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Earth: Venezuelan Airspace

“Bogeys! Four enemy contacts, bearing one-five!”

Nate jerked his head, squinting at his display. “I don’t see anything.” The scope was clear—too clear.

“My rearmost drone is picking them up. They’re coming in fast, Phoenix!”

Nate, call sign Phoenix—a name earned after surviving a crash that should’ve ended his flying career—switched to his drone feed. Just as the image stabilized, one of his drones veered sharply, diving hard to evade an incoming missile.

“I see them now! Where the hell did they come from, Striker?”

“No idea—they popped up after we passed that last ridge!” Striker’s voice crackled with tension.

“Deploy all but one drone for harassment duty. Let’s see how long we can keep them busy.”

“Copy, Phoenix.” A moment later, Striker’s voice came back through the comms. “We’ve identified them—Chinese J-20s.”

Nate swore under his breath. “Why am I not surprised? HUMINT got it wrong again.” He pronounced it ‘hu-mint,’ his tone laced with sarcasm. “Looks like China’s ignoring the Perth Accords. Again.”

“You sound surprised, Captain. I thought you were the pessimist.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, the banter continued, steadying their nerves as they flew deeper into Venezuelan airspace. Their target—a fusion reactor suspected of fueling advanced weapons—was now a smoking crater in the cloud forest behind them. But retreat wasn’t coming easy.

The situation worsened. “Phoenix, we’ve still got about eighty miles to the border,” Striker said grimly.

Nate cursed under his breath. The border wasn’t safety—just politics. The Colombians had come a long way in rebuilding their democracy, but they wouldn’t be happy about American jets dragging Venezuelan fighters through their skies. No, real safety lay beyond the waters off the coast.

“Fuck this. Head north to the Caribbean—we’ll never make the Pacific.” Nate switched comms to the carrier. “Doris Miller, we’re heading north. Adjusting course—we’ll be out of airspace in two hundred miles.”

A woman’s voice crackled through the static. “Phoenix, there is nothing big enough to land on out here right now, but we’re scrambling a KC-40 out of Gitmo.”

“Copy, Doris Miller. Running on fumes here.” He switched back to Striker’s channel. “Kick in the afterburners, mate. Let’s get the hell out of Dodge.”

The Andes loomed like jagged teeth, their peaks reaching out to swat them from the sky. The pilots weaved through the twisting valleys, their remaining drones pulling impossibly tight maneuvers, taking out three of the pursuing fighters. The AIs danced through the sky, immune to the crushing G-forces that would’ve blacked out any human pilot. 

“I see water,” Striker called out, a hint of relief in his voice.

Nate caught sight of the azure blue expanse ahead, but his moment of respite was shattered by an alarm. “Missile lock!”

He yanked hard to starboard, diving into a narrow valley thick with mist. The missile clung to him like a predator, undeterred by his evasive moves.

“Come on,” Nate muttered, pulling into a steep climb. The g-forces crushed him into his seat, gray creeping into the edges of his vision.

Just as the missile closed in, Nate released a storm of flares and chaff. The explosion rocked his jet as the missile detonated harmlessly behind him.

“Woo-rah!” Nate whooped, leveling out.

“Phoenix, I’ve got a bogey on my six!” Striker’s voice crackled with panic. “I can’t shake him!”

“Hang in there, Striker. I’m coming.” Nate’s HUD lit up with the chase—Striker’s jet weaving wildly, the J-20 glued to him like a shadow. Gunfire streaked through the air, tracers flashing past Striker’s wing.

“On my mark—pull hard to port. We’ve got one shot, Striker!” Nate ordered, locking his AIM-120s onto the enemy.

“Now!”

Striker yanked his jet into a hard left turn, but not before the J-20 unleashed a final burst of gunfire. Nate watched helplessly as rounds ripped through Striker’s jet, from cockpit to tail.

The F-35 erupted in a fireball.

“Goddamn it!” Nate snarled, his heart pounding with rage. The lock tone chimed in his ear, and he fired both missiles. The first missed, but the second found its mark, vaporizing the J-20 in a brilliant explosion.

Nate exhaled slowly, his hands trembling on the controls. He scanned the skies—nothing. The battle was over. He was alone.

“Phoenix, this is Doris Miller. We’re sorry. We’ve marked Striker’s location—recovery efforts are underway.”

Nate clenched his jaw. “Copy, Doris Miller.”

“You’re running on fumes, Captain. The KC-40 will be waiting for you.”

“Thanks,” he muttered, focusing on the task at hand, trying to hold himself together.

“One more thing, Captain,” the voice on the comm added.

“What now?”

“You’ve got a message from Senior Command. It’s encrypted. Sending it through.”

Nate gritted his teeth, too drained to care. “Roger that,” he said softly, guiding his jet toward the blue expanse ahead.

A text message began scrolling across the display, the onboard systems decrypting it automatically:

To: Captain Nathaniel DuPont  

From: Office of the Joint Chiefs

You have been ordered to report to Naval Support Facility, Dahlgren for further instructions. Land your craft at NAS Patuxent River where you will be escorted to the facility.

Nate stared at the message, reading it over three times to ensure he wasn't mistaken. Yet, as he pondered its contents, he began to see the logic behind the directive. Dahlgren was renowned for its research and development, suggesting that they might possess additional insight into the target they had just neutralized.

With a decisive nod, Nate acknowledged the orders and redirected his fighter northward, accelerating swiftly to rendezvous with his refueler.

Naval Support Facility, Dahlgren, Virginia

NATE, STILL WEARING his flight suit, shifted uncomfortably in his seat at the conference table. His discomfort had nothing to do with the suit or the chair—it was actually a very comfortable chair. No, the real cause of his unease was the people sitting silently around the table. Four individuals shared the space with him, yet the silence made him feel as if he were utterly alone.

To his right sat a three-star general from the Space Force, seemingly engrossed in a game on his phone. Across from the general was a severe-looking woman radiating the unmistakable energy of a federal agent—“FED” practically written in bold across her face. Her attempt at casual attire—a loose blouse tucked into jeans, paired with pumps—felt calculated. She occasionally murmured acknowledgments to someone only she could hear, thanks to an audio implant lodged in her ear.

Next to the general sat the Chief of Staff to the President, scribbling notes onto a tablet with a stylus. To Nate’s left, a woman in a rad jumper—a popular, functional outfit for orbital space platforms—stared serenely out the window at the Virginian countryside. Nate found her oddly familiar but couldn’t quite place her.

As ten minutes stretched into what felt like an eternity, Nate’s patience finally gave way. He rose from his seat, intending to excuse himself for a bathroom break. But just as he stood, the door swung open with precision, and two Secret Service agents stepped inside, flanking the entrance like statues.

They were followed by none other than the President of the United States.

Madam President Isabella Maria Santos-Gardner—52 years old but appearing a decade younger—entered with quiet authority. Her striking features—a blend of Native American and Hispanic heritage—reflected years of experience, wisdom, and unflinching resolve. Sleek black hair framed her face, though crow’s feet hinted at the weight of her responsibilities. A faint crease etched her forehead, a testament to years of intense focus.

At 5’11”, she towered over many of her colleagues, and her athletic frame carried the grace of someone who had once excelled in basketball and field hockey. Even now, her daily fitness regimen kept her sharp, mentally and physically. To outsiders, she often seemed rigid, as if she carried something to prove—but in truth, her only competition was herself. Her grandmother’s teachings, rooted in the Wind River Reservation of Wyoming, grounded her through daily meditation, giving her balance in the storm of Washington politics.

Despite her steadfast dedication, she had no shortage of political enemies. Her refusal to engage in backdoor maneuvering annoyed her peers, especially within the Beltline. But Santos-Gardner was unfazed. She had defied impossible odds to claim the presidency, guided by her principles. Whether re-election loomed or not, she governed by conscience, committed to the belief that democracy must prevail—even if it cost her everything.

Nate felt the weight of her presence immediately. He stood at attention, snapping a salute. Though he didn’t always agree with her decisions, he admired her commitment to principle. She was refreshingly honest, an anomaly in Washington’s political maze. As he stood there, a flicker of uncertainty crept in. “What on Earth have I gotten myself into?” he wondered out loud.

The woman in the rad jumper glanced at him and smiled. “What makes you think it’s of this Earth?” she whispered.

Nate blinked, startled, but before he could respond, the President’s voice cut through the moment.

“Please, have a seat,” she said, her tone measured but commanding. “Some of you have more information than others, but no one here has the complete story. Let’s start there.”

She turned toward her Chief of Staff. “Kyle, please brief everyone on what we know.”

“Yes, Madam President,” Kyle Lancaster replied smoothly.

Lancaster was a seasoned political operator—a lawyer by trade and a career politician by ambition. He’d first arrived in Washington in his late twenties, joining an infamous law firm before becoming a partner by his 42nd birthday. Along the way, he’d made himself indispensable, serving as an advisor to countless freshman congresspersons and senators. Santos-Gardner hadn’t initially wanted him as her Chief of Staff, but she owed her party this one concession—and Lancaster had earned some goodwill when she first arrived in D.C.

For his part, Lancaster respected the President but disliked her unconventional style. He challenged her when necessary to maintain appearances, but he also knew better than to push too hard. His name was already circulating in party backrooms as a potential challenger in the next election, and Lancaster had no intention of falling out of favor.

He tapped a few times on his tablet, pulling up the information he needed.

“At 02:00 hours Eastern Time, Ms. Hensley...” Lancaster paused, nodding toward the woman in the rad jumper.

Recognition hit Nate like a slap. Alexis Hensley. The founder of Hensley Fabrications and Hensley Synthetics—one of the wealthiest and most influential people on the planet. How had he not recognized her earlier? Maybe it was the casual attire that threw him off. He was used to seeing her in million-dollar outfits on the news, not a workaday jumper fit for the orbital stations she owned.

Lancaster continued. “Ms. Hensley received contact from a former DHS agent. That agent...” He nodded toward the federal woman Nate had pegged as a fed. “...is Seana Byrne. According to Deputy Director Samantha Grueling, Agent Byrne was declared missing in action several months ago during a mission related to the assassination of Wu Sun Gao.”

Nate’s breath caught in his throat. Seana? Memories of their time together flooded back. They had been close—too close—until their professional paths collided, forcing them to choose between love and career. Seana had made her choice without hesitation, and they hadn’t spoken in years. The thought of her hadn’t crossed his mind in a long time—until now.

Lancaster’s words hit him like a hammer.

“According to Ms. Hensley,” Lancaster went on, “Agent Byrne is alive—and currently in command of an interstellar spaceship parked near the asteroid Ceres.”

Nate’s mouth moved before his brain caught up. “Wait... what?”

The Chief of Staff shot him a withering glare, but the President stifled a small smile. “Thank you, Kyle,” she said, smoothly cutting off anything else he might have added. She turned to Alexis. “Ms. Hensley, if you could please elaborate.”

Nate noticed Deputy Director Grueling shifting uncomfortably in her seat, her eyes darting between the President and Hensley. Clearly, even she wasn’t fully briefed on the situation.

Alexis Hensley stood, brushing her hands on her jumper. “Thank you, Isabella. I mean, Madam President.”

The President smiled warmly. “It’s fine, Alexis. No need for formalities between friends.”

Alexis gave a small nod before continuing. “Seana came to Trajen’s Aerie about six months ago, tracking a wealthy heiress—Harper von Oster—related to Gao’s assassination. We found von Oster dining with associates, and Seana left with her soon after. I hadn’t heard from either of them since. I used every resource at my disposal, even looked for records aboard Xīn de Shuguang, Gao’s project—but nothing.”

She paused, exhaling deeply. “Then, at two this morning, I received an encrypted message on my personal comm. At the same time, my intelligence network flagged a priority message.”

"My PI said the device held a key. I assumed it was for the encryption, so I asked it to apply it to the comms message. When it did, I was presented with the face of a young woman I’d never seen before. She introduced herself as an advanced artificial intelligence named Carmen, belonging to the Senior Commander of the Althenian Navy—Seana Byrne."

Alexis paused, glancing around the room. "I had only met Seana once, briefly, but I knew enough to be certain she wasn’t part of any military. And I knew her well enough to realize that whatever was going on... it was real."

The President gave a slight nod. "Thank you, Alexis. What did the message say?"

"That’s the thing—it wasn’t a message." Alexis leaned forward slightly. "It was a live feed of Seana herself. I was... relieved to see her. We formed a connection—something almost preternatural—in the short time we spent together."

Sam Grueling gave a knowing nod and smile, as if she understood the kind of bond Alexis had described. Alexis noticed the same look in the handsome Navy Captain seated next to her.

Alexis continued. "Seana told me she needed my help, that I was one of the few people in the galaxy she could trust. She asked me to contact Director Grueling and see if I could find Captain DuPont." Alexis’s eyes met Nate’s briefly before she added, "Then she said something strange—she told me to set aside everything I thought I knew about life and reality. She asked me to listen.

"For the next thirty minutes, she told me a story that sounded like it came straight out of a science fiction novel. My brain kept trying to reject it, but as Seana shifted the camera to show me her crew..." Alexis took a slow, deliberate breath, locking eyes with the President. "Isabella—Madam President—they are not human."

The three-star general at the table scoffed. "This is preposterous. You're telling me that some rogue agent resurfaces with this—an excuse right out of the cantina scene on Tatooine?"

"Lieutenant General Griss, that will be enough." The President’s voice was calm but carried unmistakable authority. She didn’t raise her voice, nor did she need to. "Please, continue."

"That’s about it." Alexis gave a slight shrug. "I recorded the whole thing. I wasn’t sure what else to do. But, you know, when one of your best friends is the President of the United States, it feels right to give her a heads-up."

The President’s expression softened just slightly. "Thank you, Alexis. You did the right thing."

Griss cleared his throat. "Permission to speak, Madam President?" His tone carried just a hint of arrogance.

"No," she said flatly, leaving no room for debate. "We’re going to watch the recording Alexis has provided, and then we’ll open the floor." She turned toward the Deputy Director. "Sam, do you have the recording?"

"I do, ma'am, but there’s a complication. The message is locked with bio-imprint encryption—something well beyond anything we’ve encountered. My team hasn’t been able to crack it," Grueling admitted.

The President shifted her gaze back to Alexis. "Would you like to give it a try?"

Alexis took the device from Grueling and moved toward the wall-mounted workstation. But before she could take another step, the screen flickered to life. The recording began to play on its own.

Alexis froze, unsure whether to continue moving or stay rooted in place.

"Alexis," the President said softly. "Have a seat."

On the screen, a young woman with striking features appeared—someone who looked like she could have been Seana’s younger sister. But Nate knew better. Seana didn’t have any siblings; her family’s tragic history made that clear.

The young woman spoke. "I am Carmen, a Synergistic Artificial Neuro-Dynamic Intelligence—SANDI for short. I am an advanced AI, even by AU standards, and I report directly to Senior Commander of the Althenian Navy, Seana Byrne. She would like to speak with you."

The recording shifted to Alexis’s voice, slightly nervous. "Uh, hello... Carmen. Yeah, sure, I’d love to speak with Agent—I mean, Senior Commander Byrne. Is she okay?"

"I’ll let her explain the details, but as you humans say, the short answer is ‘not really,’" Carmen replied before disappearing from the screen.

A moment later, Seana appeared—brilliant auburn hair cascading over her shoulders, her radiant green eyes locking onto the camera. She wore a sleek black bodysuit that clung to her frame, revealing the same graceful strength Nate remembered.

Nate’s throat tightened, and his mouth went dry as he desperately scanned the room for water. She looked as stunning as ever, but there was something different in her eyes now—something deeper. Where once her gaze had carried the burden of survival and strength, it now held an unfathomable depth of pain.

"Wow," Nate whispered, the word slipping out before he could stop himself.

"Hello, Alexis," Seana said warmly, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Did I catch you at a bad time?"

"Seana? Holy shit, it is you! Are you okay? Where are you? Were you taken by that psycho von Oster?" Alexis's voice tumbled out in a breathless rush.

"Whoa, Alexis—breathe." Seana’s smile deepened, even her eyes reflecting warmth. "First off, I wasn’t taken. I left with Harper von Oster voluntarily. But for the rest, I need you to suspend everything you think you know—about life, the universe, all of it. Can you do that?"

Alexis stared, stunned. "Uh... sure."

Seana’s smile faded slightly, her voice growing more insistent. "Alexis. Are you listening?"

"Y-yeah. I hear you."

"Good."

For the next thirty minutes, Seana recounted her story—a tale so extraordinary that it bordered on the absurd. If true, it would change everything humanity knew about its place in the universe. If false, it risked discrediting an entire government agency and feeding the fantasies of every conspiracy theorist alive.

Seana described a galaxy-spanning civilization composed of countless sentient species, with a beautiful second Earth serving as their seat of government. She spoke of vast navies capable of faster-than-light travel, and as she delved into darker aspects of her story, a chill settled over the room.

She warned of the Guiturian, an ancient malevolent entity, and its agents—the amagi. These beings represented the embodiment of darkness in the galaxy, and Seana recounted the personal losses she’d endured in her desperate flight from their pursuit.

The room fell silent as Seana’s final warning echoed through the recording. Earth was at risk. The Guiturian and its followers knew of humanity’s existence, and retribution was inevitable.

Before the recording ended, Seana made a final request. She asked Alexis to contact Sam Grueling and to find Nate DuPont—though she didn’t explain why. Her parting words carried a weight that lingered long after they were spoken.

"I’ll see you soon, Alexis."

Alexis, still in shock, had managed only a weak response. "Can you give me proof of all this? I can’t take this to DHS without evidence—they’ll think I’ve lost my mind."

Seana grinned one last time. "Sure."

She stepped back from the camera, revealing a towering figure—over two meters tall, with tightly braided blonde hair. The being looked like a Viking warrior out of a video game, radiating an aura of power and menace.

Two more figures entered the frame—humanoid but distinct, with skin a bluish hue and jet-black hair. Their smiles revealed sharp, predatory teeth.

Finally, a truly alien figure appeared. Its entire body shimmered with iridescent black fur, and its feline features exuded both beauty and menace. Nate shivered, feeling as though the creature were watching him through the screen.

"How’s that for proof?" Seana asked with a wink.

Alexis could only nod, stunned. "Yeah... I’m gonna need a copy of this."

Just as she was about to click off, she blurted, "Wait—where are you?"

"Ah. Well, currently, we are in the shadow of Ceres."

The screen went black as the recording ended.

"Wh—the fff..." Nate tried to speak, but the words caught in his throat.

"Yes, Captain DuPont. I agree with that sentiment," the President said dryly.

"Madam President, you don’t really believe that line of bullshit, do you?" General Griss sneered. "I’ve seen cosplayers at Comic-Con with better costumes."

This guy has never been near a Comic-Con unless it was to run over cosplayers in the parking lot, Nate thought, biting back a grin.

The President’s patience was razor-thin. "August, you were invited here over the objections of your CO for one reason. I was told that, of all the brass in the Space Force, Air Force, and Navy, you were the most open-minded about the possibility of extraterrestrial life. If you continue with this attitude, I will have you removed and sequestered until we decide what to do with this information."

"Well... I mean..." The general faltered, taken aback by the sharpness in her tone.

"You mean that you talk a good game in front of the cameras and when you’re padding budget requests, but when reality doesn’t fit your expectations, you call it a hoax. What’s the problem? Not the aliens you were expecting? No greys? No lizard people?"

"Uh... no, ma'am. I just think we should remain objective. That's all."

"I appreciate objectivity, August," the President replied coolly, "but I just saw four aliens standing on the bridge of an interstellar spacecraft, and I’ve been told that a very real threat is heading our way. So, if you don't mind, you can take your objectivity and shove it up your ass."

Nate bit down on the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Technically, Griss wasn’t in his chain of command, but the man could still make things difficult if he lived to tell the tale.

"Yes, ma’am," the general muttered, deflating.

The President’s sharp gaze swept the room, daring anyone to challenge her. When no one did, she straightened. "I understand General Griss’s skepticism. This is uncharted territory for all of us, and once this information leaves this room, it will change the course of human history. Therefore, no one is leaving until we’ve decided what to do next."

She held out her hand. "Phones and communication devices. Now!"

Nate didn’t hesitate. He slid his phone down the table, followed quickly by Alexis and the Deputy Director. Griss, dragging his feet, reluctantly complied. The Chief of Staff, however, sat still, as if the order didn’t apply to him.

"Kyle. Now," the President barked.

Startled, Lancaster scrambled to hand over his phone and tablet, muttering, "Ma’am, those contain confidential—"

"Shut the hell up, Kyle. No one cares about your porn stash."

Lancaster’s face flushed a deep red, and Nate wasn’t sure if it was from anger, embarrassment, or both. I like her more every minute, Nate thought.

The President collected the devices and dropped them into a briefcase. As she was about to close the lid, one of the phones began ringing. Instinctively, she glanced at the screen—and froze when she saw the caller ID. Her hand, which had been closing the case, stopped mid-motion.

With a shaky breath, she retrieved the phone and tapped the speaker button. "This is Isabella Santos-Gardner, President of the United States of America."

"No shit," came a familiar voice. "Wow, glad to hear it. I voted for you!"

The President blinked in surprise, then smiled awkwardly. "Uh... thank you."

"So... is Alexis there?" the voice asked cheerfully.

"I'm here!" Alexis called out, leaning forward. "Uh... Seana, I'm in a room with some people—including your boss. Or maybe your former boss?"

She glanced at Grueling for help, but the Deputy Director merely shrugged.

"Oh, hey, Sam!" Seana’s voice came through the phone, as chipper as ever. "How are you?"

"I’m good, Seana," Grueling replied, equal parts amused and curious. "We just saw your little chat with Alexis from earlier. But... wait, where are you calling from?"

"If you saw the message, you already know," Seana replied lightly.

"So... it’s true?" the President interjected, her tone sharpened with curiosity.

"Is that you again, Madam President? I really should’ve just used FaceTime—hold on."

The phone went dead, and the wall screen flickered to life again. In ultra-high definition, Seana Byrne reappeared, standing confidently. Behind her, the towering Viking-like woman and the feline alien paced restlessly, their movements fluid and deliberate.

"There, much better," Seana said, flashing a smile. "Now, who do we have in attendance?"

The President addressed the screen with authority. "You already know Alexis Hensley and Deputy Director Grueling. The gentlemen are Lieutenant General August Griss and Kyle Lancaster, my Chief of Staff. And finally, Captain Nathanial DuPont—whom, I assume, you know, given that you asked for him personally."

At the mention of his name, Nate finally swiveled toward the screen. The moment he locked eyes with Seana, his breath hitched, and his heart raced.

Seana gave him a coy smile, raising one brow slightly. "Gentlemen, it’s a pleasure to meet you. And Captain... it’s nice to see you again."

Nate, trying to embody the cool fighter-pilot persona, opened his mouth to deliver a witty quip—but instead erupted into a fit of coughing. He reached for a glass of water as the room fell into awkward silence. Seana waited patiently, her gaze lingering on him with amusement.

As the coughing subsided, Seana took a moment to survey the room. Her expression shifted subtly as she read the unspoken thoughts of those present.

General Griss was terrified. His mind betrayed him—while he had advocated for open discussions on extraterrestrial intelligence, he’d never truly believed it would happen. Everything he thought he knew about physics and FTL travel had been shattered in mere minutes.

Kyle Lancaster, ever the opportunist, was already scheming. His thoughts were filled with how this revelation could advance his status and power. The presence of aliens didn’t impress him as much as the potential leverage it offered.

Grueling was steady, practical as always. She was genuinely relieved that Seana was safe and willing to wait for more information before reacting.

Alexis, on the other hand, was positively giddy. Seana could feel her excitement bubbling beneath the surface—every sci-fi fantasy Alexis had ever entertained was coming to life in real-time. Seana found it endearing. In truth, she often felt the same way.

What surprised Seana most, however, was Nate. His reaction—more precisely, her reaction to his thoughts—caught her off guard. Nate still harbored feelings for her, and to her surprise, she didn’t mind. The idea of reconnecting, however distant, was comforting. But she knew she was still too broken from Asjia’s death to let anyone get too close.

Then there was the President. Seana couldn’t get a read on her. It was as if the woman’s thoughts were shielded, diffused somehow. Seana wondered if the President possessed abilities similar to her own. The more she probed, the more elusive the President’s emotions became.

Once the room settled, the President motioned for Seana to continue. But before she could speak, General Griss cleared his throat.

"Ms. Byrne," he began, his tone cautious. "You say you’re currently orbiting Ceres?"

"That’s right," Seana replied smoothly.

"And yet we’re speaking with no delay," Griss continued. "There should be a 19- to 20-minute lag, one way, due to the speed of light. How do you explain that?" He glanced around the room, smug, as if he had just caught her in a lie.

Seana’s lips curled into a small, amused smile. "Lieutenant General, before I contacted Alexis, we deployed a quantum-entangled communications unit into Earth’s orbit. It allows us to maintain real-time communication, no matter where we are in the galaxy."

“Uh huh. I think we’ll need a bit more proof than that," Kyle Lancaster chimed in, clearly trying to assert himself.

Seana tilted her head slightly, her expression unreadable. "Would you prefer I fly the Beowulf down the 495 and park it on the White House lawn, Mr. Lancaster?"

The President laughed, a rare sound in the tense room. "I don’t think anything that dramatic will be necessary, Ms. Byrne."

"Please, just call me Seana," she replied, though a flicker of impatience showed in her eyes. "What can I do to prove my authenticity? Because, honestly, I don’t know how much time we have. Right now, the Althenian Republic and the Aegiac Union are probably scrambling to figure out what has happened in the last few days. The Republic’s matriarch has gone missing, and as she holds a seat on the Union’s Council of Worlds, they are also without one of their leaders."

She exhaled, a mixture of frustration and fear visible on her face. "Fortunately, she’s safe, where she needs to be. She’s just... staying in hiding for now."

"Okay, Seana," Santos-Gardner said, her tone gentler, picking up on the tension in the woman’s voice. "This is all very new for us. What can you do to help us see what’s real—and what’s truly at stake?" She paused, then added with a small smile, "Short of parking your spaceship on my lawn."

A low, rumbling sound came from behind Seana. The feline-like alien stepped forward and uttered something unintelligible. A moment later, a smooth, synthetic voice translated the alien’s words into English: "Tell them to send up the flyboy you wanted, and we’ll give him a tour."

Seana’s cheeks flushed slightly with embarrassment. "Thank you, Koru."

Without thinking, Nate blurted out, "I’ll go."

The President turned toward him with a raised brow. "Captain, for a disciplined fighter pilot, you certainly have trouble keeping your tongue in check."

"Sorry, ma’am," Nate mumbled.

"It’s fine," the President said, giving him a warm smile. "And it might actually be a good idea."

"Now, wait a minute," Griss interjected, his tone sharp. "You can’t just send someone into space on a whim—especially not alone, and definitely not into the unknown."

The President opened her mouth to respond, but Seana cut her off. “Alexis can come too—if she wants."

"I want," Alexis chimed in immediately, leaning forward in her seat, excitement dancing in her eyes.

"Absolutely not!" Griss barked, slamming his hand on the table. "I won’t allow a civilian to interfere—"

"In what, General?" Seana cut in again, her voice low but dangerous. "You think you’re in charge here? From where I’m sitting, I hold all the cards. Unless you plan on holding Ms. Hensley hostage, there’s nothing you can do to stop her. She’s a private citizen—and a very wealthy one. If she wants to go into space, what exactly do you think you can do about it?"

"Don’t test me, child," Griss growled, his eyes narrowing into dangerous slits.

Seana leaned closer to the screen, her expression darkening. "Do not test me," she whispered, venom lacing her words. In that moment, she projected five seconds of the most brutal memories from her battle with Mallene Callis and Evidor va Amursdan directly into the general’s mind. The scene played out vividly—vicious combat, gruesome deaths, and Seana’s own hand in their violent fates. She let him feel the full weight of it, searing it into his thoughts. “Do I make myself clear?” Seana asked

Griss gasped, recoiling as if struck. His face turned ashen, and he slumped back in his chair. "Yes," he whispered hoarsely, barely able to speak.

The room fell into a heavy silence, all eyes shifting from the shaken general to Seana, their expressions a mixture of disbelief and awe.

The President broke the silence, her voice calm and composed. "Fine. Seana, we’ll make arrangements to get Captain DuPont and Ms. Hensley into orbit. What happens after that?"

Seana nodded, grateful for the President’s decisive action. "Once they’re aboard, I’ll brief them fully and introduce them to the rest of the crew. Then we can begin laying out a plan to coordinate with Earth’s leadership and assess the threat we’re facing."

The President stood, smoothing the front of her jacket. "Very well. We’ll get things in motion immediately."

She turned to the group, her expression sharp. "I want to be absolutely clear—everything we discussed here today stays within these walls. If any of you breathe a word of this to anyone, I will personally see to it that you spend the rest of your life in solitary confinement in an off-the-books federal facility. Are we clear?"

The room was silent, everyone nodding in grim agreement.

Satisfied, the President reached into the briefcase and handed back their phones and tablets, one by one. As she did, she gave each person a hard, warning look, reinforcing the gravity of their secrecy.

"Get ready," she said, her gaze lingering on Nate and Alexis. "We don’t have much time."

With that, the meeting adjourned, and the room emptied, leaving only the weight of what had just transpired. The world they knew was about to change forever—and none of them would leave this encounter unchanged.

Lieutenant General Griss was storming toward the black SUV waiting to whisk him back into D.C. when his phone buzzed in his pocket. Glancing at the caller ID, a smug grin spread across his face—it was one of his mistresses. Perfect. I need a little distraction after that mess.

The encounter with Seana had rattled him more than he’d care to admit. That woman—if she even was human—was terrifying. He had no idea how she got inside his head, but he knew she was dangerous and not to be trusted. Maybe she’s an alien too.

He answered with a familiar sleazy warmth. "Hello, my pea," he purred, using the pet name they shared.

But the voice that answered wasn’t his mistress.

"Hello, August," Seana said smoothly.

Griss froze, his blood turning to ice. "How the hell did you get this number? Where’s Connie? What did you do with her?" His heart thundered in his chest, and a cold sweat broke across his brow.

"Oh, relax," Seana replied, her tone dripping with mockery. "I’m sure your little mistress is just fine. I just figured you’d answer her call faster than one from your wife. You disgusting pig."

Griss's bravado deflated. "What do you want?" he muttered, his voice an irritated mix of resignation and dread.

Seana’s next words didn’t come through the phone—they echoed inside his head.

"I just wanted to remind you, August: I own you. I can reach you anytime, anywhere. I know your thoughts—your dirtiest, most twisted secrets."

Panic gripped him. Griss let out a strangled noise and hurled his phone to the ground. He stomped on it again and again until it was nothing but a broken mess of glass and twisted metal, panting as though the effort might free him from her reach.

"Oh, silly boy," Seana’s voice whispered, still inside his head, laced with amusement. "You can’t stop me that easily."

Griss whirled around in circles, his eyes darting wildly, searching for the source of her voice. He squeezed his hands against his ears in a useless attempt to block her out.

"Stop spinning around—you’re making a scene," Seana said, barely able to suppress a laugh. "You’ll draw attention to yourself. Do you want people to see you like this?"

Griss stumbled to a stop, trembling. "A-a-alright. I’m listening," he stammered, his hands dropping helplessly to his sides.

"Good," Seana said softly, her tone growing dark. "Now listen closely, August. If you try to interfere—if you so much as think about doing something I don’t like—I’ll know. I’ll know before you know. So don’t even let the idea form in that little brain of yours."

Griss stood rigid, his breath shallow and uneven.

"If you behave—if you play your part like a good little boy—I might let you carry on with your pathetic life. But if you step out of line..." She trailed off, letting the weight of her unspoken threat linger. "Well, I’ll leave the rest to that dirty imagination of yours. You know exactly what I’m capable of."

And then, just as suddenly as she had invaded his mind, she was gone.

Griss stood there, frozen and pale as a ghost, glancing around in fear—unsure if she was truly gone or still lurking somewhere in his mind, watching.
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Chapter 2
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Sol System | Ceres

"That was scary, boss," Rosca said with a light chuckle. "When did you learn that trick?"

Seana chuckled as well. "Just now, I guess. I’ve been able to sense thoughts and even read minds before, but I’ve never tried to project my own into someone else’s." Her expression grew distant, as if remembering something. Then she burst out laughing. "Well, maybe I have done it before—like that time I made that pirate see the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man during the battle over Nessa." She shook her head at the memory. "But this time... it was effortless. I think humans are easier to manipulate than other sentients."

Rosca grinned. "Well, I only know one human, and there is nothing easy about her."

Seana smiled, catching the implied compliment. "Thanks, but what I mean is, because I am human, it’s easier for me to affect them with my psycho-telekinesis."

Koru padded into the Tactical Operations Center (TOC), her movements restless and fluid. She had been uneasy ever since they entered Sol. "This system makes me uncomfortable," she muttered.

"Yeah, Koru, we noticed," Rosca said, trying to sound gentle despite her growing nervousness. Koru’s endless circling was starting to get on her nerves. "And you’ve said it... many times."

Seana gave the large feline an amused look. "What’s bothering you so much? Does humanity have galactic BO or something?" She tried to lighten the mood, but Koru’s ears flattened in annoyance.

"It’s your people’s history," Koru said, her voice low and edged with a growl. "I’ve been reading about them. They’ve been warring with each other since they crawled out of the trees. My people fought to survive—your people fight because they crave it. They seek power for themselves and steal it from others. They remind me of the pirates who invaded Maori and enslaved my people. Your history makes me want to kill them all."

Seana grimaced. "Well, that’s comforting. Maybe we should leave you on the ship when we meet the President."

Koru let out a deep, rumbling growl, her tail flicking in irritation.

"She’s not entirely wrong, though," Rosca said thoughtfully. "Humans do have a dark history. Most civilizations across the AU had similar origins, but the difference is, they’ve been civilized by their induction into the Aegiac Union. Most of them have been part of the AU for millennia."

Carmen’s voice chimed in. "Yes. The last civilization to join the AU after achieving FTL capability on their own was nearly five hundred Earth years ago. The most recent species to be uplifted was over six thousand years ago."

Seana tilted her head, curiosity sparking. "How long has the AU known about Earth and humanity?" It struck her as odd that she hadn’t asked the question before.

Carmen answered smoothly. "The first AU vessel to discover Sol’s sentient species was a worloon freighter. Its FTL core malfunctioned, forcing it out of hyperspace between Mars and Earth. They got lucky—they could’ve ended up flying into your sun, but the core failure pushed them off course by three lightyears.

"Since their sublight drives were still functional, they explored the system, hoping to find a rocky planet where they could land and repair their ship. Earth’s climate was ideal for them—especially the desert regions."

"They landed on Earth?" Seana asked, leaning in, intrigued.

"Yes," Carmen confirmed. "They touched down near a river in what you know as Giza. The worloon crew was stunned to find intelligent beings resembling both althenians and chysarians—only these beings were shades of tan and brown."

"So they made contact with humans? When was this?" Seana’s fascination deepened.

"Not exactly," Carmen replied. "They violated AU protocol by interacting with a pre-FTL civilization, but they believed the knowledge they shared was minor—things like water management and animal husbandry. The humans, however, were so enamored with their visitors that they immortalized them in stone."

Seana furrowed her brow. "worloon... Wait." She quickly pulled up an image of the reptilian-lion hybrid species on her console. The connection clicked in her mind. "The Sphinx!"

"Precisely," Carmen confirmed. "The worloon landed in Giza around 4,500 years ago. AU records indicate that your ancestors experienced sudden advancements in flood management, such as canals, dikes, and reservoirs, shortly after the worloon’s visit. They helped early Egyptians harness the Nile—both to protect against its flooding and to expand irrigation inland for crops."

Seana shook her head, marveling. "So the worloon give them a bit of tech, get treated like gods, and then hop on their repaired ship to report back to the AU?"

"Not quite," Carmen said. "Their FTL core exploded shortly after liftoff. Their derelict ship drifted into Mars’s orbit, where it remained undisturbed for four thousand years. It was finally discovered by tundoshan pathfinders, who were surveying Sol for potential industrial colonies. By then, humans had reached the industrial era and were already mining Earth’s natural resources. The tundoshans wanted to strip-mine Mars, but the AU intervened and enacted the Aegis Veil."

"Aegis Veil? Some kind of Prime Directive?" Seana asked.

"In essence, yes," Carmen said.

Seana folded her arms. "The althenians didn’t seem to care much about that law. Peria admitted they’ve been studying Earth for decades, and Arika infiltrated us completely by becoming Harper von Oster."

"Althenians tend to ignore laws they find inconvenient," Carmen replied dryly. "But they never interfered openly—they just observed and collected DNA samples in case humanity’s inherent stupidity and violence wiped you out."

Koru let out another low growl, her golden eyes narrowing. "Thanks for the history lesson. Now can we focus on the plan? I wasn’t entirely on board with contacting the humans—especially such a small group. And now that we’ve done it, what exactly are we going to accomplish? I know we’re supposed to pick up your friends and prove who we are, but I don’t see how any of this changes anything."

Seana studied Koru, noting the tension in her friend’s powerful frame. The confines of the TOC weren’t helping. Koru needed space—and reassurance. Yet Seana couldn’t dismiss the validity of her concerns. Humanity was centuries behind the least advanced AU civilization. What could Earth possibly do against an enemy like the Guiturian?

"Koru," Seana began thoughtfully, "you were right about one thing—humanity is a warrior species. Our history is filled with conflict and conquest. Too often, those in power have sought to dominate others for personal gain. But beneath that darkness lies something more—a resilience. Humans fight not only for power but for what’s right. They protect the weak, resist oppression, and defy tyranny.

"When everything is on the line, they rise. It’s messy, and it’s imperfect, but humanity has something that can’t be measured by technology alone: a relentless will to survive. And right now, that might be exactly what we need.

"We may be a diverse species, with each tribe convinced of its own superiority," Seana continued, "but we share a common thread. When faced with a common threat, we unite for the greater good. The enemy of my enemy becomes my ally, and together, we fight for survival.

"If, or rather when, those who seek to harm humanity arrive, we won't cower in fear—no matter how outmatched we seem. I believe humanity will rise to the challenge. And if I can offer them assistance—technology, knowledge—something to help them advance, then perhaps they'll stand a fighting chance."

Rosca leaned forward, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully. "What do you have in mind?"

Seana took a deep breath, organizing her thoughts. "First, we pick up my friends. Then we need to convince the President that the threat is real—and persuade her to present our case to the international community." She hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. "Probably the United Nations, but... I’m not sure how effective that will be. They tend to get caught up in their own self-importance and lost in the quagmire of political debate."

Rosca nodded grimly. "Bureaucracy could eat up precious time."

"Exactly," Seana agreed. A sudden thought struck her mid-sentence, and she paused. "No, we might have to bypass the usual channels altogether—go straight to the world at large."


New Mexican High Desert, 200 miles out from Spaceport America

THE HENSLEY CORPORATE aircraft glided smoothly through the night sky toward Spaceport America, carrying Alexis Hensley and Nate DuPont. Their conversation flowed easily, bouncing between the earlier meeting, their connections to Seana, and the strange unfolding events. Despite their vastly different backgrounds, they found themselves forming an easy camaraderie. Alexis’s laid-back demeanor meshed with Nate’s willingness to engage, creating a rare and comfortable dynamic.

Though Alexis was undeniably beautiful, Nate felt no romantic attraction toward her, and it seemed mutual. It was a refreshing change from the usual dynamic Nate encountered with women. His unexpected encounter with Seana had stirred feelings he thought were long buried, redirecting his focus entirely away from potential romantic distractions.

The autopilot announced their imminent arrival, signaling the end of their conversation. Both Alexis and Nate fell silent, anticipation tightening in their chests as they looked ahead to what awaited them at Spaceport America.

As Nate gazed out the aircraft window into the vast expanse of the New Mexican desert, a strange sensation prickled at the back of his mind. An invisible pressure pressed against his temples, sharp and unsettling. He glanced at Alexis and saw the same discomfort mirrored in her expression.

Before either could speak, the cabin lights flickered—then went out entirely. Darkness swallowed them, heightening the tension in the confined space. Both sat frozen for a moment, stunned and disoriented in the sudden blackness.

Nate awoke with a jolt. His head was clear, and strangely, he felt refreshed. The confusion hit him like a wave as he stared up at the bunk above him.

What the hell? he thought. Am I on an aircraft carrier? His last memory had been flying toward the Gulf for a refuel... no, that wasn’t right. I flew to Virginia... and then... It all came rushing back in an instant. Seana! Where the hell am I?

He sat up quickly, scanning his surroundings. The room was small, dimly lit by a soft glow that illuminated the bottom of the bunk above him. On one wall was an alcove holding his flight jacket, and a small countertop with what appeared to be a sink.

The door to the room slid open with a faint hiss. A silhouette stood in the doorway, casting a shadow across the floor. As Nate’s eyes adjusted, the figure's features came into focus.

It stood roughly six feet tall, its frame slim and sinewy. Its head was elongated and ovoid, with large black, forward-facing eyes that gleamed faintly in the dim light. Its skin was a mottled mix of green and blue, and it wore what looked like a skintight suit, similar to a diver’s dry suit. Combat-style boots covered its wide, flat feet.

The creature’s hands rested nonchalantly at its sides. Nate noticed something strange about its three fingers and thumb—the tips flared outward, similar to the adhesive toes of a gecko. As it tapped its fingers rhythmically against the doorframe, Nate stared, mesmerized and uneasy.

A wave of foreboding washed over him. He was completely vulnerable. Aside from the pillow beneath his head, he had nothing to defend himself. He pressed himself deeper into the bunk, his legs pulling instinctively toward his chest.

The creature leaned forward and began to speak, its voice a mix of hissing, chirping, and low guttural sounds—like the rustling of leaves combined with the clicks and whistles of a bird’s song. The sound was haunting and strangely pleasant.

Just as Nate thought about bolting for the door, he heard a sudden bark of laughter from the hallway. The laugh was unmistakably human—and painfully familiar.

Two faces appeared from behind the alien, both grinning ear to ear.

"Goddammit, Seana!" Nate groaned. "You nearly made me wet myself."

Seana and Alexis doubled over with laughter, their shoulders shaking as they struggled to catch their breath.

"Oh my god, Nate!" Seana gasped between fits of laughter. "You should’ve seen your face."

Embarrassed, angry, and relieved all at once, Nate muttered, "Well, fuck you too."

This only sent the two women into another round of laughter.

"I’m sorry—okay, no, not really." Seana wiped her eyes, still grinning mischievously. "But it was Alexis’s idea." She jabbed her thumb in Alexis’s direction.

Alexis swatted her on the shoulder. "Liar! I had nothing to do with this! She pulled the same stunt on me."

Seana smirked. "Alright, fine. I thought it’d be funny to fake an alien abduction. I mean, come on—New Mexico desert, UFO vibes. How could I not?"

Nate shook his head in disbelief.

The alien stood silently, its head tilting back and forth with a distinctly annoyed expression, eerily similar to human irritation.

"Anyway, Nate," Seana said, gesturing toward the alien. "This is Sticks. She’s a tundoshan, a sentient amphibian from Doshan IV. She’s the only member of my crew you hadn’t met yet, so I figured a little prank was in order. And Alexis demanded she be a part of it."

Alexis crossed her arms, giving Seana a playful glare. "Liar. I told you this was a bad idea."

Seana grinned shamelessly. "Well, I couldn’t resist."

Sticks hissed something toward Seana in her strange native language.

Seana gave the alien a thumbs-up. "Thanks for playing along, Sticks. That was hilarious."

Nate, still recovering from the shock, asked, "How the hell can you understand that?"

Seana raised an eyebrow. "You ever read The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy?"

"Yeah, when I was fifteen," Nate replied, confused.

"Remember the Babel Fish?"

"Ugh, gross. Really?" Nate squirmed at the thought.

"Not exactly," Seana said with a laugh. "But it’s the same concept. When I first arrived on Althenia, they injected me with a device that allows me to understand every known language—and makes me understandable when I speak English, Russian, Spanish, or whatever."

"Alright, alright. You’re a linguistic genius. I get it," Nate said, cutting her off with a playful glare.

"Okay, don’t get cranky." Seana gestured down the corridor. "Come on, there’s a lot to show you."

She led them out of the small room and into the ship’s narrow hallway. The Beowulf wasn’t as large as the Morrigan, but it didn’t need to be. With only a fraction of the original crew aboard, it was more than enough space for their needs.

Seana started the tour at the aft of the ship, showing off the drive core, thrusters, and the FTL device. The limited cargo bay, though smaller than most freighters, was packed with essential supplies—food, weapons, and equipment to support their enhanced shields and weapon systems.

As they walked, Nate couldn’t shake the lingering question that had been gnawing at him. Finally, he spoke up. "Why the abduction routine? Why didn’t you just meet us at Trajen’s Aerie like we planned?"

Seana shrugged, a sly smile tugging at her lips. "Well, like I said—UFOs, New Mexico desert... It was a golden opportunity."

Nate gave her a deadpan stare, unimpressed.

"Alright, alright," Seana relented, her tone shifting from playful to serious. "I don’t trust Griss or that weasel Lancaster. I was worried something might happen to you two between launch and docking. It seemed safer to bring you aboard this way—where I could keep an eye on things.

“They wouldn’t have had the time or resources to mess with Alexis’s plane,” Seana continued, “but all kinds of 'accidents' could’ve happened between New Mexico and the space station.”

Nate nodded, absorbing her words. “Yeah, that makes sense.” Then, after a pause, he smirked. “Say... what exactly did you do to Griss? That dude looked like he’d seen a ghost.”

Seana grinned wickedly. “I showed him how my last enemy died.”

Nate blinked, unsure how to respond. Before he could ask further, Seana turned on her heel and continued the tour.

They ascended a set of steep stairs from the cargo bay, emerging into a small galley that opened into a common room. It was large enough to comfortably accommodate a dozen human-sized beings, and beyond that were rooms for a medical suite and a laboratory.

Seana led them into the medical suite, a cozy space that felt tight with all three of them inside.

“What are we doing in here?” Nate asked, glancing uneasily at the strange medical equipment lining the walls.

“This is where we’ll equip you with translators,” Seana explained. “Otherwise, you won’t be able to communicate with the crew.”

Nate shifted uncomfortably. “Uh... are you sure? I didn’t think I’d be sticking around that long.”

Seana raised a brow. “For a brave Navy pilot, you sure are squeamish. Maybe I should’ve found an Air Force pilot to fly this thing instead.”

Alexis grinned knowingly, appreciating the competitive jab between branches.

Nate straightened up indignantly. “What?! Hell no. Wait—did you say fly this thing?” He gestured broadly around the room. “I’m going to learn to fly this?”

“Only if you want to,” Seana said with a smirk. “Right now, two of Rosca’s marines are piloting us. They’re good, but I need them doing what marines do best—kicking ass, not flying ships.”

“Ha. Whatever,” Nate said, rolling his eyes but clearly intrigued. “Alright. What do I need to do?”

Seana reached behind her and pulled out a large syringe with a six-inch needle. “First, drop your pants and turn around.”

Nate’s face paled. “Wha—?”

Seana burst out laughing, setting the syringe down. “Damn, you’re too easy.”

“I hate you,” Nate muttered, crossing his arms.

Alexis tried to stifle her laugh, grateful that Nate was here to take the brunt of Seana’s dark sense of humor. If he hadn’t been there, she was certain she would’ve been the target.

“Carmen,” Seana called out.

A holographic projection of the young woman Nate had seen in the earlier recording flickered to life on the countertop.

“You rang?” Carmen said with a playful grin.

“Oh god, there are two of you,” Nate and Alexis groaned in unison.

“Carmen, are the devices ready?” Seana asked, ignoring their complaints.

Carmen pretended to search her pockets, looking bemused. “Where did I put those? Ah, here they are.”

A small passthrough from the adjacent lab slid open, revealing a tray with four small devices.

Seana pulled the tray into the room and picked up one of the devices. “These will let you understand any spoken language—and make sure others understand you, no matter what language you use.”

She handed each of them a pair of devices. The first resembled a tiny hearing aid, while the second looked like a grain of rice.

“Put the earpiece in first. It’ll set itself. It might feel weird for a second, but it’ll pass.”

Alexis placed the earpiece in her ear and wiggled her jaw, as if trying to pop her ears. Nate squirmed as his earpiece settled in, shuddering like a bug had crawled inside his head.

“Now swallow this,” Seana said, holding up the rice-sized device. “It attaches to your larynx. Same thing—expect some discomfort.”

Alexis didn’t hesitate, peeling the device off the adhesive and swallowing it. She shivered slightly as it activated.

Nate eyed the device suspiciously. “You’re sure this isn’t going to blow up?”

“Just swallow it, Nate,” Seana said, smirking.

He grunted and tossed it in his mouth. The device slid down his throat like a shard of glass, making him cough. “Ugh! Is this what you had to do?”

Seana shook her head. “Nope. They gave me an injection and wiped out every disease in my body with a series of treatments. But unfortunately, we don’t have that tech on board.”

Nate and Alexis exchanged incredulous looks.

“Alright,” Seana said, clapping her hands together. “Let’s go meet the crew.”

She led them out of the medical suite and into the Tactical Operations Center (TOC). The space was designed for mission planning and as a backup bridge during naval engagements. Inside, most of the crew had gathered, waiting for introductions.

Seana gestured around the room. “Alright, everyone—our guests are outfitted with translators now, so you can communicate freely.”

She turned to her left and began the introductions. “You’ve already met Sticks.”

Nate shot the amphibious alien a grimace. Sticks responded with a subtle nod, her wide eyes blinking slowly.

“This is Koru,” Seana continued, introducing the feline-like alien. “She’s a Murei. Her people were enslaved and scattered by pirates after their planet, Maori, was raided.”

Nate swallowed hard, not wanting to imagine what that must have been like.

Seana moved on. “Next, we have Chi Jinx and Quami Li, both from the chysarian species.” The two men saluted in the formal AU style—flat hands raised to their opposite chests.

“The chysarians are usually blue-skinned with black hair,” Seana explained. “But on rare occasions, they’re born with purple skin and nearly red hair, which marks them as genetically unique and revered on their homeworld.”

Both chysarians smiled, revealing rows of sharp teeth. Even Alexis took a step back, instinctively uneasy.

“And finally, this is Lieutenant Syren va Roscasita, or just Rosca. She’s my second-in-command and former marine platoon leader.”

Rosca towered over everyone, standing well over two meters tall. Her nordic-white skin and tightly braided blonde hair made her look like a warrior out of Scandinavian myth. The braids curved along her scalp like horns, giving her an imposing, almost predatory presence.

Nate couldn’t help but notice that, despite her intimidating demeanor, Rosca was strikingly beautiful—though the way she looked at him suggested she’d enjoy tearing his head off.

“Corporal Sticks and Sergeants Jinx and Li report directly to Rosca,” Seana said. “Koru is independent, but she’s a loyal ally.”

Seana’s expression darkened as she concluded. “We’re all that’s left of the Morrigan’s original crew—once the deadliest ship in the galaxy. Nearly two hundred beings served aboard her, and now... it’s just us.”

Nate, unable to resist, asked, “If the Morrigan was so deadly, why don’t you have it now?”

Seana’s eyes turned cold as ice, her stare cutting straight through him. "I suggest you wipe that arrogant look off your face, or you’ll find yourself floating home.”

Nate blanched, realizing he’d overstepped. “I’m sorry, Seana. I didn’t know—”

“No, Nate. You don’t know shit.” Her voice was sharp, filled with a pain that burned beneath the surface. The room grew heavy with tension as Seana’s emotions radiated outward like a freezing wind.

Rosca stepped between them, not out of concern for Seana—but to spare Nate from what would happen if he pushed any further.

“Seana,” Alexis said softly, trying to ease the tension. “It’s okay.”

Seana noticed Rosca’s protective stance, the uneasy fear lingering on Nate’s face, and the quiet concern etched into Alexis’s features. With a deep breath, her anger cooled, and the temperature in the room seemed to normalize along with it. The tension that had weighed on everyone began to lift, though the sting of her outburst lingered in the air.

“I’m sorry, Nate,” Seana said, regret lacing her voice.

Nate shook his head, recovering quickly. “No. I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to be flippant.”

Rosca finally spoke, her voice steady but somber. “It was a dark day for all of us. We lost people we cared about—people we loved. Someone on the Morrigan betrayed us. It had to be one of our own, because no one else knew the details of our mission.” A cold, grim satisfaction flickered in her eyes. “The only good part is that whoever it was, they died along with the rest when the ship was fired on while it was docked.”

Alexis's face fell with sympathy. “I am so sorry. Where was this? How did it happen?”

Seana gave a slow nod, her voice steadying as she continued. “It’s a long story, as I mentioned last night, but it’s the last few hours that matter the most.

“We were on Suen, a planet that’s supposed to be the safest in the galaxy—an entire world engineered to be an entertainment paradise. But it didn’t feel like paradise to me or Asjia, my XO. We decided to take a sailboat out on the bay, trying to unwind, and then these marauders attacked us. They’d been harassing vacationers and private boaters for a while. Why the local law enforcement hadn’t dealt with them, I’ll never know. Not that it mattered—I took care of them.”

Seana paused briefly, her gaze distant as if caught in a memory. “After the attack, Asjia and I got into an argument. She needed space, so she went off on her own to clear her head. That’s when they got her.”

Seana’s voice darkened. “Most of the crew was on shore leave, and getting back to orbit was a nightmare. The only way was through Suen's shipyard security—assuming you could bribe someone. Hours passed before we could get everyone back aboard the Morrigan, but by then, I knew exactly who was responsible and where Asjia had been taken.

“They had time to set a trap. While I was sneaking in to rescue her, my ship was blown out of orbit. My fighter was destroyed on the shipyard’s tarmac.”

A dark storm brewed behind Seana’s eyes, but she fought to control it. “When I finally reached Asjia, it was too late. They’d lured me into their trap. The amagi—those bastards—had kidnapped both Asjia and the Matriarch of the Althenian Republic, one of the most powerful political figures in the galaxy.”

Her voice dropped, heavy with venom. “Once they no longer had a use for Asjia... they slit her throat.”

Nate and Alexis gasped, their shock palpable. “Seana... what did you do?” Nate whispered.

Seana’s expression turned cold, an edge of something dangerous creeping into her voice. “I destroyed them—two of the three, anyway. The third one... he was my leikir—my mentor. But the Guiturian got to him. He was corrupted, lost.”

She exhaled slowly, as if the memory still weighed heavily. “They forced a stalemate. If I killed them, they’d release doctored footage showing me kidnapping and murdering the Matriarch. So I had to play smart. I rescued Peria—the Matriarch—and barely escaped before my former mentor brought the cavern ceiling down on top of us.”

Alexis shook her head, her expression horrified. “Good God, Seana. And you believe the Guiturian will retaliate against Earth because of all this?”

Seana gave a half-shrug. “Yes, but not just because of this. We’ve done a lot of damage to the Guiturian’s network. If I were an ancient, evil force and some random human started screwing up my plans? Yeah, I’d be pissed too.”

Nate let out a small, nervous chuckle before catching himself. “Sorry, I just realized... You’re kind of like Luke Skywalker.”

Seana’s stern demeanor cracked into a small, self-conscious smile. “I know, right? I’m kind of a badass.”

Koru let out a deep, barking laugh. “You have no idea. ‘Badass’ doesn’t even begin to cover it. When Seana gets going, she’s like a raging shalodon—wrecking everything in her path, then polishing it off with a glass of wine.”

Rosca roared with laughter, slapping Seana’s shoulder with a thud that nearly knocked her off-balance. “She’s a demon. The deadliest one I’ve ever seen.”

Seana rubbed her shoulder with a grin, grateful for the levity her crew provided. “Alright, alright,” she said, shaking off the moment. “It’s time to get to work.”

She turned to the others. “Jinx
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