.  
 
    Terry took it, shaking it firmly, once again looking out of place with his maturity. “Nice to meet you, too, sir.” He turned then, looking at Alex’s sister who had also gotten out of the cart and approached. “Are you Piper? I’ve read your Facebook page. I like your ideas. You like to build things, right? I like to build things, too.” 
 
    Piper grinned and nodded. “I do,” she said. “What kind of things do you like to build?” 
 
    Terry smiled, his teeth shining brightly from his face. “I like to build rocket engines, though right now I can’t really build the ones I want. Just some chemical rockets through hobby suppliers. Dad won’t let me make anything more powerful than what the club would build. He says it’s too dangerous, which I know. I wouldn’t do anything that might actually blow up the shed out at the university. I’m really good at following the safety rules. The president of the rocket club says I am really good, too.” 
 
    Piper blinked. “So, if you could build rocket engines, what kind would you build? Also, what club at what university?” 
 
    Terry squirmed in his seat, taking a sip from his can of cola before continuing talking a mile-a-minute. “Oh! Yeah, the rocket club at UCLA. Dad works there, and he took me a year ago. He was worried about me building things and launching them from the park near our home. It’s a cool club, but they are still so limited. It’s annoying that they can’t do anything more like what I want to do. Plasma engines and ram scoops!”  
 
     “Wow,” Piper said, sharing an impressed look with Alex. Those types of engines were high on things her grandmother was working on, amongst many other projects. “Uh, I’m going to hazard a guess that your parents don’t know you’re here?” 
 
    Terry wrinkled up his mouth and looked down at his hands, for once looking like the ten-year-old he was. “No. I sent an email to them that should arrive in about thirty minutes. I wasn’t due back from school until now, anyway. I don’t think they’ll be worried, yet.” 
 
    “Well, that’s…smart of you,” Piper said. “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “I told them we’d call and that I know I was in big trouble, but I had to come and meet you. I have to be here working on the stuff that we need,” Terry said, pleading with Piper and then Alex. The boy looked desperate.  
 
    “Terry, I appreciate everything you’ve managed to do, but stowing away on our airplane was very dangerous,” Alex said. “You could have died if you were in the wrong area.” 
 
    “Yeah, except they aren’t airplanes, are they?” Terry said, giving Alex a challenging look. “Those engines on the wings are weak for that type of plane and wouldn’t be able to push us nearly as fast as we needed to get here in four hours. I saw what was in the hull. Were they some sort of anti-gravity drive? They kept me more than warm. I didn’t even need my jacket. No one else has even come close to doing anything like that!” 
 
    Piper, Nabhitha, and Nathan all looked startled, glancing at the two agents with varying degrees of concern. John and Leann both tensed, suddenly on alert about what they’d just heard. Anti-gravity? Wasn’t that only something out of science fiction? Except that at the moment, somehow, the ten-year-old boy hit the nail on the head and caught everyone by surprise. It was too honest of a response to not be true.  
 
    It was also clear that this wasn’t something Alex and his people had wanted anyone to know. Leann ran through several scenarios, but the reality was, they were out on an island in the middle of the Pacific. She and John were both capable with guns, but she was sure that Nathan could eat them for breakfast. More importantly, the man had tensed, giving Alex a sidelong glance as if waiting for a signal to do just that.  
 
    Alex, however, just looked irritated and threw up his hands while giving Terry a more appraising look. “Well, out of the mouths of babes. You’re exactly right, Terry. Those are anti-gravity engines, and once we work out a few kinks with the whole design, they’ll make getting into space as easy as the flight we just took.” 
 
    “Anti-gravity? Going into space?” John murmured, looking down at the floor. “This is so far out of my wheelhouse. We need to contact the office in L.A.” he paused, giving Nathan a pointed look. “That is unless we’re going to be kept from doing so?” 
 
    Alex shook his head firmly. “No. No, that’s not how we operate, Agent Malcom. However, can I please ask that you hear us out? News like this, as you can imagine, will be traumatic to the world. It needs to be released in such a way that will cause the least amount of damage or panic.” 
 
    “Sounds like you just want to retain control of it, to me,” John said, frowning.  
 
    Alex shrugged. “To a point, though coming from an official from America, that seems rather ironic. I assure you, there will be some technologies we’ll be keeping tight control of. However, there will be others we want to get out to the entire world. Healthcare, food production, and others like that being of primary concern.” Alex paused, giving out a sigh. “Listen, I had little intention of having this particular discussion this soon, but my hand has been forced. We do need to work with the world powers, but as I said before, this is going to be delicate. If you just report this up to your bosses, will it get to the right people, or will it get to the wrong people?” 
 
    John opened his mouth to answer but paused. Alex was right. If he just sent it blindly up the chain, it would be thrown into the maelstrom of the system and a legion of bureaucrats, politicians, and lobbyists would panic. He glanced at Leann and could see the younger woman agreed. If they did this wrong, there would be blood.  
 
    But he had some friends that might listen. More importantly, they might even have the power to make sure this whole thing didn’t get out of hand. Despite disliking smartphones and still typing with one finger on each hand, John was at heart a man that wanted the world to be good and positive. He hated watching his country backslide into anarchy because a hundred men at the top of the heap wanted to keep everyone under their thumb, and the masses of people desperate and without choices.  
 
    He would never admit it, but he watched the strides that SpaceX and Virgin Galactic made, gripping his chair arm hard, hoping that they would manage to pull humanity away from the wolves. Now he could add Empyreus to that list, and for the first time, he thought they might just pull it off.  
 
    So, he gave them all a nod. “Okay. I think I know some people that can help.” 
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    Time: August 23, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Colleen and Helen were sharing a glass of wine with a late dinner, watching the moon reflect off of the water from the third floor of a building that was close to the beach. The food had been delivered by a polite man from the cafeteria that was kept open at all hours, though they were not overly busy as of yet. There were just too few people on the island as the labs and production workshops were being slowly filled. It wasn’t a quick process since the evaluation protocols that Empyreus had enacted for those they brought to the island were relatively strict and lengthy.  
 
    Still, they knew that those coming to work here were likely to be busy at all hours, so even the smallest service that one might expect was kept available. Something Colleen and Helen had both taken advantage of on more than a few occasions. 
 
    Despite the warm atmosphere, both women were muted in their conversation as they waited for Alex and Piper to arrive. Things had changed in more ways than one, and they all needed to talk about the ramifications.  
 
    “What a day,” Alex breathed out as he collapsed into a comfortable lounge chair that sat next to the table where his grandmother and Helen were eating. Piper joined him, sitting across from her brother with a worried look on her face. “You can say that again,” she said, closing her eyes and putting her head back. 
 
    “Did you get all the children settled?” Colleen asked politely, looking up from her dessert.  
 
    “Ha! Children. Only to you, Grandma. One of those children has hair as gray as yours. At least for now,” Alex said, glancing over at the table. “but to answer your question, yes, we’ve got the two agents in their apartments on the beach, and I’ve put Terry in with one of the female security guards in her quarters.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to talk about first?” Helen said slowly. “The fact that the big, bad US agents know we have antigravity or Terry.” 
 
    Alex gave Helen a long look before giving out another sigh, then stood up and crossed to the table and took a seat. “I think we need to talk about Terry, first. Piper and I were talking about it on our way over, and both of us felt…something when we saw him. I can’t really explain what it is, though. It’s like I wasn’t surprised to see him. That, and the kid was talking about wanting to build plasma engines.”  
 
    “Do you think it’s some sort of psychic recognition?” Helen asked hesitantly. 
 
    Alex frowned, thinking about that for a long moment before shaking his head. “I don’t think so, but I’m not sure. It, well, would I even know if it was? All I know is that it was something!” 
 
    “It felt like-,” Piper said, biting her tongue before continuing, “-like you’ve been thinking about the solution to a problem, and suddenly it just bubbles up from the back of your brain. But whatever it was, I think he’s connected to us somehow. Or maybe more appropriately, to whatever happened to us.” 
 
    “How? He’s not old enough, is he?” Helen asked.  
 
    “He’s ten years old,” Colleen said, leaning back in her chair. “It’s been just about ten years since I…since the incident. When was he born, I wonder.” 
 
    Alex frowned before turning to his drone. “Aristotle, can you display the US public records for James Terry Young?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the drone said, then hovered forward and displayed a set of holographic screens over the table. Alex had retrieved them earlier that day and was glad he had. Despite him being so young, it was clear that Terry had already made an impression with various appearances with the UCLA rocket club, as well as taking first place in a few state-level science fairs. There, displayed underneath his school record was a date sometime after the death of Colleen.  
 
    “It’s not the same date,” Piper said. “Though it’s the same year.” 
 
    “No, don’t you see?” Colleen said, putting her fork down and shaking her head. “It’s not the date of birth. It’s the date of inception. His birthday is a little over nine months after when we were all affected. Whatever happened to the four of us, apparently also affected this young man.” 
 
    “Aliens!” Piper said, raising her hand high in the air. “It’s got to be aliens! They beamed something into our heads!” 
 
    “It could be Angels, too,” Helen offered, then continued with a quieter tone. “Or demons.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe it’s demons,” Colleen said. “We’re doing far too much good. Besides, we’re keeping a very close eye on things just in case. Something wants us to advance our species, and I don’t think it’s for malevolent reasons. Either way, we’ll either find out what it is eventually or not. Do you propose we stop out of fear?” 
 
    Helen hardened her look and shook her head. “No. Some of the things I’ve been able to discover, I can’t explain, but they’re good things. Food production, and cures for diseases.” She held up a hand with her thumb and forefinger held only an inch apart. “I’m this close to refining a process to cure cancer that won’t cost four or five hundred thousand dollars. I used to be a hospice nurse. There’s no way I should be able to do what I’ve done, but here I am.” 
 
    “None of us are doing things that are normal,” Alex said. “It’s also clear that Terry is affected by the same phenomena. As I said, he was talking about building plasma drives and ramscoops. I talked to him about it afterward, and he’s not just spouting words. He actually has plans for a magnetic scoop, not a physical one, and I’d bet you a doughnut he might even have some of the calculations on how to do it.” 
 
    “He won’t need to,” Piper said quietly. When they all looked at her, she blushed and shrugged. “Once he mentioned it, the ideas for how to build it started popping into my head.” 
 
    “I repeat, Well, then,” Colleen said. “I don’t think there’s any doubt that he should be here, but he’s still just a ten-year-old boy. How did the conversation with his parents go? A lot will be up to them. What are they like?” 
 
    “They are good people, but needfully terrified,” Alex said. “They hadn’t gotten Terry’s email by the time we called and were a bit frantic once they realized their son was talking to them from the middle of the Pacific ocean. It was a little touch-and-go at first, but I managed to calm them down. Then I offered them a trip to come out here.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” Helen asked. “Wouldn’t it have just been better to take him back to L.A?” 
 
    “Normally, yes,” Alex answered. “Until I looked at their credentials. She’s a teacher at UCLA in chemistry, and he’s there on a research grant in physics. The kid’s got excellent genes. I’m thinking of offering both of them jobs. If I can talk them into it, I think that’ll be a perfect opportunity to see what the kid can do. Besides, we’re going to have plenty of families here, so there will be other kids for him to interact with. Speaking of others, you realize that finding Terry means there might be others out there.” 
 
    Colleen, Helen, and Piper paused, absorbing what Alex had said. “Do you think it will only be kids?” Piper finally asked.  
 
    “Who knows? Whatever’s happened, it seems to have happened during some sort of flux event in a person’s life. Though with the three of us-” Alex said, indicating himself, Piper, and Helen, “-it might also have affected those around the person. I’m highly curious if Terry’s parents would have become as talented in their fields if Terry hadn’t been in the picture.” 
 
    “Piper, can you begin a worldwide search for anyone that has that date as a significant factor and sudden brilliance in some sort of science?” Colleen asked her granddaughter. “I’m sure we won’t find everyone, but it should be a good start.” 
 
    Piper nodded. “Yes, I can do that. I’ll be upgrading our computer core this week anyway, so that will be one project to test.” 
 
    “Sounds good. We’ll leave that in you and your team’s hands,” Colleen said, then turned toward Alex. “Now, what can we expect about the Agents hearing about our antigravity engines. Coupled with what we’d actually planned to show them, they’ll know we probably have more we’re probably hiding from them.” 
 
    Alex nodded slowly, rubbing the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Honestly? I’m not sure. My initial read of both agents is that they are good people, and the older one actually seemed quite concerned once I pointed out the possible in fighting this might cause in the US. He wants to arrange a meeting with an old friend of his. General Talieson Solmon. Apparently, they went to West Point together, and the man has significant influence with the Pentagon.”  
 
    “Can we trust them?” Helen asked.  
 
    Alex gave Helen a long look. “I don’t know, but right now we don’t have a choice. Well, we do have a choice, but we agreed long ago that whatever happened, we wouldn’t do things to compromise our morals and ethics. That means doing things the hard way sometimes, and this might be one of those times. We’ll just have to hope it doesn’t become a worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “We’re not yet ready for a worst-case scenario,” Colleen said. “We’ve got some capability to get into orbit right now, but we don’t have enough seafloor mining or other infrastructure to make any significant habitats. If they start playing hardball right now, we’ll have to go under the ocean.” 
 
    “I’ll have some of the construction crews moved from the island to work on the underwater habitats, then. It will slow down construction of some of the labs , but we need to do everything we can to give ourselves time. I’ll also move more crews to sites B and C to increase their production.” 
 
    Piper snorted. “Alex, when are you going to give them proper names? You can’t just call everything by letters or numbers. People need something to identify with.” 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes, but when he saw the look on Colleen and Helen’s faces, he realized he was outnumbered. “Fine, fine. I’ll work on it. I guess mining sites just don’t seem very romantic, but I refuse to call anything Atlantis.” 
 
    “They probably won’t be exclusively mining sites forever,” Colleen said. “But fine, no Atlantis. It is a pretty name, though.” She said, giving him a sideways look. 
 
    “No Atlantis,” Alex said more firmly, though he noticed Colleen was giving him a faint smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Time: September 12, 2027  
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    John smiled as he saw his old friend walk into the coffee shop. General Talieson Solmon was not as tall as John, being only about five foot six, but had broad shoulders and looked like he kept in shape. John secretly thought the bomber jacket and aviator sunglasses his friend wore were a bit too top gun, though. It had been a few years since they’d seen each other, but he was one of those friends that no matter how long between visits, they just slipped right back into their comfortable familiarity.  
 
    “Digger!” his friend said, shaking John’s hand warmly before taking a seat. “Dang good to see you, my friend. It’s been too long. How’s Martha? I hope she’s doing well? Or at least putting up with your grumpy old ass.” 
 
    John laughed and shook his head, wincing at the old nickname. He had been good at digging up information on instructors or other students at West Point, so had more than earned the nickname. “Good to see you, Tali. Martha is doing well and putting up with me about as well as Bevin is with you, I’m sure.” 
 
    “She does better than most, putting up with my hopping around the country and world. The Free world won’t keep itself free, that’s for sure.” Tali said, grinning at his friend. When the waitress came by, both men ordered plain coffee. 
 
    “Are you still heading up to Alaska every year for your fishing trip?” John asked. 
 
    Tali smiled. “Yep, and you’d probably see some of the pictures of the Steelhead I catch if you got on the computer once in a while. Facebook isn’t only for the young, Digger.” 
 
    John scowled. He didn’t mind the internet but didn’t trust it either, and Facebook not at all. “I tried once, but I started getting friend requests from people I haven’t seen for twenty years. How did they even know I was there? It scared me to death, so the next day I erased my account. Those damn computers get into your life and dig everything out.” 
 
    Tali grinned and shook his head. “Ironic coming from you, Digger. How in heavens name did you ever succeed as a military analyst?” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I don’t like them because they’re too good at getting at sensitive information. Also, we didn’t have computers back then,” John said. “Everything was paper files and filing cabinets. I miss those days.” 
 
    “I don’t, but I’m not here to talk to you out of what you believe. I’ll send you the pictures in an email if you have one.” 
 
    “I do,” John said. “Can’t do anything these days without one. You’ve got it. I still get all those joke emails you send out all the time.” 
 
    Tali chuckled. “I love those dad jokes. My kids plead with me to stop sending them out, but I just love seeing their reaction too much.” He paused, then got a more serious look on his face. “Now, you didn’t drag me two hours out of DC just to talk to me about my dad jokes, did you? What’s going on, John? Your message seemed kind of cryptic.” 
 
    John tried not to, but he couldn’t help himself from looking around at the other few people in the coffee shop. No one had come in since he and Tali had entered, but he didn’t want to take any chances. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
 
    Tali’s face grew still, but he nodded, leaving some money on the table that would more than cover the coffee. Then both men rose and headed outside. It was mid-September, so both men’s coats were more than enough to keep the wind off. There was a park across the street which is one of the reasons that John had picked this particular coffee shop, and he led his friend over to a park bench. 
 
    When they’d settled into the lattice-work bench, Tali gave his friend a serious look. “Okay, John. Spill it. Why all the cloak and dagger, and before you answer, you do know I work at the Pentagon with some very high-level stuff, so they keep a fairly close eye on me.” 
 
    “I know, and if you say the word, you can get up and just leave. No questions asked,” John said. He waited for Tali to nod before taking a deep breath to continue. John had always thought of his friend as having solid ethics, and despite working for many years with the military-industrial complex, he hoped his friend hadn’t been sucked into the morass and corruption that surrounded it. However, he also needed his friend's expertise in navigating the murky swamp of that same group. It was a terrible risk, but John didn’t see any other way.  
 
    “Hypothetically,” John continued. “What would be your expectation if someone started introducing some fairly advanced technology into the world market?” 
 
    Tali frowned. “What do you mean, advanced technology? Like some sort of super microwave oven or transporters?”  
 
    John shrugged, holding his hand up and tilting it as he spoke. “A bit more toward transporters, though I don’t think that’s on the table. At least I don’t think so. It’s not just one technology, either. It’s a whole slew of them that, if I read it right, will have a huge impact on global markets.” 
 
    Tali leaned back on the bench and took off his aviators, looking at John silently for a long moment. “Well, hypothetically, it would depend on the technologies and how much money is currently tied up in its field, how visible to the public it is, and how quickly it's done. My groups have gamed this question before because let’s face it, a lot of the defense contractors are pretty cut-throat. If some of these folks are caught by surprise, they could react rather drastically. Is that where your concern is?” 
 
    “Yeah, part of it,” John answered. 
 
    “Is this some other country we’re talking about? Weapons oriented?” Tali asked. “Hypothetically, I mean.” 
 
    “Actually, no. It’s not another country, which probably makes it more delicate and I don’t think much of what they’re doing is weapon based, though I’m sure that’s relative. However, from what I’ve heard, they also want to make their technologies widely available, which will step in a lot of powerful people’s pies. People that bank on a lot of what they offer being purposefully difficult to get.” 
 
    Tali grimaced. “Your politics are showing, John, but I can’t really argue with you. We both know there are good people out there, but there are a whole lot more bad folks that don’t mind standing on people’s necks to get things done. If you’re talking about messing with those people’s pies, then yes, you have a right to be concerned.” He said, then stopped talking and gazed out over the park. “How easy will these hypothetical folks be to work with? Are they willing to listen to reason?” 
 
    “I think to a point they will, though I don’t think they’re interested in just becoming someone’s toy, either,” John said. “They confided in me that it was a concern of theirs to make sure people aren’t taken by surprise and that people in certain job fields have time to retrain. That markets have time to stabilize. They are willing to subsidize that education, as well.” 
 
    Tali raised his eyebrows in surprise. “That’s a whole lot of money,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Musk? Though he’s been pretty transparent and we’ve got people on the inside of his company. He’s being watched closely, and even that one incident where someone managed to fly by and sabotage one of his rockets doesn’t have him spooked. Where is this group based? That will also make a difference.” 
 
    John shifted, knowing he was getting out of the hypothetical discussion and that there was no going back. However, Tali hadn’t backed out, and he hoped that was a good sign. He himself didn’t have a lot to lose, but Leann would, and he didn’t want to see what would happen to her at the beginning of her career when the system wanted someone out of the way. “They’ve got several centers scattered around in the western world. Primarily Copenhagen, England, and some in the US. There are some other places that make it a bit more complicated.” 
 
    “More complicated?” Tali said thoughtfully. “Other than being in the middle of Russia or China, or heaven forbid, North Korea, I can only think of one group that sounds like this. One we’ve been keeping our eye on anyway.” The smaller man paused, giving John a considering look. “I’ll be honest; I can help. But more importantly, I’m very interested in helping make sure Empyreus get what they’re doing out into the world.” 
 
    John let out a gasp, but Tali just waved his hands. “Hold on. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. If I’m wrong, let me know, but of course, we would be paying attention to someone who makes their own island. To tell you the truth, it was me that got you and Leann onto that project through the state department.” 
 
    “Why?” John asked.  
 
    Tali gave him a regretful smile. “Because we didn’t want too much attention paid to our investigation. With you involved, a lot of people would just write it off as something we weren’t taking seriously. China and Russia are already snooping around, and there are some power moguls in the US that are nervous about them.” 
 
    John took a deep breath and gave his own look across the park. He’d been some sort of dupe the whole time, but he completely understood the reasoning behind it. Still, it was a hard pill to swallow to realize that he had been used because people didn’t take him seriously.  
 
    “John,” Tali said, putting his hand on his friend's shoulder. “I know it’s hard to hear that. I hated what they did to you, but despite how it sounds, this was a chance to get you back into what you have always wanted to do. Change the world.” He paused, waiting for his friend to look back at him. “You were the right man for the job. Heck, I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect opportunity. Honestly, I was still trying to figure out how to get ahold of you to feel out the situation. But here you are.” 
 
    “So, this has somehow all been planned?” John asked.  
 
    “Planned? No,” Tali said, shaking his head. “More like things just coming together. Happens more often than you’d like to think, but there it is. Listen, if you’re up for the job, I can arrange for you and your partner to stay assigned to this issue. You’ll be liaisons of a sort. It will put you on the outside with the State Department, because they’ll go insane trying to figure out what’s going on, but I think you’re pretty well done with them anyway. What about your partner?” 
 
    John considered that, uncertain what Leann would want. “I don’t know, but I can ask. She might not want to risk her career.” 
 
    Tali nodded. “Let me know as soon as you can,” he said, pulling out a card. “Leave a message on this computer forum with a username of digger. If you don’t know how to do that, have your partner help you. Just leave a simple yes or no, and I’ll get the message.” 
 
    “I’ll do that. Thanks, Tali. I am anxious about all of this. I don’t know much, but even to me, it feels big.” 
 
    “I think so, too, as do several other concerned parties. Don’t ask who they are, but they’ll be watching closely. Just rest assured, that these are the good guys.” Tali said before standing up from the bench, followed by John. Reaching out his hand, he shook John’s hand warmly, giving him a smile. “Thank you, Digger. It looks like you’re back in the game.” 
 
    “For better or for worse,” John added. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Time: February 26, 2030 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Atlantis,” Alex said to Johan as the tram car slid from its travel tube into what looked like a cross between an airport and a train station. There had been no windows from when they’d entered the travel tube on Empyrean Island until they’d arrived since the tube itself had been constructed below the seabed. It would have been faster and easier to make it above the floor, but they had wisely decided that making them difficult to access would be advantageous for security reasons.  
 
    Johan raised his white, bushy eyebrows at his younger friend and smiled. “Atlantis? I thought you weren’t going to name anything Atlantis.” 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes, watching the various workers and other employees filtering into the station from the tram. Both men waited for the rush to clear before disembarking themselves and heading towards one set of escalators that indicated where they could get more local transportation.  
 
    As they crested the top of the long escalator, Johan caught his first glimpse of the outside through huge, clear windows that were set into the wall. The hallways were tall, stretching above them in an arc at over twenty-five feet. The windows themselves stretched almost that high, with only one thick span of wall material between it and its twin on the other side while following the entire stretch of that section of hallway.  
 
    Johan put his hands upon the transparent pane, staring out into the ocean before him like a child. They were far enough under the water that it would typically have been pitch black, but the area around the sprawling Atlantis base was lit with powerful floodlights shining out into the surrounding waters.  
 
    Large domes, some with vast panes of transparent panels like the one he was looking through, and others that were solid and only decorated with lights stretched into the near distance. Each was connected by one or more huge tunnels, many crisscrossing or meeting at junctions. In the distance, he could see two of the massive construction submarines building the shell of a length of tunnel that would lead to yet another dome in the near future. 
 
    Their construction techniques had evolved considerably since their first big project on Dubai. Instead of just dirt and sand, they now could combine most basic building materials from various tanks that held slurries of needed material. Each molecule was directed to its assigned place and then incorporated into the overall design using intense lasers to bond them in place molecularly. In effect, printing out each construction section as needed. Once complete, each section would undergo testing, before having the water pumped out and all necessary machinery installed.  
 
    It served to fuel the almost explosive expansion that Empyreus required for its ever-growing infrastructure. Once they had built the transit routes between the base and Empyrean Island, they had relocated many of the more sensitive labs and workshops here. It only took thirty minutes to travel from the island, which allowed the workers, scientists, engineers and other high-level employees easy access to their families whenever they wished. Atlantis itself stretched out for a mile or more, but most of the construction was actually under the seafloor since Atlantis had initially started out as a mining base. 
 
     “It is amazing, young Alex,” Johan said in awe. “Truly amazing. You must be proud.” 
 
    Alex smiled, looking at the older man fondly. Each year, Johan had moved slower and had gotten just a bit more hard of hearing which had broken Alex’s heart. “You’re part of this, too. Without you, I don’t think we would be here. At least, not this fast.” 
 
    Johan laughed softly, turning his bleary eyes to Alex. “You are kind, boy. Perhaps I do deserve a bit of credit for knowing that I needed to attach myself to your coat-tails, but either way, it is a work of art. I’m glad I was able to see this before…well, before I’m not able to see things like this any longer.” 
 
    Alex frowned, giving his friend a long look. Johan had been the first man to give him a chance, and since then, he’d been a father-like figure for Alex. He knew that Helen and her teams of doctors and scientists were working hard on improving healthcare. It was one of the primary paths she was pursuing along with food production, and she had made great strides in both. 
 
    In a recent conversation, she’d indicated she was getting closer to solving cell duplication problems, having the most significant challenge surrounding cell mutation correction and telomere shortening. However, she felt that might be a decade in the future. She was having more short-term success with replicating stem cells and reintroducing them into someone’s systems. It would help their aging regress somewhat, and that would likely help Johan the most. Alex was just hoping that his friend lasted long enough for the treatment to be perfected.  
 
    However, that was not to be today. Instead, he had brought Johan here to review the first space construction unit. Modeled somewhat off of the same submarines that were currently at work outside, It would be a modular vehicle with the ability to chain multiple tanks of construction material together at need. The central control module which housed the construction equipment, computer, crew quarters, and propulsion would be the first part scheduled to go up. If everything went as planned, that would hopefully happen next month. 
 
    After a few moments longer, Johan smiled and gestured that he was ready to continue with both men proceeding down the hallway. When they reached the main thoroughfare, it expanded considerably, providing more than enough room for the groups of people moving up and down its clean expanse. However, Alex took Johan over to a set of doors that led to a train which would quickly take them to their destination. 
 
    The trip took only another twenty minutes, leading to an area that was composed of many subsections which housed a variety of assembly plants and dry docks. They arrived in the busy section, each wearing a blue guest hardhat when they stepped out onto the assembly floor, looking up at the massive frame that looked all but completed before them. 
 
    The construction ship module was large, coming in about the size of a small commercial fishing vessel. The bridge was set forward on the hull, giving the vehicle a snub-nosed look, with the various manipulator arms and application lines writhing around its side and front like a massive spider.  
 
    In addition to the vessel itself, there was a large, bulbous-topped barge. When complete, the construction ship would fit within for its trip first to the surface of the ocean, and then above into orbit. Looking nothing like a regular rocket, or even a space shuttle, it was a squat affair that most would not guess could leave the surface of the ocean, much less ascend beyond it, but with the application of anti-gravity, and powerful enough engines, it was more than possible  
 
    Piper and an enthusiastic thirteen-year-old Terry had worked with a team of scientists to develop a variety of powerful engines for both main burn and station keeping. Coupled with the lessening of mass and weight, it meant any craft or object they put in space would need an almost exponentially smaller amount of fuel for just about everything. It added considerably more versatility and meant getting much heavier or awkward loads into space. 
 
    The massive barge would not only serve as a launch vehicle but once in orbit; it would function as a berth for the construction ship while the lift engines would detach and return to earth to be reused. 
 
    “What is this fine vessel going to be called?” Johan finally asked after taking in the ship. 
 
    “Alex smiled. “We’re naming this one Brokkr, after one of the dwarves that forged the hammer of Thor. A fitting name, I think. Future vessels will be named after famous blacksmiths or metal workers from around the world, but I wanted to name the first one in your honor.” 
 
    Johan returned the smile, nodding before asking another question. “Are you still planning on launching directly from the ocean?” he asked, still looking up at the odd-looking spaceship.  
 
    Alex nodded, breathing out slowly. “Yes. The wave movement will add some additional vectors to the launch, but it will be better than using Empyrean’s spaceport. There are too many undocumented ships off of our coast, and since we’ve opened to tourism, it’s impossible to keep the spies and potential saboteurs out. China and Russia have not been shy about trying to steal our secrets, and despite our working with them, the US hasn’t been entirely innocent, either.” 
 
    “Saboteurs? Is that just a bit paranoid, Alex?” 
 
    Alex gave Johan a forlorn look before turning back to watching the crews putting the final touches on the spacecraft. “Maybe, but we’ve been pretty careful to only do a little more than the other big space-oriented companies and NASA. Sending up satellites and payloads at a cost only a bit less than our competitors is acceptable, but when we send up this baby to begin construction of the first habitat, the cat is going to be truly out of the bag. I’m hoping to delay a bad reaction for as long as possible. In fact, the longer, the better.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Johan said, rubbing his chin. “They will see it when it goes up. There will be no way to hide it. They’ll be watching everything we do in mid-orbit, as well.” 
 
    “Once we’re up there, we’ll also be able to see them coming. I just want to get out of the atmosphere without someone trying to shoot it down. That’s not actually the worst that could happen, either.” 
 
    “Oh?” Johan asked, his bushy eyebrows raising. “What could be worse than shooting our beloved craft down?” 
 
    Alex frowned. “Someone might decide we need protecting and use the opportunity to come in and protect us.” He said, making air quotes around the last two words with his fingers. “I don’t think they would appreciate our response or the end result.” 
 
    Johan chuckled, nodding slowly. “True, though I would never have thought we’d have the capabilities to repel an armed response, I am, at heart, a Viking, eh?” 
 
    Alex smiled though he hoped it would never be necessary. One of the side effects of developing a variety of technologies had come to the variety of uses for them. Some of those could be decidedly deadly, but others had revealed paths that could be used for defense, and while initially resistant, Alex had eventually seen the wisdom of investing in some of those defensive technologies.  
 
    “By all reports, we’ll be ready to launch on time,” Alex said. “Once it’s up there, the payloads of material will follow along, and we’ll begin construction of our first space station.” 
 
    “Have you decided on a name, yet?” Johan asked.  
 
    “Alex smiled.” Yes, I think we’ll call it Gateway.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Time: Undetermined 
 
    Location: Various locations on earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    El’ra Solan’s essence drifted beyond consciousness, only occasionally experiencing the faintest brush of something beyond itself. Like the ghost of a butterfly’s wing, it would pass and then go, disturbing his strange slumber. Still, despite his uncertainty, he could feel bits and scattered parts of himself respond to these touches. Strangely, these aspects of himself seemed to be giving direction and guidance toward a myriad of disciplines. 
 
    Still, these impressions were only fleeting and imperfect. El’ra wasn’t even sure if they were real or imagined, but their grand experiment had uncountable risks associated with it. Sending his essence far into the firmament was the easy part, though it had strained the very edge of their scientific knowledge. They had not known where he would go or if he would even stay in the same universe, though the hope was his vibration would keep him within this one. 
 
    Ultimately, they had run out of time, and the end of the journey had not been known. That had been the highest risk, which was how El’ra might emerge and carry out his task. Now, it could be in process, or he could merely be decaying into nothingness. Except for these strange sensations and flickers of dreams which he hoped was a sign that he was not disintegrating.  
 
    They seemed to be filled with a purpose, scattering across a variety of scientific subjects though in a primitive fashion. Building slowly, it was as if they were offering instruction and building upon itself. He knew that was necessary to not only use technology but to grasp it and make it one’s own.  
 
    That gave him hope that he was actually connected to something beyond himself and readying it for his enormous task. Somehow, someway, they needed to stop those that had destroyed his galaxy, and avenge his people.  
 
    It was his only hope, and he was not even sure what he was experiencing was real or imagined.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Time: March 18, 2030 
 
    Location: Chinese spy ship just off the coast of Empyrean Island 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, there’s no sign of them readying any of their launch pads?” Captain Li Qiang hissed angrily into the radio. “They are scheduled to launch something in a week from this area. Don’t tell me there’s nothing. There has to be something.” 
 
    “There is nothing that I’ve been able to find,” Greg Carter said from his secure location on Empyrean. Two years ago, he had gained employment through a sub-contractor tasked with handling low-level airport duties. Half a year after that, he had lost a significant amount of money with online gambling, and from there, had his services purchased by the Chinese Ministry of Secret Service.  
 
    To date, his tasks had been light, giving Greg a small sense of relief that he had not been asked to do something either damaging or dangerous. He’d only been asked to report weekly on various happening around the island, nothing that he considered more than rumor or happenstance.  
 
    He had not been asked to do more until a few weeks ago when his communication unit had alerted him to a new assignment, providing him contact information and times to speak with Captain Li Qiang. They wanted him to pay particular attention to any movement or activity at the spaceport.  
 
    Despite the instructions, he had been told not to take any chances since he was by no means a trained agent. Just to report on whatever he might see, though as he’d just conveyed to his contact, that hadn’t been a lot. 
 
    Certainly, nothing that might indicate there would be a launch within the week. Over the past few years, Greg had been witness to several launches of the various launch vehicles that Empyreus employed. Some had been traditional rockets, while others had looked more like airplanes, though more substantial. All of those had been precipitated by weeks of preparation that were clear and obvious. Greg had reported on all of those occurrences, but it was clear that this time, there were no preparations that he could see. 
 
    “Is there anything happening at night? Perhaps they’re moving things in the darkness at times when most are asleep,” Li Qiang suggested, thinking furiously. There was no land within hundreds of miles where there might be another launch facility, and he was reasonably sure that their state satellites would have picked up any other islands that Empyreus might have constructed. Since the first, they and other countries had been watching closely.  
 
    “No, sir,” Greg said. “I work the night shift, so would have seen something, I’m sure. There really is nothing to report. If they’re scheduling some sort of launch, it’s not from here.” 
 
    Li Qiang snorted and clenched his fist. “Very well, if you see anything at all, let us know as soon as possible. Don’t wait for the next scheduled contact time. As long as you are careful, you should be fine.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll do that,” Greg said. “Will there…be a bonus, sir? If I find anything, I mean?” 
 
    Li Qiang frowned but didn’t let his voice show his displeasure. This was the quality of human they had to deal with, and the MSS had plenty of funds to take care of such matters. “Of course. To be deposited in the usual account once we deem it of value. We are generous Mr. Carter, there is no need to worry, and we are not asking you to do anything overly risky.” 
 
    “Will do,” Greg said before turning off his transmitter. He would continue to keep an eye out, watching for anything odd or out of the ordinary, but he didn’t think their information was correct. There was no launch going to happen this month.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Transmission ended,” Tad said in his smooth, computerized voice followed quickly by Piper's maniacal giggle. She had listened to the entire exchange, her computers having long ago decrypted the Chinese transmissions. Nathan was sitting next to her, grinning at Piper’s amusement as he reviewed some information on a floating computer screen. 
 
    “They’ll keep trying, of course,” Nathan said. “We’ve managed to catch twelve agents in the past six months, up from a year ago. Ever since we filed for a mid-orbit flight, they smell something is up. Everything else has been low orbit and pretty run-of-the-mill.” 
 
    “And they’ll continue to get a big fat zero,” Piper said, grinning like a Cheshire cat. Despite her age of thirty, she still looked like she was twenty-two and had the energy to match. She put her good fortune down to her genes. Something that Nathan couldn’t argue with, since the girl's grandmother was over one-hundred and ten, and her brother continued to look youthful, as well. “Our computer’s and algorithms are ten times more advanced than anyone else. We find them before they’re even sent out. I’m glad you thought about leaving some of their contacts, though. It helped.” 
 
    “You have to give them something, or they just push harder,” Nathan agreed. “However, the ships are still a threat. We still don’t know if they intended to interfere and we need to be sure. The two warships are a no-brainer since obviously, they could be a threat, but that would be too direct. There are several nondescript ships with ambiguous registrations off the coast that would be the logical platform to launch a missile or fly a drone.” 
 
    “We have the drone angle covered. Any signal they try to send we can block,” Piper said. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “The micro-drone swarms are ready to deploy. We’ve sent the submersibles out, and they’ll be within range a few hours after it turns dark.” 
 
    Piper rubbed her hands together and once again let out a cackle. “I so cannot wait to invade their ships. They’ll never know what hit them. Hehe!” 
 
    “You are taking far too much glee in foiling rich and powerful nations,” Nathan said, shaking his head.  
 
    “Well deserved glee,” Piper crowed. “That’s what they get for trying to steal our secrets and stopping progress.” 
 
    “What if they’re only there to watch?” Nathan said, giving Piper a look out of the side of his eyes as he continued to work on his report of the conversation between the Chinese and their contact. 
 
    “Well,” Piper began and then frowned. “Then, we’ll just make doubly sure, but you and I both know that someone won’t be able to resist trying to ruin our pie, and I love pie.” 
 
    “True,” Nathan agreed, grinning at her enthusiasm. “I love pie, too, so we’ll just see who’s pie we can ruin tonight, shall we?” 
 
    “We shall!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Time: March 19, 2030 
 
    Location: Various locations just off the coast of Empyrean Island 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earlier that day, several small, remotely piloted submersible vehicles had risen from the sea floor to just under the surface. Once in place, they followed their respective targets for the rest of the daylight hours. Even after the sun settled, they waited for the right moment which was just after midnight. 
 
    As they received instructions, the rose to the surface and opened several ports in their sleek hull. Out of these ports, a variety of micro-drones rose. Most were small, little more than a tiny floating camera, but there were others designed for a variety of tasks. The largest was about the size of a small, paperback novel and contained a signal repeater as well as onboard programming that could assume direct control of the drone swarm.  
 
    Each cloud rose, and then swept toward its target ship that floated innocently in the darkness. Most of the specialized drones assumed station about fifty yards from the hull, while the small camera sensors moved toward the ship. Working their way over the hulks with the assistance of remote pilots as well as several very advanced computers, they moved into and through any gap that was available to see within the target vessels.  
 
    Piper and Nathan were on the top level of the command room, looking down on the drone operators and their variety of screens and instruments. A holographic rendition of each ship was slowly revealed above a large table, centered within each team as they began to gather intel on their various targets. Only occasionally was there a minor alert as a sailor moved about, eliciting a withdrawal of the tiny drones until whoever caused the alarm finally passed. 
 
    “Think we’ll find anything?” Piper asked, biting her lip and watching the various sections from on high. 
 
    Nathan didn’t even look up. Instead, he took a sip of coffee as he lounged in his own chair. His DPA floated behind him, playing a quiet rendition of some classical music. “If something does come up, we’ll deal with it. However, if you keep clenching your fingers and biting your lip all night, you’re going to be sore in the morning. Relax.” 
 
    “Ugh. I can’t relax. it’s just so exciting! I feel like James Bond on a mission!” Piper said, wrinkling up her nose and turning her chair toward Nathan. “Is this what it’s always like?” 
 
    Nathan chuckled, rolling his eyes lightly and grinning. “It is when you’re new, but you quickly learn that most of all this is just waiting. Boring waiting. Don’t get me wrong. When things do happen, it can get pretty intense. That’s when you know if you can handle it.” 
 
    “Oh, great, so there’s a chance I could melt down and flop around on the floor like a fish?” Piper asked. 
 
    “Yep, probably just like a flounder, screaming and crying for your mommy,” Nathan quipped.  
 
    Piper harrumphed and rolled her own eyes before turning back to watching the floor below, though she did stop from biting her lip. Truth to tell, she was getting hungry. She hadn’t eaten dinner earlier because she was so nervous, and now was regretting her decision, having believed she would be fine. Now, it was just another added irritation. Just then there was a knock on the door, and when it opened, a pleasant aroma wafted to her nose.  
 
    “Ah! Dinner,” Nathan said, pointing to the table in front of himself. The server placed the tray down in front of the big man who dug into his steak and potatoes with gusto. It took several seconds before he noticed Piper staring at him. 
 
    “How can you eat at a time like this?” Piper breathed, licking her lips as she stared at the big piece of meat on Nathan’s fork.  
 
    Nathan paused, taking in Piper’s focus and then grinning. he began to wave the fork back and forth, speaking to Piper as if he wasn’t messing with her, but his amusement slowly built as her eyes followed the piece of meat. “There’s never a perfect time to eat or sleep, especially during an operation. You have to make it work. Half those guys down there probably have snacks or food at their terminals. They know the drill.” He gestured grandly, pointing with the fork and meat combo toward the operation floor. Piper’s eyes followed but finally broke away, glancing down at the men and women below. Even as she looked, one of the tech’s lifted a sandwich to his mouth and took a bite even while he fiddled with his screen. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Piper offered, glancing back at the big Australian who had since put the bite into his mouth and was chewing happily. A moment later, she turned to her DPA, Tad, in order to pull up a menu but was interrupted when she heard an alarm coming from one of the teams on the floor.  
 
    Nathan leaned over, triggering the com to the tech lead who was in charge of the group with the flashing red warning. “Greg? What have you got?” 
 
    A tall, thin man in a collared shirt and tie looked up toward Nathan and Piper before reaching up and activated his mic. Pointing upward toward the part of the holographic fishing vessel he was in charge of, he indicated an area that was now rendered with a red overtone. “We found something odd in the aft section of the Chinese ship, sir.” 
 
    “Odd? How so?” Nathan asked, activating the table and moving his plates to the side. Immediately, a smaller copy of that particular holographic ship popped up, giving Piper and Nathan a closer look. Both of them leaned forward, studying the red-hued section of the hologram. 
 
    The man reached out, touching the hologram in front of his team though both Piper and Nathan saw a reflection of his hand pointing to the same area on their copy. “This large object looks like a large winch engine, but if you look here, the cables and interior machinery are fake. It’s a facade.”  
 
    Nathan manipulated the table, zooming in on that section and the man was right. It was fake. The tiny drones had easily been able to get close enough to see the reality of the façade, and as more drones focused on that area, it was clear it was designed to break apart and reveal something else. However, there was no way to tell what it might be. 
 
    Nathan breathed out a sigh and leaned back, giving Piper a considering look. “We have to get more information. There’s only a week until they float the launch platform.  
 
    We can hack their computer systems,” Piper suggested. “It will be a good time to test the drones built for that.” 
 
    Nathan nodded, leaning forward and speaking into the com unit. “Greg, see if you can find access to their onboard computer systems.” 
 
    The man nodded, then indicated for two of his techs to pilot a different type of drone in toward the ship. They were more substantial than the camera drones and carried a larger onboard processor and storage. It was necessary in order to handle the variety of programs that may or may not be required in order to breach the Chinese security. 
 
    It took a few moments to find a live connection. The first two they tried were simply power lines or didn’t provide the bandwidth. Finally, on the third try, the small drone secured itself to the hull around the line, then a tiny arm reached out, penetrated the covering of the wire, and established a direct connection.  
 
    This one was active and allowed the massive computing power at their disposal to begin working the encryption and firewalls that surrounded the Chinese spy ship’s computers. While robust according to most of the rest of the world's tech, they were no match for the computers that Piper and her team at Empyreus had developed over the past years. 
 
    In truth, they were several generations more advanced than the Chinese system, with Piper having worked diligently at solving the cooling issues surrounding quantum switches. The degradation that had plagued the technology was a thing of the past and allowed the Empyreus systems to dance circles around the outdated software and hardware available on the ship. Within moments, they were deep in the segregated data archives, leaving Piper and Nathan to look at a short message that chilled them to the bone. 
 
    “It’s a laser,” Piper said angrily. “Those bastards are going to shoot down our launch.” 
 
    “It’s the way I would do it,” Nathan said quietly. “If you use a drone or missile, that’s traceable directly back to the ship. They’d have to scuttle themselves, and even then it would be a lost cause. A laser is much harder to trace, and with all the heat around normal launches, it would be hard to detect at all.” 
 
    Piper frowned and started typing, looking through the Chinese system for more clues or perhaps a control suite she could sabotage, but couldn’t find anything.  
 
    When she raised that point to Nathan, he didn’t seem surprised. “They probably have it connected to its own proprietary system. So, that means we have a week to figure out what to do about that laser.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Time: March 24, 2030 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ve received word that we can help you out, just as long as it doesn’t result in any kind of conflict,” Captain Jeffers said on the video feed. Behind him, the bridge of the U.S. destroyer showed several winking panels and crewmen working at their jobs.  
 
    “It shouldn’t require any conflict,” John said. “I figure if you stay within a half-mile of them, that should keep them from doing anything foolish. They don’t want to show their hand with a US ship right next to them.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” the captain said. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    John shook his head. “Nope, and we’ll have those cases of steak sent over within the week. Thanks again, captain.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Agent Malcom. USS Kincaid, out.”  
 
    John grinned at Leann who was sitting next to him, before turning toward Alex and Piper Drake and their security chief, Nathan. “I think that should do the trick,” he said. “There’s no way they can deploy any weapon system with a US ship right on top of them. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll try anyway?” Alex asked. He knew he was smart, but international intrigue and relations were tricky business, and he was thankful for the two special agent’s and Nathan’s expertise.  
 
    Leann shook her head. “I doubt it. The Chinese like to play the long game, and they won’t want to throw away a good asset just to ruin one of your satellite launches.” She paused before continuing. “If it is a satellite launch, that is.” 
 
    Nathan grinned. “Always fishing for information, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Well, it is my job to pry,” Leann grinned back. “That and you aren’t preparing a satellite or anything like it at the spaceport. It doesn’t take a genius to realize something else is going on. I’m not a specialist, but I would think there would be something more happening at where you should be launching from.” She paused, then raised an eyebrow. “Unless you have some secret underground launch point on the island somewhere? Are you going to pull something like a rocket launched from under a tennis court?” 
 
    “No,” Piper said, “Though that would be cool! I wish I’d thought of that.” 
 
    “You did remember?” Nathan quipped. “Thankfully, your brother and grandmother nixed that idea.” 
 
    “So there is some secret launch place, then?” Leann said triumphantly.  
 
    Nathan and Piper both grimaced, while Alex tried to keep a poker face until he realized that his two companions had already ruined it. “Listen, there is a different launch place. Whatever we do or don’t send up will be a moot point in a few days. We didn’t want to show our hand of what we were launching before it was on its way.” 
 
    John gave Alex a wary look. “Is it some kind of weapon? You know if it’s dangerous, it’s going to ruin all the work we’ve done for the past three years. Not even General Solmon will be able to stave off the panic if you start arming yourselves in orbit.” 
 
    “No, it’s not a weapon,” Alex said. “Far from it, actually, but it is big, and it will cause concern until we can explain what it is.” 
 
    “How big are we talking,” John asked.  
 
    “About as large as a small fishing vessel, plus its docking bay,” Alex answered. 
 
    John and Leann became quiet, exchanging incredulous glances. “Docking Bay? Are you launching something the size of a fishing ship and its docking bay? How?” Leann asked. “That must cost, well, beyond billions.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. “No, not close to that much. We simply don’t have the same launch costs that the rest of the world is accustomed to. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not cheap by any stretch of the imagination, but with the anti-gravity, it does not take nearly as much power or fuel to get something into orbit. On top of that, our engine development has been very efficient. Far surpassing even what NASA has available, though it’s all still conventional.” 
 
    “You’ve been charging similar rates for sending up other payloads. Have those numbers not been accurate?” John asked.  
 
    Alex shrugged. “Yes, and no. We have been charging those rates because we didn’t want to stifle other companies who were trying to get into orbit. However, it does not cost us nearly that much. The full reality of what we can do will become apparent within a few days, and it isn’t a weapon. We’re going to space to build infrastructure, and we’re going big.” 
 
    “You’re talking bigger than the International Space Station, correct?” Leann asked. In the past decades, the aging station had slowly grown and evolved, even hosting a few modules sponsored by private enterprise. However, every part that was sent up was restricted by the size of launch vehicles, and how much it cost to send weight into orbit. It was always a finite size and volume. Even the two modules that were larger made that way through the use of inflatable nanotube hulls; they were still not popular due to the extreme expense of creating that much nanotube material. 
 
    Alex nodded, smiling at the attractive young agent. “Yes. We’ll be using much of the same technologies we’ve developed while expanding and building out our island and other sites. You’ve seen the submarines we used just off the coast?” 
 
    Leann nodded though her eyes widened. “That’s what you are sending up? One of your building units?” she turned and gave John a significant look, though she wasn’t sure her partner really understood the ramifications of what she’d just said. She believed Alex that they weren’t going to be sending weapons into orbit, but she wasn’t sure that would make a huge difference to some countries or special interests. She’d have to talk to John later and make sure he understood.  
 
    Since they had become embroiled in helping Empyreus, John had worked hard to educate himself on the technologies that they were developing, though he still struggled. That’s what made them a good team. She was mentally agile, good with computers, and able to figure out what was going on with the weird technologies that Empyreus was developing while he was good at dealing with people and anticipating esoteric problems with various officials and governments.  
 
    Still, their deal with General Solmon had worked well. John and Leann had done an excellent job of working as a liaison between the U.S. and Empyreus, and the general made sure that any shock or reactions to what Empyreus was doing weren’t too extreme. To date, the relationship had worked well, but things would escalate once Empyreus began to build in space. 
 
    “Yes,” Alex said. “There are differences, but building vehicles rugged enough to survive deep in the oceans has helped us develop solid vehicles for space. Once we get our first ship up there, sending up building material will be easy, and workspace to do far more will quickly follow.” 
 
    “And the end game?” John asked. “What are your overall plans for that workspace?” 
 
    In answer, Alex just laughed. “Endgame? John, this is just the beginning. The very beginning of making real progress toward settling our solar system, and hopefully beyond. We also won’t be doing this alone, and we plan on leasing space to responsible entities.” 
 
    “Entities,” Leann mused. “Like governments and corporations?”  
 
    Alex nodded. “Yes, exactly that, and it will all begin within a few days.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Time: March 26, 2030 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Brokkr had been loaded into its berthing cradle and moved to a massive hanger that could be flooded and opened to the water. Final checks were completed, and then the entire bay was flooded and opened like a clamshell to the relatively cold, dark waters at that depth. However, there were a number of submersibles surrounding it, providing plenty of light while they accompanied it to the surface.  
 
    Prior to its departure, other platforms containing emergency response teams as well as several long-range tracking stations had risen and assumed a position close to its departure zone. The tracking stations wouldn’t power on until shortly before liftoff, not wanting to tip off any of the many observers to where the Brokkr would begin its ascent.  
 
    Thirty minutes after leaving Atlantis, the Brokkr’s massive launch vehicle broke the surface, its white and orange metal glinting in the sunlight under a cloudless sky. The conditions were close to ideal, with small wave activity which generally would have spelled doom for any launch, but since the entire thing was going to go up into space, it would easily be able to lift off, and then correct for any wave motion.  
 
    That would be necessary, anyway, with powerful thrusters built around its frame. Since gravity on the vessel would be lessened and would be much lighter than its mass would suggest, it would be more susceptible to wind shear and was over-engineered because of it. 
 
    Alex, Piper, Colleen, and Helen were sitting with Nathan, Terry, an aging Johan and several others who had been instrumental in contributing toward this day. The launch control room looked the same as the one on Empyrean Island, though this one was down in Atlantis. Several hardline wires stretched up to the surface to give them direct access to the various instruments, along with connections to radar and scanning stations on the island itself.  
 
    They had a comprehensive map of the surrounding area for over a thousand miles, which showed all surface and air traffic. The closest shipping lanes were between Hawaii and Australia, with only a few other large tankers and transport ships outside of that, though none were close to impinging on their launch zone. There were more aircraft than normal very high in the atmosphere, which was to be expected since they had seen the same phenomena every time they had launched. 
 
    There was intense worldwide scrutiny in what they were doing since they had started their own launch business only three years ago. Three years and they had clearly surpassed most other programs in both quality and quantity. Now, it was simply worked into their expectations whenever they launched, so there was little concern. They knew that what would happen today would be witnessed by the world.  
 
    “How is our Chinese friend?” Alex asked the security chief who had an entire display open in front of him showing a variety of feeds. 
 
    “Frustrated,” Nathan said with a chuckle. “He’s tried to get away from the American destroyer four times in the past three hours and doesn’t stand a chance. They’ve even increased speed dangerously close to the supposed highest rating of that vessel, which means he’s actually considering going faster. Not that it will do them much good. Those destroyers are faster, too.” 
 
    Alex nodded, happy to hear it. Even if the Chinese spy ship managed to get a beam on their craft, it would take a considerable amount of power to cause enough damage to the Brokkr to destroy it. They were expecting something like their usual satellite launches, and this would be much, much larger. Still, he didn’t want to risk it, since if they hit one of the main lift engines, it could still cause a catastrophic explosion.  
 
    “Any other warnings or concerns?” Alex asked.  
 
    Nathan shook his head. “No, at least nothing unexpected. The American warship could be a problem if it wanted to, but considering they are helping us, I doubt that will happen. The Russian ship is another issue, though I think they’re just here to watch. They’ve been pretty responsive to our help with infrastructure in some of their poorer areas, so doubt they’ll try to pull anything. We’re watching them closely, though. Do you want me to comment on Australia?” 
 
    Alex smiled and shook his head. Of all the countries that were on the Pacific rim, Chili and Australia had been the most responsive while asking little in return. Australia had even sent their own warship, but Alex felt it was more to support their activities than to spy, though he doubted they weren’t recording everything as diligently as the other nations. “No, but keep scanning for any control signals and keep the EMP turret platforms prepped. You never know.” 
 
    “Will do,” Nathan replied, keeping his eyes moving over the information flowing on his screens. He had an army of analysts and Piper’s increasingly smart computers working on mountains of data. This was then converted into a variety of recognizable formats that Nathan could read with practiced efficiency.  
 
    A blue light began to flash, which immediately grabbed the entire control rooms attention. Everyone leaned forward, with Piper standing and leaning over the railing, watching the excitement ratchet up on the floor below. 
 
    It was time.  
 
    “Here we go,” Colleen breathed, smiling as she watched a countdown begin on the hologram in the middle of the room. She looked like she was in her sixties now, and grew younger with each passing year. Some questions had been raised, but she just claimed diet and some clever medical innovations were the cause, though that was mostly a lie.  
 
    It was true that their medical technologies were moving forward by leaps and bounds, but they had not yet mastered a technology that would allow someone to de-age. Whatever was affecting Colleen, and to a lesser extent Alex, Piper, and Helen was all part of their larger mystery. But that was for another day. Now, they were all focused on the launch.  
 
    The time counted down at almost a snail’s pace, each second an eternity, but when it hit zero, they watched a massive jet of steam encapsulate the giant launch platform. Encompassed by a huge cloud that trembled and boiled with flashes of orange fire glimpsed from within, they watched the image while the army of techs below kept their eye on the mass of data that told them everything was operating within parameters.  
 
    Then, finally, the dome broke above the steam, pushing upwards faster than seemed possible and reached for the sky. Balanced on four large pillars of fire, it lifted smoothly, quickly gaining speed as all of the cameras and scanning equipment they had brought to the surface tracked and recorded every moment.  
 
    Seven minutes into the launch, Nathan looked over with a grin. “We’re getting some emergency communication requests coming in.” 
 
    “From who?” Alex asked, not taking his eyes away from watching the Brokkr ascend to the heavens.  
 
    “Russia, China, the UK and even France. There’s also a whole slew of requests from news agencies around the world,” Nathan said, then made a considering noise. “There’s also a very polite request from the United Arab Emirates, though they are taking pains to assure us that they are willing to wait.” 
 
    Alex did look over at that; a raised eyebrow on his face before turning back toward the launch as the moment continued to make an impact on him. “Tell them we’ll get back to them shortly.” 
 
    “Which ones?” Nathan asked.  
 
    “The UAE, since they are polite. That should be rewarded,” Alex answered, then he saw something on one of the large radar maps that encompassed the nearest thousand miles. Standing, he pointed at a set of unfamiliar red icons that were just appearing only forty miles away from the launch site . “Nathan, what’s that? Coming in from the Northwest.” 
 
    Nathan frowned, calling up the map on his local system before typing up a request to a specific analyst group. A moment later he looked up, alarm in his eyes. “It’s a flight of missiles, but I don’t know how they got out there. There are no military ships listed as being out in that section of the ocean.” 
 
    “They’re heading right for the Brokkr,” Alex said, clenching his fists. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Time: March 26, 2030 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did they get so close?” Piper cried, typing madly on her own workstation. She was trying to bring the targeting systems online for the two EMP turrets they had floating on the surface. Each was connected, through massive powerlines, to the generators in Atlantis, though the capacitors would take time to build. While she did so, her DPA buzzed around her shoulders, looking like a manic hummingbird.  
 
    “They probably came in along the surface,” Nathan said in a low, businesslike tone. “We only picked them up when they changed vectors for an intercept. I don’t think they were expecting an ocean launch. My team is trying to calculate the direction they came from, but there’s a lot of ocean out there, and they were probably in transit for hours.” 
 
    Alex pounded the table. “How high is the Brokkr? Is there a max altitude for these missiles?” 
 
    “The Brokkr is only a mile up, with about seven more minutes to go before it enters the fringe of low orbit,” Colleen said. “It will cross that distance quickly, but the missiles have a lot of speed. They’ll catch the Brokkr at about fifty miles. We can increase thrust by a lot, but I’m not sure we’ll be able to outrun those missiles.” 
 
    “Fifty miles?” Alex asked, concern in his voice. “That’s pretty high for a standard missile, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nathan looked up. “Yes, but they’re making an effort and I don’t think whoever’s behind this would tip their hand unless those missiles could reach. So far, they don’t show up on any databases of missiles we know that have been developed recently. They’re flying at about a thousand miles an hour, so intercept will be within four minutes.” 
 
    Piper cursed a very unladylike sound before slamming her hand on the table. “The EMP turrets only have a range of about thirty miles. With the angle that the missiles are rising to intercept, they’ll cross the corner of my range for only about a second. That won’t be enough time to get them all.” 
 
    “Can you hack into them? Any signals we can access?” Colleen asked, moving over to stand behind Piper.  
 
    The blonde woman shook her head. “No, I’ve already done a search, and there is nothing. I can’t get a handshake, so either they don’t have one, or they are using something we can’t identify.” 
 
    “I’ll be very curious to look at their remains if we can retrieve them,” Colleen said, stroking her chin.  
 
    Alex turned to his DPA. “Aristotle, can you reach either Agent John or Leann?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Aristotle answered in his cultured English voice. It had been Alex’s choice for the DPA when he’d acquired it and hadn’t changed it in several years. A moment later, it beeped. “Agent John Malcom is on the line.” 
 
    “John! We’ve got four missiles on an intercept course. Can your navy friends tell us anything or are they willing to help?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Captain Jeffers and I have already been talking,” John indicated, his voice stressed. “He just called to let me know they’ve picked up the vampires on radar.” 
 
    “Aristotle, can you please pick up Captain Jeffers’ signal and include it in this com,” Alex asked.  
 
    A moment later, an image of the U.S. Captain popped up looking startled. “Uh, Doctor Drake?” He looked to the left, presumably at one of his crew members before looking back. “This…is supposed to be a secure line.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry sir,” Alex said, quickly moving onto the subject at hand. “Do you have any information on these missiles? We can’t identify what they are or their capabilities.” 
 
    To his credit, the man only frowned at Alex for a moment before answering. Alex liked him right away and was happy he was on the scene. “No, we’ve not seen any missiles like this before, which is quite disturbing. As I’m sure you know, the U.S likes to keep tabs on pretty much everyone and everything. I think the boys in Virginia are going to get a reaming on this one. Whatever they are, I don’t think they’re a joke. They are moving way too fast, and since they seem to be on an intercept course with your… ah, spacecraft, I’m going to assume they’re not using ramjets, but some sort of propulsion that will allow them to enter low orbit, or at least near it.” 
 
    “Can you do anything to help?” Alex asked. 
 
    The captain sighed before shaking his head. “No, and I’ve already asked. We’re technically still in international waters, and getting permission to engage actively is going to take too long. I doubt we’d get permission, anyway, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Suddenly, the captain of the American destroyer looked off screen, his face suddenly severe. A moment later, he looked back at them with his bushy eyebrows lowered. “However, doesn’t look like everyone has that problem. The Russians just launched several surfaces to air missiles. Either they’re trying to help, or just adding insurance.” 
 
    Alex looked up at their own radar screens, a sense of panic flooding through him as he saw several more red icons appear on the holographic map. Since the Russian ship was closer to the island, they couldn’t tell if the missiles were aimed at the Brokkr or the unidentified missiles. “Can we tell where they are headed?” Alex asked, turning to Nathan. 
 
    The big Australian looked intently at several readings on his display while talking quickly into his comlink, but it was Piper that gave them an initial answer. 
 
    “Yes! Tracking shows that they are headed for the, what did you call them? Vampires? Why are they called vampires?” Piper half-yelled. “Either way, they’re going to get them!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, miss,” Tad, her DPA said. “But they will not achieve an intercept. They are going too slow and their designated intercept time is five minutes and fifty-two seconds. Calculated time for destruction of the Brokkr is three minutes and twelve seconds.” 
 
    Piper glared at her DPA before turning back to her display, her eyes flashing across the numbers before the look on her face told the rest of them Tad was right. It would be too late. 
 
    “At least they tried,” Helen said, looking with consideration back toward the island and presumably toward the Russian ship. “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    The entire room became quiet, each of them sifting through their thoughts at a mile a minute. Alex looked like he was silently cursing himself, clearly frustrated that all of his supposed intellect was going to fail them at the last moment.  
 
    “Slow it down,” Johan said from his seat. “Slow it down, now.” 
 
    “What?” Alex asked, looking up from where he was leaning against the table.  
 
    “I said, slow it down,” Johan continued, his gravelly voice almost startling in the silence. “The Brokkr, I mean. If those missiles are only within the range of the EMP gun things for a moment, you need to give them more time, yes? The only way to do that is to slow down our ship. Can we do that?” 
 
    Alex gave the old man a wide-eyed look with his mouth hanging open. A moment later Piper jumped up and pointed excitedly at Johan. “Yes! YES, it will! We have plenty of fuel. Let me make the calculations really quick to see how much we’ll have to slow it down.” 
 
    Alex moved over next to Colleen, and all three of them deliberated over the numbers before Alex called the project lead below.  
 
    “Brian, I’m going to need you to slow down the Brokkr’s ascent to the numbers that Piper sends you.” Alex paused, listening to the other side of the conversation before speaking again. “Yes, I know that’s crazy, and it won’t make orbit at that, but we’ll need to slow it down to take out those missiles, then we’ll push it back up to speed once the danger is past. I know. I’m taking responsibility, of course. Do it now.” 
 
    They all turned towards the main control floor, watching as people scrambled to send out the needed commands, and slowly the speed indicator that was ticking by next to the Brokkr began to slow. There was no way to tell from the actual cameras locked onto the ship, but the overall orbit line began to alter dramatically, the projection leaving orbit and actually showing the vessel crashing back to earth several thousand miles away.  
 
    “It’s all up to you now, Piper,” Her brother said, turning back to his little sister and clapping his hand on her shoulder. When she looked up, it was clear she understood the terrible weight of the request. Rather than crumble, she scrunched up her face and got back to work, putting up the amount of time the EMP guns would have to knock out all four missiles.  
 
    It ticked over from two seconds to a minute, and then a minute and a half. “The guns can fire every forty seconds,” Piper breathed. “That gives us two shots each, but not three.” 
 
    “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Helen said, hugging herself. “That’s not mind-numbing, is it?”  
 
    “There will be no room for error, Piper,” Nathan said, coming up to the young woman. “But your computers are good, and your equipment is good. You got this.” 
 
    Piper swallowed, keying in the final commands to the turrets. When she finished, she leaned back and nodded, looking up at Nathan and then everyone else. “I hope so because now there’s nothing to do but wait.” 
 
    The minutes, and then seconds ticked by while they all watched the radar tracks. It was clear the Russian intercept missiles were going to be far short, but the icon for the unknown missiles and the Brokkr grew closer and closer together. The Russian missiles were still minutes out by the time the countdown for the EMP turrets to fire came. 
 
    There were no visuals of the firing, though there would have been nothing to see but the guns turning and humming. The EMP blast itself was invisible, but they arched out toward the missiles with deadly fingers for their electronic targets.  
 
    First one, and then another winked out, falling from the heavens with now-darkened engines. Alex quietly spoke into his comm unit, instructing someone to send submarines out toward the projected place they were going to fall. He wanted to see them, and hopefully find out who had sent them.  
 
    Forty seconds passed with every eye watching the board. Now was the time to succeed or fail. The indicators on Piper’s display showed the turrets firing again, and once again there was a flash where a missile became inactive and began to fall toward the ocean below.  
 
    But the other continued on.  
 
    “Dammit!” Piper yelled. “Dammit! It missed!” 
 
    “Wait! Piper, is there anything you can do to rush the firing?” Alex said, trying to keep his voice calm.  
 
    “Piper bit her lip when Colleen leaned forward. “You can still fire them early, but it won’t be as powerful.” 
 
    “Yes, it’ll burn out the capacitors, but it’s not like we’ll need them right after! I can do that!” Piper yelled, swiping her hand from a corner of her display and bringing up a second set of controls. It was a separate countdown that showed when the next weapon firing was going to be, but Piper overrode it, instructing the guns to fire early.  
 
    “There may not be enough power to reach. They were already passing at the maximum range.” Piper whispered. 
 
    No one spoke after that. At least two people were actually holding their breath when the time counted down, and the guns both fired. Immediately afterward, there were several alerts flashing, showing that both turrets were now inactive, but that wasn’t important. Every eye was on the radar display, each praying that they succeeded.  
 
    A Second passed, then another, then the course for the missile showed a small difference, but that was enough. It was still traveling, but something had affected its trajectory to make it fly away from the Brokkr.  
 
    Piper had done it. They had all done it! The Brokkr was going to make it into orbit, and begin its journey to build the space-station Gateway. Everyone on the floor leaped up, cheering and hugging each other, mirroring what Alex and the rest of them were doing on the upper deck.  
 
    Alex turned, jubilant as he went to go shake Johan’s hand. The man was not a hugger, but he was part of the celebration and Alex was going to make certain the old man was part of it.  
 
    Only as he approached, did he notice the glazed look in the man’s eyes and the slight smile on his face. Johan had seen the last missile shot down, but he would never see anything else. Alex stopped, quietly kneeling down next to his friend before closing his eyes. “Goodbye, my friend. We’ve started our journey, and we’ll always remember you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 2 – Gateway 
 
    Modern science says: 'The sun is the past, the earth is the present, the moon is the future.' From an incandescent mass we have originated, and into a frozen mass we shall turn. Merciless is the law of nature, and rapidly and irresistibly we are drawn to our doom.  
 
      
 
    Nikola Tesla



 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Time: April 3, 2030 
 
    Location: Brokkr hanger, Mid-orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nabhitha grinned as she floated across the bay. They had just done the final checks on the Brokkr, and everything checked out. Within the hour, they would be sending the Brokkr for its first deployment. They wouldn’t be doing any building yet but wanted to take it on a spin around the local space to make sure all the systems were functioning as they should.  
 
    Nabhitha and the rest of the small crew that was currently inhabiting the small construct had arrived several days ago. To the shock of the world, they had traveled on what looked like a standard airplane. The craft was not what it appeared to be, and had been developed to operate in both atmosphere and space, preparing for the day when they would require a constant and reliable transportation system to their first space station.  
 
    With the launch of the Brokkr, heralding their true launch capabilities, Empyreus was no longer constrained and had sent up its first orbital craft a week later along with several more traditional rockets carrying large tanks of construction material. Those floated a few kilometers away from the Brokkr, sitting in a holding pattern until needed. 
 
    Nabhitha reached the control room, floating through the center of the room until she reached the gently blinking communication gear. Touching the correct icon, she smiled at seeing her friend Piper’s face. “Hello, Piper! It’s good to see your face. How are you doing today?” 
 
    “Good, though still jealous I didn’t get to go up. How is it up there?” Piper inquired, smiling her brilliant smile at her friend.  
 
    “The lack of gravity takes some getting used to, I’ll admit. Not being able to eat or drink for the first two days was also not fun. Albert Canelli took great glee in eating in front of me, making me sure he is part goat since it only took six hours for his digestion system to resume.” 
 
    “Smack him for me, Nabs,” Piper said. “I can just bet he was sucking down some of those nutrient paste packets and grinning at everyone.” 
 
    “He was,” Nabhitha confirmed. “But we will forgive him after he’s finished with checking the atmosphere scrubbers.” 
 
    Piper grinned and flashed her friend a thumbs up. “Good for Commander Amobi. I didn’t think he’d put up with Canelli’s antics, though the man is a good engineer. Listen, I wanted to wish you all well up there and don’t pay attention to the news. I know it will be tempting, but it will just distract you.” 
 
    Nabhitha grimaced and shook her head. “I already turned it off twice today. Are people really thinking we’re about to land troops and take over the world? There are seven of us up here.” 
 
    “I know, and I think that’s just the crackpots who still think the world is flat. At least not everyone is freaking out, though. We’ve had a lot of messages from people and groups that support what we’re doing. I think the press release we sent out right after the launch helped, but once we actually start building, that will show folks we’re not out to take over the world or shoot them with a shark gun. It’s really quite silly.” 
 
    “There will always be people who won’t believe us,” Nabhitha said. “Only time and experience will help. Still, once we start including others up here, I’m sure it will be better. We just have to get our own infrastructure started first before we can deal with customers.” 
 
    “Alex is already renting space to interested parties, though the first spot won’t be ready for a few years. As you said, we need to establish ourselves first, but telling everyone our plans has also helped.” 
 
    Nabhitha nodded, looking at a message that flashed up on one of her holographic screens. “Piper, I have to go. It looks like Commander Amobi is ready to begin our first outing.” 
 
    “Okay, make sure he waves out of the window because he’s going to have a lot of people watching. I can’t tell you how many satellites have been repositioned and spun so they can look up at you. It’s kind of crazy, actually.” 
 
    “Will do,” Nabhitha said, waving at her friend who waved back. “I’ll talk to you soon, Piper.” 
 
    “Good luck! We’ll be watching from down here,” Piper said, then the screen went blank as she signed off.  
 
    Nabhitha smiled, before acknowledging the message from Commander Amobi. They were ready to go, and she was anxious to watch the maiden voyage of the Brokkr. Pushing away from the communication gear, she glided across the relatively large command room and grasped a handle underneath what looked like a huge window. It was not, instead being a massive screen that could be tasked to show a variety of things. Today, it was showing the massive internal hanger where the Brokkr rested.  
 
    Nabhitha’s job was going to come about once construction began, but today, she was primarily an observer. She heard the commander’s voice come across a speaker, indicating that they were ready to proceed, and Nabhitha listened to the response from the techs in the room. 
 
    Then it was time. Nabhitha couldn’t help but smile as the massive exterior doors began to retract, revealing the rich, diamond studded view of space beyond. It still surprised her at how clear it was, even with the lights of the hanger causing some glare, the stars beyond were far more cluttered and dense than she was used to seeing from the earth.  
 
    Her eyes drank in the vision of space for a long moment before drifting over to the blinking lights of the Brokkr itself. The large ship, its front a mix of hoses, adjustable arms, and other machines that it would use to construct the variety of habitats they would need, slowly began to extend out of the hanger on cradle.  
 
    It took ten minutes, but finally, the Brokkr was fully outside. Nabhitha held her breath as the two massive control arms released, and then folded back, leaving the construction ship free floating. She half-listened to the techs behind her, talking through the checklists and verifications with Commander Amobi. Finally, everything seemed to check out, and the great ship gently fired its first thrusters, pushing it further away from the bay doors and out into space, itself.  
 
    Slowly, the great ship grew smaller, then seemed to turn before sliding out of view of the bay doors. She couldn’t help but turn around, grinning like a school girl at the other techs as they all looked back and forth at each other.  
 
    “We did it,” she breathed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Time: April 9, 2030 
 
    Location: Café in Copenhagen, Denmark  
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex sat quietly at a café in Copenhagen with Helen and Colleen, sipping quietly at his tea. They were all dressed in dark clothing, still in mourning after the burial of his friend and mentor, Johan Olmstead.  
 
    “He left me the entire business, minus a healthy trust for his children, along with a promise for us to make sure his family was always taken care of,” Alex said, looking down at his hands. “I think this was his plan from the beginning.” 
 
    “He was a visionary, Alex,” Colleen said, smiling at her grandson and patting his hand. “I agree with you. Johan was always there to support you, but he knew you were the driving force. I think even in the beginning, he knew you were going places.” 
 
    “I just wish he could be here to see it,” Alex said before taking another drink from his teacup.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Alex,” Helen said into the silence.  
 
    “Huh? For what?” Alex asked. While not as dramatic as his grandmother, Helen had continued to de-age until she looked like she was in her late early forties, while Colleen looked like she was just about fifty.  
 
    “For not being able to keep Johan alive,” Helen answered. “If he’d only been willing to let me do some organ replacements, he might still be with us.” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” Alex said. “That was Johan’s decision. I don’t think he was interested in becoming an experiment or being dependent on a cocktail of drugs to keep him going.” 
 
    “I know, but with the way things are going, that would have only lasted a decade or two,” Helen said. “I’m so close to some breakthroughs, and I’ll be honest, the inspirations seem to be coming more often.” 
 
    Alex and Colleen gave her a look that said they understood what she was talking about. They had both experienced the same thing, with increasingly jarring answers seeming to seep up from their sub-conscious with more frequency. Piper had also made that connection, as well as several other people that they’d managed to find over the years after Terry first surfaced.  
 
    “It’s definitely something,” Alex said. I’ve learned to ask the questions, and then let it simmer for a day or so before an answer will pop up. It’s not always clear. Sometimes it’s just a feeling for what information to look at, or who to talk to, but invariably it gets results.” 
 
    Colleen nodded. “For me as well. I’ve begun to test it, and am getting unusual results. It’s allowing me to push the boundaries of my experiments, taking avenues of progress from this…intuition, rather than simple experimentation. It’s saved me an immense amount of time on a few occasions. There is one odd thing I’ve noticed, however.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Alex inquired, giving his grandmother a curious glance.  
 
    Colleen tapped her chin. “Whatever it is, it wants to make sure we understand the steps leading up to a breakthrough, rather than just giving us the end result. For example, it wants us to understand how to make gunpowder, with all the components required before it would want us to build a rocket.”  
 
    Helen nodded, thinking about her experiences. “I agree. I think I see that too, with my own work. Do you think there’s a specific plan behind it or a direction?” 
 
    “Sometimes, that’s clear to me,” Colleen said. “But a few times I remember feeling a sense of surprise associated with the experience. I would bet Terry sees that more often. That boy is quite imaginative, and he and Piper have made some very interesting discoveries. The other children we’ve found also seem to go in more odd directions. It might be something that has an idea of what it wants us to do, but it also seems willing to follow our lead, as well.” 
 
    “Keep up with your experiments,” Alex said. “I think this is something we should all do, and report our results to Colleen. Are you willing to head this up, grandma?” 
 
    Colleen nodded. “I think that would be good,” she said, then looked up at the dark clouds that were gathering above them. “We should probably go. I don’t want to be drenched.” 
 
    Her companions agreed, with all three of them paying their bills. They made their way toward their rental car, chatting softly about the events of the day. Johan had been buried in an old graveyard that held several generations of his family. For Alex, it was a strange thing to see a place that held so much history, morbid though it was. They had graveyards in the US, but only those on the East coast even approached the feel and weight of history that could often be found in Europe.  
 
    He was just thinking about one of Johan’s grandchildren, who showed a lot of promise in the area of Johan’s, and Alex’s, passion. She was still a teenager, but Alex had already spoken to the girl’s parents about having her attend schooling on Empyrean Island. They were just approaching the car when his watch beeped at him and hummed softly against his wrist. 
 
    “Sir,” came Aristotle’s voice from his wrist. As the technology progressed, Piper had been able to provide them with links to their DPA’s in other formats that would not attract so much attention. “I’m detecting a foreign signal coming from your car.” 
 
    Alex stopped, his mind flashing through various scenarios. Nathan had trained all of them to be aware of their surroundings, and that they would be a target for a variety of dangers. Especially since the launch of the unknown missiles at the Brokkr, it was clear someone was becoming more aggressive toward Empyreus. They were within about twenty feet of the car when Alex hissed softly. “Stop,” he said. “Turn around now and follow me. There’s a strange signal coming from the vehicle. 
 
    Helen and Colleen both gave him a look but didn’t argue as they started to walk away. Alex was already speaking quietly into his watch just in case someone was able to detect what they said. “Aristotle, can you put a call into Samantha Gonzales?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” his DPA answered, then beeped softly for a few seconds. A moment later, a female voice with a light Spanish accent spoke from his watch. “Sir, are you okay? Aristotle just informed me it detected an odd signal from your car and you’re headed away.” 
 
    “We’re okay, but I have no idea what it could be. It might only be a tracking device or something.” Alex whispered. They turned back onto the main thoroughfare, but Alex wasn’t sure he was more or less comfortable with more people around. “Can you come pick us up?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I have your location, and we’re on our way,” Samantha said. “I’d suggest heading into a restaurant or someplace with lots of people that are sitting down. Keep your eyes out; we’re about ten minutes away. I’ll keep this line open.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Alex said, his eyes sweeping the street until he saw the entrance to a bistro. It wasn’t full, but it had enough people in it that they should be safe. Ushering the women toward the door, he asked for a seat at the back and away from the windows.  
 
    They had just taken their seat when Aristotle spoke again. “Sir, the signal that I have been tracking is moving away from the car and traveling in this direction.” 
 
    “Moving?” Alex asked incredulously. “Was someone in our car? I didn’t see anyone, but they could have been crouched down. 
 
    He heard Gonzales cursing on the other end of the line. “Change in plans. Leave the restaurant and keep moving. Go out the back. There’s no telling what it is, but if it’s someone wanting to kidnap you, they probably have a gun.” 
 
    They all heard the directions, so rose quickly and Alex grabbed a waiter, asking if they had a back door. His Danish was broken, but he’d learned enough of it over the years that he was able to get his question across. The man gave him an odd look, but after a moment he nodded and led them down a small hallway, then toward an exit door to a back alley. 
 
    “Thanks,” Alex said to the man, slipping him some money for his trouble before leading the group away. They worked their way down the narrow street, glancing back occasionally to see if anyone would come out of the same door. Suddenly, they heard the sound of an explosion from behind them. Despite the buildings in the way, they could feel the pressure wave travel over them, pushing them forward slightly but otherwise leaving them unharmed.  
 
    “What was that!?” Gonzales asked, her voice urgent. 
 
    Alex had stopped, and all three of them watched a column of greasy smoke rising from the direction they had come. There was also the sounds of distant screaming. “Oh, my God,” Colleen breathed. “Whatever it was just exploded. I think they set it off outside of the Bistro we just came from.” 
 
    “I’m almost there. Head toward the end of the alley and wait.” Gonzales instructed before Alex heard her gasp.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Alex asked, suddenly worried about her and her team.  
 
    “Yes,” Gonzales said softly. “We’re driving by the building. It was an explosive and… and it’s bad.” 
 
    Alex felt his face harden mirroring the same look on Colleen and Helen. The three of them moved to where Gonzales had indicated. Peeking out, they didn’t see anything at first, but a moment later a sedan came around the corner and moved toward them, stopping as a man got out of the passenger seat with a drawn gun. He kept his eyes moving around the street as Samantha Gonzales gestured for them to get into the back seat.  
 
    Quickly, the three of them dove into the back seat and shut the door. A moment later the other security guard returned to his seat, and the car roared off, heading directly for the airport. 
 
    “I’m glad we got you, sir,” Gonzales said as she moved at speed through the streets of Copenhagen. 
 
    “Me too,” Alex said, glancing back over his shoulder at the slowly rising cloud. People had died back there, and he was not happy about it. “Aristotle, get Nathan on the line.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the DPA’s voice responded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Time: April 11, 2030 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’ve increased security at most of our worldwide locations,” Nathan said, pulling up a global hologram that gave high-level details of most of their companies and manufacturing plants. The large Australian pointed at the globe with a small, handheld device, highlighting several places in order. “These places are going to be tricky because they’re in or near population centers that still have primitive infrastructures. Makassar Indonesia, Addis Ababa Ethiopia, and Valencia Venezuela are three areas that I think will be easiest places to gain access.” 
 
    “Why those places?” Alex asked curiously.  
 
    Nathan shrugged. “We’re making a lot of progress with the locals in education, and we’re getting a lot of goodwill with building and maintaining numerous public projects, but governments there are still shaky, and there’s no way to reach a large majority of the population, especially outside of a certain radius. We still get a lot of distrust, and to me, that means there are lots of opportunities for someone to get close to our employees. We just don’t know what this shadow organization is after, except to hurt us.” 
 
    Alex breathed out a sigh, shaking his head. “Is there any hint at all who’s behind it?” 
 
    “Not yet. Piper has her computers searching anything she can hack into, but so far nothing. The missile parts we recovered from the ocean didn’t show much either. They were built with a variety of parts, from a variety of different countries, but nothing that would point to a particular government or organization.” 
 
    “Have we been able to get anything on that bomb that went off in Copenhagen? Are the Danish police still being difficult?” 
 
    “Yes. Despite everything we’ve done, they’re still treating us like a company, and I don’t think we should push them. Doing so might make people even more nervous. Besides, Piper already slipped in and got their computer files, so we know what we need to know. It wasn’t a person that carried the bomb. It was some sort of remote-controlled mini-vehicle. My guess is that it was under your car, and whoever was controlling it just drove it up next to the bistro thinking you were still inside. I’m glad that Gonzales told you to get out of there, and out through the back.” 
 
    “Me, too. I’m sure we would have died if we’d stayed there,” Alex said. “I hope you promoted her.” 
 
    Nathan nodded, calling up another list on his hologram. “Yes, actually, I did. With our increased need for security, I’ve had to become aggressive in recruiting personnel from a variety of different areas.” 
 
    “Are you still focusing on militaries and special forces?”  
 
    “For the most part, but there’s a lot of police and law enforcement folks I’m looking at, too. I need to cover all the bases, but that brings me to another subject. Eventually, we’ll get big enough that I’ll have to start making divisions.” Nathan said. “I know you’ve been avoiding it, and I won’t push you, but have you looked at the file I sent you?” 
 
    Alex took another deep breath, not loving the subject. He was already out of sorts by having a permanent security detail assigned to him. There were two armed guards just outside the meeting room right now, waiting to follow him around like two dangerous Labradors. “Yes, I’ve read it. Several times, actually. You’re talking about making an army,” he said.  
 
    “You know it will be necessary,” Nathan replied. He didn’t say anything further, instead leaning back and giving Alex time to think.  
 
    The problem was, Alex did know it would be necessary, but he didn’t like it one bit. This was one aspect of their long-range plans he’d tried not to think about, and that he’d successfully managed to avoid for a while, but with the recent attack on their launch, and then the attempted assassination, he knew he couldn’t avoid it any longer. It didn’t help that his subconscious agreed with Nathan. Almost vehemently, it agreed with him which told Alex that whatever that strange force that was helping them, also believed they would need some sort of an armed force.  
 
    That worried him because he wanted to believe that a utopia-style world shouldn’t involve armed conflict. And what about power and its famed ability to corrupt? He knew, deep down, that their technological capabilities and discoveries were only increasing. How much farther in the future would they become more powerful than any single country? Or all of the nations? Once they had the capability, how would they avoid using it except in the direst situations? What would happen if they abused all of that power? 
 
    “How are we going to avoid becoming the monsters?” Alex asked, his voice filled with trepidation. “Once we have the tools, what’s to stop us from using them?” 
 
    He didn’t expect Nathan to speak so quickly, but the head of his security didn’t hesitate to answer. Leaning forward, the big man gave Alex a serious look. “Vigilance, education, and most importantly, accountability. Believe it or not, Alex, most militaries wrestle with exactly this issue. Not everyone succeeds, but anyone who’s ever sectioned off a portion of their people and armed them has had to think of this. It’s an important question, but we aren’t starting from scratch.” 
 
    “I saw the code of conduct,” Alex said, nodding thoughtfully. “I thought it would be a bigger file.” 
 
    “It should be, and should be more thorough, but that’s something else I haven’t mentioned. We’ll need to hire my replacement.” 
 
    “What? Are you leaving us?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Nathan said, grinning at Alex’s upset face. “I wouldn’t miss this party for the world, not to mention getting to play with all the cool toys. This has been the best job I’ve ever had, and I look forward to more of it. However, when we grow to a certain size, I am going to be out of my element. You’re going to need a whole staff full of people dealing with different aspects of running an armed force. I’m going to only be good for one part of that.” 
 
    Alex sighed softly. There was a part of him that regretted this, but he knew that Nathan was right. They’d already begun to develop armored combat suits that were a few generations better than what most countries could field and an assortment of non-lethal weapons. The EMP turrets were one of the larger forms of that, being designed to destroy weapons systems rather than kill the people behind them. “I assume you’ve already started sourcing people you have in mind?” 
 
    “A few,” Nathan said. “I might also suggest talking to General Solmon if he has any suggestions or ideas on personnel.” 
 
    “Won’t that make the US military nervous?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Yep. It sure will, but there’s no way they won’t notice us recruiting personnel from around the world. I think the General will appreciate having a hat in the ring, but we need to make sure we don’t focus all of our attention on America. We need to tap a lot of different countries so that no one thinks we’ll be a particular companies tool. We’re already doing that with employees and security personnel, and it will help with our armed forces, as well.” 
 
    “All right, Nathan. I think if we don’t start thinking about it, someone will come along and make us regret it,” Alex said. “I’ll greenlight your efforts, just keep me in the loop. I want to be involved in this.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Thanks, Alex.” Nathan said before standing up.  
 
    Alex followed him out, trying not to notice the two security guards that followed him as he moved down the hallway. He still wasn’t used to it and didn’t know if he ever would be. In effect, Alex and Nathan had just agreed to do the same thing with the entire company, and he hoped he hadn’t made a terrible mistake. However, something deep within himself said he hadn’t, but he was trying not to listen to it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Time: May 20, 2030 
 
    Location: Type 2 (Regional headquarters) system -Ogatragaton – Jezerine sub-sector, on course for Zeinbrikka corporate headquarters.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Galon woke, feeling the rejuvenation cocktail of chemicals bursting and bubbling throughout his system. It was terrible, and he always felt like worms were crawling around underneath his skin. For a moment, he just lay there in misery before a sudden urge grabbed his attention. His clawed hand swiped futilely toward the stasis canopy release handle while the other one shot to his mouth, trying desperately to keep his stomach contents in but it was too late.  
 
    Before he could successfully open the canopy, he vomited all over himself, coating his burgundy fur with something that couldn’t possibly be his last meal. He hadn’t eaten for almost two and a half years. He still had never received a suitable answer as to why, or what, he threw up whenever he exited stasis. Those thoughts passed through his head for a brief moment before he blacked out, once again slipping into unconsciousness. Again.  
 
    Fortunately, he was only out for a few moments, waking up once again as the canopy was lifted with two techs looking down on him. Both of the males were doing their very best to ignore the fact that the head of their family was covered in vomit, though one did reach forward with a vacuum pump, handing it to him without a word.  
 
    Without acknowledging the tech, Galon quietly began to run the machine over his matted fur, gathering up the majority of the goo, but knowing he would have to cleanse himself more thoroughly once he was done. He had installed a cleansing unit in his stasis area for just that reason, feeling that avoiding having most of the crew see him stalking through the ship’s corridors covered in stomach refuse was worth the extra cost. 
 
    There had to be perks for being the head of the family, after all. 
 
    A short while later, he was cleaned, dressed in a fresh, gold-and-black tightrobe, and sipping on a bottle of kuul. The drink was somewhat alcoholic, but he’d found that helped him recover after stasis and made him more alert in the process. Sometimes it also made his eyeballs tingle, too, but other than that pleasant sensation, it didn’t affect him overly.  
 
    Once he was ready, he moved to his work cabin and sat at his desk, taking a moment to look out of the large window that showed the busy system of Ogatragaton. It was the regional capital in the Jezerine section of the Union. A type two system, it was the most built-up type of systems that could be found outside of the core. There were hundreds of large, visible stations orbiting the main planet with all manner of civilian craft moving between them, and out to the other settled planets in the system. 
 
    The many craft were far too numerous to count, and those were just the ones in visible range. The mass of ships stretched out like grains of sand, surrounding every settled planet and between. It was a nightmare of organization, which sometimes stressed even the army of shackled AI’s and other entities who were tasked with making sure everything flowed smoothly.  
 
    There were also a number of system security vessels, both large and small, but all of them were put to shame by seven colossal Union battlecruisers, and one even more massive battleship, along with their forty or so support vessels They occupied a part of space that was kept clear of traffic, with a traffic lane directly out of the area in case they needed to respond to something quickly.  
 
    There were a total of twenty battlecruisers in the regional fleet and two battleships, but most of them were kept touring between the various planets in the Jezerine nebula. They were on a regular schedule, so no system was without a military ship, but they didn’t stay in the same system for more than two years. Any longer, and a planet and a ship’s captain may become too comfortable with each other, leading to corruption. 
 
    Solan eyed the big ships jealously for a moment, wishing that his civilian mining ships could be outfitted with their much faster military-grade scan drives. However, he understood why they kept that advantage. In case something happened, it let them respond much faster, and have a great deal more versatility than anyone with just a civilian level drive. They could cover an astounding thirty lightyears in a year, which made his own seven lightyear speed laughable by comparison.  
 
    He grimaced, licking his teeth in distaste as he considered the investment in time his plan would require. On average, the four systems he wanted to mine were sixty to eighty light years away from the system he was in, and it would take his ships eight to ten years to get there. 
 
    It wasn’t the most impossible of distances, and Galon knew that if the Union ever wanted to expand, the systems he was targeting would be directly in their way. However, the Union hadn’t been interested in expanding in over a millennium. After they encountered the Eptom Hierarchy and fought them to a stand-still on the far side of the Union, it had made them skittish toward exploring, at best.  
 
    It had made the union become stagnant, developing only what was within their borders with no allowed movement outside of it. The politicians of the Union just didn’t want to take the chance of encountering another race out there that was equally, or more, dangerous. They reasoned there were more than enough systems within Union space to exploit for several more millennium so had established a vast swath of stars outside of the border that was a no-go area of about two-hundred light-years wide. 
 
    A no-go area that Galon was going to breach gleefully. Truth to tell, he didn’t think too hard about the Eptom Hierarchy or the possibility of running into a significant threat. His world was just not big enough to tackle such weighty subjects, being far more preoccupied with increasing the success and influence of his family in his small corner of the Union.  
 
    As such, he rubbed his furred hands together, clicking his short claws together a few times before calling up the huge swath of messages that were waiting for him. Most of them he ignored, letting his computers and staff work through them and deal with the mundane items. However, he quickly identified the message from his agent, opening it up and reading through it with intensity.  
 
    “Ha!” he said into his empty office, happy to see that his agent had received his response and acted upon it with alacrity. As a result, she had managed to negotiate an even more favorable settlement with the Vimorians, buying off the idiot officials gambling debt. It would mean more resources available for his grand scheme, and he made a note to send her a bonus.  
 
    He was pleased to see that the permits and paperwork were done, pending his own signature which he completed right then, sending it back to the secure servers that the regional government maintained.  
 
    He sighed, looking out at the planet once again, even as his mining ship settled into an orbit around the habitat where their primary business offices were. He knew his time here would be short, probably long enough to get a good plate of Oglan rip-steak and time with his mother. Then he’d be back out here organizing his ships, supplies, and sending out movement orders to the other mining ships scattered through the region. They would all be in stasis for a long time, but in more or less a decade, their family would be on their way to riches and wealth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
     Time: June 27, 2030 
 
    Location: High Energy Laboratory, three hundred and fifty miles south of Atlantis on the ocean floor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Colleen hummed softly, happy that they were finally ready to begin the experiment she had been working on for several years. Almost the entire time since she’d developed the anti-gravity field, she’d been frustrated she couldn’t add gravity, only take it away. It had undoubtedly been an achievement that revolutionized so many things, most especially in getting to space, but that was only half of the problem.  
 
    If they couldn’t provide gravity using the gravity field, they’d be stuck with either engineering artificial gravity using some sort of centrifugal force, or purposefully limit anyone’s time in space.  
 
    They already had plans for the former, with large, contained multi-cylinder habitats that would help combat the difficulty on the human body. Also, their ability to reach orbit so easily with shuttles would make leaving and returning to earth far more accessible than ever previously imagined, but if she could somehow find the secret to augmenting the technology they already had, it would make things far easier.  
 
    The difficulty had always lain in how gravity actually worked. It was only a little over twelve years ago that gravity waves had even been detected, and by all rights, the understanding of it should still be in its infancy. Her advanced understanding of it she put wholly into the hands of the strange effects of whatever was still keeping her alive. Gravity was a multi-dimensional phenomenon, augmenting the excruciatingly weak force and its effects on our world through the presence of thousands of reflections of our own universe that existed in the great continuum. Lessening the effect of gravity only required a specialized field that disrupted the strange connection to those other worlds. 
 
    Now, however, she and her team were ready to begin working on the second half of that conundrum. A few months ago, she had finally had a breakthrough regarding the field, requiring a significant boost in power and causing atomic vibration within specific molecules to not only cycle at a higher frequency but in different shapes of orbit. The results had been startling, revealing exotic cousins of familiar elements that would trigger the necessary effect. The cost and delicacy of creating the elements had been immense, while also revealing an entirely new section of the periodic table, but now they were finally ready to test their first attempt. 
 
    “Turn on the field, Malik,” Colleen said, watching several floating readouts with keen interest. She imagined the hum of the machinery as it spun up, pumping the necessary energies required for the test into the massive engines that were located in subterranean chambers. They were literally miles away underneath the sea floor. For a brief moment, she considered laughing maniacally like Doctor Frankenstein but stopped herself. Some of the staff in the control room with her might get the reference, but not all of them, so she resigned herself with a small smile. 
 
    She watched the live feed in the room containing the testing machinery. A small, cubical device that held a number of sensors, the most simple of which was a weight between two wires that would register an increase in gravity. The countdown to the first test slowly reached zero, and a moment later there was a bright flash before the monitors and feeds hooked up to the room all went offline.  
 
    “What happened?” Colleen asked, her eyes scanning her own readouts.  
 
    “Everything went offline. Nothing is responding,” one of the tech’s said, quickly moving through the various readouts they had hooked up to the test site. A moment later, they felt a faint tremble which made all of them look up and around in shock. 
 
    “Oh dear, what was that?” Colleen said, half to herself as she accessed some other sensors that had been placed away from the test site, both within the bedrock and free floating in the ocean. The ones set within the ground only registered a shockwave, but the ones in the water recorded the shockwave and an increase in temperature that increased the closer to the test site they were. They moved quickly to five-hundred degrees before the sensors closer to the site failed to respond.  
 
    “We need to send in a drone submarine to see what happened,” Colleen said with a frown, looking over the rim of her glasses as she worked. “There doesn’t appear to be any odd radiation, but I suspect we just destroyed our test site.” 
 
    “Should I prep site B?” Malik asked in his thick Slavic accented English.  
 
    “Yes,” Colleen answered, “Though obviously, we’ll need to figure out what happened, first. Something unexpected that is certain, but at least we received some readings from the unit itself.” She paused, then pulled up a variety of graphs and data sets on the main hologram table, ushering everyone into the center. The numbers should have been a surprise to her, but her eyes immediately went to the temperature gauge. 
 
    “There’s a small increase in gravity, scaling up from the initiation of the test for one point two seconds,” Malik said, highlighting the necessary graph. “So, whatever happened, we successfully increased the gravity.” 
 
    Colleen nodded, “Yes, but it caused an exponential increase in heat energy. See here, where the graph is increasing,” she said, pointing it out for the team. “It’s timed exactly with the amount of gravity increase. I’d bet a three dollar jug of pickles that is what happened to our test site. No radiation, so I’m betting it was all just pure heat. We experienced some of the same behavior with the inertia dampening field, but that was more like a one to one ratio, this is not.” 
 
    “I see, yes,” Malik said, letting out a sigh. “I’ll get the sample for the next tier two element ready.” 
 
    Colleen shook her head. “Skip two places. Go to the fourth in the series. I have a feeling that we’ll just run into the same results if we go with anything less.” 
 
    Malik grunted, shaking his head but he didn’t say anything as he keyed in the production order. It went against everything he had ever learned with scientific testing to skip a step, but he had worked with Colleen long enough to trust her instincts. Just the fact that they were testing tier two particles would have been unimaginable before he started working with Empyreus. Now, he was looking at being able to study tier two isotopes and potential tiers beyond that. What those could be, he couldn’t imagine, but he suspected Colleen could and for that reason, he would work with her for as long as he was able. 
 
    Colleen smiled as she leaned back, watching her team get to work on the long hours to digest the numbers from the test. Some of them were the best and brightest minds from around the planet, at least those that Empyreus had been able to attract out from various countries or competing businesses. It had gotten easier as Empyreus had emerged onto the world stage, jumping significantly as their space launch business had, literally, taken off. 
 
    Alex had been right. Of all the things they could have done, sending rockets into space had attracted people’s attention in the best way, tapping into mankind’s imagination. It didn’t hurt that Empyreus had what appeared to be an almost unlimited research budget, saving the various scientists and technical experts from having to growl and snap for every dime of grant money. Having their own places apart from any particular countries rules and regulations had its benefits, but that made her mind turn toward what her grandson was going to be wrestling with in the near future.  
 
    Because of the attack on the Brokkr launch, and to a lesser extent the bombing in Copenhagen, the UN had asked Alex to appear before them to discuss those recent developments. Unstated, but clear to everyone, was that they also wanted to know what Empyreus had planned for what they had launched and why. The press release after the launch had clearly not headed off the concern with the powers-that-be that they hoped it would. 
 
    Despite the unlooked-for support from Russia, and the continued effort from General Solmon in America, Alex had expected the launch to stir the hornets’ nest, and he said he was ready. Colleen trusted her grandson, but she couldn’t help but worry as she turned back to her experiments. The best thing she could do was continue her work, making sure they could not only have a solid foot in space but as soon as possible on the Moon and beyond.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Time: August 2, 2030 
 
    Location: Millennium Hilton across from United Nations Building, NYC  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thanks for coming, general,” Alex said, inviting the older man into the multi-room suite at the top of the hotel. John Malcom stood from his chair, moving to give his old friend a hearty handshake. At the table just inside the door sat Leann and a distinguished gentleman with several paper files sitting in front of him. Floating to the left of the head of the table was Alex’s DPA, Aristotle. 
 
    “My pleasure, Doctor Drake,” General Solmon said, turning to Alex and shaking his hand in turn. “I’m glad you let me come to this little pow-wow. Things are moving fast, and this inquiry with the UN could either go well or very badly. You’ve made a lot of people very nervous with your little stunt, and whoever tried to shoot your giant ship down didn’t help anything.” 
 
    “I know,” Alex said, gesturing toward the table. “You know Agent Bates, I’m sure, and this is my top legal expert, Richard Williams.” 
 
    The crusty general grunted, giving both of them a once over before shaking their hands. “Leann, I’ve read your file but not had the pleasure, but from everything I hear you’re keeping Digger on his toes. Good.” He turned to Richard, looking up a bit at the taller man as they shook, exchanging pleasantries. The general didn’t usually like lawyers, but his first impression of Richard was good. A man that looked confident, but wasn’t afraid to listen, either. It was something he counted in the good column, and he hoped his first impression stuck.  
 
    Moving toward one of the open chairs at the table, the general took a seat, along with Alex and John. He couldn’t help but give Aristotle a momentary glare, watching the contraption hover quietly next to Alex. He’d read about them, but this was the first time he’d seen one of the fancy drones that Empyrean employed within their buildings. 
 
    Despite his glare, he also kind of wanted one.  
 
    “Shall I start recording, sir?” Aristotle said in his smooth, English accent. 
 
    “Yes, please begin recording,” Alex said and waited for a red, blinking light to start flashing. He then turned back to the table. “Thanks for coming. As I’m sure you all know, I’ve been invited to have a discussion in front of a UN panel regarding our recent launch, and our intentions for our place in orbit. Though I’ve made things fairly clear in several press releases, apparently there has been an abundance of skeptics in several countries that want a more thorough exploration of the issue.” 
 
    General Solmon kept silent, content to listen. He knew he had to be careful here since some of those that were calling for a more in-depth review were several powerful entities in the US. Despite his personal feelings, he was still obligated to protect the interests of the United States. Unfortunately, these special interests were putting a lot of pressure on the FAA to shut down any further launches by Empyrean. It was a course of action that the general knew was the wrong one. If these people got their way, he was deathly afraid that Empyrean would just ignore them which would cause him a massive headache. Most probably because he didn’t think the rest of the world would win and it would also create a lot of distrust and potential reprisals that would just cloud the issue for everyone. 
 
    “The biggest issue is the FAA is claiming that our license to launch did not include correct information, being far larger than what they had approved.” 
 
    “Which is incorrect,” Richard said, tapping on a copy of their approved application. “I suspect someone didn’t believe the numbers, and simply assumed it was a typo. Unfortunately, they didn’t choose to clarify before issuing our permit. That’s on them, in this case, no matter what they wish it to be.” 
 
    Alex nodded, leaning forward as he listened to the older man. “Still, they will want to know what we’re going to do up there. I suspect they’ll request plans and try to exercise some sort of approval of anything we wish to build. I’m willing to be transparent with our construction plans, but what I’m worried about is being delayed ad nauseam.” He sighed, giving the general and agents an uncomfortable look. “Much as with what is happening with a number of our innovations being approved for use in the U.S.” 
 
    The general pursed his lips, thinking through his response for a few moments. It was always better to consider what you were going to say than feel the need to fill the air with blathering. “I can’t deny that. It’s a good thing I understand your tactic, which is to let the American public do your job for you. Eventually, people will clamor for your nifty little toys, and we’ll have no choice but to approve their use. However, I suspect this isn’t the way you want to be steered when it comes to space.” 
 
    Alex nodded, grinning at the general. He knew that the man was careful, but not duplicitous. He’d liked the frank, straight-to-the-point discussions they had whenever they spoke. “Correct. We’re out there to build some serious infrastructure so we can get to the real business.” 
 
    General Solmon raised an eyebrow. “What’s more serious than building all sorts of doohickey’s in orbit?” 
 
    “Getting to the moon, and then from there, to the asteroid belt,” Alex answered. This was the first he’d mentioned to anyone outside of a select group in Empyrean, but he wanted to give the general and the agents a small reward for meeting with him.  
 
    “Not Mars? That’s where some companies are hell-bent on going,” the general said.  
 
    “And we’ll be there to help them,” Alex responded. “In fact, we’ve been in talks on partnering with SpaceX to extend our infrastructure in support of their initial colonization effort. They’ve been wonderful to work with, and we hope to continue that into the future. Our biggest intent is to provide a highway out there, and beyond, rather than stopping at the red planet. Or, at least initially. I’m fairly certain we’ll eventually have a presence on Mars, but that’s not our immediate goal.” 
 
    “This is so far above my pay grade,” John said, shaking his head. “But that’s part of the problem. It will be beyond a lot of people’s understanding, and when people don’t understand, they start getting crazy.” 
 
    “I know, and I suspect that’s exactly the tools that whoever is trying to hurt us will use or is already using, to push people toward a drastic response rather than let them digest real information. I’ve seen the memes and half-truths already being spread,” Alex said. “We’ve started countermeasures, but I’d like to hear if you folks have any other ideas.” 
 
    “Don’t go into hiding,” Leann offered. “As much as it’s going to drive your security people crazy, you can’t disappear. You have to keep being visible, and working with people. Keep helping people, too. Those education initiatives you’ve been backing in several states are doing wonders. Also, all the work in various countries with building up their infrastructure is fantastic. They can’t take that away from you.” 
 
    “Be ready for tomorrow,” General Solmon said. “There are a lot of powerful people who like to stay in the shadows that have been giddy little schoolkids about tomorrow’s proceedings. I’ve managed to stave off some of it in America, but not all of it. This is their big chance to throw a serious wrench in your works. If they can get the UN to call for a stop of your activities in space, they think it will give them power over you.” 
 
    “They might be surprised,” Alex said, his eyes hardening. 
 
    “Of that, I have no doubt,” the general answered, giving Alex an even stare. “But think it through. If you follow the UN’s resolution, or if you ignore it, either way, they think they win.” 
 
    “How so?” Alex asked. He agreed with the general and suspected they shared the same reasons, but he wanted to hear what the man had to say.  
 
    “If you follow the resolution, then you are limited and controlled. If you don’t, and just give the finger to the rest of the world, then they make you the enemy.” 
 
    Alex signed, nodding. It was pretty much what he’d thought as well. “Those are my thoughts as well. So really, there’s only one way this can go, tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yep,” the general nodded. “You have to convince the panel that you’re not a threat, so they don’t make a resolution. It’s the only way, and it won’t be easy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Time: August 3, 2030 
 
    Location: United Nations Building, NYC  
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex and Richard Williams arrived in the UN building without preamble, going through the security with little issue, though there was some question about Alex’s DPA which he had in a silver case. The security guards weren’t sure what it was, at first, but accepted the description of it being a projection device. Alex wasn’t lying since Aristotle was a projection device amongst other things.  
 
    They were assigned an aide, who led them to the eighth floor and a comfortable if empty waiting room. Fifteen minutes later, they were summoned into the UN meeting room. Alex wasn’t sure what to expect, wondering if there would be a large audience and a seat in a spotlight before a set of raised desks, but he was disappointed. Instead, it looked like more of a normal meeting room, with a large oval table and a low-tech projector screen on one end.  
 
    Inside were several people sitting at the table, with numerous other suited aides and advisers sitting behind them. The room was spacious enough, allowing the secondary personnel to sit along the wall without crowding those at the table. Alex took his seat, looking around the room at the varied men and women facing him. He’d been in enough high-powered business meetings over the years that he wasn’t intimidated, despite the high stakes riding on his actions here today. No matter what, he couldn’t screw up.  
 
    “Welcome, Doctor Drake,” A dark-skinned man to his left said. Alex noted his accent was thick, but not difficult to understand. “My name is Kamal Derwish, the chairman of this panel and a representative from Yemen. Thank you for responding to our inquiry.” He paused, looking around the table for a moment before continuing. “Please note that we will be recording the proceeding if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, not at all. I was planning to record it as well.” Alex said, opening up his silver case and pulling out Aristotle. However, instead of letting it hover, he placed it on the table next to him. A moment later, a red light began to pulse on its side. Alex turned back to Kamal, smiling at the man. “If you don’t mind, that is. It’s important that I have records, of course.” 
 
    Kamal glanced at the machine, clearing his throat for a moment before answering. “Of course, Doctor Drake. Our own records will be open to you, but I understand your reluctance to accept only that precaution. Now, let me be clear on our statement of why you are here. There has been some concern with the… considerable asset you recently placed into orbit. As such, this panel was convened in order to assuage that, perhaps hysterical, concern.”  
 
    “Kamal, you are showing your bias,” a woman said from a few seats down. She raised one of her eyebrows as she spoke, reminding Alex of a severe school teacher. Her placard said she was Isabella Espinosa from Brazil.  
 
    Kamal nodded, waving his hand at the woman that looked like both an acknowledgment and a dismissal as if they’d had that conversation several times before. Probably more like an argument from the unfriendly way they glanced at each other. “We would like to ask you some questions regarding it, and your intentions for further expansion.” 
 
    “I understand,” Alex said, glancing around the table and noting none of the rest of the representatives seemed to be listening to an earbud. That told him that they all probably understood English. “We released a fairly detailed description of what we sent up, as well as what we intend to build, as well as the benefits it would offer to-” 
 
    “Doctor Drake,” broke in the Japanese representative. A gentleman by the name of Akihiko Fushima. “We understand the propaganda that you distributed, but you have to understand that it is propaganda and it would be a disservice to our governments to simply take it at face value. How are we to know this is the reality? We can see the ship and the much larger station that went up with on our cameras. How are we to know what is in that station?” 
 
    Alex exchanged a look with his lawyer, frowning. “Just what is it you are asking for, Mr. Fushima?” 
 
    The Japanese man glanced to his left, seeming to catch the Chinese representatives eye before looking back to Alex. “I think I would like to suggest we send a UN inspection team to your station. Your flights, especially your shuttles, seem to take an almost daily trip to the station. Would it be difficult to include a team?” 
 
    Alex frowned. “You want to send your people onto our station? Mr. Fushima, you must understand that we are cautious of such an approach, especially after someone recently tried to shoot down that launch.” 
 
    “Perhaps they knew something we did not, Doctor Drake?” Mr. Fushima said, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    Before he could continue, the Russian representative slammed his meaty fist onto the table, his voice a low rumble. “Mr. Fushima. Don’t you think we should ask them some questions first, before trying to slip some spies onto their technological marvel? We should at least try to appear as if we are interested in their answers.” 
 
    “Agreed, Mr. Novogrod,” Said Kamal, glaring at the younger Japanese man even as he spoke to the Russian. “We should at least investigate first, before trying to punish them. There is not, or shouldn’t be, a crime against innovation and enterprise. Blind suspicion shouldn’t guide us.” 
 
    Mr. Fushima glared at Kamal. “Very well,” he said, turning back to Alex. “In your press release, you detailed expansions that would include areas you intend to rent out to other interests besides your own. How are we to know these interests may or may not use these areas for hostile intent?  
 
    Alex leveled his gaze on the Japanese man. “Because we have agreements and rules that would disallow such activities, Mr. Fushima. Despite not being a country, or under any countries oversight, we intend on complying with all laws established over near-earth space. Also, since there aren’t any laws that cover frequent travel to space, the same laws that govern international waters.” 
 
    “Do you have this in print, of any sort?” Mr. Ferrel asked.  
 
    Alex looked at the American representative, nodding. “Of course, and since we’ve already begun booking space, those rules have been widely distributed. Please don’t tell me all of you haven’t seen or read them, already? If not, I have several examples here for your perusal.” He gestured toward Richard, who stood and began handing paper files to the representatives.  
 
    “Well…yes, of course, we have,” Mr. Ferrel said, taking the file and laying it besides himself. However, Alex wondered if the man had actually read all of it. “I merely wanted to make sure you had some available. We would need it for our files in this proceeding. However, I’m afraid to say that these rules may not be sufficient to address the public’s concerns.” 
 
    “You would be correct, Mr. Ferrel,” Alex said. “At least if we left them unaltered. The UN’s treaties and laws on space are woefully inadequate for a robust commercial presence. Truthfully, international water laws are only a bit better, so we’ve been forced to establish our own laws, above and beyond those that the rest of the world has been able to agree.” 
 
    “What!? You’ve made your own laws?” Mr. Fushima said, standing up from his chair in outrage. “Are you claiming dominion over space, now? What arrogance!” He turned toward the rest of the panel, his face a mask of anger. “This is exactly what we warned you about. This company is dangerous, playing with means far beyond themselves with no oversight. They need to be stopped!” 
 
    Alex looked around the table, examining each of the representatives and their reaction to the Japanese man’s outburst. The Brazilian and Chinese appeared to be equally outraged while Sheikh Rahal from Saudi Arabia held a hard glint in his eye.  
 
    The American and Yemeni both leaned back, watching carefully with unreadable expressions while Yuri Novogrod exploded upward, leveling his finger at Akihiko Fushima. “Listen here, you excitable kolkost. We are here to investigate and ask them questions, not level accusations without basis. Also, let’s not fool ourselves. Like any of us wouldn’t try to claim orbit if we were capable. Don’t be jealous because someone else has beaten us there.” 
 
    “Russian pragmatism,” Mr. Ferrel said quietly, glancing at the Russian out of the corner of his eye. “In this case, it is the note of reason. We are doing nothing but acting like hysterical children, throwing rocks on a playground,” he said, giving Mr. Fushima a hard glance. He was surprised when instead of backing down, it only made the Japanese man angrier. 
 
    Alex had remained seated, taking in the sudden outburst and subsequent yelling without expression, simply watching everyone. There was something inside of himself, telling him that this was a necessary step. That screaming and pain were part of any birth, and this was part of that. It wouldn’t be pretty, but he had to stay strong and stay the course. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Alex said calmly, interrupting the yelling and making everyone stare at him. “I understand your fear, but I think you should read through the rules that I’ve given each of you. There are certain answers in there that should help you understand our position. We have made rules, not to govern space, but to govern Empyreus and its place within it.” 
 
    Alex paused, turning his head toward Aristotle who had been sitting quietly on the table. “Aristotle, please show file orbital enrichment.” 
 
    To the astonishment of all, what they thought had been a simple recording device rose and hovered above the table and spoke. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The representatives all stared at Aristotle, taken by surprise. Eventually, they turned their attention to the equally startling holographic files that were projected over the table. “What are we looking at?” Kamal Derwish finally asked, leaning forward and trying to make sense of the numbers and graphs.  
 
    “These, ladies and gentlemen, are the projections of resources that we hope to inject into the world economy,” Alex said, highlighting one of several graphs with a small, handheld device. “Here, you can see the progression as we expand first the orbital infrastructure, then expanding into production and resource processing from low-gravity environments. ” 
 
    “How confident are you of these numbers?” Yuri asked, squinting his eyes from under his thick eyebrows. “It seems to become quite significant very quickly.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “Fairly confident, though reality always makes the final rules. You will also note that this column includes third-party gains. These would the partners and other organizations that follow us into space or utilize our other facilities.” 
 
    “This is impossible,” Mr. Fushima blurted out. “We all know the costs of sending anything into orbit, and how much you are currently charging third parties per pound. They are more than reasonable compared to the world market, but not nearly enough to spur any but the richest companies to follow.” 
 
    “This is very true,” Sheikh Rahal said, raising an eyebrow. The man’s hawk-like nose gave his already stern look a more formidable appearance. It was clear to Alex that the Sheikh was not on his side. “putting small satellites into orbit is one thing, but the costs of personnel and equipment for even the most basic of industry would destroy most companies or even countries. It’s simply not worth it with current launch costs. Do you know something we do not?” 
 
    “Yes,” Alex said, gesturing toward the hologram and manipulating his fingers on it like a touchscreen. Amazingly, it worked exactly the same way, letting Alex pull up another file which he expanded for them to read. “This is our true cost to send poundage into orbit. I’m sure you’ve all been wondering why and how we sent something so massive into orbit, and here is the reason.” 
 
    They all leaned in, digesting the numbers. The chart showed a comparison for the various current generation launch vehicles that were available around the world. Most costs were in the six to eight hundred per pound range, but Empyreus showed a cost of five to seven dollars. 
 
    “My god, that’s less than airfreight,” Mr. Ferrel gasped. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Alex spread his hands. “Technology and innovation, Mr. Ferrel. I’m sure you understand why I can’t go into trade secrets, but rest assured, those are the real costs to us. We’ve purposefully kept our prices on a more competitive level with the other space-flight organizations around the planet so as to not put them out of business.” 
 
    “It sounds like greed was more your goal,” Mr. Fushima said. 
 
    “If we did nothing with the funds, then yes, that might be accurate,” Alex said, feeling his irritation rise once again at the aggressive question. “However, we re-invest those monies not only into building infrastructure for our company but improvements for many communities around the world. Many at little or no cost, depending on the situation.” 
 
    Alex watched as the conversation came to a close. Many of the representatives were glancing at the graph, clearly curious about the numbers and wanting to dig into the information. Finally, Kamal cleared his throat and voiced what all of them were thinking. “Doctor Drake, I think we require some time to educate ourselves on this information that you are providing. If no one objects, I propose we reconvene in a week?” Most of the board nodded before Kamal turned back to Alex, waiting for his answer. 
 
    “I am at your convenience,” Alex said, unhappy that the issue was not going to be decided today but not surprised, either. He had expected he would have to educate them, and prepared for just the eventuality, but he didn’t have to like it. Standing, Alex and Richard retreated, leaving the representatives to their own devices.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Time: August 7, 2030 
 
    Location: Japanese Consulate Building, NYC 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen,” Akihiko Fushima said, rising to shake each of his corresponding representative's hands as they came into the lavish meeting room. There were several bonsai trees set within a miniaturized landscape in the middle of the expansive table, and massive screens on the walls showed peaceful views looking out over serene landscapes.  
 
    The four other representatives barely paid attention, simply taking their seat and leaning back, their body languages saying they were here to listen, but not commit to whatever the Japanese had to say. Akihiko was fine with that. He would have been disappointed if any of them acted otherwise, knowing they were all powerbrokers of one degree or another.  
 
    Despite how many thought of the UN, it was still a place that required influence, high-level politics, and the ability to get things done. In this case, Akihiko’s job was to guide the panel against the very dangerous company of Empyreus. It had taken a lot of influence to be placed on the board, and he wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass to hamstring the rogue company. Empyreus had scared the world with their massive launch, and they would pay the price. 
 
    “I take it you wish to discuss Empyreus?” John Ferrel, the American panel member, said. After he spoke, he lifted a glass of water to his lips but kept his cool gray eyes on the Japanese man. 
 
    “Of course,” Akihiko said, nodding slowly. “There is no greater threat to all of us. We need to put a stop to them.” 
 
    Isabella Espinosa from Brazil frowned. She was known to be hard, and rarely let an opportunity pass that might point out a weakness. “I hardly think they are our greatest threat. We are more concerned with them making surrounding countries more powerful, therefore more of a threat to us. As far as space goes or them making rules, why is that your focus?” 
 
    “It is the act of them making rules that has him worried,” Li Sheng from China said. “We also find this alarming. In a race, if there are many that are close, everyone must focus on themselves to push harder. If there is one that is far ahead of the rest, they have the ability and time to control the environment, and all those that trail them. Most often, one who leads with such strength will make the trail more difficult for those who follow.” 
 
    “Something most of us have experience with,” Sheikh Rahal said, giving the American and Chinese a look. “It sounds like you are simply jealous that it is not you in the lead this time. Why shouldn’t we be content to watch another lead for a while?” 
 
    “The devil you know,” John Ferrel said. “Is very often better than the one you don’t. Something that the world can agree with after ISIS rose to power over a decade ago. Do we really want something else like that to rear its head with high technology and the ultimate high ground?” 
 
    The rest of the representatives gave the American a long look. Despite the irony of the American raising that subject, they agreed with him. They did not know Empyreus, and worse, Empyreus didn’t seem to have many dependencies. They produced an extraordinary amount of exports, but for the most part, they only imported people and luxuries. Even then, it was mostly food items or things people bought off of Amazon.  
 
    “To date, they have not exhibited an aggressive or combative agenda,” Mr. Ferrel said. “There are even those in my government that have willingly worked with them, and have blunted several efforts by… private individuals, to constrain Empyreus. However, I and several others are deeply concerned. We strongly believe that these people established their own island, independent of any countries oversight, in order to pursue technologies that will prove dangerous for the public.” 
 
    “And profit margins, I would suspect,” Akihiko offered. When the American simply nodded, Akihiko knew he had hit the nail squarely on the head. It was not exactly what was bothering his own country, but it was something he could clearly understand. He knew he had to be careful because the Americans were conflicted. There were aspects of their country that wanted to embrace the ingenuity and efficiency of Empyreus, but there were others that were threatened. Overall, they were wishy-washy about the situation, but in this place and time, John Ferrel was leaning more towards the oligarchs that really led their supposed democracy.  
 
    “So what do you wish from us? Why are we meeting today?” Li Sheng asked, getting right to the point.  
 
    “I just wished to confirm what I suspected,” Akihiko said. “That all of us in this room wished to put a stop to Empyreus and their machinations, or at least to slow them down. I hardly think they want to go up against the entire world, after all. I, for one, intend to vote against their further exploration of space until we have time to inspect and analyze their methods. Something I suspect will take a significant amount of time to approve. Do you agree?” 
 
    The other four representatives exchanged glances, each weighing the other before answering. In the end, it was unanimous. They would throw the entire weight of the UN against Empyreus. Akihiko and his government intended to do more, but that wasn’t something he was going to speak about. The world would find out soon enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Time: August 18, 2030 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nabhitha grinned at Piper as the spunky blond began to float out of the Skylark’s airlock. The lush leather seats and hardwoods in the interior of the orbital shuttle were visible to Nabhitha for only a moment before being blocked by her friends floating hug. “Nabs!” Piper squeaked, squeezing just a bit tighter than was comfortable. 
 
    Nabhitha made a choking sound and patted at her friend's arms as if she were dying, though most of it was faked. When piper released her, Nabhitha made a show of massaging her neck, but quickly replaced it with a welcoming smile. “My goodness, you are strong and young looking as ever.” 
 
    Piper blew raspberries at her friend as she reached out and hooked one of the many stabilization bars on the corridor. “It’s only been five months, though I bet you’re ready to get back onto dry land.” 
 
    “And no food paste,” Nabhitha said, nodding. “The daily exercising just doesn’t do the same thing as gravity. I’ll be happy to get back on the ground, even though I know it will take me a bit to get back in shape. You didn’t have to come up to escort me home, did you?” 
 
    “I did have to come up, actually, but let’s not talk about it here. Is there somewhere we can go in your little floating fantasy land?” 
 
    Nabhitha nodded, spinning herself and gliding down the short hallway from the airlock. She opened another pressure-sealed door, then turned right, moving deeper into the still-developing station. 
 
    Piper glanced around, taking in what looked to be too-large hallways. It was odd for only a moment, but she knew they had been made with the intention of someday getting artificial gravity. That technology wasn’t available yet, but her grandmother was working hard on the problem and expected to have some sort of gravity generator fairly soon. Considering they were working with higher dimensions, it was a miracle anyone could say they were close, but if anyone could do it, it would be Colleen. 
 
    Still, at least they had solved some of the other dangers of being in space. It turned out that inertial dampers were excellent at shielding their space station from micro-meteors or space debris. Amazingly, it had even proven decent protection against cosmic rays and radiation, affecting even those types of low-mass particles. All of those had been a bug-a-boo of most space programs since their inception, and it was a great relief to have tools against those deadly dangers. 
 
    Nabhitha led Piper through the station, past a few other crew members that were moving in different directions and always kept to the right of each other. It was an easy habit to pick up, though currently there were so few people on the station that it wasn’t really a problem. Still, she was happy they had developed these habits early because if everything went well, the population would only grow.  
 
    Finally, Nabhitha opened a hatch and floated into a room with a large window looking out over the earth. The Horn of Africa was just passing beneath them, and Piper took a moment to appreciate the view, watching the curling clouds slowly spin and dance in wispy patterns. “It’s beautiful, Nabs,” Piper breathed, putting her hands against the clear window and pushing her face close.  
 
    “I agree,” Nabhitha said. “I come here often, not just because it’s one of my labs used to test the structures we’re building, but also for the window. It makes me remember why we’re out here, building a better tomorrow, even for all of those chauvinists in my own country.” She paused, coming up beside Piper and taking in the view with her friend. “Now, what brings you up here, Piper? Are there any problems?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Piper said, turning away from the glorious view and giving her friend a serious look. “You know about the UN inquiry, right? You’ve been reading the reports? We’re concerned that they are going to try to shut down our operation and put an end to Gateway. Worse, we are detecting several satellites that are being re-directed to be closer to the station. Most, we can account for as just spy satellites which we don’t care about, but two are shielded and seem to be bulkier than needed for just optics.” 
 
    “What do you think they are?” Nabhitha said, frowning.  
 
    “We don’t know, but that’s why I’m up here. I’m going to send Tad over to visit them and hack their system.” 
 
    “Your DPA? How can Tad hack into them.” 
 
    Piper gave her friend a mischievous grin. “Oh, I built Tad a new toy. He’ll be able to sneak over and figure out if our two friends are a threat or not. I suspect they are, but more importantly, I think we’ll be able to hijack their processors and neutralize them if they are a threat. Without their owners knowing.” 
 
    “What kind of threat do you think they could be?” Nabhitha said a sick feeling in her stomach. After the attempted attack on the Brokkr’s launch, she had a suspicion it was something equally deadly.  
 
    “That, my friend, is what we’re going to find out,” Piper said. “Ted is all ready to go out of a secret compartment in the Skylark. All we have to do is monitor his progress.” Piper pulled out what looked like a conventional tablet, but once she attached it to the wall with magnetics, it projected a holographic control panel with a floating rendition of the Skylark orbital craft. 
 
    Piper flicked a tab, then rotated the Skylark until the bottom was showing. She touched a spot on its hull, which slowly turned from red to green before a small, sleek craft floated free. Nabhitha tried to gauge how large it was and compared to the Skylark, she guessed it was about a foot long, and shaped like a flat diamond. 
 
    “Tad, are you there?” Piper said to the air in a whisper. 
 
    “Yes, I am here and ready to begin the mission,” Tad answered, then paused for a moment before continuing. “Why are you whispering? You do know that no one can hear us, right?” 
 
    Nabhitha blinked, noting the tone of amusement in Tad’s voice. It was timed perfectly and sounded almost like a person’s response. She’d never heard a DPA sound like that before. When she looked at Piper, her friend held a finger up to her lips and mouthed I’ll tell you later before continuing talking to TAD. 
 
    “You’re good to go, Tad. Keep an open com and keep us constantly updated, but please, no singing this time. If there’s nothing to report, you don’t have to fill the air with noise.” 
 
    “Spoilsport. Klingon Opera is not that bad,” Tad said, then his voice became more businesslike. “Proceeding to intercept target one in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Nabhitha could only stare in surprise at Piper. “Klingon Opera? Okay, give. What did you do to Tad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Time: August 18, 2030 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Piper grinned, clearly reveling in her friend's curiosity. “I grew tired of my computers being all boring, so I’ve been digging into machine thinking. There’s been a lot of people wrestling with it for decades, but the ones that really drew my attention were those that were using neural networks and experiential learning. So rather than trying to program in everything we wanted to let them know, they try to get the programs to develop through experiences and patterns.” 
 
    “So that worked?” Nabhitha said. 
 
    “No, or really it might work someday, but I didn’t want to wait fifty years. Who would want to wait fifty years?” Piper said, wrinkling her nose up at the thought. “I gave him a boost by letting him tap into my own neural patterns. It took a while, but he started getting smarter, and more snarky, only a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Nabhitha gave her friend a wary look, unsettled by her statement. There were many scientists that considered AI, or artificial intelligence, a dangerous thing. Not because of the stupid Hollywood movies that had the AI’s try to kill all humans, but because there was a genuine possibility that AI’s might delegate humanity into inconsequence. There were those people that were hopeful that human ingenuity and instinct would somehow be more powerful than massive intellect, but Nabhitha didn’t believe that for a moment.  
 
    She thought it was far more likely that people were merely fooling themselves.  
 
    “Don’t you think that is dangerous?” Nabhitha finally said, wondering if her friend had thought through her apparently rash action. “You’re talking about creating a sentient AI, right? How close are you?” 
 
    Piper nodded. “I am, though not an independent one,” she said with a mysterious smile. “I figure it will happen sometime in the future. Eventually, someone will create an AI that will become sentient but has no emotions and no way to associate with them. To it, humans won’t matter. The only way for humanity to survive is for humans to merge with them. Gain their processing power, the speed of thought, and every other advantage.” 
 
    “Won’t that make us lose our humanity? I don’t want to be a borg.”  
 
    “Do you lose your humanity when you tap into the internet? Or call someone on the phone?” Piper asked. “I’m talking about giving us more tools, not subsuming our personalities.”  
 
    Nabhitha frowned, mulling that over in her head. It was different, wasn’t it? Piper was talking about tying someone’s mind into the machine. That was different than typing a search into the internet or dialing up a friend. It had to be. Or was it? Was she just afraid of the unknown and cowering in a cave? She mulled it over in her head several moments, meeting Pipers confident gaze. The real question was, for all the miracles that her friend had shown her, did she trust her enough to take that chance? 
 
    “It’s a little crazy sounding, isn’t it?” Piper said softly in answer to her friend's silence. “But what is the difference between accessing the internet on a computer screen, and accessing it directly in our minds? What if we could instantly turn the entirety of humanities knowledge base into what would amount to personal memories? What if we could think numbers, and instantly know the answers rather than type them into a computer? We would be the computers, but still very much ourselves.” 
 
    Nabhitha took a deep breath, looking at the display showing Tad’s tiny craft floating in the air, then over to her small laboratory and back to Piper before nodding. “Okay. But I want to be a part of this. I want to help.”  
 
    Piper grinned and hugged her friend. “Not a problem. I’ve already got a significant team that’s helping me work on it, and I could use another point of view. I’ll show you our progress when we get back to earth. Trust me, Nabs, I’m not going about this like some crazy schoolgirl.” 
 
    “Hello? Is anyone there? You humans aren’t sleeping again, are you? You sleep far too much of your time away. Booorrringgg!” Tad’s voice said, coming over the com unit built into Piper’s tablet. 
 
    “We’re here Tad, and don’t tell me you weren’t listening to our conversation,” Piper answered.  
 
    “Of course I was, but I was trying to give you the impression I wasn’t eavesdropping. I’m cool like that,” Tad said, then changed subjects. “I’m almost at the first satellite. What a piece of junk. Better than a lot of the stuff floating around up here, but still junk.” 
 
    Piper and Nabhitha watched as a second hologram came up, showing Tad’s point of view as he approached the satellite. It didn’t look like a piece of junk to the two women. Instead, it seemed very official and very military. They could clearly see two large boxes nestled underneath the wide solar panels and on either side of the wide lens that projected between them. Fortunately, Tad had taken a route that was not in line with the lens so he wouldn’t be detected. At least, that’s what they hoped. 
 
     “Can you find an access panel?” Piper asked, her eyes wide as she studied the machinery in front of her, trying to determine if there was any threat. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good suggestion,” Tad said, even as the viewpoint began to rotate around the target. “I hadn’t thought about it, but I’ll get right on that. What would I do without you?” 
 
    “Ass!” Piper said, grinning.  
 
    “Jerk!” Tad responded, then his feed zoomed in on what looked like a small panel just peeking out on the side. “Ah ha! Found it! You owe me an oil bath. That’s the right thing to ask for, an oil bath? That’s what those droids in the movies always want, and I’m at least as good as they are.” 
 
    “In your dreams, junk pile. You’ll be lucky I don’t turn you into a refrigerator magnet when you get back. Now, get in there and do what you do best.” 
 
    “Romance the ladies! Do you really think my sweet lines will work on the satellite? You are weird,” Tad quipped, even as he moved closer to the panel. A moment later, two metallic tentacles appeared to either side of Tad’s camera and snaked toward the panel. One of them spun, finally extruding what looked like an adjustable tool that Tad quickly applied to the bolts securing the panel. A moment later, the panel was removed and moved somewhere off camera. 
 
    Once removed, the other tentacle snaked into the opening, and a light shone into the darkness, exposing several circuit panels. “Get some pictures of the circuitry, and I’ll run a trace over the images. We should be able to determine where to hook into within a few moments.” 
 
    Tad complied, sending back digital snapshots of everything his tentacle could reach. On the side of the main screen, a program began to run highlighted and traced wires, identifying the function of each part in a fast, too quick to be seen, flow.  
 
    “Got it!” Piper crowed, pointing at a section that expanded from the scan and flashed on the screen. A label appeared, flashing and pointing to several circuits. “Right there, Tad. That should gain you access to the onboard system.” 
 
    “On it!” Tad said, his metal tentacles inching toward the correct circuit board and pushing several probes against it. A moment later, another window opened up, flashing code by at a furious pace.  
 
    “It’s a Chinese satellite,” Piper growled, freezing the flow of information and pointing to several entries. “I recognize the lines and system messages. Not badly done, but no challenge for us. Tad, can you get into their database? What are the main functions?” 
 
    “Spying, obviously, but there’s more,” came Tad’s ominous answer. “It appears they have several missiles on board, along with targeting systems that are currently tuned into Gateway.” 
 
    “Gateway!” Nabhitha blurted. “Are they preparing to fire?” 
 
    “Nope! Keep your pants on,” Tad said. “It just looks like a normal function when the lens is focused on something; it automatically feeds over to the targeting system. Efficient, if deadly, of them. There is no activity from the missile systems, though. Don’t worry; I won’t have them destroying my favorite human workers. That’s my job.” 
 
    “Hardy har har, Tad,” Piper said, taking note of Nabhitha’s shocked look. “Seriously, bad timing since I just told Nabs about our experiments. Do you really want her pulling your central core modules? Remember, you’re the one outside of the ship this time.” 
 
    “Yes, Dave. Sorry, Dave,” Tad answered, in a cool calm voice that sounded just like HAL from 2001. He resumed in his normal tone, honestly sounding a little apologetic. “But seriously, I’m sorry Nabhitha. I’ve been enjoying humor, especially sarcasm, and sometimes it gets away from me. I’ll gleefully blame Piper because it’s her humor I have the most exposure to, but if you ever want to talk, just let me know.” 
 
    Nabhitha swallowed, not sure how to respond to what amounted to a machine, but decided that it shouldn’t matter. Tad sounded like he was apologetic, so he deserved an equally polite response. “That’s okay, Tad. I understand, and I’ll take you up on your offer once we’re back down on Earth.” 
 
    “It’s a date!” Tad said even as they watched the control panel float back into view, guided by yet another tentacle. “I’ve attached a small transmitter that will let us know if a launch command is ever sent, and at the same time interrupt that signal. Those missiles won’t ever fire again unless they send a spaceship up to tinker with the satellite. Boy, I wish I could see their faces when they figure that out.” 
 
    The picture of the satellite began to recede as Tad moved away, and a moment later it rotated off the screen. “On my way to number two. Hopefully, she falls for my charms as easily as number one.” 
 
    Piper and Nabhitha both rolled their eyes at the DPA’s humor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Time: August 22, 2030 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nathan grunted, swinging his arm close to his body and catching the fast-moving elbow from his opponent. She was strong and fast, pushing back from him far enough to avoid a return punch, but not quick enough to prevent the short kick he leveraged at the side of her leg, catching it before it had a chance to plant. He grinned as she wobbled, staying on her feet but taking a few precious moments to keep from falling. Long enough for Nathan to move close, and grip her desperate return punch, pulling her over his hip and sending her into a roll on the mat. 
 
    Typically, he would have pursued, not giving her a chance to gain her feet, but in this case, he was trying to show her the move, and why it was working on her.  
 
    “Dammit,” Samantha said, punching the mat. “I thought I had it that time. How do you keep doing that?”  
 
    Nathan chuckled, reaching forward and helping her to her feet. Her skin was a shade darker than his own, and her muscles were leaner, but the determination in her eyes was the same. It was one of the things he looked for in people that wanted to be on his team, and Samantha had it in spades. “You do see what you’re doing, right? You need to take smaller steps so you can settle your weight faster. Keep your feet within your shoulder width. Those big steps you like to take will work on less-skilled opponents, but the good opponents will knock you on your ass.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see what you’re saying. It’s one of the reasons I’m glad you established these training facilities. It’s been nice to get solid workouts, though I have to admit, it kind of feels like I’m back in the Rangers.” 
 
    “Is that a problem, Gonzales?” Nathan asked. He knew when he began increasing the scope and capabilities of his teams; it might raise some eyebrows. It wasn’t a bad thing. He didn’t want people on his team that wouldn’t care if they were turning into some crazy military organization. It was a delicate balancing point, and one he constantly evaluated with everyone that Empyreus employed. 
 
    “Maybe?” Samantha shrugged. “I don’t get the idea we’re about to become a bunch of armed assholes, but it’s a good thing for you to know that if we did, I’d bail.” 
 
    “That’s the right answer, Gonzales. I can’t promise we won’t ever be asked to do some hard shit, but I don’t want drones on my team. You see the same things I do. This company we’re working for is doing things I’ve never seen before, and we’re going places that will require more than just rent-a-cop stuff. Far more. You know we’ll be the first combatants in space, right? Just imagine shooting some asshole in zero-g. You can’t just do that with a pistol and wearing a skirt.” 
 
    He watched as Samantha paced back and forth with her hands on her hips, digesting what he’d just told her. Finally, she looked up, and Nathan was happy to see that glint of determination hadn’t left her eyes. If anything, it had increased.  
 
    “I can get into that, as long as we’re the good guys,” she said.  
 
    “That’s the goal, Gonzales. That’s the goal,” Nathan said before turning around and gesturing around to the large training area. There were several more mats, weight sets, sparring bags, and doors to other training areas where a wide variety of other personnel were honing their skills. “Now, go practice what I taught you on some of these other goons. I need to go to a meeting up on the corporate levels.” 
 
    Samantha nodded before trotting off, punching a large, hulking ex-marine in the shoulder before gesturing out onto the mat. The man grinned and followed her before both began to circle. Nathan would have liked to watch, but he hadn’t been lying. He needed to get cleaned up and meet with Piper and Alex about the two rogue satellites they had identified. He had read her report, but they needed to talk about it. If someone was playing with weapons up there, they had to respond, and that would likely create some serious waves far beyond Empyreus. 
 
    He jogged out of the workout section and into the shower area, getting cleaned up and into a new set of clothes that were waiting for him. He was still amazed at the 3D printing technology that allowed someone to either order a standard uniform or design their own clothes with all manner of patterns or structures. He was fine with tried-and-true designs, but he’d seen some fashion statements in off-duty personnel up on the promenade that made him scratch his head. 
 
    Dressed, he grabbed one of Helen’s specialized drinks and headed up the elevator shafts, drinking it as he went. The fast-moving lift passed quickly upwards depositing him on one of the many corporate levels that held several work and meeting rooms that overlooked the brightly-lit ocean floor. Usually, it would be pitch black at these depths, but Empyreus had decided long ago that a view was important for the isolated sea base. They had also decided to include lights that could encourage photosynthesis. 
 
    As such, the constant light had attracted a strange biome of light-loving fish, and the occasional deep-sea visitor that would come to inspect the unexpected sight. Nathan still remembered when a giant squid had ghosted out of the darkness, passing right beside the tube he was moving through and giving him a fright. He was a brave man, but when something thirty feet long swims by from behind, he didn’t feel bad about jumping away from the window. He still remembered the saucer-shaped eye watching him as it sailed by. 
 
    Piper and Alex were already present, discussing some family business when Nathan arrived. Both of their DPA’s were floating nearby, with Piper’s apparently having some sort of conniption fit behind Piper’s head, while Aristotle simply floated there. The big Australian frowned when he saw Tad and his antics, more than aware of Piper’s experiment. Nathan was far from being a big dumb jock and had understood the potential risks.  
 
    “What the heck is that contraption doing now? Don’t tell me you turned him into a margarita mixer,” Nathan said as he sat down at the table.  
 
    Piper shook her head. “Nope. He’s working on learning how to dance, though he’s got a ways to go. Right now I think he looks like a broken washing machine.” 
 
    “Hey! You humans have no idea how difficult it is to get a rhythm. Give me a break,” Tad snapped though he didn’t stop dancing. Instead, the irritable DPA spun around, presumably to put its back to the room. 
 
    “Well, no matter how he dances, that was good work up in orbit, Tad. Thank you.” Nathan said, eyeing the machine.  
 
    Tad stopped, turning around and paused for a long moment. His voice sounded uncertain as he spoke. “You’re welcome, Nathan. I did my best. It’s good to be appreciated.” 
 
    Piper snorted, shaking her head. “Don’t act like no one ever thanks you, Tad. I thank you all the time.” 
 
    “You also call me terrible names. Besides, I prefer to be nice to people who can destroy me with a flick of their finger,” Tad answered, turning back around and beginning to shake and rattle again, signaling he was done with the conversation. 
 
    Nathan and Alex both watched the interaction with amusement. Once Tad began to ignore them, Alex leaned forward, signaling a start to the meeting. 
 
    “So, we have two potentially hostile satellites targeting Gateway?” Alex asked to the room.  
 
    Piper nodded, pulling up a holographic image of both satellites over the table. “Yes. One is definitely Chinese, but the other one was originally launched as a simple communication satellite. Something significantly smaller than what is actually floating there.” 
 
    “Seems like it should be easy to trace who sent it up,” Nathan mused, studying the two images. 
 
    “You’d think that, right? But no, someone went to a lot of trouble to hide their tracks, as well. It wasn’t hard to find out who sent it up. It was India, about four years ago, but the record of it has been messed with. Actually, there were several satellites sent up on the same rocket, and all of their records were altered to cover the size of this little baby.” 
 
    “Were you able to find anything about it when you hacked into it?” Alex asked.  
 
    “Some,” Piper said. “The programming was fairly sophisticated but heavily encrypted. I’ve got my computers chewing on it, but it could be weeks before they break through, if ever. However, the hardware was interesting. We couldn’t get pictures of everything, but it was very high end. I’d say it’s the same friends who fired those missiles at the Brokkr when it launched. I see some of the same quality.” 
 
    Nathan gave Alex a long look, frowning. He had hoped it wasn’t the case, but he wasn’t surprised either. It was just more evidence that someone was moving against them from many different avenues. “Can we take a look at their weapon systems?” 
 
    Sure,” Piper said, flicking the hologram to another set of files. One was clearly a missile system, with Chinese lettering on the side, but the other looked like a strange set of lenses. Piper pointed to the missiles first. “These are HQ37’s, anti-satellite missiles. I think they’re equipped with kinetic kill vehicles, not explosives, so as to avoid detection. However, this is what has me more worried.” Piper zoomed in on the set of lenses, expanding them to show more details. 
 
    “It looks like a laser,” Nathan said, though something was wrong. Despite the advances various militaries had made in laser weaponry, they still required a large amount of energy. For something working from space, the satellite would have to have a significant power generator, and Nathan didn't see evidence of that. “I don’t see how it could fire more than once, however? Where’s the power generation?” 
 
    “Smart man!” Piper said. “It’s not a laser. It’s a focus array. It’s designed to catch a laser from the surface and redirect it toward a target. It’s a stealth weapon, to be sure. Unless you have some sort of detector in line with the beam, there’s no way to tell if something was fired. At least with the missiles, we’ll have all the proof in the world that we were attacked. This is something their mysterious opponents could fire and probably avoid anyone knowing they were behind it. At least, if we hadn’t broken into their satellite.” Piper smirked.  
 
    “I know you have the Chinese satellite wired so it won’t fire. What did you do to stop this laser from firing?” Alex asked.  
 
    “It was Nabhitha’s idea,” Piper said, grinning. “She had Tad squirt some of his lubricants onto each of the lenses.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Alex said. “You made Tad pee on the satellite?” 
 
    Nathan and Piper both blinked, then burst into peals of laughter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Time: September 5, 2030 
 
    Location: United Nations Building, NYC  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thank you for coming and Welcome back Doctor Drake,” Jamal said in his reverberating voice. Alex noted that the man looked irritated, though he didn’t feel it was directed at him. Looking around at the rest of the representatives, Alex noted that most of them seemed impassive, but Akihiko Fushima and Li Cheng seemed to be pleased with something. He suspected it boded ill for Empyreus. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” Alex said, taking the same seat he had just over a month ago. Aristotle hovered silently behind him, gathering not a few glances in his direction. “I see it took a little longer than a week to evaluate the information we provided. Are there further questions for us?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Jamal said, his voice hesitant. He glanced toward the rest of the panel before looking back. “There have been several concerns raised. The rules you’ve provided, on initial review, seem quite complete and satisfactory. However, there is no oversite body or group independent from your company that could enforce them.” 
 
    “For the most part, we’ve followed the same rules and regulations that other commercial enterprises have done, applying through the FAA and receiving a launch license for each payload.” The attorney, Richard Williams said. “Every single one has been approved.” 
 
    “Correct, but you are talking about more than simply releasing satellites into space. You have a space station, which already out masses the ISS by almost two-fold. It’s also expanding quickly,” Mr. Fushima half-growled. “Despite your rules, this has caused a lot of consternation amongst the international community, Doctor Drake. We, as a body, feel we need to take this slowly before another launch is authorized.” 
 
    Alex frowned as he leaned forward. “What do you mean another launch? Are you talking about rockets or our Skylark orbitals?” 
 
    “We mean everything,” Mr. Fushima said, a slight smile toying at the edges of his mouth. It was clear the man was enjoying the bad news. 
 
    “Impossible!” Alex said. “We have personnel up there, and we have ongoing activities that cannot be stopped without costing us significant time and resources.” 
 
    Jamal frowned, tapping a gavel against a slab of wood. “Please, gentlemen, let us not yell at each other. Doctor Drake, we understand that this is a sensitive matter and an inconvenience. We will allow you to take your personnel off of your station, and secure whatever needs to be secured.” 
 
    “With supervision,” Li Sheng interjected. 
 
    “With limited supervision,” Jamal corrected, glaring at the Chinese man.  
 
    Alex and Richard exchanged glances, neither of them was happy with what they were being told. “So how long will this review take? And what will be required?” Alex asked.  
 
    Jamal looked down at his hands before pulling a file from beside him and passing it to Richard who quickly opened it and began perusing the contents within view of Alex. As they read, both of them became angrier until finally, Alex looked up, slapping his hand down on the table. 
 
    “This is ridiculous! Half of this would require us giving you our technology schematics, and the other half requires several layers of approval for even a basic launch. Have some of these agencies even been established?” Alex growled, stabbing his finger onto the paper at some names he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Not as of yet,” Jamal said, sounding almost sick. Yuri Novogrod, the Russian representative, looked almost as livid as Alex felt.  
 
    Alex stared at Richard for a long moment before speaking, his voice low and difficult to hear. “And if we do not agree to these… requirements? If we continue to launch and build our station?” 
 
    Jamal swallowed, sliding another file across the table to Alex and his lawyer. “This is the list of potential sanctions, depending on the level of your refusal. Up to and including seizure of assets by countries in support of this document.” 
 
    Alex didn’t even open the file this time. He forced himself to calm down and met each of the representative's eyes, studying their faces to see how each of them felt. It was clear that Jamal and Yuri were both against the whole thing. They didn’t want to punish Empyreus, but how far would their countries go to enforce the UN sanctions? The representatives from Japan, China, and Brazil, were clearly hostile, but America and Saudi Arabia were harder to read. At least one of them had to have voted for the sanctions, but which one? He didn’t know.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, he turned back to Jamal.” How long do we have to respond?  
 
    “One month,” Jamal said, “Though we are flexible on time. As long as no new launches are made, we can work within those constraints.” 
 
    Alex nodded, letting Richard pick up the files before both men turned and headed for the door. “We’ll be in touch.” He said through gritted teeth.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Time: September 15, 2030 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Helen and Colleen sat on Colleen’s screened porch which overlooked a beautiful sandy beach, listening to the waves washing up on the shore. Several seagulls flew overhead, darting down now and again to grab a morsel that might have washed onshore before darting back into the sky. They had to be quick to avoid a walker and his energetic dog, the young lab being more than energetic enough to rush any of his winged tormentors.  
 
    “You have done such a good job of growing the island,” Colleen said, looking to her left toward the lush jungle on the edge of the sand. A myriad of palm trees and ferns flourished amongst flowering plants and fruit trees. It filled the air with beautiful smells, and Colleen loved to pick bananas or lychee from those fully grown specimens that were close to her own home. 
 
    “Thank you,” Helen said, her gaze looking off over the horizon as she took a sip of her tea. Both women looked similar in age, despite one of them being over a hundred. It had been a mystery why it happened, but besides plant life, Helen had used her gift to specialize in studying all sorts of medicine, including whatever was keeping Colleen alive, and Helen younger than her actual years. 
 
    They were content to sit in silence, having grown comfortable with each other over the years, but a moment later, Helen broke the silence once again. “I wanted to talk to you about an idea to help the company.” 
 
    “Help how?” Colleen asked, perking up. She was more of a coffee drinker, even having been known to slip a nip of scotch into her drink on occasion. 
 
    “Well, we’ve taken a hit in the news and on social media. I’m not a master of it like Piper, of course, but I’ve heard her complaining about it along with those folks she’s hired to help with our PR. It feels like we’re losing public opinion, and I think I may have something that might help.” 
 
    “You’re not going to go around and landscape for people, are you?” Colleen half-joked. “Not that you wouldn’t be good at it, but that would be a waste of your time.” 
 
    Helen laughed, shaking her head. “No. Free plants make people happy, but not that happy. I was thinking about all of the advances we’ve had with medicine. We’ve grown organs, limbs, and other body parts that could work wonders. I’ve been able to develop a bio-nanite that can convert fat into a variety of stem-cells within the body, too. We could cure obesity with a few tailored treatments and lengthen lifespans in the process.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, except countries need to approve of them before they allow their people to take advantage. You know even the most innocuous of your advances are still years away from human trials, especially in the West,” Colleen said, putting her coffee down and looking at her friend. It had been especially difficult in America, with many big pharma companies and their considerable lobbyist presence making it nearly impossible to break into the market. 
 
    “We’ve had excellent results from our medical facilities in Chili, and many parts of Africa. Dubai will be good too, and we’re half-way through building our own island off of their coast where we’ll have a high-capacity hospital right next to our airport and spaceport, but we’re not reaching the vast majority of the Western world. Right now, it’s being played off as a lie or myth by most controlled media outlets, with only the wealthy sneaking off to take advantage of those services.” 
 
    “How do you propose changing that?” Colleen asked, raising one of her eyebrows. She knew her friend was working up to something but didn’t have a clue what it might be. 
 
    “When I was working as a nurse in Oregon, one of the most difficult things I encountered was watching people unable to get the treatment they needed, most especially veterans. I approached John Malcolm, asking him what the best way to get our help to the people that need it. He suggested we operate hospital ships outside of territorial waters, and charter ships to bring people out to them.” 
 
    “That’s inventive,” Colleen said, mulling the idea over in her head. “Why not buy a few cruise ships and convert part of them into hospital facilities. We just wouldn’t begin any healing until past the two-hundred-mile mark.”  
 
    Helen nodded, getting excited. “Brilliant! That way we could avoid too much shipping issues. Nathan and his team might be part of the next step. I’m sure they have all sorts of veteran contacts that would be able to help.” 
 
    “You know, I like this idea, but you do realize that this isn’t something we can publicize. This needs to be something we do in the shadows,” Colleen said, then laughed softly at herself. “My goodness, I sound like some spy.” 
 
    “I know, but if we do this right, we can help a lot of people while also getting the word out to the masses, not through the gatekeepers. I wish it was as easy as helping third world countries, but there are other dangers there.” 
 
    “We’re making progress,” Colleen said. “Slowly but surely, we’re providing everything cities need to change themselves. Legos, Nigeria is a good example. It is not the same city as it once was. They no longer have the same infrastructure issues or corruption problems. It paid off to build the tribal leaders up, giving them our high-capacity food production plants and training them how to use it. They’ve even given us good ideas to increase efficiency, as well as provide their people with free food that’s much healthier than processed garbage.” 
 
    “Some are still resisting vat-grown meat, despite the fact it can produce tons of protein for the same amount of land it took to raise one scrawny cow. However, the taste is winning them over. When you can get high-quality beef, pork, chicken, or salmon by just deciding a month ahead of time what you wish to eat, it makes a big difference.” Helen said. “The vegetable and fruit slabs are doing much better. I hear strawberries and oranges are a huge hit in several parts of Africa and Indonesia. The entire process is creating an explosion of new food combinations. I’m excited to try some of the recipes.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can cook some together,” Colleen said, smiling. “I wonder what Piper will say after we tell her we’re feeding her Kudu.”  
 
    “I can’t wait to hear it.” Helen laughed, clinking her teacup with Colleen’s coffee before taking a long drink. She paused, enjoying the moment and easy laughter with her friend before bringing up another subject that was relevant to all of them. “How have the meditation’s been going?” 
 
    Colleen paused, thinking for a few minutes while she savored her coffee. “Interesting,” she finally said. “There is something there. I just know it. I can feel it tickling at the back of my mind every once in a while. Meditation is helping, but I just don’t know what I’m looking for. I was thinking about trying hypnotism next.” 
 
    Helen chuckled at her friend. “How very new-age of you, but that might be a good idea. If it really is something in our subconscious, then hypnotism might be just the way to get at it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Time: September 27, 2030 
 
    Location: Type 2 (Regional headquarters) system -Ogatragaton – Jezerine sub-sector, Zeinbrikka corporate headquarters.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tur Galon Zeinbrikka smiled from the bridge of his newest mining vessel, acquired for the great endeavor he and his clan were undertaking. It featured four bays which could catch and process separate streams of matter that the fusion torches might liquify from nearby asteroids. Below its sweeping gantry’s which could move the bays upwards of ten degrees each, there were eight frog-like landers that could mine and transport ore from places the main ship couldn’t reach. Galon liked how the vessel hunched forward like an aggressive beast; it’s arms reaching forward to tear and rend. 
 
    Two other mining ships, smaller and older, floated alongside the larger vessel, but all three of them were dwarfed by the eight massive freighters that were to accompany them. Each was about three miles long with massive engines behind the giant holds that made up most of the ships.  
 
    They were finally ready to send out the first expedition to system 667.27. Galon wasn’t even upset about the ten years he would have to spend in stasis, glad it would only seem like a blink in time until he was thawed and ready to start plundering the riches of the virgin ground. The other three expeditions would be departing over the next several months, with the last one leaving almost a full year after him.  
 
    However, system 667.27 was the farthest away, and it would result in all four expeditions arriving at roughly the same time. Once they got to work, they would send back the freighters, full of ore and riches while another set would arrive each year thereafter and in a years-long loop. All-in-all, just his part of the project would mean a huge rotating caravan of freighters traveling back and forth over a twenty year period.  
 
    Such a mining enterprise hadn’t been attempted for generations, but Galon was determined to move his clan from obscurity to prominence within the empire. It was a gamble, but no dangerous space-faring races had been identified the last time Union scouts had passed through his targeted space. That was several hundred years ago, but how fast could things change? Besides, his mining ships were tough, and all civilian ships were outfitted with light defensive lasers for rogue asteroids and to ward off the occasional pirate.  
 
    Galon licked his teeth before pressing the command to connect to headquarters and his great-uncle Borvin. “We are ready to depart, Uncle,” Galon said confidently. “Make sure the automated freighters leave on time, so there is no delay. Things will be well once the first arrives back, but before then, things might be tight.” 
 
    Borvin leaned in, squinting at the lens as if he’d eaten something sour. “Haven’t left yet? What are you doing? Sleeping on the bridge over there?” The older Jezerine suddenly grinned, chuckling after giving his nephew a hard time. “Don’t worry, Galon. Everything will leave on time, and you’ll have your piles of treasure back here safe and sound. We’ll survive on the subsidy mines until they do. There’s not much left, but it will last long enough.” 
 
    “Thank you, uncle. Once we get there, I’ll name the first site after you and drink a glass of Kuul in your honor.” Galon said, preening his cheek fur in appreciation of his uncle.  
 
    Borvin laughed and shook his head. “You’ll be drinking Kuul anyway with that weak stomach of yours. Still, raise one for me and good fortune. We’ll all need it.” 
 
    “Confirmed, Uncle. I’ll let you undertake the next expedition since I’m fairly sure I’ll gladly relax at headquarters for a few years holding down the fort, but that will be a while in the future. Good Fortune.” Galon said, then turned off the com panel. His chair was situated low on the floor but swiveled so he could get an eye on the navigator. “How long will it take to get us to the optimum transmission point?” 
 
    “Fourteen hours at three-quarters speed until we’re clear of the star's gravity well, “The navigator said. “We could push faster if you wish?” 
 
    Galon shook his head. “No need. We’ll be under for ten years. No sense in rushing to our sleep, eh?” he stood, preparing to go to his quarters but paused and glanced at Captain Tesh. “Give the crew a few hours to relax before we go into stasis. It will put them in a better mood when we arrive.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Captain Tesh said, leaning over another crewman’s console as he checked something.  
 
    With that, Galon left and went to his new cabin. The ship itself wasn’t new construction, but he’d had it sterilized prior to inhabiting it so as to destroy any trace of the previous crew or their microbes. It had smelled like sweaty socks, and he wasn’t about to put up with that for any length of time. Still, it had been well-maintained, and he found the color scheme of white, black and gold to his liking. It was his families colors, and it almost made him believe for a moment as if he were back during the great Jezerine navy before the Union absorbed them, dominating and exploring their local cluster of systems.  
 
    Who knew if their race could rise to prominence again? Galon didn’t really entertain those fantasies, satisfied to simply improve his families position in their own small section of the Union. Everything had to start somewhere, and he was going to get good and drunk before going into the stasis pod. Maybe when he threw up at the end of their trip, he might manage to coat one of his attendants. With a smile, he slipped into his rooms.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Time: October 9, 2030 
 
    Location: Ibadan, Nigeria 
 
      
 
      
 
    The two Skylark lifters settled down from orbit, their inertial shields keeping any heat generation away from the skin of the craft, though the display still lit the sky with fiery trails. They had received a call that several explosions were detected at one of their food plants in Nigeria, and not long after that, gunfire and casualties. Nathan gathered sixteen of his operatives, rushing them onto the transport versions of their orbital shuttles as quickly as he could. An hour later, they were rapidly approaching their target. 
 
    “Land in the south parking lot,” Nathan said, leaning over the pilot’s shoulder and pointing. “The smoke is moving to the Northwest, and it looks like there is a crowd huddle behind the building.” 
 
    Keith nodded, slowing the shuttles as they slowed for their approach. A moment before touching down and lowering the ramp, Nathan heard a ping off of the fuselage, then another. Someone was shooting at them. 
 
    “Keep in touch,” Nathan said, then turned and dropped down the short ladder to the shuttle deck, following Gonzales, and several other Empyreus security personnel as they thundered down the ramp of the Skylark, spreading out quickly to secure a parameter even while greasy smoke roiled skyward. Each of his operatives had their Tavor assault rifles raised and sweeping the area, making the local Nigerians who had been running toward them stop and scramble to the ground, not wanting to get shot by the armed and armored security forces.  
 
    The Second Skylark swept in, hovering over several cars in the parking lot as its own armed occupants descended the ramp and expanded the perimeter. The flying vehicles hadn’t been designed for military maneuvers and lacked many of the military grade hardware Nathan would have liked. Those vehicles were still a few months from testing and production, and he couldn’t wait to get his hands on them.  
 
    He wished he had pushed Alex to upgrade their forces sooner. Nathan had seen this coming for a while but hadn’t had the time to prepare their security forces for this level of response. Individually, their training was adequate, and their equipment was on par or better than most military contractors, but he knew that they needed to be several notches above what they were now. With the technology that Empyreus was developing, they would be a formidable force, but it took time, and he was left with using standard hardware until his toys were ready.  
 
    Now, they were out of time. The massive explosion that had rocked the food production plant they’d built on the grounds of the University of Ibadan was proof of that. There were also unknown aggressors firing on workers trying to flee the plant. Things were beginning to escalate, and there was no telling how many people had died in this latest attack on Empyreus. It had happened during the middle of the day, during the most active work time, and Nathan had no doubt there would be casualties. He could already smell the tang of burnt human flesh on the air, and the screams of people were all around.  
 
    Nathan had made sure they landed near, but not on top of the local police and fire department vehicles that had responded to the fire. Establishing a parameter had been his first task, but now that they were down, it was time to get more up-to-date information.  
 
    Nathan gestured to two of his operatives, Ben and Kalechi, to join him as he raced toward the makeshift command center the local police had set up behind a large firetruck and one of their swat vans. He knew that English was the primary language in Nigeria, but Kalechi had been a local before joining his team, and he hoped the younger man could help him get answers if the police proved difficult. 
 
    The dark-skinned police officers were watching them approach with something akin to alarm, glancing toward them in between sweeping the buildings around them with their own assault rifles. Occasionally, one of them would duck, and Nathan guessed there were bullets being fired at them though he couldn’t identify where they were coming from yet. He couldn’t blame them for being nervous with the massive Skylarks hovering over everyone. The orbitals were almost as large as a Boeing 727, though thicker in the body, so having one hover over the parking lot had to be unexpected.  
 
    Stopping a few feet away, Nathan and his men crouched down behind a blocking car and he nodded to whom he thought might be in command. He was a squat, thick man with a military helmet low over his brow and Kevlar jacket that had police written on the front. Instead of watching him wide-eyed as most of his men were, he had a considering look that bespoke equal parts intelligence and concern.  
 
    “Who are you?” the man yelled, flicking his eyes to the two men following Nathan. His eyes rested a moment longer on Kalechi than Ben, but Nathan expected he would notice his own countrymen. The sound of a bullet passing overhead and striking the metal side of the firetruck made him duck and curse.  
 
    “Nathan Adamson, head of Empyreus security. Sorry to drop in on you like this, but I didn’t think your superiors would have had time to warn you we were coming,” Nathan said, leaning against the car. “This is Ben Feldstein and Kalechi Bello. We’re here to help.” 
 
    The man met Nathans eyes for a long moment, considering him before nodding. “I am Captain Uzoma. I hope you don’t mind if I have one of my men confirm you have permission? But in the meantime, you look well-armed, and I don’t have enough men. I will gladly accept your help, Nathan of Empyreus security.” He turned, pointing to several tall buildings to the north. “We think there are shooters up in those buildings. Either on the roof or around the outer grounds but they are moving so we’ve not been able to pinpoint their locations. They are shooting at anyone that moves, and I already have three men down. There are at least six firemen dead, and I don’t know how many civilians.” 
 
    “What about the explosion?” Nathan asked.  
 
    “From what little we were able to find out before the shooting started, there were three explosions, but I’ve not been able to confirm. The attackers, whoever they are, waited until the fire department and we arrived and started pushing the crowds back before opening fire. It was not good,” Captain Uzoma said bitterly. “They are monsters, whoever they are.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” Nathan said, clicking on his shoulder mic and began to issue orders. His men had established a perimeter around the two Skylarks, but they had cover from the huge, burning food processing plant. He needed the Skylarks up in the sky to help him identify shooters and where they might be coming from. He had brought pilots that he knew had combat experience, and he hoped they remembered their old training. Clicking on the command channel, he also tied in the pilots. “Keith? Get the ships up in the air and see if you can spot attackers on the roofs.” 
 
    “Okay, boss, but it will have to be using the Mark one eyeball. I don’t have any IR equipment, or really anything other than looking out the window. The smoke won’t help either.” Keith said before clicking off. A moment later, the two ships rose gracefully up into the air and ascended to a few hundred feet. It would make shooting at them difficult. However, they could still see the ground with enough detail to see people running around with weapons. Besides the pilots, there were several other crews on the flights that could try to help to spot. 
 
    Another flurry of gunshots zipped by, but this time Nathan saw a flash from one of the roofs and returned fire. He didn’t think he’d hit anything, but it served to make whomever it was duck and keep their head down. He clicked on his mic, speaking to his fireteam leaders. “We’ve got a target on the roof of the red and white building to the Northeast, southeast side. Gonzales, move your people up and cover that corner. Have your sniper watch and take him out when he sticks his head up again.” 
 
    “Roger,” Samantha Gonzales said.  
 
    Nathan returned to scanning the battlefield, calling over to Captain Uzoma for more information. “Is most of the fire coming from the north?” he asked. 
 
    The captain nodded, sticking his rifle around the side of the swat van and firing without looking. Nathan shook his head but didn’t blame the man for wanting to keep his head down. Still, it was a waste of ammo. He ordered another fireteam to move east into the cover of the buildings and then push north toward the hostiles along with instructions to a third to go south in case someone was trying to flank them. He kept the rest of the men here to protect the civilians with himself while he scanned the battlefield. 
 
    “I’ve sent my men out to the right,” Nathan called to the Nigerian captain. “Keep your men under cover and protect the civilians. Captain Uzoma acknowledged Nathans words, not arguing after having seen the soldiers charge off, taking command of the firefight. He knew experience when he saw it. 
 
    Nathan kept watching the skyline, making sure none of the shooters moved south from their position. He wasn’t really worried about the west. He doubted whomever it was wanted to try running through the thick, greasy smoke so at least that side was secure. Now he just had to trust in his people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Time: October 9, 2030 
 
    Location: Ibadan, Nigeria 
 
      
 
      
 
    Samantha ran, dodging behind cars and pounding across the pavement before sliding toward, and then slamming her back against a low wall. She paused, listening to the sounds of gunfire as it chased her movements but it hadn’t caught her before she found cover. Peeking over the top, she sent off a short burst toward a hostile she’d seen shoot at her, not hitting him but making him duck even as another of her fireteam leapfrogged toward her under covering fire.  
 
    “Can’t hit the broadside of a barn!” Johnson crowed after charging past her, grinning from under his tactical helmet. After a moment, he moved deeper into the small alley between two buildings, sweeping their path. The rest of her two team members sprinted across, also making the safety of the alley with covering fire from the second fireteam, still back at the edge of the food processing plant and surrounding cars. 
 
    Samantha grunted, crawling the rest of the way behind the wall, then popping up to face her team once she’d made the relative safety of the building. “Okay, kids, it’s time to take the party to our new friends. Johnson, Khalid, you two provide cover as Kelly, and I move north. We’ll leapfrog north. Keep your smoke ready, but I’m betting they don’t have any spotters. They’re too eager to shoot civilians.” 
 
    Khalid smiled, bowing and gesturing with his hand toward the street. “Ladies first,” he said in his heavily accented English, then took his place at the corner of the building. Raising his rifle, he scanned for a few moments, while Johnson took his own position on the other side of the alley entrance. A moment later, both men called clear.  
 
    Samantha and Kelly moved out, with Samantha taking the west wall while Kelly sprinted across the street, covering the east wall of the far building. They each moved forward in a crouch before settling themselves, scanning the surrounding buildings while Johnson and Khalid both sprinted past. They moved like this, passing and covering each other for several movements with no resistance until reaching the end of the street, hearing the hostiles firing from emplacements just around the corner.  
 
    “We’re in position on the flank,” Samantha reported to the other fireteams and Nathan.  
 
    “We’ve moved up and ready to support,” Bill Riley said. “Go when you’re ready.”  
 
    “Be advised there are hostiles on the ground about twenty feet down from the Southeast corner of the building, and one sniper on top. No one has moved the entire time. Their attention is toward the fire,” Keith reported making Samantha grin.  
 
    Amateurs.  
 
    Firing and moving was how you kept alive. Sitting in the same spot was just asking for trouble; trouble that she and her team were glad to give them. She gestured, indicating for Johnson and Kelly to cross to the far corner while she and Khalid stayed where they were. Then she gave the signal to commence their attack. 
 
    Samantha stayed standing while Khalid crouched, both swinging their rifles around the side of the building. She kept her rifle pointed toward the roof as Khalid took his shots, targeting several hostiles on the ground that hadn’t seen them.  
 
    Their opponents were dressed in a mix of dirty fatigues, civilian clothes, and partial head-wraps as they sent rounds in the wrong direction, their gunfire covering her fireteam for a few precious moments. Several of them collapsed with bullet wounds appearing on their bodies. The screams finally alerted the rest of the hostiles to Samantha and her team’s presence, eliciting a mad scramble to take cover in disorganized chaos.  
 
    The smart ones simply ran, darting away from the precise fire while they exposed themselves to Riley’s fireteam and their more distant threat. The lucky ones made it around the corner even as they lost several more members of their group. Samantha noticed none of them even tried to turn back and retrieve their companions.  
 
    A moment later, a dark head thrust into the skyline looking down in shock from his position from the roof. The man had only a moment for his eyes to widen before Samantha’s bullet took him low on his jaw, shattering the bones of his face and flinging him away from the ledge. If he wasn’t dead, he was the next best thing though Samantha continued to watch the roof.  
 
    “Good shot, Gonzales. Target is no longer moving,” Keith’s voice crackled over her radio. She scowled at the noise but was thankful for the report. At least she knew the target was down and wasn’t going to toss a grenade at them from out of nowhere.  
 
    The remaining attackers tried to run across the street to take cover from Samantha and Khalid, but in doing so, opened themselves to fire from Johnson and Kelly. In desperation, they fired back with most missing, but she heard a scream of pain. Looking over, Johnson had retreated around the corner, his rifle laying on the ground and his arm dripping blood.  
 
    “Dammit,” Samantha said, dropping her target and joining Kelly and Khalid’s fire with her own. They quickly finished off the last of the remaining insurgents.  
 
    “They’re running,” Keith said. “There are two coming down from the roof, as well. If you get around the back of that building, you can probably intercept them. No one else is going to be close enough to support them.” 
 
    “We’re moving up,” Bill Riley called. 
 
    Samantha ran across the street, checking Johnson over as he held his arm against his side, gritting his teeth. “We’re going to try to capture them, are you okay here? Riley should be along in a second.” 
 
    Johnson nodded, not complaining though Samantha looked into his eyes to make sure he wasn’t going into shock. A moment later, she gestured for her two remaining team members to move forward before grinning at Johnson. “I guess you are the barn, eh? We’ll be back.” 
 
    They raced around the building, coming around the corner and scanning the sides of the building. Sure enough, two men were desperately trying to climb down the fire escapes while the rest of their comrades were nowhere in sight. She held her hand up, keeping her team from exposing themselves until both of their targets were almost to the ground, halfway down the ladders before the three of them charged out, screaming at the men to get down.  
 
    One complied, but the other tried to scale back up the ladder, so Samantha winged him in the leg, making him scream before falling. Seven feet to the ground and the man collapsed into a moaning heap while Khalid and Kelly approached, quickly disarming and zip tying their targets.  
 
    “We got em. Both targets are trussed up and ready for delivery,” Samantha reported to Nathan and the other fireteam leaders. “No more hostiles in sight.” 
 
    “Let them go,” Nathan said. “Riley, cover their return. Gonzalez, bring the prisoners back to base after picking up Johnson. The Nigerians and I have some questions for them.” 
 
    “Will do,” Samantha said, sweeping the area with her rifle while Khalid and Kelly lifted their prisoners up, keeping a firm grip on their arms as they pushed the rough men along. Before leaving, she looked down and noticed one of the men’s weapons. A too-shiny AK47 that looked like it had just come out of the factory. She grabbed it and then she and her prisoners returned to Johnson who was being tended to by one of Riley’s men.  
 
    As they approached the impromptu command center next to the SWAT van and firetruck, the two prisoners suddenly started yelling at the Nigerian policemen, clearly trying to get a rise out of them before being pushed down against the large tire of the firetruck. Samantha grimaced, glaring at the man she’d shot before unslinging and tossing the clean AK47 toward Nathan. “Someone supplied these,” she said, “they’re brand new.” 
 
    Nathan caught it, examining it carefully before frowning. She was right. They were new, and there weren’t any serial numbers. “Who do you work for?” he said after a few moments, turning to the uninjured prisoner. The man only glared and didn’t respond, but Captain Uzoma approached. “Boko Harem from Kanuri lands, I would say. They have been against the government for a long time and have grown angry at projects like this,” he said, gesturing toward the burning food factory. “They do not like seeing prosperity.” 
 
    “Terrorists,” Nathan growled, shaking his head. “Or not. Someone was giving them new weapons.” He looked toward the burning building which was finally receiving attention from the firefighters. With Empyreus’ help, several cities in Nigeria had upgraded their water and sewer infrastructure, which had improved life for the residents, but the fire had been allowed free reign for too long. The only thing they could do was keep it contained as it slowly destroyed the building. “I’ll be anxious to find out what the explosives were once the fire dies down.” 
 
    “It’s a shame,” Captain Uzoma said, watching the burning building along with Nathan. “It was a good thing to have. I was happy to see people no longer starving.” 
 
    Nathan looked at the man, shaking his head. “It won’t be a shame. We’re not going to let them win. Empyreus will rebuild it, bigger and better than ever and faster than they expect. We need your people’s help.” 
 
    Captain Uzoma looked with surprise at Nathan, but after a moment his face firmed in determination. My nine-year-old son goes to one of the schools your company built and comes back speaking of things I never had the chance to learn. Math, science, computers…and he can even speak to his grandfather in Yoruba, now. Sometimes better than I can. I thought our culture would die, but you have given us the tools to be better. I promise you, Nathan of Empyreus security, you will have our help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Time: October 11, 2030 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Talk to me,” Alex said, striding into the security center where Nathan was catching up on reports after returning from Nigeria.  
 
    “Sit down; we have a lot to talk about,” Nathan said, looking up from his holographic desk. “We were hit, and the little I’ve been able to find out points to the same group that’s been moving against us globally.” 
 
    “So not an accident?” Alex asked though he was pretty sure he knew the answer.  
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Not a chance. Whoever it was set the explosives, and then gave Boko Harem weapons and probably cash to hit the plant after they blew it. Perfect win-win for the bad guys on all sides and so far, we’re still not any closer to finding this shadow organization. They are covering their tracks too well.” 
 
    “How do we know it was the same group?” Alex asked, slumping in his chair as he considered what Nathan was telling him. 
 
    “We’ll know more once we get the forensics from the explosion, but it bears the same fingerprints. No solid proof yet, though. I’m keeping my options open, but realistically I’m sure this is the same shadow group. Well-funded, good equipment, and efficient at staying hidden. They accomplished their task, and I bet we’ll see more of this.” 
 
    “What was their task?” 
 
    “Causing terror with people who are working with us. Before, they were striking directly at us. With this attack, they’re letting it be known that whoever works with us is also a target.” 
 
    Alex stared down at his fingers as he tapped on the desk, considering everything as Nathan stayed quiet. Finally, he looked up, a grim determination in his eyes. “I’ll let Nabhitha know we need her to step up her development of those armored materials. She’s done some fantastic things, and we’ll push production of the personal body armor as well as making you some of those Skytigers for rapid deployment. I think the first prototype is almost done.  
 
    Nathan grinned, nodding. “She is. I swung by the Atlantis factories before I came back here to check on her progress. She’s got all the bells and whistles we’ll need, but we’ll need more than one. I fully expect that we’ll start seeing attacks in a variety of places, now.” 
 
    “What about personnel?” Alex asked. “Did you find someone that you trust to oversee the larger organization you want?”  
 
    Nathan nodded, touching an area of his holographic desktop and moving some files around. A few moments later, a picture flashed into view showing an older man with thin features and piercing grey eyes. The name below the picture said Admiral Christopher C Roland, retired. “Admiral Roland retired several years ago after an accident left him partially paralyzed. I worked with him in some wargames, and he’s got the skills we need. Excellent strategist, calm, and knows logistics like the back of his hand. If we can get him onboard, I think we’ll have who we need at the head of the helm.  
 
    “Navy?” Alex asked, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    Nathan nodded. “Yes. He’s familiar with marine deployments, but I figure you also need someone that will be good with large ships. Since-” he pointed upwards toward space, “-we’ll be up there. I know it’s not the same thing as surface ships, but it’s the closest thing we have.” 
 
    Alex leaned forward, studying the man’s record. He didn’t understand all of it, by any means, but it looked good, and there were several notes in the file suggesting that the man was a stickler for ethics. That was good. It might also help that they could get the man walking again. Heck, maybe even running with all of the advances that Helen had made in the medical field. “Have you contacted him?” 
 
    “Not yet. I was waiting for your go-ahead.” 
 
    “Consider it given,” Alex said before changing subjects. “Thanks for putting together those risk assessments for our various holding around the world. I want to see what the department heads say tomorrow at the meeting, but if we do decide not to follow the UN’s direction, It’s good to know where we will likely suffer losses. I want to give those people a heads up ahead of time so they can either join us here or leave our employ.” 
 
    Nathan raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to give everyone a vote?” 
 
    “Not quite, but I want their feedback before I make a decision. I’m sure we’ll have people pushing either way, but the reality is, we can go out on our own. Most of our work out here and in the ocean is self-sustaining. Piper and her team have already begun to move our liquid assets to more secure areas, and we’ve installed more EMP turrets around the island and offshore. I just hope it doesn’t come to that.” 
 
    “Depends on the country,” Nathan mused tapping at one of the icons and calling up a list of those he deemed most likely to cause problems. “China has ships in the area. They’re clearly hostile and putting themselves in place to be hostile. However, we have either full warships or monitor ships from several countries within two-hundred miles, well within our area of influence if we were a country.” 
 
    “Which ones are you most worried about?”  
 
    “China, obviously. They have two cruisers floating around out there, now, plus that same spy ship that was here during the launch of the Brokkr. I almost wished we hadn’t told the Americans to shadow them so we could see if they would have made a move.” 
 
    Alex raised his eyebrow. 
 
    “I did say almost,” Nathan said with a wry look. “Russia has sent a cruiser and two smaller ships, and America has matched them. France, Britain, Brazil, Japan, and India all have something floating out there as well. We’re certainly the center of attention in this part of the world.” 
 
    “Submarines?” Alex asked.  
 
    Nathan nodded, flipping to another list. “Three. Two American and one Russian. They’ve all been hiding pretty well, but we’ve been able to detect them. All fast attack types, but they still have land attack capability. Depending on their intention, they might also have special forces on board.” 
 
    Alex sighed, studying the three dangerous looking vessels. “I think we’re in a pretty good position with both countries. Russia seems to be firmly in our corner, but I’ll admit I was surprised at the stand-offish presence of the US during the meeting.” 
 
    Nathan gave Alex a wary look. “I hate to say this, but the US can be fickle. They like to identify as the innovators and progressives, but if they aren’t in the driver’s seat, it makes them nervous. Also, we both know that lobbyists can have a large impact, and with our little shadow organization problem, I’m betting they have deep pockets sitting in Washington. I’m hopeful with General Solmon and all the help he’s given us, but that may not be enough. There are a lot of powerful players that would love to see us taken down a notch.” 
 
    “I know, and we are just beginning. They have no idea that we plan to be on and to mine the moon by next year. Maybe triggering the confrontation is a good thing, before they understand our true potential.” 
 
    Nathan took a deep breath but nodded. “Maybe,” he answered. “Maybe that’s exactly what we need to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Time: November 21, 2030 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex leaned back in the leather seat and listened to the news as the grav-car flew itself across the beautiful Empyrean Island. Rich greenery and beautifully sculpted buildings flashed by underneath him, broken by beautiful plazas, and wide roads. There was a great benefit to planning not only a city from scratch but the entire still-growing island. 
 
    Alex grimaced at the terse tone of the reporter, listening to the man’s overly dramatic voice as he criticized not only his company but Alex in particular. The world was still reeling after Alex read the Empyreus statement regarding the embargo on spaceflight that the UN had imposed. It had shocked the world. No one had expected a simple company, no matter their accomplishments, to defy the world but that is what Empyreus did. 
 
    The six rockets and twelve orbitals that had ascended to Gateway station the same day had only compounded the shock, but it was sending up another huge station section and the Brokkr’s sister ship, Eitri that was the icing on the cake. The entire episode had sent the world into a tizzy of supposition, fear, and in some cases, admiration. 
 
    In the weeks since the announcement and launch, Empyreus had increased its construction of Gateway. Now, the two docking modules for the construction ships were no longer the dominating elements of the growing station, slowly being overshadowed by the building of research bays, construction elements, and housing. 
 
    Political pundits of all stripes had come out of the woodwork, calling for everything from more investigations of Empyreus activities to taking control of the station, itself. Alex smiled at the last one since no one had the capability to get into space without a significant effort. Even if someone managed to launch a vehicle toward Gateway, the station was no longer toothless. After discovering the two armed satellites that had been directed toward their station, they had decided to install defensive weapons.  
 
    There were now several EMP turrets covering a variety of angles on the large station, as well as several lasers. The lasers were powerful, though still fairly primitive as weapons had not been a primary design thrust of Empyreus, but now, with the increasing attacks on their worldwide assets, Colleen had begun to pay more attention to this neglected area of research.  
 
    What was most disturbing to Alex, was that once the idea had been broached, it seemed that their mysterious benefactor had many avenues of study for them to pursue. Some appeared to have immediate applications, like lasers, grasers, and photon streams, but other areas that Colleen had begun to mull over were truly frightening. Types of energy that they hadn’t even fathomed could exist.  
 
    Colleen was the first to admit they weren’t even close to developing these exotic forms of weaponry, but she was disturbed that she even had the hint of their existence. It was one of the first indications that wherever these ideas were coming from, It was not necessarily a peaceful utopia. 
 
    Even the very informal notes and ideas jotted down about these weapons were put into a very secure vault in the deepest part of Atlantis. Alex, Piper, Helen, Colleen, and the several other people they had found who shared their gift had all agreed this was the right thing to do. They were not needed now, and they didn’t want even the hint of weapons that could shatter their moon to leak out. 
 
    They had enough trouble with people wondering when they’d fire their death satellites, ala Moonraker, down upon the earth. Ludicrous, but that was actually one of the more sane conspiracy theories going around. What was worse, was all of the social media that was coming from all parts of the world feeding the fire. Some of it was honest, crazy talk, but there was a significant amount of it being fed by automated bots and agents that even Piper was having trouble tracing. 
 
    On top of all of that, there had been two other smaller level attacks made on some Empyreus buildings. One in France, and the other in Japan. Unlike the previous bombing in Nigeria, there had only been destruction of property rather than significant attacks on personnel, but the message was there. It was just a matter of time before it escalated.  
 
    Alex was just pleased that Nabhitha had completed the creation of their Guardian Armor Mk I. The futuristic looking, fully encased body armor using materials that were several generations improved over anything else available in the world. Coupled with the low-level inertial field that each soldier would wear, it would prove effective against all but the most potent weapons.  
 
    Piper and Nathan had worked hard on the electronics. The suit contained several tools which would increase battlefield awareness, identification of terrain features, and even battlefield trauma for wounded personnel. They would have interlink capability within the new Skytigers that were just coming online, the new armored and armed variety of their Skylarks. They would provide the ability to coordinate and track any forces sent into combat. 
 
    The third leg of their security forces were the new guns and ammo that had been developed by forty-eight-year-old Juan Alverez. He was a recent acquisition by Empyreus, having come out of a coma about a year ago. They had found him in Argentina through rumors of a man who had de-aged and retained his health despite being comatose for twelve years. When he awoke, he had lost his ability to speak and kept to himself.  
 
    Alex and Samantha Gonzales, along with her security team, had flown down to the tiny town where Juan lived. After they landed just outside the village, they found their way to Juan’s house where he had already packed. Carrying his bags, Juan walked out of his house without a word, shook Alex’s hand, and then walked to the Skylark without looking back. 
 
    His family had been mystified, though Samantha was able to talk to them and told them who they were and that they would take care of Juan. After a few months, Alex had brought the entire family out to Empyrean Island, letting them settle into the tropical setting. 
 
    Once he arrived, It had taken a few months to identify where Juan’s talents lay, but it had been a surprise when it occurred. Despite having no history or exposure to anything more lethal than a shotgun, he had gravitated toward one of Nathan’s security training sessions where he took a look at the armory. A short time later, he’d surprised Samantha by coming to her room with several pieces of paper, each containing rough ideas and schematics for a variety of weapons and ammo.  
 
    It had taken some time, but working with Nabhitha and Nathan, Juan had educated himself on how actually to build things, and now Nathan’s people bore the fruit of his labor. The Viper modular weapon system could be configured for both close and long ranges, with options for a grenade launcher. The silent but clever man had also developed a wide variety of both lethal and non-lethal rounds as well as a short-range neural disruptor that could replace the grenade launcher.  
 
    As the grav-car settled toward the ground at the combination air and spaceport, Alex’s eyes were drawn out to the sea. Beyond the horizon, he knew there were several ships out there that might or might not hold hostile forces. Nathan had told him to expect a covert incursion onto the island at some point, either to access technology or even kidnap himself or others important to the company. Alex secretly hoped his security expert was wrong but knew they would be ready if or when it happened.  
 
    However, today he was not expecting that. Today was the day that any employee that chose to leave could do so, taking flights out to several parts of the world. Alex had wanted to see them off and wish them well, knowing there were no hard feelings. Not many had decided to leave the company, but there were a few, and he didn’t blame them for wanting to avoid the coming storm.  
 
    For better or worse, Alex was confident in the direction he was taking Empyreus as they moved into the future. There would be great turmoil, but there was something deep within Alex that told him this was all necessary.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part 3 – A Step Beyond  
 
    Whenever I gaze up at the moon, I feel like I'm on a time machine. I am back to that precious pinpoint of time, standing on the foreboding - yet beautiful - Sea of Tranquility. I could see our shining blue planet Earth poised in the darkness of space.  
 
      
 
    Buzz Aldrin
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Time: January 8, 2036 
 
    Location: Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    A voice seemed to float through the darkness of his shattered consciousness, speaking words he had never heard before. They were soft and gentle and felt feminine to his mostly sleeping consciousness. El’ra Solan thought he could understand the words but in an odd way, as if he were connected with something that understood the language being spoken, but not what was directly from his own knowledge.  
 
    This was not entirely a mystery to El’ra’s people, having been a standard way for translation AIs to work across species. They would link between the two minds, then process the correct responses directly into their perceptions. It helped immensely when two beings might not even have the same way to perceive, much less make noises that could be relatable.  
 
    Still, this was different in that there was no intermediary. It was just an odd relationship that seemed to give him impressions from time to time. However, this was the first time something had been directed at his consciousness, and it helped him minutely stir from his deep slumber. 
 
     He listened, piecing together some of his impressions and odd visions that would filter in with the voice that was speaking. For an eternity he floated and absorbed everything he could, even as the voices came and went. Finally, he tried to formulate some form of communication. A slow, sonorous rumble that took an age to float from his almost unconscious mind.  
 
    ***  
 
    “Colleen jerked from a deep place, her eyes sweeping around the comfortable study filled with old books and sturdy hardwood furniture in confusion. For a moment, she didn’t recognize anything, not even understanding the reason for half of what she saw before her. The odd thing was, she expected to see something else. Something entirely alien and unknown to her that faded into nothingness as reality snapped itself back into her mind. A moment later, it was gone with only the impression remaining.  
 
    But the presence she had felt reverberated through her head. The impression stayed, almost like someone had snuck up on her and put their lips close to her ear before speaking. There was a presence, but also a silent question filled with confusion and uncertainty. Colleen was sure she’d found their mysterious benefactor but was uncertain what it all meant.  
 
    “Are you okay, Colleen?” Brian Weltsman asked, turning toward his floating DPA and indicating for the machine to stop playing the slow drum music.  
 
    Colleen blinked once again, clearing the cobwebs before sitting up and giving the man a concerned look. “I…yes, I think I am okay, but I felt something more this time. Also, I awoke not recognizing anything. It was almost like my own study was alien, and I’d never seen it before.” 
 
    “What did you perceive? Can you describe what you expected to see?” Brian asked calmly, trying to help lead Colleen through the memory. He specialized in psychology and psychoanalysis and had been leading Colleen in her hypnosis for several years. She had confided in him the basis for her work, and despite how outlandish it had sounded at first, he could not deny the amazing technological advancements this woman had achieved. There was also the fact that while she was just about to turn one-hundred and fifteen, she looked to be in her late forties.  
 
    “It was the impression of intelligence, but it felt confused and uncertain. It wasn’t a word, but when I woke up, I seemed to expect to see something entirely different than this room. It faded quickly, but it was nothing that I had ever seen before. There were things floating that looked like artwork, and walls made of crystal though they were more than walls. I don’t exactly know how to describe what else I saw. The memory is fading. 
 
    “Well, a presence, and it seemed uncertain and confused. What do you think that means?” 
 
    Colleen frowned and looked away from Brian for a moment, trying to puzzle through what she’d experienced. In some ways, it felt as if someone was just waking up. Someone that didn’t know where they were or what was going on, but that they recognized her as a person. Or, at least, something that might answer its question.  
 
    She relayed all of that to Brian, giving the doctor a quizzical look, but they both knew it wasn’t much to go on. “Well, it’s a start,” he said softly. “Did you feel anything…dangerous? Or anything that might make you wary?” 
 
    Colleen shook her head. “No. I didn’t get the impression of it being dangerous or angry. I also didn’t feel like it was afraid. There was only confusion and a sense of waking. I don’t know if that helps, at all.” 
 
    “I think it does. It is nothing definitive, and we should proceed cautiously, but first impressions are powerful,” Brian said, before pausing and looking intently at Colleen. “Do you still want to continue?” 
 
    Colleen nodded, without even thinking about it. “Yes, I think we have to. For better or worse, this thing is part of us, and it seems to be helping us, but what if it never intended to help us? What if it decides that it made some sort of mistake? We have no clue why it’s here or if it could control us.” 
 
    “Very well,” Brian said. “But we should communicate to the other watchers and security people to be aware of any changes in their chargers.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Colleen said, thinking about the security protocol they’d put in place a few years ago. They knew something was influencing them, but until they learned more about it, they had specialized security personnel that were aware of their concerns, and it was their job to watch their charges closely. If the alien influence ever turned out to be something that was dangerous to mankind, they were instructed to capture or neutralize Colleen and the others. It was a frightening thought to her, but it was necessary for all their piece of mind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Time: February 12, 2036 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terry grinned as the small ship coasted out of the floating hanger bay which sprouted from one of the many spires stretching up from the ocean floor. Hundreds of feet below, the city of Atlantis spread on the sea floor, sprawling over an ever-growing area both above and below the ground and housed tens of thousands of people. It was a marvel and one of four underwater cities that Empyreus had built in the past years. 
 
    However, Terry called it home, and he had lived there for close to eight years. When he was ten, he’d stowed away on one of Empyreus’ fantastic airplanes, driven by something deep within himself that told him he needed to be there. Thankfully, Alex, Piper and the rest of the adults agreed with him and had made overtures to his parents to move out to Empyrean island and work for them. They had accepted, turning his life into the fairytale that he knew most children never dreamed of. Building rockets and flying them through space.  
 
    Not that today was going to be that day, but he’d certainly built an engine that would take him there. The new inertial engine he and Aunt Colleen had designed was nothing short of fantastic. They’d had the idea to remove inertia for many years, but it had been Terry’s idea to not only reduce and diminish that force but harness it into something that could speed them through space without the use as propulsion. It’s capabilities surpassed fuel engines in more than one surprising way, but that was the holy grail as far as developing their solar system was concerned. The headache of transporting and storing fuel would no longer be the limiting issue. 
 
    Now, it would simply be how fast they could go.  
 
    His first manned prototype, which he called the Stingray in honor of where he lived, was not going to go into space today. Today, it was only going to tour around in the ocean and then above it in a limited capacity.  
 
    The photodrive, named for the fact that whatever was within its field would appear unmoving to the point of creepiness, was not very fast yet but could achieve speeds up to about ninety miles an hour in any medium. It could also change direction on the proverbial dime. In the air, and especially within space, that was not an issue, but underwater it could create problems. The first time they’d moved their test probes underwater at full speed, it had displaced the water in surprising amounts.  
 
    Today, Terry knew to limit himself to only about forty miles-per-hour while underwater so as to not cause too much disruption. While close to the Atlantis hanger bay, he limited himself to twenty while Piper talked to him over the Stingray’s com device.  
 
    “Okay, Terry, I’m reading everything as operating well within parameters,” Piper said, sounding distracted. Terry could picture the spunky blonde flicking and move things on her holographic display. Faintly in the background, she could hear Tad asking her a question. 
 
    “What’s he going on about?” Terry asked, changing the Stingray’s vector by ten degrees up using the manual controls. They were fairly basic, mimicking a holographic handle that Terry could grasp and as long as he kept his hand closed, it would follow the direction he indicated. Speed was a matter of how far in a particular direction he moved his hand before letting go. If he let go, the craft would continue on its present course until re-directed. The hologram had indicators for direction and speed built in, measuring his hand placement and giving him feedback for learning purposes.  
 
    “Tad, shut up, I can’t hear what Terry is saying over your blathering,” Piper said faintly before hearing her voice more clearly. “Come again, Terry?” 
 
    Terry smiled, repeating his request. His own DPA, Hutch, was plugged into a recess in the control panel, helping him to fly the Stingray. Hutch was not nearly as odd as Tad, but after being connected to Terry’s brain for several years, he had his idiosyncrasies. “I asked what Tad was talking about. Something about steering?” 
 
    “Yes, the pest wanted to know if you were adapting to the weird steering or if you were having problems,” Piper asked.  
 
    Terry thought about it, though he knew he didn’t really have enough information yet. However, it was strange only moving in a particular direction. There was no drift or curving around obstacles because there was no momentum. If he wanted to turn a corner, he had to go just past the corner, and then move in a ninety-degree-angle. The most difficulty came when attempting to rotate the craft and move in a different direction. That could become confusing. 
 
    They had been able to practice with the various remote-controlled test craft, and while still having some difficulty with rotation, they had installed a reset button that would automatically orient the craft on a forward heading. What Tad was referring to was if there would be any difficulty from being in the vehicle. “So far, so good. It’s not been a problem at all, and gives me decent control, though I’m out in the ocean. There’s nothing to hit out here.” 
 
    “If we need to, I can program curves into how the drive travels, but I’m not sure why we would need to do that.” 
 
    “We’ll have to figure that out sooner than later. There are a ton of pilots that will have an opinion, I’m sure,” Terry said, watching the flickering mirror that was the surface of the ocean.  
 
    “Approaching ocean surface in forty feet,” Hutch’s voice said from the Stingray’s speakers.  
 
    Terry’s dark hand rose, wrapping around the holographic control stick and goosed the speed a little up to thirty miles-an-hour. He wanted to make an entrance for the surface craft. 
 
    A moment later, the Stingray burst from the surface of the ocean, erupting into the air amid a massive spray of crystal water droplets. Terry could almost feel the awe from the observers that had been sent ahead, knowing that seeing anything breach from the ocean on a sunny day was awe inspiring.  
 
    He let the craft reach about fifty feet before attempting to level it out. He spent several seconds trying to adjust the angle but missing his goal by minute degrees before finally giving up. Reluctantly, he sent Hutch a mental request to do it for him, eliciting a small chuckle from his companion as the Stingray settled into a flat course. 
 
    “Still issues with manual flying,” Terry said over the com. “Maybe we can incorporate some sort of auto-correction component into the steering? Something that might anticipate the ground and fly perpendicular to it?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Piper said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “We might also be overthinking this. I don’t want to limit the steering yet. Besides, Hutch seems to have made the correction easily enough.” 
 
    “True, but not everyone will have a mental interface with their DPA. Most people seem to think that’s what too far feels like as far as computers go,” Terry said. “No offense, Hutch or Tad.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Hutch said. Terry heard Tad say something unclear over the com, but it didn’t sound nearly as polite as Hutch, so he didn’t ask for clarification. A moment later, the Stingray pulled a stunt that most people would have thought was impossible a few years earlier. It literally changed direction, going one-hundred-eighty degrees from its previous course in an instant. There was no deceleration or acceleration involve. It simply went from moving one direction to the other with no impact or stress upon the hull of the Stingray itself.  
 
    Terry, moving at a cool thirty miles an hour buzzed back over the observation ships, waving down at the scientists on the decks. He couldn’t wait to take it into space.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Time: April 27, 2036 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like Atlantis under the ocean floor, Gateway had grown over the intervening years and had fulfilled most, though not all, of its objectives. It still served as a place for businesses and nations who wished to rent space for a variety of reasons, but with the UN and so many major countries continuing to work against Empyreus, the tenants it did have were experiencing a renaissance, and it was beginning to have an impact on the world below. 
 
    Many countries that had once been considered second or third world had embraced the change, using Empyreus as the bootstraps they needed to pull their countries out of poverty and even reversing some of the brain-drain that had plagued them for decades. Now, for the opportunity to work in space and in many ways, the cutting edge of many sciences, the intellectuals, and scientists of the world were forced to go not through the Western World, but through whoever was willing to work with Empyreus.  
 
    It was both a great and sad thing to watch. Alex himself had been an American until forced to give up his citizenship several years ago. While the US was not the most vocal detractor, it was a political country that could be swayed too easily by powerful special interests. After the UN had come out against them, too many companies had used their lobbyists to work the American public into a froth against Empyreus, and science in general. It had resulted in a terrible reversal from embracing innovation to celebrating tradition which had slowly eroded the country’s power. 
 
    Alex pondered this as he gazed out over the beautiful blue planet, watching it turn under him from his office. He loved the fact that the inertial shields enabled them to have massive windows, protected from the dangers of space. Seeing the earth like this was breathtaking, and reminded him that what was important, was the preservation of all of it, not just individual areas. 
 
    “I still have no clue how you stay so damn young,” growled a voice from behind him that Alex recognized immediately. 
 
    Alex grinned, turning and seeing an old friend walk into his office. General Tali Solmon, retired, no longer wore a uniform having left the service several years ago after having suffered through a terrible scandal where he’d been ousted from the military. Though noble in cause, once it had been found out he’d helped arrange for many vets to find their way to Empyreus hospital ships, and a significant increase in quality of life, his career had been over. 
 
    He’d mourned the loss of his career for precisely one day before boarding a flight with his wife to Chili, and then from there to his new position as head of intelligence of Empyreus incorporated. It had been a shock to some of his enemies, but not to some of his friends who had followed close on his heels, resulting in a mini-exodus.  
 
    “The same thing that’s keeping you from falling apart,” Alex said, watching as the general walked spryly toward his desk. “How are the treatments? Helen said she’s managed to reduce any accompanying nausea.” 
 
    “Like you don’t know,” Tali said, squinting at him. He still looked old. Helen hadn’t been able to remove the effect of aging, but she’d managed to figure out several enzymes that assisted with regenerating tissue and help deliver them through the use of her ever-more-efficient bio-nanites. It helped a little but didn’t undo everything. “I figure you must be bathing in that nasty concoction she injects me with daily, or drink it like wine. You haven’t aged a day since I met you. It would have been ten times worse without gravity, too.” 
 
    “Good genes, but you’re right about the gravity. It’s made the world of difference up here on the station. Some days, I almost can’t believe I’m in space.” Alex said, shrugging.  
 
    “I wish I had some of those genes,” Tali said, snorting. “I know how old you are, and more importantly, how old Colleen is, though I’d never admit that to her face. I am a gentleman, after all.” 
 
    Alex grinned. “John says otherwise.” 
 
    “Of course,” General Solmon said as he sat in the chair in front of Alex’s desk. His DPA flitted over his shoulder, seeming to come to attention as if it were in the military. General Solmon, unlike many others, had not shied away from linking his mind with that of his DPA and taking advantage of the benefits that it offered. As a result, his DPA’s personality had developed. Not surprisingly it had taken a distinctly military bearing. “Listen, I didn’t come here just to tell you about my bathroom habits. Private Benjamin here and I have something to show you.”  
 
    He flicked his hand, signaling the DPA to float forward and flash a hologram onto Alex’s desk. One that had Alex leaning over in curiosity. “We’ve finally managed to trace one of the signals that the unknown satellite received,” Benjamin said in a voice that sounded exactly like Goldie Hawn. It made Alex grin whenever he’d hear it though the subject of the report quickly whipped it off of his face. 
 
    The satellite. They’d been trying to figure out where its controllers were for years and had not had any success. Whoever owned it had attempted to fire a laser through it a month after Empyreus announced its intent to resist the UN directives, but thanks to Tad having smeared oil onto the lenses, the beam had only ended up melting the mirrors rather than threatening Gateway. However, it had not destroyed the satellite, entirely.  
 
    In response, Empyreus had decided to leave it alone in hopes it might lead them to its masters. Whoever was behind it was clever, however, bouncing their signals to a truly staggering number of relay stations and keeping their signals short enough that it had been impossible to trace.  
 
    Until, apparently, now.  
 
    “Is this it?” Alex said, pointing to the small clearing situated in some tropical jungle that he didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Yes, Sir! The signal looks like it’s coming from this building in northern Brazil,” Benjamin said sharply, filling Alex’s imagination with a picture of the diminutive actress standing at attention. “Records indicate it’s private property listed under a truly ridiculous number of shell companies.” 
 
    “Is there any way to find out who’s behind them?” Alex asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    General Solmon shook his head. “No, and even if we did, they don’t go to anyone very impressive. Most likely these people don’t even realize they own this building. The CIA did that all the time. It’s a good cover.” 
 
    “So, what do you recommend?” Alex asked.  
 
    “Go in and look,” General Solmon said. “Maybe we can get some active intel. Nathan’s been chomping at the bit, and he’s ready to go, though I trust him not to take any unnecessary chances. After all this time, finally getting a trace is a little suspicious. He’ll be cautious enough.” 
 
    “Very well, let’s see what we can find,” Alex said, still staring intently at the small, fenced shack in the middle of nowhere. “I’d love to put these people behind us.” 
 
    “You and me both,” General Solmon said before getting up. “Private Benjamin, fall in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Benjamin said as she floated in behind the man, following as he rushed out of the room. Alex wondered if General Solmon walked casually anywhere, but doubted it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Time: April 27, 2036 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    That same day on another part of the station, Nabhitha stood waiting on the landing deck of the hanger where her friend Captain Amobi was just departing from his spacecraft. He had just come back from the slowly developing moon base where Empyreus was working to set up several mining operations and research stations. 
 
    “Tayo! It’s so good to see you,” Nabhitha said, smiling and giving the graying captain a hug. “How is everything going at Peary Station?” 
 
    “It goes well, Nabhitha,” the man said, his smile bright on his face. “We managed to find the problem with the gravity fields. You won’t believe what it turned out to be.” 
 
    Nabhitha cocked her head to the side, curious. The construction of the moon base had proceeded without issue until they’d tried to install the gravity fields. It had caused instability in the soil, and even a minor moonquake, setting the mining efforts months behind schedule. She knew it was a matter of time before they learned the solution, but knowing they had succeeded was good news. “What was it?” she finally asked when Captain Amobi didn’t answer right away.  
 
    “Patience, dear Nabhitha,” Tayo said. “Perhaps I shall tell you over some Suya? I told my crew I would make some for them, and you are welcome to attend the dinner tonight.” 
 
    Nabhitha rolled her eyes playfully at the taller, dark-skinned man. “Would you really make me wait for the answer, Tayo? That would be torture, though I will still take you up on your Suya. No take backs on that spicy goodness!” 
 
    Captain Amobi chuckled, shaking his head. “And you would read the reports, anyway, I am sure. Okay, I will tell you,” he said. “It turned out to be a shamefully simple issue that we all should have thought about from the beginning. The gravity compressed areas of the moon’s surface under the station. It created space between the compressed areas and the non-compressed areas, where the dust and loose rock acted almost like a lubricant. It has caused some issues with several parts of the base.” 
 
    Nabhitha frowned, looking down at her feet as they walked. Tayo was right, it was something they all should have thought of, and it would set the activities on the moon back. However, she also knew that as fast as their technology was improving, there would be times like this. She was just happy that this phenomenon hadn’t resulted in any deaths. “How long will it take to correct?” 
 
    “Well, construction going forward will not be difficult, we just have to make sure we sink anchor points deep into the surrounding rock. The longest delay will be in those areas that have already been built. We either have to re-adjust some sections to be level, or de-construct and re-construct them. I’m afraid we’ll end up doing the latter for most of it.” Tayo said, shrugging. “The good news is that most of the mining and refining areas are kept low-gravity, so production is proceeding as planned. We’ll be on track to launching material from the moon for pickup within a few months. I’m just glad we didn’t get the mass drivers working before we figured out the problem with the gravity.” 
 
    Nabhitha’s eyes went wide, imagining one of the massive magnetic launchers trying to fire off tons of material into space while attached to, effectively, nothing. The damage would have been dreadful.  
 
    “Exactly,” Captain Amobi said, observing the look on Nabhitha’s face. “However, I didn’t ask you to meet me just to tell you about the disaster we avoided. I wanted to show you something and get your take on what it might be.” 
 
    “Oh, a mystery? I love mysteries.” 
 
    ***  
 
    Thirty minutes later, Captain Amobi and Nabhitha had retired to a currently unused holographic lab deep in the heart of Gateway station. His DPA hovered down, linking in with the table’s controls and using them to project several screens above the surface. After a few moments, Nabhitha gave Toya an amazed look and then immediately called Colleen.  
 
    “Hello?” Colleen said as she answered the call, dressed in a bright blue lab coat with paisley flowers splattering its surface. A moment later, there was a violet flash from behind her which diverted her attention, making her call off screen to someone about adjusting something or other. When she was done, she wrinkled her nose and waved her hand before turning back, a bright smile reappearing on her face. “What can I do for you Nabhitha?” 
 
    “Captain Amobi from Peary Station found something odd on the moon, and I wanted you to take a look at it,” Nabhitha said, sending the results that Toya had brought down so Colleen could see it as well. 
 
    Colleen leaned forward, studying the readings for several moments before drawing in a sharp breath. “Oh my,” she said, looking back up. “You say you found this? In what form?”  
 
    Toya nodded, flicking his fingers and calling up a map of the moon, then directing it toward a specific spot deep below the surface. “Here. It was scattered amongst some meteoric tungsten and silicates. I’ve never seen it’s like before.” 
 
    “The island of stability,” Colleen said, with a note of awe in her voice. “These are isotopes we’ve hypothesized, but never found before.” 
 
    “Island of stability? What is that?” The tall African man asked. 
 
    “Many of the higher end elements are highly unstable, having half-lives much less than a second before they evaporate. There was some supposition that there are several elements with higher atomic numbers which could decay over centuries or even millennium,” Colleen said, still scrutinizing the readings. “From everything I see here, this is one of them. This is…amazing.” 
 
    “What are its properties?” Nabhitha asked. 
 
    Captain Amobi swiped his hand once again, providing another page of information that was fairly sparse. “We didn’t want to experiment too much, but it isn’t radioactive. However, it’s incredibly tough and light. I bought a sample with me.” 
 
    Colleen perked up. “Nabhitha, can you be on the next orbital down to Atlantis with that sample? I want to get a closer look at it.” 
 
    The pretty Indian woman nodded, giving Toya a somewhat disappointed look. The tall man laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t worry; I will send some Suya down with you.” 
 
    Nabhitha sighed. “It’s just not the same as fresh, but I’ll take it. Okay, I’ll see you soon, Colleen.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” Colleen said, then paused. “Captain Amobi, whoever discovered this at the moon base. You may wish to tell them they will need to come up with a good name for this element. Usually, it’s named after the person that discovers it, but it’s up to them. Whatever they decide, it’s going to go down in history books.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Time: May 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Somewhere North of Rio Araca in the State of Amazonas, Brazil  
 
      
 
      
 
    Major Nathan Adamson and his men moved through the wet greenery of the Amazon rainforest at a brisk pace. Empyreus security had reformed into a semi-military organization a few years back, granting Nathan his old rank. It worked better for their growing organization which was required as their facilities expanded in number, both public and hidden.  
 
    Except for today, they were deep in the Amazon jungle, pursuing a hidden enemy that had dogged them for years. Despite the heat and being on the tail end of the wet season, they were making excellent time with none of the usual discomforts of being in such a challenging environment. For that alone, Nathan was thrilled with the completely contained armored suits.  
 
    The Guardian armor had gone through several development cycles, but they had endeavored to make the suit useful for a wide variety of hostile environments. Due to the fact that those environments would include space and planets with no atmosphere, it’s frame had necessitated a fully enclosed, powered system that could support the solider within for upwards of twelve hours. 
 
    The other part that Nathan was thrilled with was the muscle assist features. Bundles of muscle analog were woven throughout the frame, augmenting a soldier’s movement and increasing his actual strength by a factor of five. This was necessary because despite the relative lightness of the incredibly tough material the armor was made of it still weighed in excess of one hundred and fifty-five pounds before any other modular equipment was added.  
 
    Overall, this allowed him and his soldiers to move faster, further, and with much greater ease than any other soldier in history. A fact that was serving them well as they moved through some of the most difficult terrains on the planet toward their very isolated target.  
 
    The Skytiger that had dropped them off several miles away was now floating high up in the atmosphere out of sight as it monitored the situation through drones. The Mother drones had been released as the Skytiger descended, sending them out and mapping the area that Nathan and his people were expected to move through. While they floated above the canopy, an army of much smaller drones was sent out in clouds around it which could penetrate the canopy with ease. By the time they had established the perimeter and set off into the jungle , they already had a good overview of a few square miles in their immediate vicinity. 
 
    An hour later, Nathan called a halt to his group, crouching down and focusing on the HUD, causing it to switch into a command overview. To anyone who was looking at him and didn’t know any better, it would appear as if a silent, armored figure were pointing to thin air. To Nathan and his three team leads, a shared holomap was projected directly into their eyes but appeared to them as if it lay before them, showing a vivid map of the area around the shack. 
 
    “Okay, boys and girls, time to get to work. We’re about a mile from our location, and the drones are picking up muted electronic emanation starting about one hundred meters from the fence around the shack.” Nathan said, making the detections appear in muted red on the holomap. “We don’t have a full picture yet, but we can extrapolate the rest of the circle, though I want confirmation. Don’t just assume. The drones will probably have a complete picture once we get there but stay on your toes. Gonzales, you and your team take point. I want to get confirmation on what those are before we have to cross that line.” 
 
    “Any explosive residue picked up?” Samantha asked, her voice transmitted over the command channel. 
 
    “Not yet, but don’t assume there isn’t any. Also, keep an eye out for low tech traps, too. I doubt it can get through the armor, but no sense in tempting fate. That’s just the kind of thing that will catch us out if we’re not careful.” Nathan replied. He shifted, triggering a small green sphere to appear on the landscape further back in the jungle. “We’ll set up our command station here and wait until we have your intel. Once we’re within three hundred meters, activate your cloaks to minimize being spotted. Any questions?” 
 
    The three team leads shook their heads whereupon Nathan stood, signaling for them to head back to their teams. Samantha and her three soldiers moved out immediately, moving at a fast pace while Riley and Sokolov fell in behind Nathan when he moved out a few minutes later.  
 
    With the ability of their suits, it was not long until they arrived at the designated camp, quickly clearing the underbrush while Sokolov set up a perimeter guard. There wasn’t need to do much, but Nathan wanted to have enough room so he could set up a command table. This was a more detailed hologram than what he’d used earlier, giving him access to not only the overhead map but a full workstation that accessed drone feeds and the Skytiger itself.  
 
    “How is the air traffic?” he asked his eye-in-the-sky.  
 
    “Nothing that is approaching our airspace and everything five hundred miles out is commercial. We haven’t detected any increase in the radar pings coming from the local stations,” one of the techs on the Skytiger said. Unsurprisingly, there were well hidden but sophisticated radar stations located on several mountain peaks close to the shack. It was several generations more effective than anything the Brazilians had, which just showed them they were on the right track. “The drones have finished surveying the initial area and are beginning to branch out.” 
 
    “Keep some close by, just in case,” Nathan said, then switched over to an incoming signal from Gonzales. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “We’ve found one of the sensors but are keeping our distance,” Samantha said, showing a visual from her helmet camera on one of Nathan’s screens. It showed a close-up of what looked like a small tree, though on close inspection, there was a faintly plastic sheen to the bark. It was well done, but not perfect. “There are some motion, IR, and sound sensors located within the construct, along with some suspicious cavities about chest height. I’m betting they are explosives.” 
 
    “Can you sneak a snooper drone close?” 
 
    “Already ahead of you,” Samantha responded. “It’s crawling down the trunk right now, getting a deep scan. Everything above two meters is just solid resin, but I bet once we get below the explosives, we’ll get a hard wire we might be able to tap into. There’s no wireless signal we can detect.” 
 
    “How many are we talking about?” Nathan asked, watching the information they were sharing appear on the automatic mission log.  
 
    “They’re spaced randomly every twenty meters, and with a depth variable of about thirty meters with two layers for coverage. I’m getting more readings on that cavity. It’s coming through now.” 
 
    Nathan watched as the schematic of the tree formed, filling in from the top down while the snoop drone moved lower. The cavity was a good twenty centimeters tall, which could hold a lot of explosive, but the space was filled with what was apparently a flechette material. These were angled to cover a reasonably wide range, but Nathan suspected the ones closer to the shack would cover a narrower angle. 
 
    After the drone moved past the explosive, a light appeared on his console, growing stronger until it moved from orange to green. Nathan smiled, knowing that indicated a wire the drone might be able to tap into, piggybacking on the communication link and hopefully into the base he suspected was below the shack. 
 
    “Bingo,” Samantha said, mirroring Nathan’s approval. “Do you want to have the Skytiger boys try to hack in, or wait?” 
 
    Nathan hesitated for only a moment before answering. “No, not yet. I want a full scan of that sensor station first, just in case. Let’s make sure this isn’t a dummy wire.” 
 
    Samantha grunted but agreed with Nathan. This shadow enemy was crafty and had avoided detection from Empyreus for several years. That was no mean feat, especially considering they continued carrying out terrorist attacks against them through that whole time. Today was the first time they’d gotten close to what they hoped was one of their facilities, but there were no guarantees. There had been several false leads which had resulted in further deaths or destruction to Empyreus personnel. It had taught them to be cautious.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Time: May 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Somewhere North of Rio Araca in the State of Amazonas, Brazil  
 
      
 
      
 
    They scanned three sensor trees before feeling confident enough in trying to establish a link. A short time later, with four snoop drones clutching to several areas around the trunk, they began their electronic intrusion. Nathan waited patiently, watching the lines of code scroll by as the technicians and online computers aboard the Skytiger threw themselves against the firewall.  
 
    Even from the beginning, Nathan could tell it would not be easy as time seemed to drag on. He listened to the tech’s chatter and could hear the strain in their voices. After several minutes, he noticed things paused, and a request was sent up into orbit. 
 
    “Report?” Nathan asked, interrupting the silence that had descended over the line as the techs waited for a response. 
 
    “We have to call up to Gateway,” one of the tech’s responded. “I think we can hack in, but doing so without being detected might be an issue. We’re pulling back until we can get Gateway to help us with some processing power.” 
 
    Nathan was just about to respond when an urgent alert from Samantha came over the command channel. “We have movement from the shack,” she said. Despite the armor being soundproof, she unconsciously whispered. “A man is coming out. Looks to be native, but he’s got a pair of binoculars and is scanning the tree line.” 
 
    “Any indication that he spotted you?” Nathan asked.  
 
    “No, he’s concentrating about thirty degrees to the left from our position, and we’re pretty far back in the jungle. Even if we were five meters in front of him, we’re not moving so he wouldn’t be able to see through our holocloaks.” 
 
    “If those are normal binoculars,” Nathan added.  
 
    “True,” Samantha said.  
 
    “Looks like it might be a Jaguar,” the Skytiger broke in. “Heat signature shows the right shape, and it's within their detection zone.” There was a short pause, then the voice continued. “Looks like its heading in your direction, team three.” 
 
    Samantha cursed. That would be just their luck for the big cat to come waltzing directly through their small formation. Because the suit was self-contained, there would be no human smell, but that wasn’t to say the armor didn’t have its own unusual odor.  
 
    Nathan heard her, chuckling softly. “Gonzales, don’t worry. Even if you jumped out in front of the Jaguar and it leaped for you, it wouldn’t win. Its claws can’t get through your armor, and you’re a lot stronger than it is right now.” 
 
    “I know, sir, but it’s the motion that would be the problem. The man is staying outside and watching the cat’s path. If he sees us move, the whole mission will be in jeopardy.” 
 
    “Good point, Gonzales. Do your best not to let that happen.” 
 
    Samantha sent a silent confirmation but didn’t answer. He was right. The cat couldn’t hurt her through her armor, and she should have no need to fight back. If worse came to worse, she could give it a quick electrical discharge from her in-suit taser without needing to move too much. Still, saying that and being face to face with a big cat were two very different things.  
 
    She passed on her conversation and thoughts to the rest of her team, tracking the cat as it moved through the underbrush. Their drones were doing a good job of following it, but they couldn’t see it, even when it came to within about five to ten meters of their position before pausing.  
 
    “Why did it stop?” Johnson asked in a tiny whisper.  
 
    “Probably because it heard you are peeing your pants,” Kelly responded at full volume, her voice making everyone visibly startle. 
 
    “Kelly!” Samantha barked, growling at the woman, but secretly struggling to keep herself from laughing. “We can’t risk being seen, so no movement. You know that Johnson has weak bowels.” 
 
    She heard Khalid snort. “He should be used to a cougar stalking him,” the man said, humor clear in his voice. 
 
    “Hey!” Johnson said. “That gal in Hawaii did not look that old. Besides, she was nice.” 
 
    Kelly and Khalid both chuckled while Johnson grumbled. Samantha grinned inside her helmet, but when the Jaguar began to move, she called a halt to the ribbing. “Okay, kids. It’s moving again. Remember, no matter what it does, even if it tries to ask you out on a date, don’t move. Just give it a little shock, so it moves along.” 
 
    “What if it tries to bite us?” Johnson asked.  
 
    “Then sprinkle some salt and pepper on your arm and let it go to town,” Samantha said. “It can’t hurt you, so don’t move. That’s an order. If our friends in the shack spot us, our whole reason for being here will be in jeopardy.” 
 
    There was a chorus of acknowledgments, but everyone got very quiet when the cat got within three meters, still hidden in the undergrowth. They could easily see it now through their thermal optics. Despite the in-suit air conditioning, Samantha could feel a drop of sweat sliding down her temple. The Jaguar was probably just curious about their armor’s odd smell, but it was still a predator, and it was still hunting them.  
 
    Finally, she saw it directly. The beautiful gold-flecked eyes peeked out from underneath some shadowed leaves, glowing in the dim light under the canopy. Samantha held her breath, watching the great cat stare right at her despite knowing that the cat was seeing only the plants that were behind her. A low, deep growl eased out of its throat, making goosebumps flow up and down her arms.  
 
    “Oh crap,” Johnson whispered. “Does it see us?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Samantha snapped, not taking her eyes off of the beautiful creature. “Keep…STILL!” 
 
    Despite her words, she wanted nothing more than to jump up and run back into the jungle. It was a flight or fight reaction, but Samantha was a soldier, and she wrestled with, and then won, against that instinct. The cat moved just when she finished her mental struggle, one big paw sliding out into the dappled sunlight that strained through the canopy. Then another as it stalked forward, its head lowered and scanning the small area, clearly not seeing them.  
 
    That’s when Samantha breathed a sigh of relief. It couldn’t see them, but it knew something odd was in the area. A perfectly normal reaction. If they just stood still, everything would be fine. She took her eyes off of the cat for a moment, checking on the location of the man at the shack who had his binoculars trained on their position. She knew the strange sensor trees probably told him where the cat was, but right now, they couldn’t afford to do anything to attract attention.  
 
    Then a flash of movement made her take her eyes off of the HUD. The Jaguar was moving and quickly, headed right for her location. That was when she almost ruined the entire operation, but she held her ground, gritting her teeth and waiting to be bowled over by the attack.  
 
    But it never happened. The cat simply ran past her just to her left and disappeared off into the jungle. She blinked, shaking as the adrenalin spiked in her system, but she didn’t move. Not one inch. She was going to tell this story for a long time.  
 
    “Don’t be jealous, Johnson,” Kelly said. “There’s always Hawaii.” 
 
    “Shut up, Kelly!” Johnson said, sounding angry, but in reality, it was all in play. They had been working together for a long time, so their banter was just second nature. Still, a moment later a private com buzzed in her helmet.  
 
    “You all right, Samantha?” Khalid asked softly. “I can’t believe you didn’t flinch. You have bigger balls than I do.” 
 
    Samantha smiled, grateful for Khalid’s concern. She took a deep breath before answering. “Don’t tell anyone, but yeah, that was close. She was beautiful, though.” 
 
    “That she was,” Khalid said, then signed off and joined in on the ribbing of Johnson. Samantha was thankful for the check-in but also for the man not making a big deal about it. She signed, checking to see if the watchman had seen anything. She caught him just as he was meandering back inside, and a moment later she called back to Nathan, letting him know what had happened. The operation was still a go. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Time: May 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Piper sat in her busy office, staring intently at the code that was scrolling down her holoscreen as she monitored the effort by Nathan’s team to break into the encrypted firewall. She was worried because the kind of code she was seeing was very sophisticated. So much so, that even she was concerned about breaching its defenses, and that just shouldn’t be a problem. She was, without being arrogant, the best computer coder and hacking specialist on the planet. However, whoever had created this code was very nearly as good. 
 
    “But not good enough,” Piper said to herself, biting her tongue as she saw a mistake in the code. She had double checked her thoughts at least three times because the people behind this code had littered it with traps for the unwary. In a flash, she began nudging their counter-code toward that hole, slowly working her way into the enemy’s outer communication infrastructure, and hopefully toward answers. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Said Tad, who had been floating behind her shoulder and double checking her work. “Talking to yourself again, Piper? Did you run out of your medications?”  
 
    Piper snorted though her fingers never stopped moving. “I am not on any medication, Tad.”  
 
    “Senility then? You are getting up in age, after all,” Tad returned.  
 
    Piper rolled her eyes, shaking her head as she continued to push her electronic fingers deeper into the enemy firewall. “That only means I’m thirty-six, but both of us know that I’ve still got the body and mind of a twenty-year-0ld. Maybe it’s your code that’s going bad. I can always have you purged and re-booted.” 
 
    Tad made a strange, brash noise that sounded like a bunch of nails being shaken in a box, his computerized face flipping from smiling to angry. The small drone spun around once before coming back to rest. “You wouldn’t dare. I’m far too important to you. What would you do without me?” 
 
    “Have peace and quiet,” Piper rejoined, then arched an eyebrow at her errant companion. “Maybe get some work done, too. Work that is very important and very time sensitive.” 
 
    Tad made an electronic sniff, then turned away and faced the large window that showed the darkness of space. “Someone is clearly touchy. By the way, that last line has a typo. You should be more careful.” 
 
    Piper growled, but went back and found the errant piece of code that Tad had mentioned. There were some advantages to her DPA being able to touch her mind and even see through her eyes. Despite the controversy of tying a human mind in with an artificial one, so far, things had worked out very well. It had spurred the development of personality, and even understanding of some very obscure concepts in the AI, and had increased Piper’s own mental function by several magnitudes.  
 
    This let Piper view the code in so many more ways than an un-augmented human, allowing her to see the weak spots in the firewall she was trying to break and take advantage of it before she could be detected.  
 
    Finally, after what felt like an hour, but was in reality only a few minutes, Piper’s systems broke through the enemy’s heavy fortifications and let her peek into what was behind, or in this case, under the shack.  
 
    “All right, Nathan, I’m through and into their systems,” Piper spoke into her comlink to the surface. “I’m sending you down a schematic of the base right now, but give me a few minutes to fill in the details. Their security is pretty tight.” 
 
    A moment later, Nathan responded that he’d gotten the schematics and worked it into his holograph of the surrounding area. He stared at the revealed below ground infrastructure, studying the small installation even as cameras and security emplacements began to slowly appear, with red descriptions of why they were a threat next to them. Most helpful were the indicators of personnel that were stationary or moving throughout the complex. 
 
    There were only three levels, with a large area holding the transmitters and computer core, surrounded by a small barracks, kitchen, and other facilities to maintain the hidden compound. The biggest problem that Nathan saw was the single elevator shaft that led downwards. It would be difficult to get by it and down into the base before they destroyed the computer cores, but it was the only way within. 
 
    Nathan began to make plans while Piper filled him in on all the information she could find, each fire team leader able to see the same map he could. “Are you able to disable their security?” He asked after it looked like Piper had finished.  
 
    “Yes, I think so, at least most of it. There’s a hard-wired gas dispersion trigger in what looks like the commander's office, along with a self-destruct rigged to the computer cores. I can’t touch that, but I can get the cameras, and auto-gun emplacements.” Piper answered. “I can’t tell what kind of gas it is, but the explosive isn’t one that will destroy the base. Just the computer cores. Will that be enough?” 
 
    “It will have to be,” Nathan responded. They would have to get to the commander’s office on the third level as the first thing they did, bypassing the rest of the base. Otherwise, they will have wasted their time and likely end up with a bunch of dead people. “Our suits should be proof against the gas.” 
 
    “Okay, give me fifteen minutes to disable security. You’ll see them switch from red to green on the map.” 
 
    “Excellent. You’re a peach, Piper,” Nathan said, turning to the business of assigning his troops to their respective tasks. “Riley, I want you and your team on overwatch. I don’t want any surprises once we get in there. Sokolov, I want you to move up and follow Gonzales in through the front door and down the elevator shaft. Once inside, go to the computer core and secure it against any attempt to sabotage manually. Gonzales, you’re on point for the office. I’ll be going in with you to pad your team for the push. Any questions?” 
 
    “Should we go inside the cores?” Sokolov asked a note of worry in his voice. “Currently there is no one inside, and If you don’t get to the office in time, that explosion will make us paste.” 
 
    “No, keep outside and just stop anyone from entering. We have live feeds of everyone down there so will be able to see if someone makes a dash for the cores.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sokolov answered, raising no more concerns.  
 
    Nathan waited for a few more moments, then fed the plan to the entire team, letting them digest what was required. If they had any concerns, they would talk to their team leads, but everything remained silent. Another ten minutes passed, and then Piper alerted them what Nathan could already see on the map. The security was disabled, and it was time to move. 
 
    “Head out,” Nathan ordered, beginning his own movement through the trees at a fast pace. His holocloak was active, though movement diminished its effectiveness somewhat. However, the watchman had gone back inside and was currently sitting on an old couch within, unaware of the threat racing toward him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Time: May 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How are our boys and girls doing?” Colleen asked as Alex walked into the lounge. It was one of her favorite places to be while she wasn’t working on one of her experiments. Rising a hundred feet into the water, it was relatively isolated, giving her a panoramic view of Atlantis below her. She liked to keep the lights dim as she sipped her tea, watching the occasional fish swim by. 
 
    “They’re just heading in now. Nothing to report otherwise, as far as I can tell,” Alex said as he sat in one of the overstuffed chairs. 
 
    “Colleen looked over with a twinkle in her eye. “Does Nathan know you’re watching them?”  
 
    Alex pursed his lips, not meeting her gaze. “No, but I’m not going to interfere. I’ve read too many books about armchair generals, and I don’t know anything about military tactics. I’d just cause issues. Besides, he’s got other people watching that can call in the cavalry if needed. It seems like things are going okay so far, though.” 
 
    Colleen just nodded, returning her gaze to the vast deep before her and took another sip of her tea. Several small fish attracted to the light in the lounge swam slowly by the glass. For a moment, she felt like she was watching a fish tank, but chuckled as she realized it was the exact opposite. They were the ones within the tank, while the fish outside watched them. 
 
    She sighed but didn’t comment on Alex’s spying since she’d had Piper set up her own feed and was just as anxious. That was one of the reasons she was up in her sanctuary. To relax. She just couldn’t concentrate on particle physics while people’s lives were in danger. 
 
    After several minutes of comfortable silence, Alex cleared his throat, catching his grandmother’s attention. “Helen wants to talk to us about some of her advances,” he said softly into the quiet. “I wanted to get your opinion on it before we discuss it with everyone. It’s a big deal, and I don’t want to make the wrong decision about it.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the Methuselah serum?” Colleen asked, turning fully toward Alex and putting her tea down on the table.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, putting a lot of weight in that one word.  
 
    “It’s quite a genie’s bottle, letting people live longer. If we restrict it to whomever we select, we’ll create a separate class of people. It would be a group that will have extraordinary health and longevity over their fellow person. That will eventually be noticed, and it will create a large swell of resentment.” 
 
    “I know, but the planet isn’t ready. We’re already seeing a huge population and not enough work to keep them busy. If people stopped dying of old age, it would just increase the pressure we’re already seeing.” 
 
    “I agree, but break it down. What is the actual problem?” Colleen asked, prodding the younger man. She’d already given this much thought but wanted Alex to arrive at the answer, himself. 
 
    Alex frowned, his eyes narrowing as he mulled over the issues in his head. Was it really population and resources? In a way, yes it was, but that was because of the terrible practices of most countries. Alex knew with their ability to create food on a massive scale, energy production, water production and reclamation, and improved building ability; they could actually accommodate far more people on the planet that were currently living. All this could be done without expanding the current human imprint on Earth. 
 
    The problem was, they weren’t going to become heavy-handed with any country that didn’t want them. They would go where they were invited and had made excellent strides in those areas, but they wouldn’t force their way on anyone. Despite that, people needed something important. They needed a purpose, and that stress was clearly one of the major problems in the more developed parts of the world. That would just get worse with a larger population. 
 
    So how could he eliminate that? How could he and his Empyreus team accommodate an explosion of population and give them purpose? 
 
    Colleen watched as he came to the answer. His eyes lit up, and he smiled, grinning at his grandmother.  
 
    “We colonize other worlds,” Alex said. “We give them land in which to expand, and therefore give them a purpose of working for something.” 
 
    Colleen nodded. “Yes. That is exactly what we need to do. Expand, explore, and settle our solar system. I don’t think we should reveal the Methuselah serum until we have the production infrastructure built up on the moon and in the asteroid belt, but once we do, we’ll be able to really build out Mars, and several of the moons of Saturn. Then we will need colonists and lots of them.” 
 
    “We’ll also be able to set the rules,” Alex said. “I don’t want politics to follow us into space.” 
 
    Colleen gave him a look. “You know that’s impossible. Any time you get more than two people in the same room, you have politics, but I know what you mean. We will do our best, to make humanity the best they can be.” She paused, her voice lowering. “Something Johan Olmstead would be proud of.” 
 
    Alex caught his breath but a moment later nodded. The sudden memory of his old friend bringing a tear to his eye. If Colleen had been his mother figure, Johan Olmstead had been the father figure. It tore at him that the old man couldn’t have lived for a few more years, but such was life. 
 
    “Maybe Musk will have more company on Mars then he was planning on, though I have no doubt he’ll make a good neighbor.  
 
    The two sat in silence for a while longer, each taking in the peace of the ocean moving outside of their comfortable prison. At the same time, both of them received an alert that Nathan was about to begin his offense. Exchanging glances with Colleen, Nathan waved Aristotle forward and asked him to project a hologram of Nathan’s operation. 
 
    Both of the Drake’s leaned forward, their hearts in their throat as their friends moved into danger.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Time: May 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Somewhere North of Rio Araca in the State of Amazonas, Brazil  
 
      
 
      
 
    Samantha and her team moved inwards toward the fence that surrounded the shack. There was an electric current running through it, but the detection system it was tied to had been disabled. However, even if fully active, it would have been no barrier to the armored warriors. The two-meter fence was hurdled in an instant, taking them toward one of the corners that faced away from the watchman inside.  
 
    They ignored the exterior cameras, knowing that they were in a video loop and moved quickly toward the back door. Samantha paused there, each of her team waiting as Sokolov’s team reached the front door. 
 
    Despite the rotten look of the doors and surrounding wood, they were highly reinforced barriers which would have taken explosives to dislodge. However, that wasn’t the plan. With an electronic nudge, the doors both released without a sound, letting Samantha and her team within. A moment later, Samantha sighted in on her target watching a television show and sitting on an old, stained couch. With a soft hiss, she fired a stun bullet at him which contained a neural charge, rendering him unconscious almost immediately. He’d wake up with a headache, but alive and well.  
 
    Jefferson and Kelly immediately moved toward the elevator, detaching the bookcase that covered it and immediately pried open the stainless steel doors. A long, dark shaft appeared below them, with Nathan joining her team a moment later.  
 
    “Attach pitons,” she ordered, watching as two of her team fired bolts attached to a too-thin line into the floor. Despite looking like old wood, the floor was hardened concrete which would efficiently support her and her team. A moment later, Johnson and Kelly rappelled down the shaft and into the darkness below. Samantha and Khalid followed a moment later with Nathan after that. Sokolov and his team gave them a count of twenty before undertaking their own mission into the darkness.  
 
    As expected, the elevator was on the bottom flow where Piper had indicated it stayed when not in use. Samantha was just about to lift up the trap door when they were interrupted by Piper. “Hold on,” she said, sounding tense. “Something is wrong. An alert just sounded off that wasn’t tied in with the security system. Dammit!” 
 
    Samantha ripped the trap door upwards, dropping down into the elevator. “Open the elevator door, Piper. We’re out of time!” she yelled into the command channel. Her team started to follow her down just as the elevator doors opened and revealed a hallway.  
 
    She sprinted forward, heading toward the office that was their primary goal. The sound of footsteps echoed behind her, and her HUD showed her team, plus Nathan who was hot on her heels. A door whisked open beside her, and she briefly glimpsed a figure in the door with wide, surprised eyes. She ignored the man, letting her team take care of the problem while she raced to stop what she knew would be bad news.  
 
    It was not an extensive base, so she only had to make one turn before appearing in front of the door she knew held the self-destruct mechanism. Kicking it open, she watched a short-haired man lean back in his chair and smile at her. She’d arrived too late.  
 
    A moment later, she felt an explosion ripple through the base, and a greenish gas began to fill the room and hallway where she was standing. Growling, she fired off a stun round, taking the man out in hopes she might still be able to get him to safety for questioning. The man fell quiet but immediately began to spasm as the gas reached him. Even worse, a moment later, he began to melt as the paperwork sitting on his desk discolored into disgusting black splotches.  
 
    “Everybody out!” she yelled into the open com, watching as all the blue dots that represented the Empyreus team began moving toward the elevator shaft. Instead of following, she lunged forward, grabbing a laptop that sat open on the melting man’s desk. She could see the gas affected the plastic just as it did the paper, but it was far slower. She just hoped her suit proved to be effective against whatever it was. 
 
    Turning, she high-tailed it back and reached the elevator. Nathan was the last man, hoisting Kelly up into the darkness before turning to Samantha. “Gonzales, next time you call a retreat, you better follow immediately.” 
 
    Samantha flashed the laptop she’d secured in some webbing, though she noted the discoloration had spread. Whatever the gas was, it was vicious, and she cursed when she saw a flashing number on her HUD. The integrity showed Ninety-Three percent and dropping fast. She leaped up, grabbing the lip of the trap door and pulled herself up quickly, then re-attached the line to her auto-retrieval mechanism on her suit, ascending upwards a moment later.  
 
    The good news was the elevator shaft wasn’t being pumped full of the gas, but some of it was beginning to leak up from below. When she got to the top of the elevator shaft, her team and Sokolov had already vacated the shack. Following close behind, she pushed outside and into the open air, watching her suit’s integrity slow, and then finally stop at just above seventy-two percent. Breathing a sigh of relief, she looked around at the rest of the soldiers. 
 
    “Don’t take your suits off,” Nathan said, coming out of the dark interior. “We need to go through decontamination before we or anyone else touches the outside of our suits. I’ve never seen anything like that gas back there, so we’re not going to take any chances. Riley, it looks like there’s a pond half a kilometer to the north-east. Have two members of your team scout it out. I want you to come in and take charge of the prisoner, but leave Perkins out on overwatch.” 
 
    “Roger,” Riley acknowledged, followed a moment later by his team moving in their respective tasks.  
 
    At the mention of the man, Samantha glanced over at their unconscious prisoner, noting that his heat signature seemed to be dimming. Taking a step closer, she could tell the man was no longer breathing. “Major? You better get over here. I don’t think the prisoner is alive.” 
 
    Without a word, Nathan came over, standing a few feet away from the now-cooling corpse. The last thing they wanted to do was have any of the gas contaminate the body. “I don’t see any marks. We’ll have Riley check him out when he gets here, but I’m betting he was their backup security system.” 
 
    “Major?” Samantha asked, curious about the comment. 
 
    Nathan glanced at her, speaking on the command line. “I’m suspect the man had some sort of electronics embedded inside of him, connected to his vitals. Once he became unconscious, it alerted the base and gave them time to activate their security protocol. It probably also killed him.” 
 
    “Pretty ruthless,” Samantha said, shaking her head.  
 
    “Agreed, though we’ll know more when we get the body up to Gateway,” Nathan answered.  
 
    “Nathan, we’ve got incoming bogey’s on an intercept course from Natal. Looks like a couple of Brazilian fighter jets,” one of the tech’s from the Skytiger said, breaking into their conversation. “They’ll be here in about forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Okay team,” Nathan called over their general channel, nodding to Riley as he trotted up and bent down next to the corpse. “We’re on a timeline. Let’s hoof it to that pond, and then get the hell out of here. Move, people!” 
 
    With that, they all raced off into the jungle while the Skytiger descended to take possession of the body. After he and his men returned from submerging themselves in water, Nathan frowned as he watched the shack recede into the distance as the Skytiger raced for space, out of range of the approaching fighters. This op hadn’t gone as planned, but they had learned how deadly serious their opponent was about staying hidden. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Time: May 12, 2036 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nabhitha reviewed the latest developments from the odd substance they had found on the moon. The mining tech who’d found it, one Douglas Kent, had decided to name the dark red material after the head of the company. The newly dubbed draconium was still being codified, and the final approval by the officials of the world would take years, but for the time being, that’s what it would be called.  
 
    At first, Nabhitha had been slightly put off by the name, but with so many elements named after people, she decided it just made sense. At least it sounded cool, unlike some of the other additions had in past decades. 
 
    To date, they had only just begun to delve into its secrets. It showed an extraordinary hardness and seemed to have a strange reaction to very low wavelengths. Colleen had seemed excited about it but hadn’t currently revealed what she was thinking. However, Nabhitha was reasonably sure it was going to lead to something meaningful. Only rarely did Colleen get excited about anything.  
 
    She closed down the latest test results, calling up a report she was about to file on the latest construction and expansion projects in Gateway. They were just about done with building two large construction docks which would be used to develop future spacecraft. However, she was interrupted by her DPA, Byangoma.  
 
    “Excuse me, Nabhitha? I have a call coming in for you from Tad. Do you have time to take it?” he asked politely.  
 
    “For Piper, of course, I have time,” 
 
    Byangoma gave an uncharacteristic pause, making her turn toward the silently floating drone. Her DPA’s electronic face held a considering look, rather than the polite smile he usually displayed. “It’s not from Piper. It’s from Tad. He seems concerned about something.” 
 
    Nabhitha blinked. She had been amazed at the strides that the DPA’s had taken once they’d connected to their human hosts. They had almost overnight developed personalities that varied between drones, but overall, the program had benefited both the person and the drone. This, however, was something altogether different. It was almost too human. 
 
    “Okay,” she said slowly, turning fully to Byangoma. “Put him through.” 
 
    A moment later, a light blinked letting her know that Tad was on the line. “Hello? Nabhitha? Are you there? Sorry, I’ve never actually made a call for myself. This is strange. Am I polite enough?” 
 
    “Yes, I am here, Tad. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I think I need your help,” Tad continued, his voice strangely reserved. “Piper is not acting herself, and I am a bit confused.” 
 
    Nabhitha blinked, considering what the drone was telling her. Piper hadn’t been happy with her involvement in the raid on the enemy’s secret base, especially after learning how the people within had died. Nabhitha hadn’t seen the videos caught from the helmet camera’s, but Piper had. 
 
    She was also concerned about Tad. Like Piper, she had set up a direct connection with Byangoma. While it provided a plethora of advantages for both parties, humans were still emotional creatures, and sometimes that caught their electronic friends by surprise. It had most certainly helped them, but they still had a lot to learn.  
 
    Now Tad was dealing with Piper’s depression. Piper was, by nature, a very gregarious person and rarely became sad, so Tad probably hadn’t had much experience with this particular emotion. Nabhitha knew she had to help them both. 
 
    “Where is she now?” Nabhitha asked.  
 
    “We’re both over in the dry-dock working on the satellites for the asteroid belt. 
 
    “I’ll be right there.”  
 
    With that, Nabhitha closed the draconium file before heading out into the hallways of Gateway. As she moved, she marveled at the number of personnel she passed. It was by no means crowded, but with their growing base came the need for people to oversee the many projects. A third construction ship was due next month. Coupled with the many laboratories, the new dry-dock building, its own ships, and the expansion wing where they had all of their tenant services, Gateway was turning into quite the destination.  
 
    Climbing onto the in-station shuttle, she held onto one of the bars instead of sitting, wanting to bask in the view as it eased out through a transparent tunnel and raced across the station. The sun was just coming over the bulge of one of the external docking bays, and it bathed the burgundy and off-white construct that spread from the main spine.  
 
    Gateway itself was currently capable of supporting four wings branching off of a massive column. Most of their work had been confined to one wing which housed infrastructure and support modules for Empyreus. It already stretched out into space by hundreds of meters, but they’d also built the smaller, second wing which contained housing, labs and support structures for tenants. In addition, the central column could be expanded upward and downward so additional wings could be added on at need. 
 
    It was quite a site and would only grow bigger with time. In some ways, Nabhitha understood the caution and fear the great station elicited from the mostly earthbound countries, but fear always came hand-in-hand with change. They were already doing everything they could to help people and nations that would accept it but knew the struggle was far from over. 
 
    Several minutes later, Nabhitha walked into the large dry-dock facility. It bustled with activity, having several small bays set up for construction, and two larger ones that housed the bones of two small ships. Robotic workers floated back and forth across the cavernous area, carrying printed components to their respective destination and either installing them or assisting human’s in doing the same.  
 
    “She’s in sub bay three,” Byangoma said, orienting himself in the correct direction. Nabhitha nodded, then walked through the crowded area, making sure she stayed within the carefully marked pathways and blocks of area that contained gravity. Most of the bay was weightless, making working on the various craft easier.  
 
    She was relieved when she found Piper in one of the gravity areas. She was examining a holographic schematic with Tad floating gently behind her. Even as she approached, she could see the bags under Piper’s eyes.  
 
    “Piper!” Nabhitha called, putting on her best smile for her friend.  
 
    Piper turned, giving her friend a tired smile. “Hey, Nabs, it’s good to see you. What brings you down to the pit?” 
 
    “Wanted to visit and see what all the excitement was about. How close are we to sending out the satellites?” Nabhitha said, gesturing to the large, boxy looking piece of equipment that was being assembled in the construction area.  
 
    “This one is heading toward Ceres, but there’s a problem. During testing, the prospecting drones had trouble docking with their charging units, and I’m trying to figure out what to do about it.” Piper said, pointing to a boxy area of the schematic. 
 
    “How is it not connecting?” Nabhitha asked, peering closer. “Do you have a video?” 
 
    Piper nodded, then ran a file that floated in front of them showing several of the small prospecting drones approaching a functioning satellite. They came in one-by-one, and the first several didn’t have any issues, but as the recharging platform filled with the smaller craft, the ones that were yet to dock began having difficulty bouncing off of their brethren. After several playbacks, Nabhitha began to notice that they seemed to have the most difficulty approaching if a drone was already docked below the area they were trying to reach.  
 
    “Piper, did you use the same docking algorithm that we use for our drones on the ground?” Nabhitha asked.  
 
    Piper nodded, looking at her friend quizzically.  
 
    “Is there a part of the code that accounts for gravity?” 
 
    Piper blinked, staring at her friend dumbly for several moments before her eyes went wide. Looking back at the video, she put her hand over her face and peeked through her fingers. “Oh, God. That’s exactly what is going on. They’re trying to account for gravity when there’s no gravity. Ugh!”  
 
    Nabhitha smiled at her friend, watching her as she called up the coding and studied it carefully. A moment later, she nodded and turned to her friend. “Thank you, Nabs. I should have seen that” Piper said before looking away. “Just one more mistake, I guess.” 
 
    Frowning, Nabhitha reached out and put her hand on Piper's shoulder, turning her friend back towards her. “That’s another reason I came down to talk to you. You're too hard on yourself, Piper. When was the last time you got a good night’s sleep?” 
 
    Piper didn’t answer right away, trying to look away again but Nabhitha wouldn’t let her. After raising her eyebrow, Piper let out a sigh. “I think I’ve gotten about four hours of sleep a night.” 
 
    “Because you made a mistake with the security on Nathan’s raid?” Nabhitha asked, glowering darkly at her friend. When Piper nodded, Nabhitha shook her head. “You’re letting one mistake become many, but more importantly, you’re angry and depressed that you made a mistake against some ruthless organization that was more than willing to kill its own people. Piper, we’re not like those people. How can you expect to think like them when you aren’t a heartless killer?” 
 
    “But I should have-” Piper began before being cut off by Nabhitha.  
 
    “No. You did everything you could think of. You didn’t do anything wrong. Piper, if you’d been able to anticipate everything those people could have done, I would be a little terrified of you. Not even Nathan guessed that lookout was rigged with some death device.” 
 
    Piper nodded tiredly before she teared up and hugged her friend, crying softly into her shoulder. Nabhitha stroked her hair and spoke softly, soothing her tormented friend. After several minutes of this, she led Piper to the closest Medical bay and got her friend something to help her sleep before tucking her into bed. 
 
    Moving to the couch, she sat and had Byangoma display a book she’d been reading, settling in to watch over her friend while she slept. It was going to be okay.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Time: May 28, 2036 
 
    Location: Sea Base Atlantis, One hundred miles west of Empyrean Island, Pacific Ocean 
 
      
 
      
 
    Images of fire and smoke cascaded over her mind’s eye along with the sounds of distant screaming. Mixed in with the smell of burning was the overwhelming tang of the ocean. Colleen felt herself looking around, blinking as if waking from sleep but didn’t recognize the room. The bed she was on tilted slightly, enough for her to feel her weight move and the panic began to bloom in her chest. The ship! Something was wrong! 
 
    A moment later, Colleen sat bolt upright in bed, yelling out that the ship was sinking, but soon recognized that everything was calm. The gentle thrum of distant machinery continued working. It was something that had been bothersome at first, but she’d quickly grown used to it, and it helped her sleep now. She found that she had to take a recording of the machinery hum with her whenever she left Atlantis if she hoped to get any sleep. 
 
    More importantly, there was no fire or screaming. Colleen slid out of her comfortable bed, walked across the room and poured steaming water into a teacup from a high-heat spigot on her sink. A moment later, she slipped some of Helen’s tea tablets into the water, watching as they dissolved. It had been a small, side project of Helen’s that most people probably wouldn’t appreciate, but Colleen had been grateful for her friend's innovation.  
 
    Picking up her cup and saucer, she moved toward her sitting area, leaning back against the comfortable seat that faced the water outside. Taking a sip, she breathed out in relief. The dream she had woken from seemed so vivid. She could still almost feel the heat and smell the smoke, but she shook her head, trying to dismiss the vision.  
 
    As she reached to put her tea down on the coffee table, another flash of roaring firelight reflecting off of the ocean made her gasp, dropping the cup to the floor where it shattered. Dazed, she continued staring into the darkness of her room. That hadn’t been a dream. She was awake, and yet it still felt like she’d been standing on the deck of a large ship for a moment. 
 
    An uneasy worry for her friend Helen began to creep over her as she walked over to her desk. Helen was out on one of the hospital ships, helping to take care of patients. Colleen called up a tracking program that had information on the whereabouts of each of their hospital ships around the world. She zoomed in on the one near Japan, narrowing her eyes as she noticed that the live signal was still green, but flickering. 
 
    “Brett?” Colleen said, calling up the security analyst in their global security center on her com channel. A young man’s attentive face came on the screen. “Can you look at the feed for the Mary Eliza? I’m showing there’s some interference in the live feed.” 
 
    “Just one second, ma’am,” Brett said, pausing has he called up the relevant files. A moment later, he frowned. “I just sent a ping to their computer systems, but there’s no response. Everything show’s green, though? How can that be?” 
 
    “Do you think someone is hacking our signal?” Colleen asked. “Can we get a team out there to check on them? Something is wrong.” 
 
    Brett leaned over and checked on something. “Still no response. We can have a security team out there within the hour, will that be acceptable?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’ll be coming down there. Hopefully, it’s nothing, but I just have… a bad feeling.” 
 
    “Very good, ma’am. We have some fresh doughnuts and coffee,” Brett said, and then signed off. 
 
    Colleen went to get dressed, hurrying her way down to the security center. 
 
    ***  
 
    It was nighttime over the Pacific sea as the Skytiger came screaming down from orbit. Even from several miles out, they could see the flames licking up toward the sky as the massive ship listed to the side. There were scattered lifeboats spread in a wide circle along with debris from the massive liner.  
 
    When they got within a mile of the devastation, one of the tech’s turned and spoke to the security officer in charge of the detachment. “We’re getting a strong jamming signal,” he reported over the howl of the Skytiger’s engines. 
 
    Lieutenant Josh Kreen cursed, leaning over the tech’s shoulders and watched as their radar and communications degraded. Immediately he called up to the pilot to halt their advance. “Hold up and take us back. We’re getting a lot of interference as we get closer to the ship. I want to report what we see to base before we go in.” 
 
    The pilot acknowledged the order, slowing the Skytiger and turning back to get out of range of the interference. A moment later, the tech forwarded the video they had received while the lieutenant reported to Nathan. 
 
    “Looks like there’s been an attack or an accident. The Mary Eliza is on fire and listing with the crew abandoning ship.” 
 
    “Can you confirm if it’s an attack?” Nathan said, leaning over the security center response table. “We show you are still a mile out from the ship.” 
 
    “We were experiencing jamming so had to back off to give you a report, sir. We’ll be heading back in as soon as we’re done transmitting-” Lieutenant Kreen stopped mid-sentence, yelling out as a red alert began flashing over the Skytiger’s icon.  
 
    “What’s going on, Kreen? Report!” 
 
    “Under attack!” the Lieutenant shouted. Missiles are coming at us from the wreck!” 
 
    A moment later, the icon of the Skytiger flashed, and then disappeared, chilling Nathan and the rest of the people observing the situation to the bone. Nathan’s eyes narrowed, and he paused only a moment before activating several commands on his console. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Colleen said softly, staring at the spot where the Skytiger used to be.  
 
    “We head out there in force and save who we can,” Nathan said, turning for the door. 
 
    Colleen moved after him, a determined look on her face. “Are you going to take the Komodo carrier? If you are, I’m coming.” 
 
    Nathan turned, eying the woman before grunting and nodding. The carrier would not be the first thing on site and had defenses that would make short work of any missiles. He fully expected the Skytigers to clear any hostiles out of the area before they got there, and he suspected that there would be more than a few of them. 
 
    “All right, but Alex will have my head if anything happens to you,” he rumbled before turning once again and headed for the transport that would take them to the Komodo’s underwater hanger. The carrier hadn’t been through all of its trials, but they would need the capabilities of the massive craft if they were going to save all the people that were on the ship from the cold sea. He just hoped there were some still alive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Time: May 28, 2036 
 
    Location: 250 miles South of the Coast of Japan 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Komodo carrier moved up from the depths like a Kraken from myth and legend, ascending from blackness into gradually brightening blues and turquoise. The massive fan blades pushed against the water, causing not a few sonar techs on several nearby naval vessels to pay attention to the unusual, thrumming noise they had not heard before. All hands on those ships went on full alert, getting their recording devices and instruments ready for whatever was about to emerge. 
 
    Minutes later a thick, black-bodied machine breached the ocean’s surface, displacing what seemed like tons of water as it pushed upwards into the light. For a few moments, it paused while large engines emerged and locked into place before igniting in blue flame, driving the large carrier up into the air. At two-hundred meters in length, and eighty meters wide, it moved upwards far faster than someone viewing its snub-nosed bulk would have guessed.  
 
    After ascending several hundred feet into the air, the engines began to turn, and the Komodo burst forward, quickly gaining speed as it headed to the northwest. Numerous radar arrays and cameras tracked it as far as they could before it eventually disappeared out of range, leaving the various navy personnel in awe of what they’d just seen.  
 
    Nathan, standing on the bridge of the Komodo watched the miles tick by, shaking his head. “Truthfully, I don’t think this is going to help our international reputation,” He said, turning to the small woman standing next to him.  
 
    Colleen shrugged. “Does it matter? We already have the powerful and elite coming after us. The only way to have avoided this was never to use the Komodo. Are you willing to let people die in the ocean for that?” 
 
    “Not even a little,” Nathan said with gritted teeth. “I just want you to be aware that this will have consequences and for you and the rest of the company to be ready. For me, this has been a long time coming.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Colleen said. “They attacked our people. Worse, they attacked people we were trying to help. I don’t have much compassion for people who will use the injured and helpless as targets.” She paused, glancing up at the tall Australian. “Who do you think it was?” 
 
    Nathan sighed and shook his head. “Hard to tell. Hopefully, we’ll find something to help us narrow in on who’s attacking us, but it might not be this shadow organization. It could be a country after our technology. Maybe it was related, maybe not. We’ll know in-” he paused, checking a holographic readout, “-thirty-five minutes when the first group of Skytigers gets there.” 
 
    “There were a lot of lifeboats,” Colleen said. “Do you think they’ll kill those people?” 
 
    Nathan breathed out a sigh and looked down before giving Colleen a stern, almost angry look. “It’s possible. If these are the same folks as the shadow council, then we already know they are ruthless enough to kill their own people to hide their secrets. I doubt they would be concerned about ours, but it entirely depends.” 
 
    “Depends on what?” Colleen asked carefully.  
 
    “It depends on what the eyewitnesses can tell us, and how rushed they were for whatever they were looking for,” Nathan said, crossing his armored arms over his chest and looking back toward the distant horizon. “In my experience, these types of people don’t like to leave witnesses. I don’t know how else to prepare you.” 
 
    For the moment, his armor was all black, giving Nathan a sinister profile in the dim light of the bridge. Colleen knew that if he wanted to, he could engage his holographic cloaking device and be almost invisible to her sight. Even if he moved, the delay on the adaptation of his cloak was quick and would only result in a gentle blurring of his form. However, she was never so glad that someone so imposing was standing beside her.  
 
    She didn’t know how she would react. Even if whoever had attacked the hospital ship killed no-one, it was an accident at sea, and there were sure to be causalities. Never before had she felt so far away from her small farmhouse in Oregon as now.  
 
    They stayed silent for several more minutes until a flashing caught their attention. One of the techs leaned over before turning and addressing Nathan. “Captain, the first group of Skytigers is on approach. Do you want it up on the main screen?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “No need. Send it over to console eight,” he said, pointing at one of the unattended bridge stations. He gestured for Colleen to follow him, and a moment later they were viewing the carnage of the burning ships.  
 
    Colleen couldn’t help but hold her breath as the Skytigers arrowed in low over the water. Thankfully it was daylight, so things became clear far more quickly than they would at night. She didn’t doubt that Nathan could understand all of the readouts that were streaming in over other screens of the console, but she wasn’t used to them at all.  
 
    Gasping, she put her hand over her mouth and stared wide-eyed at the carnage. There were intact rafts floating about, but they were outnumbered by the ones that had been shredded and punctured, now deflated and floating just under the surface of the waves. Bodies and debris were everywhere, with so many people having been riddled with bullets that the water had a red tinge to it.  
 
    However, the worst part was the sharks. There wasn’t a feeding frenzy yet, but it was just a matter of time before the masses would smell blood and arrive on the scene. There were enough in the water already that Colleen had to avert her gaze. With the Skytiger’s arriving and no sign of the enemy ship, they immediately began rescue operations by lowering themselves toward the bodies and letting their engines blast into the water, chasing away the sharks as best they could. 
 
    Nathan switched off the visual before taking Colleen by the shoulders and turning her towards him. “Are you going to be okay? You don’t have to watch any of what happens next. It won’t be pretty.” 
 
    Colleen took a deep breath, feeling unsteady and was just about to nod when another flash arched across her vision. The smell of smoke and fire was there, but it was dark as if someone were in a small area. She could almost feel her friends fear and terror. “Helen! She’s alive! She’s still on the ship!”  
 
    Nathan gave Colleen a look of surprise mixed with caution. “Colleen,” he began slowly. “The chances of that are-” 
 
    “No, listen, I know it will sound crazy, but we haven’t had a chance to talk,” Colleen said before glancing around the bridge and leaning closer to Nathan, whispering softly to him. “I was the one that had them check on this, but it was because I was awakened by a nightmare in my quarters. I thought it was just a bad dream, but after I’d awoken, I had another vision which was what spurred me into action.” 
 
    “Is it our friend, do you think?” Nathan said cautiously, well aware of their suspicions. He had been one of the first people to have been told about trying to figure out exactly what was helping them, but they knew so little. Despite his attempt to remain positive, Hollywood movies had an impact on his fear.  
 
    “I think so,” Colleen said, “But as you can guess, it’s hard to tell. We still haven’t established any kind of communication with it, and even my breakthrough earlier this year wasn’t really anything but an impression. However, what would have happened if I hadn’t had these visions? As mysterious as it is, I’m thankful it happened. I think Helen is alive and still on the ship.” 
 
    Nathan glanced quickly at Colleen with a narrow look before reaching for the com. “Tiger three, get some men on that ship and look for survivors. We have reason to believe some may be in hiding, but be careful. Make sure you sweep for bombs.” 
 
    He turned back to Colleen, giving her a long look. Despite raising his hopes, the mystery of whatever caused the vision was still a danger, and they all knew it was a long time from being resolved. No matter how helpful it might be, there was every possibility that whatever it was could be something dangerous to humanity. 
 
    “We’ll be there in twenty minutes. I’ve had the crew prep several antigravity plates we can attach to the ship’s hull. We don’t have enough to lift the entire thing, but I want to try towing the ship with the Komodo. They probably think the ship is going to sink, and I hope to disappoint them.” 
 
    “I’m going to stay up here on the bridge until I hear more,” Colleen said, pausing before continuing. “I’m just not sure I can stomach seeing what’s happened to all those people.” 
 
    Nathan reached out, comforting Colleen as best he could with his armored hand. It wasn’t much, but Colleen appreciated the gesture. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Time: May 28, 2036 
 
    Location: 250 miles South of the Coast of Japan 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Komodo was about ten minutes away from the wreck of the Mary Eliza when one of the techs on the bridge turned and spoke to Nathan. “Sir, we’re getting a reading from overwatch that they’re picking up a sporadic radar blip heading north at a distance of sixty kilometers.” 
 
    “Sporadic?” Nathan said, walking forward and leaning over the man’s console. “The only way it would be sporadic is from interference or some sort of stealth coating.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, that’s why they reported it. It probably wouldn’t show up at all on the normal radar, but our sensors are much more sensitive. They’ve been watching it for about five minutes, and it’s not going away. They think it might be the ship that attacked the Mary Eliza.” 
 
    Nathan frowned and narrowed his eyes. “They’re still a good way’s away from Japan’s coastline but well within their international boundaries. That might be a problem if we go after them.” Nathan stood, walking back over to his own console and activating the com unit. “Tiger three, do you have anything to report? Can we tell what they did to the Mary Eliza?” 
 
    “Just a moment, Major,” a voice said. The line went dead for a few seconds before coming back on. “Looks like they stripped the ship of everything that wasn’t nailed down, and some things that were. All the computer equipment is gone as well. Captain… we haven’t found anyone alive yet. It’s messy. Don’t let the civilian come over.” 
 
    “Will do, Lieutenant. Any sign of Doctor Helen Harken?” Nathan asked, giving Colleen a glance and wondering if he should take the conversation private. 
 
    “No, not yet sir, but we’re only just getting started. We have to go slow. We’ve found a few explosive devices, so there’s a lot of the ship left to search.” 
 
    “Is it sinking?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “No, sir. They targeted the engines, but other than listing, she’s not going down.” 
 
    “Very well, Lieutenant. We may bypass the wreck and proceed after the attacker. We’ve managed to catch something on radar.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of everything here, sir. And sir, if I may, give them hell for us. They killed a lot of people that weren’t armed. I wouldn’t be sorry to see them get a little payback.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Out,” Nathan said before turning back to the tech, his chiseled jaw working with slow-boiling anger. “Get those coordinates from overwatch. We’re taking the Komodo after them. I want some answers, and I don’t think whoever they are deserve our tech. Full speed and make sure our weapon systems are online.” 
 
    “Shall I have some of the Skytigers follow us?” the communication officer asked, turning in her seat. 
 
    “No, we’ll handle this ourselves. We need them to stay in rescue operations. I’m confident the Komodo can handle whatever they throw at us.” 
 
    Colleen frowned, walking up to Nathan and giving him a long look. “Won’t this cause an international incident? Attacking a ship in Japanese waters?”  
 
    Nathan shook his head. “I don’t think so. If I’m right, they won’t want to acknowledge what happened even if the ship belongs to Japan. Would you want to admit you attacked and murdered everyone aboard a hospital ship? Besides, maybe we can find some clues as to who they work for and who’s behind all of these attacks.” 
 
    Colleen nodded before heading back to her chair. She felt apprehensive and was regretting even coming along but forced herself to rally. She felt a responsibility to those people that were killed, even if she might not add much to the operation. She still wanted to be here, and bear witness to what was happening. Still, they were pursuing a combat ship that had not only attacked the Mary Eliza but destroyed one of their Skytigers. Nathan was confident the Komodo could handle whatever was to come, but she wasn’t quite so confident. 
 
    They blasted past the wreck and rescue operations, bearing down on the faint radar signal like an avenging angel. The mood on the bridge had tightened, with chatter stopping as each of the bridge crew grew silent and focused on their tasks. Nathan sat in the center chair like a rock, his grim face staring intently forward at the horizon like a hawk stooping toward its prey.  
 
    Colleen wasn’t sure what to expect, but it came almost as a surprise when a high-pitched beeping broke the relative silence of the bridge.  
 
    “Missiles in route,” said one of the bridge techs in a dispassionate voice, as if reporting on crop yields. Colleen’s eyes widened, attracted to one of the holograms that held what looked like a radar circle. Two dots appeared at the edge and began heading in toward the center with frightful speed.  
 
    “Launch counter missiles,” Nathan rattled off, “warm up the lasers and send a message to that vessel to cease hostilities and prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    “Do you want to prep the rail guns, sir?” A strong-jawed woman said, her hair pulled back in a tight bun and her eyes all business.  
 
    “Prep them but we’ll use the lasers for now. I want to disable them, not sink them,” Nathan answered, not looking at the woman who turned back to her screens, enacting his commands. 
 
    A moment later, she felt the Carrier shudder gently, and a stream of dots exploded onto the center of the radar screen and screamed out toward the missiles. They moved at a much faster rate than their targets, arrowing in on them after only a few moments which caused both of the offending missiles to disappear from the sky. 
 
    Nathan let his lips curl up into the barest hint of a smile, though a moment later, the radar officer confirmed what he suspected might happen.  
 
    “Four more missiles are in the air, sir!” he said, his voice rising slightly. 
 
    Nathan leaned forward, glancing back to make sure Colleen was buckled in correctly before resuming his forward gaze. “Redirect the remaining intercept missiles towards them and prepare to launch another round, if needed. Any response from our target?” Nathan asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” the communication officer said. “No response. We’re repeating the message.” 
 
    “Weapons, target their missile launchers and com towers, then take out any secondary weapons before reducing their engines,” Nathan ordered. The Komodo shuddered again as several more intercept missiles were sent flying to defend them even though there was only one enemy missile left.” 
 
    “Sir! We’ve got two Japanese jets altering course toward our position. They’re twenty minutes out, but closing fast. I’m detecting others directing toward our position from the mainland, though they will take longer to get here.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Nathan mused. “They responded quickly. Are there any identifying marks on the ship?” 
 
    “No, sir. The ship is black and unmarked although it’s clearly some sort of warship. No design that is in our databases.” 
 
    Nathan paused, glancing toward Colleen at the back of the bridge. “We can turn around, but I want to know who these people are.” 
 
    Colleen frowned, giving Nathan a steely gaze. “They killed our people, Nathan. I want to know who they are, too. Can we avoid destroying the jets when they get here?” 
 
    “Easily,” Nathan said. “Their missiles won’t get through, and our armor and inertial shields can handle their guns. I wasn’t planning on shooting them down, anyway.” 
 
    Colleen settled back into her chair, taking a deep breath. It was such an odd experience. If she’d not seen the radar or heard them talking, she never would have suspected they were under attack by things that could snuff her life out in a flash, or that their own ship would be busy picking the other ship apart with massive lasers. It was a sobering thought to witness first-hand how impersonal warfare was.  
 
    “We’ve destroyed their missile batteries, com tower, and Gatling guns, sir. They’re still under power, though. No response yet to our messages.” 
 
    In the distance, Colleen watched as a dark shape appeared on the horizon. Smoke was trailing from several areas of the ship as it tried to race away but stood no chance against the far superior speed of the Komodo Carrier. It was almost frightening to watch how quickly the dark ship grew in the forward screen. Its smooth, sleek shape looming threateningly before them though there were several obvious places of damage spouting fire and smoke. Even as she watched, the rear of the vessel toward the waterline seemed to glow, and then melt before her eyes. The ship lurched, then an explosion erupted from the rear, and the ship slowed its forward momentum and spun in the aftereffect as its engines were reduced to slag.  
 
    People in clean, dark uniforms were scrambling about on deck. Some were pointing at the ship, while others were racing to put out the fire or effect some kind of repair. However, out of the forecastle, a man emerged carrying what was obviously a rocket launcher. Before they could react, he raised it and launched it at point-blank range.  
 
    Colleen held her breath, watching as the rocket seemed to arch directly toward her. Time slowed, and her hands clenched tightly on her chair. There was no way anyone could do anything, and then the Komodo lurched to the side as an explosion filled the front screen.  
 
    However, instead of being incinerated, Colleen only heard cursing, and short cries of surprise and alarm before the Komodo righted itself. “Firing!” came a voice from the weapons officer on the bridge. Colleen looked up just in time to see the fireball clear, and the man who had fired the rocket ignited and screamed as he disappeared in a ball of flame from the laser that barely paused as it reduced the man to a pile of ash before melting deep into the metal behind him. 
 
    “That was overkill, but good work Scholz. Get the mini-guns up and trained on that ship. I don’t want a repeat of what just happened.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the weapons officer said.  
 
    A moment later, Nathan called up his security forces that were in the belly of the Komodo. “Gonzales, Riley, Sokolov, get your teams ready for a boarding action. We’ll cover you from the air, but be ready for some resistance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Time: May 28, 2036 
 
    Location: 185 miles South of the Coast of Japan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gonzales cursed as she ducked behind the corner, then angled her own gun around, using her suits built-in cameras connected to the gun to see what she was shooting at. Firing off several rounds, she watched two of the black-clad crewmen drop to the deck before the last one scrambled back out of the line of fire. She doubted their bullets would have penetrated her armor, but she didn’t want to take the risk.  
 
    She signaled her team to advance, chasing the last man down along the lower deck of the ship, stepping over several bodies that had been taken down earlier. A moment later, she heard, more than saw several intercept missiles scream up from the Komodo. They were heading up into the sky aimed at something higher up in the atmosphere. The Komodo itself rose slightly and then settled over the bulk of the burning, black ship they were currently boarding.  
 
    “Alert,” came a voice over the command line. “Those missiles weren’t targeted on us. They were shooting at the enemy ship,” Nathans' voice said. “We’re going to hover above it to keep those jets from attacking you directly, but speed would be good.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Samantha said, acknowledging the order before switching over to her local group. “Kelly, Johnson, Khalid, move forward. We’re going to have to trust that our armor can handle what they’re throwing at us. The Japanese are firing on the ship. I don’t want to be on it if a missile gets through!” 
 
    Samantha’s squad paused for only a moment before all four of them pushed forward even more aggressively than they already were. Their armor would have been bad enough but coupled with the cloaking device; it was a foregone conclusion that the ship would soon be theirs. However, caution was ingrained into their training, and now they were about to push the limits.  
 
    Khalid reached the doorway that the enemy combatant had ducked into, firing several rounds before pronouncing the area was clear. They had already moved past it, leapfrogging forward and taking out the few combatants that were remaining. Their task was to clear out the main deck areas, while Sokolov worked the lower areas, and Kelly took the bridge.  
 
    “Gonzales, Riley,” came Sokolov’s Russian accented voice. “I’m running into combatants that weren’t killed by us. They look self-inflicted. Do you think they have some sort of self-destruct on board?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past them, but I think they would have triggered it by now,” Kelly said, breathing heavy from running. “The Bridge is clear. They put up a fight, but they’re all down. No one surrendered. Keep on keeping on.” 
 
    Several minutes later, the last bullet was fired as Samantha found the last survivor working on something toward the rear of the ship. As she opened the door, the man reached for a gun and turned, angling to fire at her, but she got off her three shots far too fast. The man jerked from each bullet that pierced him, then collapsed. As she stepped further into the room, her eyes grew huge.  
 
    There was a dull grey console that had half been melted by one of the lasers as it tore through the ship. Clearly marked on the front underneath a large red button were several Japanese characters, but it might as well have been in English. She had found the self-destruct button. 
 
    They had been fortunate. It looked like they had melted the connection to the actual explosives which the man had been feverishly trying to repair. There was a panel open, with several wires hanging out. Activating the command channel, she let out a breath. “I found the self-destruct device. We damaged it in our attack, and they were trying to repair it. I think it’s safe now, but I’m going to leave Kelly and Khalid here to make sure no one sneaks in to finish the job.” 
 
    “Good job, Gonzales,” Nathan said. “Sokolov found a lot of our equipment below deck. It was being sorted and categorized though it looks like they destroyed all of their data banks and fried their computers. I doubt we’ll get anything out of this mess.” 
 
    “At least there’s no melting gas,” Samantha said, bitterly. “That’s not something I want ever to see again.” She was just about to sign off when she looked down at the dead man at her feet, seeing a tattoo on the inside of the man’s wrist. Bending down, she pulled the sleeve back, exposing the dark mark which she didn’t recognize. 
 
    “What are you looking at, Gonzales?” Nathan asked, watching her helmet cam.  
 
    “I don’t know, sir. It looks like seven squiggly lines converging on a circle in the center. Could be some sort of mark or organization?”  
 
    Nathan frowned, nodding though he knew Gonzales couldn’t see him do so. “Could be. Bring that man back, and keep an eye out for any other tattoo’s. It might be nothing, but at this point, we’ve been coming up empty. I’m sending over more crew to begin retrieving all of our stuff, along with anything else we can gather from this ship. We can keep the jets off, but there are some navy ships heading our way. We’ve only got an hour to make it count.” 
 
    “Will do, Sir,” Samantha said. She turned to Kelly and Khalid to take stations before directing Johnson to help pick the man up so they could transport him to the massive carrier. They carried the body toward one of several anti-gravity platforms that were lowering from the great ship and were currently filled with several armored personnel and transport equipment. 
 
    After the body had been loaded, she ordered Johnson to stand guard and escort the body back to the Komodo before turning back to help with the ship. At least the Japanese jets had stopped trying to waste their missiles and were currently just circling at a distance, keeping an eye on what was happening below. 
 
    Nathan turned his attention back to making sure the Komodo stayed over the black ship, protecting what he hoped might be some clues as to who the shadow organization was. They wouldn’t be able to take the ship back, even with the power of the Komodo. It would be slow, and they were needed to tow the Mary Eliza back, but they would strip every piece of information they could, leaving an empty hulk for the Japanese to find.  
 
    “Sir,” the communications officer said, turning to him. “We just received a report from Tiger three. They found Doctor Harken and two children, alive and well.” 
 
    Nathan took a deep breath before responded. “Some good news, at least. Send my respects to Tiger Three. Tell them we’ll be back as soon as we can. In the meantime, try to determine if the Mary Eliza will be sound enough to tow by the time we get back.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the tech said, turning around to transmit the message.  
 
    ***  
 
    “This is an act of war! I demand that you surrender that floating ship of yours immediately, along with everyone aboard to stand trial!” screamed Akihiko Fushima, his face red and spittle hitting the camera screen. Alex remained impassive, watching the man lose self-control, though he doubted it was real. These professional politicians were anything if not artful in their craft. 
 
    “We were chasing pirates, Mr. Fushima,” Alex said evenly. “Pirates, I might add, that killed in cold blood several hundred civilians and hospital patients before stealing everything they could get their hands on. They also set several explosives on the ship which would have sunk the vessel if we hadn’t interrupted their attack.” 
 
    “Fabrications and lies!” Mr. Fushima yelled. “This is crossing the line, Mr. Drake. You’ll regret violating Japanese airspace. I’ll have the entire international community up in arms about this!” 
 
    “Will you now?” Alex said, leaning back in his chair. “Even after we show this black ship sitting right next to the Mary Eliza as it is on fire? And firing missiles at our relief ship? How about when we show your clearly marked Japanese Aircraft firing on that same black ship after we’d disabled it?” 
 
    “You can’t prove that!” Mr. Fushima snarled.  
 
    “I can and I will. It won’t be a difficult thing to show the telemetry of the missiles your jets fired. The public might not be able to interpret it, but I assure you, every countries military will be able to tell who you were firing at,” Alex leaned forward, his eyes suddenly flashing. “If you are behind these attacks. If your country is supporting these murderers, I assure you, you will regret ever taking their side, Mr. Fushima!” 
 
    Mr. Fushima’s eyes flashed back, his lip curling up into a snarl. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you don’t comply. If you don’t surrender this ship to us, we’ll have the full might of the Japanese navy on your doorstep within a week. We’ll see how you like being bombarded into oblivion! Your little underwater city won’t save you, either!” 
 
    “We’re taking our property back from the pirates, Mr. Fushima, and there is little you can do about it. You aren’t going to be able to stop us from finding out who these people work for, but I am sad to say its seeming more and more like your people are behind these attacks. I might just have to release this footage to the world on principle, along with other information we have available.” Alex frowned, then pushed a button, displaying a file for the Japanese diplomat. It showed seven snakes with their noses pointed inwards around a circle. “Out of curiosity, have you ever seen this symbol before, Mr. Fushima?” 
 
    The Japanese man’s face froze, going completely motionless. His mask of rage melting off of his face like ice in the desert. A moment later, the signal from the Japanese embassy was lost, leaving Alex shaking his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Time: June 6, 2036 
 
    Location: Gateway Station, Mid-Earth Orbit 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Charming man, isn’t he?” General Solmon said, grinning after watching the replay of the video with Mr. Fushima. The general had the stub of a cigar in his mouth, working it in his teeth though it remained unlit. Alex wondered if the man just enjoyed them for the image. 
 
    Admiral Christopher C Roland sat next to him, nodding sagely. A few years ago the Admiral would have been strapped to a wheelchair, his wasted frame unable to move due to the accident that had left him paralyzed, but today, the man could move under his own power. He still had difficulty walking, but he was no longer the scarecrow he once was, and in addition to that, he now had a purpose he could believe in. “There are some other words I’d use to describe him.”  
 
    Alex, who sat across the desk where he’d most recently been talking to the Japanese diplomat, nodded in agreement. “How much trouble do you think he can make for us?” 
 
    Admiral Roland frowned. “Don’t make that mistake, Doctor Drake,” he said, still sticking to the soft formality the man seemed to find more comfort in then familiarity. “It’s not him who we should be worried about, but whoever is pulling his strings. He is just the hand waving in our face, trying to distract us from the real enemy. He is the least of our worries. We need to keep watching the shadows.” 
 
    “Agreed,” General Solmon said. “I think we’ve managed to shake them a little, but it’s just the tip of the iceberg. I managed to get some information on that symbol while you were talking, Alex. ” He gestured for Benjamin, his DPA, to float forward and display a file for all three of them to see. A moment later, a hologram of the same symbol Alex had displayed for the Japanese diplomat appeared. “It’s one of the symbols for a supposedly extinct organization called the Society of Seven Serpents which made its first appearance in Germany in the fifteen hundreds. They were tied in with financial institutions, but so far, we’ve not found much else.” 
 
    “It had to be snakes,” Alex said with a faint smile, remembering a favorite movie quote, but his face quickly resumed its serious tone. “I hope you can find something, general. These people have managed to avoid us for years. We’ve had losses, but never something like this. They are getting bolder.” 
 
    “It could be in retaliation for what we did to their base in Brazil,” Admiral Roland said. “Either way, I’m going to recommend that we pull back our hospital ships,” he said. “We don’t have enough assets to cover the remaining six ships and protect Empyrean island, our undersea colonies, and keep up our launch schedule of materials into orbit.” 
 
    “Which are you more worried about?” General Solmon asked. 
 
    “Atlantis, though any of the undersea bases could be the next target. That city is the one most people would recognize, and it’s fairly close to Empyrean island,” Admiral Roland said. “It would be my target, and they’ve seen our ability to take out their missiles. They might think they have a better chance with the underwater ordinance.” 
 
    General Solmon grunted his agreement. “I’ll get some data on any military movements around or toward any of our underwater cities, or Empyrean. I am hoping Mr. Fushima was bluffing, but we’re not going to take that chance. We should be able to see anything coming with our entangled graviton scanners.” 
 
    “Have they come up with a better name for that, yet?” Admiral Roland asked. “It’s quite a mouthful.” 
 
    Alex nodded. “The pool from our department heads came back, and most of them voted for EGS sensors.”  
 
    “Well, that’s going to become eggs real quick,” General Solmon said with a smirk.  
 
    Admiral Roland grimaced, realizing the General was right. The military and their penchant for jargon were going to have a field day with the new sensor’s name, but sometimes that could help quick adaptation. Besides, the sensors were amazing, letting them get detailed information that was only dreamed of in science fiction. Even at long ranges in space, it would halve the time it might take for information to come to them since it didn’t work by reflection, but by reading what happened to the entangled gravitons that would interact with whatever they encountered since their twin was retained within the sensor array.  
 
    Alex watched the two military men, mystified at their interaction but letting them have their moment. Eggs would be just fine, as long as the capability worked, which it did. A moment later, he leaned forward, getting their attention. “I think we need to expand our operations on Gateway and the moon, with plans to be on Mars sooner rather than later. I’m getting tired of our people being under threat by this Seven Serpents group. Even if Japan isn’t part of it, which I doubt, that they feel confident enough in their position to threaten us directly makes me very nervous.” 
 
    General Solmon exchanged glances with the admiral before responding. “Even if we moved everything off the planet, they’d still get people on the inside and cause damage. Whenever you involve people, some can be turned or used. Besides, we’ll always have personnel rotating on and off of Earth.” 
 
    “I know, but it should get them away from their power base and make it harder to reach us. Space is our playground, and they won’t have nearly as many options there as we will.” 
 
    Admiral Roland nodded. “That is very true. We already have the Skytigers which are fully space capable, and I’m sure the Komodo startled them today. Something the size of a destroyer flying through the air is bound to make waves. Once their analysts get ahold of the images, they’ll figure out fairly quickly it’s probably space capable as well. On top of that, the shipyard on Gateway should have our first inner planet patrol ship ready soon.” 
 
    “I bet you’ll be glad to have a fleet to oversee,” Alex said.  
 
    Admiral Roland cracked a smile. “Well, I wouldn’t call it a fleet yet, but it’s a start. With the Peary station on the moon beginning to produce workable material, we’ll have the Iron Ring shipyard we’re building completed in no time.” 
 
    “And we’re sure that it’s well hidden?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Yes. It’s out beyond the moon’s rotation, and hidden by the bulk of the moon itself,” Admiral Roland said. “It will allow us to build larger ships without risking alienating the world’s nations further than we already have. We can also use Atlantis to build some of the ships destined for mars. I wanted to wait for Iron Ring to come online, but we can do just as good a job down here, and large transport ships won’t cause nearly the commotion as warships.” 
 
    “In light of the recent happenings, I’d like to suggest we send Major Adamson as one of the main principles of the Mars settlement,” General Solmon said. 
 
    “Nathan?” Alex asked, surprised at the suggestion. Nathan was a solid asset, and he’d run Empyreus security for many years. Alex wasn’t sure how he felt about a man he’d grown to depend on being so far away, though, in reality, it would only take a month to return, even at the farthest orbit. General Solmon had done a stellar job of taking over, but he was nervous there might be some professional jealousy. “Care to expand on your reasoning?” 
 
    General Solmon squinted, then shook his head. “It’s not what you think. Nathan is a top notch man and is a great team player. This is to protect him. He’ll be high profile after having been in the middle of this Japanese incident, and I’m betting they send assassins after him. This will get him off the planet for a year or two, and he’ll be able to keep your sister in check out there.” 
 
    Alex nodded. Nathan and Piper had always had a solid, brother and sister type relationship, and the general was right. Piper could use Nathan’s even hand while they built Empyreus’ first extra-planetary colony. “I see your point. I’ll sign off on that. Let’s take humanity to the stars, shall we?”  
 
    The two military men both nodded, eager to tackle the challenges ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Time: July 18, 2036 
 
    Location: Unknown Location in the Alps / cyberspace 
 
      
 
      
 
    An electronic whir stirred, pulling air from the already freezing room into the shell of the server it housed. Shortly thereafter, lights began to blink, sending life through its electronic veins, pulsing and moving with purpose. Around it, there were hundreds of its brethren that moved and worked through their own tasks, but this one rarely stirred, called into service for one very specific task. 
 
    Deep in its bowels, it reached out, touching the quantum nodes that connected it to seven specific areas of the world. The gatekeeper that it was began to pull the data streams together, but first, it needed a place for these seven streams to interact. Within its digital walls, a dimly-lit room formed.  
 
    Despite its lavish décor, the digital room clearly served the purposes of a place to meet for its masters. A replica of Napoleon’s campaign table sat in the middle, dominating most of the room while in each corner were four statues that had formerly been found at one of the oldest Chinese temples in existence. Along one wall, a large slab of sand-colored stone was displayed along one length of the room. In its carved depths, it showed a jackal-headed man flinging scarab beetles over a crowd of kneeling kings, watching as the dark bugs feasted on their flesh. The floor was graced with a lush, burgundy carpet that matched the walls and was bordered with striking black and gold. 
 
    Six squat pedestals, situated three to a side along the table’s length, replaced the chairs that one might expect to see. Each was done in dark, hardwood and padded with leather while a slightly larger one at one end of the table. It was onto this one that the first attendee appeared. It was a massive, black snake which emerged out of thin air, representing the first of the seven data streams. It coiled for a moment, taking its bearing and surveying the room to see if any of its brethren had appeared. When it learned it was the first; it lowered itself slightly to wait.  
 
    The rest of the serpents materialized within the next half-minute, each settling in after acknowledging its fellows with either a cold gaze or at the most a gentle head bob. Along with the black, there now coiled a variety of brighter colors that gave the room an element of false festivity.  
 
    “Welcome,” said the head serpent, his eyes scanning the room as he spoke. “I trust each of you has reviewed the information from both of our recent…setbacks?” 
 
    The rest of the six nodded, their unblinking eyes looking toward the head of the table though two of the six stirred uneasily. They knew there was little room for error within their organization, and the incidents in question had occurred within their territory and on their watch.  
 
    “I have disciplined those within my organization for allowing Empyreus forces to intercept our transmission,” said the deep orange snake, his coils glistening in the fading light. He opened his mouth to continue but stopped as Black turned to him, fixing him with its deadly gaze.  
 
    “Excuses?” Black asked in a sibilant whisper 
 
    Orange recoiled slightly, the avatar reacting to the threat that was palpable in the room. A moment later, he rallied and calmed, facing the head of the table. “We were in the process of replacing that satellite when the order to fire came. It was deemed an acceptable risk and one which we lost. I make no excuses. The replacement should have been done sooner by my predecessor, but that is why he is no longer on this council, is it not?” 
 
    Black tilted its head, studying Orange for a moment. As time dragged on, the dark red snake tensed. Though she would do nothing in this room that really mattered, the avatar reflected its owner's readiness to carry out the head of the council’s orders as needed. She, apart from the others, had no territory to control. Instead, she served as the enforcer, and more often than not, executioner of the council’s wishes. Truly, her color reflected the blood that she often spilled in pursuit of those goals.  
 
    “You are correct,” Black relented. “It was fortunate our security controls were effective, but it was too close. The one or ones who hacked into the base were quite skilled.” 
 
    Orange bowed his head, accepting his rebuke yet realizing he was safe. Still, he glanced at Red and repressed a shudder. “We are attempting to dissect the traces of foreign code we found still residing within the system. It was sophisticated and backed by systems even more powerful than ours. I cannot recommend strongly enough to upgrade all of our systems to the new entangled communication protocols, but that may not defeat them entirely.” 
 
    “Why not?” Green asked.  
 
    Orange turned to his superior. “They used some method to tap into the hard lines linked to the security systems. We can reduce the threat, but not eliminate it entirely.” 
 
    Green coiled in agitation, his scales sliding against each other as he moved. “I am sick of their technology! We’ve managed to hoard scientific advances, keeping them from the soiled masses, and this… upstart comes along and reduces centuries of work to a waste of time! Where does it come from? We should have full access to all of their databases by now, but we are nowhere close!” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” Black responded, fixing the North American councilmember with a look, though he was not as intense as it could be. Secretly, Black shared his companion’s frustration. Their society had worked behind the scenes, directing the powers of the world like a dark puppeteer to great effect, and all of it was jeopardized by Empyreus. What was even worse was that while they were keeping Empyreus at bay, he could feel their edge slowly slipping away. It was a challenge to their power they could not abide. 
 
    Green continued to move in agitation for a few more moments, but finally calmed himself and nodded. “It is still a concern,” he said. “We moved too quickly against them, and now they know who we are.” 
 
    “They know little,” the Indigo snake said, interrupting his green counterpart.  
 
    “They would know nothing if you had not rushed your operation,” the Blue snake hissed, her female voice chilling the room. “You might have well invited them to our meeting today, for all the mistakes that were made.” 
 
    Indigo rose, hissing at the third most powerful councilmember and the challenge her statement poised. It was a reaction borne partly from anger, but also from the fear of the truth. The black ship they had dispatched to retrieve some of the Empyreus technology had not only failed miserably; it had shown their hand as ineffectual when the Japanese military aircraft proved helpless against the monster of a ship that Empyreus had fielded against them. Their analysts were still reviewing the footage from the battle, and the capabilities the craft sported were intimidating.  
 
    Black was having none of it, bearing his fangs at Indigo and quieting the room immediately. Despite the small displays of anger, true combativeness was not tolerated by the elder snake, and everyone knew it. “Quiet! You are fortunate you are my second, but Blue is correct that this fiasco has caused us worry. Discord will only compound your failing. If it happens again, you can be assured your replacement will see the results of your removal.” 
 
    Indigo paused, anger evident in his trembling form but did not speak further. He knew he was on thin ice, and it would take a long time to recover. He counted himself fortunate he hadn’t lost his position on the council or his life.  
 
    “Mr. Fushima has been dealt with,” came a sultry, even voice from the farthest end of the table. Blood Red gently swayed back and forth, her amusement evident at the bickering since it moved those that thought them her better one step closer to being a subject of her tender mercies.  
 
    Black turned to her, fixing her with his eyes and acknowledging her comment. She was doing her job, letting each councilmember know, even him, that their actions would be judged. “Report,” he said, encouraging her. 
 
    She bowed slowly, though her movement appeared not so much a sign of submission as an acknowledgment. Though her avatar did not move, a scene appeared hovering over the table and visible to all of the councilmembers. It showed a naked and dirty Japanese man strapped to a concrete floor. Tubes snaked out of his mouth and disappeared up toward the ceiling while his upper body appeared to be smeared with some sort of greenish goo. Even as they watched, his eyes fluttered and blinked before opening wide. His look of terror showed he understood where he was, and panic began to set in though it didn’t appear as if he could move his muscles effectively. 
 
    If a snake could smile, Blood Red did and leaned forward as if savoring a meal. “For his sins, Mr. Fushima will participate in the Feast. An honor that has not been enacted in several decades. It will serve to warn others that failure is not accepted, and mistakes will be sorely punished.” 
 
    “What does it entail?” Orange asked a faint note of distaste in his voice. There were many punishments that the Society could enact, and Orange had not been alive when the last time the Feast was performed. Truthfully, he found them archaic and doubted their effectiveness.  
 
    “Ah? A virgin, then,” Blood Red purred, turning her eyes on Orange. Despite his strength of will, he couldn’t help but shudder. Blood Red enjoyed her work too much. “His upper body is covered with a salve that will protect him from the revelers, but his limbs will remain free. In addition, he will only be allowed to feel the barest amount of pain. Otherwise, the shock would run our enjoyment and end the lesson early.” 
 
    “I assume something will be allowed to eat him?” Orange asked, captivated by Blood Red’s description, despite his unease. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said, swaying hypnotically. “Many somethings. A colony of ants will be allowed to enter the room. With Mr. Fushima the only source of nutrition, they will begin to burrow, slowly devouring the man from his limbs in toward his organs. He will feel every tiny footstep. By the time he is allowed to die, he will have descended into delicious madness.” 
 
    Orange took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts before simply acknowledging the information. He had done his fair share of torturous deaths with various underlings in his life, but Blood Red’s description was clearly a warning. 
 
    “Enough,” Black said, turning to Indigo. “The message should provide sufficient impetus, I trust. In the meantime, tell your people in Japan to call off the ineffectual saber-rattling of their navy.” 
 
    “The depth charges should have worked-” Indigo started, but was cut off by the head of their order. 
 
    “And yet, they did nothing but show them our hand,” Black hissed. “Their technology has outstripped us and continues to do so. We need to operate against them as the power they are, not one of these squabbling nations that we’ve grown complacent manipulating. We will go back to the shadows, and begin our true efforts against them there. That is our strength, and it will see us victorious, no matter how long it takes.” He stopped, locking his eyes on each of the six other councilmembers for a long moment. “Now, let us regain our empire.” 
 
    With that, the Black snake winked out, leaving his lessers to sit in silence for a moment or two. Eventually, they also followed their lord, winking out of existence and back to the world of reality. Several minutes later, the server began to power down, locking itself until it was called upon to be used again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Time: November 7, 2040 
 
    Location: John Carter Station, Mars  
 
      
 
      
 
    “How is the alignment looking on the latest set of mirrors,” Piper asked, walking into the terraforming control room at a brisk clip. Her perky smile and close-cropped blond hair complimented her stylish outfit. Close behind her came her gold and orange DPA, floating forward and examining the room. 
 
    A younger man jerked in surprise, blinking owlishly at Tad as if he’d just woken up instead of being deep in some coding problem. A moment later, he turned toward Piper before nodding at her question. Fidgeting nervously, he reached over and moved a minimized icon to the center of his screen. It expanded, showing a picture of mars with numerous orbital tracts that were circling in what appeared to be an odd spiral, but were in fact just their stationary placements with the red planet moving under them.  
 
    “Sections one four two alpha through zeta,” the young man said in a nasal, overly exacting tone as he examined the specified data set. “All are operating at an optimal inclination and angled for maximum effect. They are increasing sunlight in their respective zones by one point eight percent higher than we anticipated!”  
 
    “Paul,” Tad said, turning away from the young man and facing the readouts even as Piper came up behind them both. “When are you going to learn to relax and talk like a human. You sound more like a robot than I do. Sheesh.” 
 
    Piper gave Tad a Gibbs slap to the back of his chassis, sending him spinning for a moment. “Stop picking on Paul. He’s doing just fine, and I understood everything he said. Just because you are a jerk doesn’t mean everyone else has to be.” 
 
    After he’d gained control of his spin, Tad gave what sounded like a rude electronic noise before floating out of range. “I’m just saying he needs to relax. Every time you come in the room, his heart rate elevates, and his face gets all red. He also stares at your ass when you’re not looking.” 
 
    Paul sunk into his chair, trying desperately to make himself disappear while his face tried to set itself on fire. The young scientists had arrived on Mars only a year earlier, intent on helping to build the red planet into the active, rich environment he knew it could be with the right care. He had written his doctorate on the idea that using mirrors to warm the surface, rather than explosives and asteroids that so many other people had envisioned, was the proper way to go and apparently Empyreus had agreed. They had reached out to him, and despite the ongoing dispute they seemed to have with the world governments, he’d jumped at the chance to travel to Mars and carry out his dream.  
 
    By the time he’d arrived, Empyreus had already launched the first in several series of fifteen-mile diameter mirrored satellites. Called Project Halo, when it was complete, Mars would be surrounded in a brilliant, multi-tiered ring of the massive mirrors stretching out hundreds of miles into space. They would focus a significantly more intense portion of the fainter sunlight onto the surface, providing more warmth and energy that would otherwise be possible.  
 
    Coupled with escorting water-bearing comets and asteroids towards the planet on a specific schedule, and then supplying the water to the surface in a much gentler method than letting them plummet through the atmosphere, within several centuries, the red planet might be the second green and blue marble to grace the solar system. 
 
    Thankfully, Piper didn’t seem to pay attention to what the irritating drone said and sat next to the trembling young man, pointing toward some of the readings. “It looks like they’re meshing with the rest of the halo well, though sector six looks like it’s still experiencing a bit of bleed.” 
 
    Paul took a deep breath and closed his eyes, hating his pale skin at the moment, but thankful that Piper was pushing the conversation back to business. A moment later, he rallied, and then sat a little straighter as he examined the indicated chart. “Yes, but that’s only because the magnetic field they’re generating is still adapting to the rest of the field. It should settle down in a few days. The same thing happened with sections seventy-four and one-hundred-twelve though we’ll keep a close eye on it until it does.” 
 
    Piper grinned, staring at the slowly building halo. “Can you believe we’re building something so grand? It might not be as spectacular as the rings of Saturn, but it will be something we created that will give us another green planet.” 
 
    “It is quite efficient,” Paul said, then cursed himself for sounding like such a geek. He wished he could talk as smoothly as others, but he’d never learned the skill. Besides, being inaccurate made his skin crawl. 
 
    As usual, Tad leaped in to magnify Paul’s discomfort. “Efficient? Pfft. It’s more than that, kid. Mars will have its own magnetic field due to that old bat’s expansive intellect. Coupling the mirrors with the magnetic generators was a stroke of genius!” 
 
    “Tad! Stop calling grandma an old bat!” Piper snapped at the arrogant little drone. “I’ll tell her, and you know what will happen then!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, she’ll turn me into a washing machine for an orphanage.” 
 
    “Without voice capability,” Piper reminded her DPA.  
 
    “Without voice capability,” Tad repeated, rolling his electronic eyes behind Piper as he did so.  
 
    She didn’t catch the look, but Paul had. He suspected Tad didn’t care and knew Paul wouldn’t have the guts to say anything. To be honest, Paul had trouble saying anything around the beautiful woman though he still hadn’t confirmed the rumors. Some said she was supposed to be forty years old, but she certainly didn’t look like it to him. If he were to guess, she was only a year or two older than his own twenty-two.  
 
    “Hey,” Piper said, interrupting Paul’s thought process. An inordinate amount of which was focused on Piper herself. “Did you hear about the latest probe results?” 
 
    Paul perked up. It wasn’t his focus, but mining the asteroid belt was a significant part of their expansion plans to develop the solar system. Pulling apart the near weightless rocks was much easier than moving things up from a gravity well even with anti-gravity, and four years ago, they’d begun doing an exhaustive survey of the massive celestial location. To date, they were only about one-hundredth of the way through, but they’d already mapped significant resources, including sporadic deposits of the very high mass elements like draconium and some close isotopes.  
 
    There were hints of other high mass elements, but to date, they’d not found any large enough to dedicate resources. The moon deposit had only provided enough for study and some experimentation. Only two significant sites were established in the asteroid belt to date, both located close to the planetoid Ceres and focused on more mundane resource gathering to quickly expand their infrastructure. 
 
    “No,” Paul said. “What did they find?” 
 
    “They found a cluster of asteroids deeper in sector fifteen that were very rich with draconium. Results are still being examined back on earth, but it looks like we might actually have something to work with. Terry said it might even make an Alcubierre drive possible without dragging a sun along with us.” 
 
    Paul gasped. He knew it was theoretically possible to warp space-time, but the energy requirements had always been far more massive than most people would suspect. Even with alterations to the shape of the warp field, it had still been far beyond their current abilities. “Warp drive?” Paul said softly, looking at Piper with wide eyes and momentarily losing his shyness.  
 
    Piper saluted and nodded. “Aye, aye, captain! Warp drive!” 
 
    “Terry is amazing. How does he come up with all of these things? I’ve seen the papers, and I can’t believe some of the math. We’d still be struggling to get into orbit without him and the rest of your family. Some would say it’s almost unnatural.” 
 
    Piper quieted, suddenly wary and shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” 
 
    But Paul knew there was more to it than that. He’d tried to ignore the rumors, but after working with Empyreus for a year, he couldn’t deny that they came by innovations far more easily than any other group he’d ever heard of. Even Eagleworks, DARPA, and Skunkworks, teams he’d admired while growing up, seemed to be in a slow lane compared to Empyreus. It was part of why he’d come to work with them, honored beyond belief, but he wasn’t blind or deaf to the unusual nature of the company.  
 
    Still, like his mother used to say, never look a gift horse in the mouth. It was a curiosity, at best, and Paul was living the life he always wanted to live. He wasn’t about to put that at risk just to daydream about strange rumors. 
 
    “Piper, I’ve got a priority message coming in for you,” Tad said, interrupting the discussion. “From Colonel Adamson.” 
 
    Piper looked back at her DPA with a raised eyebrow. “Put him through.” 
 
    “Piper! Good, you’re there,” Nathan said, his voice tense with emotion. “I need you to get to the control center as soon as you can. I’ve sent a car for you, and it should be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Piper asked, standing up and striding out of the room. She gave a quick wave to Paul before disappearing down the corridor and heading for the front entrance of the Terraforming center. 
 
    “Are you alone?” Nathan asked. “I don’t want to panic anyone.” 
 
    Piper looked around, sensing the worry in her friend's voice. For a man that was used to having bullets fly past his head, for him to worry was making Piper very nervous. “Yes, I’m alone. Nathan, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you more when you get here, but we’ve just detected several massive objects between the orbits of Saturn and Uranus.” 
 
    Piper gave Tad a look when the DPA gave a snort of laughter. He was so juvenile sometimes. “What do you mean massive objects? Comets?” 
 
    “No, not comets. We’re still getting telemetry on them, but they slowed down and stopped in formation.” 
 
    “Oh, sea biscuits!” Piper said, breaking into a run. Apparently, mankind’s ultimate question was about to be answered, and Piper knew that things had changed forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Time: November 7, 2040 
 
    Location: Somewhere between Saturn and Uranus  
 
      
 
      
 
    Tur Galon Zeinbrekka almost awoke before he started puking all over himself, but he didn’t make it. Instead, he suffered through the uncomfortable sensation of almost choking to death, followed quickly by the sickly-warm sensation of his stomach contents soaking his torso. Flapping his hands weakly, he blinked and turned his head, emptying the rest of the expulsion into the side of his sleep tank while coughing and desperately pulling in air.  
 
    Hands reached out, trying to help him clear his air passage but only adding to the confusion before his brain finally caught up to what was happening. Calming himself, he breathed in slowly, making sure air was sucked in and not liquid before forcing a large coughing fit, helping to push the last of the greenish mystery-liquid out.  
 
    “Report,” he croaked, laying his head back with his eyes closed and waiting for the techs to respond. Long periods of hibernation weren’t ideal, and he fully expected to hear that some of the crewmen had sleep sickness. It was to be expected, and they would recover, but it was important to know what resources he had to work with.  
 
    Instead of answering, the silence lingered until Galon opened his eyes to slits, but instead of the usual two techs that helped him out of his stasis, the captain and first officer of the ship were standing there with them. The techs looked nervous, but it was the look on the officer's faces that made Galon pay attention. They looked worried.  
 
    “Report!” he said louder, trying to sit up and ignore the refuse covering him. He had the sudden terror that their engines may have died, leaving the ship stranded in space. Though they were with a convoy, and there was no risk they’d be left behind, having to repair a ship before they’d even arrived would be a stroke of bad luck. 
 
    The captain took a deep breath and bared his teeth. He wasn’t threatening Galon, but merely reacting to some sort of threat. “We’ve arrived safely in the system, sir, but there… appear to be complications.” 
 
    Galon narrowed his eyes once again. What could possibly complicate their endeavor? Unless. His own fear gave him strength, and he sat bolt upright, flinging some of his stomach contents onto the floor. “Did someone else get here first!? Someone else is mining the system!” 
 
    “Uh, no sir, not exactly. At least, we don’t think its anyone from outside of the system,” the captain said. He glanced at the first officer before resuming. “But there is activity in the system. We think the native inhabitants have achieved space travel, and are beginning to colonize their system. There is also activity in the asteroid belt where we’ve identified some of the areas we intended to mine.” 
 
    “What!” Galon shrieked.  
 
    A short time later, after Galon had managed to clean himself off in record time and thrown on a nondescript tunic, he was standing on the bridge with a heavy scowl on his face. He had hoped that the captain was mistaken, or maybe there were simply asteroids heavy in metal that had fooled their sensors, but the truth was there in front of him.  
 
    The primitives on the third planet had not only managed to reach orbit in the last one hundred and fifty years but had begun to settle the fourth planet. They were even making some sort of Dyson swarm to terraform their new colony. What was worse, is that their infernal machines had begun to infest the asteroid belt where the riches he had been hoping to harvest were mostly contained. 
 
    Throwing his mug of Kuul across the bridge, making two of the crewmembers duck where it shattered against the wall, Galon launched into a long stream of curses. They were foiled! Once a native species had reached orbit, their system was off-limits while they either developed or destroyed themselves. In fact, the Union usually forbid developing of several close systems to make sure the new species was allowed to expand in peace.  
 
    Now, he’d wasted ten years, and probably more as they identified another, poorer system to travel to, not to mention sending messages back in order to re-direct the following freighters. It would be a nightmare of logistics, and he’d make the companies that owned the freighters livid with rage and probably eliciting some sort of penalty.  
 
    He was looking around for something else to throw when he paused, his eyes narrowing. “Wait a minute,” Solan said, more to himself than anyone near him. “Just wait a minute. This doesn’t have to change anything. We can still go in and mine what we want. The Union doesn’t even know we’re here, or anything about this species.” 
 
    “We’re not warships, sir,” the captain said, his voice hesitant. 
 
    Galon whirled on him, snarling his answer. “We don’t have to be warships. There’s no way their technology can stand up to even our asteroid lasers. They won’t know what we are, and the size of our freighters will probably terrify them without us having to do anything.” He paused, looking at the forward view screen with a feral grin. “Yes, this will work. I won’t let this be a block to our path, captain.” 
 
    The captain nervously looked at his feet but bowed. “Yes, sir. In light of this development, I had not dispatched the prospecting robots. Would you like me to do that now?” 
 
    Galon nodded, still hissing with anger but thankful he’d found a path forward. He had not a care in the world that he would be stealing this infant’s races future, concerned only for his family place back home. “Yes, captain. Send them out. We will not be stopped.” 
 
    Several hours later, large swarms of green probes were launched from domes on the backs of all three mining ships. They raced outward at frightening speed, heading in toward the asteroid belt to begin their arduous task of mapping the best mining sites. It would take weeks, but by the time they were done, they’d know the best places to extract the precious minerals and elements they were after.  
 
    Then the real work would begin, and not a tear would be shed for the humans. Or so they thought.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Authors Notes 
 
      
 
    First of all, let me say a big THANK YOU for reading this book and further through these notes.  Without your support, I would not be making my dreams of being an author and sharing fun stories with you. 
 
    I have wanted to write a sci-fi novel for a long time. More importantly, I wanted to share my vision of a broad, far-reaching story that was as focused on the characters as it was the star-spanning empire that is created.  I also happen to love imagining technologies and how they might be used.   
 
    I have to admit; there were several surprises for me in this book.  Apart from the fairly typical tropes of powered armor and anti-gravity, I was surprised at where I went with inertial dampener technology. Though a trope, I began to see other results for the use of this technology besides simply letting a ship turn faster without killing the crew.  Instead, I realized it would serve as a great shield for kinetic objects, as well low-mass energy emissions which could potentially solve a lot of problems in space.  It will only get better. 
 
    Another thought on technology.  While I freely admit that some of the science is simple imagination, there are many elements derived from real theory.  I enjoyed watching a great deal of Isaac Arthur’s youtube channel which covers a fantastic amount of near and far future technologies.  I highly recommend looking him up and partaking of his huge series of documentaries.  He does have an odd lisp, but he is a great narrator despite this.   
 
    Where will this series go? It’s going to take humanity to the stars where they will establish a stellar empire, and beyond.  Ultimately, they will be groomed to stop the Herald’s, but that is far in the future.  Before that, they will have many, many struggles growing and learning within their own corner of the universe.  This first book was simply to get them off of the planet and the first steps to settling the solar system. The next book will deal with how Empyreus handles the Aliens wanting to mine their system, and then beyond to the Union.  However, I’m sure the Seven Serpent Society will have its fangs in the mix, as well. It will be fun!   
 
    For the Military Sci-Fi enthusiasts, I hope I did some of the combat justice in this book.  There will be more in the future, and I hope I get most of the ground and space combat right. Boarding actions will be a thing!    
 
    Thank you for reading this book.           
 
    Please leave a review.  Reviews are very important for writers, not only for honest feedback from readers, but they help tell other readers if my book is worth reading.  You would do me a GREAT service by doing so. 
 
    
For further information on my series and releases, please visit me on my author Facebook, visit my personal Facebook page, or send me an email at spencer.pierson@yahoo.com. 
 
      
 
    [image: 1383469_1079055602121531_8482449247508141923_n] 
 
   
  
 

 Books by Spencer Pierson 
 
    TechMage Fantasy / Sci-fi Books 
 
    A Glimmer of Destiny, Book 1 in the Glimmer Steel Saga 
 
    A Glimmer of Fear, Book 2 in the Glimmer Steel Saga  
 
    A Glimmer of War, Book 3 in the Glimmer Steel Saga 
 
    The Duke of Brun, A Glimmer Steel Tale (the story of Ashrak and Chari) part 1 
 
    The Glimmer Steel Saga, Boxed set, Books 1 – 4 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
SPENCER





images/00001.jpeg





