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GROOM LAKE, NEVADA:

The special jet stopped in front of the security checkpoint, and Alex looked out the window as an unmarked vehicle drove up and stopped next to the plane. A knot formed in his stomach as he released his seatbelt and stood to grab his backpack, but the attendant indicated for him to leave it on the plane, and then she opened the exit door and lowered the stairs. He slowly descended the steps and stopped in front of two armed men dressed in suits and ties. “What’s going on?”

“I’m Secret Service Agent Garcia, and we have orders to escort you to director Blake’s office. Get in, please.”

Alex did as instructed and climbed into the back seat, then they drove past the security checkpoint. They stopped in front of the admin building, and everyone climbed out, and Alex was escorted inside and down the hallway to Holly’s office. The door was open, so he stepped into the room, noticing the two agents remained in the hallway. He saw Holly sitting in a chair behind her desk, and a tall, masculine-looking woman dressed in a U.S. Air Force Captain’s uniform standing beside her. His heart raced when he saw Jadin Avery standing to one side of the room. She was part of his team, and he hoped she wasn’t in trouble as he turned to Holly. “What’s going on, Director?”

“This is Captain Sharon Fargo. It seems our new President wants the military to take over operation of your spacecraft, and she’s in charge of the first training program.”

Alex stared at Fargo. “That ship belongs to me, and the government can’t just take it.”

Fargo moved around the desk and locked stares with Alex, looking down slightly because of her height. “It’s done. You’ll have to live with it.”

Alex’s hands clenched into fists as he turned to look at Holly. “You can’t let them get away with this.” The look in Holly’s eyes told him she had no choice, so he turned back to Fargo. “On whose authority?”

Fargo grabbed a folder on the desk and held it out to Alex. “This is from the Attorney General, granting me the authority to claim the ship under the law of Eminent Domain. Meaning, if it’s for the good of the country, the government can take your spaceship.”

Alex didn’t take the folder and stared up into Fargo’s eyes. “Over my dead body!”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that, Mister Cave.”

“What about my team?”

“Since Jadin officially works for NASA, she will teach us how to operate the spacecraft. I’m sure we can get by without you, so I revoke your security clearance. My people will escort you back to the plane. Your belongings in your apartment will be shipped to your designated location.”

Jadin saw the rage in Alex’s expression and his clenched fists, and wanted him to shut up before he got into more trouble, so she grabbed Fargo’s arm to get her attention away from him. “I think I can work with you on this, Captain Fargo. How about I start the training on Monday morning? That gives me three days to shut down my research project at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena.”

Fargo tossed the folder onto the desk. “That’s fine.”

When Jadin saw Fargo indicate for her men to get Alex back to the jet, she reached up to wrap her arms around his neck, pulling him close for a hug. “Call me later, okay?”

Alex put his cheek against hers so he could whisper into her ear. “This isn’t over.”

Jadin noticed Fargo staring at them and slowly raised her hands up to Alex’s face. She cupped them over his ears to pull him close, covertly inserting a communication device into his right ear. “I have an idea, so don’t do anything rash. I’ll explain later.”

When Jadin gave him a soft kiss on his lips and stepped back, Alex reached across the desk to shake Holly’s hand. “It’s been nice working with you, Director.”

Holly didn’t accept, and walked around the desk to give him a hug. When he bent down, she turned to him so Fargo could not see her face, and whispered in his ear. “I’ll keep you updated on what happens here.”

“Don’t get in trouble over me.”

Holly let go and stepped back. “Stay safe.”

Fargo saw the moisture building up in Jadin’s eyes. “Am I going to have any problems with you, Ms. Avery?”

Jadin wanted to tell her where to shove her problems, but her self-restraint won. “No, Captain. I’ll meet with your astronauts at Hangar 5 first thing Monday morning.”

Fargo indicated the doorway to Alex. “After you, Mister Cave.”

Alex turned to look at his friends. “I’ll miss both of you.”

Alex reluctantly left with the two men for the flight back to Las Vegas.

Jadin stepped into the hallway and stared after Alex, finding it hard to believe he was leaving for good. She felt Fargo’s hand on her shoulder and moved back into the room, then folded her arms across her chest and stared at the Captain. “What about David? He could help.”

“Mister Conway no longer works here and left four days ago.”

Jadin’s jaw hung open as her arms dropped to her sides. “That’s ridiculous. He’s the only person who knows how the engine works and needs to be here, too.”

Holly locked stares with Fargo. “She’s correct. If you have any problems, you’ll need his help.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll call him in as an advisor if necessary. I’ll expect daily reports on the program’s progress, Ms. Blake.” She spun around and headed out of the room toward the exit.

Jadin gave Holly a troubled expression. “I don’t think this will work. Even if I show Fargo’s people how to use the ship, Melvin, the ship’s AI, won’t follow their commands.”

“Will he follow yours?”

Jadin thought about it for a moment. “I have no idea.”

Holly moved around the desk to sit in her chair. “I’m worried about David. Fargo was less than subtle when she fired him, and he took it hard. I haven’t been able to contact him since he left the base.”

“I’ll try to locate him.”

“All right. When will you leave for JPL?”

Jadin realized she could accompany Alex to Las Vegas. “Right now. I don’t need to pack anything, so I’ll ride with Alex. I’d better hurry, so I’ll see you on Sunday afternoon.”

“Wait a minute. I know how you feel about Alex, but you need to let him go. At least for now. Fargo will be on that flight and we don’t want her thinking there is a conspiracy between you two. The plane will be back in an hour, so take care of things here before you leave.”

Jadin realized Holly was correct. “All right. What do you know about my feelings for Alex?”

“That he thinks you two can’t be lovers and work together.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“To me, yes, but I can’t speak for anyone else.”

“At least that won’t be a problem anymore. I’ll start packing Alex’s personal items in his room while I wait. I’ll see you when I get back.”

Holly leaned back in her chair and stared after Jadin. “This should get interesting.”
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ANACORTES MARINA, WASHINGTON STATE, USA:

Alex stepped out from the Harbormaster’s office, where he had received a key to the Mystic’s motorboat. He strolled along the floating concrete docks, admiring the pleasure crafts in the uncovered mooring slips. He acknowledged a few people relaxing on a large sailboat and yearned to be on the water again. As he passed the stern of a forty-foot cabin cruiser, he received flirtatious smiles from two women in skimpy swimsuits. He indicated he appreciated the offer, but continued along the mooring spaces.

He looked out across the water and recognized the Mystic; a 200 foot research ship anchored in the harbor. The sweptback design of her blue and white hull was graceful and aerodynamic, ending with an open stern deck for a nineteen-foot motorboat, a fifteen-foot-long submarine, and a six-person helicopter. It belonged to millionaire scientist and researcher Mike Tanner, a long-time friend who had called two hours ago asking for his help, and he left his family ranch in Sparrow Valley for a face-to-face conversation.

He recognized the Mystic’s motorboat tied to the dock, and climbed in, then inserted the key and started the engine. After untying the ropes from the dock cleats, he backed out of the slip and drove toward the open water.

He continued past the Mystic’s bow to the stern, where two water jet pumps were powered by twin turbine engines driving the generators. When he reached the Mystic’s stern deck, he looked up at the man coming down the outside stairs from the bridge. “Hey, Mike. Permission to come aboard?”

Mike Tanner smiled and strolled across the deck, then reached out to shake Alex’s hand. “Granted. Sorry to take you away from your family visit, but I’m glad you could make it.”

Alex looked down at the five-foot-nine, sixty-year-old man with graying brown hair. “No problem, Mike. It’s only an hour’s drive, and I’m currently unemployed.”

Mike was one of the few people who knew about Alex’s work at Area 51. “When did that happen?”

“Two days ago. The government took Melvin from me.”

Mike’s jaw dropped open as he stared back. “They took your spacecraft? How can they get away with that?”

“The President’s representative is claiming Eminent Domain.”

“That’s a bunch of crap. Let’s go inside and I’ll show you why I called.”

Alex followed Mike through the double doors in the rear bulkhead into the ship, past the inside stairs up to the bridge, and into the lounge and dining area. He sat down at a large wooden table while Mike grabbed a briefcase from a shelf on the wall. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

Mike set his briefcase down, then opened it and reached inside to retrieve a few photographs. “We just got back from spending a month investigating a series of unexplained seismic phenomena and they’re taking a few days of personal time. As you know, there has been a significant increase in the number of tsunamis lately along the North Pacific Rim, and from the information I’ve gathered so far, I believe the Tamu Massif is the epicenter of the seismic events causing the waves.”

Alex grabbed a photograph and saw a picture of the underwater volcano. “That massif has been dead for a million years.” He grinned when he remembered another interesting thing about the volcano. “But it’s also the intersection of three tectonic plates, so something must be causing them to shift.”

Mike slid another image to Alex. “You’re correct, and I think I know what’s causing it. Our underwater drone took this picture two weeks ago while we were searching the waters around the volcano.”

Alex studied the image. “It looks like a circle of stone on the seabed. What are the dimensions?”

“80 feet at the widest point, and 100-feet-long. We set up a grid of sensors to monitor the area remotely, and just before we got up to speed, we received data showing a four-point-six seismic event. We stopped, and that’s when we detected a strange sound on our sonar.”

“Aftershocks?”

“No, it was mechanical. The sound continued for several minutes and we determined it came from the oval rock. When the sound stopped, we went back to investigate, but we didn’t pick it up again. We sent the drone back down and saw this. Does it look familiar?”

When Mike slid another image across to him, Alex studied the magnified view of a small section of a mirrored surface. “It’s just like the exterior of my spaceship.”

“Yes, and I believe that is causing the seismic events. What has me concerned is the last four earthquakes were exactly seventy-eight hours apart, and increasing in magnitude. We’re headed back to the volcano, and I was hoping you’d like to join us.” He noticed the sparkle of excitement in Alex’s eyes when he smiled back at him. “I take that as a yes.”

“I just need to say goodbye to my family first. When are you leaving?”

“The crew can be back in about four hours if that’s not too soon.”

Alex stood from the table. “That would be fine, Mike. Thanks for inviting me.”

Alex went with him out to the stern and climbed into the motorboat, then started the engine and looked at his friend, removing the rope from the cleat. “I’ll see you here this afternoon.”

“The crew will be glad to see you again. Just leave the key in the office.”

Alex shoved the boat away from the stern, then put the engine in gear and steered toward the dock. He looked back over his shoulder and saw Mike talking on his phone, then turned back and smiled, knowing it was the start of a new adventure.

***
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THE MYSTIC:

Alex moved to the railing behind the bridge and looked down at the Wizard, a fifteen-foot-long, white-and-light-blue submarine, which was cradled in a storage bracket on the left side of the stern. He felt a slight adrenaline rush at the prospect of a new mystery to solve with his friends, then glanced at Mike, who moved up beside him at the railing. “Where’s the helicopter?”

“The Marina won’t let Bett land on the ship while we’re in the harbor, so she’ll catch up with us in the Strait of Juan de Fuca.” He waved down at the six-foot-one, physically fit blond man checking the hold-down straps on the motorboat below. Francis O’Conna was the thirty-five-year-old chief engineer and sub operator, and Alex’s best friend.

O’Conna hurried up the outside stairs to the lookout deck outside the bridge and stopped near Mike and Alex. “We’re ready.”

Mike stepped onto the bridge and looked at the man standing at the helm. At six foot six inches and sporting a thick red beard, Joshua Mason appeared more like a lumberjack with a baritone voice than a computer and electronic genius. “We’re ready to get underway, Josh.”

Joshua smiled. “Looks like we’re in for another adventure.”

With O’Conna and Alex as spotters, Josh used the directional thrusters to spin the Mystic around in a stationary circle and then headed out into the Strait of Juan de Fuca. He was looking forward to his wife and childhood sweetheart, Bett, a five-foot-six-inch blond woman and the helicopter pilot, returning from visiting her family.

***
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Bett Mason cruised along in her blue and white helicopter with the waters of the strait sliding beneath her. Up ahead, she saw the outline of a sleek-looking ship, and then lined up with the stern. She set the helicopter down on the fifty-foot-wide deck then shut down the engines and climbed out. When she saw Alex and O’Conna step out from the doors in the forward bulkhead, she went over and reached up to give Alex a hug. “Welcome back.”

Alex bent over to wrap his arms around her shoulders. “It’s nice to see you again, too.” When she let go, he watched her jog up the stairs to join Joshua on the bridge, then turned when he heard O’Conna’s voice. “What was that?”

“Give me a hand with the helicopter, buddy, so we can get underway. Once we reach open water, we’ll get up to full speed and we should reach the massif in forty-eight hours.”

Alex grabbed the tie-down straps and quickly secured the helicopter to the deck, then stared up at O’Conna, who was folding the blades back over the tail rotor. He admired how the ship and all its toys were aerodynamic and state-of-the-art.

Once O’Conna climbed down, he led Alex up the steps and onto the bridge. “We’re all set, Josh.”

When Josh pressed a button, Alex grabbed the handrail as the Mystic quickly got up to her full cruising speed of seventy-eight knots. If the radar detected any approaching vessels, the automated avoidance system would take control, but someone would always be on watch for the unexpected.

***
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TAMU MASSIF:

O’Conna checked the gauges inside the submarine one last time and everything was as it should be. “Mystic, this is the Wizard. We’re going down.” He looked into the rearview mirror above the bubble window in the sub’s nose and saw Alex sitting directly behind him. “If that object down there is a spaceship, I hope it’s not occupied.”

Alex knew how O’Conna felt. They had met four different races of humans, and one of them wasn’t friendly. He felt the G-force as O’Conna engaged the rear thruster, and then they were finally underway. He took a moment to admire the walls of the mini-sub, but this was not his first time inside, and he knew it was made from a high-tech form of ceramic, capable of withstanding immense pressure. The sub leveled out, and he looked at O’Conna’s reflection in the mirror. “I forgot to ask. How deep are we going?”

“About two miles.”

With fifteen minutes of dive time to kill, they reminisced about their time together as CIA operatives in Russia, and Alex still mourned the murder of his new wife in Holland eight years ago. It was the reason he quit, and he would be dead right now if O’Conna hadn’t smuggled him out of Europe.

Alex noticed a change in their direction, and then the powerful lights from the sub illuminated a thirty-foot area of exposed alien technology. He leaned forward over O’Conna’s shoulder to stare through the front window as the sub headed toward the mirrored surface. “That’s incredible.”

The sub stopped less than a foot of the alien object, and Alex studied the smooth surface of the exposed section, which disappeared under the silt. “I don’t see any scratch marks, and it appears to be unaffected by the seismic activity. Are you recording this?”  

“Yeah, since we arrived. Let’s see if we can find some kind of seam that might indicate an entrance. Too bad you don’t have your spaceship anymore. Melvin might know how to get inside.”

“You’re right. Jadin is supposed to train the astronauts today, and if they’re in orbit, I might be able to talk to him once we’re on the surface.” He had an idea perhaps the ancient technology might be compatible with Melvin’s technology, so he slid the small communication device Jadin had given him into his ear and turned it on. “Hello. Can anyone hear me?”

A section of the alien object split down the center, and the two thirty-foot sections disappeared. The sub was suddenly surrounded by a bubble of gas rising from the structure, and without the supporting water, the sub dropped into the opening. Alex grabbed the back of O’Conna’s seat with both hands, expecting to crash, but the water rushed in to fill the void, engulfing the small craft and creating lift just before it slammed onto the floor of the chamber. When the water stopped moving, Alex let go of O’Conna’s seat. “Can anyone hear me?”

O’Conna aimed one of the exterior lights at the wall and saw a pewter color, and then tilted the nose of the sub down and saw the bottom of the chamber. “It’s about thirty feet deep. What do you think it is?”

“It’s hard to say, but something responded to my radio signal. Swing us around and let’s see where we are.”

The sub spun in a stationary circle, with the lights reflecting off the curved interior of the chamber. It was a sixty-foot diameter symmetrical hole with nothing in the center, then Alex noticed a thin, eight-foot-tall seam in the wall. “That could indicate the entrance into this object.”

“Yeah, but even our best diving suits can’t withstand the pressure at this depth. We can’t get inside.”

Alex leaned back in his seat. “You might as well take us back to the Mystic until we decide how to proceed.”

O’Conna drove the sub up out of the opening and slowly turned in a circle to check out any changes, and the churning water had dislodged sediment, which exposed more of the mirrored surface. “Is that what I think it is? Because it looks way too big to be a spaceship.”

Alex studied the massive oval mirror poking through the surface of the seafloor. “It’s hard to say without seeing the rest of it.”

O’Conna steered the sub in a wide circle around the alien object as they slowly rose through the water. When the light from the sub no longer reached the seafloor, he pointed the front toward the Mystic and sped up for their return to the surface.

***
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THE MYSTIC:

Mike was on the rear deck area of the ship, watching Josh operate the hoist with a remote control, which was raising the submarine from the ocean. He stepped out of the way when water splattered across the deck as the Wizard swung around onto its storage bracket, then he walked with Bett to the side of the sub, where he leaned a fiberglass ladder against the side of the small craft. “I’m always relieved when the sub returns. Even with the most modern equipment, there is always the possibility something could go wrong.”

O’Conna was on his way down the ladder when he heard Mike’s comment. “Yeah, but not this time. It’s another spaceship.”

Once Alex climbed down the ladder and joined the group, Mike indicated the door in the rear bulkhead and headed that way, with Alex at his side. “Is it like your ship?”

“I’m not so sure. O’Conna recorded everything, so you’ll see in a moment.”

When they entered the lounge, O’Conna grabbed the digital storage device from his pocket and gave it to Josh. A moment later, a still image appeared on the large monitor mounted to the forward bulkhead. The recording started with a view from the nose of the submarine as Alex narrated. “As you can see, the surface appears to be the same material as my ship.” The image became blurry for a few seconds. “That happened when I used a special communication device, and a section of the top near the end opened. The radio signal must have caused it to react.”

The recording showed the sub dropping through gas before abruptly stopping, then turning in a circle before rising out of the room. As the sub gained altitude, everyone saw the opening into the object was a sixty-foot-diameter hole, thirty feet deep. When the recording stopped, Alex looked at his friends. “Perhaps Melvin knows something about it. Too bad he doesn’t belong to me anymore.”

O’Conna saw the dejected expression in Alex’s eyes. “I’m sure once Holly learns about this new discovery, you’ll get your job back.”

“I don’t think so. Holly’s not in charge anymore, and Captain Fargo will want to take over the operation.” He had an idea and looked at Mike. “I’m sure you know, according to Maritime Law, the alien structure belongs to you, so I’ll let you decide if we should inform the authorities about it.”

Mike stared at Alex for a moment. “I get the feeling you don’t want me to.”

“You’re correct. We both know how a discovery of this magnitude will create a political nightmare for all nations. Right now, it belongs to you, and no one else knows about it. In my opinion, you’re the best person to be in control of this advanced technology. You’re honest and smart, and not prone to making rash decisions.”

Mike thought about it for a moment. “I can’t make a decision of this magnitude until I know what it is. The only way to do that is with your spaceship, and you’ll need government approval. You were just fired, so I don’t see where I have a choice.”

Alex gave Mike a smirk. “I have another idea. A friend of ours might have just what we need to get inside that structure, but we’ll also need your resources.”

Mike had worked with Alex enough to trust his ideas. “All right. What do you need from me?”

“A plane ride to Fallon, Nevada.”

Mike looked over at Bett. “Can your helicopter make it to a military base on one of the Aleutian Islands?”

Bett shook her head no. “I was studying the charts while on the bridge. It’s too far, but Japan is within my range.”

“I’ll have a plane waiting for you when you arrive in Japan.”

“Thanks Mike. I’ll call you from Nevada with more details.”

O’Conna followed Bett and Alex out to the helicopter to get it ready for takeoff, and then once the blades were in place, he jumped down and gave Alex a quick hug and a slap on the back. “That’s for Essex. Tell him hello for me.”

“I will. I’ll see you when I get back.”

The jet engines began to whine and Alex climbed into the co-pilot’s seat. Moments later, the helicopter climbed into the air.
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MONDAY.  5:00 AM. GROOM LAKE, NEVADA:

When Jadin arrived at Hangar 5, she didn’t recognize the security guard at the entrance. “I’m Jadin Avery, and this is where I work. I need to get inside.”

“Identification, please.”

Jadin grabbed the chain holding her ID card around her neck and slipped it over her head. She held it out for inspection, but didn’t give it to him as he compared her face with the image on the card, then he stepped out of her way. She slid the card across the reader and heard the latch buzz, then shoved the door open and went inside.

She continued along a wide hallway, and when she entered the vast hangar, she looked around to make sure she was alone. She strolled across the room, staring at her growing reflection on the mirrored side of Alex’s alien spacecraft sitting on the concrete floor. It was shaped like a giant chromed hockey puck at forty feet wide by twenty-five feet high. She pressed the tiny button on her earbud and slipped it in place. “Melvin, can you hear me?”

“Yes, Jadin.”

“We have a problem, and I need your help. They fired Alex and David, and our new President wants to take control of the ship.”

“You know I won’t allow that to happen. Have you told the president I don’t belong to anyone?”

“Yes, he knows, but that doesn’t matter. As soon as I get a good supply of power crystals, we’re leaving. Please open the airlock.”

An eight-foot square opening into the four-foot-deep airlock suddenly appeared on the mirrored surface near the bottom of the spacecraft. When the inside door opened, she entered the cargo hold. The circular room was a combination engine room and storage area, and on one side of the airlock doors was a set of stairs leading to the two upper levels. She was about to climb the stairs to the living area when she heard Fargo call her name from outside the ship. “Melvin, I have an idea. Shut everything down except basic lighting until I get more crystals.”

“I don’t need to conserve power. I’m fully functional.”

“I know, but that doesn’t help my plan. You need to be nearly out of power.”

“Oh, I get it. Playing dead, starting now.”

Jadin went outside to greet Fargo and the man and woman walking beside her. She stood in front of the airlock while they approached, assuming the strangers were the astronauts.

Fargo stopped in front of Jadin and indicated the spacecraft to her companions. “That’s what you’ll be learning to operate.”

Jadin held her hand out to the strangers. “I’m Jadin Avery.”

The woman smiled and shook hands. “I’m Commander Beth Armstrong, and this is my co-pilot, Lieutenant Commander Arnold Hackawitz. It’s hard to believe something like that can fly.”

Arnold reached out and shook Jadin’s hand. “Thank you for giving us this opportunity. This is something I never expected to do in my lifetime.”

Jadin indicated the ship. “I felt the same way the first time I saw it. Come inside and I’ll show you around.”

Jadin led them into the cargo hold. “We use this room for storage and staging during our missions.” She pointed to a four-foot diameter enclosed area on one side of the bay, from floor to ceiling. “That’s the engine compartment.”

Beth strolled around the outside of the cylinder, searching for a hatch. When she didn’t see one, she stopped in front of Jadin. “I was told this ship can travel faster than light. How is that accomplished?”

“I only understand the basic concepts of how it functions. It’s like the positive and negative poles of magnets. Somehow, the mirror surface collects specific types of radiation and reflects others to repel or attract dark energy, which it uses to propel the ship through normal space at up to light speed. Once it jumps past that speed, the ship is no longer moving. The radiation is channeled into a powerful shell that warps the fabric of space-time around the ship.”

Beth was fascinated. “That’s incredible. I’m a physicist myself, and I’m looking forward to learning about this ship. How far away have you traveled?”

“We’ve been to the outer edges of our solar system, but we won’t attempt to go any further until we have a better understanding of the effects of faster-than-light travel, or FTL. We know when we use sub-light speeds, Einstein’s theory holds true for time dilation, as we experienced firsthand, but at FTL speeds, which this ship says it can achieve, we’re not sure what will happen and we’re not comfortable trying to find out. With only one ship, taking it beyond light speed could leave us without that technology for who knows how long. There are no theories about FTL since we never believed it was possible until now.”

Beth knew the essence of relativity, but Jadin was right about no theories explaining faster-than-light motion. “The people who built this ship must have been highly advanced technologically.”

“Yes, and it’s hard to believe this ship is over 180 million years old.”

Arnold moved past Jadin and ran his hands over the surface of the engine enclosure. “Can I look inside?”

Jadin saw this as an opportunity to move her plan forward and moved over to a small touch pad near the airlock controls, pressed a series of buttons, and then looked over at the engine compartment. A section of the top half of the cylinder slid open, and she went over to look inside with the others. Her lips formed a sly grin when she didn’t see any neon blue light radiating from the engine compartment. “Damn. The ship is almost out of auxiliary power. We won’t be able to turn anything on until we get new power supply crystals.”

Fargo glared at Jadin. “Why did you let it get so low? It should be ready to leave at any moment!”

Jadin looked her in the eyes. “That was David’s responsibility, and he doesn’t work here anymore because you fired him.”

Fargo maintained eye contact. “Now it’s your responsibility. I want this ship ready to go any time my Commander-in-Chief needs it. Is that clear? Go get whatever you need to get this thing working.”

Jadin looked away before Fargo could see her smirk. “I’ll need Holly’s permission.”

“No, you don’t. I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t understand. They’re in a vault below her office, and I don’t know the combination.”

“Fine. Let’s go chat with the desk jockey.”

Jadin ignored the snide remark. Holly was once an excellent field agent in the CIA and was shot through her kidney in the line of duty. She turned to the astronauts and indicated the exit from the ship. “You might as well come with us. You’ll need to know what to do if you need more power crystals because I’m no longer around.”

***
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After a quick ride in Fargo’s SUV, Jadin led her new acquaintances into the building and stopped to knock on Holly’s door. The blinds in the window were open, and she saw Holly staring at a computer monitor. A moment later, Holly looked up and waved her inside.

Holly looked at Fargo and the astronauts following Jadin into the room. “What’s going on?”

Fargo eased Jadin out of the way and stood in front of Holly’s desk. “From now on, I want the spaceship ready to go at all times.”

Holly wasn’t sure what Fargo meant, since the ship was always ready, so she looked up at Jadin, who gave her a subtle sign to play along. “I thought we had already resolved that issue.”

Jadin was reassured by her boss’s statement. “Yes, but David took on that responsibility. Now he’s gone, and the ship is critically low on reserve power. We need more power crystals right away.”

Holly stood up and indicated for everyone to follow her out of the room and continued along the hallway. When they reached the elevator, she swiped her ID card and entered her code. When the door opened, she led them inside and pressed a button for the bottom floor before looking up at Fargo. “It won’t happen again, Captain.”

Fargo looked down at Holly. “I’ve read about this new form of energy you designed to power the ship. It’s quite an accomplishment. I’d like to meet the scientists who discovered the process.”

“That’s not possible. They’re dead. These are the last of the crystals, so use them sparingly during your training.”

When the elevator door opened, Holly hurried out before Fargo asked a question. She continued down the gray concrete hallway and
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