
  
    
      ICARUS

    

    
      
        H.G AHEDI

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Characters

      

    

    
      
        1. Where We stand

      

      
        2. The Other Side

      

      
        3. Lost Cause

      

      
        4. The Last of Us

      

      
        5. Black Sphere

      

      
        6. Mysterious signals

      

      
        7. Red Planet

      

      
        8. Buried Secrets

      

      
        9. Probes

      

      
        10. Way Back Home

      

      
        11. In the Dark

      

      
        12. Delta Two

      

      
        13. The Sphere and the Ghost

      

      
        14. Celestine

      

      
        15. Future

      

      
        16. Past

      

      
        17. Know Your Enemy

      

      
        18. Wrong side of Town

      

      
        19. Home

      

      
        20. Caelestis

      

      
        21. The Underdog

      

      
        22. Interiors

      

      
        23. Puzzles

      

      
        24. Sphere

      

      
        25. Close Target

      

      
        26. Family ties

      

      
        27. Death Ship

      

      
        28. Friends and Foes

      

      
        29. Honey Trap

      

      
        30. A Piece of Mystery

      

      
        31. Steal Thy Not

      

      
        32. The Lost Dead

      

      
        33. The Waiting Game

      

      
        34. Blind Spots

      

      
        35. Bloodlines

      

      
        36. Maybe it’s a Cat

      

      
        37. The Survivor

      

      
        38. Nests

      

      
        39. Nightmares

      

      
        40. Fathers and Daughters

      

      
        41. Monsters

      

      
        42. For Humanity

      

      
        43. Purification

      

      
        44. Finders Keepers

      

      
        45. The Vault

      

      
        46. Death of Hope

      

      
        47. The Void Takes All

      

      
        48. The Lost City

      

    

    
      
        The adventure continues…

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First edition published in 2023.

        Copyright © H.G. Ahedi 2023

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the authorization of the Author.

      

      

      

      
        
        All characters in this publication are fictitious, and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or scenarios is purely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-0-6451055-5-1(eBook)

        ISBN: 978-0-6455056-6-5 (Paperback)

        ISBN: 978-0-6455056-7-2 (Hardcover)

      

      

      

      
        
        Book cover concept by H.G. Ahedi

        Book cover designed by Rebecca covers.

      

      

      

      
        
        Author’s website: harbeerahedi.com

      

      

      

      
        
        TO Find the Realm series by H.G. Ahedi scan

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Dad, always

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to my nephews

        Parampreet & Harshmann

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Arthur Conan Doyle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Characters in 24th Century

      

        

      
        Emmeline Augury: The young cadet of astrophysics who started it all.

      

        

      
        Commander Anastasia Waters : Commander of Titan, a leader everyone looks up to.

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Commander Adrian Olson: Titan’s pilot, second in command and Evan’s best friend.

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Evan Weeds: The infamous operations officer on Titan

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Edward Hawk: Titan’s tactical officer

      

      

      
        
        Lieutenant Cyr Storm: The strong-headed engineer on Titan

      

        

      
        Dr. Chris Kent: The ever-curious head of the astrophysics lab on Titan (Crystal Lab)

      

        

      
        Dr. Aceline Keston: Argon’s mother, historian and an archeologist on Titan

      

        

      
        Selina Keston: Aceline’s daughter, who can see what others can’t.

      

        

      
        Ensign Todd Walters: Takes over Titan’s helm when Adrian is on the Sphere.

      

        

      
        Ensign Rhys Kade: Temporary operations officer while Evan is on the Sphere.

      

        

      
        Dr. Isaac Finch: Exobiologist from Earth, who comes to Titan to study the Orias.

      

        

      
        Dr. Zac Scheben: Medical doctor on Titan.

      

        

      
        Captain Mykel Lockhart: Captain of Prometheus, love interest of Anastasia.

      

        

      
        Commander Katia Hart: First officer of the Prometheus

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Nick Colson: Pilot of the Prometheus with a personal vendetta against Evan

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Seiko Ishimoto: The nerdy science officer of the Prometheus who has clever ideas

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Ingrid Elrod: The quirky engineer of Prometheus

      

        

      
        Ensign Patrick Terra: The anxious communicator officer of Prometheus

      

        

      
        Lieutenant Lyle Hagg: Prometheus’s dependable tactical officer.

      

        

      
        Ensign Edna Lamer: Junior tactical officer, who takes Lyle’s place on the bridge of Prometheus

      

        

      
        Dr. Peter Hudson: Medical doctor of Prometheus

      

        

      
        Lady Vermont: Tribunal of the Imperial Command. Over a century old, she holds the secret to humanity’s future or its extinction.

      

        

      
        Captain Desmond Allan: Captain of the Aurora

      

        

      
        Cadet Argon Keston: Emmeline’s love interest and the leader of the Titan Squadron who dies before Titan falls.

      

        

      
        Cadet Byron Thames: Argon’s best friend who takes over the leadership of Titan Squadron after Argon and is now trapped on the Spector’s ship.

      

        

      
        Cadet Clio Ranger: A part of the Titan Squadron. Taken by the Specter Clio believes that their fate is sealed.

      

        

      
        Cadet Micah Dew: A friend of Argon, and part of the Titan Squadron who suspects Byron is changing.

      

        

      
        Delta Dune: Pilot of the private ship Astra and Emmeline’s best friend who dies on Delta 1 (the planet where the 1st piece of the mythical device is discovered.)

      

        

      
        Phoebe Walker: Katia Hart’s (first officer of Prometheus) partner

      

        

      
        Admiral Jacob Donovan: Captain of Freedom who dies in the battle of the perimeter

      

        

      
        Arthur Augury: Emmeline’s father, a powerful man who will do anything to save his daughter

      

        

      
        Alexander Hendrix: Emmeline’s forefather who studied the plaque in 23rd century and led the team that studied Nemesis

      

        

      
        Dr. Gage Suarez: Head of the genetics Lab on Earth and the man who imprisoned Lady Vermont when she was young.

      

        

      
        Dr Peter Lathom: Lady Vermont’s best friend and her savior.

      

        

      
        Director: Head of the Imperial Command and the most powerful woman in the solar system.

      

        

      
        Admiral Vince: Third Tribunal of Imperial Command on Earth

      

        

      
        Admiral Maia Keller: Strategic head of the Imperial Command

      

        

      
        Orias queen: The queen of Orias who wants the mythical device at any cost

      

        

      
        Aithon: Right hand of the Orias queen

      

        

      
        Tier: The sister of the queen whose death remains a mystery

      

        

      
        The Spector: An ancient being on Proxima 8 that captures the Titan squad

      

        

      
        Characters in 21st Century

      

        

      
        Roumoult Cranston: Discovers the second piece and takes it to New York

      

        

      
        Angelus Walker: One of the Roumoult’s best friend, private detective and his bodyguard

      

        

      
        Dr. Ivan Payne: The archeologist who leads the project in Antarctica.

      

        

      
        William Sterling: Roumoult’s oldest friend and a medical examiner

      

        

      
        Captain Tom Nash: A NYPD captain and Roumoult is his long-lost daughter’s godfather.

      

        

      
        Jack Calvin: Fasting thinking computer engineer and a valuable resource for Roumoult. He prides himself in thinking he is the best.

      

        

      
        Alice Kennecott: Manager of Cranston Enterprises, and one of Roumoult’s most cherished friends.

      

        

      
        Cassidy Cranston: Daughter of Roumoult Cranston who likes to drive his car without his permission.

      

        

      
        Ayden Cranston: Son of Roumoult Cranston who thinks the house is his playground for conducting weird experiments.

      

        

      
        Emma Cranston: Roumoult Cranston’s wife.

      

        

      
        Sapphire: A hired assassin with secret mission.

      

        

      
        Xavier Dixon: Roumoult’s rival who is after more than just his company.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Where We stand

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21st Century

        Raven

      

      

      Standing in the center of the cockpit, Emmeline watched in disbelief. “No. No. It can’t be true!”

      “My calculations are accurate,” said the AI.

      She huffed and turned to the scanner. The computer compared the present and the past star charts. She re-scanned the man-made object flying to the edge of the solar system. It had no engine and was equipped with cameras, transmitters, and solar panels. A technology she had never used in her lifetime. The AI was right. She scanned the third planet from the sun. Her heart stopped for a second. Earth was intact. There were no black craters in the Northern Hemisphere. Nemesis had not struck.

      “I am right,” repeated the AI.

      Emmeline didn’t answer, and lifted her head to stare into the black space. Her entire life ran in front of her eyes. The vision of Orias ships chasing her, the voice of Lady Vermont pleading for her to stop, and the bright lights of the portal which had brought her to a time where she did not belong.

      “Oh my god,” she whispered.

      Tears built up in her eyes. She had been robbed of everything she loved. Her family, her friends, her life, or what was left of it. She unconsciously touched her neck as she watched the ancient craft. The air turned colder, and her mouth drier. Her head spun a little, thinking about the consequences. “Can it detect us?” she asked the AI, already knowing the answer.

      “No. Its cameras are not powerful enough to detect Raven at this range.”

      Silence returned to the cockpit. Her hands shook, and her pulse rose.

      “What are we going to do?” the AI asked.

      “Can we return to the twenty-fourth century?”

      “It might be possible.”

      Emmeline weighed her options. Going back would be a good idea. Returning to her time was tempting. But would the portal open? She did not know.

      I have to try.

      She was about to get up, but stopped. The plaque led her here. It meant the second piece of the mythical device was ready to be found. She might return to her future, but what would she gain? The consequences were dire. She would probably spend her life behind the brig or on the run. Returning home was impossible. Her friends were gone, any support she had was lost. She was all alone.

      I have to go on.

      The thought pained her. She had lost everything. What was she doing? Was the piece worth it? A voice echoed in her mind.

      You started this; you have to finish it.

      Argon’s words reminded her why she was on this journey, and she had to keep her promise. She had to do this, for him and for her.

      Accepting her situation, she turned her attention to the ship. She admired the new smooth surfaces with fine keys. It reminded her of Titan. The higher resolution screens and the updated computer were impressive.

      It saved me.

      She turned to the computer and wondered about her escape. Without the mythical device, she wouldn’t have survived. Either the Orias or the Imperial Command would have captured her. She picked up the piece and closed her fist around it. The plaque was the key to completing the mythical device, and out of seven, she had found two. Just one piece had done wonders. Her eyes roamed the cockpit. It had transformed her ship.

      What else was the piece capable of?

      “Emmeline, we should move from this position in order to avoid being detected by other crafts that might be monitoring this region of space.”

      She nodded.

      The AI took control, and the ship reversed to vanish behind one of the biggest moons of Neptune, Nereid. She watched as the Earth craft was replaced by the stellar moon.

      “I am guessing we are staying?”

      She looked at the AI. “Do we have a choice?”

      “I follow your orders. I don't have to choose.”

      Emmeline ran her hands over her face. “Okay, we have traveled to the twenty-first century. Our greatest challenge is trying to keep the timeline as it is. What are the possibilities?”

      “There are three working theories.”

      “The grandfather paradox,” she remarked.

      “Precisely. The oldest and the most theorized concept about time travel. It states that if you travel to the past and kill your grandfather before he meets your grandmother—there is a high possibility that you won’t exist. You would be erased from history.”

      “Yes, and let’s remember, it’s a theory. What can we do about it?”

      “Don’t kill your grandfather,” stated the AI.

      Emmeline couldn’t help but smile. “Theory number two?”

      “We unknowingly get involved in a major or minor event that forever changes this timeline. The history you and I know would be forgotten or completely wiped out. For instance, Nemesis, the comet that almost destroyed Earth a hundred years ago, may not strike at all or completely annihilate Earth.”

      Emmeline fumed. “There is no way of knowing what will affect this timeline!”

      “Precisely. So, it’s useless to theorize.”

      She ignored it. “Can you estimate how or what can affect the timeline?”

      “There are too many possibilities.”

      That was true.

      “Theory number three?”

      “The scenario where you might unknowingly change an incident in the past or avoid one. But what’s supposed to happen will happen because the universe adjusts accordingly, not affecting the overall timeline. For instance, if person A was going to get hit by a bus, and you saved him, that fate might pass on to person C. In general, it states, what is meant to happen will happen one way or another.”

      “I prefer that theory,” she muttered.

      “Unfortunately, we cannot know how our presence here will affect this timeline.”

      A thought occurred to her. “Or we are stuck in a loop,” Emmeline whispered.

      “Correct. We don’t know if this is the first time you have found the plaque and the Orias attacked our system.”

      Emmeline held her head and glanced at the piece in her hand. She put it aside and picked up the plaque. It was silent again because it was waiting for her to collect the second piece.

      I have found only two pieces, and it has brought mayhem and chaos. I hope it’s worth it.

      “What are we going to do?” asked the AI.

      “Find the piece and leave.”

      She focused on her location. Raven was concealed behind the Nereid. The third largest moon in the system orbited around Neptune. She had never gotten used to its irregular shape or neutral color. Its surface looked like it had been bombarded by rocks leaving craters of different sizes. The solar system hadn't changed, and she felt like she had never left the twenty-fourth century. Obviously, there was no Titan, and the perimeter did not exist. The architects of the Discovery and Challenger colonies weren’t born yet. It was strange, yet familiar.

      I should focus on finding the piece.

      Dismissing her thoughts, she began scanning. When her search came to an end, she gasped.

      “What?” asked AI.

      “This is rather unbelievable. It can’t be,” Emmeline said, checking again. “This can’t be. Earth? It is on Earth!”

      The AI simply said. “Yes. The sensors are working perfectly. Earth is the origin of the signal.”

      “But how could it be on Earth? And why didn’t I detect it in the twenty-fourth century?”

      “Perhaps it is not a matter of place but time,” said the AI.

      “It might be detectable only in this era.”

      “I thought I said that,” remarked the AI. “The signal is coming from the Southern Hemisphere of the planet and matches the one you found on Delta one. The rogue planet that you visited with Delta.”

      Her heart sank. Delta, she had almost forgotten about her best friend. She was the one person Emmeline could share everything with. She recalled the day they found the rogue planet, and as a joke, Delta had suggested naming it after her. What Delta didn’t know; Emmeline had secretly done it. In the database, that rogue planet was called Delta one. Tears were hard to control as she heard Delta’s screams and saw her falling into the valley. She was gone, and her death was on Emmeline. She shook these thoughts away. Now the second piece was on Delta two, AKA twenty-first century Earth.

      “Can anyone else on Earth detect the signal?”

      “Absolutely.”
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Chapter 2


          

          
            The Other Side

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24st Century

        Asteroid

      

      

      The asteroid had intrigued Adrian, but now it terrified him.

      “Guys, leave the chamber now!” shouted Felix on the intercom. The technician was alone on the Aeolus. Chris exited the chamber, and Adrian followed. He nearly fell when the asteroid shook. He clutched the wall. Debris fell from the roof. Cracks formed on the ground.

      “Adrian, don’t stop.”

      Chris’s voice echoed in his helmet over the rumbling. A ball of dust filled the narrow corridor, and Chris vanished.

      “Shit!” he cried out.

      “Adrian…hurry!” Anastasia said over the intercom.

      Almost blind and tripping at every step, he rushed ahead, bumping into Chris.

      “Glad you made it,” Chris said and gripped the floating tether. It pulled him into the tunnel. Adrian grabbed the flying rope. The ground shook underneath his feet. The corridor collapsed on both sides. He yelled as he was yanked through the hole. Like a bullet through a cylinder, Adrian was thrown out and smashed against the ship. He yelled and bounced off, floating in the air.

      Alarms went off.

      “Alert. Suit offline,” said a robotic voice. “Rebooting.”

      Hurriedly, he snatched the tether and pulled himself closer to the craft. His life depended on it.

      “Suit online,”

      He floated close to the craft. The gravity boots activated, and he landed on his feet. With a thunderous noise, the opening to the heart of the asteroid collapsed.

      “Adrian!” yelled Chris, rushing to the door of Aeolus. Stumbling, Adrian rushed after him. The suit made it hard to gain speed. He tumbled on a rock but caught himself just in time. As soon as he got inside, the doors closed behind him. Adrian unlocked and threw the helmet and rushed toward the pilot's seat. Chris took a seat behind him.

      “Adrian, leave the asteroid now!” ordered Anastasia on the intercom.

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      Adrian punched a button. The mechanical arms holding the ship to the walls of the asteroid retracted. The thrusters came online, Aeolus jolted, and rose above the ground. He gripped the joystick, and the engine reversed.

      Chris cried out, “Move faster.”

      “I am doing the best I can,” he shouted, easing the ship out.

      “The cave is collapsing,” yelled Chris.

      Adrian focused on flying. The floor vibrated and the small craft moved backward. The roof of the cave shook violently, sending clouds of dust and rubble cascading on the craft.

      “Shields at ninety percent and holding. Structural integrity eighty percent,” reported Felix.

      Dust filled the cave, covering the ship’s windows. Adrian gulped and checked the monitor; he was blind.

      “Damn it! I can’t see… I can’t see!” he yelled. He lifted his head and saw rubble over the front window.

      “I am increasing power to the sensors,” said Chris.

      Adrian changed his tactics and plotted a reverse course recorded by the sensors when they had first entered the cave.

      “Four thousand kilometers to the exit. Can we go any faster?” yelled Chris.

      Adrian wished he could, but it would make things worse. The craft quivered, and its shields fluttered. The wall behind the ship collapsed, leaving a smaller exit.

      “Adrian, can you make it?” asked Anastasia.

      “Two thousand kilometers to the exit,” said Chris.

      Adrian adjusted the ship’s heading. Aeolus moved upwards, and entered the constricted space. The ship’s hull scrapped against the fallen rocks. Sparks flew.

      “You are running out of time,” Mykel’s voice echoed in the cockpit.

      “Adrian?” said Anastasia.

      His face was stricken. Sweat gathered on his forehead. They were going to die.

      “Adrian, your chances of getting out are slim. Brace for impact. I am blowing the detonators,” said Anastasia.

      “Commander?” he asked, alarmed.

      The lights on the ring of detonators at the opening of the cave of the asteroid began glowing.

      “Rerouting power to shields,” Chris responded.

      “But…”

      “You are out of time!” yelled Anastasia. “Evan, do it…”

      “Three, two, one…” Evan announced, “Now!”

      A loud blast echoed. From outside, a section of the asteroid blew up. Fire emerged from its belly. The ship trembled. Fire raged in every direction. Adrian gripped the joystick. Rocks propelled in different directions at tremendous speed. The blast pushed the Aeolus, and the ship spun out of control. The men yelled, grabbing their seats. Adrian felt his stomach rise to his mouth. He gripped the joystick and slowly brought the ship under control. It stopped spinning, but they were not out of danger.

      “Where are we?” asked Chris.

      The Aeolus was slow to respond, and Adrian did his best. With both his hands, he twisted the joystick, trying to dodge the enormous pieces of debris. The Aeolus slid past a large piece, but another approached. Winching, he turned. The ship's engines roared. It could not cope. The ship was heading straight for the rock.

      “Come on!” he shouted.

      “The engines are heating up,” Chris said.

      “We have no…”

      The ship maneuvered, but the debris hit the drill sitting on the ship’s roof. The drill's cover cracked, and the ship shuddered violently.

      “Our shields are at forty percent. The structural integrity is at forty-five percent. We won’t survive this,” said Felix.

      “Damn it!”

      “You are almost there!” Evan yelled on the intercom.

      Adrian was losing his patience. One after the other, debris was hitting the ship’s shields. The damage to the drill was causing a drag on the engine.

      “Shields at thirty percent and failing!” shouted Felix over the thundering engines.

      Adrian concentrated on the flying. But none of his maneuvers worked.

      “The shields are now at twenty percent. We have lost hull integrity. The roof is cracking!”

      The ship sped away from the broken asteroid that spun uncontrollably, leaving a trail of dust and rock. Suddenly, it broke into two parts.

      “We have another problem,” Chris shouted.

      Adrian's eyes widened; he swayed the ship away from its path, but it was slow to respond.

      “Adrian, get out of there!” Anastasia ordered.

      A flash of light hit the asteroid and crumbled it into dust. Adrian sat with his mouth open as layers of dust swept over Aeolus. Prometheus glided over the little ship, like a guarding angel. He kept staring ahead in disbelief.

      “That was close,” Chris muttered.

      A beep sounded. Prometheus was hailing them. “Aeolus respond. Adrian? Is everyone alright?” asked Mykel.

      The three men shut their eyes.

      “We are good. Thanks!” answered Chris, sensing that Adrian was still recovering from the shock.

      “Anytime. Are you able to reach Titan? Do you need any assistance?”

      Adrian shook his head. “No. No, we can find our way home.”

      
        
        Titan, Bridge, Deck 1

      

      

      On the bridge of Titan, excitement and fear outweighed the screaming alarms. The crew wasn’t bothered about the noise. Their eyes were set on the Sphere and the little Earth ship. Anastasia was relieved to see the Aeolus escape the catastrophe. While Prometheus rescued the small ship, Titan stood guard. The Sphere had fired when the Earth ships had crossed the portal, resulting in the asteroid's collapse. But now it sat silently.

      “The Sphere is not firing,” said Edward from the tactical console.

      “That’s a good thing,” she replied, eying the corner of the viewscreen. Aeolus was approaching Titan. “Don’t lower the shields or weapons. Evan, as soon as the Aeolus returns, take us to a safe distance.”

      “Affirmative.”

      Prometheus flew away from the broken asteroid and turned toward Titan.

      “The Aeolus has arrived safely,” reported Evan.

      “How is she?”

      “It has sustained heavy damage. Multiple hull breaches, the engines are burned out, and shields are at ten percent.” Evan said and spun around to face her. “It might be unrepairable.”

      Her eyes drooped to the floor, and a sensation of dread took over her. Resources were limited, and she had hoped the ship would return intact. But it could be fixed. If she had lost any of her crew, it would have been worse. They were irreplaceable. “The drill?”

      “It has sustained damage, but it should be operational,” replied Evan.

      “Ask Cyr to take care of the repairs,” she ordered. “Move us away.”

      Titan’s engine came to life, and along with Prometheus, it moved to a safe distance.

      
        
        Titan, Docking Bay, Deck 10

      

      

      The Aeolus entered the Hanger Deck, leaving a trail of smoke. Its hull was cracked from all sides. The drill leaned over to the left. The platform had been ripped off the roof. The craft wobbled in midair for a second and then set down with a thud. Adrian's hands trembled.

      “Yes, we made it!” shouted Felix.

      The ship’s system shut down, but Adrian was still in shock.

      Chris got up, patted his back, and shook him. “We are home!”

      The others rushed out of the ship; Adrian was the last to leave. He took off his suit and sucked in a breath of fresh air. After a week aboard the asteroid, Titan felt like heaven, liberating. The bright lights, the clean interiors, and the fresh air were welcoming. At this moment, it was the best place to be. His attention was drawn to the alarms. In his excitement, he had forgotten about the Sphere.

      “I have to get to the bridge,” he muttered, running out of the Hangar Deck.

      
        
        Titan, Adrian’s quarters, Deck 4

      

      

      The elevator doors swooshed open, and he rushed to his quarters. The Sphere was visible through the wide windows. Alarms sounded over his head. Anastasia wasn’t taking any chances. Titan was ready to defend itself. The doors to his quarters opened, and Adrian was pleased to be home.

      God, I missed this place.

      He ripped off his clothes and popped off his shoes. He walked straight into the shower. The water splashed over him. In seconds, the sweat and dirt of the last seven days washed away. Finishing, he got dressed and grabbed a fresh pair of shoes.

      Bare feet, he dashed out. As he rushed down the corridor, two crewmen greeted him.

      “Good job!” said one of them.

      “Thank you!”

      He slipped into the elevator and arrived at the bridge. It was buzzing with activity.

      “Are we at a safe distance?” Anastasia asked Edward.

      “I believe so. But to get answers, we might have to get closer.”

      “I would like to keep our distance. The Sphere coughs out balls of fire,” she remarked.

      Evan looked over his shoulder. Seeing Adrian, he got up. “Welcome back. The helm is yours.”

      “Thanks. It’s good to be back.”

      Evan smiled and took his seat at the operations console. Adrian got seated. With one eye on the screen, he put on his shoes. Then he checked on Titan. Its shields and engines were working at full capacity. There were no hull breaches. All crew was accounted for, and the Medical Bay reported no injuries. The computer and the data core were intact. The Crystal lab had forwarded its assessment and recordings of their jump. Titan and its crew were safe. A smile spread across his face.

      The doors opened, and Chris walked in.

      “Good work gentlemen, and welcome back to Titan,” said Anastasia.

      Adrian turned. “Thank you, Commander.”

      “It was a hell of a ride,” Chris added excitedly.

      “I’m sorry it was a bumpy one,” she said.

      “Trust me, there was no other option,” added Evan.

      “I get it. Thanks guys,” said Adrian, not wanting to discuss the terrifying event.

      “That was something, wasn’t it?” said Chris excitedly. “Do you know what we have done? We successfully dug a hole in an asteroid, which was a spaceship, and got access to alien technology.”

      Adrian noticed a wide smile on Anastasia’s face. She was enthralled to see her crew return safe and victorious. He was pleased and hadn’t realized that even Chris was adventurous. All these years, he thought Chris only enjoyed working in the lab.

      “We might have stumbled upon the finding of the century. If the asteroid and the Sphere are linked, we might have discovered something substantial. It could change how we travel through space!” he said animatedly.

      “Yeah, doc…and…a near-death experience had nothing to do with it,” Evan remarked.

      But Chris ignored him and grinned with anticipation.

      “It would be good to know more about the Sphere,” said Edward.

      Chris looked at the screen. “Sure. I will be in the Crystal Lab…” he replied and left.

      “I hope he showers,” muttered Evan.

      Anastasia approached Adrian. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, Commander. Just wish we had more time.”

      Evan folded his arms. “Oh, we have a week.”

      Adrian eyed him.

      “We just lost our ride…the next asteroid will appear in about seven days,” Evan pointed out.

      He was right. If the asteroids followed their routine, the next one would arrive soon.

      Evan turned to Anastasia. “So, what is the plan? When the next asteroid arrives, do we drill again?”
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Chapter 3


          

          
            Lost Cause

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24st Century

        Aurora, Bridge, Deck 1, Near Neptune

      

      

      The Aurora charged down its weapons. The other five Imperial Command ships came to a halt beside it. The portal had closed, and Raven had vanished. Remnants of the destroyed Orias ships floated on the viewscreen.

      Lady Vermont had hoped the portal would open again, and Emmeline would return. But it did not happen. Emmeline was gone, and her hope of capturing her and getting her hands on the artifact was diminishing. She could sense Desmond's frustration. The bridge crew appeared equally disappointed. She gritted her teeth and turned to Gus at the science station.

      “Where did she go?”

      “Well, the probe we sent was destroyed within seconds, but I believe Raven traveled to the past.”

      Lady Vermont felt the hair on the back of her neck stand, and the bridge turned cold. She wished Gus was wrong.

      The captain of the Aurora didn’t look impressed.  “What?” said Desmond.

      “The portal probably opened into the past.”

      “Probably?” said Desmond. “Gus, we need to know.”

      “I am making an assumption based on limited data. But every probe is fitted with a chronometer, a device used to track time.”

      “She could have traveled to the future,” argued Lady Vermont.

      “The data from the chronometer indicates otherwise.”

      Everyone fell silent.

      “This is a disaster,” said Desmond, “Emmeline has escaped with the artifact and the plaque. The perimeter is shattered, and the Orias are still a threat.”

      A realization dawned on her. Lady Vermont turned to Desmond. “Do you think they will follow Emmeline to the past? The Orias?”

      Desmond's face fell. “They could. We don’t know if they have the technology. It could change everything.”

      “They could wipe out humanity from existence,” Lady Vermont whispered looking at the screen.

      Desmond didn’t say anything. Feeling as if everyone needed some space to breathe, Lady Vermont left the bridge.

      
        
        Aurora, Lady Vermont Office, Deck 2

      

      

      In her office, she stood by the window, staring at the stars. The office was compact, well-lit with triangular windows. It was adequate, but not cozy. But spaceships were built for efficiency, not comfort. The Aurora and the small Imperial Command Fleet were returning to their post. Desmond had plotted a course back to the perimeter. There was no point waiting for Emmeline to return. It was a one-way trip. She secretly wondered if guarding the perimeter was useless. It was broken, and the queen had proven that she could materialize the Orias ships anywhere.

      “But why just four ships?” she asked herself.

      Leaving her office, she took a long walk around the ship. Everyone was shaken after the battle. Four Orias ships had appeared out of nowhere, and they knew the location of Raven. It meant the queen had other means of tracking the artifact and Emmeline. Transporting those huge ships to precise coordinates would require immense energy and effort.

      Her face contorted. The portal's appearance meant only one thing: Emmeline was searching for the second piece. According to Emmeline’s notes, seven pieces were hidden in the vastness of the universe, and the plaque was the key to locate them.

      I thought she would give up.

      Emmeline had gone through hell. Her best friend had died, her love was murdered, and her friends on Titan were lost. She was a fugitive. Why did she want the mythical device? Would she return to prove that she was right? Did she want to use the artifact as leverage? If Emmeline returned to this realm with one of the most powerful devices known to man, she would undoubtedly become one of the most powerful humans. The thought sent a shiver down Lady Vermont’s spine. The mythical device could have been hers if she had played her cards right. But she didn’t. She listened to Jacob and Vince. Admiral Jacob lost it and took the entire fleet with him. Admiral Vince hid behind the desk, waiting for others to do his bidding. Her reliance on Vince and Jacob had already complicated the situation. As a result, Emmeline had slipped out of her hands. And it was unlikely she would trust her in the future.

      The Aurora decelerated, and the sad image of the shattered perimeter caught her attention. She stepped close to a window. The clean-up was nearly done, and the rebuilding was going to begin soon. Lady Vermont wondered if the queen would attack now that Emmeline had left? She might, or she might choose to destroy them once she had her hands on the mythical device. She swung left, returned to her office. She shook her head, trying to put her thoughts aside. Speculation was not going to help her. She sank into the chair. Once again, she felt uncomfortable and intimidated. She had been caged as an animal because humans couldn’t figure her out. Over the years, she had trained herself to control her emotions. She noticed her body and mind responded to her will. But in these uncertain times, she felt vulnerable again. The monitor on the desk came to life. A bell rang, and the disappointed face of Admiral Vince appeared.

      “So, we lost her again,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      He sulked. “Maybe we have chosen the wrong person to track her down.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “I do not think anyone could’ve foreseen Emmeline’s actions.”

      “You should’ve captured her.”

      “Perhaps before you throw accusations, you must consider we were fighting four Orias ships and trying to get to Emmeline. Also, she has the piece and has learned to use its power. She is not just another girl.”

      But her clarifications did not impress him. “We have decided to call you back. Let Desmond guard the perimeter.”

      She raised her eyebrows. That was unexpected. Why did they want her to return to Earth? But there was little she could do on the Aurora. They couldn’t follow Emmeline to the past. Only the plaque could open the portal. They couldn’t estimate the queen's next move. She could either attack them or follow Emmeline. None of them were good options. Then they hadn’t heard from Titan or Prometheus. She wished they would return home and fast. They had limited options—all they could do was rebuild the perimeter and strengthen their fleet. She had failed, and felt a deep sense of disappointment. “Why?” she finally asked.

      “We need to discuss our strategy.”

      Again, she didn’t see the point. What could they possibly do except defend themselves? But there was nothing more to do here. She merely nodded, and the screen turned blank.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            The Last of Us

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24st Century

        Proxima 8, Oort’s Cloud

      

      

      

      Trapped on an alien ship far away from their solar system, the world around them was chaotic. The Titan Squadron was alone and lost, with no hope of returning home.

      The Specter was leaving Proxima 8. The gigantic craft cracked the surface of the moon. It appeared as if a black molten demon had risen from the dead. Wide cracks formed on the moon’s surface, deforming it forever. Millions of rocks erupted into the sky as the enormous ship broke through, leaving a wide-deep crater.

      Bryan spread his arms, trying to maintain his balance as the ship shuddered. But his friend, Clio, fell to the floor. Byron helped her up. The ground shook, and Micah reached for the statue in the middle of the platform.

      Breaking through the atmosphere of the moon. The spaceship came to a standstill, as if assessing its next move. The sun sat far away and appeared like a dull bulb whose light hardly reached this part of frigid space. The craft faced the Kepler belt. A vast chaotic space dominated by rocks that collided with each other and orbited around the sun. Somewhere beyond this unwelcoming space was a tiny blue planet where Byron and his friends hoped to return.

      Behind the monstrous ship was the Oort's cloud. The home to the universe’s biggest and most well-known comets. These mysterious interstellar objects lay low for now and waited in silence. When it was time, they would awaken and follow their journey around the solar system.

      The ship did not move. Inside, it was dark and quiet. Byron's heart pounded so loudly that he feared it would give up. He took a deep breath. But the haunting dark ship terrified him. No attempts to calm himself worked. He looked at his friends. They appeared frozen in time, pale white figures, as if a demon had sucked out their souls. The statue was no longer shining. It was now just a rock. The Spector had left the control center.

      “Where did it go?” he asked, whispering.

      His friends faced him. They hadn’t seen the entity leave. Maybe they did not want to know. Perhaps it was best not to. Byron took a few steps ahead and peered into the gap between the circular platform and the walls connected with strings. All he saw was a green glow. Was it an engine or something else? He jumped over the gap. The others followed. Past the walls with glowing string were windows. He peered out. They were in space. Drifting.

      “What is happening?” asked Micah.

      “We have left Proxima 8,” answered Byron.

      “Where are we heading?” asked Micah, peering out.

      “At the moment, nowhere. The ship is just standing here.”

      The room filled with a whoosh, and the statue began glimmering again. They turned.

      “You have everything you need. Let us go,” said Byron.

      The Spector did not answer.

      “What do you want from us?” demanded Clio.

      “You think you have the right to ask me questions?” said Spector.

      “Yes. I believe we have the right!” Micah yelled.

      The air was sucked out; they froze. Byron couldn't move, blink, or talk. He was alive but had lost control over his body.

      “You don’t know what you are dealing with,” it said.

      In the blink of an eye, it transported them to a small room. Byron sucked in the air and fell to his knees. The others collapsed to the floor beside him. Catching his breath, he sat up. They were in a small chamber with an irregular window opening into the cosmos. He moved against the icy wall. His heart was pumping blood fast and sweat gathered on his forehead. He could feel it, as if some part of the Specter lingered in his brain. Just a few days ago, it had forced itself into his mind. The pain was unbearable, and he never wanted to experience anything like that again.

      Not knowing what to do, Byron walked to the door, hoping to leave. But deep down, he knew it was useless. It was locked. They were stuck. Alone. No one knew they were out here. Everyone probably thought they were gone, dead. The battle flashed before his eyes, and he remembered the Orias fleet.

      Did anyone survive? Was Argon alright? Did he escape with Emmeline? Was Titan safe?

      He didn't know. The problem was, he may never know. The probability of escaping was low. Dismissing his thoughts, he asked Micah, “How are you?”

      Micah pouted. “You really want to know?”

      Byron shook his head. “We need to find a way out.”

      “Well, our ships are on the moon’s surface. We cannot contact the Imperial Command or Titan. And this…thing, it is powerful,” Clio replied.

      “He was in your head…did you see anything?” he asked Byron.

      Byron recalled the agony and the pain that rippled through his body. “No. It was a one-way street.”

      “How is your pain?” Clio asked.

      “Better. I still have a slight headache,” he answered.

      “What does it want?” she said, holding her head.

      “At first, it was information…now something has changed,” Byron said, sensing the Specter.

      “It was looking at images of Titan and Orias. So, the question is, who is its next target?” said Micah.

      “Or what?” added Byron.
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Chapter 5


          

          
            Black Sphere

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24st Century

        Prometheus, Bridge, Deck 1

      

      

      Mykel felt a bit less on edge. At least Adrian and his team were safe.

      “Sir, the Sphere has powered down.”

      “Good.” He was expecting it to fire on them.

      The tension on the bridge settled, but Patrick looked as if he had seen a ghost. The communication officer was more anxious than the crew on the little ship.

      “Damage report.”

      Katia twirled on her chair. “Except for a few bumps, it was a relatively smooth ride. Prometheus is in perfect shape.”

      Mykel didn't agree and thought the second in command was being too positive. He recalled the tremors, the jolts. The lightning daunted him. It had disrupted their sensors and engines. The shock wave could have torn the Earth ships apart. The Aeolus could have been crushed inside the asteroid. But the most frightening was what awaited them on the other side. A dark object with immeasurable firepower. But he accepted his doubts and fears and kept them a secret. The truth was his crew was happy. Anastasia’s crazy idea had worked. They were closer to home.

      “What about the asteroid?” he asked.

      Debris replaced the Sphere. He sadly looked at the remains of the interstellar object.

      Seiko spoke from the science station, “It won't be making any more jumps.”

      “I can see that,” he replied. Mykel was disappointed. He was hoping they could use it for their next jump. “Okay, what do we know about the Sphere?”

      “It tried to destroy us,” Katia replied.

      “Or the asteroid,” Mykel responded.

      “Why?” Seiko asked.

      “Let’s find out,” he said. “Hail Titan.”

      Earth ships opened communications. Titan’s bridge and Chris appeared on two sides of the screen. A smile crept on his face on seeing Ana. “Glad to see everyone on the other side,” he remarked.

      Anastasia smiled.

      He turned to Chris. “You have something?”

      “The Sphere is fascinating,” he said.

      Mykel noticed a smirk on Anastasia’s face.

      “It's double the size of our Moon and made of an unknown material.”

      “Is it artificial?” asked Mykel.

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe the same species created the asteroid and the Sphere,” Anastasia suggested.

      “That is one possibility,” said Chris.

      “What do your scans show?” Anastasia asked.

      “I can’t scan it,” said Chris.

      Mykel sulked and walked toward the view screen. “Why not?”

      “Its hull is made up of a material that blocks all our scans.”

      “Just like the asteroid,” remarked Anastasia.

      “No. The compartment in the asteroid was surrounded by layers of rock with heavy metal deposits. In addition, the overall density of the asteroid and the depth of the compartment made it hard for the gamma-ray spectrometer or infrared spectrograph to reach its interior.”

      “Then why can’t we scan the Sphere?” asked Mykel.

      “Because it’s protected by a thick layer of an unknown metal or a shell.”

      Mykel didn’t want to give up. He looked at Seiko, who nodded. “Prometheus can’t scan through either.”

      “Why did it fire on us?” Anastasia asked.

      “That’s a mystery,” Chris replied.

      Mykel was getting frustrated. He folded his arms and rocked his head to and fro. “I think we should discuss our next steps. The Sphere could be dangerous.”

      “We…” Anastasia said but was cut short by a beep. It was Titan’s sensors.

      A continuing beeping noise echoed from the science station. Mykel turned to his left. “Seiko, what is happening?”

      “Captain, we are getting an unusual reading.”

      He did not have to say a word. The alarms resounded, and the weapons came online. Mykel returned to his chair and waited. When he got no response, he said, “Well, what happened?”

      “For a second, I thought I had something,” replied Seiko.

      “And you lost it?”

      Seiko spun in his chair. “No, sir. It vanished. Like a sensor ghost.”

      “Did the computers record anything?”

      Seiko checked his console. “No.”

      “But the sensors detected it?”

      “Correct, Captain.”

      He turned toward Anastasia and Chris. “Did you detect that?”

      “Affirmative,” Chris replied instantly.

      “And?”

      “It vanished. Our sensors picked it up, but before they could interpret what it was, it was gone,” Chris replied, looking at his console. “This is utterly frustrating!”

      Mykel rolled his eyes. “Let’s do a complete sensor sweep. We need to know if it’s safe to stay here.”

      “Agreed,” Anastasia said, looking at Edward.

      “What about the Sphere? How can we get more information without getting closer?”

      Chris’s face brightened. “I have an idea.”

      Mykel glared at him, hoping they were done chasing asteroids.
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Chapter 6


          

          
            Mysterious signals

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21st Century

        Antarctica, Earth

      

      

      

      The continent was like no other. The surface was layered with tons of ice that had been forming for centuries. It was a place full of untamed, wild beauty. White smoke seeped from the ice-cold land, and the wind blew with a vengeance, threatening to freeze everything in its path. The world’s biggest mountain ranges soared across the continent.  It was the largest ice mass in the world on which man had built over eighty research centers. The sun never officially set on this land, but few residents knew when it was time to begin their day.

      Roumoult Cranston opened his eyes. Once more, he felt he hadn’t slept at all. The wind howled outside, and sun rays penetrated the windows, shedding a yellowish heavenly light.

      Sitting up in his bed, he thought about his day. He had absolutely nothing on his agenda. In New York, between his work and family, he didn’t have a spare moment to himself. But here, time was a luxury.

      The research facility he was visiting was about one hundred and fifty miles from the Amundsen-Scott research station, approximately two thousand and fifty meters above sea level. Even though the heaters were on, an icy shiver ran through his body. The living arrangements were inadequate, and he had to share a room with Angelus Walker. If that was not irritating enough, Angelus snored and talked in his sleep. The room was simple, with two beds, two cupboards, and one table. The gray walls were sterile and unglamorous. He unhappily looked at Angelus’s open travel bag, overflowing with clothes. His bed was unmade, and his laptop sat on the blankets. It bothered him. He was neat and liked to put things in the proper places.

      “Next time you decide to get away from home, choose wisely,” he whispered to himself.

      It had been five days, and he hadn’t shaved or had a proper shower. Long, warm showers felt like a dream. He looked at his face in the fading mirror above the table. His hair was messy and smelly. He thought he looked like a beggar on the streets of New York. He washed his face, brushed his teeth, and drank some water.

      “Roumoult, we are leaving. Are you awake?” shouted Angelus.

      He rolled his eyes. The others were already at the dig site. The research team included archeologists, geologists, students, and assistants who had traveled from all over the world to work on this project.

      “Coming!” he replied, wearing snow pants and then he wore three layers of fleece. The wool socks were next, followed by gloves. By the time he wore the neck warmer and the jacket, he felt like he had put on two hundred pounds.

      Leaving the room, he shambled to the exit. The living quarters were like two train carriages coming together from opposite sides, which ended in a sizable rectangular hall. He walked down the corridor and arrived in a large space divided into cubicles and a kitchen in a corner. The living area was white, with several cubicles, computers, and round ceiling lights. The carpet was gray and thick. From outside, it looked like a long gray shelter with a dish on the roof.

      After making coffee, he poured it into a travel mug and stepped out. The wind hit his face, and he shut his eyes momentarily. Angelus and Dr. Ivan Payne were waiting for him near the door.

      “Mr. Cranston are you sure you don’t want to stay behind?” asked Dr. Payne.

      “No,” Roumoult said, bracing himself for the freezing conditions. He didn’t want to be alone. Without any entertainment options it was the most boring place on Earth. He would rather be with the research team.

      In his coat, Angelus looked double his size. The ex-military turned private detective was a well-built man. He was wearing a red overcoat and snow pants with black snow boots.

      Hurriedly, they rushed to the black Arctic Truck—a large vehicle with wide tires. Roumoult flung open the back door and hopped in. Trevor Lahde was in the driver’s seat. This was the young geologist’s first project on the ice continent. He had light blue sparking eyes, a bibulous nose, and thick curly hair that seeped out of his hat. He cleaned his glasses with a tissue and put them back on.

      “Are we ready?” he asked as Angelus settled in the passenger seat.

      “Yes. Let’s go,” Dr. Payne responded, taking a seat beside Roumoult.

      Mountains of ice surrounded the research facility. It appeared like a black dot in the vast white valley. Throwing ice in both directions, the truck looked like a tiny black object moving away from the facility. Black smoke popped from the exhaust, and its engine made a loud, groaning noise.

      The truck’s interior was warm, but it wasn’t enough. Others were comfortable, but Roumoult felt very confined. Dr. Payne was looking out of the window. Roumoult remembered the archeologist as a slender man with distinct facial features. Narrow black eyes, a long face, and a balding head. But he had gained weight in the last ten years, especially around the waist. His glasses had become thicker, and Roumoult thought the bushy beard made him look older.

      He drank his coffee silently.

      “Mr. Cranston,” said Trevor, “perhaps you can go site seeing.”

      He glared at Dr. Payne to confirm it wasn’t a joke.

      “You could go south.”

      “I am in Antarctica. How south could I go?” Roumoult said.

      Trevor laughed. “I can organize a helicopter to take you to the Blood Falls.”

      Angelus and Roumoult exchange glances.

      “It’s a waterfall that pours out of the Taylor Glacier into a lake and looks like a gush of blood from a wound in the ice.”

      Roumoult wanted to laugh. “I hope no one died.”

      “No. No. It is because the underground water is high in salt and iron. When the iron-rich water comes into contact with the air, it rusts—depositing red blood stains on the ice as it falls.”

      “Sounds like your kind of place,” remarked Angelus.

      “Ha ha…very hilarious,” Roumoult replied.

      “Think about it.”

      “Thanks, Trevor. I will.”

      Dr. Payne turned. “You look tired, Roumoult. You should go home,” he said. “I do not want you to fall ill. Emma would literally kill me.”

      Roumoult controlled his reaction. Ten years ago, that might have been the case. Today, he was pretty sure his wife didn’t care.

      “Emma called again last night and said she was trying to reach you,” Dr. Payne added.

      “Yeah. My phone was charging, and I was tired,” replied Roumoult, looking out the window. He didn’t wish to discuss his personal life.

      “You’ve spoken to Cassidy, I suppose?” Dr. Payne said.

      “Yeah,” Roumoult replied.

      He missed his daughter. Being away for a week had been hard. He had sent messages to his son, but Ayden hardly responded. He thought about his wife, Emma. They had drifted apart. Over the years, her work for Acumen Foundation in Canada had taken priority. It was the only thing she cared about nowadays. They had a fight on the phone. In his furious state, he arranged for a babysitter for his kids and left immediately for Antarctica. But the minute he left, Emma seemed rattled and kept calling him every day. But he had spoken to her only once.

      “How is the work progressing?” he asked, changing the subject.

      Project 63, that is what he called it because it was easy to remember. He couldn’t remember all the historical or geological projects’ titles. That was for the experts. His interpretation was simple. It was the sixty-third project that was funded by his father and ten other stakeholders. It had been active for a decade, and after his father retired, Roumoult took over. Usually, Dr. Payne's projects excited him, but not this time. Maybe it was the location or perhaps the fact that they had found nothing.

      “Nothing too exciting, I am sorry to say. We uncovered some relics, but they are quite common. They might be added to the museum catalogue. On the other hand, the geological project was a success.”

      “Good,” Roumoult said, completely uninterested.

      “We should wrap up in a couple of weeks.”

      “Excellent.”

      “I can’t wait to move on! I am done here,” Dr. Payne added, shaking his head.

      Roumoult understood. The project had been long and hard, with trifling results. The truck halted, and he sulked, peering at the large shed. He stepped out, and cold gushed through his body. He put on goggles to protect his eyes from the harsh wind. The thick coat did its work. Angelus came to stand beside him. They had been on several adventures together, and when Roumoult wanted to fly here to check on Project 63, like a guarding angel, Angelus followed. At first, he hated the idea. Roumoult had argued with him all the way. But as soon as they landed and he arrived at the research facility, he was glad to have company.

      The dig site wasn’t spectacular. It was a semicircular bunker attached to the mountain and covered with ice. Roumoult felt his bones freeze as they hurried to the entrance. Trevor closed the door behind them. Roumoult glared at the opening in the mountain. Every time they entered this small tunnel, fear gripped him. His eyes glazed over the sliced rock. He dreaded the mountain would collapse. They crept through the narrow tunnel and emerged into a bleak cave. It was about five meters in radius. Water dripped from the cracks. At the center was a metallic frame with a hefty pulley on the top. Roumoult looked down the hole. He saw the elevator, which looked like a small box buried miles below the Earth.

      “Who is down there?” he asked.

      “Everyone. They are collecting water and ice samples. Measuring the seismic activity…” Trevor explained but stopped when they heard a voice.

      “Dr. Payne…is that you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come down…now!” said the voice.

      Roumoult eyed him.

      A bell rang, and Angelus checked his phone. “It’s Alice. Our plane is coming day after tomorrow.”

      Roumoult smiled. Alice Kennecott was his right hand and a spectacular company manager. She was like the sister he never had. A head strong woman who had been on his side for over two decades. She was the heart of his law firm and Cranston Enterprises. Without her, he wouldn’t be able to function.

      "Let’s see what they found,” said Dr Payne.

      

      They boarded the tiny elevator which descended making a loud, screeching noise. Cold, wet, dark walls surrounded them, and the air got thinner. The tunnel narrowed at a point, and Roumoult felt claustrophobic. They reached the bottom, and the cage stopped with a thud. Trevor pushed open the door, and they stepped out.

      Every time he stepped into this cave; he sensed it was too small. But according to Dr. Payne, it was the biggest and the safest cave. It was around twenty meters in radius and scarred with uneven ground with cracks of all sizes. The walls looked age-old, and dewy with patchy rocks. On the ceiling, at one spot, different sizes of rocks had fused together. He believed, in the past, there was an entrance to the cave. But today, it was not visible. The air was stale, less cold than the surface. Two high-definition cameras sat on tripods. Equipment was installed at different spots. Three laptops protected with black, bulky cases were stationed in a corner. Rations and drinks were in two big, cooler boxes. Beside them stood trolleys designed to carry rocks and sand. Heaters stood in corners, hardly able to cope with the cold. Dr. Payne started walking ahead, and he followed.

      “Dr. Payne,” said Oliver Walt excitedly. A student who had been working on the project for the last year. “Success at last! I think we found something.”

      The group talked animatedly, which was followed by drilling into a wall. The nonstop banging noises were becoming annoying. Then silence returned. Roumoult watched as Dr. Payne and others carefully examined a section of the wall. Suddenly, Dr. Payne straightened. “Oh, my god! This is amazing.”

      Roumoult stood on his toes and saw a couple of black rocks in his hand.

      “Fossils…probably belonging to a dinosaur,” said Dr. Payne.

      Excitement pushed out the gloomy mood.

      “That's exciting…,” said Oliver.

      “Was it a small dinosaur?” Roumoult asked, feeling dumb.

      “No. This is part of its tail.”

      Roumoult's heart sank, and he stared at the cave wall. “Where is the rest of it?”

      Dr. Payne opened his mouth and then shut it. Everyone became quiet. They glared at the wall.

      Roumoult shut his eyes. “Great. Ten years, three-point-five million dollars for a part of a tail…”

      Dr. Payne frowned at the wall. “The dinosaur could be buried in there.”

      “Do you think we could continue the project?”

      “You need a pretty good pitch,” Roumoult replied, looking around, “and evidence it’s here!”

      

      The next morning, loud voices drove Roumoult out of the dream world. Groggily, he sat up and hung his head. His temples were throbbing, and the commotion wasn’t helping. He noticed Angelus was not in the room.

      After freshening up, he left his room and came to the living area to find the team arguing.

      “We need to track it,” said Trevor.

      “It's unnecessary,” argued Dr. Payne.

      Roumoult grumbled. Loud noises irritated him. He had thought after living with his kids for over fifteen years, he would get over it. But that never happened. He searched for a clean mug in the kitchen. The trouble was that no one did the dishes, and the kitchen smelled. He grabbed a cup and turned on the tap.

      “We must check out the signal,” argued Trevor.

      “It's coming from the opposite direction, and we do not have the authority to check it out. We need to finish our work,” said another voice.

      Roumoult yawned and turned on the coffee machine. It made a loud grinding noise. All eyes turned toward him, but he didn't care.

      “Dr. Payne, we need to know,” Trevor said.

      The door opened, and the wind howled. The team became silent. Angelus shut the door and found everyone gawking at him. He sensed the tension immediately.

      “What's going on here?” he demanded.

      Roumoult didn't care for any sugar or milk. He enjoyed the aroma of the coffee and sipped the hot drink.

      “This morning around five a.m., the radar picked up a signal,” Trevor explained.

      “What kind of signal?” Angelus asked.

      “We don't know.”

      “Could it be another team?” inquired Angelus.

      “No. If it was a team, they would have just come over and said hello or at least tried to contact us by radio. They wouldn't send a mysterious signal.”

      Roumoult relished his coffee. It was not as good as home, but for the time being, it was sufficient.

      “We need to finish our work,” said Dr. Payne.

      “Yeah. We have limited time. If we don’t get results, the bosses might pull the plug,” argued another team member.

      “I agree. We have to focus on finding the dinosaur, and then we can investigate these signals,” said Dr. Payne.

      “No…I think we need to check it out now,” urged Trevor.

      The shouting continued. Angelus gave up and came to stand by him.

      “Alright. Alright! Enough!” yelled Roumoult, banging his cup on the table.

      The team became quiet.

      “Good morning…team. Why can’t we just focus on work?”

      Trevor stepped forward. “I think we need to check a signal we detected about ten miles south from here.”

      “Yes, I heard. It wasn't there before?”

      “No.”

      “Has this happened before?”

      “No.”

      “And this thing is still sending out the signal.”

      “Yes.”

      “Could it be a ship?”

      Trevor was about to speak but became silent. “I-I don't know. But there is no ocean around here.”

      “It's not another camp?”

      “Nope.”

      “Maybe a plane crashed,” said Angelus. “Is it an SOS?”

      “That is a possibility,” replied Trevor.

      Roumoult clutched his jaw, “Fine…”

      “Roumoult, no,” Angelus warned.

      “Trevor, me, Angelus, and Dr. Payne will check out the signal. The rest of you get back to work.”

      The team looked at each other.

      “You have six weeks, right? You better find more than a tail of a bloody dinosaur!”

      A few raised their eyebrows, others smiled. Somewhat happily, the team returned to their rooms. Roumoult saw Dr. Payne gawking at him.

      “Do you have anything else to say?” he asked irritably.
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      Emmeline focused. Sweat gathered over her forehead, and she felt a dark cloud forming over her head. Finding the first piece was easy. It was hidden on a maroon planet, away from prying eyes. Unlike the first piece, the second part of the mythical device was more complicated. The portal had opened into the past, and she was worried about the consequences. She had narrowed its location to the Southern Hemisphere, and Emmeline needed a plan.

      The AI was scanning the region and figuring out what was the best way to get to Earth. She thought it was best to wait for it to finish.

      She utilized her time to observe Raven’s schematics on the monitor. The power of the piece had grown. The ship was brand new, equipped with powerful torpedoes, phasers, heavy bulkheads, and top-notch shields. The interior was well lit. The floor was smooth and clean. It was warm and looked cozy.

      She left the cockpit and stepped into her quarters and was pleasantly surprised. The previous quarters felt like a prison. She smiled at the wider windows, rounded at the end. The room appeared more spacious, and the dull gray color was replaced by a smooth white wall. She sat on the bed, which was softer. All her belongings remained untouched.

      Leaving her quarters, she checked the other sections of the ship. The living area and kitchen were refined, and the rest of the quarters were upgraded. She came to the science room and placed her hand on her chest. It was spectacular. The cracks in the wall had vanished. The monitors linked to the processor were smooth, rounded, and fixed to the wall. The processor sat in a beautiful cream-colored frame.

      She left the room and noticed the storage had expanded. She paused when she saw a ladder. It was Argon’s ship, and she had never been to these parts. She climbed up and found a gangplank. A low humming caught her attention, and she walked a bit further and reached for the hatch. She opened it and gaped at the engine. It looked brand new. The room was compact with space for one person to move around. The engine was a large circular object, with a steel casing. She noticed a long panel on one side.

      Closing the hatch, she returned to the cockpit and sank into the chair. The ship needed repairs, but how did the mythical device know? She remembered she wanted a better ship. Did the mythical device have a reference point or access to the ship’s schematics? A thought occurred to her, and she searched the ship's files. She found a folder labelled “repairs.”  She opened it to find several files: repair notes, invoices, and images. A sub-folder called ‘Raven 2’ caught her attention. It had a video file with an image. The log was over six months old. She opened the file, and Argon’s face popped up. Her heart jumped a beat. Sadness crawled through her, and she tried hard to control her emotions.

      “I have almost finished the repairs,” he said, looking weary. “But something tells me, ultimately, the ship may not last long. The secondhand parts will keep it running for some time, but after that, Raven will need a complete refurbishment.” He paused. “It’s hard to part with it, so I have developed a new design. I shared it with Emmeline, and she was extremely excited. Wait until I tell her the cost. I’m afraid to ask Dad…I don’t know how I’m going to fix Raven, but…I must try. Otherwise, Raven might end up in the junkyard.”

      Emmeline remembered that day. They had hitched a ride to Earth with Delta. While Delta and Adrian had gone to pick up the cargo, she and Argon were sitting under a tree behind her home. It was fall, and leaves and flowers layered the ground. A sweet scent flowed in the air. They sat joking about their friends and talking about their work. She recalled Argon had shared Raven’s design with her.

      “Wow, this is awesome,” she had said.

      “Ah…thanks.”

      “Look, I’m not an engineer. You should share this with Cyr.”

      “Ugh, I don’t know.”

      “If you don’t, I will.”

      Argon's eyes had widened with surprise and admiration. How could she forget that moment? A single tear flowed down her face.

      “Emmeline, I have completed the scans,” said the AI.

      She sniffed.

      “Are you okay?”

      She wiped the tear away. “What have you got?”

      “There are currently over six thousand satellites orbiting the Earth. Of these, only forty percent are functional. The rest have been deactivated. Humans of this era used these satellites for commercial, surveillance, navigation, and space and science studies. Compared to Earth, Moon and Mars have a relatively lower number of satellites.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “Get access to a satellite.”

      She eyed the AI. “Wouldn't someone suspect?”

      “Not if we are tactful and choose a satellite closer to Earth.”

      Emmeline considered her choices. “Okay. What’s the plan?”

      “We can reach Mars undetected and then maintain a lower orbit away or take cover in one of the craters on the surface.”

      Emmeline turned to the monitor.

      “Twenty-first century technology is progressive, but their satellites and telescopes cannot cover all the regions of space. I have found wide gaps which are not currently under surveillance. Also, their surveillance system is slow, and Raven can escape its visual range. After taking all the aspects into account, I have plotted a course.”

      She studied the data on the pad. “Okay.”

      “You don’t sound very sure.”

      “Once we get to Mars—then what?”

      “Then we implement the second part of our plan.”

      She once more studied the plan and saw too many loopholes. “Are you sure telescopes cannot detect us? If a camera captures us, we might be in more trouble than you know.”

      “True. But this is the best plan we have.”

      Emmeline took the controls. The engines fired up, and Raven left the dark, gloomy gray surface of the Neptune moon and surged toward the red planet. The AI could fly, but she wanted it to watch the telescopes closely. She followed the course to the letter. The AI checked the location of all the satellites and unmanned crafts that surveyed the planet.

      They reached the red planet in no time. Raven descended toward the Southern Hemisphere, and she adjusted the course toward Hellas Basin. But it was not their destination. A massive dust storm was raging in the region. As Raven headed for the storm, an alarm went off. She ignored it. The ship rattled as the strong wind tried to blow it off course. Flying blind, depending completely on sensor readings, Emmeline tried to maintain altitude. Raven cut through the sandstorm and emerged on the other side. The craft lowered and entered a valley. At its far end, it descended into a crater.

      “This crater is hundred and twenty kilometers wide and fifty kilometers deep. It should serve our purpose,” said the AI.

      Emmeline nodded.

      The ship set down on a thick sheet of red dust. As soon as the ship powered down, Emmeline wondered if being so close to Earth was a good idea. “Were we detected?”

      “No,” said the AI.

      “Excellent, time for phase two.”
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