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Edmond, Oklahoma, USA

Seana Byrne stood in the checkout line with her father of Sci-FiFX, a Comic-Con-flavored novelty shop, specializing in replica weapons and models from the full spread of sci-fi books, movies, and video games.  Her left hand held onto her daddy’s right and in her right hand she held a box that contained  limited edition replicas of Ahsoka Tano’s lightsabers, not from the animated Clone Wars or Rebels, but from the live action TV series starring Rosario Dawson as the infamous grey Jedi. Though only eight-years old she knew she was the biggest Star Wars fan around. Well maybe second, only to her daddy. She was always attracted to the way Ahsoka’s character was a confluence of several personality types both Jedi and non-Force sensitive beings, while still finding her own way. 

With their streaming service, Seana and her daddy watched every movie multiple times and watched every other Star Wars TV show and live action series.  Despite all the great characters in the Star Wars Universe, she had fallen in love with Ahsoka Tano during the animated series and only grew more fascinated by the character in the live action series now that the not-so-Jedi was grown and on the hunt for a long-lost friend and enemy. 

She had been a Star Wars fan for as long as she could remember. Her earliest memory is of sitting on the sofa between her parents watching the Empire Strikes Back.  Her mom had teased that she was going to burn out the OLEDs in the TV watching everything in the Star Wars Universe put to film.  They were a on constant loop throughout her childhood the way most her female friends had watched the regular Disney movies.  Seana’s favorite Disney princess was Princess Leia, “by far the biggest bad ass of all Disney Princesses”, as her mom was known to say.  

Clearing the register and walking out the door Seana was challenging her dad to a lightsaber dual when they got home.  Her dad smiled down at her, pride in his eyes.  He was looking down and did not see the car speeding through the parking lot and directly at them until the last moment.  Seana froze when she saw the car. Her dad tried to shove her out of the way the same time he jumped.  Brakes squealed, Seana felt the impact of the car, and then nothing.  

University Children’s Hospital, six weeks later...

Seana opened her eyes.  Her body felt funny, and she felt like she had been asleep for months.  She slowly sat up, her limbs not responding the way she was used to.  Looking around she realized she was not in her bed, or her room. The walls were decorated in playful children’s themes but there were machines and tubes and wires all around her. It took her a few moments to realize that she was in a hospital. Suddenly her last memory came back, the car coming right at them. 

Nervous and uncertain, she called out, “Hello?” Her voice was harsh and weak from lack of use, and from having an intubation tube crammed down it until only recently, but she had no memory of that. 

Within ten seconds, a nurse, barely in her twenties, rushed into the room. Despite a smile gracing her lips, its warmth failed to reach her eyes. "Hello, Seana. I'm relieved to see you awake. How are you feeling?" 

“Um,” she started uncertainly, “I’m okay, I guess.” In the same weak tone. 

“Great.” The nurse said as she walked around the room checking out the readings on the equipment by Seana’s bed. Seana could not help but notice the nurse’s voice sounded strange and her eyes looked sad. 

Seana looked at the nurse and asked, “How are you?” 

“I’m great sweetie,” she said brightly, smiling, but again the cheer did not reach her eyes. 

Maybe she was just having a bad day, Seana thought.  Remembering the accident, she spoke up again. “How’s my daddy?”  

At the question the nurse paled, she started to talk, choked up, and started again, stopped. Seana noticed the nurse’s eyes getting glassy.  The nurse cleared her throat and tried to speak one last time. “Hold on hun, I’ll be right back.” And she turned and left the room. 

Although she is only eight, Seana was precocious; intelligent and insightful, always able to read people, as if she was sensing what they were feeling or thinking. She knew something was wrong. Seana sat in the bed trying to imagine what the problem was. Was there something wrong with her daddy? Was he still alive?  Even the thought sent her heart racing, while a tightness set in her chest and tears filled her eyes.  

After about fifteen minutes there was a knock at the door. A woman walked in the room, it was not the nurse, but an older, taller woman.  Where the nurse was blonde and petite, this woman was tall, with mocha-colored skin, black hair, pulled into a bun on the back of her head, and grey eyes.  “Hello Seana, I am Nichelle Parks. I’m glad to see you are awake. You’ve been sleeping a very long time.”  

Although she did not smile, her face was relaxed and pleasant.  Seana sensed she was a genuine and kind person.  She looked at the name badge dangling from her charcoal grey suit jacket. It read Nichelle Parks, LCSW, Family Affairs. Seana was not sure what that meant, but she didn’t think it was a good thing.  “Can we talk sweetie?” Parks asked as she sat on the edge of the bed and held Seana’s hand. 

Over the next half hour, the social worker proceeded to tell Seana the scariest and worst story of her life. 

Seana learned that after the accident both she and her father were rushed to the level 1 trauma ward at University Hospital. Her dad had sustained a traumatic brain injury and several broken ribs and internal bleeding from several organs. He died about an hour after arriving in the hospital. Seana remained unconscious and had actually died herself en route to the hospital for about ten seconds before being resuscitated.  Swelling in her brain necessitated the doctors placing her in a coma until the swelling went down. 

Halfway through the story, tears running down her face, her world completely torn apart, the social worker told her the news that blasted her world into bits. Three weeks after the accident, her mother, sleep deprived and depressed, overdosed on sleeping pills her doctor had given her, and never woke up.  The grief struck Seana’s heart like the blast from the Death Star when it destroyed Alderaan.  A scream rose from the deepest parts of her, but her throat closed off and the scream had nowhere to go except into her head where it reverberated in her skull until she thought she would go crazy.  

Ms. Parks embraced her through the tears until exhaustion overcame Seana, lulling her into sleep. Upon waking, Ms. Parks remained at her bedside, still clad in the same attire, suggesting it was the same day. The soft, golden glow of sunset filtered through the window, indicating the early evening. A rustle of fabric caught Seana's attention as she turned to face the sound. A man and a woman, unfamiliar to Seana, were rising from the chairs in the corner.

"Seana, sweetheart," Nichelle Parks spoke gently, "meet Mr. and Mrs. Parker. They're going to be your foster parents, and you'll be living with them from now on."
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Eighteen Years Later

United Nations, New York City, New York, USA

Wu Sun Gao graced the podium, his aura a blend of Elon Musk's visionary zeal, Carl Sagan's cosmic appreciation, and the suave charm reminiscent of a Hollywood actor. In his English, tinted with a faint British accent from his Hong Kong and Cambridge education, he delivered a speech that flowed with precision and elegance. 

“...this is why I stand before this assembly today. Not as a citizen of the People’s Union of Greater China, but as a citizen of this great planet.  Our fathers warned us that this would be the world we inherit, the one their fathers created, and yet we still do so little.  My nation, as great as it is, and despite the advances we have made, still is the largest producer of greenhouse gases in the world.  Our friends, the Americans, though only seven percent of the world’s population, are not too far behind us.  And we are not alone in this. Despite six decades of international efforts, the advanced nations of this world still dump millions of tons of carbon dioxide into our air and water annually, and the developing nations are even worse, their numbers may not be as high, but the types of toxins are even worse.

“Political machinations and corporate greed over twenty years ago set the United States back decades and they are still struggling to catch up with many European nations.  My glorious China is constantly fighting against a rising tide of Human growth with no real means of controlling it, despite nearly draconian reproduction and environmental regulations. There are similar stories around the world as environmental efforts have been funded, only to have the monies stripped away later.  In all this time the climate has been getting warmer, and entire ecosystems are being impacted if not outright destroyed. Rapid climate change has killed off several species of fauna as their environment changes right under their feet.  

“Despite our best efforts, my country grapples with droughts and sandstorms in the north, while devastating tropical storms batter our coasts. Australia endures recurring wildfires, scorching through its landscapes every summer. The American West and Western Europe face enduring droughts, interspersed with brutal floods during shifts in the La Nina-El Nino cycle. Adding to the woes, each passing year witnesses more ice sheets in Antarctica and Greenland cleaving off and melting into the oceans, triggering rapid sea-level rise.

“Now, low-lying cities and nations find themselves forced to invest billions in sea walls or resort to evacuations as habitable land slips away. We've already witnessed the evacuation of significant parts of Florida, including Miami. The Thai government, resilient for years, has reluctantly conceded defeat, particularly in cities like Pattaya, after the onslaught of a category five typhoon in December. As I speak, millions are still in the process of being evacuated.

“Addressing those who live in this amazing city, New York City's safety is finite. The City, State, and United States Federal governments have already invested billions in constructing sea walls and levies, emulating the protective measures adopted by European cities. Tragically, millions of lives have been lost in third-world nations, where cities like Jakarta and Mumbai succumb to the encroaching seas, and crops perish under the dual threats of drought and floods. The trajectory indicates that this crisis will only intensify in the coming years.

“Seeing the imminent challenges over two decades ago, I embarked on a project, fostering collaboration with private enterprises worldwide—the Xīn de Shuguang project. Launched out of concern for Humanity's future, it's the evolutionary step in the mission Elon Musk initiated in 2002 with SpaceX, a vision now realized. While we appreciate the progress made by Musk and other entrepreneurs, having our metaphorical eggs on Luna and Mars alone leaves us vulnerable. We need more baskets.

“Xīn de Shuguang, translating to ‘A New Dawn,’ represents the next phase of Human expansion. Commencing two decades ago, it started as little more than a Mèngxiǎng, a dream. Witnessing the endeavors of visionary American billionaires racing back to Luna and Mars, including SpaceX, Blue Origin, and other global private entities, I saw a viable solution. They swiftly surpassed national space agencies, sparking the realization that this is our way to safeguard not just Humanity but also our home. Earth is calling for us to venture beyond its bounds. 

“Mars and Luna, impressive as scientific outposts, continue to thrive, but they primarily house scientists. Recognizing the limitations, I explored alternative celestial bodies. While the moons of gas giants have been considered, the daunting journey and logistical challenges make them impractical, not to mention the persistent radiation around Jovian moons. So, I turned my gaze sunward.

“Our sister planet, Venus, merely 108 million kilometers away on average, presents a unique opportunity. Although its surface is inhospitable, I envisioned a different approach—living in the clouds.

“In the late 2010s, I noticed the neglect Venus faced compared to the substantial investments in Mars, Luna, and even asteroid mining. Determined to shift this focus, I invested privately and publicly in projects exploring Venus. While my interest spanned all aspects, I was particularly fascinated by the atmosphere.

“I concluded that residing in the clouds, around the 50 to 60-kilometer level, offered an ideal environment. At this elevation, the atmospheric pressure mirrors Earth's, and with engineered solutions, we can make the temperature habitable while maintaining sufficient atmosphere for radiation shielding. This is where the Xīn de Shuguang project comes into play. 

"In the vast cosmic canvas, the Xīn de Shuguang will gracefully navigate the terminator zone of Venus, swaying with the planet's unhurried rotation, bathed in perpetual dawn's light. This colossal marvel, like an immense balloon, will drift at altitudes from 57 to 62 kilometers, choreographed by the whims of Venusian weather patterns.

“Imagine a colossal two-and-a-half-kilometer platform nestled within a giant balloon. To sustain life in the Venusian clouds, all that's needed is Nitrogen and Oxygen – the very breath of Earth. With a simple A/C unit, inhabitants can enjoy comfort in shirt sleeves amidst this atmospheric sanctuary.

“As I stand before you, my purpose is two-fold: to share progress on the Xīn de Shuguang project and seek your assistance. Xīn de Shuguang, a futuristic metropolis, is poised for 10,000 souls, with the first journey hosting a modest one thousand. Currently resting in Earth-Moon Lagrange 2, shielded by Luna, our trajectory aligns with Venus.

“The venture's conception, funded by private investors, is not an escape pod for the elite but an ark for Humanity. Contemplating the nearly nine billion on Earth, relocating ten thousand is just a droplet in the vast ocean of Human existence. To move a substantial part of our populace beyond Earth necessitates a collective effort.

“I implore you, representatives, for an investment in our species' future. To unite in benevolence, channeling resources into the construction of floating cities and necessary infrastructure. I'm ready to share blueprints, logistics, and the Human resources used in Xīn de Shuguang's creation..."    

Following his address, Gao gracefully exited the stage, bidding farewell to the general assembly. In the bustling UN building lobby, an entourage of international press enveloped him. Gao had gained notoriety, not just for his revolutionary environmental initiatives and advocacy for Human expansion throughout the Solar System and beyond, but also for his cinematic good looks.

Standing tall at 6 feet 4 inches, Gao sported raven-black hair cascading slightly beyond his shoulders, framing his sharp, clear eyes radiating intelligence and confidence. His strong jawline and full lips painted the picture of a Hollywood heartthrob. Beyond his media persona, Gao's commitment extended to the gym, dedicating two to three hours daily to sculpt his physique. He exuded sex appeal, a quality the press couldn't resist. Aware of the game, Gao strategically used the media to amplify his message.

Navigating through the crowd of reporters and camera drones, he fielded questions and delivered sound bites that transcended the mundane news of the day. Emerging into the sunlight outside, the glare reflecting off a nearby building momentarily blinded him. Shielding his eyes, Gao pressed forward. Just as he stooped to enter his private transport pod, his head exploded in a macabre display of blood and gray matter.

The surrounding onlookers were showered with gruesome remnants as the report of a large-caliber rifle echoed through the cityscape. Gao's lifeless body sprawled on the pavement, and a chorus of horrified screams pierced the air.
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Washington, D.C.

Seana Byrne stood to face her adversary.  The man was a good eight inches taller and seventy-five pounds heavier than her and he held a face of anger and menace.  Blood dripped from a gash in his nose and from one above his left eye.  He breathed heavily, trying to calm himself and to catch his breath.  “What’s wrong Dalton, you gettin’ weak in your old age?”  The man, Dalton Grimes, was only four years her senior, having just celebrated his thirtieth birthday this past weekend.  He glared at her and spit blood onto the floor but said nothing.

“Now that’s just gross, someone’s going to have to clean that up.”  Seana remarked. 

“How about I use you to clean up this entire dojo?” Dalton barked right before he charged in again for another attack.  

Seana sensed the attack coming from Dalton even before he moved and by time he got to her, she had already moved aside and was able to deliver a crushing blow to his kidneys with her elbow as she swept her legs under him. The combined move sent Grimes airborne, and he crashed to the floor.  He quickly rose to his feet, expecting her to finish him off while he was down, but when he turned, she was standing at the ready, bouncing slightly on the balls of her feet. He should have known, Seana was like a feline who enjoyed playing with her prey before going in for the kill.  He had seen her do it time after time with every opponent in the dojo.  She would not toy with him; she would be lucky to be able to walk after he got done with her. 

Scanning his surroundings, Grimes realized the sparring stick rack was within reach. The realization hit hard – he was on the losing end of this skirmish with the petite force in front of him. Hand-to-hand combat was off the table; he had to shift the odds. In a split-second decision, Grimes sprang back, seized a sparring stick, and charged towards Seana. A flicker of surprise crossed her face, registering the breach of sparring etiquette. Gasps echoed from the spectators, stunned by Grimes' unconventional move. However, a sly smile danced on Dalton's lips, relishing the shock he had induced. Closing the distance with lightning speed, he twirled the sparring stick like a propeller. Just as he feigned a strike to her head, he dropped his shoulder and swung the stick towards her. Yet, Seana, demonstrating uncanny agility, dove right at him, slipping between his legs. Rolling and springing to her feet, she swiftly planted a kick into his lower back as he recovered from the swing that narrowly missed her head. The force of the kick sent Grimes stumbling forward, buying Seana enough time to reach the sparring rack and grab a stick of her own.

Finished toying with the reckless aggressor, Seana sensed the urgency to conclude this confrontation before someone got hurt. Approaching the imposing figure who had tormented the dojo, she was determined to end his dominance. Taller, stronger, and faster than his size warranted, he had bested everyone except Sensei and Seana. Today, she aimed to break his winning streak.

Sensei had hesitated to allow Seana to spar with him, fearing Dalton's unpredictable temper. Months of pleading finally convinced Sensei, with Seana assuring that he wouldn't even get close enough to touch her. Her prediction held true for the most part, except for an early right hook that nearly shook her. Still, it humbled her and fueled Dalton's overconfidence.

Wiping blood from his face, Dalton saw Seana approaching with a sparring stick. Grinning outwardly, inwardly, fear gnawed at him, igniting rage that drove him to charge once more.

As the charging figure closed in, Seana marveled at the man's blinded rage. His anger and ego, she thought, were leading him into stupidity. Slowing her breathing, she focused her energy for the imminent clash. Time seemed to elongate around her as Dalton's first attack met her stick.

To onlookers, the stick battle unfolded as a blur of speed, power, and grace. The combatants, if not for the violence, would have painted a beautiful picture. Despite his looming stature and powerful strikes, the woman parried each blow and countered with elegant yet aggressive ripostes. Ducking under his attacks, she struck him in the arm or back with her own precision moves. Although the fight had spanned ten minutes, the stick battle was in its second minute, and signs of fatigue showed on the man. Sweat and blood stained his gi, but the woman, barely breaking a sweat, continued her relentless assault.

Seana anticipated the next strike, reading Grimes' move just before it materialized. He feigned a high sweep, expecting her to duck, but she defied his expectation. As he dropped low, she vaulted herself over his head, spinning in mid-air. With the force of her body's momentum, she swung her staff, connecting with the back of his head. Grimes crumpled, unconscious, as she landed gracefully. Turning toward the audience and facing Sensei, she clasped her hands and offered a bow, signaling the end of the intense spar.
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Seana activated her N-Mesh as she headed for the showers.  She had a message from her boss to contact her immediately. Activating the phone feature, she placed a voice only call to her boss, the assistant director of the Department of Homeland Security.  Seana was officially an agent for DHS, this cover gave her a lot of freedom and reasons to travel in order to perform her real job. Her real job didn’t have a real title, but Seana liked to think of herself as a Jedi.  She served her Masters to protect the citizens of the Republic from the forces of darkness and evil in the universe.  She traveled where she was told and resolved conflict and settled disputes. Sometimes she did this with diplomacy, and sometimes more aggressive negotiation tactics were required.  Many of her missions were nothing more than assassinations, but because the men, and sometimes women, she killed were truly evil beings, she felt little remorse as justifying their assassinations  was as easy as adding up the body count they left behind themselves. Seana believed she had the moral high ground. She believed she was a good person and did good things, for good reasons. It just so happened that her good was a matter of perspective.  

The call went through directly to her boss.  Samantha “Sam” Grueling recruited Seana right out of Arizona State University. Seana was studying a double major in law enforcement and aerospace engineering.  She was some level of black belt in many different forms of martial arts, and spoke five languages, including Spanish, Chinese (both Mandarin and Cantonese dialects), Russian and Arabic.  Sam learned what had happened to Seana’s family and that she was raised mostly in the broke and broken child welfare and foster care system of Oklahoma and had no one she called family. Seana had avoided many of the problems kids in foster care experience by throwing herself into her studies and continuing to practice the martial arts her parents had started her in.  The only blemish she had on her record was a short stay in an inpatient psychiatric facility after she beat the shit out of a foster father.  He allegedly tried to molest her, and she defended herself. She spent a week in the psych unit, the man spent three weeks in the hospital and would spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. The DA refused to prosecute Seana for the assault—believing her story (and those of other children who had come forward). Charges were brought up against the foster father, but his attorney made the State’s Prosecutor look stupid and the man served no time.  Seana was satisfied that he was paralyzed from the hips down and his dick would never work right again. 

Sam liked the fight in the girl and liked that she had no family and seemed to be looking for something special in her life.  Sam convinced Seana that Homeland Security would be her new family and protected their own.

“Seana, thanks for calling me back. How was the sparring session?” Sam knew all about Seana, knew her schedule and knew about the bully Grimes.

“Hey Sam. It went well. Dalton Grimes is going to be sore in the morning, he may need to take the day off to lick his wounds.”  Sam could hear the smile in Seana’s voice.  

“That’s great,” Sam said, with a chuckle.  “Well hey, I doubt you have heard, but there was a situation, and I need you to come in to be briefed. Can you be here in an hour?” The last question was a bit rhetorical, as Sam knew exactly where Seana was and how long it should take her to get to the agency. 

“Sure. What’s this about Sam?”  

“Watch the news on your way and you will get an idea.”

Great, Seana thought, nothing that makes the news is going to be any good. She quickly showered, dressed, and headed outside to catch a metro pod.  The metro pod system allowed the individual, or even families, the convenience and flexibility of a private vehicle, without the costs and inconveniences of parking and maintenance, while avoiding the hassles and stigma of mass transit. 

At the curb, Seana swiped her government badge on the pod request terminal and waited.  While she waited for a pod to queue, she accessed a web browser on her smart lenses and searched the news feeds. Video footage taken from in front of the United Nations displayed a police barricade, hundreds of on-lookers, police and other first responders, and of course, a huge representation by the press.  The caption running across the bottom of the screen told of the assassination of a prominent and popular Chinese national.  She didn’t really recognize the name, but something about it did tug at some memory.  The CNN reporter was jabbering on about the man’s revelation earlier in front of the General Assembly.  The coverage was just changing to a reporter in Beijing when the pod pulled up.  Seana entered the pod. Swiped her badge again and told the pod to take her to the DHS building on Nebraska Avenue.  

She made herself comfortable in the smart seat and sync’d her N-Mesh with the pod’s infotainment system.  The front windscreen of the pod turned opaque, and the other windows tinted to a limo privacy black.  She turned the channel to CNN as the pod zipped out of Georgetown, where Seana had an apartment, and where her dojo was, and out to the northwest side of D.C.  The trip lasted all of fifteen minutes as the traffic in the metro area was completely limited to AI-controlled vehicles.  As she watched the news coverage of the assassination, she began researching the public and government sites for information about Gao.  Soon the pod came to a stop on the tree lined street in front of the DHS headquarters. Seana hopped out and made her way to the security station.  The guard, a U.S. Marine, scanned her badge, confirmed her identification and then let her pass through.  

Sam was waiting for her in the lobby. “Agent Byrne, thank you for coming.” Sam said as she approached, keeping her tone professional. 

“Grueling, how are you ma’am?”

“We need to get to the operations center; the rest of the team is waiting for you.”  They took the elevator to the third floor and entered a large boardroom style room where ten other men and women sat around a hologram of the scene outside the United Nations building. 

As Sam and Seana entered the room the agents around the table turned to them and stood.  “Please sit down,” Sam directed, “we have a lot to cover, and time is short.  Jackson, what do we know?”  Sam asked a man standing at the controls for the holo-table. His demeanor spoke law enforcement, through and through. He stood ramrod straight, his brown hair, high and tight, his hard face clean shaven. Davis Jackson was on loan from the FBI, at 35 he was destined to be a lifer, and he was a dedicated American. 

“With the forensic evidence coming in from the New York field office and from the video surveillance around the U.N. we have a location of where the shot originated. Teams on site are combing the area, and we have a SWAT team converging on the location as we speak.”  He tapped at the display a couple times; the hologram changed to zoom in on a building southwest of the UN.  Monitors on the wall displayed the image seen from the SWAT team leader.  

A door to the roof was in front of the squad.  The team leader gestured with his hands for the team to advance. The hallway to the roof exit was narrow, allowing only one person at a time.  The hand rose into view again, it gave a three count.  The man at the door opened it quickly and ran out, assault rifle drawn in tight and moved to clear the right side, the agent behind was out the door less than a second later and went left.  The video image moved the rest of the way down the hall and into the light of the late afternoon.  “Clear” could be heard being called out, as the roof was scanned for the shooter. 

The holo-display showed the four-person team clearing the roof top and the lead making his way to the edge of the roof.  The man’s image showed the view from the roof. The view offered a direct line of sight to the front doors of the UN building.  “This is the site, but no one is up here.” The lead said out loud.  

Sam pressed a button on the table and spoke directly to the team. “Secure that roof, we are getting a team up there to sweep the roof for any evidence.”

Turning to her team she asked rhetorically, “Did you see that view? A direct line of sight to the front entrance.  How is there not video surveillance of that roof?”

“Actually ma’am, there is.” Said the SWAT team lead as he panned his view back to the door.  There, mounted high above the roof exit door was the telltale black bubble of a security camera. 

“Why don’t we have footage from this?” Sam asked, nearly yelling. 

Davis Jackson, scrolled through the video footage quickly as he simultaneously scrolled the list of cameras the building’s security chief provided them.  “According to this list, that camera is active and...” he paused as he brought the camera view up. “There we go.”

On the wall, side-by-side, two monitors showed opposite images. One showed the door with a camera mounted above it. The other showed the roof with a man staring at it. “What the hell?” Sam mumbled. 

The rest of the team began discussing the case, why cameras were not working, or how a security oversight like the clear line-of-sight to the front entrance to the UN could be allowed to happen. However, Seana began looking around the room. Watching video footage from reporters, from private and government security cameras, all showing views of the shooting from a hundred different angles.  She moved to the controls of the holo-display and began zooming in and out from different angles and from different perspectives. She was looking at a camera angle from a building northwest of the shooter’s location and realized that it showed the shooter’s roof top and the location where the shot must have been perfectly.  She pulled in a chair and sank into the security feed. She rewound the footage to the time of the shooting.  She watched the roof top carefully. Nothing. Then a flash of light and smoke, but not from the roof.  Four stories below the roof a balcony spanned around the northeast corner of the building.  After some manipulation of the holo-display, overlaid with footage from Google Maps, she was able to approximate the view. It too was a perfect view of the front entrance of the UN. 

Seana stood up and addressed the room. “This is the shooter’s roost,” emphasizing the first word, as she manipulated the holo-display image to show the balcony and then rotated it to show the UN. “Who owns this penthouse?”  She talked the team through what she had seen, and Jackson took back the controls so they could watch. 

In the meantime, Grueling directed a tech to research ownership of the penthouse.  Within five minutes the tech had an answer, Harper von Oster.  Within another minute they had every bit of public information about Harper and the von Oster family.  

The von Oster’s are an old money New York family, with roots in early industry, rail, then oil, and then into technology and security, pharmaceuticals, and most recently genetics. Possibly, with a bit of irony, Harper, the middle child of the latest generation, was a vocal activist for planet Earth.  The family had a long history of philanthropy, Harper’s passions included ocean and rainforest preservation.  She was very outspoken about the continual need to reduce carbon-based energy and emissions.  She was an alumna of Carnegie Mellon and donated millions to funding research for new technology, from robotics to CO2 air scrubbers, to nanotechnology.  She was a frequent speaker at the UN, pushing for change and cooperation globally.   She seemed to have much in common with the victim, Gao.  This information only raised more questions as it seemed they would be allies.  

“What was Gao’s speech about?” Seana asked. 

Mark Metcalf, a senior agent with the CIA, and expert in Chinese affairs, spoke up.  “We have been watching Wu Sun Gao for about 18 months now.  He has gained international celebrity status due to his Hollywood good looks and his charismatic personality, and controversial speeches.  He has done the talk show gambit across the United States, Great Britain, the EU, Australia, and the Free Asian Confederacy. 

“For months he has been hinting at something big, a way to reduce the Human impact on planet Earth. Many assumed he was working with other billionaire eccentrics on Mars colonization or maybe one of the moons of the outer gas giants. But today, in front of the General Assembly, he tells the world that he has built a floating city to live in the clouds of Venus, large enough to hold ten thousand people. 

Several people in the room whistled amazement or made other exclamations.  “So, this guy announces that he and ten thousand of his closest friends are going to launch themselves off this shit house and set up shop in some Empire Strikes Back Cloud City and then asks the General Assembly to do their part and build more of these...All in an effort to save the Earth.”

When he finished Grueling asked, “We have to know something more, if you guys have been monitoring him for the past year and a half. What else do we know? Who could have wanted him dead?”

“If I had to guess,” Metcalf began, rubbing his hand through his close-cropped hair. “I would venture some rich bitch who didn’t get a ticket on the magic carpet ride out of here.” Again, the women shot him a glare.

As he was talking Seana began pacing, her mind racing, and she was feeling trapped.  She was not doing any good here. She could keep up with everything going on in here virtually, while in the field. She needed to get to New York and needed to speak with this Harper von Oster. She sent a text to Grueling through her N-Mesh.  Sam simply looked up at her and nodded in agreement.  At that, Seana took her leave.  
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She directed the next pod to take her home to grab some clothing and other gear she thought she might need.  She took the metro line to Union Station. From here she would take the Hyperloop to NYC.  The Hyperloop traveled the distance between DC and New York in just less than an hour when it ran non-stop.  It was capable of speeds far greater and the empty cars actually ran at max speed of just over 700 mph.  Grueling had cleared the way for Seana to access a government high speed car.  She would be in New York in 30 minutes.  The Hyperloop used a maglev system in a tube, at near vacuum.  It was like being in a rocket cockpit. She settled into the grav-chair and buckled in.  The car accelerated smoothly and soon was traveling in excess of 600 mph. The ride was smooth and within the windowless car it was difficult to discern any movement.  

During the ride to New York, Seana attempted to contact von Oster with information the DHS tech gave her.  There was no response, so Seana pinged the woman’s N-Mesh, notifying von Oster that she was trying to reach her.  She contacted the forward team. The SWAT team was already in the building, and she asked that they get to the penthouse and clear it for her, and that she should be on site within forty minutes.  

The Hyperloop deposited Seana deep in the bowels of Grand Central Station.  However, she was now within walking distance of the UN.  She chose to walk as it would give her the chance to stretch her legs and clear her mind.  

It was a beautiful spring day in the Big Apple.  The air was clear and smelled of spring.  The last couple decades had done wonders for the big city. No carbon-based fuel vehicles were allowed within any of the boroughs, power generation was provided from a variety of renewable energy sources, and waste management technology had nearly eliminated the millions of pounds of waste the city created daily.  Recyclers and molecular solar incinerators either made the trash into something new or broke it down to its molecular components where it was stored to be used in other manufacturing.  Community and roof-top green spaces provided fresh produce to many neighborhoods, high-rise, or vertical farming, and decreased transportation costs, kept foods local, and took the strain off the agricultural areas of the country that had been hit hard with global climate changes.  The city, once known for its filth, and as a parasite, was now one of the cleanest places on Earth, providing nearly eighty percent of its own food.  Being born in and growing up in the mid-west, and watching her homeland being devastated by drought and super-cell weather patterns, she loved being as far away from it as she could, and New York offered everything she could want.  Unfortunately, rising sea levels were wreaking havoc and the city was often flooded during big storms, despite deployable twenty-foot-tall sea walls modeled after ones built in Amsterdam and New Orleans. 

The walk went by quickly and soon she was taking the elevator up to the von Oster penthouse. Grueling was able to secure a search warrant and had it sent to Seana directly.  The team was not able to enter the penthouse until Seana got there with the warrant.  They had knocked and had gotten no response.  In route, Davis Jackson had scrubbed all the video footage from within and without the building. Photo recognition has identified everyone seen coming or going from the building in the hours since the shooting and just prior to the shooting and was working backwards in time.  The building had been sealed down since it was discovered the shot originated from it, but it housed some very wealthy and self-important people, so it was difficult to keep everyone in place.  NYPD vetted as many people as fast as they could and asked that no one leave the country for the next few days.  None of the images captured were of Harper von Oster. Could she still be in her apartment, could she be dead, could she be the shooter? This last question was unlikely, as nothing in her history led anyone to believe she had the training to shoot a person from this distance.  Very few people outside the military or law enforcement did, and she had neither in her background. 

Using her badge and the electronic warrant ID, she gained access to the penthouse.  Access to a person’s property without them being present was a sensitive matter, so as soon as her ID and warrant were scanned into the building’s security system and access to the apartment was granted, an entire suite of electronic monitoring equipment turned on inside the penthouse and on each of the agents entering.  Everything was recorded and the electronic files were sent to a database for law enforcement and legal or judicial review should the need arise.  

At first glance the apartment seemed clean.  It was huge, over 5,000 square feet and two stories.  The SWAT agents spread out ahead of Seana and cleared the entire apartment in a manner of minutes.  In the meantime, Seana made her way to the exit to the balcony of the apartment’s first level.  It was unlocked. She pulled open the French doors and made her way outside.  The view was just like she predicted and was nearly exactly the same she had simulated back in DC.  There was a grill and high-end patio furniture with a raised patio umbrella near where she assumed the shot was fired.  She walked to the wall, under the umbrella, and acted as if she were holding a high-powered rifle and “aimed” at the front entrance to the UN.  The N-Mesh that allowed her to access the web and displayed results in her field of vision, also controlled the smart contact lenses she wore and allowed her to zoom in with 4x magnification. It was perfect, and the umbrella provided great cover from above, and she could clearly make out details of the police officers and federal agents milling around the entrance to the UN.  

She examined the brick wall closely, looking for any scratches or marks that would show where the shooter laid the barrel to stabilize the rifle.  Nothing at first, but then a piece of black thread caught in the rough texture of the brick caught her eye.  The shooter had likely laid something across the brick to protect the gun. She left the material in place but would bring it to the attention of the forensic team when they arrived.  

When the forensic team arrived, she gave them her report, showed them the things she found of interest and then left.  Earlier, she had asked Grueling to run a trace on Harper von Oster’s N-Mesh, five minutes ago she had gotten a hit of the last location.  Seana was now on her way to that location.
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Seana touched down in Albuquerque at 10:00 am local time. The sun was beating down already. Her N-Mesh informed her the temperature was 95 degrees Fahrenheit with a forecasted high of 102.  This flight to Albuquerque was only the first leg of her journey. The government jet flew her this far, here she would meet up with an FBI field agent out of Albuquerque.  As often as possible Sam made sure Seana worked with local agencies.  The agent and she would then take a VTOL out to Spaceport America. 

With rising sea levels, NASA, SpaceX, and the U.S. Military all were in the process of relocating their coastal launch sites to areas that will be less susceptible to sea water rising. A once small town in between Houston and San Antonio was now home to the largest and busiest vertical launch spaceport in the world.  It seemed that Ms. von Oster was going into space, but she apparently was not taking a rocket straight to orbit.  Instead, she was taking a Virgin Galactic sub-orbital flight.  It may have been a coincidence, a rich person’s field trip, but Seana didn’t like coincidence and her Spidey sense was tingling.  

A man in cowboy boots, blue jeans, a hot pink Western cut shirt and cowboy hat stepped out of a government issued vehicle and walked towards Seana as she stepped off the of the last step of the jet’s stairway and onto the tarmac. As they approached each other he extended his hand. “Mornin’ ma’am. I’m Special Agent in Charge Charlie Cooper.”  Special Agent Cooper spoke in a slow and careful tone. He had a slight drawl, but Seana could not place it. 

Seana took his hand. “Seana Byrne, nice to meet you.”

“Do I detect an Okie accent there?” The cowboy agent asked.

“Oh gawd, I hope not.” Seana said, her face contorting in fear. “I have been working to rid that my entire adult life.”

“Now there honey, being from Oklahoma is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s choosing to stay there that you might feel embarrassed about.” He teased and smiled a grin full of perfect teeth. 

Seana smiled and then turned a little more serious. “It’s not the State I have issue with, it’s all the shitty things that happened to me while living there.” 

Agent Cooper tipped his hat. “Sorry ‘bout that ma’am.” 

“Yeah, thanks. Anyway, it’s hot as hell on this tarmac, where’s our lift to the Spaceport?” 

“Hop in.” Agent Cooper gestured to the waiting vehicle. 

The car pulled away from the plane and headed out to another part of the airport.  Ten minutes later they were boarding what looked to Seana was a cross between commuter jet and military VTOL, which was pretty much what it was.  The cabin of the craft was sleek, with a flattened, cylindrical shape. Slick, propless nacelles were attached to the relatively stubby main wings. The interior of the cabin held six form fitting seats, room for a pilot and co-pilot, but at that moment all the seats were empty.

Seana and Agent Cooper boarded the craft and before she was even buckled in the door began to close.  “Whoa!” Seana exclaimed, startled. “Aren’t we missing some key personnel?”

Cooper laughed. “We are sanctioned for autonomous flight out here in the West. Within certain limits.”

The engines sounded and the nacelles rotated. The craft moved both forward and started to rise off the tarmac. Soon they were one hundred feet off the ground and rising.  At around five hundred feet the craft spun to a south-southwesterly plane and sped forward.  

Seana watched as the New Mexican landscape slid by beneath her.  The landscape was not too dissimilar to land in Western Oklahoma. She lived with a foster mother in a town in Northwestern Oklahoma, close to the panhandle and the Texas border. The scrubby brush below her now was very reminiscent of her time there. The mom was not bad, but her boyfriends were usually creepy roughnecks, who worked the energy fields.  She saw the way they looked at her developing young body.  After the fourth time she told the foster mom about one of her drunk beaux propositioning her or trying to follow her to her room or the bathroom, the foster mom had her removed from her home. 

Seana shook her head, clearing her mind of the memories and started up a conversation with Agent Cooper. “What do you know about the Spaceport?” She asked. “Do the flights take you into orbit or are they still sub orbitals?”

“The latest generation of engines are allowing the craft to reach low, Low-Earth-Orbit. They then connect with tugs to loft them into an orbit on par with the orbiting space stations.”  Agent Cooper answered.

“So, if she were to get to one of these corporate or private ones, she could already be aboard any number of stations?” Seana asked.

“Yes, but that number can be reduced by knowing the launch window of her plane and the stations that were in proximity to its suborbital location.”

“And I suppose you know that?” Seana queried.

“Of course,” the agent smiled with his best cowboy gentleman smile. “There are actually only two possible stations she could have boarded within that launch window and only one she could actually be on.”

Seana looked over at him quizzically. He shrugged and told her the details.  “Of the two there is only one she could actually get access to. The one that best fits her launch window is a Chinese National Space Organization research station, so unless she has some very influential friends in the People’s Republic, excuse me...the Free Asian Confederacy, she ain’t getting close to that. And seeing that she is launching from U.S. airspace...her shuttle would likely be shot out of the sky before it was allowed to get close. 

“The other station is a private one. Launched by a consortium of billionaires who wanted their own space playground.  They call it Trajan’s Aerie. Even if I didn’t have the resources of the FBI, I could have guessed she would have gone there.” The agent finished.

“Yeah, it completely makes sense. How do they fit into the legal system? Space is considered “International Waters”, right?” Seana asked.

“Yes, and this billionaires’ nest is a who’s-who of the world’s wealthiest.  Forty men and women from around the globe own it, so no one country can claim any extradition.  Because they are insanely wealthy, they take care of each other. Security is on par, if not exceeding the highest government stations, inside and out.  Human rights are maintained at the highest level for all guests and workers.” Seana’s unbelieving look stopped him, and he chuckled knowingly. 

“Yes, I know, but you shouldn’t be too shocked. These people control the most powerful companies on Earth, and they know the fallout they would be exposed to if word got out that people’s rights were being infringed.  The men and women who work on Trajan’s Aerie make more than I do, even the housekeepers. It is a paradise for all whom may be lucky enough to get in.” He finished.

“That begs the question. How the Hell am I supposed to get in if von Oster is even there?” She asked.

“Oh, that one’s easy.” Cooper answered cheerfully. 

“Are you going to tell me?” Seana asked, after he didn’t continue with his answer. 

“Fine, I’ll release you from the suspense.”  Cooper finally continued; his sun-weathered face cracking into a grin. Seana tried to keep her affable affect, but this cowboy was starting to wear on her, it had already been a long day and it wasn’t going to end any time soon.  “Do you know of Alexis Hensley?” He asked.

Seana rolled her eyes. “Really?” She asked, exacerbated. “As in Hensley Synthetics, Alexis Hensley? She is only one of the most influential Humans in two worlds and one of the few elite choosing to do anything about their continued habitability. Between her plastic gobbling sea barges, and those CO2 scrubbing “Mars Trees” she is making two worlds more habitable.”

“Okay, just making sure. Well, you see, she and I grew up together, and we kind of still keep in touch...” He looked over at Seana rather sheepishly. 

“You know Alexis Hensley personally?” Seana asked, her mouth agape. 

“Well, yeah. Anyway, when I told her what was going on, and what I suspected, she extended you an invite.”

“She what? She doesn’t even know me.” Seana exclaimed, a little louder than necessary, “you don’t even know me.”

“When I told her about the case and who the victim was, she was appalled. She knew Gao personally and respected his work. She said she would offer whatever assistance the agency needed.”

“So, she assumes I’m an F-B-I agent?” She asked, with disgust, clearly annunciating each letter of the acronym.  When Cooper shot her a dirty look, she gave a wink to let him know she was kidding, mostly.

“Regardless, Alexis is expecting you. You are cleared through security and will have an escort to the Hensley pod. From there, you will be able to go where you need.”  Cooper said.

Seana looked down at her clothing. “I’m not exactly dressed to meet and interact with billionaires.”

Cooper chuckled. “Maybe Earthbound, no. But on station they all wear jumpers. Actually, the jumpers are another creation out of Hensley Fabrication.  They double as rad suits.  Radiation exposure in orbit is significantly higher, and the higher in orbit you go the greater the exposure.  These rad suits protect their wearer for long term exposure up to 200 rem and sudden acute exposure of 100 rem. They are made to absorb solar and cosmic radiation during ultralong stays in orbit and for trips out to Mars and Lunar Station.”

“You talk like you’ve been up before.” Seana said, inquiringly. 

“Uh, yeah.  Alexis and I are friends, she has invited me up several times.” He responded sardonically. 

Seana peered forward in time to see the sun gleaming off a large structure on the horizon. It was the main terminal for Spaceport America.  Seeing it made Seana’s heart race as excitement and trepidation both began to mount. 
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During her training, Seana had been through basic astronaut training and was certified for horizontal launches already so she would not have to go through any prep and would be ready to fly in the next launch window.  Since Trajan’s Aerie was in such a high orbit the window was large and the next launch would allow her to catch the last edge of that launch window.

Seana, dressed in the space flight suit and helmet, sat partially reclined in the Virgin Galactic spaceship. Her pulse raced, and adrenaline surged through her veins.  She was as excited for this as she was for anything in her life. For as long as she could remember she dreamed of flying into space. She wanted to be the one to do the actual flying, but this would have to do for now.  

As the large mothership accelerated down the runway and then lifted into the air Seana felt no difference from any other flight she had taken. However, after a brief countdown the spaceship dropped free of the mothership, rockets engaged and Seana was pressed hard into her seat. After a few minutes the rockets stopped, and the signs clicked on indicating she could release her restraint.  When she did, she floated free of her seat. She couldn’t believe it. It was better than she ever imagined. She didn’t feel any queasiness at all.  She pulled herself over to a window, taking in the view of Earth. The curvature of the Earth with the glow of the atmosphere lay on the horizon. Awe was all she could feel, as tears ran down her cheeks and formed perfect spheres as they too floated in weightlessness.

Another chime sounded and the lights to re-engage restraints came on before she knew it. There was an audible vibration through the hull of the craft as it docked to the tug that would take the craft higher into orbit. Once again Seana felt the press of G-forces as the tug accelerated the craft enough for it to reach the orbital rendezvous with Trajan’s Aerie. 

Six hours later Seana startled awake as she sensed the change from free-fall coasting to the press of the deceleration as the craft began docking procedures. With the ship flipped on its end, tail facing the station, Seana could not see the station yet, it wasn’t until they got closer, and the station became large enough to be seen out the small viewport that Seana could begin to make out features of the station.  

Trajan’s Aerie was built like a wagon wheel and spun on its axis to simulate one half gravity in the outer ring of pods, which generally were housing pods, but also the medical center. The inner ring was situated so it simulated Martian gravity. This ring held most of the restaurants and entertainment venues.  The hub was segmented into two pieces. The outer hub spun, but very slowly, providing the feeling of gravity one may experience on Ceres and contained the hanger-like docking hubs and housed maintenance facilities. The very middle did not spin at all and thus experienced weightlessness.  

As the shuttle began to dock with the outer section, she could make out about a 30-degree wedge of the station. Seana had heard the station was large, but she really had no idea.  She strapped herself back in and prepared for docking.  

Once the hanger-bay re-pressurized, Seana and the other passengers were allowed to deplane. There was a concierge waiting for each passenger, ready to escort them to their respective locations. Standing in the middle of the pack was a tall, slim woman, auburn hair tied up in a professional bun, holding a tablet with Seana’s name on it.  Seana sensed she knew the woman but couldn’t place it. 

As she approached the woman extended her hand. “Hello Seana, I am Alexis Hensley.” The woman said in greeting, her smile, the perfect blend of genuine pleasure and professionalism.

Seana, hand reaching in for the shake, tripped over herself in surprise and launched herself into the air. Deftly, Alexis caught hold of Seana and spun her around, placing her back on her feet.  Seana turned bright red out of embarrassment, and when she tried to speak, she jumbled her words. The first sounds out of her mouth weren’t even words. Alexis giggled, actually giggled, at her attempt.

“You’re okay. Just breathe a second. This gravity trips lots of people up their first time.” Alexis told Seana.

Seana took a breath, found her feet and her voice, and tried again. “Oh my god. I feel like such a fool.” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry.  Did you say you were Alexis Hensley?”

The woman smiled at her again, still holding onto Seana’s upper arm. “Yes, I did.”

“Wow, I, I guess I didn’t expect you to come greet me yourself.” Seana stammered.

“Well, you aren’t just any guest. You are a friend of Charlie, and a friend of Charlie’s is a friend of mine. How is the dear Special Agent in Charge Cooper?” She asked, adding a sarcastic emphasis to his title.

Seana half thought Cooper was full of shit when he described his relationship with the multi-billionaire textile goddess. But here she was, personally greeting Seana.  “Umm, Agent Cooper is well, he sends his regards.”

“Great. I’ll have to have him up again soon. I do miss that crazy man.” She said grinning. She then laced her arm through Seana’s and turned them towards the lift.  “Come on. Let me get you up to my pod and get you into something more comfortable.” As Seana began to walk she started to lose her footing again. Alexis pulled her in tight and said, “Like this...Like skipping in the school yard. You remember skipping as a girl, right?”

“Uh, sure.” Seana said, not so confidently. Alexis led them onward. Skipping in the light G. 

The lift took them rapidly out, away from the hub. As they got farther out the gravity increased and Seana became steadier. 

As they rode, Alexis asked her about her assignment. Seana told her what she felt she could without compromising the mission or herself. Alexis understood the need for secrecy, as her entire company was built on secret manufacturing technologies and fabrics and materials. So, she didn’t press Seana when details were light. 

They passed through the B ring and it’s Mars simulated gravity, then the lift stopped at the A ring. Seana felt very light, but still much more comfortable than on the hub. Alexis guided her off the lift, across a corridor and onto a platform. “We need to wait here for the next tram. The trams circumnavigate the A and B rings in both directions taking us between pods. There are six trams in each direction, and they arrive every five minutes. My pod is counter seven pods, so middle of the northwest quad. It is a great location for me, especially right now as both of my neighbors are off station.”

The tram arrived and whisked them off to Alexis’s pod. It stopped and let them out at a small mezzanine. The mezzanine was elaborately decorated. Marble façade covered the walls, ceiling, and floor. Shipping even the thin marble façade into orbit probably cost more than Seana made in two years. Gold sconces and beautiful artwork adorned the walls. 

Alexis noticed Seana taking it all in and commented. “It’s a little much, I know, but a lady has to make certain impressions”. She said this last bit in an exaggerated elitist accent. She laughed and then continued. “Some of the art I really do like. But most of this was the designer’s doing. As you will see in a moment, my living quarters are much more practical and mundane.”  With that Alexis tapped at a devise on her wrist and a portion of the wall in front of them retracted several inches before it irised open. Seana followed Alexis inside. 

Seana looked around. Despite Alexis’s words, Seana still expected to walk into a room completely over the top, ostentatious and wreaking of wealth. What she saw, however, made her smile and automatically relax. 

The room was larger than one may imagine on a space station yet was quite smaller than Seana had imagined. She pictured something like the captain’s quarters on the Starship Enterprise. It was essentially a studio apartment, consisting of a king-sized bed to the left of the door, an adequate kitchen on the other side and cozy sitting area in the middle. A door on the other side of the bed she presumed led to a restroom. However, what immediately caught and held her attention was the glassed-in display standing between two large windows. The display held a variety of effects and collectables from the Star Wars universe. She immediately picked out a Rebel Alliance starfighter helmet, the mask worn by Kylo Ren, and two lightsaber hilts. Several “Black Series” ten-inch action figures, seemingly representing characters from all nine Skywalker Saga films, the TV and streaming service shows and even video games. The more she looked the more she saw and the more her grin spread. 

Alexis chuckled at her reaction. “Fan, are you?” 

Still grinning, she ripped her eyes away from the display. “Are you kidding me?” Seana said. “I have been obsessed with the Star Wars Universe since I... well as far back as I can remember. 

The two women spent the next fifteen minutes talking about their favorite movies and scenes. Finally, Alexis broke the conversation and directed Seana to the closet where she would find a rad jumper she was sure would fit. 

Seana pulled a black jumper out of the closet and then went into the small bathroom to change. A minute later she was back. 

“What do I do with these?” Seana asked as she held out her normal clothes. 

“Just lay them over that shelf.” Alexis answered as she gestured to a shelf just inside the bathroom. “Housekeeping will launder them and take them to your pod. 

“Come on,” Alexis said as she popped her arm through Seana’s. “I’m starving. Let’s get some food.  Maybe your suspect will be dining now too.”  

Seana was hungry as well and thought Alexis may be on to something. “Aren’t there lots of places to
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