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      I am of a generation who, when I hear the term stardust, I think of Joni Mitchell and of Woodstock. It’s hard for me to hear that word and not think of that song.

      Yeah. I think that means I might be either old, or getting into that area of old.

      Don’t break my bubble there, okay?

      Regardless, one of the things that I knew I was biting off when I started writing this book was the effort of working across time—and space, of course! When we first find Torrance Black at the Everguard Systems Command desk way back in book 1, he’s a young guy. Time waits for no one, though. I admit that’s something that’s been on my mind as I wrote this one.

      It’s a pretty dark book in places.

      We are, after all, going back to Esgarat (he says letting that quadar out of the bag), and as we recall from book 6, there’s a lot of, ahem, shit going down there. Torrance is starlocked, so to speak, and the Families have begun to flex their real muscles. And, of course, there’s this little problem with their primary star Alpha Centauri A—hence the cause of their dust, right?

      Time is passing for them.

      The clock is ticking.

      Something’s got to give.

      Given things going on in both our external world (pandemics, and wars, and capitalistic elements running more than a little bit amok), and inside the little sphere of my family (health things and elderly parent things), it’s been both a difficult and enlightening book to write. I often say I come to the page to learn what I really think about certain things, and this book has helped me do some of that thinking.

      With luck it’ll be an equally interesting one to read—but I don’t really get a say on that, now, do I?

      Anyway, it’s been fun to work with the weird timelines that Stealing the Sun works over, and fun to work in a world where both relativistic and multidimensional FTL issues need to be dealt with. It’s been fun to write aging characters and fun to write new generations coming along behind them.

      I really, really love these characters. All of them, really.

      I hope you do too.

      

      Ron Collins

      2022
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      Esgarat City

      Local Season: Eldoro Leading, Year of Second Piela, Cycle 57

      

      Esgarat City’s streets radiated the tension Baraq Waganat expected they would. Something was happening. The world was ready to crack, ready to crumble under the weight of its Families.

      He felt it as he moved down the central street.

      Anxious, peering from under the lip of his hood, he glanced at the sky.

      Both the greater heat of Eldoro and the lesser of Katon had already slipped below the horizon, but the edge of the dome above retained an orange glow that felt warm against the clouded sky. The air in the streets was growing crisp, though. The shadows darker.

      Baraq understood things better now.

      He understood this struggle was bigger than simply retaliating against his own Family and his own brother—now the leader of that Family. Tierra had killed Baraq’s son for rebelling against Family control, and for actively arguing against the Council of Clans. Baraq could still picture the scene, Tierra leading the rest of the Families on their killing spree, murdering Brada, and butchering hundreds of the hedgie riffraff with him.

      At first Baraq had focused his fight against only his brother, against only his own Waganat Family. They had been the problem, as he saw it.

      But the mountain raid had shown him the full nature of the truth.

      Tierra Waganat was simply the head of the lizard.

      The Families had joined in Tierra’s retaliation.

      They had followed Baraq as he’d traveled to Louratna’s outpost, and they had brazenly attacked her independent quadars.

      Having left the compound earlier, he remembered watching that action from afar, too. Watched as the Families destroyed the facility and slaughtered Louratna’s workers. Watched as they had marched Louratna out into the open, then executed her like she was a common criminal.

      He pushed his clenched fists deeper into his robe’s internal pockets.

      Yes, Baraq thought as his gaze skimmed the orange sky.

      The rot inside the Families went deeper than he’d understood.

      I will have my revenge.

      That thought had consumed him throughout his return trek from Louratna’s compound. It had eaten at his insides as he scrambled through the rough mountains, and it had consumed him as he ate wild roots and drank from morning katja plants each early heat, all while crawling his way back to the city.

      He worried for the lower families and independent hedgie quadars, but there was nothing to do for them.

      What Brada said in his speeches was true.

      The Families would not stop unless someone stopped them. Tierra’s action against lower hedgie families set the stage. When the Families destroyed Louratna’s outpost, they removed the only remaining force outside Esgarat City that could have opposed them. Without the need to pretend otherwise, the strongest Families would sort through the remnants of the hedgie population, and fight to further consolidate power.

      That was going to be bloody.

      Baraq could not save the hedgies from bloodshed. He was only one quadar, and a poor one at that.

      The thoughts were bitter.

      In trying to save his world he’d ruined everything he’d ever touched. Even Crissandr. Especially Crissandr, his beautiful and wise kalla who he had turned away.

      He had lived his whole life under the idea that Family leadership was necessary. That it was only natural that the Families controlled everything. Families understood the world. The Families knew what needed to be done. Family leadership made All of Esgarat better.

      That failure would burn in Baraq’s stomachs until the day the mountain reclaimed him.

      At least he had left the Waganat compound in rubble in return for that misguidance.

      It was a start, anyway.

      He would have that revenge.

      And if—in the process of enacting that revenge—Baraq Waganat could damage the Families and thereby help the hedgies, that would do. From this point forward, as long as he was alive, he would do his best to walk in his son’s shoes, but it would be a trip taken with the point of a dagger, or—the thought made him grimly grin—the point of a gun.

      Nothing else was left for him but that bitter declaration.

      Still, his heart could not help but take in the glorious dome of the sky lit above him tonight.

      It was a good sign, he thought.

      The forces of nature were on his side.

      When he was a young quadar this time of the heat had been the moment he liked best—the time when the dryness of the day radiated from the city’s stonework to clash with the cooler air that came with darkness. When he was younger, of course, that glow came as a gauzy coloring from behind the clouds, and the clash was not so bold. Now the sky’s coloring felt sharp and edgy, like a smooth crystal bowl looming over the city, waiting to shatter and rain its crystalline shards down over the ground.

      Now, the drop from heat to chill made his joints ache. Perhaps it was just because he was getting older, perhaps not.

      The world was changing so fast.
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      Esgarat Mountains

      Local Season: Eldoro Leading, Year of Second Piela, Cycle 57

      

      The Families’ attack had been as brutal as it was swift.

      Those still living collected the dead—the indati, as quadarti knew them—stacking their bodies into rotting piles that lined the caves and caverns where those free quadars had once lived. The toll in numbers was immense. The toll in what it meant to the science those dead quadars had been working on was impossible to determine.

      Louratna, their leader and the driver of the entire mountain society, had been executed—shot by a Tegra gun placed behind her head, and left facedown to bleed her life liquid onto the dusty stone floor of her mountain compound.

      The rocket program was shattered, the laboratories, factories, and testing rigs destroyed.

      The Families from All of Esgarat did not understand the ramifications of that last damage—could not understand the fate this destruction doomed the quadarti to. They did not see the truth of the land’s imminent death, so even if those Families had been told the purpose of these factories was to save all of life as this planet knew it, they would not have believed it. If they had understood their doom, there would have been no attack at all. No dead quadars. No wreckage under the mountains.

      Instead, all that the Families knew was that Baraq Waganat—the traitor who had desecrated his own Family name—had come to this nook of the mountain, and that he had met with Louratna and her group of ideological heretics.

      They knew Baraq was a renegade aligned with Lelo, the first member of the Waganat Family who had gone bad.

      Yes, they knew that much.

      Baraq Waganat was a traitor.

      And, since he was meeting with Louratna in her secretive caverns, then she, too, was a traitor.

      The Families, led by the Waganats themselves, had simply done what they always did.

      After their damage had been enacted, the Families left behind the remaining quadars—and the lone human being—to first recover these limp bodies and then to patch together what they would do next.

      An argument ensued.

      The fundamentalists and traditionalists among the survivors wanted to return each of the dead quadars to the mountain from which they had come. Wanted to carry them downward through the caverns and the cracks, one by one, down through the shafts and breaks that ages of water flowing through the depths of those passages had carved into the ancient basalt of their homeland. “We are all made of mountain,” they said. “We should take them to the dark waters that still run deep. We should leave them for Esgarat to take back as they will.”

      That was true quadarti way, they said.

      It was the way of the elders.

      Those of more modern temperaments disagreed.

      The bodies should be covered and scented properly, then taken to be laid in the desert.

      “The quadarti rose from the mountain long ago,” the argument went. “Better to give them to the harsh lands that have been our home for many times longer than any one of them were able to remember.” All of Esgarat now included the desert lands and the creatures that roamed them, they said. If the quadarti were meant to stay under the mountain, they would never have crawled upward to begin with.

      In the end, the modern faction was victorious.

      They would take the horrifyingly large mound of dead quadars to the dry, barren lands and leave them for the desert to take them in.

      The victory, however, had little to do with ideology or theology and everything to do with basic mathematics.

      There were simply too many bodies.

      Given the number of dead the ride to the desert would be hard but given the number of those remaining, carrying so many dead to the depths of the mountain would be impossible.
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      As tradition mandated, the quadarti waited to perform the rite until late in the heat when Eldoro was nearly set—when the transition from light to darkness would aid the dead in finding their way home. That time was coming shortly. Which meant there was work to do. Even though—out here in the vast stretches of the cloudless desert where there was nothing to shield the radiation—heat from that nearly set Eldoro combined with the lesser heat of Katon to forge an omnipresent hammer that beat down like fire.

      For the third time, Torrance Black stood at one side of the cart and slid a body forward, clutching the harsh fabrics at the shoulder and waist of the fallen quadar then striding as strongly as he could to carry its mass to its final place in the sand.

      His vision swooned.

      The gauzy robe he wore billowed in the blast-furnace of a hard wind that whipped a raggedy rhythm around his shoulders and burned sand across his exposed cheekbones.

      His thighs ached with effort as his feet slipped over the sand.

      His knees throbbed, and the muscles of his arms and lower back burned with pain as hot as the winds. The dead quadar was so heavy it slipped from one hand, and Torrance had to go to a knee to prevent the indignity of losing the quadar inside. Gasping for air, he took in so much dust and grit that his lungs seized.

      Excited quadars chattered in the misty distance, but all Torrance could do was to focus on breathing.

      He gave a huge cough. His throat burned.

      “Come up, Torranze,” Crissandr said into his ear as he finally came to realize he wasn’t going to die on the spot. “Come up,” she said again, kneeling beside him and helping him to his feet. “Take refuge.”

      She guided him to the empty flatbed cart that until a moment ago had been full with quadar dead. Cupping her large hand over his skull, she pressed him downward toward a shaded spot under the cart.

      Embarrassed, but also feeling the steel brace of survival instinct clamping down, Torrance let her direct him to slide into a slanted slice of shade under the flatbed. Panting hard, he pulled folds of cloth from over his head and let them lay loose across the back of his neck.

      For an instant, the gusting breeze almost felt cool.

      The slats of the flatbed cart above him let a few harsh lines of Eldoro’s sharpness fall over his face. At least they’d finished that load.

      There were more carts, though.

      More bodies. More lines.

      He was embarrassed. Sitting here and watching while others did the work he couldn’t manage. He had joined in for as long as he could, though it had been only three times he’d carried bodies. Only three. He put his head in his hands, trying to pretend he was not the most useless creature in all the planets.

      This was the bottom, he thought.

      Burying Louratna and the rest of her quadars.

      This was the worst it could get.

      Torrance had lived most of his life with the understanding that he had no great power, that he was just a guy—an LC rather than Commander, a simple systems grunt rather than a role that required any true leadership. Even his role as Science Ambassador had been more window dressing than not.

      He had begun to think differently here, though.

      Since he’d been shipwrecked on Eden, Torrance had worked with these quadars to develop an entire rocket program out of thin air. A program that could have lifted them up. That in the right moment might have saved the entire species. He had begun to feel like, just maybe, he might be worth something—that he might be exceptional in some way, that he might be a great man in all the ways that it meant to be genuinely great.

      Now here he was.

      That entire project was dead, and he was cowering under the half-assed shade of a flatbed cart while someone else did work he couldn’t manage.

      He lifted his head from his hands.

      The few strands of hair he had left fluttered in the wind. His senses grew clogged with the grit of rock and dust. He was sweating hard despite wearing the light robe. Quadar physiology may have evolved to deal with the twin heats of Eldoro and Katon, but he was a human being. His body was not configured to handle this world.

      He was getting older, too.

      Older and more fragile.

      He wondered how much longer he could last on this planet where he’d guess the temperatures were now rising to the 50s Celsius in midday before crashing to something as unbearably cold in the evenings.

      He remembered the science reports he’d once consumed about the planet humans called Eden, but that the quadars called Esgarat. Heat profiles. Climate estimations. Mineral composition. At one point Torrance Black thought he might be the galaxy’s leading intellectual when it came to Eden.

      And yet, how little he knew.

      He swallowed a dry breath.

      Giving up any aspirations that he was ever going to be able to truly contribute, Torrance watched the quadars do their grisly work, lifting each fabric-wrapped body from its cart to lay them in straight columns that stretched ahead of him.

      Torrance watched them speak with each other.

      Watched them exchange ideas as they worked together to leverage weight. Watched their expressions harden with each new delivery of a friend or a clutch-mate to the lanes of dead they created. Their shoulders sagged in the heat of their work. Their centrals closed tight against the heat and the sand. The pores of their skin opened across wide back plates, giving their bodies maximum surface air for cooling. Their primaries burned with amber flares in the slanted crisscross of light from the dual heats of Eldoro and Katon—Alpha Centauri A and Alpha Centauri B—whose orbital position were now such that the quadars’ shadows made diamondlike patterns of shadow on the hard plate ground around them.

      He took in glances made between them through the slits and flaps of the filmy turbanlike scarves they wrapped around themselves in such intricate fashions as to leave both their primaries and centrals exposed while covering all else.

      Their expressions contained grief, and loss, and dismay.

      They were at once so alien to everything he’d grown up with, yet so much like the human being he was.

      Torrance crossed his legs before him, then rubbed his thighs and his cramping calves.

      We are all stardust, he thought, recalling a poem from back home. It had seemed trite at the time, but now he watched these creatures work and he wondered.

      How much different were the quadars from humans he had known?

      Their bodies diverged, of course —with their six fingers to a hand, and the multihued grayed tints of their skin. They had three hearts, three stomachs, and three eyes. Their lips were spare.

      He could go on. Perhaps he should.

      The idea of himself listing the physiology of the quadars like some distant anthropologist came over him.

      It was a silly idea, though.

      He discounted it as soon as he thought it.

      Still, the image of him doing that made him shift his frame.

      Louratna and Marisa Harthing.

      His throat constricted as the unbidden comparison came to him. In very real but vastly different ways, those were the two loves of his life. Both women were equally pragmatic as they were idealistic. Both were brilliant. Both driven.

      Both enjoyed food.

      Both had intricate senses of humor.

      Both had taught him things about himself that he hadn’t seen before they arrived in his life.

      They had each given Torrance everything he needed.

      In the end, how different were they?

      Quadar bodies had evolved so differently in their environments, but how much different were Marisa and Louratna in things that really mattered?

      “Torranze!”

      Crissandr, the quadarti mate of Baraq Waganat and one-time friend of Louratna, stood at a distance, at the midpoint of the middle line of quadarti dead, her central eye closed and the back of her hand shading her primaries from under her wrap.

      “It is time.”

      He nodded.

      The carts were empty, the bodies, wrapped in mourning, lay in those three long rows that stretched across the hard-packed desert like a road to the horizon.

      He sipped from a water skin, then set it aside, letting his fingertips rest there for the briefest of moments. Something about the feel of those skins calmed him. Its leather was soft against his hands, made from the hide of a tal beast no different from those the quadars had used to drive the cartloads of bodies far enough out to the desert to perform this rite.

      Torrance pulled bands of fabric back up to protect his neck and back, then ducked his head and rolled over the hard-packed sand to stand upright.

      He stepped past each fabric-draped mound, unable to keep from flashing on the string of funerals he’d attended after the Everguard disaster.

      Flags draped over coffins.

      Cards placed against urns.

      The fabrics here were more pragmatic than the United Government’s had been. They were harsh burlap of a sort woven from fibers made with katja root, dark tan, a color that from a distance would disappear into his heat-warped vision of the cracked desert landscape.

      He sensed their differences deeply now, thinking about Louratna.

      Flags draping the coffins that had held Everguard’s dead were made to be honorifics to the service of those dead—as well as vivid reminders to the living as symbols of why they should continue to fight.

      These fabrics, however, were used simply to keep sand from the dead as they were preparing for their last trips. They would degrade rapidly and provide ease of access for the desert itself.

      Crissandr stood next to Louratna’s body.

      Arriving at her side, Torrance stood still, feeling the beat of the wind ripple over the contours of his hood, sensing its pressure against his back, trying hard not to cry but unable to tear his gaze away from the fabric around Louratna’s head and shoulders.

      He thought of his time spent with her.

      Remembered working together to create a hybrid language, which they called qualish, that could roll off both their tongues.

      Remembered sharing food.

      Remembered teaching each other.

      Over the wind and through the heat, her voice came to him then. No words. Just the tone, and her simple inflection.

      The weight of Crissandr’s head pressed against his shoulder in the same way Louratna sometimes did when they had stayed up late discussing physics. He waited until Crissandr pulled it away, then knelt to put his hand on Louratna’s arm.

      As wind blew sand across her, he recalled when he had told Louratna about the wormhole pod that Everguard launched that had started this whole mess, recalled how his skin had seemed to sizzle when she revealed parts of the pod’s torn remains to him.

      He recalled, too, watching the moment of her death. Saw her thrown to her knees, a Family warrior behind her with a gun.

      The crack of the weapon.

      Her body lying dead on the ground.

      The bitter need for vengeance surged through him then.

      Torrance had felt that need in every moment since, but it was only then, feeling the bony remains of Louratna’s body—the curve of her shoulder that would lead to the nape of her neck—that he understood how wrong that need was. How limited that most human of emotions would be.

      His throat constricted with an infinite sense of loss.

      “I was wrong,” he said, recalling words he’d had with Edart Kel, the youthful engineer who had helped design the rockets that now flew.

      How do we rebuild? Edart had asked after the Families had destroyed Louratna’s rocket program.

      We don’t, he had replied in stunned shock.

      But that had been wrong.

      Kneeling beside Louratna’s body, Torrance knew better.

      He closed his hand over Louratna’s fabric-covered shoulder.

      “I was wrong,” he said to her again. “We will build it back. You can trust me on this.”

      The rockets would fly again. That much was certain.

      When Torrance rose, he saw Crissandr was weeping.

      He opened his arms and they embraced.

      Even in the desert heat, she was warm against his chest.

      He held her tight for several moments, feeling her tremble and giving her time. His own eyes watered up as he scanned the rows of dead. Already mounds of sand were building over the windward side of the bodies.

      The desert would not need long to take them back.
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      The sky above was a cloudless dome of blue as the quadars’ funeral excursion made its way back across the hard desert, back toward their mountain home.

      Torrance sat in the back of the cart, rolling with its sway, baking despite the burlap sheets spread over top of the cart to block the heat’s rays. Wheels creaked on axles. Tal beast hooves clomped on desert ground. He had long since lost his ability to smell the beasts, though their odor was strong.

      The desert was simply the desert, now.

      Crissandr sat silently beside him.

      Four others had taken positions on the other side of the platform. They chatted quietly.

      The blue of the sky was a different hue from Earth’s, Torrance thought. Close enough, though. Close enough that he could easily forget the difference.

      If he didn’t know better, if he were simply a wandering space pilot who stumbled upon this place today, he would have assumed the sky had always been as it was now—open desert under an expansive and cloudless sky. But Torrance did know better. It was his hand and his programming that had sent the wormhole pod here to begin with—the Taranth Stone, as it was known on Eden, or the Light That Fell from the Sky.

      All the science Torrance had seen said the clouds that cloaked the planet were permanent fixtures, which, in what he now saw with a horrible sense of irony, was among the things certain politicians used to justify the stance of ignoring the planet as they voted against sending explorations here.

      He’d heard quadarti histories now, too.

      How, until a spare handful of cycles before, the skies had always been covered with clouds, how the heats of Eldoro and Katon—Alpha Centauri A and B—had been blurs in the gauzy multihued overcast that was always there. How only when those clouds had been burned away had tiny Eterdane—as the quadarti named Proxima—been revealed.

      “What are you to do?” Crissandr asked him.

      The cart jostled as a wheel caught a rut.

      Torrance grabbed a rail by his seat and waited while Crissandr rearranged herself. Ahead, the tal beast pulling the cart snorted and plodded away.

      Communicating with Crissandr was more difficult than with Louratna, or Edart for that matter, because, though he had been around Crissandr often, the two had communicated less intensely than he had with either of the others. The form of qualish they shared wasn’t as robust. The tone to her question, though, combined with the distant aura of her gaze, still focused on open desert, made him take an extra moment to form his thoughts so that Crissandr would understand.

      There was another reason for his delay, though.

      One he realized more fully as he took in her pensive profile.

      He did not want to hurt her, yet there was a good chance he might have to.

      “You are worried,” he finally said. He had wanted to say afraid but realized the only word they had together was something more like worried, so he’d used that instead.

      “Not worried,” she replied. “Scaza.”

      “Scaza,” he said, letting his tongue play with the word. “Scaza,” he said again, committing it to memory. He hoped it meant afraid but wouldn’t know for sure unless he tried it in different moments.

      Her attention was on him now, though.

      Crissandr had turned her gaze to his, and he felt its weight as certainly as he felt each roll and each jolt of the platform below him.

      “First,” he said, “we must get back to where we were.”

      “Then?”

      “Well,” Torrance said. He sighed, trying to decide how deeply to answer the question.

      The first idea he and Louratna had focused on was to build a single big rocket that could send quadars back toward Earth, but they both realized the farcical nature of that idea as soon as they did some simple projections. The planet—at least as it was today—was simply incapable of supporting that kind of sophistication.

      Louratna proposed a rocket sent into Eldoro—Alpha Centauri A—to break its bonds to the spaceships that were draining the star, but Torrance explained he had no idea how to do that.

      They had fallen back on a different plan.

      “The idea was to send rockets into the upper…” He paused there.

      Only he and Louratna had a shared understanding of the idea of atmosphere, hence a shared term for it. Torrance struggled to find a replacement that would work.

      “Into the highest sky,” he said.

      “Make clouds.”

      He gave a click that tried to mimic the quadars’ quick tone for an affirmative. “Yes. Make clouds.”

      “And clouds will save us?”

      He hoped he kept his expression stoic enough, or that Crissandr wasn’t adroit enough to pick up on human expressions—though he didn’t believe that was a good bet. Crissandr’s strength had always been her empathy.

      He looked at her, not wanting to lie.

      The goal had been to keep the planet from burning up during what he saw as a second phase of the changes that were coming Eden’s way. But it had always been a stopgap. The draining of Eldoro would not stop, and eventually it would lead to disaster regardless of what happened now. The first phase of change had been the burning of Eden’s natural sulfurous cloud cover. It had happened more quickly than Torrance had expected. His arms and hands had scars from times he’d been caught out in its acidic rains.

      This second stage could be worse.

      Temperatures were already rocketing upward as, without the reflective cover of its clouds, Eden’s atmosphere now let raw heat through, then captured it again in a greenhouse lensing affect. Torrance was no climate expert, so he had no frame of reference to determine how long this stage could last, but he could see it was already affecting the planet’s fundamental processes. Plants were stunting, then dying. Predators were overhunting prey that he’d guess were now finding ever-shrinking zones of habitable land.

      So, seeding cloud cover was mostly there to buy time.

      Slow down the change and keep the planet from burning up in a geological blink of an eye.

      It could still work—but in the end that would only get them so far. In fact, this act of saving the planet in the short term could well hasten the decline of life here once the energy from Alpha Centauri A fell too low.

      There had to be something else.

      Thinking about that something else made him acutely aware of Crissandr’s presence. He could not lie to her.

      “No,” he said. “Clouds will not save All of Esgarat forever.”

      She nodded, mimicking his human motion, then put her head in her hands.

      “I need to find Baraq,” he said, knowing that the mention of her pair-mate would draw pain.

      Baraq Waganat was the only quadar Torrance knew who understood the full depths of what they were working on. Baraq would never be a replacement for Louratna, but the fact that he had come to Louratna in search of rocketry he could use to sway a fight his way meant he saw certain possibilities. Louratna and Torrance had turned him away, though. Their work was too important.

      Afterward, though, Louratna had described Baraq’s full story.

      Now Torrance felt like he understood Baraq better, and with Louratna gone, he thought hard about the quadar. Could he work with Baraq Waganat?

      Baraq needed rockets.

      Torrance needed workers—a lot of workers.

      If ever there was a situation where a deal seemed logical, this was it.

      He could use a collaborator, too. That was always how he worked best. Louratna had described Baraq as an inventor at heart.

      Could he help?

      So, Torrance was going to find Baraq.

      And he was going to offer that deal.

      Torrance would give Baraq the rockets he needed to win a war.

      In return he would ask Baraq to focus workers on making a rocket big enough to make it to deep space.

      He would send a new message.

      This time a physical one, one that the Solar System could neither miss nor ignore.

      He looked at Crissandr, hoping his actions wouldn’t hurt her.

      Her expression was difficult to read.

      There was pain in it, yes. There was loss. And anger. But there was more there. More in the way her shoulders rose with her breathing and her fingers drew the edge of her haldi up to her neckline. Her primaries slitted against a sudden gust of wind, and the line of her lips flattened with an essence that made Torrance deeply aware of her presence.

      Resolve.

      That’s what her expression was.

      Resolve, and something else that, though he had no word for the emotion Crissandr’s bearing carried in that moment, Torrance felt it so deeply he knew it for a universal truth.

      She pressed her hand onto his knee then, each of her six fingers seeming to etch themselves into the meat of his body.

      “I need to find Baraq, too,” she said. “We will go together.”
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