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Chapter 42

The cargo runner Blade lumbered along
toward Mars, and already, Captain Boras West had cleared their
arrival with Martian Air Command.

Emily had known Captain West for the last
five years, initially when they negotiated his docking fees and
cargo routes between Lunara and Mercury. The Blade was an
ugly chop model, made mostly out of wreckage from the Great War, a
cross between Zephyrian passenger yacht and Aethpisian light cargo
freighter.

However, what the outside lacked in style,
the inside more than compensated for in luxury. The Zephyrian yacht
section of the ship housed the cockpit and the lounge area, lined
with the best fabrics and plush carpeting. The rear held the cargo
bay, which currently housed Emily’s personal Asterfighter, given to
her by her father on her eighteenth birthday.

After checking with Captain West in the
cockpit, Emily returned to the lounge area and sat opposite former
chancellor, Gwen Arwell.

“Why were you so sure Captain West wouldn’t
turn you over?” the former chancellor asked, still continuing to
doubt the captain.

“As I said, he has no love for the Alliance,
and besides, he was once an MSA security trooper,” Emily replied.
“His loyalties were clear at one time.”

“Security trooper.” The former chancellor’s
eyes softened. “I thought they were hunted down and expelled when
the MSA fell.”

“Not Boras West. He escaped to Saturn
Station to work in the mines for years. They didn’t look too hard
for him there. When he left Saturn Station, some ten years ago, the
vengeance of those days was forgotten and Mars moved on.”

“How do you know he was a part of the
troopers?”

“One day…well, after I knew him, Seth Smith
recognized him from his days within the Zephyrian Tower…when he was
with you.”

Gwen visibly noticed her pause.

“You have to understand…my friendship with
Alexandria made me hesitate. She’s loyal to her mother.”

“For good reason,” the former chancellor
said. “I don’t recall the trooper, so many faceless people
interacted with me. I used them as pawns, a side effect of being a
leader. So why wasn’t he punished?”

“It was decided that Captain West was
rehabilitated enough, and his involvement wasn’t significant,”
Emily said. “My assistance helped him. You see, we had already
traveled quite a bit together, and I had gotten to know his
daughter. She lives on Mars and is a liaison within the Assembly
for Trivium representative, Clarence McMoeran. As a favor for my
help and being a friend to his daughter, Captain West looks out for
me.”

“Dangerous friends lead to dangerous
circumstances,” the former chancellor said. “I used to dabble in
danger.” Then she said something that surprised and appalled Emily.
“You remind me so much of myself.”

“Don’t say it—”

“I was once young and innocent as you are. I
fought to keep Hans Bauer away from Seth and Chloe, so rebellious
and ideal were those days. My anger with Bauer is fresh in my
heart, and I can still see Ty Falloom’s face red with rage. Do you
know I served on the crew of the Protector?”

Emily nodded. “It’s well chronicled.”

“I suppose it would be. But I bet you didn’t
know I enjoyed being part of that crew more than anything I ever
did. Being a diplomat for my father, the “Princess of Mars,” and
supreme chancellor were tiring. The ship and the crew energized me
like no other.”

“My father says similar things,” Emily
conceded. “The Protector’s crew is famous on Mars. I went to
the Jan Falloom School on Lunara.”

Gwen looked out of the port window toward
the approaching Mars. “It’s so foreign to me. I have entered orbit
hundreds of times, but for the first time, I’m nervous. Not because
I’m a fugitive. I’m a stranger among these people. The Mars that
once loved me is gone, replaced by a corporation. In my day, the
individual was the paramount priority for a government. If one
person suffered for lack of food or shelter, the entire colony
suffered. The expansion for resources has pulled this planet away
from its focus, the people.”

“Your MSA started the mistrust of the
governments. It tried to control the solar system. How is the
Alliance wrong for turning to the free markets?”

“For a brief time, the MSA controlled the
solar system in perfect harmony,” the former chancellor said,
letting it hang in the air. “Unfortunately, like most governments,
corruption seized us, and I turned into the wrong.”

“You don’t like Hannah Rohen, then?”

“She’s a fine leader, but she also has her
flaws. For one, the Alliance is expanding at a rate too rapid for
its own good. It needs to let the concrete foundation settle before
it builds any further. You see the misallocation of resources for
the Earth mission. The Alliance is stifling Lunara—an important
resource.”

“Perhaps, but from the Alliance’s view,
there are resources on Earth to exploit. The Alliance forces aren’t
stupid. It’ll take a lot of military to secure it from the
corporations and the smugglers. Far more than are already
stationed.”

“Then they’ll become desperate.”

“That’s what I fear Lunara will become—under
the control of Alliance Command.” Emily held back the quiver in her
voice.

“You’re right to suspect Mars’ll turn Lunara
into a military installation,” the former chancellor replied. “But
in that quest, the Alliance is making a huge strategic
blunder.”

“How so? There’s no military threat from
outside. Why not allocate so much to Lunara? As I said, it’ll take
a lot of equipment and manpower to pillage Earth.”

“Excellent. You deduced the unraveling
happening already.” The former chancellor eyed her. “From the
reports I’ve read, Ares Station is practically running itself now.
This is a sign that the Alliance is misappropriating its forces.
When I ran the MSA, I assigned as many garrisons and fleets as
needed to control a colony. Once you allow one population to
control its course, every other population will want its own
independence.”

“Lunara seems to be heading in the wrong
direction. We already have independence. I wish we had the problems
of Ares.”

“No, you don’t,” Gwen replied. “Ares will be
taken back with force in the end. You don’t want another attack on
Lunara…I lived through one already, and it isn’t fun to see your
friends at risk.”

“It won’t come to that, anyway. Ares isn’t
as far from Alliance control as it appears. It’s run loosely
because the Alliance knows there are some things that can’t be
publicized. My father has sent me there a number of times on
diplomatic missions, purchasing weapons systems and such. I know
the underhanded nature of the colony, and it’s completely
sanctioned by the Alliance.”

Gwen rubbed her chin. “I understand now. The
Alliance created Ares to be a rogue colony, but I still don’t like
it. Too much independence can get away from the ruler.”

“The speaker is a smart woman.”

The former chancellor stared at Emily for a
long moment. “How long until they figure out I’m not comatose?”

Emily wished she could take back her
previous comment. “They probably already know. My list of duties
will be studied, and they’ll find the alarm I muted.”

“I guess it doesn’t matter on Mars. There
won’t be an all-points bulletin for my capture—”

“Probably not,” Emily agreed. “The Alliance
won’t want to upset Mars with your return. They’ll send Nick
Matthews to look for us. He knows enough about our situation, and
Revis won’t want the Alliance to know you’re awake. It would end
both of their careers.”

The former chancellor smiled. “I know the
Revis type. Cocksure, arrogant, and groveling to his masters.”

Emily nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Tell me about Nick, then. Should we fear
him?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. He came to Lunara
the same time that I started to work for my father full time.
Besides Alexandria…no, even more than Alexandria, he’s the person
I’ve spent the most time with. He’s intelligent and ambitious, and
until we’re caught, he won’t stop. Failure is never an option for
him. You heard how he talks.”

“Yes. So he’s your friend, too? In addition
to being a business acquaintance?”

“He was my friend. After his
betrayal, I’ll never speak to him again.”

Gwen’s face turned smug. Emily knew she was
about to say something to offend her.

“Wasn’t it your betrayal of him?” Gwen
asked.

“My betrayal?”

“He has a sworn duty to the Alliance, and
your quest to keep Lunara independent betrayed his trust in
you.”

“Jinx to you!” Emily couldn’t help but
seethe at Gwen’s audacity. “He was sworn to uphold justice for the
colonies of the Alliance. Lunara is a part of the Alliance. He and
Revis forgot the laws established within the treaty, so they could
be lapdogs to Alliance tyranny. Worse, they would’ve never done
this with my father on Lunara.”

“They didn’t forget the treaty or their
oaths. They know perfectly well they exist. That’s why they skirt
them with such proficiency.”

“Semantics.”

“Politics.”

“Again, you sound like my brother. Always
trying to argue with me.”

“I challenge you,” the former chancellor
replied. “He probably sees the potential in you that I see.”

“He sees his own insecurities within me. I
can’t be around him anymore.” She felt a pang of regret.

“Is that why you aren’t worried about him?
He’s been gone for a few weeks now.”

“Adol is with him. They’ll be okay. Who
knows? They could be on Mars right now.”

“He abandoned you when you needed him.”

Emily protected her brother, but a part of
her was angry with him for leaving with Adol. It would’ve helped
her immensely to have him on Lunara. “It isn’t out of character.
I’m used to him thinking of no one else but himself. My life has
been planned around it, and it’s why I have to help my father.
Harry won’t do it.”

“Parker never seemed the type to need
help.”

“He does. You can see by the way his
subordinates pounce on Lunara as soon as he leaves. Someone has to
look out for his interests on Lunara.”

“That’s the problem. The McCloud family
doesn’t have a claim to the administration of Lunara. If Lunara is
truly independent, the people would fight to keep that
independence. You might be battling against two fronts here—the
Alliance Command and Lunaran citizens.”

“I fight for the people of Lunara.”

“You fight alone right now. The people
didn’t protest or resist the military occupation.”

“Because of the silence I’m forced to live
with,” she said. “My father’s mission to Earth keeps them from
protesting. They don’t know my father is no longer in charge.”

Gwen nodded. “Your stunt with the barracks.
How was that supposed to help Lunara?”

“It was a message.”

“That you’re impulsive and immature.”

Emily shook her head in frustration. “I
didn’t go in there to decompress the cargo bay. I went in there to
show Revis that I can play the game, too, but it turned into
something much more. I showed them that I’m willing to do whatever
it takes.”

“You ran to Mars, where you’ll find friends
few and far between. In all likelihood, the very friend you thought
dear to you will end up turning you in. It seems they have the
advantage now.”

“My mission on Mars will be to get someone
to rattle the sabers and let everyone know about the Lunaran
occupation.”

“How will you do this without revealing your
father’s secret?”

“I don’t know,” Emily replied. “I’ll come up
with something. Isn’t that why I have you along…to figure out what
I need to do?”

The former chancellor placed her fingers
together in a steeple, tapping her index fingers against her lips.
“I’m trying to understand you, our adversaries, and the situation.
You’ve made it very complex for me.” Gwen wagged her finger in the
air to stop Emily’s reply. “But I do like your confidence and
boldness. You’ll need it.”

Emily closed her eyes, took a deep breath,
and opened her eyes again slowly. “You don’t think I have a plan,
do you? You think I’m some child who can’t see past her own
emotions.”

“You’re in your twenties…Experience can only
be gained with time.”

“You were twenty-one when you started your
rule of the MSA. Then you spent twenty years of your life comatose.
By my math, I’ve been ‘alive’ a lot longer than you have. Why do I
listen to you, anyway?”

“I ruled the solar system. In the two years
of my reign over Mars, I learned more about politics than you or
anyone else will learn in a lifetime.”

Emily narrowed her eyes. “So you have a
plan?”

“I don’t know just yet. Ideas are forming in
my head, but what can we expect from Mars? The planet is so
different from when I ruled…even before I ruled. The
corporations run the planet.”

“The Assembly runs the corporations.”

“The Assembly is becoming corrupted, which
tells me a third party is controlling it. The corporations.”

Emily was confused. “The corporations run
the Assembly?”

“Yes, and it’s simple to understand. Say
your company makes ale and you’re limited to the outer colonies for
your sales. You can then petition—I use that term loosely—an
Assembly member to repeal the alcohol ban for the main colonies,
which would quadruple your business. With a payoff or campaign fund
contribution to the Assembly member, you can control him and the
outcome of the laws. No doubt this is happening with the
Assembly.”

“You’re talking about the Alcohol Repeal Act
from last year. That’s still a hot topic in the papers, but the
Assembly refuses to reconsider its decision, maintaining that
freedom of choice is more important than the price of
addiction.”

“And I believe the name of the company was
A&S.”

“Yes, A&S. Alcohol and Spirits
Corporation.”

“They must’ve paid off an Assembly member or
multiple Assembly members for the repeal. They’re the only ones who
would benefit. It certainly wasn’t society.”

Emily was in disbelief. “Mars can’t be that
corrupt.”

“Capitalism breeds that kind of corruption.
When my father ruled, the two governments’ social programs were
designed to eliminate it. Until my father turned the MSA loose on
the population, the two governments worked.”

Emily saw the pain in the former
chancellor’s eyes, along with regret and anguish. “Did you really
turn to evil with your father’s death?”

“Evil?” she replied. “I suppose I was evil.
It’s hard to think of yourself as evil when you loved the people so
dearly. I loved my father. I loved Seth Smith. I loved Mars. I
think of people who are evil as being without love or
compassion.”

“Love can drive you to do evil things.”

“Then you understand how I came to be?” The
former chancellor waved her hand. “Don’t answer that. You have
never had to do anything immoral for a person you loved.”

Emily narrowed her eyes, as if trying to
keep the contempt she felt from penetrating her inner psyche.
“Doing something immoral for someone doesn’t mean you love that
person more. The people you love would never ask you to go against
your morals. That’s why I haven’t told anyone about my father’s
mission to Earth. He would not want it.”

“Mark my words. If you are to free Lunara
from the clutches of the Alliance, you’ll have to do something
immoral and wrong—for your father or for someone else you
love.”

Emily folded her arms and looked out of the
porthole toward Mars. “I’ll not become you.”

“I didn’t think I would become me, either.
But that planet down there, it does something. It pulls at your
innermost insecurity and makes you rationalize the most outlandish
thoughts. It makes the nonsensical make sense and pushes you
toward immorality.”

“Don’t project your issues onto me.”

“Seth Smith, Chloe Jones, Eamonn Dalton, my
father, even your father did unspeakable things on Mars. You had
better be warned, or it will corrupt you in your quest.”

Emily scoffed. “You’re still insane. Are you
sure the sight of Mars hasn’t influenced your psychosis?”

“I’m sure it will…breathing in the musky
air, seeing the red hues across the planitias, hearing the howl of
the winds.”

“Your condition is deteriorating.”

“Condition?”

“Your megalomania on Mars. You think you
still own the planet down there. I should have never brought you
here. On Lunara, you were protected.”

The former chancellor laughed. “I realized
the day the war ended that Mars is in control of its own destiny.
The algae farming, the oxygen factories, and the climate regulators
were only as good as Mars would allow them to be. If the planet
wanted us dead, it would kill us. If it wanted me to rule, I would
rule.”

“I hardly believe Mars has some hidden
purpose for humanity, that it controls our lives,” Emily replied,
annoyed at the arrogance of her stories, and offended by her slight
on humanity. “We’ve worked too hard to have Mars steal our progress
at its whim. It’s a planet we resuscitated from the dead.” Now that
she wasn’t in control, the former chancellor had to believe some
higher purpose had evicted her from her post as supreme chancellor
on Mars.

“You’ve never lived on Mars. You’ve never
breathed its awareness before. You’ll find out. You’ll see how Mars
can control you and make you do its own bidding.”

Emily stood and leaned in close to Gwen, so
close she could smell the stale breath and the odor of the four-day
trek on the wicked woman. “I will not have your mysticism burrow
into my psyche and lead to excuses for my mission. I’ll free
Lunara. If you’re going to help me, I need you to be in the here
and now, not chagrining over a lost empire.”

The former chancellor went to speak, but
Emily wanted nothing to do with her half-conjecture, half-truism
reply.

“Don’t reply. Just think.” Emily moved to
the back of the cabin and exited into the access hallway leading to
several compartments at the back of the ship. She stood in the rear
compartment, rubbing her fingers against her brows. The audacity of
the former chancellor knew no finite bounds. She had expected the
Gwen to be a handful, but she hadn’t realized how much of a
handful. Yet if her father had once called her a friend, the former
chancellor must have some redeeming qualities. Emily was having a
hard time seeing them.

At the same time, everything Gwen said had
truth to it, no matter how harsh it seemed. Her idea of asking for
payment from the Martian Assembly was bold, brash, and definitely
an eye-opener. Emily had never been bold or brash before. She had
seen her father’s boldness on many occasions, such as when the
hangar workers or Martian delegates tried to overstep their bounds.
Pondering what her father thought about her drawing attention to
Lunaran plights brought her guilt and remorse. He found that
keeping a low profile was better for the colony, and she had done
the complete opposite.

Lunara needed to be at the forefront of the
minds of the Assembly and the people of Mars. Granted, the speaker
and the Assembly were probably discussing Lunara already in their
secret meetings about Earth. The people of Mars were a different
animal. She needed to convince them that the Assembly would come
for their colony next. She had to show their independence at
risk.

Boom! The hull shook desperately,
trembling as it quivered at the shockwave of an explosion.

Emily fell to the hard metal floor. From the
main cabin, she heard Captain West holler in anger. The sizzle of
sparks sounded from the rear. Getting to her feet, she pressed the
door release to the main cabin. It jammed a quarter of the way
open. She could see the former chancellor on the floor, sprawled,
but still alive. Captain West still sat in the captain’s chair,
unmoving.

Emily yanked the door open as far as she
could and slipped into the main cabin. When Gwen, on her knees at
this point, signaled she was okay, Emily proceeded to Captain
West’s lifeless body. Grabbing his chair, she swirled it around
enough to see the captain’s bloody and gashed face. Her attention
caught by the lack of flashing and chirping lights on the display
panel nearby, she noted the reason: a deep indentation imprinted
into the panel’s surface. Captain West’s head had been the
cause.

Emily checked him for vitals. His pulse was
nonexistent and his chest wasn’t moving. She felt a strong hand
grab her by the shoulder.

“He’s dead,” the former chancellor said with
confidence.

He was dead, and Emily couldn’t help but
feel guilty about getting the old man into this mess. Tears welled
up in her eyes and spilled down her face.

Immediately, Gwen wiped them away.

Emily was taken aback. She withdrew from the
grief and refueled with anger. “Don’t touch me.”

“Good. Anger. Anything but grief and fear in
this moment,” the former chancellor replied. “We must get to your
fighter. The next shot won’t be so forgiving. I guarantee it.”

“Who’s doing this to us?”

“Your friends from Lunara would be my guess,
but I’m not willing to find out. Survival is priority one.”

“Fine.” Emily led Gwen into the rear of the
ship. It smelled of sharp xenon vapors and burnt metal. She
shielded her nose from the smells with her hand.

After a short dash, they made it to the
cargo hold where her fighter was stored. Emily had forwarded her
personal ship to Captain West two weeks ago, when this all started.
She had the foresight to know that if Lunara got hotter than she
could handle, she would have to smuggle herself off the colony in
an inconspicuous ship. But she also needed her own independence
from Captain West, so she brought her fighter. She had hoped she
wouldn’t need it this quickly.

“What do we do about the Blade?” she
asked. “We can’t just abandon it.”

“Yes, we can,” the former chancellor said.
“They’re playing for keeps out there. Priority one will be to
destroy this ship and seal the evidence of it.”

“But the evidence that we’re aboard along
with my fighter will be in the wreckage. They wouldn’t risk
destroying us.”

“Stop being so naive. Everyone will see the
Blade destroyed. All other evidence can be manufactured.
Trust me. Your fighter, you, and especially me will be ghosts.”

Emily chewed her lower lip. “Jinx, you’re
probably right. Let’s go, then.” She climbed into the cockpit of
her Asterfighter, and the former chancellor sat behind her.

“Can you read me?” Emily said into her
headset.

A crackle fussed in her ear, and then Gwen
replied, “I hear you. How well can you fly this thing?”

“Not as good as Adol, but I can hold my own
against average pilots.”

“We’ll be up against the best Revis has to
offer, so you had better step up.”

Emily flicked the controls to start up the
engine systems. “You can be so encouraging.”

“I want you ready. My life is on the line
here.”

“Your life is all that
matters…Princess.”

Disappointing Emily, Gwen seemed to ignore
her chide. “I’ll take over the communications scanning and radar
movement,” she said. “I did it on the Protector.”

“Let’s hope not much has changed,” Emily
replied, not wanting to miss an opportunity to humble the former
chancellor.

Emily, seeing the engines were powered up,
punched the release for the cargo hold, and the back wall emptied
in a split second. Next, her fighter was thrown backward and flung
into the vastness of space. She had planned it. She wanted to exit
as quickly as possible, and using the explosive nature of
decompression allowed the fighter to move fast with minimal effort
on her part.

Her fighter tumbled for a few seconds before
it automatically fired its retrorockets and leveled the ship.

In front of Emily, Mars hung, dominating the
sky around her. The Blade was charred back along the port
side, and she realized again the former chancellor was right about
it being destroyed on the next volley. The pitter-patter of metal
clanging off the fighter caused her to throw her head across her
shoulder to see the stream of tools and scraps from the hangar
floating past the ship.

“Two Alliance fighters coming in at eleven,
ten,” Gwen said. “Blind spot along the horizon of Mars. Hard and
fast.”

Emily threw her hands forward, plunging the
Asterfighter into a steep descent toward Mars. By her eyeball
calculations, they were fifteen minutes from the atmosphere, or
maybe five, if she was feeling overly confident that the fighter
could withstand a high-velocity entry. Her fighter, an old model,
had never been the best ship in terms of reliability.

“Oh no, two more coming from six, seven,”
the former chancellor said, slightly panicked.

“Great,” Emily muttered. She yanked the
stick to the side and snap-rolled the Asterfighter in line with the
top of Mars. Emily jammed her velocity to nearly maximum, barely
missing the two Alliance fighters coming from below her, attempting
to cut her off. She spotted Phobos shining in front of her. The sun
lit the front of the small moon.

Phobos contained the shipyard for the
Alliance fleet. Originally built by the Aethpisians for all
freighter construction, it was turned into a munitions and warship
construction facility by the MSA, only to be turned back into a
freighter-and-yacht manufacturing facility by the Shipbuilders
Guild. The layout of Phobos was kept simple by the designers; there
was a main building where the administration conducted business and
the workers lived, and there were a dozen or so slips spread across
the surface where the construction took place.

Not surprisingly, the shipyard was jammed
with activity. The construction boom had not slowed in the last
fifteen years, and with the Alliance’s expansionary policies,
economists projected further development.

Emily tore along the surface of Phobos,
kicking up a noticeable trail of loose rock and sand. From behind,
the breaths of the former chancellor were distinctly vigorous as
the Asterfighter entered the shipyards.

It was a crazy scene for Emily. She was
already a little rusty with her flying, which she had avoided
telling Gwen, and flying into a weave of ship frames, utility
ships, freight cranes, wielding flyers, and load lifters wasn’t
something she should be doing—though the four fighters trailing
closely behind motivated her to continue forward.

“This is crazy,” Gwen managed to get out in
between gasps. “Three are trailing…and I can’t get a fix on the
fourth.”

“He’ll meet us on the other side.”

To avoid a high-hanging beam, Emily twisted
her arms almost across one another, cut her acceleration, pressed
her hands forward quickly and back twice as slowly, and then pushed
the Asterfighter to full speed. The ship lurched downward to avoid
the support beam and looped around to spring upward to avoid the
frame of a soon-to-be freighter.

The former chancellor groaned as the
G-forces peaked at five times Martian gravity. Emily had to send a
gush of air out of her lungs to equalize the tension, but having
flown with Adol, she was used to it. The shipyard spun around the
cockpit, one of the more scarier sights she had ever seen. Adol was
a crazy pilot, but to her knowledge, he had never been this close
to unmovable objects before.

The Alliance fighters were on top of her
when she came out of the complex loop. They must not have followed
her into the treacherous path.

With a twist of her arms, Emily evaded the
group by slipping behind a loader and skirting by a space-walking
welder, tumbling the poor Martian end over end into space.
The rescue ships will find
him, she reassured herself.

“Get toward Mars,” the former chancellor
said. “They’ll capture us in tow cables if we run along this
shipyard for too long.”

“I thought the same thing, but won’t they
hook to us with open space between us and Mars?” Emily asked, half
paying attention to her words. She dodged another loader, barely
missing it and squawking the proximity alarms. “Get me a reading on
their communications frequency. Maybe we can jam them long enough
to slip to Mars before they can react.”

“Transmitting on a variable frequency in the
range from AA to GG,” Gwen replied solemnly. “I might be able to
send out some fake transmissions from us. Make it seem like we have
some help. Let me find some civilian traffic in the area.”

“Hurry.” Emily eyed the two Alliance
fighters to her starboard side angling toward her. She reacted
aggressively by lunging her ship toward them. They wanted no part
of her insanity and pulled back.

The sky around Emily was clear of weapons
fire, and she realized the fighters hadn’t shot at her yet. She
figured it was because the chase was in the highly visible Martian
airspace. She yanked the control stick toward her and twisted it to
the side, corkscrewing and looping her Asterfighter back the way
she came. She split, just barely, the Alliance fighters closest to
her and forced the remaining one to dive toward Phobos.

“Yikes,” the former chancellor exclaimed.
“Watch those turns, or you’ll rip the hull apart.”

“If I didn’t think I could make it, I
wouldn’t risk it,” Emily said.

“Funny. Get to nine, three, and find the
pleasure yacht, Mercury’s Moon. The Alliance fighters
believe we’ll find haven around it. It has a class five quickdrive,
so it can outrun the Alliance fighters. Jinx, they only made class
threes when I was around.”

“Things progress.”

“Anyway, they’ll tow cable that yacht,
leaving us in the clear.”

Emily angled her Asterfighter toward the
coordinates specified and soon spied the bright and shiny yacht.
Its hull was encased in chrome over the top half of the ship, while
the bottom was glazed in polished nickel to give it a yellowish
tinge. As a kid, she loved watching those yachts dock on Lunara and
dreamed of owning one.

“Look alive,” the former chancellor said. “I
sent an attach signal to Mercury’s Moon, and they’ll
be replying back with questions. I’ll try to garble it for everyone
listening.”

“Won’t they know it’s fake?”

“Afterward. I’m hoping it will fool them
right now.”

“I read you. I’m looping around the yacht
and blasting us into Mars’s atmosphere. I hope we stay
together.”

Emily drew the Asterfighter up to make it
appear it would dock. At the last moment, she angled sharply
downward and swept the side of the yacht’s hull, missing by a
matter of inches.

“They’re replying. I garbled it pretty good.
The Alliance fighters will only read that a transmission was
exchanged.”

“Good enough,” Emily replied, not paying
attention to her words. She blasted the acceleration to full. The
sweat from across her brow ran horizontally toward her ears and
dropped as the inertial compensations equalized. The former
chancellor groaned again. Either she didn’t have the stomach for
high velocity flying or she was rusty from her years of being in a
coma. Perversely, Emily enjoyed her suffering.

The Asterfighter outdistanced the Alliance
fighters by a wide margin. Three of the four fighters were tricked
as Gwen had suggested. Two grappled the yacht with each of its tow
cables, while the third had pulled his tow cable short of the
mark—seemingly having noticed his error. The fourth Alliance
fighter was closing in from his position outside of the shipyard.
From his vantage point, the trick seemed foolish as he could see
the turn. Emily figured as much and veered away from him toward the
far reaches of the Martian atmosphere.

To her left, the exiting traffic of Mars
came from Trivium Port, a constant stream that only let up during
solar flares. She wanted no part of being near the outbound
traffic, which had an abundance of police fighters because of
smugglers trying to run out of Mars via the thruway and past the
detection grid.

To her right, the entering traffic was
lighter, but still dangerous to her. The atmospheric flare-ups as a
ship entered were always a danger to smaller ships if they were
caught in its path. She wanted to avoid them as well. But at the
same time, she was coming in fast, and the concrete barrier formed
by untouched atmosphere would be hard to breach without ripping
them apart. Atmosphere was like the surface of water, strong until
breached. How could she crack the shell of Mars?

A tremendous idea hit her: she could use the
incoming ships to break the Martian’s surface and cause a
penetrable ripple. But it would take delicate timing to avoid a
flare-up around her ship.

Out of her canopy, a freighter flew in the
distance. It was slowing down for entry. She could reach it in
time. Using Mars’s gravity, she slung the Asterfighter toward the
freighter.

“Slow down,” the former chancellor
squawked.

“Shut up,” Emily replied. “I know what I’m
doing. We need separation.”

Clank! Emily heard metal on metal and
a deep clawing sound to her port side.

“They attached a tow cable,” Gwen said.

Emily shook her head. The former, mighty
chancellor whined like a two-year-old in the backseat. She demanded
surrender, but Emily found that ignoring her was so much
easier.

Emily angled the nose of the Asterfighter
downward to cut the resistance with the atmosphere. The flare of
entry radiated around the hull.

The Alliance fighter fought back with its
retrorockets.

Emily, her conscience resisting, kept her
accelerator to maximum. The freighter was approaching fast.
Too fast. She committed to the insanity by angling
forty-five degrees to the freighter’s entry vector.

The Asterfighter hit the break point of
atmosphere perfectly behind the freighter. The hull radiated
slightly, but for the most part, let the freighter absorb the heat
and energy.

Suddenly, the freighter stopped glowing, and
the bluish-red atmosphere of Mars appeared across the
viewscreen.

The Asterfighter, within throwing distance
of the freighter, slipped through the ever-closing hole trailing
the freighter’s entry.

Emily breathed a sigh of relief…though she
was still in danger.

The tether hung from her wing, and with the
Alliance fighter slowing them down, Emily’s only option was to
escape the tow cable before more of the Alliance showed up.
Counterintuitive to her desires, she cut her speed enough to allow
the Alliance fighter to close. The maneuver slackened the tow cable
and made the pilot think he was winning.

The rush of air around the hull picked up.
Mars was around them. Emily noted that the former chancellor
muttered words of thanks or praise. She didn’t have time or care to
ask her what she actually said. The tow cable was paramount.

The Alliance fighter moved in behind
her.

That was her cue. Emily compressed the
brakes and was in full reverse in a matter of two hand movements.
The Asterfighter rocked hard backward, sending her restraints
digging into her armpits.

In an evasive move, the Alliance fighter
swung over her.

Emily moved quickly to match his movements
upward, snagging the tow cable into a suddenly taunt position.

Her top wing—one of six she had—ripped from
its mount and trailed the Alliance fighter. She was
free!

Immediately, trusting the five remaining
wings would be enough, she dove toward the planet’s surface.

Impact alarms blatted in her ears, but she
ignored them in favor of correcting the problem. The ground grew
closer and closer. The air rushing over the cockpit scratched
against her nerves. Since the academy, she hadn’t flown in
atmosphere or gravity, and the painful memory of its abruptness
resurfaced as the Asterfighter tumbled toward the red soil.

Emily had a missing top wing, but she felt
it shouldn’t matter that much. It was a retrorocket wing for space
maneuvers. Atmospheric landing and maneuvers were all done using
the two center stability wings. She blasted the rear thrusters to
push the Asterfighter to level. Its attitude straightened, and the
altitude began to come under control.

“Go three hundred kilometers south of
Zephyria,” Gwen said.

“There’s nothing there,” Emily replied. Not
even mining operations existed in the bleak place south of
Zephyria. What is she thinking?

“Trust me. There will be. Take a path
through Valles Marineris to hide.”

Wham! A portside explosion forced
Emily to yank the stick to starboard, looping the ship around and
downward.

“What in Pluto’s name was that?” Emily
exclaimed.

“Missile fire,” the former chancellor
replied. “He’s closing in.”

“Why didn’t you see him?” Emily felt
betrayed again. “You’re in charge of radar.”

“He came in fast through the atmosphere. His
heat signature and the atmospheric disturbance masked his
location.”

A stream of sonic bullets flashed across the
front of the fighter. Emily barely avoided them by swinging the
Asterfighter’s wings vertically and punching the acceleration past
maximum safe levels. She ripped through the atmosphere, closing in
quickly on the ground. Behind her, the supersonic boom rumbled the
rocks along the surface.

The Alliance fighter closed in behind them.
Emily feared the worst, but the Alliance fighter couldn’t get a
lock in time to reach her. The Asterfighter swung up and leveled
itself with the ground, the spray of rocks and debris warning the
Alliance fighter off.

With momentary breathing room, Emily asked,
“Why are they shooting at us? Didn’t you say they didn’t want
publicity?”

“An atmospheric death can be explained away.
The satellites overhead are probably in maintenance while
they kill us.”

“Great,” Emily replied.

“But it’s a good thing.”

“Really?” What is Gwen
thinking now?

“Head into Valles Marineris,” the former
chancellor said.

“I am. I am. But why?”

“On the other side, south of Zephyria,
there’s a secret base. We can lay away there for a while until the
dust settles.”

“The barren lands…You have a base that the
Alliance doesn’t know about?”

“There are a lot of things the Alliance
doesn’t know about.”

Emily was still confused. “So how does them
shooting at us make this a good thing?”

“Not them shooting but the satellites. They
can’t track where we’re going without satellites—”

“He’s back.” Emily twisted her arms to
snap-roll her fighter wing over wing into the cavernous Valles
Marineris. Again, she trusted the former chancellor, but she didn’t
like it.

The Alliance fighter moved in close to the
Asterfighter. She could see the pilot through the cockpit window.
He looked right at her. She dove her Asterfighter deeper into the
largest canyon in the solar system. The Alliance pilot matched
her.

Being the end of the day on this section of
the planet, the Valles was darker than it would have been
otherwise.

The Alliance pilot flashed his forward
lights to fill the canyon walls with a brilliant green light.

Emily decided to hold off using her lights
until absolutely necessary.

The green light swirled, and she caught the
Alliance fighter’s maneuver at the last moment as he rolled his
ship and cut his thrust to skirt in behind her. She wasn’t having
any of those elementary moves from him and cut her acceleration to
match, which sent his ship arcing to the side, narrowly missing the
canyon wall.

Emily cursed as he continued to follow her.
She checked her readings. They were already halfway through the
Valles, and it only got tighter from here. Traveling at terribly
fast speeds, even for spaceflight, she constantly checked her radar
readings. With the abrupt canyon wall only meters away, her flight
seemed suicidal. Must be how Adol
feels in the cockpit, going
this fast.

“You’re going to have to lose him,” Gwen
said, “or we’ll be captured when backup comes, which I expect
shortly after we exit the Valles.”

“But you said that your hiding place was
beyond the Valles.”

“Yes, there are ways of flying stealthily,
but you can’t do that with someone on your tail.”

“Understood.” Emily didn’t really
understand, but the former chancellor had a plan and was going to
follow it.

Ahead, the canyon walls branched out, and
giant spears of rock and landforms jutted from the darkened floor
below. To the west as the sun set, the sky above was pink and blue.
It was a deeper red in this part of the Valles, and Emily had
always liked the dark reds on Mars. They reminded her of blood and
the life it brought to humanity.

The Alliance fighter and Emily sprang around
and through some of the more interesting rock formations, battling
each other for position.

It would remain a stalemate…until someone
did something. Emily looked at her readings. The patches of dark
below were ominous. Some were caves and long tunnels and some were
hard, unforgiving rock. To the naked eye, it was impossible to tell
the difference. Her sensors could penetrate them to a point, only
able to tell her the depth of the patches within the ship’s line of
sight.

Emily jerked her control stick downward,
angling toward a patch of darkness that her sensors assured her
were several meters deep. Keeping the nose down and her faith in
the machines of her cockpit, she headed toward the darkened patch.
Her eyes told her mind to pull up. You’re crazy.
You’ll be killed. For once, Gwen sat eerily
quiet behind her, offering no advice.

The Asterfighter plunged into the darkness.
Emily braced for impact, but none came. New sensor readings showed
the cave went deeper into the darkness. She continued in farther.
The former chancellor powered down all of the external and internal
lights, leaving them in darkness.

“I hope you have a plan,” Gwen said.

“Not really,” Emily replied honestly. “I
figured we had some kind of equalization of skills in the dark.
Maybe he’ll spook and leave.”

“Not likely,” the former chancellor replied.
“He’ll wait at the entrance and then attack.”

“Then we’ll have to find another way
out.”

“Do you dare fly using only your
sensors?”

Emily smirked. “I’m a bat.”

“Bat?”

“A rodent that flies using sonar,” Emily
said. “It’s blind otherwise. It lived in caves on Earth, but we
have some in the Martian caves to produce fertilizer. My father
taught me some Earth history.”

“Earth history. No wonder this planet is
going into the sun. In my day, we studied Mars.”

“Don’t be so rigid. You can study two
things. Don’t be one of those paranoid politicians.”

“They’re paranoid for a reason. And paranoia
is okay if you’re right.”

“The mating call of the paranoid,” Emily
replied as she guided her Asterfighter deeper into the cave.

Gwen didn’t reply. She tapped on her control
panel. “Horizontal eleven…There’s something luminous there.”

“I see it,” Emily said. Looking to her left,
she saw a faint white-and-red glow. She moved a kilometer toward it
before she was forced to hover.

Sparkling glitter painted the wall in front
of them. From afar, it appeared red and white, but closing in at
this distance, it had the definite orange color of metalor. “Is
this phosphorous or metalor?” Emily said.

“Could be either. But I would guess
phosphorous,” the former chancellor said. “If it is metalor, it
isn’t from the cache set aside by my father.”

“What do the sensors say?”

Gwen tapped on the sensor controls and
waited. “Phosphorous. My heart jumped there for a second.”

“Mine, too,” Emily said. “We could have
solved Lunara’s problems with a cache of metalor that size.” That
thought rang in her mind for a long moment.

She guided the ship deeper into the cave. A
narrow passage formed, and they traveled down it for a ways. The
walls of the passage were smooth and rich with minerals. Water had
once flowed through this section of Mars, forming the smooth
passageway they traveled. It had long dried up, but it was
nonetheless an awe-inspiring sight. Emily almost forgot about the
pursuit and the impending danger as she watched the walls scroll
by.

“The phosphorous is glowing because the
oxygen is getting richer through the atmosphere,” the former
chancellor said. “You might get lucky. With this former waterway
creating so much air current, I expect we should come to an exit
point.”

“I agree,” Emily said. “There’s a headwind,
and it’s getting more difficult to hold us level.”

They traveled for some distance before a
deep rumble sounded from above them. It started from far away but
approached quickly, shaking the passage from side to side. Emily’s
hands rattled at the controls, and overzealous with her adjustment,
she slammed the remaining top wing against the roof of the
passageway. She could hear the shriek as it buckled.

“Watch it,” Gwen said.

“Superficial,” Emily replied. “Any readings
ahead?”

Another rumble came from overhead. Wary of
another tongue-lashing from the former chancellor, Emily adjusted
properly this time. “I think they’re bombing us, trying to scare us
out of the hole.”

Another rumble, louder and closer, shook the
passage violently. Rock and dust billowed down from behind them.
The cave collapsed.

“We’re stuck this way now,” Gwen said
heavily.

“Dying with you,” Emily replied. “A fate of
injustice.”

“For me or for you?”

“Funny.” She repeated Gwen’s contemptuous
tone.

They traveled for another half hour, and the
rumbling continued, only farther and farther away. The Alliance
forces were undoubtedly concentrating on the opening, trying to
seal Emily and the former chancellor in. Little did they know that
the air passage ran this far and this long. The Alliance being so
thorough made it seem more likely to Emily that they thought they
had succeeded.

Light pierced the cave a kilometer ahead.
Emily sped the Asterfighter toward it.

As they reached the exit point, the narrow
passage opened up into a wider funnel of sorts. Emily was amazed at
its simplicity. Along the closest canyon wall, smoothness showed
where the water had flowed. She imagined one day again water would
flow. Not in her lifetime. Probably not for another thousand
years.

“Do we dare exit this canyon?” she
asked.

“I would hate to, but we have little choice.
The sensors say we’re about fifteen kilometers from the far edge of
Valles Marineris. That would put us about a hundred kilometers from
the hiding spot.”

“We’ll wait for nightfall…They expect us to
be buried in the cave.”

Nightfall came two hours later. Their fuel
supply was ample, and it took no time to reach the base in the
cover of night.

To Emily’s surprise, the former chancellor
knew the coordinates precisely. After all these years, it was
second nature to her. Despite the misgiving about her character,
Gwen was renowned for her intelligence. It was the reason Emily
trusted her. She could see the adeptness in everything the former
chancellor did, from the complexity and skillfulness of her
exercises to the care and thoroughness she put into her plans.
Every disaster had a positive result for her. She could spin
anything into her favor.

Emily sighed heavily as they touched down
inside the hangar of the underground hideout. She was beginning to
admire the former chancellor. She was supposed to hate her. She was
supposed to kill her on sight. That was her family’s unspoken
pledge. That was what Mars told her to do.

Gwen was arrogant, selfish, conniving, and
worst of all, an Arwell. But Emily liked her insight, and for some
reason, she felt like the former chancellor wanted to help her free
Lunara. Perhaps it was a debt for killing her mother or a fond
memory of her stay on Lunara. She would never know. Even if Emily
wanted to ask Gwen, she couldn’t. It would be an admission that
Emily wanted her to stay and help her. The threat of turning her in
was Emily’s leverage when it came to keeping the former chancellor
in line. If Emily admitted she wanted and needed Gwen, it would
compromise everything.

Emily pushed on her control stick and set it
in the off position. The Asterfighter powered down and she opened
the canopy. A brisk swoosh of stale air hit her in the face. She
paused as she stood to dismount. A horrible thought occurred to
her—she was inside the lair of her worst enemy. And worst of all,
she was thankful to be here.


Chapter 43

Nick Matthews placed his arms along the
rests of his captain’s chair. He sat unmoving for some time,
ignoring the banter between his commander and crew. The bombing run
he had ordered against Emily McCloud was the hardest decision he
had ever made in his life. She had gone into the darkened cave to
flee his pursuit and left him with no choice but to destroy any
evidence of her. His career, his orders, his loyalty were all being
tested. So what if she was his friend? She disobeyed and abused her
position and needed to be brought to justice.

He moved toward the viewscreen. His command
ship hovered above the bombing site, and he couldn’t help but
wonder how easy it had been to finally end his pursuit. It nagged
at him. Emily wouldn’t have gone in there without a plan to
escape.

“Ensign, do a scan of the area for xenon
trails,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir.” The young man typed at his
control station, waited for a few moments, and turned. “Nothing out
of the ordinary.”

“Patch me into the pilot who chased
them.”

A few moments later the ensign signaled that
the pilot was connected.

“Pilot Waverly, I’m glad you kept up your
pursuit so doggedly against a worthy opponent. Your fellow pilots
weren’t so lucky.”

The reply came over the radio. “Thank you,
sir, but my pursuit failed. I did not capture the target.”

Target rang in Nick’s ears. Emily as
a target still seemed surreal. “You understate your worth today,”
he replied. “Are you sure the Asterfighter went into the cave?”

“Of course, sir. I wouldn’t have reported
otherwise.”

“Is there a chance it slipped out without
your knowledge?”

“I don’t see how, sir. My scanners were on
continuously, and my radar picked up nothing. My visual remained
also on the target location throughout. I’ve uploaded the
information for you to see.”

“I’ve reviewed it and have come to the same
conclusion as you. I wanted to check with you in case you had a gut
feeling about something the instruments didn’t see.”

Silence ensued for a moment. “Sir,” the
pilot said, “I feel they wouldn’t enter the cave without a
secondary exit. It was either desperation or stupidity or
shrewdness.”

“Thank you, pilot.” Nick signaled the ensign
to cut the transmission, and then turned to Flight Commander John
Yark. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Yark said. “There is
the possibility the cave was an Alliance base during the war. Her
father is Parker McCloud, and she might’ve been informed of secret
bases forgotten by the Alliance.”

“The Alliance would have a record of the
base in the area.”

“Sir, not all of the Alliance records are
public. Especially from the war.” Yark, a stout and grizzled
veteran, was his flight commander for a reason. Whenever Nick made
a fatal statement, Yark questioned it. The Alliance wasn’t prefect
and hid things from Mars, but Nick always kept the illusion that it
wasn’t true. Yark wouldn’t allow it. “Same with MSA locations.”

MSA rang in Nick’s mind. “Perhaps,
with help from her father, Emily McCloud knows of MSA locations
that we might not know about.”

“Sir, the MSA locations are hard to scout
and track.” Yark’s face tightened. “They were wasteful with their
metalor, and our scanners still have trouble penetrating or
differentiating it from other geological forms in the area.”

“I know, but it would make much more
sense.”

“She still might be buried under tons of
rock,” Yark said, “due to the desperation of an inexperienced and
elementary-trained pilot.”

“I have considered she was crushed,” Nick
said. “How do I explain to Commander Revis she slipstreamed a
freighter to enter orbit but panicked when a single fighter chased
her through the Valles? From daring to stupidity in a
heartbeat.”

“Lucky to unfortunate,” Yark replied.

Nick narrowed his eyes slightly, thinking of
Emily.

“I’ll exhume the Asterfighter as proof,”
Yark said.

“Very well,” Nick replied. A part of him hoped she
had escaped. Yet, he had to find her and shut her up. Either edge
of the sword was unappealing. “Send out probes in all directions to
scan for xenon trails and flight signatures.”

Emily walked between the hydroponics tanks
of plants and felt the smooth, soft leaves against her hands and
face. She was amazed to find that the automated growing system had
worked for over twenty years. The former chancellor’s secret garden
had been revealed for the first time to an outsider. Emily felt
strangely honored.

She came upon an apple tree, found an apple
she liked, picked it, and ate it with vigor. She couldn’t get
enough of the fresh, tart taste—perfection in her mouth. The plants
smelled clean and crisp, and the rustling of leaves and the
bubbling of the tanks sounded so alive. Far purer than Lunaran
greenhouses, this secret garden uplifted her.

Since they had arrived, Gwen had tended to
the machines and trimmed some of the overgrowth. Adept in the
gardens, she explained she used to trim the gardens when she needed
time to think about her empire. A plan was brewing within the
Princess of Mars.

Emily had her own ideas about how to get to
the Assembly. She thought the media to be her best option because
of the story circulating the planet. According to the news, she had
a mental breakdown trying to handle the pressures of Lunara.
Commander Revis ordered her to counseling, which she refused, and
she reacted by jettisoning the barracks into space. Nick Matthews
had been sent to hunt her down and bring her back to Lunara.

It was all a complete lie. Once again, she
didn’t know what to think of Nick. He ordered them to fire on her
ship, and he ordered the bombing run over the cave. He wanted her
dead. Within the span of two weeks, he went from being one of her
best friends to being the person who wanted to do her the most
harm. She had no respect for him anymore. The battle had grown too
personal on Lunara, and it was his fault. He hadn’t stuck up for
Lunara to Revis when it all started. He had pointed everything
against her.

The media didn’t consider her a threat to
Mars. The media considered her mentally ill. Emily garnered
sympathy, and questions about the location of Parker McCloud were
surfacing. Efforts to track down the deep space mission were
hitting stone walls, which frustrated the media. They would never
find the nonexistent mission, so Mars had its hands full trying to
explain it away. A score for her side.

Another possibility to consider was that of
revealing that a mission to Earth had taken place. It would bring a
firestorm upon the Assembly and the Alliance Command that they had
never seen. It would be bigger than the trial of the former
chancellor. But it would also swallow Lunara whole. The concerns of
Lunara would be secondary, perhaps forgotten, and she couldn’t take
that risk. No, she needed a better plan, something the Assembly
couldn’t ignore.

“You must do something against your morals,”
Gwen said from behind her.

Emily spun around to see the former
chancellor with flowers in her hair. Suddenly Emily believed she
was a beautiful princess. “You look—”

“This place brings back good memories for
me. After the war, during my torture sessions, it took a lot of
willpower to keep knowledge of this place from the Alliance. It was
the one place in the solar system that no one could take from
me.”

“Torture?” Emily forced doubt into her
words.

“Waterboarding, stress kneeling, and the
pear. You don’t want to know what the pear did, but it made me talk
quite a bit.”

“I don’t sympathize,” Emily replied. “What
must I do?”

“We’ll examine the members of the Assembly,
find their weaknesses, and blackmail them.”

“Treason? I would be killed for it,” Emily
said, shaking her head violently. “Think of another way.”

“It’s the only way to ensure that the
Assembly pressures the speaker to leave Lunara independent. I’ve
spent a lifetime using the right pressures to push the right
political buttons. My father did it to form the MSA. Members of the
current Assembly knew about my father’s plans and did nothing.
Joseph Vorthov was a lowly colony leader, and my father used him to
manipulate Seth Smith and Chloe Jones.”

“You realize her name is Chloe Smith,
right?”

Gwen ignored her. “Those are the kinds of
people we need to look for. Find the ones who helped the MSA. Find
the ones who helped in the plans for Earth. Find the ones with many
skeletons hidden along their path to the Assembly.”

“Easier said than done. Isn’t that something
you should know about?”

“If this was going to be easy, we would’ve
accomplished our goal already.”

Emily looked at the former chancellor. She was
right, of course. The only way to communicate with the members of
the Assembly was to play their game and to harm what they held
dear. They had already pushed her around. It was only fair she push
back.

Nick leaned over Yark’s shoulder to get a
better view of the xenon trail leading into the bare rock in the
surface below. The screen showed it as a blue trail, which meant it
was fresh and new, made within the last hour.

Luckily, while Yark was trying to exhume the
body of Emily McCloud, Nick had sent probes around the area to
search for xenon trails. He found one leading out to this
location.

“I’ll be going with the commando team to
capture Emily McCloud,” Nick said.

“Sir, I advise against it,” Yark said.

Even though they both knew it was futile,
Yark always did his job.

“The commando team is almost ready to
leave,” Nick replied. “It’s a testament to your supervision that
they got ready so fast.”

“Thank you, sir,” Yark said. “But could you
reconsider? Emily McCloud won’t come peaceably, and there is scorn
between you.”

“Perhaps. But she’ll come, nonetheless, and
I want to be there to see her.”

“You care for her, don’t you?”

“Yark, I’m still your commanding officer,
and I don’t want you to ask that question again. Personal lives are
left in the airlock.”

“Sorry, sir.”

Nick and Yark headed off the bridge.

Minutes later, Nick stepped on the rocky
surface of Mars for the first time in almost two years. It hadn’t
changed, nor had he expected it to. The wind was hearty from the
west, and he shielded his eyes from its wrath. Other than the
whistles and whips of the wind, the surrounding area was silent. It
was barren, cold land.

In the distance, the entranceway to the
complex lay below them. It was a submerged doorway surrounded by
rocks and a thick layer of dust. The commandos were digging their
way into it. They would be inside shortly.

A tingle ran across his body as the
commandos wrenched the door open. Yark led the troops into the
doorway and hurried down the stairwell inside. Nick took up the
rear. Yark had insisted he tag along, and he wouldn’t budge on the
request.

Nick’s orders for the commandos were simple. Take
everyone inside without taking a life. The troops replaced sonic
bullets with tranquilizer darts and electrosticks. Nick stepped
into the doorway and closed it behind him. The wind stopped. The
bustling of boots echoed down the shaft. Nick secured the doorway,
ensuring that no one would leave that way. He hurried down the
stairs, thinking of Yark’s suggestion that he stay behind the
group.

“Go,” the former chancellor screamed from
within the common area of the secret gardens. “Get to the ship.
Someone is here.”

Emily pivoted and tore off toward her
Asterfighter. She was into the main hallway when she heard a cry
from behind her.

Gwen lurched to the side, sprawling over the
dinner table. The crash of dishes and the clanging of cups sounded
as they splashed across the floor. The former chancellor lay
motionless. She was dead.

“No,” Emily cried, not wanting her to be
dead. Then she saw that Gwen wasn’t. A dart protruded from her
neck.

“Tranqs,” Emily muttered.

A group of soldiers came from behind the
former chancellor, rifles in hand.

Reflexively, Emily raised her sonic pistol
and fired. The bang-bang of her gun resounded through
the room, drowning out everything in the area.

The soldiers jumped to the side, taking up
positions of cover: two behind the table, three next to the
cabinets, and another still back at the doorway. They went to take
aim at her.

She shot again, sending them back. She
sprinted down the hallway and could hear the patter of darts
clipping the wall as she turned into the hangar. She slapped the
hangar door release, and the sound of the warning alarms honked.
Orange and red lights flashed all around, bathing her Asterfighter
in their glow. She grabbed her flight helmet from a nearby table,
dashed across the hangar, and jumped into her Asterfighter.

As the canopy lowered shut, she frantically
slapped and swiped the controls to start her Asterfighter. The
hangar doors opened above her, and a rain of loose dirt sprinkled
the plasma shield around her cockpit, creating an interesting
sizzle sound. The engines lit up and she lurched the Asterfighter
upward.

When she exited, Emily came face to face
with a command ship. With no deliberation, she powered up the
weapons system and opened fire. She aimed directly for the rear
engines.

The command ship was too slow to react, and
the shields couldn’t be reinforced in time. The sonic bullets
ripped into the hull, creating an explosion colored in sapphire,
topaz, and ruby. The command ship lost all of its hover
capabilities in the rear. It dropped to the ground with tremendous
force, kicking up dirt and splashing high enough to spray her
canopy. Emily backed away to fire again, but she didn’t have to.
The command ship was immobile.

Emily swung her Asterfighter around and
blasted toward Trivium Port, the only haven she could trust. She
had friends there. At least, they had been her friends. The
former chancellor might be right again about them betraying
her.

A tear rolled down her cheek. She needed Gwen
Arwell. What had become of her?

Nick stepped into the garden area and looked
at the vast supply of plant life, in awe at how this place had
survived all these years without the help of humans. The
hydroponics tanks were active and moving water in and out, the
light was constant and unyielding, and the nutrient tank was barely
used. This was a perfect environment.

“Sir,” Yark said. “We only found a woman. We
tranqed her.”

Nick turned toward him. “Emily McCloud
escaped, and the Space Raptor is down. I’m awaiting
word from Trivium Port on a transport ship for our men and our
prisoner.”

Nick moved out of the garden into the common
area. He found the woman on the floor with her hair pulled over her
face. Nick wondered who it could be. Who would assist Emily in such
a desperate time? He pulled the hair away from the woman’s
face.

He reeled back.

“Yark, did you look at this woman? Her
face?”

“Yes, sir. No ID on her.”

Nick laughed. “Yark, sometimes I wonder
about you.”

“What’s so funny?”

“This is the former chancellor of Mars, Gwen
Arwell.”

“Arwell?” Yark reached for his gun.

Nick waved his hand. “Holster it.”

“She’s supposed to be killed on sight if
she’s found awake. How does Lunara not know she’s missing?”

“Emily McCloud was assigned to care for
her.”

“We must alert Mars. They have to know about
this.”

“They’ll know what I tell them,” Nick said.
“If Mars knows, they’ll panic, and Emily will gain the advantage on
us. Besides, if the former chancellor were ever discovered, it
would be our heads. Fault by association.”


Chapter 44

Harry opened his eyes, scarcely able to
focus through the blinding light. Alone in a stark, bare room, the
only sound he could hear was an engine humming—the quickdrives were
engaged. The room had the pungent odor of ammonia and potatoes,
which confused him. His eyes, too fuzzy to recognize his
surroundings, squinted to escape the tormenting light.

After a slow minute, his eyes and mind
sharpened, and he realized he was in a medical facility divided
into two distinct sections. Through an open doorway, he could make
out a kitchen unit. Thus the conflicting smells.

A sting pulsed though him as he raised
himself to his elbows. His shirt was off, and he had a bandage
across his chest. He touched it, not remembering what had happened.
When he rubbed his hand against it, the bandage fell to the floor.
To his surprise, below the bandage, a blistered welt painted a
red-and-black circle along his skin. He had been shot. Karen had
shot him! He rose to his feet quickly.

He swayed back and forth as a thousand
needles poked into the back of his head. He dropped to one
knee—expecting to vomit. The bile never came fully up; it lingered
in the back of his throat. He pushed it down with a forceful
swallow.

She had shot him, yet she didn’t bother to
kill him. Curious. Maybe there was still some hope between
them, but if so, he knew she would never love him the way he loved
her.

Small details trickled into his memory. She
was going to the Cosmorine. They were still traveling, so
they hadn’t arrived yet. General Rankens warned that he would kill
Karen if Harry betrayed him, which he had. Harry grimaced through
the pain. They would be waiting at the Cosmorine crash
site.

He had to warn her.

The swoosh of the door forced him to turn
and face it. Karen Vitten walked in. “Corvo.”

Her hair was up, showing off her long neck.
She was dressed in a tightfitting top and pants, which showed no
skin. Classic flight attire, he noted, but she wore high-heeled
boots that were definitely not standard issue at the academy.

“Don’t shoot,” he said, smiling. His smile
was short-lived, however, and he tightened his lips as she glared
at him with virtual lasers. “Why did you shoot me?”

“Because I wanted to.”

“Really—”

“Oh shut up.” She cut him off. “You’re lucky
I had the sonic pistol set on ‘surface penetration.’ I thought it
was on ‘kill.’”

Harry knew she was just saying it to enrage
him. “You can’t still be mad at me.”

“Oh, let’s analyze. You ruined my life. That
should constitute a lifetime of hate and anger.”

“I had no choice,” he said, knowing it was
pointless to argue. He tried to change the subject. “You can’t go
to the crash site.”

“You had choices. For one, you could have
just shut your mouth. I could’ve respected that. I didn’t expect
you to lie, but I considered you a friend.”

He had heard it too many times. “The
Cosmorine, the wreckage you have been assigned to clean up,
was destroyed by the people who hired you. Once you’re finished,
they’ll kill you.”

“How did you know we were assigned a
cleanup? Anyway, it’s for a ship called the
Trixster…disappeared about fifty years ago, and the guy who
hired us wants it reclaimed. Apparently, there’s some valuable
cargo on it. Probably some metalor.”

“Those are lies.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Who am I going to
believe, the guy who ruined my life or the guy who gave me a ton of
credits and a legit contract?”

“You have to believe me. Terra Squadron is
destroyed.”

“Adol told me. He and another girl, Joy,
gave me an account of your Cosmorine trip. It’s unrelated to
me. You’re trying to ruin me again. This is my biggest contract
ever, and you want to take it from me. I should’ve expected you to
show up.”

“I want you to be alive. I didn’t risk my
life coming aboard for nothing.”

She crossed her arms. “It’s unrelated.”

“No, it isn’t.” He moved over to her,
grabbed her by the arm. “I’m telling the truth.”

“Let go of me,” she insisted, raking her arm
violently.

He grabbed her harder, pulling her in close.
“It’ll be your death if you go.”

The door swooshed open again.

In walked Drake. When he saw what Harry was
doing to Karen, a scowl washed over his face. Drake lunged at him.
Since Harry had known him, Drake had always been a fighter.

Drake’s fists jettisoned from the larger
man’s side. Harry let go of Karen and sidestepped the punches,
catching only a grazing blow. He pivoted his feet toward the man,
reared back his fist, and heaved it at Drake.

Drake was ready for him and grabbed Harry’s
extended arm. Harry had never been much of a fighter at the
academy. The larger man seriously outmatched him.

With a twist, Drake wrenched Harry’s arm
behind his shoulder and with his free hand, launched a punch into
the side of Harry’s face. Both his shoulder and face stung at the
same time. He dropped to the floor, beaten and submissive.

Drake wasn’t finished and clutched Harry by
the shoulders.

“Enough, Drake,” Karen said. “This poor
excuse for an Alliance officer would be more trouble to kill than
he’s worth, anyway.”

“I can make it nice and clean,” Drake said.
“I’ve waited a long time for this.”

“You have your revenge. You’ve beaten him.
We have a contract and credits to be made. He isn’t worth the
aggravation.”

“Yeah.” Drake sneered. “He’ll probably run
back to his father, begging for prosecution.”

“Shut up, Drake,” Harry replied. More than
anything, he hated it when people accused him of hiding behind his
father. “Drake, you’re in danger. That contract you received will
be the death of you and your crew. The Zephyrian Separatists are
setting a trap for you.”

“Stop with your conspiracies,” Karen said.
“We both know why you’re doing this. You’re trying to make amends
for the fact that you got the both of us kicked out of the academy.
Do you think we’ll forgive you for fake-saving our lives?”

“Being kicked out, was that the worst thing
that could have happened to you?” Harry replied. “You faced your
justice and were rewarded with a ship of your own.”

“The Jetlinx took a lot of hard work
and a few unpleasant years to obtain,” Karen defended. “I’m still
paying off the loan for it. This isn’t a glamorous life. Drake,
Bass, and I are living job-to-job. This contract will pay off the
Jetlinx, and we’ll finally be free. You want us to give that
up.” Karen waved her finger at him disapprovingly. “You live a
privileged life where starships are given to you because of your
name. We, in the real world, have to work for our positions and our
starships. The Jetlinx isn’t a reward. It’s something we
obtained because of our hard work.”

“You’ll lose it all if you fulfill the
contract,” Harry said. “They’ll double-cross you.”

“What’s he talking about?” Drake demanded of
Karen.

“He thinks our contract and the
Cosmorine accident that Adol told us about are related.
There’s no evidence to support it. He’s just trying to ruin us
again.”

“I see.” Drake rubbed his fist into his hand
as if he grinding coffee into grounds. “Want me to shut him
up?”

A shrill came from Karen’s pocket. She
retrieved her CommUn.

“We’ll be arriving in a few moments,” Bass
said.

“Thank you,” she replied. “We’ll be right
there.” She turned off the CommUn and placed it in her pocket.

Dread wrapped around Harry’s throat. “Can I
at least come to the bridge to help?”

Drake narrowed his eyes so tightly that they
turned black from within. “Seriously, can I end him right
here.”
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