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Chapter One
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Remia Bouchard shouldered open the door to her temporary quarters and dropped her duffel bag onto the floor with a satisfying thud. The sound echoed in the empty room where no crewmate would complain about the noise or ask her to move her stuff. For the first time in eight months, she could exhale without someone else breathing her recycled air. Freedom smelled like standard-issue carpet cleaner and looked like beige walls, but it was hers for the next two weeks.

“Home sweet temporary housing unit,” she muttered, kicking off her boots. They tumbled across the floor in different directions, and she didn’t bother to straighten them. The luxury of disorder.

The Space Command residential district provided exactly what the manual promised...four walls, a ceiling, basic amenities, and absolutely zero personality. A single bed with the corners tucked tight enough to bounce a regulation coin off the gray utilitarian blanket. One desk with an ergonomically questionable chair. A kitchenette that consisted mainly of a small heating unit and a basic replicator. The bathroom door stood ajar, revealing a shower stall that might fit a person if they didn’t mind their elbows making intimate contact with the walls.

Remia walked to the single window and pulled the blinds open. The city’s skyline spread before her, skyscrapers glittering in the afternoon sun, transport pods zipping between them like illuminated insects. Beautiful, breathtaking, and completely foreign. Eight years in deep space made Earth feel more alien than some of the outposts she’d visited.

“Computer, dim lights to sixty percent and raise temperature three degrees,” she said, running her hand over the environmental controls. The wall panel glowed blue beneath her fingertips as the system responded. The harsh overhead lights softened to a more tolerable glow, and she felt the subtle shift as the heating elements activated.

“Temperature adjustment complete,” the flat computer voice announced. “Current settings match your previous preferences from your last Earth stay.”

“At least something remembers me,” Remia said, unzipping her duffel. She dug through the minimal contents—three uniforms, two sets of civilian clothes, basic toiletries, and nestled in the center, like a precious artifact, a small, sealed bag of actual coffee beans.

Not the synthetic stuff the Celestine’s food processors spit out, the brown liquid that tasted like someone once described coffee to a computer that then made an enthusiastic but fundamentally flawed approximation. This was the real thing, purchased at an exorbitant cost from a smuggler on Titan Station who swore it came from actual Brazilian soil on Earth. Whether that was true or not, it smelled divine when she tore open the seal.

The kitchenette might lack charm, but it included a basic grinder and brewing system. Remia measured the beans with the precision of someone handling rare elements, inhaling deeply as she poured them into the grinder. The mechanical whir filled the room, followed by the rich, earthy aroma that no synthesizer ever captured correctly.

“Now this,” she said as she watched the dark liquid drip into the waiting mug, “is why I came back to Earth. Not for family, not for shore leave evaluations, and definitely not for the gravitational readjustment sickness.” As if on cue, a wave of dizziness washed over her, a persistent reminder that her body was still remembering how to exist in full Earth gravity.

When the brewing was completed, Remia lifted the mug in both hands, closing her eyes as the steam caressed her face. The first sip was a religious experience...bitter, complex, and absolutely worth the full month’s salary she’d paid for the beans. She moved to the single chair by the window, lowering herself with a contented sigh. For this moment, nothing else mattered, not the aching muscles still adapting to gravity, not the performance reviews waiting to be filed, not the uncertain future after her extended contract ended next month.

“Five minutes,” she murmured into her cup. “I just want five uninterrupted minutes of—”

The wall screen flashed to life with a harsh blue light that bathed the room in an eerie glow. Remia’s mug froze halfway to her lips at seeing the Space Command insignia pulse on the screen.

“Incoming Priority Communication,” the computer announced, its voice suddenly crisper than when discussing room temperature. “Space Command Priority. Immediate Response Required.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Remia didn’t move, her coffee suspended in mid-air, her eyes locked on the pulsing blue light. “I literally just sat down.”

The insignia continued to flash, patient and insistent.

“I’m on leave,” she informed the screen. “Scheduled, approved leave. Two weeks of mandatory recovery time after eight months in deep space. It’s in the regulations you people wrote.”

The screen, predictably, didn’t care about her protest.

Remia’s pulse quickened. Despite her outward defiance, Space Command didn’t issue priority communications for routine matters. Priority meant something significant, like a reassignment, a security breach, or worse. The blue light reflected off the coffee in her mug, turning the dark liquid an unnatural purple.

“Computer, what level priority?” she asked, setting her mug down with reluctance.

“Alpha Seven clearance required for this communication. Command authorization and biometric verification are necessary.”

Alpha Seven. That was two levels above her normal clearance. Her stomach tightened.

Ignore it, a rebellious voice in her head suggested. She could pretend she’d fallen asleep. Claim a shower. Say her communication system malfunctioned. But the rational part of her brain, the part that kept her employed and alive in deep space, knew better. Alpha Seven communications logged recipient response times. Ignoring it would lead to questions she couldn’t answer, possibly disciplinary action.

“So much for shore leave,” she muttered, standing and moving to the comm system.

The palm scanner on the wall beside the screen glowed, waiting. Remia stared at it for five more seconds, a small, futile resistance. Then she pressed her hand against the cool surface, feeling the slight tingle as it read her biometrics.

“Identity confirmed. Specialist Remia Bouchard, Interstellar Merchant Fleet, Celestine Crew. Accessing secure communication.”

As the screen shifted from the insignia to a loading protocol, Remia glanced back at her cooling coffee and the duffel bag she hadn’t even finished unpacking.

“Next time,” she promised herself, “I’m taking leave on a station with faulty communication systems.”
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REMIA LAY IN BED, WATCHING unfamiliar patterns of light slide across her ceiling as vehicles passed below. Eight months in the regulated day-night cycles of the Celestine left her unprepared for the constant urban glow of Earth’s metropolitan center. She shifted, her body still protesting against the pull of full gravity, and checked the time display...03:42. Less than four hours before she needed to present herself at Space Command Headquarters, and sleep remained an elusive luxury.

“Computer, increase window opacity by thirty percent,” she muttered.

The window dimmed obediently, but it made little difference. The problem wasn’t the exterior light...it was the summons still glowing on her wall screen, the blue Space Command insignia pulsing like an artificial heartbeat. Alpha Seven clearance. She ran through the possibilities again—disciplinary action, emergency reassignment, security breach... None seemed likely. Her record on the Celestine was exemplary, if not particularly distinguished. She performed her duties, kept her head down, and avoided the kind of attention that led to mysterious high-security summons.

Remia rolled onto her side, wincing as her muscles reminded her that artificial gravity didn’t quite prepare the body for the real thing. “I should have requested stabilizers,” she grumbled to the empty room.

The night stretched endlessly, punctuated by brief moments of shallow sleep and lengthy periods of staring at the ceiling. By the time her alarm chimed at 06:30, Remia felt worse than after a double shift in the engine room during a meteor shower.

She stood in front of the small closet, surveying her limited options. Her uniforms remained packed. She was supposed to be on leave, after all, and the summons didn’t specify dress code. After deliberating longer than the decision warranted, she selected simple black tights, black boots, and a gray tunic, civilian enough to assert her off-duty status, professional enough to avoid looking like she was making a statement. She finished her prep by twisting her long blonde hair into a neat bun at the base of her skull.

“Looking sharp, Bouchard,” she told her reflection, tucking away a rebellious section of hair that insisted on defying gravity even when she couldn’t. The face that stared back looked tired, the hazel eyes shadowed. “Just how you want to present yourself for a mysterious high-security meeting.”

Her identification chip gleamed on the counter. She checked it twice, then slipped it into her pocket, only to remove it seconds later for a third verification. The chip contained everything Space Command needed to know about Specialist Remia Bouchard—her service record, security clearances, biometric data, and medical history. Everything except a reason they would want to see her at 07:30 on her first day of shore leave.

The wall screen continued to pulse. Remia approached it, reading the message for the dozenth time as if it might suddenly reveal new information.

Space Command Priority. Immediate Response Required. Report to Headquarters, Section Alpha, Conference Room 7, 07:30 hours.

“Thanks for being so specific,” she muttered, tapping the screen off. “Really helps with the pre-meeting preparation.”

She paused at the door, her hand hovering over the control panel. The coffee beans sat on the counter, unused since yesterday’s interrupted moment of bliss. With a sigh, she turned away. No time for luxuries when Space Command beckoned.

The public transport pod arrived precisely on schedule, its doors sliding open with a soft pneumatic hiss. Remia stepped aboard, automatically scanning for optimal seating as she’d been trained to do on any new vessel. The pod was half-empty. Government district transport at 07:00 carried mostly Command personnel and civic workers.

She selected a seat by the window, keeping her back to the wall out of habit. The other passengers stared at personal screens or sat in the peculiar disconnected trance of the early morning commuter. No one looked like they were being summoned for mysterious meetings.

The transport hummed to life, gliding into the elevated track system that wound between the city’s towers. Through the window, Earth revealed itself in the morning light, a panorama of gleaming structures, architectural marvels built atop the ruins of the old world. Aircars and drones navigated designated flight paths, moving with algorithmic precision through the urban maze.

Beautiful, certainly, but alien to her now. After years spent in the cramped, functional environments of a deep-space vessel, Earth’s grand scale and excess felt disorienting. The forests of metal and glass, the millions of people, the sheer weight of atmosphere and history...all pressed against her senses, making her long for the predictable confines of a ship.

“Government District,” the transport’s smooth voice announced. “Space Command Headquarters, Judicial Center, Diplomatic Corps.”

Remia stood, steadying herself against a support pole as the transport slowed. Through the forward viewport, Space Command Headquarters dominated the horizon. It was a massive structure of polished metal and reinforced glass that caught the morning sun and transformed it into blinding brilliance. The building rose seventy stories, its upper levels tapering to a point that seemed to pierce the sky itself. At its base, a series of lower structures spread outward like the roots of some colossal tree, housing the countless divisions and departments that kept humanity’s interstellar operations functioning.

The sight of it triggered an involuntary tightening in Remia’s chest. Eight years ago, she’d stood on this same platform, a fresh recruit with a duffel bag and ambitions. The building represented everything she’d wanted then, structure, purpose, the promise of the stars. Now it loomed like a monolith, impressive but vaguely threatening.

“Get it together, Bouchard,” she whispered to herself as the doors opened. “It’s probably just a paperwork issue.”

The main security checkpoint stood front and center just inside the entrance, processing visitors with mechanical efficiency. Remia joined the line, her identification chip ready. Around her, officers and officials in various uniforms moved with confidence, their faces set in expressions of self-importance that seemed universal to headquarters personnel.

“ID and purpose,” the security officer stated, not looking up from his screen.

“Specialist Remia Bouchard, Celestine crew. I received a summons to Section Alpha, Conference Room 7.” She placed her chip on the scanner.

The officer’s posture subtly changed as he viewed her file. His eyes flicked up to her face, then back to the screen. “Alpha Section.” He tapped something, then returned her chip. “Proceed to secondary screening.”

Secondary screening meant biometric verification, a retinal scan, a palm print, and voice analysis. The knot in Remia’s stomach tightened as she placed her hand on the scanner. Whatever waited in Conference Room 7 required clearance levels well beyond her normal access.

“Identity confirmed,” the security system announced.

A uniformed escort materialized at her side. “This way, Specialist Bouchard.”

She followed the escort through corridors of gleaming white composite, their footsteps echoing on polished floors. Unlike the busy main concourse, these hallways were eerily quiet, broken occasionally by the soft sound of a door sealing or the murmur of voices behind closed doors.

They passed through three more security checkpoints, each more stringent than the last. At each ID confirmation, her escort transmitted clearance codes that opened doors into increasingly restricted areas of the complex. The familiar layout of the headquarters gave way to sections Remia didn’t recognize from her training days, corridors without markings, rooms without windows.

“Final checkpoint,” her escort announced as they approached a section marked only with the Alpha symbol.

Two armed guards flanked an unmarked doorway. They examined her credentials with careful scrutiny before stepping aside.

“Conference Room 7 is at the end of the corridor,” her escort informed her, not continuing past the checkpoint. “You’re expected.”

Remia walked the final stretch alone, her footsteps loud in the silent hallway. The knot of tension in her stomach twisted into something approaching dread. Conference Room 7 came into view, distinguishable from the other featureless doors only by the small numeral beside the entry panel.

A uniformed officer stood at attention beside the door, his posture rigid and his expression unreadable. As Remia approached, she noted the commander’s insignia on his collar. Someone of significant rank was handling this personally.

The officer’s eyes swept over her civilian clothes, his face revealing nothing.

“Specialist Bouchard,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Reporting as ordered.”

The door to Conference Room 7 slid open with a soft hydraulic sigh. Another man stood on the other side, his tall frame silhouetted against the bright interior lighting. Remia registered several details at once...the perfect crease in his uniform, the commander’s insignia glinting on his collar, and the almost imperceptible narrowing of his eyes as they locked onto her face. His posture remained perfect as he extended his hand.

“I’m Commander Dakarai Achebe. Please, come in.”

He stepped aside, allowing Remia to enter the conference room that projected quiet authority. A polished oval table dominated the center, surrounded by empty chairs, its surface gleaming under recessed lighting. The Space Command insignia decorated one wall, meticulously rendered in brushed metal. On the opposite wall, digital displays showed rotating star charts of border territories and disputed regions. No windows, she noted. The room felt intentionally isolated from the outside world.

She quickly noted that there were no other officers present, just her and the commander. No files or physical materials visible, either. Whatever this meeting was about, it appeared to be for her ears alone.

“Sir, I’m Remia Bouchard, Celestine crew. I received an Alpha Seven summons to this location. I’m not sure why I was summoned. Maybe there was some kind of error?”

Commander Achebe studied her with the careful assessment of someone comparing a specimen to a reference image. His ebony skin contrasted sharply with the white of his uniform, and his close-cropped hair was regulation perfect. Not a single detail of his appearance suggested anything less than absolute control, yet something in his gaze felt almost...uncertain.

“The summons was correct. Thank you for responding so promptly.” He gestured toward a chair. “Please, be seated.”

Remia moved to the indicated chair, hyperaware of the commander tracking her movements. The sensation prickled along her spine, not the standard scrutiny of a superior officer, but something more...personal. As if he were looking for something specific in the way she carried herself.

“You’re wondering why you’ve been called here,” Achebe said, taking the seat across from her. He crossed his arms atop the table, perfectly aligned with the edge.

“The thought crossed my mind, sir,” Remia replied, unable to completely suppress her dry tone despite the formality of the situation.

A flicker of something—annoyance? amusement?—crossed his face before disappearing behind professional composure.

Silence expanded between them, thick with unasked questions. Remia resisted the urge to fill it with nervous chatter, a habit she’d developed during awkward diplomatic encounters on trading outposts. Instead, she met his gaze steadily, though every instinct told her to look away from such intense scrutiny.

Achebe’s dark eyes seemed to miss nothing. They cataloged her features with clinical precision, lingering on her eyes and her hair. The attention made her skin tingle with discomfort, and she wondered if some of her unruly curls had escaped. She felt like a puzzle he was attempting to solve, or a specimen under a microscope.

“Your service record is exemplary, Specialist Bouchard,” he said, finally breaking the silence. “Eight years with the merchant fleet, specialized training in logistics and crisis management, commendations for your work during the Ganymede supply chain disruption.”

“Thank you, sir,” she responded, uncertainty growing by the second. What did her performance history have to do with this meeting?? “I try to do my job efficiently.”

“Indeed.” He tapped the table surface, and a holographic display materialized between them. It was her personnel file, complete with service history and the identification image taken when she’d first enlisted. “Your psychological profile indicates high adaptability, problem-solving capabilities, and a tendency to work independently.”

Remia shifted in her chair. “I wasn’t aware my psychological profile was of interest to Command, sir.”

“Everything about personnel becomes of interest when certain situations arise, Specialist.”

“What situations would those be, sir?” she asked, her patience fraying. “I mean no disrespect, but I’ve been summoned with Alpha Seven clearance, and now you’re reviewing my psychological profile. I’d appreciate knowing why.”

The directness of her question seemed to satisfy something in Achebe. A hint of approval flickered in his eyes.

“Direct and efficient. The file is accurate.” He closed the holographic display with a gesture. “I can’t disclose full details yet, but I can tell you that your summons relates to a matter of significant security interest.”

“I’m a specialist in engineering on a merchant vessel, sir. What security interest could I possibly—”

“The resemblance is...remarkable,” he interrupted, the statement entirely disconnected from their conversation.

Remia blinked, thrown by the non-sequitur. “Excuse me?”

“To Captain Greenway.” Achebe leaned forward slightly. “You could be her twin.”

The name meant nothing to Remia. She searched her memory for any mention of a Captain Greenway or anything about Sector Seven during her years of service.

“I don’t understand, sir,” she admitted. “Who is Captain Greenway, and why does it matter if I resemble her?”

Commander Achebe’s expression remained unreadable, but a new intensity filled his voice.

“Because, Specialist Bouchard, Captain Greenway disappeared recently while on a classified mission, and you may be the key to finding her.”
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Chapter Two
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Remia stared at Commander Achebe, her mind struggling to process his words. A missing captain that she resembled? Security missions? Before she could formulate a coherent response, the commander rose from his seat, his movement crisp and efficient like everything else about him.

“This discussion requires additional clearance,” he said, tapping a code into his wrist unit. “We need to move to the council chamber. The admirals are waiting.”

“Admirals? As in plural?” Remia couldn’t hide the hitch in her voice. “I’m just an engineering specialist. I don’t typically have meetings where the collective noun for my superiors is an intimation of admirals.”

The commander’s expression didn’t change, but something that might have been amusement flickered in his eyes. “Follow me, Specialist.”

A stern-faced aide materialized at the door as if summoned by some silent command. The woman’s uniform bore no rank insignia. She was one of those anonymous Space Command personnel who existed in the shadowy realms between official departments.

“Commander, Specialist,” the aide greeted.

Remia followed the aide into a corridor that looked identical to the one they’d just left, the same polished floors, the same featureless walls. The only difference was the increasing number of security checkpoints, each one scanning her with progressively more invasive technology.

“So,” Remia attempted as they passed through the third checkpoint, “do you do this often? Escort confused specialists to meetings with admirals?”

The aide’s expression remained unchanged. “Please refrain from unnecessary conversation.”

“Right. Classified silence. Got it.” Remia rubbed her temples, where a headache began to form. “Can I at least ask which particular form of doom I’m walking toward? Court-martial? Involuntary retirement? Surprise birthday party?”

The aide’s stride didn’t falter. “The admirals will explain everything.”

“That’s reassuring,” Remia muttered. “Like being told the surgeon will explain why they need your kidney after they’ve already put you under.”

They arrived at a set of doors that seemed unnecessarily massive and ornate compared to the utilitarian design of the rest of the facility. The aide placed her palm on a scanner, and the doors slid open with a soft pneumatic hiss.

“Specialist Remia Bouchard and Commander Achebe,” the aide announced, then stepped aside.

Remia’s footsteps echoed through the cavernous space after the commander indicated for her to enter. The council chamber stretched before her as she approached an elevated platform where five admirals sat behind a curved desk. Their uniforms gleamed with medals and insignia that caught the austere lighting, creating constellations of brass and silver against the deep blue fabric.

Commander Achebe stood silently at attention near the wall to her right, his posture somehow even more rigid than before. His eyes met hers briefly, conveying nothing.

“Specialist Bouchard,” the central admiral spoke, his voice carrying the weight of decades of command. “I’m Admiral Garrett from the Mars Colony. This is an Alpha Nine clearance meeting.”

Alpha Nine. Two levels higher than her summons. Whatever this was, it went beyond high security. It entered the realm of things which governments denied existed at all.

“With respect, Admiral,” Remia said, stopping at the center of the floor, “I don’t have Alpha Nine clearance.”

“You do now.” Admiral Garrett tapped something on his console. “Temporary and limited to this mission only.”

Mission? The word sent a chill down Remia’s spine. Specialists like her didn’t get missions. They got assignments, rotations, and duties. Missions belonged to officers and special operatives.

“Computer, activate secure holographic display,” Admiral Garrett commanded.

A projection materialized in the center of the room, slightly to Remia’s left. She turned toward it, and her breath caught in her throat.

The image showed a woman in a captain’s uniform. A woman with Remia’s face, her high cheekbones, and the same hazel eyes. The hair was styled differently, shorter, more severe, but otherwise, it could have been Remia’s reflection.

“This is Captain Luciana Greenway,” Admiral Garrett stated. “She disappeared during a diplomatic mission to Tiravalus. All Greenway’s life signs had suddenly ceased, known only to Officer Navarro, her number one, who immediately reported it to this council.”

“Tiravalus,” Remia repeated, searching her memory. “The non-Coalition world in the Vega sector? The one with the highly territorial insectoid species?”

“Correct,” a third admiral spoke. “Captain Greenway was in the process of negotiating a critical peace treaty with King Fordronlir. The treaty was nearly complete and almost ready for signatures when she disappeared completely.”

“Disappeared how?” Remia asked.

The admirals exchanged glances before Admiral Garrett responded. “The circumstances are unknown at this time, and the investigation into her disappearance is ongoing. What matters is the current situation. The Tiravalisans require Captain Greenway’s presence to complete the treaty. Without her, the alliance will collapse.”

“And you’re telling me this because...” Remia asked, though she already suspected the answer, causing a knot to form in her stomach.

Admiral Garrett leaned forward. “The Tiravalusan king refuses to negotiate with anyone else. Their species places extreme importance on individual recognition...what they call soul-pattern identification. They believe Captain Greenway possesses a soul-pattern that resonates with their collective consciousness.”

“In other words,” the female admiral added, “they trust her specifically, and only her. For now, they are waiting impatiently for Captain Greenway to recover from the illness that suddenly attacked her and forced her ship to return to Earth for proper medical care.”

Remia’s eyes widened as realization dawned. “Oh no. No, no, no. You can’t be suggesting—”

“At this point, we have been unable to locate Captain Greenway, and time is of the essence. We need you to impersonate Captain Greenway,” Admiral Garrett confirmed.

“I’m no one’s stunt double!” Remia protested, her voice sharp with disbelief. “I’m an engineer, not a soldier. I specialize in logistics and engineering management, not...whatever this is!”

“Interspecies deception?” a smaller admiral at the end of the row offered, receiving glares from his colleagues.

“This is impossible,” Remia continued, pacing in a tight circle. “Even if we look alike, I know nothing about diplomatic protocols, especially nothing about Tiravalusan customs. I can’t command a starship. I don’t know the captain’s personal history, her mannerisms, or her relationship with this alien king. What about this...this Tiravalusan soul-pattern identification thing? And what about her crew? She disappears and suddenly reappears out of the blue? Where was she when she went missing? None of this makes any sense.”

“Not a problem. The crew will believe that we sent another ship to search for her, and found her,” an admiral stated. “Supposedly.”

Her fingers curled into fists at her sides as panic rose in her chest. “And what happens when the aliens realize I’m not her? When I inevitably say or do something that gives me away? Do insectoids typically respond well to being deceived? Because in my limited experience, the answer is a resounding no.”

“We have a plan for that,” Admiral Garrett said.

“Oh, a plan! Well, that changes everything!” Remia’s tone dripped with sarcasm. “Let me guess...the plan is don’t get caught?”

Commander Achebe cleared his throat. “Specialist,” he said, his deep voice somehow cutting through her panic, “perhaps you should hear the complete briefing before making your assessment.”

Remia took a deep breath, trying to calm her racing heart. “Fine. Brief me. Tell me how I’m supposed to convince a hive of alien insects that I’m a starship captain I’ve never met, negotiating a peace treaty I know nothing about.”

“Commander Achebe will oversee your training,” Admiral Garrett said, nodding toward the commander. “You’ll be provided with everything you need to know about Captain Greenway, Tiravalusan customs, and the treaty specifics.”

“What is the timeframe?” Remia asked, dreading the answer.

Admiral Garret consulted a holodossier. “The Tiravalusans don’t know about the captain’s disappearance. They’ve been advised that she’s been taken ill. In five days, they expect to complete the treaty. You’ll need to be ready by then.”

“Five days?” Remia’s voice rose an octave. “You want me to learn how to be someone else in five days?”

“Four, actually,” corrected the smaller admiral. “Day five is the meeting itself.”

Remia ran a hand over her hair, disrupting its already chaotic state. “This is insane. You’re all insane. Or I’m insane, and this is some weird gravity-readjustment hallucination.”

She looked up at the impassive faces of the admirals. “Why are you doing this? Why not just tell them the truth? Or tell them that Captain Greenway is still...indisposed.”

Admiral Garrett’s expression darkened. “Because the Tiravalisans would consider her disappearance, or even illness barring death during the negotiations, as a grave insult, possibly even an act of war. Their culture views abandonment of diplomatic proceedings as worse than outright hostility.”

“So I’m supposed to risk my life to avoid a diplomatic faux pas?” Remia clenched her fists tighter, her nails digging into her palms.

“No, Specialist Bouchard,” Admiral Garrett said gravely. “You’re being asked to serve the Coalition by preventing what could escalate into an interstellar conflict. Millions of lives depend on this treaty’s success.”

“And what happens if, while I’m negotiating with the aliens, Greenway suddenly materializes? Have you thought of that possibility?”

They were quiet for a few moments. Then a younger admiral answered. “We fear the worst for Captain Greenway due to the disappearance of her life signs, but there is the possibility that she was kidnapped and is being held in captivity by hostiles that are opposed to the signing of the treaty.”

Remia looked around the chamber, at the stern faces of the admirals, at the hologram of her doppelgänger, then at Commander Achebe’s unreadable expression. The weight of what they were asking pressed down on her like Earth’s gravity after months in space...heavy, inescapable, and crushing.

Admiral Garrett rose from his seat, his movements deliberate and weighted with the authority of his rank. He approached a large data screen on the wall, his reflection ghosting across its surface as it illuminated with a strategic map of the Vega sector. The words Alliance Status: Critical pulsed in angry red above the Tiravalusan system.

“Let me be clear about what’s at stake,” he said, gesturing toward the display. “The Tiravalusan Hive Collective controls three resource-rich planets in a strategically vital location. Their territory borders two major trade routes and serves as a buffer between Coalition space and the Kargan Dominion.”

The display shifted, showing a simulation of ships moving along interstellar routes. The admiral pointed to a glowing nexus where multiple paths converged.

“Without this treaty, we lose access to these trade corridors. Our supply chains to the outer colonies collapse. The Kargans gain an opportunity to expand their influence in the region.” He turned to face Remia directly. “But most importantly, we lose our best chance at peaceful relations with a powerful species that, quite frankly, we cannot afford to antagonize.”

The female admiral spoke up. “The Tiravalusans possess biological weaponry that could devastate humanoid populations. Their hive defense mechanisms evolved to release spore-based contagions when threatened. One ship could release enough contagion to contaminate an entire colony. Two or three ships could contaminate all of Earth’s population.”

“So, the choice is...pretend to be Captain Greenway or risk interspecies war with giant bugs who weaponize sneezing?” Remia summarized, her voice steadier than she felt. “That’s...quite the motivational speech.”

“This isn’t a joke, Specialist,” Admiral Browning, representing the colony on planet Zorth 7U, snapped.

“Trust me, I’m not laughing,” Remia replied. She rubbed her temples where her headache intensified. “But you still haven’t answered the most important question. Why me? There must be actual diplomats or intelligence operatives who could do this with proper disguises. People who are trained for this kind of work. Nowadays, plastic surgery—”

Admiral Garrett held up a hand, exchanging glances with his colleagues. “The Tiravalisans perceive beyond the visual spectrum. Their compound eyes detect biochemical signatures we can’t fake with current technology. They would immediately recognize surgical alterations or holographic disguises.”

“Your natural resemblance to Captain Greenway is remarkable,” the female admiral added. “With minimal cosmetic adjustments to your hair and some behavioral training, you could pass their initial inspection.”

“And your psychological profile indicates the adaptive capacity required for this assignment,” a previously silent admiral at the end of the row said. “Your experience with cross-cultural trade negotiations, though limited, demonstrates aptitude for interspecies communication.”

Remia laughed without humor. “My cross-cultural trade negotiations involved bargaining with Centaurian merchants over engineering component rates. Slightly different from preventing interstellar war.”

“Nevertheless,” Admiral Garrett continued, “you possess the right combination of appearance, adaptability, and, perhaps most importantly, physiological compatibility.”

“Physiological compatibility?” Remia echoed.

“The Tiravalusan atmosphere contains trace elements toxic to most humans,” Commander Achebe interjected. “Captain Greenway carries a rare genetic marker that allows her to process these toxins efficiently. You share this marker.”

“You tested my genetics without my permission?” Remia’s indignation flared.

“Standard medical screening for deep space assignments includes genetic profiling,” the female admiral explained. “The marker was flagged in your file years ago.”

Admiral Browning consulted a holographic dossier hovering above his section of the desk. “The timeline is tight. The Tiravalusan envoy arrives in five days to escort Captain Greenway to their homeworld for the final treaty signing. We’ll need to begin your preparation immediately.”

“You’ll undergo intensive briefing on Tiravalusan culture, diplomatic protocols, and Captain Greenway’s personal history,” Admiral Garrett continued. “Commander Achebe will oversee your training personally.”

Remia’s gaze drifted toward the commander, seeking something, reassurance perhaps, or confirmation that this wasn’t some elaborate joke at her expense. She found him already staring at her, his eyes dark and intent. Something unspoken passed between them, and he gave an almost imperceptible nod, his silent support anchoring her amid the chaos of this impossible request.

The room fell quiet as Remia weighed her options. Her body still fought against Earth’s gravity after months in space, her muscles aching with the constant strain. Now they wanted to send her to an alien world with toxic air to impersonate a captain she’d never met. The absurdity of it all almost made her laugh again.

But beneath the absurdity lay the weight of consequence...millions of lives, countless futures hanging on a decision that had somehow landed in her lap. The universe, it seemed, possessed a twisted sense of humor.

“What if I refuse?” she asked, her voice cutting through the silence.

Admiral Garrett’s expression remained neutral. “That is your right, Specialist. We cannot order you to accept this mission. Its classified nature requires voluntary participation.”

“And you’ll find someone else?” she pressed.

The admirals exchanged glances again. “We would attempt alternative approaches,” the female admiral admitted. “But to be candid, our options are extremely limited, and time is critical.”

Remia took a deep breath. The rational part of her brain screamed that this was madness, that she should walk out and return to her shore leave plans, which mainly involved sleeping for three days straight, drinking real coffee, going shopping, and maybe having some fun. But another part, the part that had joined Space Command eight years ago to realize her dream of traveling among the stars for many years, to see alien worlds, pushed her forward.

“If, and I emphasize if, I agree to this,” she said, “I want something in return.”

Admiral Garrett’s eyebrows rose slightly. “What would that be?”

“When this is over, I want a transfer. Deep space exploration division, not cargo runs. And a bump in clearance level so I can actually know what I’m getting into, should there ever be a next time I get summoned for some weird mission.”

A hint of surprise crossed the admiral’s features before he nodded. “Conditional upon successful completion, those terms can be arranged.”

“I’d like to think it over before making my final decision.”

“We understand, Specialist Bouchard, but time is of the essence. We need your final decision tomorrow morning.”
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The night had changed nothing. If anything, sleep had only crystallized Remia’s doubts into certainty. Early the next morning, she stood before the semicircle of admirals in the council chamber, her spine rigid despite the protest of gravity-strained muscles.

“I’ve thought about it. I won’t do it.” The faces watching her registered varying degrees of displeasure as she spoke the words that had churned in her stomach since dawn.

Her voice echoed against the high ceiling, sounding smaller than she’d intended yet unmistakably firm. The admirals exchanged glances, a silent language of raised eyebrows and tightened lips. Commander Achebe stood off to the side, his expression unreadable. She’d avoided looking at him directly since entering the chamber, afraid of what she might see there...disappointment, perhaps, or the confirmation that her instincts were correct.

“Specialist Bouchard,” Admiral Garrett began, his voice measured and controlled, “this change of mind is...unexpected.”

“With respect, sir, it shouldn’t be.” Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, her nails pressing half-moons into her palms. “I had not given you my final decision. I took time to consider what you’re asking. It’s not just impractical, it’s impossible.”

The chamber fell silent. Remia felt sweat gathering at the base of her neck despite the regulated temperature. Her uniform, hastily donned this morning instead of civilian clothes, felt too tight across her shoulders.

Admiral Garrett’s weathered face betrayed nothing as he tapped a sequence into the console before him. “Computer, activate strategic display, Vega sector, Tiravalusan territorial markers.”

The air above the central floor shimmered, and a holographic projection bloomed into existence. Political boundaries glowed in varying colors against the backdrop of star systems—the familiar blue of Coalition territories, the angry red of Kargan space, and between them, the pulsing yellow of Tiravalusan holdings.

“Perhaps we weren’t sufficiently clear about the stakes,” Admiral Garrett said, his tone shifting subtly from negotiation to instruction. He manipulated the display, zooming in on the border regions where the three powers met. “Computer, project conflict scenario Alpha-Seven.”

The hologram rippled, then transformed. Yellow territories flashed and expanded, bleeding into both blue and red regions. Supply routes disconnected, severing like cut arteries. Simulation counters appeared beside colony designations, population figures, resource levels, and projected sustainability.

The numbers fell precipitously.

“Without this treaty,” Garrett continued, “the Tiravalusan Collective will align with whoever offers them the better terms. The Kargans are already sending envoys with significant concessions.”

The female admiral leaned forward, revealing the name Dixon on her uniform. “The Hive Collective controls three choke points in the sector’s hyperspace lanes. Their biological weaponry gives them tremendous leverage. If they ally with the Kargans, we lose access to seven colony worlds. Three million human lives will be immediately under threat.”

Remia’s breath shortened. She focused on the hologram, trying not to let the enormity of the consequences overwhelm her. “I understand the situation is critical,” she managed, “but sending me, an imposter, risks making everything worse.”

“We’re out of options,” another admiral snapped. His name tag read Okafor, and the strain around his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept much either. “The Tiravalisans will accept no substitute for Captain Greenway. Their hive-mind makes identification a species-level security concern.”

Remia shook her head, frustration building in her chest. “Why me? There has to be someone else. Someone trained for this kind of deception. Someone who actually knows what they’re doing.”

“Because you’re the only one who can,” Admiral Garrett replied, his voice devoid of emotion yet somehow final, like an airlock sealing. He manipulated the controls again, splitting the display. Captain Greenway’s image appeared beside Remia’s, their features mirrored with uncanny precision.

“The Tiravalisans see beyond the visible spectrum,” he continued. “Their compound eyes detect pheromone signatures, micro-expressions, even subtle variations in body temperature that indicate deception. We can’t fake these things with technology or training.”

“Your genetic similarity to Captain Greenway extends beyond appearance,” Admiral Dixon added. “Your biochemical signatures overlap by eighty-seven percent. It’s an extraordinary coincidence, and our only chance.”

The other admirals nodded in silent agreement, their faces bathed in the blue glow of the holograms. Remia felt the weight of their collective gaze, heavier than Earth’s gravity on her space-adapted body.

“And if I fail?” she asked, her voice quieter now. “If they realize I’m not her?”

Admiral Okafor’s expression darkened. “The Tiravalisans consider diplomatic deception the gravest possible offense. They would withdraw from all negotiations immediately and likely interpret it as a hostile act.”

“War,” Admiral Dixon said, her tone soft but firm.

And what would happen to me? Remia’s heart hammered against her ribs. Her palms grew damp with sweat, and she fought the urge to wipe them against her uniform. A slight tremor started in her fingers, radiating up to her wrists. She clenched her hands tighter, trying to still them.

“This isn’t what I signed up for,” she said, hearing the hollow note in her own voice. “I’m an engineer. I solve engineering issues and repair engines.”

“And now you can solve a problem that affects millions of lives,” Admiral Garrett countered. “Including those of your crewmates on the Celestine. Their route takes them through Tiravalusan space next month.”

The mention of her ship, her people, sent a jolt through her. Faces flashed through her mind. Captain Rivera, with his terrible jokes. Engineer Patel, who shared her love of real coffee. Comms Officer Weiland, who had covered for her during an incident in the Rigel system.

Her jaw tightened until she felt pain radiating into her temples. Her breathing grew shallow, each inhale catching slightly as her body betrayed her mental state. The tremor in her hands spread to her shoulders, microscopic shudders that only someone watching for signs of stress would notice.

Commander Achebe was watching. She felt the weight of his stare on her, steady and
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