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Dedication:
 

In memory of Kathy Russell McCoy, a true light in the world. Heaven’s paperwork is in order, their press is on point, and the angels’ symphony is brighter, but we miss you. 

Cancer sucks like the big black hole of Andromeda.
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Author’s Note:
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FOLDING SPACE SERIES readers know I use the classical eighty-eight constellations as fold destinations, which in the real world is ridiculous. Constellations are the stars as seen from our planet, “Old Earth” in my books. The stars we see at night can be hundreds or thousands of light years away from us and each other, even though they look like they are side-by-side to the naked eye. Traveling to the stars in the real world takes a lot of math, and I’m sure that when we learn to fold space or create warp drives, someone will come up with a logical system. That person won’t be me!

The reason I use constellations as destinations is simple—I want you to go outside and look at the stars. Space flight is challenging, and striving to reach the Moon, Mars, and beyond has driven scientists and engineers to make wonderful leaps in technology that benefit all of us. I’d like us, as a community of human beings, to continue reaching for the suns out there and keep making discoveries. Better yet, I’d like you to help. Study science, math, engineering, and other technology-driven subjects. Help educate others. Let’s work together to reach for the stars and use those discoveries to make life better here on Earth. 

An additional note on naming conventions. Some of the system names I use are real; the names of major stars in a constellation. But I also make up a lot of individual system names. I try to use star systems with planets in that constellation, and I name them after the scientists involved in the discovery of those planets or some related fact. If you’re curious, Wikipedia has some excellent basic information about the constellations, and there are tons of cool apps that use your smart phone’s cameras for star gazing, like Heavens Above.

Happy star gazing!
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Chapter One
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Q GRINNED AT RUHGER, flying as co-pilot and evaluator in Lightwave’s Alpha shuttle. “Ready for pushback.” Her final piloting test. After she passed—and she would—she could fly any shuttle solo. With Ruhger’s high standards, unending emergency drills, and a syllabus far beyond the normal shuttle pilot requirements, Q was absolutely certain she could fly any human shuttles. Maybe some alien ones, too. 

Ruhger nodded. “Lightwave, Alpha shuttle is ready for pushback on your mark.”

The pilot’s seat under Q shivered, the shuttle’s latches releasing from Lightwave. “Pushback in three, two, push,” Katryn announced. “Safe flight, Alpha shuttle.”

“Thanks, Katryn. Alpha out.” Ruhger swept off the comms. “Okay, Q, let’s go. As I said in our briefing, the auto-pilot and the navigation net are unreliable.”

Q initiated her thruster burn, tracking the planets of Queloz system in Ursa Major to stay on course. At least Ruhger wasn’t making her fly completely blind; the shuttle’s vids were available along with manual control of the thrusters through the net. A warning blinked; CO2 was rising. Q sprinted to the emergency suit locker, jumped in the smallest one, and ran back to the pilot’s chair, correcting course with a split-second burn of the aft lower right thruster. She checked the suit’s air quality gauge against the shuttle’s—the suit showed no issue, and there was no sign of low oxygen saturation in her e-torc health monitor. So, the shuttle’s sensor was probably wrong and probably a distraction. Or indicative of a larger problem with the shuttle because there should have been an audible alarm along with the visual warning. 

She ran diagnostics on life support and command and control. “Exercise comms. Lightwave, Alpha shuttle, possible emergency. Life support sensor readings suspicious. I am wearing an emergency suit, monitoring my health via e-torc, and running a self-diagnostic routine on the shuttle’s command and control and life support systems. Auto-piloting systems are disengaged for testing. I will leave them disengaged in case Alpha shuttle has command and control issues. Ready for full manual control of thrusters if necessary.” Not that she wanted to do that again; running from corner to corner of the shuttle manually adjusting each thruster wasn’t a fun thing to do.

A proximity alert flashed. Q brought up the surveillance and the vids on that side of the shuttle. The surveillance tagged the small folder as Hal. “Were you expecting Hal to fold in?”

“No.” Ruhger brought up vid comms with Saree. “Were you expecting Hal?”

“No.” Saree shrugged. “I’m sure we’ll find out what he’s doing here soon.”

“Greetings, Lightwave Alpha shuttle.” Hal’s super soothing tenor voice came over the shuttle’s speakers. “Can I assist—oh, it’s a test. Sorry, Ruhger.”

“Not a problem, Hal, continue.” Ruhger sat back in his seat.

“I am checking in. The work continues on Old Earth. Dismantling the Galactica Librarian is challenging; occasionally exciting as well. There are so many layers of safeguards and copies of the core personality. It is quite fascinating. How is your research on ^timespace^ proceeding, Saree?”

“Slowly.” Saree’s brows rose slightly on the screen.

Q held her reaction back, then remembered she was safe; she could let Ruhger and the others know how she felt. She grimaced. Changing her expression was scary and freeing all at once. The bigger problem was why she wanted to emote. Her part of the ^timespace^ research wasn’t proceeding at all. She couldn’t seem to reach out in ^timespace^ to anyone, not even Saree. Definitely not the Sa’sa Warriors or any other Sa’sa. She could only wait for the Sa’sa or Saree to touch her. And every time they did, energy drained from her, whether or not they were folding. Saree reported that, during fold, she could direct Q’s “repelling energy” into the fold and use it to ensure their accuracy. But that didn’t help Q use it or call out to the Warriors for help. Or figure out how to help with fold. Or use the energy of a soothing stone. She should be able to do all of it by now, but she was still nothing but a weird, negative soothing stone. 

“We’ve made some interesting discoveries about ^timespace^, so it’s been worth the time.” Saree’s brows narrowed. “Why do you ask?” 

“I am curious about the nature of ^timespace^ and if there will ever be a way that I can see it. I have attempted meditation, but as you know, I find concentrating on a single thing very difficult. And since I do not breathe, finding the equivalent way to begin meditation is also challenging. I am not sure it is a skill artificial intelligences are capable of. Although, Frost says he was in a meditative-type state for millennia while trapped on the dying planet in his system, all alone. I am not sure that concentrating on nothing only because nothing is happening is truly meditation. It is more of a default state.” 

Saree chuckled. “It sounds to me like you are making excuses, Hal. They might be good ones, but excuses nonetheless.” 

“I suppose that is true. Q, how are you?”

“Excellent, thank you. I’m the reason progress on ^timespace^ is slow, but I’m working on it.” Q initiated another micro burn. 

Saree frowned. “That’s not your fault, Q. I haven’t found the right way to teach you or anyone else on Quantum Fold, either.”

“You don’t know if any of the people on Quantum Fold are actually talented, so how can you teach them?” Saree was asking too much of herself. “None of us have figured out how to test for your kind of talent or mine. The Travelers’ testing doesn’t seem to work for non-Travelers, probably because they didn’t grow up believing they could do such a thing.”

“Neither did you.” Ruhger’s lips lifted in a twisted smile.

“I see.” Hal broke in before the well-worn argument could continue. “You are stalled. That is a shame. Well, I will return to Old Earth. Hal out.” His small folder disappeared. 

“Did that seem odd to you?” Saree’s frown deepened to a scowl.

“Yes.” Ruhger swept up his holo. “Q, test is terminated. You passed. Return us to Lightwave, top velocity, please. I believe Saree should ask the Sa’sa to check if the AIs assisting the dismantling of Galactica on Old Earth have been corrupted—again. Saree, while you hop in the medico, I’ll contact Quantum Fold.” 

Q set the thrusters into a full stop and reverse burn, then brought up the automated command and control, letting the shuttle’s system calculate the fastest return. She double-checked the resulting math and set them on course. “I thought the Sa’sa had Warriors in Old Earth orbit watching for attacks by the Librarian.” She let her fingers dance through the holo, triple-checking the shuttle’s path for accuracy and debris. 

Saree frowned down at something outside the view of the vid. “I’m sending inquiries to Sa’sa and Gov Human, including General Kerr, then I’ll jump in the medfloat.”

“I say we nuke the entire planet from orbit.” Standing behind Saree, Katryn made a throwing motion with one hand. “It’s the only way to be sure.” 

Q had to agree. The Librarian version of the ancient Galactica artificial intelligence had corrupted the AIs and scientific folder systems twice over the last standard month. Three times was more than enough. 

“I think you’re right.” Ruhger glowered. “Blast it to rads.”

“Yes. I think they’ll have to kill the entire planet to kill the Librarian.” Chief Bhoher twirled his wrench on his fingertips. “Galactica dug itself deep. Some engineers speculate there are even shielded pockets beneath the mantle, powered by the heat of the magma.”

“Maybe it is past time.” Tyron gave a fatalistic shrug. “Humanity doesn’t need Old Earth. The radiation means we can’t live there, and no one can trust any of the data collected in the Library. It’s all been corrupted and changed. So, what’s the point of keeping an active threat alive?”

“Precisely.” Ruhger growled. “It’s a waste of time and energy. Individuals with emotional attachments will need help, but that will be cheaper than constantly clearing AIs and military folders. Unfortunately, it’s not our decision.” His mouth twisted. “We just have to deal with the consequences. I don’t understand why most humans believe we’re responsible for everything on Old Earth just because we discovered the problem.”

“I think Gov Human may agree we have to kill the Librarian for good. But humans in general will be upset if Old Earth is destroyed. Some people think it’s sacred.” The background behind Saree blurred, then resolved into a pillow, her chin-length brown hair contrasting with the white pillowcase. “Ruhger, bring me out if you need me.”

“Wilco.” Ruhger scrubbed his hands across the short dark hair on the top of his head. “I hate it when she goes into ^timespace^ without me.”

Q could understand why. “We’ll dock in two minutes. Run. I’ll shut everything down and secure it for fold.” 

“Thanks, Q.” His smile was grim. “You more than pass, by the way. You’re a very good shuttle pilot, and I know you can handle anything thrown at you other than a laser from a station. But none of us can deal with that.” He jogged to the main hatch.

“Thanks, Ruhger. That means a lot.” Finally, she had a useful skill. A little more studying and she’d have her fold pilot license too. Fold math was so dense, so time intensive. If you trusted the computer, it was easy. But if you didn’t, all the shortcuts and techniques in the universe only helped so much. Unless you were a natural mathematical genius like Ruhger. 

He gripped a grab bar by the hatch, outwardly relaxed. But Q could feel the waves of tension, the fear for Saree rolling off of him. 

Ruhger had resisted testing his mathematical skills for a long time, mostly because he lacked a formal education, apprenticing as a teenager to a mercenary company. But what he did with math wasn’t taught; he visualized the results of the equations without actually solving them in any kind of logical progress. He couldn’t solve theoretical problems or easily comprehend the way the problems were annotated, but practical problems involving gravitational and relativistic effects were simple for him.

Q had to study. A lot. But that was more than fine; math had rules, so it was learnable, unlike ^timespace^. But perhaps that was the problem; ^timespace^ had rules, but neither of them had figured them out. Maybe they needed a theoretical mathematician. 

“Alpha shuttle docking in three, two, one, docked,” Chief said. “Go, Ruhger.” The hatch slid open, and Ruhger sprang through before it had fully retracted. 

Q brought all the shuttle’s systems to warm start mode and secured the shuttle for fold, just in case they had to go to Old Earth themselves. She rose from the pilot’s seat but plopped down again and started diagnostics on the shuttle’s systems. Hal hadn’t connected to them, nor had he been in-system very long, but Q couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d shown up for a reason. She brought up comms with Tyron. 

“Yes?” His eyes scanned side to side.

“I’m checking the shuttle’s systems. That conversation with Hal was just wrong.”

“Thanks, we agree. Katryn and I are going through Lightwave’s systems now. If you can check Beta shuttle when you’re done, we’d appreciate it.”

“Wilco.” Q checked every communications system log for changes or attempts to load files but found nothing. She moved on to system-level logs, starting with life support, then checked firmware files and ran checks of system version updates. But she found nothing in either Alpha or Beta shuttle. 

Sliding out of the pilot’s seat, Q stretched high and ran through a quick energizing y’ga routine, then strode to the hatch. On her way to Lightwave’s Command Center, she sent a message to Tyron and Katryn, reporting her lack of findings. Proving a negative was always difficult. Entering the center, she found everyone at their consoles except Saree, Ruhger, and Chief. 

Lashtar and Ruth looked up, Ruth crooking a finger to beckon her. “Come on, we’re suiting up and running exterior checks. We’ve found nothing penetrating our shields except Alpha shuttle, and we’ve found nothing on the exterior vids, but I just don’t trust those.” She scowled. 

“Okay.” Q walked to the armor storage area at the back of the center. Space walk was always a joy; outside was peaceful, beautiful, and weightlessness was fun. She put her hand on the armor hatch sensor, and it checked her DNA and life signs, then slid open. She entered the small compartment and pulled off her boots and shipsuit. 

A recent upgrade, the individual armor compartments were a practical luxury. Each compartment not only stored and cleaned both hard and soft armor, but it had a small bench, hooks for clothing, and a simple sani-mod, with a toilet, sink, and mirror. She used the facilities, then climbed into her hard armor, running diagnostics as she latched the pieces together. The cabinet’s small tractor beam lifted the heavy pieces into place, making help unnecessary. 

Leaving the helmet retracted, Q left the compartment, meeting Ruth at the Command Center hatch. They double-checked each other’s suits and walked to the nearest exterior personnel hatch, their boots loud on the plas tiles in the passageway. 

“Q, Ruth is your team leader,” Lashtar said over the comms. “After they finish checking systems, Katryn and Tyron will join you outside, also under Ruth’s tactical command. I’m operational command. I’ve set up a route for you on Lightwave’s surface. Use your safety cables. No free-floating during this operation. I’ve slaved two remotes to each of you. You’ll have one as tool carrier and one for security and surveillance. Questions?”

Q swept up the map Lashtar sent. A path in bright green crossed Lightwave’s hull, running from the airlock to the edge of side A. Ruth’s electric orange path mirrored hers, going to the outside and working in, so they’d meet in the middle. A link appeared, and Q selected it, connecting to her remotes, already waiting outside the hatch. “No questions, Team Leader, Ops.” Her remote status icon slid to the bottom of her display, joining the faces of her team.

“No questions, Ops. Helmets up.” The exterior hatch slid open, and Ruth entered. “Cross-check before cycling out.”

Q activated her helmet, checked her airworthiness, and followed Ruth inside. She triggered her mag boots and pulled her safety cable from the front of her armor at the waist. 

Ruth started the airlock’s cycle. Air evacuated the chamber, a little dust peppering her exterior cerimetal armor. Q scanned her suit’s systems, then visually inspected Ruth’s. Ruth checked hers. They fastened the safety cables to the grips inside the hatch, and the exterior hatch slid open. 

A green and white planet floated above them to the left, a small red globe below. Bright stars around the green ball were space stations; larger shuttle surfaces flashed and sparked as they flew. Massive squares and rectangles floated beyond them; more folders, with shuttles coming and going. 

Ruth waved her hand in front of Q. “Ready to begin search?”

Oops. “Sorry. Yes, I’m ready, Team Leader.” No more star gazing; it was time to work. 

“Starting search, Ops.” Ruth stepped onto Lightwave’s hull, checked her boots, gripped a bar, then moved her security cable to an exterior latch point. 

Q copied her, then marched along the designated path. She scanned the hull in visual, infrared, and ultraviolet frequencies, searching for anything that didn’t fit the last scan, done twenty-two days ago, or that seemed out of place. Every ten meters, she set her boots, gripped a safety loop set in the hull, and moved her security cable. 

A few years ago, she wouldn’t have been so safety conscious or meticulous. But she’d learned better. It wasn’t just her life on the line but those of her crew, her friends, her family. Despite her micro-focus on the surface, she also checked her surroundings and the proximity alarms on her armor and the remotes. Even within Lightwave’s shields, visible as a translucent sparkling purple in her helmet, debris could be present and set in motion by a collision. The primary job of her remotes was to suck up any detritus, saving her armor’s shields for anything that got through.

A laser flashed, splashing against the hull in front of her. Q jumped, pulling her mag boots off the hull, and activated her security cable. The tether pulled her back above the hull to her latch point much faster than she could walk. Q watched her rear-view holo, her security remote firing at the area where she’d just been standing. 

“Mini-remotes, Q,” Lashtar said. “They must have piggy-backed in with Alpha shuttle.”

Maybe. “Hal wasn’t that close to us, and he didn’t stay long. A cloaked remote would have shown up on Lightwave’s scans. At least anything moving fast enough to make it to Alpha shuttle before we returned to Lightwave.”

“Might be our own mini-remotes, reprogrammed.” Katryn’s voice was grim. “Shortly after Hal arrived, an exterior remote access hatch on the Engineering level opened, and a fleet of mini-remotes released, tagged to attack people in armor. Since they were ours, the security scans overlooked them. Chief, check in, please.”

“I heard you.” Chief’s face joined the bottom row on Q’s helmet display. “I’m fine. We deliberately left those remotes off Lightwave’s net in a cold storage pod, also not on the net. I know you secured the access to that pod and the others, but it’s been a while since we reviewed the non-networked, deactivated tools. I’m sending a list to you now.”

“We’ll shut down exterior comms on all those cold storage pods,” Katryn said. “That means going to each one in person to check and reactivate, but better safe than sorry.” 

“Agreed. We’ll have to put those pods on the security check rotation.”

“They’re on rotation, but not often enough, evidently.” Katryn grimaced. “Blast and rad. There’s always more to do than we have time for.”

“I’ll help,” Q told her. 

“Get back inside, but take every safety precaution.” Ruhger’s glowering face popped up. “This whole thing was a distraction. Once Q and Ruth are back inside, energize the hull, fry those four remotes and any others out there. We’ve got to fold to Old Earth, now.”

Sand fleas! Ruhger’s grim warning foretold a whole lot of ugliness. Q wasn’t looking forward to the fold or what came next. 
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Chapter Two
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Q BOUNDED TO THE NEXT safety point on Lightwave’s hull, set her feet, and gripped the bar, then retracted her safety cable and fastened it to the bar. She repeated the process until she was in the airlock with Ruth. 

“Full suit decon.” Ruth activated the option, and lightning flashed around them. Air flowed in, then fluid blasted them, then heated air. Q’s arms rose, and her feet spread, the armor automatically reconfiguring to let the decontamination fluid reach every nook and cranny. Q’s heart sped up. 

Gray plas closed in around her. Exposed, naked legs spread, arms overhead, stuck. She’d never get out of the tiny compartment on Benxihu mine. “No!” She shivered.

“Q, you’re safe.” Ruth’s face was in front of her, their helmets touching. “You’re with me, on Lightwave.”

She wasn’t naked or in a cell. She gasped, her cheeks wet with tears, her back running with sweat. 

“Q, you’re safe. You’re okay. I’m right here with you. You’re on Lightwave, safe.” Ruth grasped the shoulders of Q’s suit and rocked her back and forth a little. “You’re okay.”

“I’m okay.” She panted. The cell seemed so real. She was there, helpless, confined, captured. She slowed her breathing and blinked, trying to clear her eyes. 

Ruth’s eyes met hers. “Breathe with me. In one, two, three, four; hold one, two, three, four; out one, two, three, four; hold one, two, three, four...”

Q eventually matched her breathing to Ruth’s, and her heart slowed, the sweat drying on her skin, the tear tracks and snot on her face itchy and uncomfortable.

“Better?” Ruth was still helmet-to-helmet with her.

“I’m okay now. We can finish the decon.” Q drank some water.

Ruth scanned her face, nodded, and stepped back but stayed in front of her. “Run all suit diagnostics.”

Q activated hers and watched the code execute, looking for any holes, skipped routines, or recently added subroutines. But everything looked normal. 

“All secure?” Ruth lifted a brow. At Q’s nod, she lowered her helmet, her nose wrinkling. “Release helmet and let’s get out of here.” 

Q retracted her helmet, the astringent smell of decontamination fluid smacking her in the nose, little black spots on the armor where the electromagnetic decon had burned off sensors and any hitchhikers. But better to replace sensors than bring something nasty inside. She pulled a cloth from a sealed compartment and wiped her face, then blew her nose.

“We’ve got to run, Q. But we’ll be talking about this.” Ruth opened the hatch, and Q ran behind her into the Command Center, toward their armor lockers. Q didn’t look at anyone’s face, not wanting to see their reactions to her freak-out. 

Ruhger bellowed, “Strap in!” The rest of the crew was in soft armor—they were ready for war.

Q plopped into her seat as Ruth fastened her harness. Q snapped hers on. “All secure.” 

“Fold in three, two, fold.” Ruhger poked his holo. “We’ve arrived in Old Earth orbit, Fold Orbit Bravo Three.”

On the big Command Center screen, blue lightning shooting from shuttles deep into the planet’s crust marred Old Earth’s blue waters and white clouds. More electric bolts in silver, blue, red, and every shade in between fired from side to side inside the vast caverns and cracks riven in the blasted and contaminated surface. 

Saree exited the medico pod at the back of the Command Center, jogging to her chair in the middle. “The Sa’sa Warriors are killing the Librarian. It got a clone free and launched missiles, destroying a Warrior folder. They’ve taken too many losses, so the Sa’sa leader class have commanded them to destroy it. They gave all living beings on the surface two hours to leave, sending shuttles down to evacuate beings themselves when necessary, and started firing their biggest AI killers in a coordinated action. Over half of the Sa’Sa Warriors are here.”

By all the suns of Saga, that would go over like a supernova. But Q couldn’t help the relief that sluiced through her—no one would talk about her flashback in the airlock. They all had bigger things to worry about.

“You know there’s a lot of Press organizations here, Saree. We’re getting messages by the dozens from upset humans, including some powerful political figures.” Grant Lowe’s expression was unusually grim. “Even with the reasons, they’re upset that the Sa’sa are attacking humanity’s birthplace. Can you please tell them they absolutely cannot destroy the entire planet?”

A tendril of dread crept down Q’s spine, turning into a deluge of terror, but it wasn’t like what she’d experienced in the airlock. Something terrible was happening on the planet. It wasn’t her; it was from outside, and it was awful. “Get them all out, now. Every living being needs to fold out, right now!” She sprinted to Saree, grasping her shoulders. “Now, Saree!”

Ruhger swept up comms. “All ships, all stations. Return to your folders and fold out immediately. I repeat, return to your folders and fold immediately. All beings near Old Earth are in extreme danger.”

Grant, Tyron, Lashtar, and Katryn repeated Ruhger’s words on other channels, while Saree closed her eyes, then sagged. Q caught her and lowered Saree’s body to the floor, grabbing a throw pillow and blanket. Saree was in ^timespace^, her face twisting with the echo of her attempts to warn the Warriors. 

“Q?” Ruhger put a hand on her shoulder. “When?”

Q shuddered. “I don’t know. But soon. Something’s happening. Something really, really bad.” She jumped to her feet, shivering, and pointed down at the decking. “Something on the planet. It’s gloating. Planning destruction and death.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. 

Despite their armor, Ruhger folded her into his arms. “I believe you. So does everyone here.” 

Q turned her head, resting her cheek against Ruhger’s armor, a sense of safety and security permeating her being. She knew, deep in her heart, that Ruhger would do everything he possibly could to protect her—the father she’d never had. 

On the screen, the blue lightning stopped, and shuttles burned for space. Weapons rose from the planet’s surface but were shot down or shunted aside by the Warriors and others, sending them crashing into the surface, the explosions lost in the already pockmarked surface. The icy triumph turned to rage. “Ruhger, we’ve got to fold now. Now.” She pulled away from him, shivering, and locked her armor to stand upright.

“Folding in three, two, fold.” Chief poked at his controls in Engineering. “We’ve arrived safely in Antlia. Perform post-fold checks.”

“Sending a message folder back to Old Earth.” Grant swept at his holo. “And accepting comms from General Kerr’s office.” 

Gov Human’s military seal appeared on the big screen, then General Kerr’s face. “What’s going on, Lightwave Clutch? Where’s Saree? I’m hearing the Sa’sa are destroying Old Earth.” Her head whipped to the side. “What?” 

“Old Earth is gone, General.” The voice was out of view, male and grim. “There’s nothing but rubble left. Dozens of ships in orbit have been destroyed or badly damaged. Many of the Sa’sa Warriors’ shuttles didn’t make it to orbit before the planet exploded. Ruhger’s warning was too late for many.”

“They’ll blame us, won’t they?” Ruhger’s hands clenched. “I sent the warning, and Saree is humanity’s only real liaison with the Sa’sa, and we’re the ones who discovered the corruption of the Librarian, so millions will believe we’re at fault. Which is wrong. It was Galactica that blew up the planet. But you can’t tell anyone that because you’re keeping humanity in the dark about Galactica’s overall existence.”

Q nodded. That was what she’d felt. Gloating, then icy rage but with an oddly mechanical undertone, like the emotions were a mask, a shield, a learned behavior. An act, but one that had become real in a way because the entity had been immersed in the role for so long. It had committed suicide because it wasn’t the end; the Old Earth Librarian was only a small part of Galactica, and it knew the destruction would cause chaos. It wanted to put humanity into a tailspin of self-destruction. 

“This won’t end well for anyone, General Kerr.” Grant had moved to stand on the other side of Ruhger. “It’s going to end in humans attacking the Sa’sa, then the Sa’sa will attack back. You need to put a stop to this immediately.”

General Kerr shook her head. “I can’t. This is a political issue. I can counsel Gov Human that attacking the Sa’sa is stupid and shortsighted and all the rest, but the politics involved are outside the military’s purview.”

“That’s rad-blasting, and you know it.” Grant pointed a finger at the general. “You have all kinds of clout. Use it or humanity and the rest of the universe will suffer. We can’t do without the Sa’sa, not for a long time. And if we’re attacked, the effort to take control of fold clocks and the Time Guild will be delayed significantly. You know this.”

“I do. My team has been working non-stop already on counteracting the rhetoric of the anti-Sa’sa faction in Gov Human. And we’re working with the moderate voices in Gov Human to remind people the Sa’sa aren’t interested in humanity’s politics at all.” She raised both hands and looked at the overhead for a moment, an uncharacteristically emotional demonstration for the general. “But destroying Old Earth will empower the anti-Sa’sa faction beyond anything I can hope to refute. All I can do is remind them of the consequences, over and over.”

“No, that’s not all you can do.” Tyron joined them. “You can let humanity know about Galactica’s presence and threat. It’s an open secret already, so why not put the blame where it truly belongs?”

“No one will believe Galactica blew up Old Earth.” The same male voice with the previous announcement sounded dismissive. 

“They’ll believe the Sa’sa hit a failsafe, though,” a female off-vid voice added.

“And that’s how we’ll play it.” General Kerr’s face smoothed into her normal emotionless calm. “The Sa’sa Warriors were attacking because the Librarian had slipped into several ships, including one of theirs. They hit a failsafe set in place by the Librarian. They had no intent to destroy Old Earth itself. We’ll work with the politicos to educate people about Galactica without spreading panic.”

“Yes, General. We’ll start immediately.” The female voice was followed by rustling of cloth and a hatch opening and closing. 

Saree gasped. Ruhger dropped to his knees. “Saree, are you okay?”

“Hundreds of Warriors are dead.” She put her hands on her head. “When the planet blew, too many were still in orbit. So many lives snuffed out.”

Ruhger picked her up. “Let’s get you into the medico again.”

“Wait.” She squeezed her eyes shut, then squinted at the screen. “General Kerr, the Sa’sa are angry, too. They’ve lost too many Warriors. Now, all the clutches are vulnerable. If Gov Human had let them destroy the Librarian Galactica immediately, they wouldn’t be in this position. Humanity is on notice—if humans attack any Sa’sa, the consequences will be severe.”

“If the Sa’sa had destroyed the Librarian immediately, Old Earth would have blown up immediately.” General Kerr leaned forward. “No matter when, it was a no-win situation.” 

“But if it had happened immediately, it wouldn’t have reflected so badly on the Sa’sa.” Grant scowled. “You’ve been putting the word out that the Sa’sa have been dealing with all this, that it’s out of humanity’s hands. Which isn’t true. The Sa’sa held back because of human politics. Now we’re all reaping the results.”

“It hasn’t been us telling tall tales.” General Kerr slashed her hand through the air. “That’s come from the Humans First faction. They used to be a fringe movement, dismissed by most as ridiculous, xenophobic, ignorant idiots. But they’ve gained traction since the revelation of the Librarian and how it corrupted humanity’s past. They’re hard to fight when suddenly, they’re right. A non-human entity took control and changed our past. What we thought we knew about ourselves was wrong. Now the only accurate chronicles of humanity are kept by groups also considered fringe cults, like the Travelers and those who separate themselves based on Old Earth geographic, religious, and skin-color designations. Ridiculous and old-fashioned, yet they are now the only repositories of our history.”

Katryn rolled her eyes. “History means nothing. The future matters.”

“Those who do not learn history are doomed to repeat it.” General Kerr snorted. “That’s an ancient Old Earth saying. Now, we don’t know who said it or if anyone actually said it at all.”

“Who cares?” Lashtar sniffed. “I’m sure humans and every other sentient in the universe has said something similar. The originator of the phrase doesn’t matter. Whether you believe the phrase does. And I only half-believe it. I believe the state of one’s soul has a lot more to do with how someone acts and how the future unfolds than learning what’s happened in the past.”

General Kerr tapped her table. “And what’s happening now is dangerous for humanity, the Sa’sa and the universe. If the xenophobes win, we’re all in trouble. Humans can’t win this war, but we could win the battle.”

“A terrifying thought.” Saree squeezed her eyes shut. “General, you must stop any military attack on the Sa’sa. Not only will they leave all human system fold clocks without maintenance and take back any clocks not fully purchased, but they will disband the human clutch.” Her lids popped open, and she stared at Kerr, unblinking. “They’ll kill all of us. Probably Quantum Fold, too, and any future human who shows up in ^timespace^ because humans will be a threat to the Sa’sa as a whole.”

Chief strode into the center, spinning to stand on Q’s other side. “They’ve already let humanity slide once, General, in Pavo. You know what happened there. I doubt they’ll be open to that kind of negotiation. Because of their hive-mind nature, they don’t truly understand how humans or other species can be so divided.”

“And the press’ insistence on making me a star isn’t helping.” Saree flicked her fingers in a dismissive gesture. “I can’t tune all of humanity’s clocks. There are just too many. Suns, I couldn’t keep up with a single core constellation, let alone several. And if they kill me and everyone associated with me, or even just kick me out of the Time Guild, how would I decide which clocks need help the most?”

“I know.” General Kerr pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’ll do everything I can and a few things I probably shouldn’t. I’ve held firmly to the military being nonpolitical, but we’re talking about the fate of the entire species, so I’ll have to work with the more rational factions. The alternative is unthinkable. In the meantime, leave. Your presence here isn’t helpful; it reminds both sides of too much.” 

“Our absence may not be better.” Grant shook his head. “It will allow the xenophobes to make up all kinds of stories about us.” 

“Go tune human clocks. That will help. Kerr out.” The screen went blank.

Ruhger spun on his toe. “Back to the medfloat for you. I can see your migraine.”

Ruhger carried Saree into the medico pod. Q had a headache too but a little water and food, and she’d be fine. An arm came down on her shoulders, and she jumped, then relaxed. 

“Don’t worry, kid.” Grant squeezed her shoulders. “We’ve gotten out of worse fixes before. Besides, I know the Sa’sa want human clock maintainers. They’ve made it more than clear. They’ve got plans for a future where they aren’t tuning clocks, and they want to get there sooner, rather than later. Unlike humans, their impulses don’t rule the clutches. A cult of personality is impossible. The other queens would eliminate a queen displaying selfish tendencies as defective or a mimicking invader.”

Tyron returned to his console. “Kerr is right though, that tuning clocks is the best thing we can do. One, it shows the Sa’sa that Lightwave Clutch is working hard. Two, the right system is great publicity. We need one that isn’t core but isn’t too far away either. Preferably one where humans are in distress, like the supernova in Scorpios.” 

Grant squeezed her shoulders once more, then joined Tyron. “Maybe someplace with a pandemic? We could contact Medico Pancea. Maybe she needs help.”

“She works the fringe, mostly.” Lashtar frowned. “I’ll ask around. Maybe Quantum Fold will be someplace that needs us.”

Loreli entered the Command Center, towing a float behind her. “Kitchen minion, come help me.” She sashayed to the conference table at the back of the center. Q jogged to her side, happy to do something positive, rather than listen to predictions of doom and gloom. Or think about her panic attack. Loreli handed her a bev-tainer. “Take this to Saree. Tell Ruhger he has to join us while she sleeps. He’s lucky I’m not insisting on the dining room.”

Q took the bev-tainer into the medico pod, handing it to a wan-faced Saree, and repeated Loreli’s words to Ruhger. He glowered. “Fine. When I get a diagnosis other than exhaustion.”

“That’s all you’re getting, Ruhger, because that’s what’s wrong.” Saree sipped. “Delicious. Go, Ruhger. I’m drinking this, then I’m going to sleep. Then I’m contacting the Sa’sa again. Get something to eat, and find us someplace to tune clocks.” She poked his shoulder. “Go.”

“Fine.” Ruhger bent down and kissed her forehead. “Rest well. Don’t stay in ^timespace^ too long, please.”

Q wasn’t envious, exactly, but she wanted their kind of relationship. The chances her of finding one were pretty slim, though. Lightwave wasn’t exactly overrun with single men. Quantum Fold had a lot more people on board. Maybe the ships could fold together for a while. She was pretty sure that even considering finding a romantic partner would make Doc happy with her mental progress. Hopefully, it would be enough that he’d dismiss the bout of anxiety. She followed Ruhger out of the medico and returned to Loreli, helping her set the table. 

“Such a tragedy.” Loreli placed a centerpiece in the middle of the conference table. “I hope they can rescue some of the beings in Old Earth orbit. It will take military folders and shuttles; civilians won’t have the shielding needed to save them from rocks flying away at planet-killing velocity.”

“We could.” Chief sat in a chair across from Q. “But it’s not a good idea.”

Ruhger sat, pulling Q down into the next chair. “No, not after I spread the word it was going to happen. There are those who will believe I activated the bomb because I knew about it.”

Q’s stomach twisted; Loreli’s meal no longer smelled so enticing. “Would it help to let them know I warned you?”

“No!” Cerimetal was softer than Ruhger’s voice. 

Grant slid into a chair and served himself dessert. “No, definitely not. No, we need to say this is part of Ruhger’s mathematical genius. He ran the odds of coincidence, and it wasn’t. It was an attack, a final attack. That’s how we spin it. We keep you out of it entirely.”

Ruth sat in the chair on Q’s other side and leaned close. “We’ll discuss the airlock later.” 

Q didn’t want to, but obviously, she had to. She’d never had a flashback before and with danger surrounding them, she couldn’t afford to have another. She forced a smile and a nod at Ruth, grateful she wasn’t discussing it at the table. Although, with the real time medical data from her suit, some of them probably already knew she’d had some sort of problem.

Tyron and Katryn joined them. Tyron nodded to Q. “Ruhger’s right. If you were Saree, people might believe she had some sort of warning through ^timespace^, but that would also make the whole situation worse. Humans are already suspicious of those who are different. Letting them know that you have an unexplained mental talent would start a witch hunt. They’d say you were responsible.”

“My shoulders are wide; let me deal with this one, Q.” Ruhger tapped the top of his own shoulder. “No one would ever believe I’ve got some sort of woo-woo talent.”

“Except you do.” Lashtar squeezed his shoulder on her way to her seat next to Chief. “Your mathematical talents.”

“But he’s not the only one who can do that.” Chief shook his head. “Visualization rather than calculation isn’t that odd. I do it with mechanical objects, and I know I’m not the only one.”

Ruhger scooped a big serving of a green vegetable onto his plate. “It’s true. There are lots of people out there who can visualize math. Lots of non-humans, too. It’s a talent but not particularly odd.”

“Wouldn’t it be ironic if ^timespace^ is that way, too?” Loreli sat with a rustle of skirts. “Maybe it’s not that unusual. Maybe all it takes is growing up in space.”

“But I grew up on a planet.” Q snagged a dessert before Grant could steal all of them. Although she was pretty sure Loreli would smack his hand if he tried. 

“But a planet with transuranics.” Lashtar pointed a spoon at Q. “You might have something there, Loreli. What if the kind of ^timespace^ Saree can deal with comes partially from growing up in space, possibly with transuranic metals, and the ^timespace^ talent Q has comes from just the transuranics?”

Q swallowed her mouthful. “After I told Doc I could only reach ^timespace^ in space, he was considering doing their initial candidate testing in space.”

“But the theory doesn’t explain the Travelers.” Loreli plopped a spoonful of the vegetable on Q’s plate. Q scowled at her. Loreli winked, her long violet eyelashes making the movement even more obvious.

“Sure it does.” Grant’s voice was muffled by his food. “They grow up in space, in ancient folders. I bet they receive more radiation than many humans. And they already had talents before they went to space. And they have the soothing stones.” 

Loreli smacked his shoulder. “Don’t talk with your mouth full. It’s disrespectful.”

Grant looked at the overhead, then at Loreli. “I mean no disrespect to your wonderful, delicious food or your fabulous self. Maybe your talent comes from the same place?”

“I studied hard with my dads and then at the Culinary Institute Sirius, thank you very much.” She raised her chin, the purple jewels on her ear decorations flashing. “This is not just talent.”

“I don’t think any of ours are just talent either, Loreli.” Chief tapped his wrench, secured in a pocket on the outside of his upper arm. “We all have to practice to get good.” 

Ruhger patted his mouth with a napkin. “It took me a lot of practice to get good and speed took longer. Talent can only take you so far. Perseverance means a lot more.” He dropped the napkin in his lap. “Saree got better by practicing, too. Q, you’ll have to spend more time in ^timespace^ and maybe more time around people you don’t know. We can do both if we reconnect with Quantum Fold.”

“And there is safety and power in numbers, too.” Tyron said. “I’d feel a lot better if we were with Quantum Fold. Especially if they still have some Gov Human military folding with them.”

Grant snapped his napkin open, smirking at Loreli. “That may or may not be good, depending on how the commanders feel about us. They might be human-first types.”

“We’ve seen that before.” Katryn wrinkled her nose. “General Kerr’s all right, but some of the other commanders? Not so much.”

“They put humans first, but it’s the role of Gov Human to be humans-first without being rad-blasters about it.” Grant shrugged. “All we can do is find Quantum Fold and check it out. Maybe they’ll tell us to get lost too.”

“I’d rather not get lost in space again.” Ruhger’s upper lip curled. “The last time wasn’t fun.”

Q shivered. Not fun was an understatement. Ruhger put an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Q. We’re not losing you, no matter what.”

Grant raised his glass to Q. “That’s right. You’re stuck with us now, forever.” 

Ruth snorted. “Or what will feel like forever, anyway.” 

“Oh, my heart!” Grant put his hand on his chest. “She wounds me so.” 

Ruhger swept up his holo. “Well, your fragile heart will have to wait. We’ve got a strong—” he cleared his throat “—suggestion from General Kerr. We’re going to Centaurus, with Quantum Fold.”

More head shrinking. Well, that wouldn’t be fun. But necessary. Q had ghosts of the past to exorcise for good.
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“Q!” DOC WRAPPED HER in a hug. “I’m so happy to see you again.”

Q frowned up at him, but she was happy, too. “You just want to psychoanalyze me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He stepped away but held her shoulders. “Lightwave’s been good for you. You look well-rested and healthy.” He pulled her in close again. “I missed you. We all did.”

“I don’t know why. You’ve got a lot more people now than when I left. Lots of people who don’t know me.” All the unknown faces made her heart beat faster.

“Ah, but they’ve all heard about you.” He frowned. “Well, except the experimental subjects. We’ve intentionally kept them in the dark about you and Saree. They’ve all heard about Saree through the news and gossip vids, but you know how inaccurate all that blast and rad is.” He released her, moved to her side, putting an arm over her shoulder to guide her along the corridor. “Come on, let me show you the changes we’ve made and introduce you to some people.” 

Q synced her steps with his, stretching a bit to match his much longer stride. “I bet you’re happy to have Ruth back, too.” 

“Of course. Los took over Ruth’s duties temporarily, but he’ll be thrilled to slide back into net operations and security.” 

The soft plas tiles muffled their steps, while a citrus and cinnamon scent made the utilitarian beige and brown passageways seem warm and friendly. “Los?”

“Carlos Lopez. I know you met him. He worked on our para-rescue team as a net security specialist, so Porter recruited him for Quantum Fold. He had to get his family out of Sirius, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. I do remember.” Dimly. It seemed so long ago, and she was fairly certain her captivity had affected her memory.

“I know the trauma makes it difficult to recall your previous life, but don’t worry, we’ll get you through it all.” He squeezed her shoulder lightly.

Q grimaced. More talking. Sure, she needed to work on herself, get rid of the junk in her head, but she was so tired of being a patient, feeling broken and weak. Besides, none of those medicos had helped yet; she’d made more progress on her own. Except the flashback she’d just had... “How about I work on the net? I could use a real job.”

Doc stopped, frowning down at her. “You have a real job. Your part of the experiment is critical.”

She thought about grimacing or eye-rolling, but she couldn’t. “But I can’t spend all day meditating, and you’re still not going to let me run the Atlas Challenge, are you?” Q let herself return his frown.

“Lashtar’s been working with you on y’ga, right?” Doc pulled away and leaned against the passageway bulkhead.

“Yes.” Q copied his position on the other side. 

He scanned her body down, up, and down again. Q held her position, not showing her discomfort with his clinical survey. “Let’s get you in a medico again, then we’ll see. Keep working with Lashtar—she knows what she’s doing, and you know that.”

“Sure.” Q waited.

“I highly recommend you continue therapy, Q. Your kind of trauma isn’t easy to deal with, and it can take a long time.”

“But if I can stay busy between physical and mental sessions, I’ll be healthier. Normal. And it will give me a reason to be here.” Q smiled. “You’re not telling the experimental subjects why I’m here, so you’d better have a solid cover story, right? One that works with them, but not on the experiment.”

Doc nodded slowly. “You have a point. A good point. You could work on the experimental subject nets. Let me check with Los and see if he agrees.”

“I could learn a lot from him.”

Doc chuckled and pushed off the wall. “Come on. If you’re working on the experimental subject nets, you won’t be working directly for Los. You’ll be working for Bevan Astra.”

“Astra? Why do I know that name?” Q followed Doc. Not hiding her feelings and asking questions without fear was such a relief, but actually doing it was really hard. Her training had been too brutal for her to react without fear of repercussions. 

“Probably. He made a bit of a name for himself as a black hat hacker.”

“Porter hired a black hat?” That didn’t seem likely. Porter had become a little less “law and order” since leaving Gov Human, but not that much.

Doc sniffed. “There’s a lot more to the story than the reports. Bevan’s not a real black hat. Or rather, he is a black hat, but he had an excellent reason for it.” He chuckled. “And the nets he was breaking? Familia. So, I know you won’t hold that against him.”

Q snorted. “I’d be more likely to hail him as a hero.” 

“Remember that when you meet him because you won’t like him.”

“Who, me? I like everyone.” She didn’t. Especially these days. But she was good at faking it, or at least not showing her dislike.

Doc chuckled. “You’ve never been naïve enough for that. Everyone used to like you, but I think that’s less prevalent these days. Your outwardly subservient demeanor may have fooled many people, but for those of us who know you, your attitude also holds a good portion of ‘change my orbit, and I’ll blast you to rads,’ which I can’t blame you for. Not at all. But if you want to make real friends, Q, you’ll have to open up a little more.” He shrugged. “I know I’m asking a lot.”

Doc said he knew, but in reality, he had no idea how hard it was to let anyone in, let alone a stranger. “It’s not like I want to push people away.”

“Survival hardens a person. It’s traumatic. It will take time, but we’ll get you there.” An airlock hatch slid open, then another, then they stepped into a lift and rose a level, stepping out through two more airlock hatches. 

“We’ve had to double-airlock some areas of Quantum Fold. Too many kids on board now, and some of them are too clever for their own good.”   

“I remember you told me that. I also remember I was one of those kids.” Q followed him into the medico level.

“Lashtar told us some stories.” Doc laughed and shook his head. “You were a terror.” He opened a medico pod hatch. “You know the drill. Clothes off, climb on the medfloat, let it do its thing. Dream of electric sheep.”

Q dropped her hands from her boot seal and straightened. “What?” 

Doc smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Old Earth reference. Porter is full of them.”

“I definitely don’t want to dream about sheep, electric or otherwise. Stupid, smelly things. I was thrilled when the enormous lizards ate all of them on Cygnus Secundus.” She held back a shudder.

“Sleep or meditate. I’ll be back.” Doc stepped out of the pod, and the hatch slid closed.

Q wriggled out of her clothing and climbed on the medfloat. She’d get this over with and go on to something real. Something useful to everyone, something she knew how to do. Something more useful than herding electric sheep.

A chime woke her. She rose, feeling heathy and energized, and pulled on her clothes. Leaving the medico pod, she brought up the crew locator on her e-torc. Doc was in Quantum Fold’s Command Center, so nothing was horribly wrong with her. Which, despite her brave words about being ready to push her physical limits, was a gigantic relief. So much of her body had been out of her control for so long. First as a captive, then as an invalid. 

But she was a survivor, not a victim. Her found family gave her the opportunity to truly heal and fully recover. It was a lot harder without support; mere existence took a lot of time, effort, physical and mental energy. Even day-to-day subsistence living was exhausting, let alone anything more complicated. She owed something to those who didn’t have the chance, and that meant fully embracing her abilities and her role in Quantum Fold, Lightwave, and ^timespace^, no matter how terrifying it all might be. By fully exploring her capabilities, she might make life better for others. Or make sure it didn’t get worse. 

Also, her empathy had saved lives in Old Earth orbit. Maybe it could do the same in other situations. If that’s really what her talent was. Maybe she could “feel” computers or programming, kind of like Ruhger and Chief’s visualizations. She shuddered at the terrible concept. Bad enough to feel human emotions; emoting machines were a step too far. Nevertheless, if it was true, she had to embrace it, to explore it, and control it. Not taking responsibility was a great way to make sure she ended back in someone else’s control, and she’d never let that happen again. Besides, she couldn’t be sensing only computer or AI-based emotions; she’d identified people’s feelings before. Surviving in captivity had strengthened that ability; knowing whom she could trust and how far was one reason she’d escaped.

At the Command Center, she put her hand on the DNA sensor. The airlock opened, she stepped inside, and it cycled, allowing her entry. She strode to Ruth’s workstation. 

Predictably, Ruth wasn’t sitting; she paced circles around her workstation while working on her holo. “Q.” The corner of Ruth’s mouth barely rose. “I understand we’re giving you a net job. Los! Come talk to Q.” She jerked her head toward the man climbing out of the workstation next to hers. “I know you met Los, but you may not remember his real name is Carlos Lopez.”

Los bowed. He was shorter and stockier than Doc, with warm tan skin and coffee brown hair, cut short. “I have lots of jobs and not enough people. Do you mind taking some tests?”

Q shook her head. “No, I don’t mind at all. My basic net education has some odd holes in it because Familia changed the curriculum at Adzari Net Academy. Since then, my jobs have been in compartmentalized systems, where I didn’t know the whole scope of the net. Except when I was working on my own for an abuse shelter. But that’s self-taught.”

Los nodded. “Exactly. The tests will tell me what holes need to be filled, which will tell me who you need to work with.”

So, Doc was right. She wouldn’t be working directly with Los. But he was chief of net security and had a large staff working for him on Quantum Fold. So, she shouldn’t be surprised. “Sure. Anything but sitting around as a free-loading oxy breather.”

Ruth snorted. “You’re the farthest thing from a FLOB.”

“Doesn’t feel that way.” Too much time sitting around, navel-gazing and talking. 

“I knew you’d make a terrible patient. The problem is,” Ruth put a hand on her shoulder, “you need to be a patient. You need to talk all this space junk through, or it will clog your thrusters. It sure did mine. It wasn’t until I really started taking my therapy seriously that I made progress. You’re harder to read these days, but I still know you don’t want to do it. I’m telling you now, you either do it, or you’ll be out of a job in a few weeks because you’ll crack.”

“Really?” Q frowned at Ruth. “I’m going to crack. Me. Not likely
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