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EVERY NIGHT in the Maiden House, they would tell the story of the woman who fell from the stars.


Hundreds of years ago, the suns went dark and a woman spilled from space itself. Though she was strange and her powers were alien, unlike anything found on Damaria, she was welcomed by the Flame Keepers as an honored guest and ally.


But she was not content to walk among them for long. She felt it was unfair that only men bore the flame of power, and her gifts were beyond even those of the Keepers that the suns had blessed with power. And so she left them behind, choosing to travel far and wide across the planet, bestowing her gifts on the chosen women of Damaria.


But all was not well.


This is the part of the story where the teller would lean forward and the girls would shrink back.


It changed each night, the painful ways the star woman’s gifted powers destroyed the daughters of Damaria. The storytellers never seemed to run out of new horrors, hammering it into the girls’ heads, trying to break them. Instead, it made them form even stronger armor.


The woman who burned up from the inside, her power turning her to ash. The woman who plucked her eyes out because every time she closed them, she saw flashes of the future. The woman who drove a spike into her head to stop hearing others’ thoughts. The woman who wasted away to a husk, too entranced with her new gift to even eat or drink.


They were too weak to bear it—and so are you. This is why you are kept here, away from everyone. This is why, when you come of age, you will be given to a Keeper to safeguard you from your powers. For the betterment of all.


Every night for ten years, they told the story to her and to the girls who would become her sisters in suffering.


They thought it was the right kind of threat. Keep the girls scared, keep them hurting, keep them thinking they’re weak, and you’ll keep the women they’ll grow up to be in the palm of your hand—right?


Wrong.


The girls born to this may not know the sweet taste of freedom, but she and her sisters remembered.


She saw their story for what it was. A tale born from fear: of power, of difference, of women.


What they thought was a warning she took as a rallying cry. A seed to nourish her into someone strong.


Once upon a time, the Keepers had feared a woman with power.


Rhi would find a way to make them fear one again.
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POWER.


Some people are born with it. Others stumble into it. Even more will do anything to get it.


She’d hungered for other things—mostly the sky and the stars—but in the end, power was the hand she was dealt… the mantle that was thrust on her, but one she came to value. To love. To wrap herself in until there was no difference between Carol and Captain.


But even when you’re an actual super hero, sometimes a woman finds herself in a situation she just can’t punch or fly her way through.


“Come on,” Jess nudged Carol. “Do it!”


“No,” Carol replied, even with her stomach growling as she peered over the heads of the milling crowd at Nebula, the busy restaurant where Jess had dragged her.The designers had escalated the space theme to a level of elegance that impressed even Carol, who tooled around space on the regular. But there were no space junk or abandoned alien ships found at Nebula. Above them, holograms of galaxies swirled on the ceiling, moving so slowly that unless you stared for a long time, the swath of stars and planets seemed only to glitter against the deep-blue and purple background.


“I made the reservation under my name, but the hostess will give us a table if you pull the Captain Marvel card.”


She and Jess had been waiting for at least twenty minutes, and she was starting to daydream about the hot-dog stand down the street she’d passed on the way. “I’m not gonna whip out my imaginary super hero badge to get us crab cakes faster, Jess,” Carol said as her friend rolled her eyes.


“Crab cakes,” Jess sighed. “I hear they’re so good.”


“As you’ve been telling me for a week since you booked this.”


“I am an attention-starved single mother,” Jess declared. “I need adult time. Time that does not involve swinging off tall buildings saving the world and does involve crab cakes.”


“We can wait a few more minutes.”


“Girl Scout,” Jess replied, with absolutely no heat and all sparkle in her eyes.


“I’ve still got my badges,” Carol smirked.


“Do you want a seltzer while we wait?”


Carol looked over at the bar, which had hand-blown glass planets suspended above it. “I’m good.”


Despite the crowd, she did like this place’s aesthetic. There were days she woke up during her leave on Earth and missed looking out her window at Alpha Flight Station into the vastness of open space. There was a loneliness to that view she missed, but the endless possibility of discovery and the imminent danger also grabbed her. It wasn’t just a mere pull now; you could break that kind of tether. But the stars, they’d sunk into her very soul, and they wouldn’t leave. She’d soared through them—one of the handful of people from her world to do so—no gear, no fear, no need. She was home. She was lucky.


She was restless.


“Did you get a load of this guy?” Jess muttered, not so subtly tilting her head to the side so that Carol’s glance shifted to that direction. At the bar, sitting under the glass Jupiter, was a young blonde woman, her entire body stiff and tilted away from the man in a suit who wasn’t just not taking the hint, he was full-on blasting past blinking red sirens screaming LEAVE ME ALONE!


“Just one drink,” Carol heard him say. “C’mon.”


“No, thank you,” the girl said, her voice strained.


“Third time she’s said that,” Jess noted, throwing a disgusted look across the room.


“I’m meeting friends,” she went on, “I really don’t want—”


“But your friends aren’t here yet,” he interrupted, signaling for the bartender. The girl shifted in her seat as his hand settled between her shoulders. Carol could see it in her face, the quick mental calculation going through her mind: What’s he going to do if I move his hand? Will he get angry? Is it worth risking that?


Carol’s mouth flattened.


“You’re not gonna get mad at me for people-watching now, are you?” Jess asked, misreading the look on her face. Then, in the next second, as Carol started moving toward the bar, suddenly singleminded, Jess hissed, “Carol! Wait a second!”


But that’s the thing about power: It comes with privileges. It comes with responsibilities.


And one of those privileges and responsibilities is teaching certain people that no means no.


Jess’s hand closed over her wrist, tugging. “Hey, after the last time, you promised me you’d never get us kicked out of a restaurant again.”


“You won’t let me forget that, will you?” Carol asked, keeping one eye on Mr. Pushy. “And technically, we didn’t get kicked out.”


His hand was still between the girl’s shoulders, which were clenched so tight they were up near her ears, as if she was trying to turtle inside her body.


“After it nearly burned down, we were strongly encouraged never to return to Chez Maurice,” Jess pointed out.


“In my defense, there were aliens.”


“When aren’t there aliens?” Jess asked, which should have been more of a joke, but if you got down to it, it was kind of Carol’s life.


“I promise, I won’t get us kicked out. You’ll get your crab cakes,” Carol said.


“No punching?”


“No punching. Cross my Hala Star.”


Jess grinned. “Good enough for me. Go get ’em.”


Not that she needed permission. Carol was already making her way down the steps to the bar area. Her heart wasn’t thumping, her palms weren’t sweating, her stomach wasn’t knotted—she’d faced far worse foes than this with a smile—but still, she knew those feelings. They were hard to forget.


She remembered being fifteen, walking down the street in Boston… and the quickening of her steps when some dirtbag whistled and shouted. That hot, humiliated flush that spread up her neck and cheeks, the hooking sensation of fear in her stomach. She remembered being nineteen, out with her friends, only to get followed home by a man. Those moments of fearful calculation and quick checks behind her when the footsteps became impossible to deny were just seconds away, but they stretched into eternity. Her only saving grace that time had been the fact that she’d lived on base and he couldn’t follow her beyond the checkpoint. It had kept her tossing and turning for weeks: What if I didn’t live on base?


Her fingers clenched as she zeroed in on Mr. Pushy. His other hand had moved to the seat of the girl’s stool, effectively boxing her in. She was leaning so far back, trying to prevent his fingers from grazing her thigh, that she was in danger of toppling off.


No punching. Right. Carol had promised. Why had she done that again?


“Andrea!” Just four steps away from the bar, she boomed out the name. The sound startled Mr. Pushy enough that he dropped his hands, no longer boxing the girl in. Excellent.


“There you are!” Smiling at the girl like she was her best friend, Carol fit herself in the space between her and Mr. Pushy. Her mother always said that her broad shoulders would be good for something someday. And right now, they were blocking his view perfectly.


She met the blonde’s eyes steadily. I’ve got you. There was a flash of confusion in the girl’s face, then realization followed by profound relief as Carol continued, “I must have walked right past you when the rest of us came in. My bad. We’re all in the back at a big table already. Let’s go!”


“I should’ve checked, so silly of me,” the girl replied, hopping off the bar stool, clutching her purse in a death grip, anxiety in every line of her body as Carol took her arm.


“Hey,” the man said, even as they were turning away. “We were talking.”


The girl stiffened, but Carol’s stride didn’t break. “Just keep walking,” she said under her breath.


“Thank you,” the girl whispered as Carol led her away, toward Jess and the hostess who was holding the menus. Perfect timing.


“No problem,” Carol said. “Why don’t you come sit with us until your friends show up?”


“Are you sure?” The girl looked over her shoulder, then back at Carol, relief in her eyes. “I would really appreciate it. They texted me they were held up in traffic, but they’ll be here in ten minutes or so.”


“We’d love to have you,” Carol said, turning to the hostess with a smile. “It’s going to be an extra person, just until her group arrives.” The hostess’s eyes widened as she recognized her.


“Of course, Ms. Danvers. I mean, Captain. I mean…”


“Carol’s fine.”


“Of course. This way… Carol.”


The hostess led them to their table at the back of the restaurant, where Jess had already set up a third chair.


“Are you… you’re Captain Marvel?” asked the girl in a hushed whisper, her eyes widening.


“Guilty,” Carol smiled. “This is my friend, Jess.”


“Nice to meet you,” Jess said. “Sorry you had to deal with that jerk.”


“I’m Kensie,” the girl said. “And… wow. I seriously can’t thank you enough. When I came back from the bathroom, I overheard the guy trying to bribe the bartender into double-pouring my drink without telling me.”


Carol’s eyes narrowed, and Jess’s head whipped toward the bar.


“The bartender wouldn’t do it,” Kensie added hastily. “He had my back.”


“Small mercies,” Jess muttered.


“What do you do, Kensie?” Carol asked after the waiter walked up and took their drink orders—wine for Jess and Kensie, sparkling water for Carol.


“I’m studying biology. I actually just applied for an internship at Alpha Flight for next summer. I’m very interested in the field of alien biology—the top-secret stuff. There’s so much to learn from other worlds.”


“Just don’t ask me to be a specimen,” Carol said, and Kensie’s cheeks turned red.


“Oh, I didn’t mean—”


“She’s joking. Don’t worry, you get used to it after a while,” Jess said, flipping open her menu.


Carol grinned. “I’m an acquired taste, I’m told.”


Kensie’s phone buzzed, and she looked down. “Oh! My friends are here.” She cast a glance back to the waiting area, waving at a group of young women who waved back.


“What’s your last name?” Carol asked as she stood up to go.


“Hoffman… why?”


“So I know which Kensie to put in a good word for.”


Kensie practically squeaked at the thought. “Thank you so much! And thank you again for saving me. I just… I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. I just wanted to be left alone.”


Carol could feel a twinge of familiarity at her last words. So simple, right? Yet anything but, in this world. “We understand,” Carol said.


“Bye!”


“Sweet kid,” Jess commented, as Kensie went to join her friends, who were peering interestedly at their table. “I would’ve made a big deal out of it.”


“We’re not all so sure of ourselves. And all sorts of people freeze up.”


“It’s good that you stepped in,” Jess went on. “A true act of heroism.”


“And nothing caught on fire this time.”


“We might just get through this dinner unscathed,” Jess said, suppressing a smile. “Now, do you think we should split an order of crab cakes, or get one for each of us?”


“You’ve talked them up so much, I want my own plate,” Carol said. “And the biggest steak on the menu.”


The two women relaxed, the incident at the bar starting to fade with their familiar banter.


“So tell me what’s new with you,” Jess said.


“Not much.”


“Still lone-wolfing it?”


“I’m not,” Carol protested, and then she was saved by the waiter coming to take their order. But Jess was like a dog with a bone, waiting impatiently for her to elaborate. “Technically I’m on leave.”


Jess snorted. “Like leave’s a thing you’ve ever taken seriously. I read online that you fixed the dam break in Northern California. Did you just happen to be in the neighborhood?”


“Kind of,” Carol said. “There are some very nice volcanic formations up there. And I like jumping off Burney Falls when the park’s asleep. Teddy Roosevelt called it the eighth wonder of the world, you know.”


“Teddy Roosevelt also wanted to breed hippos domestically for meat.”


“The man had questionable ability to determine the dangers of hippos, but good taste in waterfalls.”


“You’re not going to distract me with trivia!” Jess shook her finger at Carol. “You’ve been Earthside for two weeks and you’ve spent the whole time zipping around the country doing the equivalent of super hero odd-jobs.”


“Everybody needs a hobby,” Carol shrugged.


“Somebody needs to take a spa day. And by somebody, I mean you.”


Their bread basket arrived, and Carol grabbed one of the warm, crusty rolls. There was glitter swirled into the deep-blue glass tabletop, and she felt like a little kid, tempted to trace its whorls with her finger, so she could ignore Jess’s point.


“I don’t think a spa day’s gonna help,” she said finally.


Jess straightened in her seat, more alert than ever. “Well, what would?”


“I don’t know. I just feel… unsettled, I guess. Itchy.”


“Itchy?”


“It’s like… I want to get back into the game. But every time I think about logistics and planning, and, God, the paperwork, Jess…” She took a savage bite out of her roll and sighed. Yeasty heaven. Bless Nebula’s pastry chef.


“Have some chive butter.” Jess pushed a ramekin across the table.


“Sometimes I miss being out there, beholden to nothing but my shipmates.”


“Like back in your space pirate days?”


“I was hardly a space pirate,” Carol scoffed.


“Didn’t you run with a crew that broke a bunch of people out of a prison world? The Starjammers? I’ve read your bio, you know. The authorized and unauthorized versions.”


Carol rolled her eyes. “I will never forgive my mother for giving that biographer a copy of my seventh-grade school picture. I thought I’d trashed them all.”


“Apparently not. The velvet scrunchie was truly epic.”


Carol groaned, but their crab cakes arrived in time to distract her from more regrettable middle-school fashion choices. She was pretty sure she had taken a picture in a dress with puffed sleeves the size of her head. She really should pay a visit to her mom while she was Earthside. Maybe burn a few picture albums.


But no matter how tempting the thought, she knew she couldn’t. Her mom had lost a lot of family pictures and other precious things in a flood years back, so what she still had, she treasured. Carol would just have to suffer the indignity of knowing those puffed-sleeve pics were out there—and reassure herself that she made better fashion choices these days.


The food was delicious, and once Jess decided to stop bugging Carol about how she was spending her leave and the apparently deep motivations behind it, the conversation was just as good. Even—or maybe especially—when she was being too nosy, Jess was one of the best people to have on your side. Partly because she’d get you thinking about stuff you’d been avoiding.


Which is what Carol found herself doing after dinner. She loaded Jess into a taxi and saw her off, and then began to make her own way home on foot. She liked walking through the city streets, the hum and frenetic energy of too many people and too many buildings crammed into too small a space feeding into her bones. Sometimes, she ran into trouble.


Sometimes she went looking for it.


Being Earthside these days made her wish for the skies. For the good kind of trouble.


She’d spent her life dreaming of the stars. Of shuttle controls in her hands, the smell of rocket fuel in her hair, and nothing but endless space and discovery ahead of her. When she was young, she thought she’d reach those goals through college, but her father had no plans on ever investing any money in his daughter’s future when he had sons.


But that was the thing about Carol: Once she was told she wasn’t good enough, she’d go to the ends of the earth—or the universe itself—to prove you wrong.


Her pursuit of the stars had changed her in ways she’d never imagined. The Kree Captain Mar-Vell had changed her; well, technically, it was the Psyche-Magnitron’s doing, but falling into that defective alien machine that turned imagination to reality during a battle would never have happened if her and Mar-Vell’s paths hadn’t crossed.


She had wanted to be strong. She had wanted to survive. She had just never expected to become what—and who—she had.


She used to think about her life in strict befores and afters. Sometimes she still did.


And then, sometimes, something happened that forced you into the here and now.


A sound—like the rending of a sheet down the middle, magnified ten thousand times—broke through the air. Carol’s head whipped up, her entire body tensing as she searched the sky.


There. Something was forming a few blocks away, high in the air above the skyscrapers. A sparkling hole ripped out of the horizon, lit up like thousands of fireflies in the night. The whirlwind of light and sparks wavered, wobbling in on itself before spitting out a spinning, smoking sphere—a ship. The twirling light behind it narrowed to a pinpoint and disappeared, but the ship remained, stuttering in the sky, dual rings circling around the base as it coughed up black fumes with every sluggish lurch, right toward the buildings.


Carol’s coat fell to the ground, and her red scarf whipped from her neck to her waist in a smooth, practiced movement, the Hala Star pin anchoring the fabric around her hips. She ran toward the ship, veering around pedestrians, her boots pounding the pavement as screams and smartphone flashes filled the night.


One step. Two. Three.


Liftoff.
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RHI WAS going to crash.


Sirens wailed inside the ship, and the control panel flashed like coastal lights on a foggy day. But the gray haze inside the ship wasn’t fog—it was thick smoke that made her cough with each putrid breath she took in. Her eyes burned as she buried her nose in her sleeve and scrambled for the manual controls. The panel was in the midst of a colorful meltdown, lights blinking and alarms blaring.


The screen had cracked down the middle and was shooting out sparks, so she was flying without visuals, relying only on what she could make out through the windows on the bridge—nothing but flames, smoke, and the hulking shadows of tall buildings looming just ahead.


The ship rumbled, and the engine room below belched more smoke up onto the deck. Rhi watched as flames licked the sides of the hull, her ship spinning higher with each contorted circle as the rings that powered it tried to gain enough power to right itself. The floor rippled beneath her feet, throwing her off balance as she careened across the sky toward the buildings.


Impact would be fatal. For her and for anyone in the area.


Panic clawed at her. She’d known that creating a tear through time and space big enough to guide the ship through was risky, but there had been no choice. At first, she had kept control, but the longer the ship moved through that place in-between, beyond nothing and something, the harder it was to keep the channel open. Her ears began to bleed, and then her eyes, and she lost her hold on the rip that she’d slashed in space. The channel closed around her, and the pressure began to crush the ship’s solar rings, which were the only things keeping it in the air. She’d barely made it out of the rip when she was caught in the planet’s atmosphere and spinning down across the dark sky right over a cityscape — with the tall buildings she was plummeting toward. She had just seconds.


“Switch to manual,” she ordered the computer. Her gloved fingers closed around the two smooth white cylinders that would engage the ship’s controls. She could do this.


She had to do this.


“Heat signature detected. Manual control engaged,” the computer said.


Her arms strained as she took over the steering, the cylinders vibrating under her hands and her muscles bunching as the power of the ship was redirected, pulsing under her hands as she yanked, trying to veer away from the tops of the skyscrapers just below. The ship fought the sharp turn, its damaged shell slowing down its recall. She barrel-rolled up and left, barely missing a building topped with a tall, needle-like tower. Thank the gods her controls were still working. She squinted through the smoke obscuring the window.


Where could she land? She’d seen water when she’d been spit out of the rip, but she couldn’t see any blue now. Just smoke and flames, and so many buildings…


Blood trickled down Rhi’s forehead as she planted her feet, trying to stay steady as her map, her notes, all the tools that she’d so carefully collected through the years to make this journey flew from the control panel. Her gravity boots were the only thing keeping her from tumbling across the floor along with them. Her hands tightened around the control cylinders.


When Rhi had guided the ship into the rip, she knew it was a probable death sentence. She’d never torn a hole that large through time and space—and now she knew why she shouldn’t try it again.


Stuff caught on fire.


And one of the many things that imprisonment in a culture reliant on pyrotechnic abilities taught a girl was that fire is a pain in the ass. The ship wouldn’t even turn on unless it detected an adequate heat signature, and only the Flame Keepers ran that hot. Which is why she had the gloves. They tricked the ship into thinking she was one of them.


“Sensors overheated,” said the computer, the voice so calm and level it made the hysteria in her chest rise into her throat. “System failure imminent.”


“No, no, you can’t do that.” She typed in the reboot sequence and pressed the red button.


Nothing.


“Come on, come on, come on!” She typed it in again. She could hear her brother’s voice in her head: Insert the launch codes. Lift the levers. Prime the fuel. And don’t look back for anything, Rhi.


Oh God, Zeke, I’ve failed you.


“Impact in ten seconds. Ten. Nine. Eight.”


“Reverse course, reverse course!” She scrambled to the other side of the control panel, coughing from the smoke, pressing her gloved hand against the heat sensor. But this time, it didn’t spring to life.


Her heat gloves were out of juice.


“Seven. Six. Five.”


“No, no, please, no!” She slammed her palm down on the sensor, willing it to give her one last burst of heat. That’s all she needed… just enough to set the ship down.


“Four. Three. Two.”


Impact.


This time, her gravity boots couldn’t save her. White sparks filled the air as the ship jolted with a massive impact, throwing her backward, away from the control panel. The last thing she saw before she tumbled across the bridge was a flash of red and blue streaking through the flames outside the window. Her teeth clicked hard against her tongue and blood burst in her mouth as the ship strained against something. Had she hit a force field around the city? Her ship vibrated, shaking with the effort to move forward—but instead, it was moving back. Like it was being pushed away. A force field couldn’t do that… could it?


“System failure. All systems are offline. Crew to proceed to your evacuation pods.”


She tried to drag herself across the floor of the bridge, now at a 45-degree slant, toward the window so she could peer out. The control panel shot off more sparks and the ship jerked sideways, knocking her over, as if some enormous force was grabbing it from the outside.


Something was moving her ship. And Rhi had no choice but to just hang on, ride it out, and hope it’d set her down in one piece.


She had to be ready. She crawled down the bridge, keeping low where the smoke wasn’t as thick, heading toward the ladder that led to the escape hatch. Just as she reached it, the ship tilted again, as if it were a ball someone had tossed in the air. She grabbed the bottom rung of the ladder as a scream ripped through her throat and she lost her footing. For a sickening moment, the ship was free-falling—no engine, no power, no lights, no computer—and then smash. She—and her ship—slammed down onto the planet’s surface. Sparks filled the smoke-darkened cabin, lighting up the space like a battlefield.


This is it, she thought. She and the ship had both survived the impact, but the flames would take her in the end, just as they had always said.


But instead of an explosion, there was a sudden calm, the ship swaying rhythmically. She chanced a breath, and caught a whiff of moisture through the damaged hull: water.


Rhi grabbed the bottom rung again and climbed up to the hatch, her heart in her throat. What was waiting outside? What was that streak of red and blue?


There was only one way to find out.


She pushed the escape hatch open, the smoke funneling up around her as she scrambled out onto the damaged hull, desperate for fresh air.


Taking a deep breath, she looked around her. As she’d thought, the ship was afloat in a wide, smelly river, bobbing like a bird in the water, with an ugly gash in the starboard side. She had to grab the hatch lid to keep from sliding off into the water, her footing uncertain on the slippery metal. She coughed, blinking in the smoke that billowed out of the cabin, and spat out sooty bile as she tried and failed to stand upright.


Every part of her throbbed, the battering she’d taken in the space-time rip and this strange landing catching up to her now, the adrenaline draining out of her in one sudden, vicious rush. She trembled and leaned back against the hatch lid.


She had to get up. Something—someone?—had… what? Caught her ship before it hit the buildings and set it down in the water? Was that possible?


Rhi wasn’t about to sit around and contemplate it. She had to act. If this was a weapon, she had to fight back.


If it was a person?


Well, she might have to fight them too.


Something swelled in her as she struggled to her feet, water splashing over her boots. It wasn’t resignation or determination.


It was desperation. The only thing that had gotten her this far. Every step, every move a frantic thrum of Find help, find help, find help! as a darker voice—his voice—told her: No one will help, Rhi. No one would dare.


But she had dared. Dared to defy every edict that had been drummed into her for a decade. Dared to love someone they told her she couldn’t. Dared to steal their fastest ship, to escape to this other planet. But she was just… herself. Surely here, in this strange world, there might be someone stronger. Someone who could help, who wouldn’t be afraid of any of them.


Rhi squinted, eyes still stinging from the smoke as it dissipated in the breeze. Her legs trembled as she braced herself against the hatch, the current rocking what was left of her ship to and fro.


A sudden light burst through the smoke, which parted like curtains swept open to greet the day, revealing the most astonishing woman. The first thing Rhi saw was the star on her chest. It shone like a beacon against the red-and-blue suit she wore, the sash tied around her waist. The star beckoned, welcoming… and when Rhi raised her eyes up, the woman before her—floating in midair—seemed like someone out of a myth. She was flying. Without wings. Without any technology. How…?


She had powers. It hit Rhi just as fast as the fear did—not just for herself, but for the flying woman. They would come for her— the Keepers of this world. They’d catch her. She’d risked herself, exposed her power, to save Rhi. Oh gods, the consequences…


That’s when she heard it, the ringing in her ears finally receding enough to register the sound.


To her right, there were people—men and women—standing in the street at the water’s edge, clapping and shouting. She stared at them, unable to wrap her head around what she was seeing.


They weren’t rushing to yank the flying woman to the ground and punish her for using her powers. They weren’t jeering.


They were cheering. Celebrating her.


Tears that had nothing to do with the smoke in the air trickled down Rhi’s cheeks. It was like a light had burst through her chest, dispelling a darkness that had been shadowing her for years.


“You’re just a kid,” the woman said, floating forward, her hands extended but her expression wary.


Rhi stared at her. Who was she? Could she do more than just fly? Was that possible here? Where was here?


“Why are you here? Are you okay?”


Rhi opened her mouth. She knew she should answer the woman’s questions, but the sight of her just… using her powers. In the daylight, where everyone could see, no implant stopping her, no Keeper to control her…


It was the most beautifully terrifying thing she’d ever seen.


The elation—and the fear—was all twisted up inside Rhi, rushing through her brain, as every rule hammered into her by the Keepers told her that any second her implant would go off and shock her in punishment. She pressed her fingers against the bandage on her wrist where she’d dug it out. The wound ached in time with her pulse, a painful reminder that she still needed. She was free. She’d gotten away.


But the others weren’t so lucky.


She needed to focus, to save them. But the world started spinning, the gray fuzz spreading across her field of vision, and she staggered back against the hatch.


“Are you her?” she whispered, her voice cracking. “Did I find you?”


Rhi tried to hold on for the answer, unblinking, but the gray turned to black as her fingers lost their grip. She slid, body and mind, into darkness before her savior could speak.
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DID I find you?


The last thing Carol had expected when she heaved the alien ship into the Hudson like a basketball was this bloody and battered kid—couldn’t be more than twenty, if that—popping out of the escape hatch and staring at her like she’d just found God. When she sagged into a dead faint, Carol hooked her arm around the girl’s waist and set her safely on the flat part of the hull still bobbing above the water.


A quick sweep inside told her that the pilot had arrived alone, but the ship’s technology wasn’t from any world she recognized. Back on the hull, Carol studied the unconscious girl carefully. Brown hair in a haphazard braid, a cut head, dark circles and dried blood smeared under her eyes. She looked human, but that didn’t say much—shape-shifters weren’t uncommon. She wouldn’t have come in this kind of ship if she were Skrull, though. And she wouldn’t have come alone.


Carol tugged down the glove the girl was wearing to check her pulse, and that’s when she saw the scars: deep grooves of damaged tissue ringing the right wrist.


That prickle in the back of her head grew stronger as she checked the other wrist and found the same marks, along with a bloody bandage slightly higher up on her wrist. Pulling it back carefully, she exposed a jagged wound and a small chunk of flesh missing from the girl’s forearm. It looked as if someone had carved something out of her.


The desperation in the girl’s eyes, the scars and wounds, the fact that she’d arrived alone, on a ship that was designed to be piloted by more than one person…


It seemed to Carol that she had a refugee on her hands, not an enemy.


Are you her? Did I find you?


Who was the girl looking for?


Sirens wailed around them as Carol retied the bandage on the girl’s arm. Looking across the river, she saw emergency response trucks parking along the street, and the familiar agents in suits already herding people away from the shoreline.


Alpha Flight would take care of getting the ship out of the water, which meant that she was good to focus on their visitor. Carol could put her in an ambulance, but decided instead to get her to the Triskelion, Alpha Flight’s headquarters, as quickly as possible. Somehow, that hole in the sky had been her doing— maybe the ship, maybe the kid herself—and it’d been unlike anything Carol had ever seen. Like the air was torn in two, with the darkness of space rippling behind it.


So she made a call to give the Triskelion a heads-up and scooped up the girl fairy-tale-princess style. Her eyes didn’t even flutter as Carol pushed off, the ship bobbing under the force of takeoff. Wind rushed in their faces as they spun upward, the smells of the city and the Hudson fading to crisp, clean air in just moments.


Flying with someone clutched in your arms is always a bit of a juggle and definitely not a skill they teach in flight school. But do it enough times, and you get the hang of it. You wouldn’t think it, but an unconscious person is easier to transport, since they aren’t screaming or clutching you in terror as you try to move them to safety.


Because Carol was fast. And she flew high.


She sped over the city, heading toward the complex that housed Alpha Flight—among other things. The series of gray buildings weren’t the prettiest, but they were secure. It was the closest—and safest—place to take the girl. The medical staff was experienced with a wide range of species. They’d be able to treat and identify her.


Carol flew over the water and circled around the perimeter of the island. The lack of moon tonight made landing a little trickier, but she ended up choosing to set down right in the middle of the copter bay’s red bullseye with a less-than-graceful thump. No sooner did her boots hit the ground than someone came bursting out the door leading to the buildings at full tilt.


She squinted, her grip on the girl tightening when she realized it wasn’t a guard as she’d expected. But she relaxed when she saw the riot of killer—literal and figurative—red curls.


Carol had never been much for monarchy, but the queen of the Inhumans was the kind of woman who redefined the word regal. Tall and graceful, Medusa was all piercing gazes and icy elegance. Her hair, the source of her power, tumbled nearly to the ground, and the mass of red tendrils coiled and re-coiled with each step she took toward Carol. Behind her, medical staff hurried out, pushing a stretcher, led by a doctor in a white coat, who had dark braids twisted up in a bun. Carol set the girl on the stretcher. “She’s been out for at least ten minutes,” she said. “Her ship was in bad shape, so she probably hit her head. And there’s a wound on her arm you’ll want to take a look at.”


“Thanks, Captain. We’ll take good care of her in the med center.”


Carol watched the medical staff hurry the girl away, taming her urge to follow.


“Where did she come from?” Medusa demanded.


Carol raised an eyebrow. “Do you know who she is?”


“I know the distress code that Triskelion picked up from her ship as she was crashing. Where are the rest of them?”


“She came alone. Is she Inhuman?”


Medusa let out a shaky breath that troubled Carol. “Let’s go inside.” Without another word, the queen swept past her, toward the door that led to the stairwell. That was the flip side of the whole regal thing—Medusa had a tendency to act like she owned the place, even when she didn’t. A little annoyed, but full of curiosity, Carol followed her. She caught up with her easily, her stride longer than the queen’s—plus, she was known to float down stairs rather than walk them.


There was something orderly and clean and just a little sterile about the Triskelion. Like an office, but super-charged and much, much weirder. You walked the ordinary-looking halls knowing that on the other side of a wall, an alien creature could be being inspected, or a super villain getting questioned, and technology that would change the world was being built. It was a place full of science, of wonder, and of danger. Of heroes.


She still preferred Alpha Flight Station, though. That had somehow become home when she wasn’t looking and she was more aware of that than ever, now that she was on leave.


After consulting the map in the hall, Medusa took the elevator to the fifth floor. Once they reached it, Carol walked past her, hooking her fingers on the handle of a door leading to one of the empty conference rooms. “In here,” Carol said. It was cool and quiet inside, the automatic blinds across the wall of windows already drawn for the night.


She flipped on the lights as Medusa muttered, “Very well,” and swept in after her.


Carol took a seat at the head of a long oak table, but Medusa remained standing, her fingers knitted together.


“Must have been some distress signal to get you here so fast,” Carol commented.


The queen was silent, and Carol propped her feet up on the tabletop, bracketing her fingers at the back of her neck, waiting her out. Strong and silent wasn’t always her style, but Medusa’s presence here so soon after the crash—and the way her hair was practically vibrating—put Carol on edge. Especially since the girl had the kind of marks on her that spoke of long-term imprisonment and abuse, even torture. Had she been in some sort of Inhuman prison? And how could she be important enough to warrant the immediate attention of the queen?


Carol didn’t want to think Medusa was capable of something like that. She knew there were times when the queen had clashed with the expectations of her people and government. In the past, the Inhuman way of life could be hard to reckon with—their caste system had been deeply rooted in genetics, and vestiges of it remained even now as they moved past it, and that bothered Carol. That was the righteous streak in her—she liked it when things were fair and equal. When people were free to make choices and help each other. An unequal system with no freedom of choice was one that would be broken by those on the bottom.


“There was really no one else with her?” Medusa asked, finally caving in their little game of chicken.


“Who did you expect?”


“I didn’t expect anything or anyone… to trust me.”


“Okay, time to fill me in,” Carol said, taking her feet off the table and leaning forward, because not beating around the bush was always her style. “Is this kid one of your people? She’s got scars on her wrists that look like she was shackled or something, and a fresh wound, deep in the muscle tissue. So, is she a prisoner? Did she escape? That ship has tech I’ve never seen. It’s certainly not yours.”


“She’s not a prisoner,” Medusa said.


“But she is Inhuman.”


The queen grimaced and then nodded her head, the fiery tendrils swirling around her face, agitated. “If she had that distress code, she must be… but it’s impossible.”


“You and I both know that’s a word that doesn’t much apply to lives like ours.”


“I’m inclined to agree with you today,” Medusa replied. “The code was given to a group of Inhumans who left Attilan many years ago.”


“Why did they leave?”


“They didn’t want to live as we did,” Medusa said. “They had ideas that were… not compatible with our way of life. Some on the Genetic Council were displeased with the decision to let them leave, but I was able to convince the majority that letting them seek out a new world for themselves was the most compassionate solution.”


“Rather than, say, eliminating them?”


Medusa’s glare might intimidate most, but not Carol.


“How many people left?”


“Several hundred families.”


Carol had been expecting an answer more akin to a dozen. What she knew of Inhuman history told her there had never been many of them, but the Genetic Council had exiled hundreds of families? Was the girl in the medical bay the sole survivor? Carol’s questions multiplied with Medusa’s every reply—and the possible answers to those questions looked even more sinister.


“You never thought to share this part of your history with us?” She couldn’t keep the edge from her voice.


“Do you share all of Earth’s dark days and secret histories with us, Captain?” Medusa snapped, folding her arms across her chest. “They left on a ship over a decade ago. I had hoped that they had found an empty world to settle on, and they had no need to contact us or use the distress signal. That is what they wanted, and that is what I wanted for them. Unlike some of my people, I had no wish for bloodshed.”


“I believe you,” Carol said. “But I’m going to need you to stay here while I go talk to the girl.”


Medusa opened her mouth to object, but Carol kept talking. “I know you want answers, too. But she crash-landed on my planet. And she zipped past all of Alpha Flight Station’s security. I am the commander of Alpha Flight Station, even if I am on leave right now. So, Your Majesty, this is my territory.”


“I am quite aware that you prefer to use my title only when you’re being bossy, Captain.”


“And you prefer to use mine when you’re pissed at me.”


The queen’s eyes narrowed. “You are truly incorrigible sometimes.” It wasn’t intended as a compliment, which is why Carol took it as one.


“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” She had to hide her grin as Medusa practically shooed her out of the room. She didn’t dislike the queen. She was a useful ally. But when crossed, Medusa could also be a powerful enemy, and Carol was always aware of that line between them—she had to be, because the queen’s loyalty lay with her people. And if this girl was part of a faction of Inhumans who had abandoned Medusa’s people and their way of life? Watch out. Medusa might claim to have wished the ship that left Attilan well, but to believe her Carol needed to confirm it with another source.


She’d have to play this one carefully, because she didn’t know Medusa’s end game. Would she want to take the girl with her?


It was time to get the other side of the story.


“Captain, wait—Captain!”


Carol was only halfway down the hall when the voice stopped her. She looked over her shoulder as a man with seriously retro glasses—tiny and horn-rimmed—loped toward her. “Upstairs sent me,” he explained, a little breathless. “They asked me to tell you that the ship from the incident will be ready in the quarantine area in two hours.”


“I’ll be down to look at it and give my report when it arrives,” she said. “Until then, I’ll be in the med center with the pilot. I plan to question her once she’s awake.”


“I’ll let upstairs know.”


With her voice lowered so Medusa couldn’t hear through the door, Carol continued, “Can you make sure that Queen Medusa is kept away until my say-so?”


The man gulped nervously at the thought.


“Just request a few extra security guards outside the med center,” Carol said. “Tell them I ordered it.”


“Of course.”


He hurried off in the opposite direction toward the security sector, and Carol continued on her way to the medical center, taking the stairs and actually walking them to wear off some of the energy stirring inside her. But with each step down, her stomach tightened with an unfamiliar dread.
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