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Mana was beautiful from the air — a small rural village in the western reaches of Tarapolis, green and unhurried, its rooftops visible between the trees like something out of another century. I had come in one of the imperial spaceships, accompanied by a team of my most experienced operatives. Everyone aboard was in full tactical armor, carrying the best equipment available. What Professor Jones had built was not a minor threat, and I had no intention of treating it like one.

As the ship began its descent, I read the email again.

Dear Vanessa,

It has come to my attention that the Empress intends to use the time-travel device for her own ends — illegally, and without regard for the consequences. I am writing to warn you: leave immediately. Go as far as you can manage. Tell no one.

She is young, but do not let that mislead you. She is sharp and ruthless and operates with no meaningful regard for ethics or collateral damage. For your own safety, abandon everything where it stands and disappear without a trace. The harder you are to find, the longer you will stay alive.

The reason she needs you specifically is this: the device will not function without your DNA. I designed it that way. And I cannot undo that design — because by the time you read these words, I will already be dead. This message was programmed to send automatically the moment my holowatch stops detecting my heartbeat.

Without both of us, the device is nothing more than an ordinary holowatch. Not even a particularly attractive one.

We had not yet managed to access the deepest chamber of the Neo Imperial Palace, as we planned. That is an unfinished thing I must leave behind. But as long as you are alive, the work survives. So survive.

I have prepared an emergency pack and a flying suit in my private locker for exactly this contingency. I may have gone slightly overboard: canned food, water, a medical kit, an untraceable holophone and matching holowatch, a micro-drone, laser pistols, and a small robot I built specifically to assist you. The locker password is my daughter's birthday.

Once you have the pack, take my yellow helicar from the old garage behind my second smarthome — the one in the village of Mana, west of Tarapolis. It looks unremarkable. It is the fastest vehicle in existence. Not even the imperial special forces will be able to keep up with it. Head for Georgiaville, the empire's most vulnerable border crossing. You know what to do from there.

Thank you for everything. For all of it. I think about our long lunch-breaks sometimes, the conversations about what a world without an empire might look like — whether ordinary people could ever hold power again, the way they did centuries ago. We were going to find out.

Take care of yourself. Always.

P.S. — Please take Marcus with you. Of everyone in my life, I trust you most with him. He has been
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