
  
    [image: BOOK COVER - STARCLASH, STEALING THE SUN: Book 4]
  


  
    
      
        
        “STARCLASH proves once again that Ron Collins is a master of the science fiction adventure story—not the crazy stuff you remember from the pulps, but the kind of interstellar adventure that has believable characters, plotting that makes sense, and a future that rings true.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Mike Resnick

        Hugo Award–winning author of Kirinyaga

      

      

    

  


  
    
      STARCLASH

      
        Stealing the Sun

        Book 4

      

    

    
      
        Ron Collins

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Skybox Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

      
        PROLOGUES

      

      
        Summer

      

      
        Two Standards Ago

      

      
        One Standard Ago

      

      
        THE OLIVE BRANCH

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        THE MESSAGE

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        FALLOUT

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        STARCLASH

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

    

    
      
        NEWS

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        PROLOGUES

      

      
        Galopar

      

      
        37 Gem

      

      
        Europa

      

      
        NEWS

      

      
        THE STORY CONTINUES!

      

      
        THANK YOU!

      

      
        Reader List Sign-Up

      

      
        Also by Ron Collins

      

      
        About Ron Collins

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mom and Dad, who’ve always helped me reach for the stars.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.

      

      

      

      
        
        Leo Tolstoy
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      It seems to me that we in the United States are entering a period where we’re once again asking ourselves what is, for us, a question we come around to again and again—that being: Who are we?

      The options are several.

      Are we a kind and giving society?

      Are we a nurturing community?

      Are we a selfish “I got mine” people?

      Are we a capitalistic, driven machine that lets markets decide our fates?

      Are we the proverbial melting pot of communities that somehow finds a way to make it all work despite our clear and present differences?

      Do we give more than we take, take more than we give, or take only what we give?

      Are we the lone ranger—the ruggedly individualistic cowboy who rides out of town to find his own way, and suffers the fate of being posse bait if he goes too far?

      Which brings me to the question that feeds this story.

      It’s complex, right?

      Complicated.

      Confusing.

      And for some, me included, the question that keeps coming back into my mind is the push that has driven through this particular story.

      What can I do?

      What should I do?

      The world is so big, right? How much can I change? How much does my voice count? How much does a vote count?

      Yes, just how much energy should I spend dealing with some of the events of the day?

      In the end, I decided that what I was really dealing with was a much more basic question. How much can one person matter? How much change can one person create by their decisions?

      Technically, I suppose all stories have a bit of this question in them, but that was what I was asking myself as I brought these characters together again. That’s what I was wondering.

      In the end, I’m still not sure I have the answer.

      I suspect that the answer is different for each person—because life is like that, mostly. There are so few simple situations. So few binary settings. So I suspect that the amount of change you or I can each make is variable.

      In the end, though, unless we actually choose to do something, the answer is “none.” Do nothing, create no change.

      But take an action, and then change is possible.

      Which brings us back to the beginning.

      To take an action that drives change, it seems to me that we (meaning you or I or anyone else, specifically including the characters in this little story of mine) need to answer that most basic question for ourselves.

      Who are we?

      What kind of world do we want to live in?

      Then, of course, we get to the harder question.

      What are we willing to sacrifice to get there?

      

      Ron Collins

      December 2016
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      During the summer months of Torrance Black’s eighth year, his father often stood with a pair of binoculars in the field behind their backyard, looking up at the night sky. The Wisconsin breeze would be thick with the smells of timothy grass. Katydids and crickets would sing. Meanwhile, his dad would point out the dippers, and Draco, Cepheus, and the North Star—all circumpolar in the northern sky. He would show Torrance Cygnus, Sagittarius, and Hercules, and tell him how Scorpius was running across the horizon chasing Orion, who would be hiding on the other side of the world until November came.

      Other kids remembered the dippers, the big one in particular. But Torrance always considered Cassiopeia to be his favorite constellation because its W-shaped scatter floated in the sky like a huge wing and because he knew it ran along the Milky Way. His father once told him Cassiopeia’s story—how she connived to keep Perseus and Andromeda from marrying, and how Jupiter hung her upside down in the northern sky to atone for her sins.

      Later in his life, Torrance would spend considerably more time learning legends about Cassiopeia and the rest of the constellations as told from different cultures. These stories did nothing but increase his love of the sky as a whole, and as he grew older and dealt with difficult times he found himself going to the night sky and remembering those nights with his dad. Thinking about the people throughout history who had gazed up at these very same stars and seen the very same things he was looking at right then always made him feel better.

      Eta Cass was a bright dot on the lower leg of the W.

      It became his favorite star on the day he learned that, despite being a single dot in his field glasses, it was really a binary pair, a G spectrum star that orbited with a K spectrum star at a period of just under five hundred standard years.

      Knowing things like this made him feel more than smart. There was something ancient, powerful about knowing this single dot in the sky that oscillated colors between gold, red, yellow, and purple was really two stars.

      Torrance learned several things that summer when he was eight.

      He learned his father could speak volumes with a single grunt. He learned that spiders built their webs at night, and that it’s a good idea to wave a stick along your path as you walk through the gloom. But mostly, he learned that when unanswered questions were gnawing at the pit of his stomach, discovering the truth—finding out how things really were—filled that ache in a more satisfying way than he could possibly describe.
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      U3 Ship Icarus

      Atropos Orbit, Eta Cassiopeia System

      Local Date: Conejo 12, 7

      Local Time: 0720

      

      The support rail was cold against Deidra Francis’s palms. The observation panel ahead of her opened to a star-patterned view of deep space. Below her, rows of command stations fell away in rings that made her perch at the top of the command bridge feel like being on the balcony of a theater.

      The crew prepared for jump.

      They were a calm group, the definition of professional, which made her feel even worse about her own anxiety. They moved with simple precision and spoke with hushed tones that the ship’s noise reduction system muted even further. Air from the ventilation system was cool and dry.

      A nervous tick played across the corner of Deidra’s lips.

      The mission profile would take them to the Solar System—back to Miranda Station—for the first time since Universe Three’s brilliantly devised raid had derailed the United Government’s Star Drive program, first by destroying Sunchaser and stealing Icarus and Einstein, then by returning with Icarus to destroy Miranda’s production facilities. She had still been a girl then, barely thirteen. She was nearly nineteen now. If everything went right today, their mission would do considerably more damage to UG’s situation than even that success had managed.

      It was only a week before that U3 had been informed Professor Jorge Catazara, the driving intellect behind the UG’s thrust to expand Star Drive technology, had finally grown so disenchanted with his government’s policies that he could see what damage he was doing. Today Universe Three was going to help him change sides.

      They had extracted people before, of course.

      So often, in fact, that most of the Universe Three citizens were already in the Eta Cass system and several other sympathizers had been recovered, too—all in ops designed just like this one, jump to a spot in space, pick up a rider, and hop the hell out of the zone before things got too hairy. They had done it often enough that the tactic was now more than a thorn in the UG’s side. So often that even UG’s own journalists were asking pointed questions like: How can the UG be winning the war if Universe Three is so free to operate?

      UG politicians were still trying to get away with answering these questions with their standard talking points, saying that this wasn’t really a war so much as a continuation of the skirmishes that had been so prevalent before the Operation Starburst catastrophe. But Katriana Martinez, Deidra’s mentor, was still attached to Universe Three’s security teams and Deidre knew Katriana well enough by now to be able to read her. Even her mentor’s silences told Deidra the answer was growing threadbare among UG citizens.

      That anyone bought those arguments in the first place stood testimony to her father’s view that most people preferred comfortable lies to painful truths.

      Universe Three had never gone after someone like Catazara, though.

      This kind of defection would be hard to ignore.

      Everything had to happen just so.

      The op had to be perfect.

      “Is everything progressing?” Captain Keyes said as he came from his briefing room to stand beside her.

      Matt Anderson and the rest of his three-member security detail were still in the compartment, gathering up material in preparation of the jump and launch.

      Deidra stood straighter.

      She had been the one managing preparations, but this was still the captain’s ship.

      For now, anyway.

      “Yes, Captain,” she said. “Prelim testing is complete. Impulse power is functional for our arrival on station, trim bursts too, in case we need fine tuning. The crew is accounted for, and the skimmers are all on full power and full green status. We’re cross-indexing our navigation calibrations now. Once those are finished, we’ll be ready for your command. Should be any moment.”

      It was standard protocol that whenever either Icarus or Einstein jumped, the target parameters would be run through both ships’ navigation simulators to ensure they were appropriate. “Two sets of eyes,” Katriana Martinez had told her back in the earliest days. “You want it to be right.”

      Deidra had argued about the idea of redundant passes, preferring to move more quickly, until Katriana pulled out the big guns.

      “Nothing the UG does works right the first time, Deidra,” she had said. “Do you want to be like them?”

      That phrase had been enough to change her mind all by itself, but later she remembered Ellyn Parker’s catchphrase: Make sure you’re right, then go ahead. She had never again complained about the idea of taking pains to do something right.

      “Thank you, Director,” Keyes said.

      “My father is the director,” she replied.

      The captain’s eyes sparkled as his lips tightened into a gentle smile.

      “Perhaps I was speaking in future tense.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, is it?”

      “Only if it turns out to be right.”

      Matt Anderson stepped out of the room, followed by his team. He had grown more angular over the years, and now filled out his mission jacket in ways that would be attractive to a certain type of woman—of which Deidra most certainly was not.

      Even if she was, she couldn’t ever see being with him.

      With the names Francis and Anderson, the two shared the baggage of having expectation heaped upon them. They had been on the fast path together, each quickly taking more responsibility than their ages might have suggested was intelligent. Matt, now twenty-five, was ruggedly cut and boyishly handsome. Deidra was seen as bright and judgmental. She understood how people matched them up in their minds—the storybook romance and all. But it wasn’t happening. Matt’s demeanor made her anxious. She didn’t like his disregard for the command, or, to put it better, she didn’t like how he only had respect for the command when the command agreed with his viewpoints or when it was in his own best interest. Beyond that, it was obvious Matt Anderson didn’t like the fact that she was quicker than he was, and she could tell he held discomfort that her father was the leader of Universe Three, and that his father was second in command.

      None of that was her fault, of course.

      All that mattered is that, despite the fact that both of them had been given leadership roles on this mission—Deidra coordinating the ship’s prejump activities and Matt leading the rendezvous flight—the pairing of Matt Anderson and Deidra Francis was not going to happen.

      “We’re on our way now, Captain,” Matt said as he led his team out of the briefing room. “The mission team will be on station in three minutes.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Anderson,” Keyes said.

      Deidra glanced at the captain, then turned her gaze to the forward observation panels where prejump data scrolled by.

      “I notice you didn’t call him Director.”

      The captain squared himself and took in a raspy breath through his nose.

      “No,” he said. “I didn’t, did I?”
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      The jump to superluminal occurred exactly on time.

      Having seen the light show before, and given that Uranus was surrounded by buckets of space junk that made being perfect even more important than usual, Deidra focused on the ship’s position readings throughout the maneuver.

      Their “splashdown” was within a hundred meters of her projection.

      “Nice work,” Captain Keyes said.

      She chuffed under her breath. That level of accuracy was almost unheard of. The hundreds of test jumps she had simulated were proving their value. She couldn’t wait to get back to Katriana to share their success.

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied through her smile.

      Their splashdown point was designed to put Miranda, one of Uranus’s moons, between them and the UG space station, a position that would protect them from detection for at least a few minutes.

      By the time she checked the numbers a second time, Anderson’s team had already jettisoned in the pair of Z-pad skimmers.
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      With the planet looming behind them, Matt Anderson guided the Z-pad toward Miranda’s “western” horizon—though the fact that Miranda’s orbit around Uranus was ninety degrees off the ecliptic made that call relative.

      “Running on silent from here out,” Tamira Weston said into the radio from the left-hand seat.

      “Roger,” came the reply.

      Anderson was dialed in now, heart racing despite all the training sims. The cockpit space pressed in on him. Colors from the control panel seemed more vivid than they ever had before. He heard Weston speak, but only registered it because they had run this mission a couple hundred times in the simulator and the tone of her voice was now ingrained in the process.

      They approached the dark side of Miranda and hugged the terrain.

      Its surface caught enough reflection from Uranus to show that Miranda was craggy and lined, gouged and pitted with layers of impact craters that marked its age.

      “Looks like some kind of melted crystal,” Westin said as the Z-pads winged over its surface.

      Anderson grunted.

      He had seen pictures.

      No need to waste brain waves.

      Miranda had no atmosphere. Its surface was mostly ice, which was something the United Government considered an advantage when they first decided to put so much of their Star Drive manufacturing capability here—the self-contained supply of water meant vast amounts of freely available hydrogen, which made for easy processing of rocket fuel and greater flexibility in their ability to create material at the atomic level.

      Using Miranda as a blind, Anderson’s flight plan called for them to avoid detection by hugging the ground, then fly a burst straight up to the station, approaching the target from below like a balloon buster from the earliest days of air combat. Anderson’s unit would cover the approach while Shay Kai’s unit would set down to pick up the package. He had wanted to be the one to take the set-down role, but his father was adamant—a mission like this was no time for nepotism, and Kai was the better flyer.

      They were on half power to reduce the profile of their emissions when they crested the “edge of darkness,” or point of no return where detection was possible.

      The Z-pads passed that point.

      The station loomed as a bright point in the blackness of space.

      The guidance panel suddenly lit up like a city street, and the threat detection system went to full jam mode.

      It was too early for that.

      Damn it.

      If their intel was right, the pair now had something in the range of two minutes before the UG security systems would flag them as actual threats rather than merely unknown foreign material.

      A blue light flared on the station.

      Anderson’s threat computer blared.

      So much for freaking intel.

      “Dive left, and begin your direct approach now,” he called, breaking silence as his heart rate spiked. “Full engines.”

      His throat was suddenly dry.

      He turned the Z-pad left, then right. Then he pointed straight at the station, putting the craft nearly on its ass end, and hit full power.

      The back of his seat felt like it was going to come out his breastbone.

      The station got big.

      Kai’s Z-pad took a similar juke.

      A beam of light flashed past them.

      Plasma blast.

      Shit.

      Goddamned double shit.

      They were not supposed to have a plasma cannon in place.

      “Split and run,” he called out.

      Kai’s skimmer peeled off first, Anderson’s a moment later despite the fact that he was the one giving the order. The second plasma blast almost took his right-side pod off, but somehow he avoided it.

      Westin said something he didn’t catch.

      He jammed the joystick right, and brought the Z-pad into a proper cover path. “Ready guns,” he said to her.

      “Already done,” she replied in a way that told him what she had just said.

      Westin was the communications specialist on the mission, but she had cross-trained on the weapon systems, and was solid with them. That was the U3 way—cross-pollination, multiple skills to ensure operations can withstand loss.

      As the station came nearer she sprayed a blast from the laser system out in front of them, catching the plasma cannon in one blast. Their fire probably wouldn’t totally kill it, but if the atmospheric seals on the cannon’s pod were breached it could give them thirty seconds or more before the weapon could be used again…which would at least get them into place.

      Kai formed up beside them.

      Miranda Station grew huge.

      Just as they had done in the sim, Kai broke off and looped around to an emergency platform just outside the primary landing bay. Anderson brought his Z-pad to a course that followed a seam in that same bay, and Westin laid down another line of laser fire that melted down the bay doors.

      If that worked, at least they wouldn’t have company for a while.

      He hit trim boosters and pulled severe g’s on the double-back.

      Westin screamed to keep the blood in her head, which reminded him to do that, too.

      The return path gave Westin a second shot at disabling the bay doors, which she took. An orange flare came from the emergency pad. The passenger in Kai’s craft carried a handheld laser, just as Westin did in case they would have to substitute. They were shooting at something.

      Anderson couldn’t see what happened, but Kai’s Z-pad lifted off, and Anderson took that as the sign that the package was on board.

      “Ready to run,” Kai’s voice came over the radio in a calm monotone.

      The shortest path between two points is a straight line, and this time there was no subtlety to their flight path. The two of them headed directly for Miranda’s horizon.

      “Hit that cannon again!” Anderson screamed.

      Westin was already shooting.

      The escape run was probably the longest minute and a half of his life.

      “Professor on board,” Kai reported when they crossed over the edge of darkness and back to Miranda’s backside.

      “Outstanding,” Anderson said, breathing properly again.

      He pulled his hand off the joystick, and flexed a cramp away.

      “Good flying,” Westin said.

      “Thanks,” he replied.

      It was hours later before he realized he hadn’t commented on her shooting.
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      Deidra brushed the palms of her hands over her hips as she stood in the docking bay control room.

      The two Z-pads set down.

      Her first reaction was relief that both had returned. Her second was to think about everything she had to do.

      “Close the bay door, Abke,” the controller said.

      The doors ground closed.

      After the vacuum was filled, Deidra stepped through the double locks to stand beside the skimmer.

      This was easy, she thought, as she waited for the professor. Like fish in a barrel. At this rate Universe Three would be able to control their own fate in no time.

      The door popped open.

      A disheveled man stepped out.

      He was about her height. Thin enough that his clothes hung off him like drapes. His skin was light brown. His face hollowed at the cheeks. His hair was dark and stereotypically unkempt.

      “Welcome aboard Icarus, Professor Catazara,” Deidra said as she offered her hand, “and welcome to Universe Three.”
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      Atropos, Eta Cassiopeia System

      Local Date: Kalnas 19, 8

      Local Time: 1145

      

      Todias Nimchura, a man whose call sign had once been “Yuletide,” and who had once been the wingman of Alex “Deuce” Jarboe, poured concrete into its frame. When the material was settled, he used a spreader to smooth its surface and a smaller trowel to do the detail work. It was summertime in Atropos City. The heat of Eta Cass, now risen to its noon-point, beat through the cloth he had tied around his head and through the sweat-stained shirt he wore over his shoulders. He smelled of human brine and the coarse grit that coated his face. His body, already hardened by his military background, had been scoured and roughened in these past few years, his skin baked to a deeper brown, his muscles leaned out by a barebones diet of unprocessed foods and hardened further by backbreaking work.

      When the concrete was smooth, he stood, stretched his back, and squinted up at Eta Cass.

      “You waiting for rain or something?”

      It was his shift leader, a woman who was no stranger to either sarcasm or biting commentary.

      “Just stretching,” Nimchura replied.

      “Take all the time you need,” she said. “Your day’s not over ’til the whole thing’s poured no matter what you do.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I get that.”

      “That’ll be the day.”

      For a moment he thought she was going to sit down and just make his afternoon hell, but she left him alone, heading to the other corner of the plot to harass Gif Johnson.

      Nimchura smirked at that.

      Johnson was U3 clear through. Had come from a station at Io, where he did the same thing he was doing now—constructing shitty buildings so folks who ran things could have nice places to live. Only difference was that those earlier buildings were all built down under the surface or inside atmospheric domes rather than out here under the open sky.

      So Nimchura’s smirk was for U3, Gif Johnson, and the entire concept of freedom.

      U3 was supposed to be all about freedom, after all.

      Freedom this, and freedom that.

      As far as Nimchura was concerned, it was all just so much bullshit—no more or no less bullshit than he ever saw out of the United Government, anyway, which was a group who claimed it was all about safety and security but who didn’t keep anyone safe or secure unless they could afford it.

      That was his thing now—comparing the freedoms he once held with those he had now.

      Nearly seven local years had passed since he had been captured, three since he had been given full “freedom” to live among the U3 as a citizen.

      As far as he was concerned, it was all the same.

      He glanced over his concrete pour and saw it was good.

      Concrete was expensive, or at least it was hard to make here on Atropos because they only had a few pieces of the equipment they needed to make small rocks out of big ones. That meant Universe Three’s architects reserved it for foundation work, leaving the rest of their buildings to be made of mudbrick or lumber. The plot he was working on was a set of nine blocks, a meter and a half each side—small enough to avoid settling cracks, large enough to cover reasonable floor space. When this group was poured, he would move to the next, and then the next. Then the rest of the building would be assembled.

      This one was going to be a big one—maybe fifty meters to a side. When the building was completed it would be used to make more space-faring equipment.

      That was the rumor, anyway.

      The scuttlebutt said U3 was going to make another Star Drive ship. They said U3 had studied Icarus and Einstein. That they were building prototypes and reengineering parts they didn’t understand.

      Nimchura knew for a fact that U3 had brought scientists and engineers into the project by convincing them to go turncoat. He supposed he should be pissed at that, but after all this time he couldn’t manage to bring up any kind of healthy rage about it.

      Universe Three’s plan was to make one Star Drive ship just to prove they could, then, using buildings with the foundations Todias Nimchura was helping to pour, make more.

      That was the rumor, anyway.

      And he admitted the rumor made his palms itch.

      With his background, Nimchura would probably never be trusted to do much beyond foundation work, and in truth he should probably feel lucky to have that. But Todias Nimchura had once flown XB-25 Firebrands for the United Government Interstellar Command. He dreamed of flying again. The idea was all that kept him going at times. He couldn’t imagine ever being happy with a life that consisted of pouring foundations.

      He took a deep sigh and bent down to retrieve the canteen he had left in the shade.

      The water was lukewarm.

      The sounds of other workers filled space around him.

      Animals plodding, masons and carpenters calling to each other, pounding on other buildings around him. Every day was the same. The clatter was a dull din that seeped from everywhere at once.

      Freedom was a farce, he thought.

      He would never fly again.

      Nimchura took another swig from the canteen, then put it back in the shade. If he wanted to get home before dark, it was time to get back to work.
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        Aldrin Station

        Local Date: January 19, 2215

        Local Time: 1225

      

      

      

      “All it takes to accomplish anything is a single person, properly motivated. This is true of the greatest destructions, and it is true of the most miraculous achievements. One person is all it takes. One person can change everything.”

      

      Those words, delivered by an Interstellar Command chaplain, were echoing in Lieutenant Commander Torrance Black’s head as the door clicked shut behind him. Finally alone, he let his façade down, removing his hat, leaning back against the hard door, and rubbing his bleary eyes in an attempt to get rid of his headache.

      His bay wasn’t large for a station like Aldrin, maybe ten meters to a side, but after nearly fifteen locals on Everguard, the place felt like a palatial mansion. The walls were white with a thin line of navy piping that marked off the lower third of their height. A sink and shower stall were to the left of the doorway, a closet to his right. The modernistic bed opposite him was a sleek thing with a rounded headboard lined with adjustable reading lights. A work desk filled another corner. Fresh air circulated with a hint of what might have been a waterfall but was probably just mint. The flavor gave the room an edge that was as sharp as the white of the walls.

      The morning’s ceremony had been a long one, but at least it had been his last. There was nothing else on the public calendar. No events, no meet and greets, no interviews. Just a debrief tomorrow afternoon and this evening’s one-on-one meeting with Admiral Umaro.

      Both of those should be easy conversations. Simple formalities.

      Then his life in the service would be over.

      Decommission: the only way to cut bait.

      Despite the fact that it was only just past lunch, he was drained now, numb from the unrelenting blur of interrogations, press functions, funerals, and memorials that had unfolded in the aftermath of Everguard’s sabotage. He hadn’t slept right for weeks, and his body was still healing itself from the wounds he had taken during the attack. The scuttling ceremony alone had nearly killed him.

      He slid his hat into a cubby beside the door and let the room’s silence surround him. For the first time since arriving on Aldrin, Torrance had an entire afternoon to himself.

      Torrance pulled the data cube from his pocket and rolled it between his fingers. Its hardened corners pressed into his skin.

      He held it up to the light, thinking about the chaplain’s words, which were a not-so-thinly-veiled editorial wherein spirituality, politics, and the human need for revenge had been mixed in such measure as it was impossible to pull them apart.

      She had been talking about a warrant officer who had given his life extracting families from the same fires on Rearward deck that had disfigured Marisa Harthing. But the chaplain had also been speaking of one Casmir Francis, the leader of Universe Three, the terrorists who had undertaken this attack.

      The crystal was a translucent light blue.

      The data inside was from Alpha Beta, or as it was commonly known, Eden, the second planet in the Alpha Centauri A system.

      Thomas Kitchell had given the crystal to him the night before the attack. It held copies of files that Government Security Officer Casey had banned Torrance from accessing—files that Torrance was still convinced held proof of an alien life-form.

      No one would believe him, though.

      Despite astrobiologists having spent literally centuries working to find fully developed intelligence, his experience on Everguard made it clear that no one would take his ideas seriously until he coaxed the truth from the data.

      If even then.

      It didn’t help that these same scientists had already moved on, already discounted the Alpha Centauri A system as a possible source of intelligent life. Humanity had identified thousands of planets orbiting thousands of stars, all of which carried organic markers of life—but no one had found clear signs of intelligence. Eden had been studied years ago, and summarily tossed aside.

      This is why the loss of the three Star Drive spacecraft and the attack on Miranda Station, which had been the United Government’s primary production facility for new Star Drive systems, put a rock the size of an asteroid into his gut. With only Orion in service, it was likely to be years before they could mount a serious program to visit these stars. Without those studies, without hands-on experience, Torrance didn’t think anyone would ever really buy the idea of intelligent life outside the Solar System. He had his files now, though, and he had financial resources built up over fifteen years of compound interest. So he had time.

      He cleared his throat as he shrugged off his dress jacket and laid it carefully across the bed.

      The room came outfitted with a more advanced computer system than he had seen before. It used three small projector pods installed near the ceiling, each swiveling to create images and patterns that could be displayed on any surface or as a hologram at any location around the room.

      Torrance went to the desk and slid the cube into an interface slot. The system gave a purple flare as it read the data.

      “Let me see the file list please, Abke,” he said to the controller. “Please project it to the desk,” he said when he realized his command hadn’t been completed.

      He felt obsolete.

      At least Abke still stood for Autonomic Bioprocessing Knowledge Engine. The central control system had been installed in every Interstellar Command ship since the years when Interstellar Command had been known as Solar Command.

      He wondered if Abke had any idea there was talk of replacing her with a more advanced QE communicator that was still under development. The new system used quantum entanglement, and had the advantage of allowing immediate conversation across interstellar distances. Of course, it came with the disadvantage of being point-to-point rather than broadcast. Two of these new QE comm systems could be linked, but once it was created that link could never be changed. In this way, QE communicators were like those silly “phones” made of paper cups and strings that he made in grade school.

      Torrance was pretty sure QE would never fully replace Abke, but he was also pretty sure that government security officers throughout the system would be wetting their pants to get hold of one.

      Abke delivered the file list.

      Torrance sat at the desk chair, leaned back, and scanned the response.

      It was a collection of nearly a thousand files.

      The first fifty-five held raw data from every sensor Everguard had. Then came the models he and Kitchell had created over the years, and then the scrolling columns of test runs. The names of these records gave him a nostalgic sense of warmth. Each of them represented hours of work. Kitchell had done most of them, too—more than half were date-stamped after Casey had removed Torrance’s access. The idea that the kid was actually more interested in the data than Torrance was tore his heart up.
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