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	Previously…

	The creature flung Kellin’s body aside.

	Admiral Slab was apoplectic with rage, and Carissa was his clear target. He wrestled a rifle from one of the shock troops and stomped toward Carissa’s crumpled form, imagining he was safely approaching the creature from behind its line of sight. The pain was still too intense for her to concentrate on using a talent for self-defense.

	But the creature apparently had full range of vision in every direction, because it swung one of its appendages like a sword through the air and neatly decapitated the Admiral before he could get off a shot.

	Then it swiftly shapeshifted into the most recent form Rindasy had worn. “Are you hurt?” ze asked.

	“It’s nothing that three first aid pills can’t handle,” Carissa replied.

	Suddenly, a sonic whine filled the air, the unmistakable sound of the Squadship’s jump drive warming up.

	Epiphany Foreshadow occupied the pilot’s seat.

	“I need to go,” Rindasy told Carissa.

	“Don’t get killed,” she said, surprising both of them with her urgency.

	Rindasy nodded even as ze transformed back into an arachnid creature, this time with the addition of wings, and propelled zirself through the air toward the Squadship, landing on the exterior of its cockpit and gripping tightly to the surface of the ship by plunging talons into the hull.

	The Squadship jumped off the floor, its destination unknown.

	 


And now, our story…

	 


1.

	In the brief silence that followed the departure of the Squadship, Carissa realized the Admiral was staring at her.

	 

	His decapitated head had landed in a pile of debris from the ruined auditorium seating, propped up facing her in an almost dignified fashion. His eyes were frozen open and fixated on her, radiating animosity and seemingly refusing to accept that he’d been killed by a Shai-Manak infiltrator.

	 

	He was dead, though, she was certain, confirmed via quick telepathic scan. But his retinue of trusted officers and bodyguards were beginning to mobilize around a single goal, which she didn’t need telepathy to recognize. They were about to launch themselves as a unit across the room to claim the Admiral’s head.

	 

	She didn’t know why they wanted it, but she decided she didn’t want them to have it. With a telekinetic flick, she launched it like a football into her arms. It was heavier than she expected, packed with enhancements or maybe medical support. Still gory as fuck but like with machine oil mixed in with blood.

	 

	A sudden telekinetic pull almost wrenched it out of her grasp, but she held onto it. Some or maybe all of those Fleet goons were sporting their own set of psionic upgrades. You couldn’t bring weapons into the Inexplicable Hall, but Security wasn’t scanning for psionic abilities at the door. If they were all loaded up with Jirian’s third generation talents, she’d get pulped in a brawl.

	 

	But not before she pulped the Admiral’s head, she decided, as she formed a ball of energy around her first and raised it to strike a blow straight through his smug dead face.

	 

	“All of you, STAND DOWN!” shouted Agent Anjette as she leapt into the center of the room, landing between Carissa and Fleet. Several squads of elite Security personnel formed a perimeter around most of the room now, with Fleet clearly in their sights. Fleet’s appetite for conflict dissipated rapidly. Beating up Carissa was one thing; pissing off Anjette was another.

	 

	Anjette might be able to pull rank on Fleet officers, but Carissa felt no obligation to obey an order to stand down. Pulverize the Admiral’s head first, ask questions later, that was her new motto.

	 

	“You don’t wanna do that, trust me,” said a warm and familiar voice, coming up slowly behind her, speaking softly while Anjette dealt with containing and maybe arresting Fleet for supporting the Admiral’s coup attempt.

	 

	Gunmetal Sally, minister of Parliament, head of the Inner Coalition, top wrench-monkey of the Elevator Guild, Carissa’s mentor from nearly a century ago, was apparently here to intervene on behalf of the Admiral’s head.

	 

	“Sure I do,” Carissa replied. “Figured you understood that about me by now, Sally.” Every card-carrying initiate of the Elevator Guild enjoyed the privilege to address Gunmetal Sally as Sally, instead of her actual name (which wasn’t Sally) and her actual Association title (which wasn’t Gunmetal). Carissa had never called her anything else.

	 

	“I had my suspicions,” Sally replied. “But the Admiral’s got a tamper-nuke in his cyborg brainpan. ‘Energy fist’ is probably a basic trigger for an immediate boom.”

	 

	Carissa glanced into the Admiral’s dead eyes to make sure the bastard wasn’t gloating. She’d almost finished the job for him and blown up the rest of Parliament.

	 

	“Gotta say I’m surprised cutting his head off doesn’t trigger a boom,” Carissa said. It was heavy and she wanted to set it down, but those Fleet creeps were all eyeing it hungrily from across the room.

	 

	“Oh it certainly does,” Sally replied, “but first it tries to burst transmit the Admiral’s final memories back to the flagship.”

	 

	Carissa felt anxiety start to climb.

	 

	“How long does that usually take?” she asked.

	 

	“Seconds, usually. But Agent Grey put the Inexplicable Hall into lockdown before the Admiral lost his head. No comms in or out.”

	 

	Carissa realized all at once that many eyes were on her now, ministers and functionaries, Security and Fleet, and those closest must’ve heard Sally just now, judging by the sharp and uniform fear radiating her way.

	 

	“How long until it gives up trying?” Carissa managed to ask.

	 

	“Three minutes,” announced a nearby member of the Fleet entourage. “Probably about two minutes thirty seconds at this point.”

	 


2.

	Carissa shot the guy a quick glance. He looked slick enough in his crisp Fleet uniform, a little taller than all the other Fleet goons, a little fitter. He was smiling, which was absurd in this situation, and she briefly imagined he listened to coffeeshop CDs in his spare time, like if they’d met in line for espressos, they might’ve chit-chatted about bland singer-songwriters or some shit.

	 

	“May I?” he asked Carissa. “I can defuse the trigger.”

	 

	She felt a wave of rising tension coming from the Fleet retinue behind the guy, and he directed a heated response right back at them as the ranking Fleet officer in the room, and if they didn’t like it, they could suck hot psionic magma. Yeah, that felt like a solid interpretation of the split-second telepathic exchange she just overheard. They didn’t even need words; they just blasted intent back and forth at the speed of thought. It made her head spin.

	 

	Instinctively she tossed the Admiral’s head to the guy. He caught it easily, and turned his full attention to it, erasing the uncanny smile from his face. Carissa’s mind raced, trying to reverse engineer what might be happening. The Admiral must’ve had his own way to disable the trigger in case he anticipated dying of natural causes or in a hospital or whatever; no point blowing up a bunch of civilians or his family or all the conscripts he kept on hand to do his unnatural bidding. It wouldn’t be a password or a passphrase – more like a passconcept, but something this guy could read somehow.

	 

	Ohhh, she realized, sure he wants to defuse the trigger, but he’ll have to root through that pending burst of the Admiral’s memories in order to find the passconcept, and in the process he’ll gain access to all the Admiral’s dirty secrets. Maybe just the recent ones if he’d backed himself up recently, but still. 

	 

	Anjette appeared in Carissa’s peripheral vision, sidling up and murmuring, “Crux, if you fuck this up, I will be very cross with whatever vapor remains of you.”

	 

	While Crux devoted his focus to defusing the nuke, Carissa spotted or maybe just felt the early signs of rebellion among several of the other Fleet psionics. None of them were suicidal – they didn’t want to die in a nuclear blast, they just wanted the Admiral’s head, to protect the memories that Crux was even now absorbing. They telepathically plotted amongst themselves so rapidly that Carissa couldn’t keep up, but they’d revealed themselves to her without realizing it, and she could deduce well enough that they were about to strike at Crux while he was maximally distracted.

	 

	“Mutineers, STAND DOWN,” she commanded in a voice that allowed no resistance. “You will commit no acts of violence here today. You are forbidden from using the abilities that Jirian gave you. Sit on the floor and stay quiet.”

	 

	The near-mutiny dissipated instantly, as if the conspirators had suddenly forgotten all about their dissatisfaction with Crux as their new commanding officer. Three individuals sank to the floor, silently resigned to their fates.

	 

	Crux snapped out of his reverie, quickly understanding what Carissa had just done. He stared at her, clearly unsettled.

	 

	“What?” she said. This guy had all the latest “third generation” abilities cooked up in Jirian’s clandestine Fleet labs, so what was the big deal?

	 

	“Kellin told us about you,” said Crux, “but Jirian never replicated what you do.”

	 

	“And don’t do it again,” Anjette said, stepping firmly in between the two of them, locking her eyes on Carissa’s, “I will arrest you and throw you into a deep, dark isolation chamber. Don’t forget there’s still a kill order out on you.”

	 

	“What’s stopping you?” Carissa shot back. Didn’t take telepathy for her to know, though. If she killed Carissa now, Anjette would go down in the history books as the person who completed the genocide against the Brilliant. Maybe that didn’t sit right with an upstanding Agent.

	 

	“Please excuse me, but I have a small Fleet matter to attend to,” Crux announced politely. He turned and scanned his assembled officers, who quickly scattered in various directions – all but the three conspirators who had been ordered by Carissa to sit on the floor and stay quiet. One by one, each of them exploded in a white burst of gore and heat, bodily remnants tidily contained within invisible force silos, sluices that eventually dissipated into unpleasant steam. 

	 

	“Was that really necessary?” Carissa asked, biting down on her temper. She didn’t neutralize those people just to make it easier to murder them.

	 

	“I didn’t have an airlock handy,” Crux replied blandly. He tossed the Admiral’s head back to Carissa. “I’ve deactivated the trigger.”

	 

	Once again, Carissa found herself staring down into the dead eyes of the man who’d ordered all of North America destroyed on her Earth floor in an attempt to kill her.

	 

	“You missed,” she couldn’t resist whispering to him.

	 

	“Security personnel,” Anjette announced, “as acting Sergeant-at-Arms, I’m assuming control of the scene.”

	 

	“Interesting,” Crux said. “I didn’t realize you could assume the role of Sergeant-at-Arms by punching the previous Sergeant-at-Arms to death.”

	 

	“And I didn’t know you could execute Fleet officers on the spot five minutes after you became their unit commander. It didn’t occur to you we could question them?”

	 

	Crux didn’t respond, confirming what Carissa had suspected. He didn’t need to question those punks. He’d learned all he needed to know directly from the Admiral’s memories. 

	 

	“Security, get your medics moving,” Anjette ordered. “Dig out anyone trapped in the wreckage. I want to know in real time when you find fatalities.”

	 

	“If you’re Sergeant-at-Arms,” said Crux, “then you can order an end to the comms lockdown. We need to let the outside know that we’re safe.”

	 

	“What gave you the impression that we’re safe, Lieutenant?” Anjette replied. 

	 

	 


3.

	The Inexplicable Hall, the official chamber where the Parliament of Storm and Desire convened for the nominal business of governing the Association, had been mostly empty of civilians when the Squadship jumped directly onto the floor, allowing Agent Whisper to remotely land the ship without killing or injuring anyone present. An entire bank of empty risers and seating for spectators had nevertheless been forcefully displaced, exploding outward into shrapnel in a blast that accounted for several minor injuries among the diplomatic functionaries in attendance. The brief firefight that followed between Security and Fleet personnel showcased the precision training of these officers, as no unintentional targets were injured in the crossfire. 

	 

	But when Epiphany Foreshadow took control of the Squadship, she was considerably less precise, and chose to ignore the ship’s recommended protocol for safely leaving the floor. In the moments before the jump drive completed calculations for a new jump, she engaged jet thrusters and swung the ship around in a sudden sharp half-circle, ostensibly to try to dislodge a giant arachnoid creature (otherwise known as Rindasy) that had clamped itself onto the ship’s cockpit. The maneuver failed to dislodge Rindasy, but in the process, the jet thrusters incinerated anyone too close to the maneuver, and the ship smashed apart an array of occupied risers in the process. And when the ship finally jumped off the floor to its next destination, anyone caught in the ship’s jump wake was instantly atomized and scattered across the multiverse as an undetectable shower of formerly sentient particles.

	 

	Carissa felt the pain of her own severe injuries as soon as the adrenaline began to wear off. She tried healing herself with one of her new psionic abilities, realizing for undoubtedly nowhere close to the last time that being injured herself actually interfered with using that ability; she could generate a long slow trickle of healing at best in her condition. She needed it, though - she wasn’t a fighter like most of the other Brilliant had been, hadn’t had occasion to develop a tolerance for pain, such as the stabbing pain that shot up her right side when she tried to walk or when she allowed the weight of the Admiral’s head to rest too squarely on her right arm. 

	 

	She absolutely had to walk, though. She needed to get out of the center of this ridiculous arena, visible to anyone who cared to look. She swallowed one of her three remaining first aid pills and began plotting her escape. With a little luck, she could slip out of here while search and rescue efforts were occupying everyone’s attention.

	 

	Step one: ditch the Admiral’s head.

	 

	“Hey Crux, you forgot something,” she called out as Crux made his way back to his officers. He turned, and she telekinetically volleyed the Admiral’s head to him – gently, even, with no hint of aggression or disrespect. He caught it easily, and a quizzical look briefly crossed his face – but then he nodded, perhaps indicating he carried no grudges against her that the Admiral himself might have carried. He turned his attention back to his people, and as she followed his line of sight, she realized Fleet had formed a protective crowd around Kellin’s body. Did her own grudge against Fleet die with the Admiral, or did Fleet need to pay for what they did to Kellin? She decided to answer the question later, after she was safely in an elevator climbing high above the border toward the upper floors.

	 

	Step two: blend in with the crowd.

	 

	She worked her way through the room, ostensibly offering to assist the search and rescue efforts in various ways. A few times, her telekinesis came in handy shifting rubble into safer positions; a few times, she managed to heal injuries before the medics got all the way around with first aid pills. But mostly she skirted the edges of the efforts altogether as she charted a course through the chaos to the large doors at the back of the Hall, a course that kept her as far away from Anjette as possible. Anjette could put a quick halt to this escape attempt if she were so inclined. At the moment, though, Anjette was fully occupied with the noble business of saving people’s lives, and Carissa made good time to the doors without being noticed.

	 

	Step three: slip past Security.

	 

	One lone Security officer was positioned directly in front of the double doors, fully at attention, eyes scanning the room for someone just like her who might try to leave without the explicit blessing of the Sergeant-at-Arms. She was forced to break away from the crowd and approach the officer out in the open. As she approached, the officer’s hand drifted to a sidearm still in its holster, but by then she was close enough to make herself heard.

	 

	“Let me pass,” she commanded. Instantly the officer took a giant step out of her way. 

	 

	She calmly pressed against one of the doors and pushed it open just enough so that she could slip through. Before she took another step, she froze. 

	 

	There was nothing there, on the other side of the doors. No antechamber or waiting room, no hallway connecting the Hall with the rest of the floor, no Building lobby with elevator banks. It was simply emptiness, a void, an absence of reality. Her mind protested in fear at the sight of it, and she took a sharp step backwards, letting the door fall shut again. Several moments passed before she was calm enough that her body could resume autonomic breathing. She looked for the Security officer, hoping in vain to ask a few questions, but the officer was gone – had fled, more like, after glimpsing beyond the door.

	 

	“Thank you for confirming our predicament,” said a deep male voice approaching her from behind.

	 

	“What fucking predicament?” she said, spinning to face an ancient man in regal brown and red robes. Not ancient in a physical sense, certainly he was caught up on all the latest cosmetic treatments. Rather he seemed to emanate traces of the many eons he’d experienced, which she was either picking up psychically or else this dude was projecting his aura magically, and either way, it made her brain itch to be near him.

	 

	The man seemed taken aback by her tone. He waved his hand briefly and a name tag appeared on his robe that read “Cryptex Halo.” Ah, she knew this guy, by reputation at least. The big boss of all the Association wizards. They were more of a weird rumor to her than a real thing; the Association hadn’t sent wizards to Minneapolis, unwilling to test magic against psionics in a real world environment. Fucking cowards, a voice jolted her – her own voice in her mind, but also Kellin’s voice, which would always be intermingled in there somehow. 

	 

	“In the event of a severe Building emergency, the Inexplicable Hall functions as an autonomous escape vessel,” Cryptex Halo replied, “to carry the ministers of Parliament to safety.” 

	 

	“Carry them where?”

	 

	“That’s a closely guarded secret, one even I don’t possess. We could be anywhere in the entire vast tapestry of spacetime. We could be outside spacetime altogether.”

	 

	“Uh huh.  And how do we get back?” 

	 

	“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” the man said, a faint smile on his lips. “We were jettisoned from the Building for a reason. We may not want to go back.”

	 


4.

	Soon the situation had stabilized to Anjette’s satisfaction. The room fell silent as she stood in front of the assembled survivors and in a crisp, steady voice, read the casualty report into the official record. 

	 

	Serene Nova, Prime Minister of the Parliament of Storm and Desire, had resigned from her office and was now missing.

	 

	Gunmetal Sally, Minister for the Inner Coalition, was alive and well. Her two apprentices were missing and presumed dead.

	 

	Fleet Admiral Allon Slab, Minister for the Outer Coalition, was confirmed dead, as was his chief advisor and seven of his officers. Eight Fleet officers had survived; three had subsequently been executed on suspicion of treason.

	 

	Echelon Macro, Minister for the Technocratic Coalition, was confirmed dead, along with each of his android bodyguards.

	 

	Cryptex Halo, Minister for the Arcane Coalition, was alive and well, along with his adept. 

	 

	The Blissform, Minister for the Incorporeal Coalition, was missing and presumed dissipated. The silver bowl of water that acted as its communication medium with the corporeal world had spilled during the chaos, and until the bowl could be tuned again, the Blissform’s ability to communicate with the material world was severed. The attendants of the bowl who could perform this tuning were missing, presumed dead.

	 

	Engine of Creation, Minister for its own roving fleet of conscripted worlds, had sent two religious leaders as its proxy, and one of them had survived. She’d been badly injured and even after treatment by a medic she seemed traumatized, perhaps in part because she was cut off from the planetary overmind. But she, and by proxy Engine of Creation, was present and accounted for.

	 

	Cadence Array, Home Secretary and Director of Security, had not been present at the start of the session, and her whereabouts were unknown.

	 

	Shiv Disturbia, Minister for the Loyal Opposition, was presumed dead in the wake of the revelation that his identity had been assumed by the rogue Muse, Epiphany Foreshadow.

	 

	Anjette had learned from the Hall’s nanoswarm that thirty-seven spectators from various organizations had managed to attend the session on short notice. Ten of them had survived. Three members of the Security detail that had occupied the Hall were missing and presumed dead, nine had survived. Agent Grey, Sergeant-at-Arms, was confirmed dead, and Agent Anjette had assumed Grey’s duties. 

	 

	And when it was time, Anjette simply identified Carissa for the record as a visiting tourist under her personal escort. 

	 

	With that bit of business out of the way, Anjette attempted to reestablish contact with the Building. The Inexplicable Hall did not cooperate.

	 

	“Hello!” said a bright, invisible voice. “I’m your parliamentary cloudlet! I’ll guide you through any procedural issues you may be having. I see you’re attempting to end your full communications lockdown. I’m sorry, but only the Sergeant-at-Arms may perform that duty.”

	 

	“I’m the Sergeant-at-Arms,” Anjette replied.

	 

	“Ooooh, no, I’m afraid you’re the acting Sergeant-at-Arms. You’ll become the official Sergeant-at-Arms only after a vote by Parliament in favor of your appointment.”

	 

	“So let’s call a vote and get this over with,” said a highly annoyed Gunmetal Sally. 

	 

	“Yeeeeahhh, I’m afraid with only four ministers present and accounted for, you don’t have quorum to conduct parliamentary business.

	 

	“So we’re supposed to just wait here until someone comes to find us?” Sally asked, fuming. 

	 

	“Weeelllll, the Inexplicable Hall’s jump coordinates aren’t a matter of public record, so the chance of a rescue party finding you is essentially nonexistent.”

	 

	A disquieting silence spread throughout the Hall.

	 

	Sally turned toward Cryptex Halo, who was standing on the spot where his ministerial booth had once stood. 

	 

	“Why can’t you magic us back to the Building?” she demanded of him.

	 

	“I submit to invasive magic dampening just to gain admittance to this chamber,” he replied calmly. 

	 

	“Cloudlet, please confirm the following hypothesis,” Anjette said, interrupting Sally’s line of inquiry. “Unlike Parliament, no quorum is required for the voting population of the Association to perform its duties as an electoral body. No bylaw or regulation prevents the Association citizens here in this room from organizing an election to appoint a new Minister to Parliament, correct?”

	 

	“That’s exactly right, Agent!” the cloudlet exclaimed. “You have a keen grasp of how our system of representation operates. Oh, I was so hoping one of you would come to this conclusion!”

	 

	“Why didn’t you just tell us?” demanded an exasperated Gunmetal Sally.

	 

	“Democracy works best when everyone gets a chance to participate!” the cloudlet replied.

	 

	“Surely the Association will consider the results of such an election invalid,” Cryptex Halo mused.

	 

	“We’ll find out after the comms lockdown is lifted,” Anjette replied. “I propose we elect a minister at large for a term of one hour, long enough for Parliament to appoint a new Sergeant-at-Arms. The moment the comms lockdown is lifted, we can contact the Building and find out if it’s safe to return. Any objections or better ideas?”

	 

	“Weellll, there’s one small hiccup,” said the cloudlet. “Bylaws require Association citizens to undergo a vetting process prior to accepting such a nomination, to screen out undesirable candidates before they’re presented to the voting population. This vetting process is to be carried out under the jurisdiction of the Director of Security, who isn’t here to certify nominees, and besides, the requisite background checks can’t be performed without access to an Association network.”

	 

	“Oh come on,” said Sally. “Since when--“

	 

	“Since always,” said Crytex Halo quietly. “The Association controls nominees for every position in government in this fashion.”

	 

	“Then we’re dead in the water.”

	 

	“Not even close,” said Carissa from the back of the room. “There’s one other route to becoming a minister of Parliament, and that’s when a culture applies for membership in the Association. If the probation period occurs during an election, the applicant culture can put up and vouch for its own diplomatic candidate. These candidates by definition don’t have to be a citizen. If they get elected, they become a citizen on the spot. Isn’t that right, cloudlet?”

	 

	The cloudlet was impressed. “You have a keen understanding of our diplomatic rules of order, I must say! Did you study?”

	 

	“I was sleeping with your Parliamentary counsel for a stretch,” Carissa replied. “Anyway no one ever actually gets elected that way, but it’s technically legal, and I’m the only eligible person in the room.”

	 

	“Who exactly are you?” asked Cryptex Halo, judging her more carefully now than he had before. 

	 

	“I’m the last of the Brilliant,” she replied with sudden controlled fury, “and in the name of the Brilliant, I nominate myself.”

	 

	 


5.

	The popular vote to elect Carissa to the post of Minister-at-Large and the subsequent appointment by Parliament of Anjette to the post of Sergeant-at-Arms passed without event. Anjette contacted the Building and was told to wait until someone with authorization could bring the Inexplicable Hall back home.

	 

	Gunmetal Sally pulled Carissa aside and said, “Congratulations. You know what this means, don’t you? It’s not just automatic citizenship from the moment you became a Minister. When you retire in an hour, you get a lifetime pension and a residence on a floor of your choosing.”

	 

	And on top of all that, Carissa had seen her nemesis, Admiral Slab, killed in front of her, ending a lifelong grudge and the fear that came along with it. The money and citizenship and Slab’s death would never fill the ache in her body anytime she remembered being with her people back home, especially knowing what Fleet had done to her brother. But it was still closure of a sort, and she was willing to take it.

	 

	Carissa nodded to Sally, seeing her as almost a peer for the first time instead of a mentor from long ago. Then she remembered one last piece of business she needed to attend to.

	 

	“My fellow Ministers,” she announced in a surprisingly loud voice, “I have a motion for you all to consider.” 

	 

	As the room fell silent, Cryptex Halo said to her, “You realize any motion you introduce could easily be reversed by Parliament after you’re gone.”

	 

	“Sure, but maybe Parliament will spontaneously develop a conscience and let it stand,” she replied. “I move that the kill order against the Brilliant be rescinded, effective immediately.”

	 

	And then she waited. She glanced in Fleet’s direction and caught the eye of Lieutenant Crux. He nodded slightly indicating his approval of her tactic, not that she needed or wanted it. This move, if it stuck and wasn’t reversed, wouldn’t just benefit Carissa. It would likely also give Fleet’s psionic program room to maneuver in the future, if any of it remained after they rooted out Slab’s conspirators. But she figured that was the Association’s problem, not hers.’

	 

	“Seconded,” Sally said.

	 

	With a quick vote of four to one – Cryptex Halo voting against – the motion passed, and for the time being at least, Carissa was as free as she’d ever been. She and Cryptex Halo exchanged wary glances. What the fuck was this guy’s deal? she wondered. She considered asking him and then decided not to care. She’d be leaving Association territory for the upper floors, far from this petty political bullshit, as soon as they got back to the Building.

	 

	Finally an authority got on the comms channel and addressed the Inexplicable Hall. It was Lorelei Rivers, Parliamentary counsel. 

	 

	“The original treaty document was incinerated by a rogue Muse,” Lorelei announced, pausing to let that sink in. “In the moment of its destruction, we experienced a cataclysmic event that shook the entire Building and triggered your evacuation. We’re still triaging the damage, but the Hall’s berth on floor 11 is undamaged. You’re welcome to return home at your convenience.”

	 

	“Make the jump,” Anjette ordered, and the Hall’s cloudlet pilot silently obeyed.

	 

	The doors to the Hall swung open, and a stream of Security officers poured into the chamber, rushing to surround the five surviving Fleet officers. Some of them seemed prepared to resist, but Crux ordered them to stand down. 

	 

	“What’s the meaning of this?” Crux demanded.

	 

	“Turn over the Admiral’s head,” Anjette ordered.

	 

	The Admiral’s head no doubt contained evidence of his treason. If Crux were involved, he’d no doubt be implicated. But he calmly tossed the Admiral’s head to Anjette.

	 

	“You can expect my full cooperation with any investigations,” he said.

	 

	“How absolutely refreshing,” Anjette replied.

	 

	As Carissa quickly made her way to the doors, hoping to reach an elevator as quickly as possible, Sally managed to stop her and ask, “Where you headed in such a hurry? Got any big plans?”

	 

	Carissa couldn’t lie to Sally. She shook her head.

	 

	“I might have a proposition for you,” Sally continued. “A job offer really, not that you need the work. But you might find it to be intellectually stimulating.”

	 

	“Get on with it,” Carissa said, fully intending to vanish regardless of what Sally had to offer.

	 

	“The head mechanic on my racing team retired recently. I haven’t found a suitable replacement. But then I remembered an old apprentice of mine who outclassed every journeyman in my shop when it came to making a jump drive hum. I’m gonna need a hot shot like that for our next race. It’s a big one, you see.”

	“How big?” Carissa asked, her interest piqued despite her best intentions.

	 

	“The biggest,” Sally replied. “Carissa, how would you like to join the crew of a ship that qualified for the Race Across Reality?

	 

	Carissa’s eyes widened. 

	 

	“I’d like that very much,” she had to admit.

	 

	 

	CARISSA WILL RETURN 

	IN

	RACE ACROSS REALITY

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


