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      What is time, right?

      We spend it. We save it. We watch it as it flies past.

      It’s been six years since I published Starflight, the first book in this series. Now comes Starborn, which is the ninth and last book of the series. Six years that I’ve had my life touched by writing and publishing this story. Unless, of course, you start counting from when the short story this series came from was published — which was twenty-three years ago. If you count from when I sat down to write the first draft of that story, you’d have to say twenty-four years.

      I finished that draft on September 27, 1998.

      I know that because I was blogging at the time, and I wrote it down. If things go as planned, I’ll release this one September 30, 2022. [Editor’s note: Hah! You think life will go as planned?]

      So, yes, twenty-four years.

      The last few days have been a weird mix. I’ve been going through the last pass at this book, and at points stepping into that time machine to skim through parts of the earlier material. Remembering how I chose to move parts of the story around, remembering how I came upon decisions of how to present the parts that had been in those three shorter stories that were first published in Analog. Writing this has felt like visiting old friends. I remember almost everything, but on occasion I run into something I’d forgotten I’d written.

      Weird.

      A lot has happened in the world since I first started writing these stories back in 1998. For example, the events of 9/11 had not yet occurred as I wrote those first drafts, so neither had the subsequent actions in Iraq and Afghanistan. Climate change was looming, but not looming so close that you couldn’t find a way to ignore it without seeming purposeful. We had not seen Barack Obama (which I subsequently found fun due, of course, to one of the main characters in this sprawling little story having been named Baraq), better yet the pandemic, nor Trump and the chaos that he brought us.

      We are all different people now than we were when the first inklings of this story began to form in my head. Some of us were not even born then!

      When I started this story, I had envisioned it as a piece that would carry forward a sense of hope amid devastation. We’ll see whether I’ve achieved that or not. Hope, after all, is an ephemeral sensation. I am the kind of person who sees hope in many things and in many ways. Despite time wearing things a little thin, I remain at my threadbare core an optimist. But you will carry away your own messages built through your own frames of mind.

      That’s the gig I signed up for.

      All those many years ago.

      Even before I wrote that first draft of “Stealing the Sun” that Algis Budrys so curmudgeonly critiqued as “pretty good.” Before I published my first story in a now-defunct place called Radius Magazine. From the moment I clacked my first words onto a keyboard, knowing I was going to try this life on for size. When I wrote those first few words, and when I looked out into the world of publishing with a sense that was a mixture of bravado and fear.

      I was hopeful, then, too. Yes, even then.

      This ninth book comes to a world different than that first one. I think it’s a more dangerous world. One that might well require tough decisions by bodies of people not used to making them.

      Still, as I end, I remember hope.

      

      Ron Collins

      2022
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      All of Esgarat

      

      And so it came that — in the dry and dusty lands known as All of Esgarat, which was a planet known to human beings as Eden, and which orbited in its path around Eldoro (the larger Alpha Centauri A) and Katon (the lesser Alpha Centauri B) and tiny Eterdane (Proxima) — the quadars who lived in lands ringed by the great ranges of the Esgarat mountains engaged in a bloody civil war.

      Family against Family, clan against clan, innocent against innocent — all combatants paid in blood and suffering.

      As with all wars, the humblest among them paid the steepest prices, the independent hedgie and those of the lesser families who became conscripted against their will and were sent to face their annihilations. Others became simply lost in the confusion, left to fend for themselves in a world bereft of food and shelter, scurrying from heat to heat in search of a life that no longer existed.

      A few, the lucky, managed to escape up into the mountains that ringed that wide city plain. And of those few, a fewer still found refuge with a sect of those same quadars that were once led by a legendary professor of science, and by one human being who also strove to find another path.

      In the realm of deep space above, as quadars fought their war below, time ticked away.

      Winds grew bolder, racing down the cliffs and the rocky peaks that formed the city itself.

      Temperatures, once rocketing upward, now fell.

      Skies, having been cloudless and expansive for several cycles, clouded again.

      And, for the first time known to any quadarti scholar, a veil of ice and snow fell on upper peaks of that towering ring.

      For time is a beast endlessly hungry, a shark that swims forever through the gravity wells of space, never halting, always pressing ahead, forward, relentlessly forward.

      As All of Esgarat fought, and as its skies grew cold, this shark that is time, inside the core of the star known to them as Eldoro, fused hydrogen and helium that was still being fed into a dimensional warp to burn in engines attached to fleets of starships that carried human beings from place to place as if having simply folded space-time upon itself again and again.
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        Mars Colony Kasbian, Jagger’s Field

        Local Date: August 8, 2252

        Local Time: 0925 (Earth Standard)

      

      

      

      Sitting in the shuttle’s comfortable passenger bay, and glancing out the viewport as they descended, Marisa Harthing, Captain, Interstellar Command, Navigation section, was worried.

      She gripped her armrest, taking in the sight of the clear dome that covered Mars Colony Kasbian, and then the outpost sprawled below. Dim sunlight reflected and refracted from the dome’s surface in a prismatic flare. The community inside was thriving, the first ever to be successful at such a scale, but still the harsh, barren Martian landscape sprawled away in every direction around it, making the research colony feel like a tiny island in a desert sea.

      The sense of isolation in the image just added to her discomfort.

      For all its novelty, Kasbian was a run-of-the-mill science station, so normally she wouldn’t have diverted her itinerary to come here. Her duties at Interstellar gave her other places to be, after all — she had projects to oversee, new guidance concepts to explore. Her next formal assignment would be three standard weeks on Magellan to oversee the upgrade to that ship’s multidimensional Star Drive guidance array.

      But she wanted to see Thomas Kitchell — or “the kid” as she and Torrance had called him back in the years when the two of them had been together.

      Thomas Kitchell was the third wheel of what all three called the Everguard trio: Torrance Black, Thomas Kitchell, and Marisa Harthing. They had all been tokens for the United Government after the Everguard disaster, and each of them had been taken care of to a greater degree — Torrance picking up an assignment that led to his ambassadorship, Kitchell taking a slot in the Academy that he’d used as a springboard to a high-profile life as a renowned scientist, albeit in the wonderfully niche category of signal processing and space communications.

      For Marisa’s part, the UG gave her a path to what eventually became this role with Interstellar Command.

      With recent events, she’d been looking at the timeline more closely, and that examination showed her another truth in each of these assignments. The command had taken care of all three, yet none of them were positions of public consequence. The Everguard trio had become a forgettable footnote in history. Except now, of course. Now Torrance Black had become a concern.

      She didn’t believe for even one minute the crap the UG Intelligence Office was spouting about Torrance being an agent of Universe Three.

      Torrance Black was no traitor — and she’d seen Ragnath Gavarian’s exclusive in which he stated that a “person close to Black” had disputed the UG’s claims. That “person close to Black” had to be Thomas Kitchell because, beyond her and the kid, there were no people “close to Black,” and obviously Gavarian hadn’t talked to her.

      Now Thomas wasn’t responding to her calls, and she was getting pressure from her own superiors to put distance between herself and Torrance just for appearances’ sake.

      Coincidences like that annoyed her.

      They set her senses tingling.

      She needed to know what was going on.

      So, she’d twisted a few arms, and now here she was — flying to Mars Colony Kasbian to take a meeting with the station’s director, who was also assigned to the UG Sensor Command that Kitchell worked for. The conversation would revolve around Kitchell’s project, but she could care less about that.

      The shuttle made its way through the dome’s air-lock chambers.

      A few moments later Marisa stepped through the open portal and onto the tarmac.

      She couldn’t help but gape at the dome looming above her, how standing in the enormous, self-controlled environment felt. The arching dome was dynamically tinted by a feedback system that controlled how much sunlight it let through and hence regulated how much the thermal gradient needed to be managed.

      “Welcome to MC Kas, Captain,” an attendant, dressed in a crisp red uniform, said as she approached. “I’m Flight Assistant Ann Rennie. I’ll be seeing to your needs while you’re on station. Can I take your luggage?”

      “Thank you,” Marisa said, pointing up to the dome. “When will the tinting fade?”

      “It’s already thinning, Captain. The shell hits peak opacity between local noon and thirteen hundred this time of the year.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “Yes, Captain, it is. It’s a long way from the old Ant Farm.”

      Marisa chuckled. “You can say that again.”

      She’d read all the briefings. The dome’s environmental management system controlled both the air handling equipment and the water cycles that drove the entire facility. Torrance would love this, she thought as she absently took in the full surroundings. The flight attendant’s use of local noon tripped the idea of time travel inside her mind. Mars’s rotation was so close to Earth’s that it kept the same fundamental calendar and local times — which left thirty-seven minutes unaccounted for. Locals collected those minutes into buckets at the end of the day, calling it simply Extra, as in it happened yesterday at 15 Extra, to describe something that would go down as 2415 military. She’d always loved that. Martian citizens got thirty-seven extra minutes a day. Quite lovely.

      She pressed her lips together as she looked closer.

      Other than the odd warp to the sky, the landing station seemed like any she’d seen on Earth. The tarmac spread toward the horizon, and several shuttles stood ready along the line. Marisa noted that FA Rennie had arrived in a standard-issue, self-guided skimmer that had been painted with the colony seal. The landscape around the airfield was burnt dry, covered in harsh green and brown vegetation, but there were a lot of dry, dusty places on Earth, too.

      Everything smelled normal, too — fresh air scented with the aroma of the shuttle hangar over a thin backdrop of desert rock. The idea of recycled air had never fazed her on a spacecraft, but before setting down, she just knew the air would be strange here on Mars. She didn’t see why it should be different, but somehow it seemed like it would be.

      She’d assumed it would be stuffy or stagnant.

      She couldn’t feel a difference between this atmosphere and Earth’s, though.

      Mars Colony Kasbian was growing older now, but when it first became operational it was a cutting-edge step forward — a facility so much more open than the original human outposts on the planet, which had been underground caves excavated for human use, and then later had developed into smaller surface pods connected by radiation-hardened tunnels. As the flight assistant noted, the original, now destroyed, Mars Colony Natim had been nicknamed “The Ant Farm” for just that reason.

      Standing here for the first time, Marisa understood why her more excitable friends said Kasbian represented the future. True terraforming would always be a bitch, but the colony here served as proof that if given enough time, human beings could build a city anyplace.

      “Shall I have your bags sent to the staff office,” Rennie repeated. “I can arrange a pod to take you to Sensor Command.”

      Marisa glanced at local time. As planned, it was several hours before her session with the director. “A pod, yes,” she said. “But since I have some time, I think I’ll make another stop first.”

      “I can arrange that, Captain. Would you like a detail to escort you?”

      “No thank you, Flight Assistant. I’m just going to visit with a friend.”

      “All right, Captain. I’ll arrange your transportation.”

      A fifteen-minute ride later, Marisa stepped from the pod and stood straight before Darsi Research Facility, Building Six.

      If his message was correct, this had been where Thomas had been working. Wanting to be careful in the lead-up to this trip, Marisa hadn’t asked too many pointed questions. But a search on Sensor Command and Mars had brought the kid’s name up, as well as a list of projects he’d worked on.

      Classified stuff mostly.

      Which made sense.

      And mostly for Sensor Command — for which she most definitely didn’t have clearance.

      Arching her back, she looked first to an upper floor window, to where fire had charred the brick compound dark.

      Her stomach dropped.

      She didn’t need to be a weapons commander to understand that explosives had blown a concentrated hole through the wall.

      Automatic barriers still lined off the ground below, their sensors crackling with energy even from this distance.

      She didn’t have to go into the building to know the charred brick would mark Thomas Kitchell’s office.

      Despite her already certain sense of dread, though, Marisa Harthing stepped briskly into the research facility, steeling herself, knowing already that Kitchell was gone, and struggling to put together pieces of the puzzle that was telling her that something here was very much wrong.
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        Arlington, Virginia

        Local Date: August 8, 2252

        Local Time: 1135

      

      

      

      The briefing was as terse as it was short.

      Willim Pinot, director of the United Government Intelligence Office, stared bullets into Evan Josiah, chair of the UG Solar System Environmental Council. The man stood beside the holoprojector and fidgeted.

      Earlier, Pinot had wondered how long he had before news about an anomaly associated with the sun got out. Now he knew.

      “You’re convinced?” Pinot said.

      Josiah pulled at his collar — a nervous tic he’d displayed several times already. He toggled down a data table that included multidimensional graphs that would have brought tears to the eyes of any elite physicist of the past three hundred years.

      As the UGSSE council chair, Josiah’s usual duties were to provide tepid updates on errant asteroids and milquetoast progress reports on plans for cleaning away the clouds of space junk that clogged commerce channels — which was what Pinot had been hoping to hear in this briefing. Josiah’s team was working to pick up after the Mercury debacle in which Interstellar Command had lost the UGIS Hercules but had also destroyed a U3 vessel in the process. With any luck, the brief would have been full of information about intermingled debris from both ships, bodies lost, data files discovered, and requests for the ability to add security classification to whatever salvage they had managed to retrieve from the dead U3 spacecraft — hence the Intelligence Office’s leverage for being first into the game.

      Instead, Josiah dropped this on him.

      “You’re convinced Universe Three has found a way to drain our sun?”

      “Yes, sir, I am. I have no idea how it works, but I’m convinced something inside the sun has changed. Given the events at Mercury, I’m not sure there’s any other way to interpret it.”

      Pinot drew a raspy breath and considered his next move.

      The fluctuations inside the sun were — so far — so small that the UGIO’s internal study had found them only because Zina Nichols’s thought experiment suggested they should go look for it. Monitoring solar output wasn’t Josiah’s group’s job, and he wasn’t the caliber of thinker to have been able to follow this lead on his own, which meant Josiah had someone in his organization who was sharper than the usual analyst. If nothing else, Pinot could raid the executive’s staff after he had buttoned this exercise up.

      Pinot marked that idea into the secure section of his dataclip, then swiveled his chair to take in Zina Nichols, his deputy director, who was sitting across the polished wooden table.

      “What do you think, Zina?” Pinot said.

      She was tiny in stature, but the crisp, squared shoulders of her green blouse and the clear intensity of her dark gaze added a sharpness to her demeanor.

      Otherwise, since the briefing had been for just them, the room was small but comfortable.

      She folded her hands together.

      “I think Mr. Josiah has done some excellent work, but his conclusions are presumptuous.”

      Pinot smiled dryly as she played her role without him having scripted it.

      “How do you mean?”

      “As you’re aware, we’ve known about anomalies in the sun’s operations for some time, so I think attributing it to Universe Three — while not hard to fathom if you’re unaware of certain details — feels like a fanciful jump.”

      Pinot nodded, frowning deeply as he put his clasped and pointed fingers to his lips. “You think it’s something natural.”

      “Probably. But all I can say with certainty is that whatever’s going on inside our sun was happening prior to the skirmish, so it’s unlikely to have anything to do with Universe Three.”

      “Could Universe Three have done something earlier?”

      She grimaced.

      “I can’t see it. U3 physicists aren’t that advanced, and we haven’t seen any suggestion that they are jumping into the zones they’d have to get to. They would have had to get lucky.”

      “And you don’t believe in that kind of luck?”

      “No. Despite Mr. Josiah’s most excellent work, I do not.”

      Pinot’s eyes gave a satisfied glimmer as he took a moment to admire his subordinate. He had chosen well. Zina Nichols was smart and as quick on her feet than any analyst he’d ever known. She had the ability hold her position close to her vest and to twist the truth in directions that suited her goals, all while managing to keep the social sensors in her observer’s dataclips from pinging red. Spare moments after the Mercury skirmish she’d helped him deduce the fact that U3 was working to sabotage their sun. But the resulting situation showed no immediate danger. As always, knowledge was power. Power that would grow more valuable as long as they could keep the existence of that oddity inside the sun a secret.

      Nichols had just played her part to perfection.

      She was going to make a fantastic director someday.

      He returned his gaze to Josiah.

      The scientist seemed to swallow.

      “What do you think of the deputy director’s assessment?”

      “I. Uh. I was unaware anyone had discovered the leakage earlier.”

      “That’s very good to hear,” Pinot said with a rumbly voice and a smile to match. “That means I don’t have to make anybody disappear.”

      Josiah’s laughter carried too much bluster to cover his relief. “I’m sorry to have jumped to such conclusions, Director. It just seemed like the natural answer. I thought you should know.”

      “Not to worry,” Pinot said, sitting back. “As my compatriot noted, it’s an easy assessment to fall to. I appreciate your office’s diligence. Please pass me the names of your analysts and I’ll provide them commendations.”

      “Thank you, Director.”

      “But given the complexity of the situation, I’m sure you understand why I need you to follow our security directives now?” Pinot waited. “No leaks, right?”

      “I understand, Director.”

      “And I’m going to need your data sets.”

      “Totally understandable.”

      Pinot leaned forward and put on his most rigid expression. He paused a perfectly dramatic moment. “Because I would hate to have to hold a second conversation on the subject.”

      Josiah’s nod was strong enough to sprain his spine.

      “My assessment was wrong, so I no longer have an assessment to give. I can’t imagine why we would need another such meeting.”

      “That’s very good to hear.”

      Pinot sat back. It would do for now, but a shared glance with Nichols said she was reading the situation the same way as he was. Evan Josiah — and his people — were going to be a problem. And if it wasn’t them, the system’s top scientists would fall upon the truth soon enough.

      Time was running short.
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        Arlington, Virginia

        Local Date: August 8, 2252

        Local Time: 1215

      

      

      

      “What’s the play?” Zina Nichols asked, sitting opposite Willim Pinot’s desk in the less comfortable guest chair — its hard shell pressing against her spine.

      In the fifteen minutes since Josiah’s briefing, its contents still played in her mind. She had a read on Pinot’s position but wanted to be sure. As her boss settled into his chair, the dynamically inked lioness on her hip hunched into position.

      She was now officially Pinot’s second-in-command, Deputy Director of the United Government Intelligence Office — by far the youngest person to hold the post in the agency’s history. It had been a big jump, but Pinot hadn’t been above taking bold actions throughout his career, and she’d deserved it. Her first “close-in” project had been complex and messy, but also a huge success — she’d managed to save Pinot’s reputation by putting the final bow on an operation that resulted in Torrance Black’s reputation turning from hero to traitor.

      The op had required some sleight-of-hand while paying off a few important people and dealing with a renegade media story that had been fostered by Black’s compatriot, Thomas Kitchell. She’d also run an additional double-blind operation to change a few important records to connect Ambassador Black more directly to Deidra Francis — or, more appropriately, to her father Casmir Francis, who had been among Universe Three’s original founders.

      If Kitchell could have been confirmed killed in the last part of the operation, rather than just listed as “missing,” she would have considered the whole thing to have been perfect.

      Alas, in the real world, perfect did not exist.

      Technically, she still had Marisa Harthing to deal with — something she’d put off a bit because dealing with high-ranking Interstellar officers was a different game. She had irons in that fire, but hadn’t pulled on any of them, yet.

      Along the way, after working through details of the Mercury debacle, Zina had pieced together the suggestion that something bigger was afoot there, surmising the existence of the connection to the sun that Josiah had just briefed them on.

      After all that, Pinot had jumped her several levels.

      Now her boss sat comfortably in his black leather chair, his posture signaling a blazing danger to any subordinate who had worked for him much longer than a week — the chair pushed back, elbows on armrests, fingertips lightly touching in the air before him, the index fingers steepled and pressed against his upper lip.

      He was an older man, but still vital enough he could stave off the life extensions he might require later. He kept what hair he still had cut short, but left it streaked with gray because, for whatever reason, he thought it looked regal. His belly displayed the excesses of a life lived in comfort. He had been the United Government Intelligence Officer for long enough to credibly say he understood the game better than any person who had ever played the game. He was also a man who would order his own grandmother tortured if it meant he’d come out further ahead in the end.

      Zina Nichols understood that much, and more.

      Right now, Zina understood he was unhappy with what Josiah’s brief meant. Pinot did not like surprises, and the one Evan Josiah had just dropped on them was one big-assed surprise.

      She knew how to play the floor, though.

      Even after having worked with Pinot for only a short time, she knew those words what’s the play? were enough to get him started.

      

      “The science wonks will figure it out soon enough,” Pinot said, finally answering Nichols’s question.

      The idea pained him, but he’d come too far to pretend now.

      If something was true it was true.

      The good news was that the drain was exceedingly slow. The sun’s power spectrum wasn’t fading quickly enough to register on standard solar utilities yet, but if you knew exactly what you were looking for you could see it. The bad news was that someone would eventually find it, and when they did, certain systemwide dynamics would change.

      The classified report had been clear about this.

      Sooner rather than later the solar mass will do something impossible for sensors to miss, the report had projected. At that point, some scientist somewhere is going to see it.

      It meant he was going to have to move more quickly than he’d wanted.

      He watched as Zina Nichols took him in.

      She sat in a precise, almost birdlike fashion, back straight, gaze angled gently toward him, dataclip pressed into her ear canal, hands folded in her lap.

      Her dark, sharply creased pants and her pressed green blouse radiated an essence of efficiency — as did her hair, which Pinot noted she had cut shorter after her promotion. He thought he understood her, but the intensity of her expression took him back. Hunter, that expression said. Pinot wondered if his own gaze had ever carried such raw ambition. Yes, he answered his own question. It had. But Sela Matz, the UGIO before him, hadn’t been able to see it so clearly.

      Like senses like, though.

      Someday Zina Nichols would be as dangerous as Willim Pinot was now. He did not want to be opposite her when that time came.

      “I agree,” Nichols replied. “The scientists will still take time to discover the truth. But what’s the play now?”

      “We can’t keep the news from leaking eventually, but we can prepare for the fallout,” Pinot said. “As fractious as this is going to be, it’s going to lead to opportunities. So, we leave the scientists to do what they do, and focus on the councils.”

      “The councils?” Nichols asked, one eyebrow rising a slight notch. “Which ones?”

      “All four,” Pinot answered, counting off the organizations on his fingers. “Supreme President Mubadid’s Cabinet. The Defense Council. Internal Security. Interstellar Command.”

      He looked at Nichols and enjoyed watching the wheels turn in her head. Her expression reminded him of when he was second-in-command. He had never liked not being able to read Matz well enough to be at least a step beyond her. Now he watched as Nichols tried to find his angle.

      “Start with Mubadid’s Cabinet and IS?”

      “Yes. Those two are the bigger players. I’ll take Mubadid’s cabinet myself,” he said, still taking in his subordinate’s expression. “You focus on Internal Security. When the facts come out, we’re going to see huge splits in leadership, so we’ll want to be ready. I want information on every council member. Where they drink, what extracurriculars they enjoy, who they’ve been with, what their families are doing. You know the drill.”

      “Yes,” Nichols said. “What about Defense and Interstellar?"

      He raised a hand. “They’re reactionary. If you can gather the right information to start with, we can give them to Delia. The Supreme Cabinet and Internal are the two most important.”

      Nichols seemed to relax. Delia Reghat was a sharp principal analyst assigned under her.

      “I see that,” she said, as if voicing a new standard. “If we control Supreme and Internal, we control the rest.”

      “Exactly. Pay attention to this over the next few months, Zina. If we play the game right, we will see a gap open for us to run through.”

      Nichols seemed to calculate again, which made him happy.

      If he waited long enough, she’d see it.

      The cabinet was, for all purposes, Supreme President Mubadid herself. The woman was getting old enough to be on her last extensions, and she’d already lost a step. Something had to be done. And Internal Security — the core group of systemwide law enforcement — was the primary tool anyone needed to exert real power across the system. Pinot had been itching to break the barrier between his covert operations and those of law enforcement.

      The answer fell into her gaze.

      “You’re going to run an operation on the president,” Nichols said, her voice flat.

      Pinot smiled. “I knew you’d get there.”

      

      Zina created an appreciative smile.

      She should have expected it.

      Given the frame through which Pinot viewed the world, making a move to control the system now made sense. He would assess things carefully, but conservatively — conservatively in the sense that he held certain truths to be self-evident, anyway. The idea of Universe Three trying to drain the sun, for example, he had assigned into the category of “fixable,” despite there not being a solution in sight. Where a normal person might blanch at the idea, it was in Pinot’s framework to assume that scientists, or the “wonks,” would find a solution.

      That’s how things worked throughout Pinot’s history.

      See problem, fix problem.

      In Pinot’s world, scientists could be molded.

      It was a mistake, though, and to Zina an obvious one. Despite trying, the “wonks” hadn’t made a breakthrough in interdimensional physics since U3 had stolen Jorge Catazara out from under their noses. Even though U3’s attempt to sabotage the sun had not been a total success, the attempt itself meant U3 had capability the United Government did not. And it meant they were working in a specific direction. The Solar System’s massive size gave it certain advantages, but Zina did not like the odds that UG scientists would be able to counter Universe Three now. To go all-in on them was a big bet. One she wasn’t ready to accept.

      “That’s going to be quite an operation,” she said.

      “It will be big enough, I suppose,” Pinot said, his dark eyes gleaming with anticipation.

      “I appreciate your confidence in me,” she replied, keeping her reactions inside herself as, already, she felt plays fall out before her in a network of cause and effects.

      “I’ve left you information regarding the four primary subjects in Internal,” Pinot said. “You’ll need profiles, assessments, and opinions on them.”

      Zina checked secure paths through her dataclip and suppressed the urge to smile.

      “Timing?”

      “Three days max.”

      She had been studying those four names and several others attached to Internal Security for some time now. The only thing that would take three days was deciding which bits to share with Pinot and which to keep to herself. It left time for her to catch up with, and close a loop on, Captain Harthing, as well as begin to scope out how she might best delve into Defense and Interstellar Command.

      “That won’t be a problem,” she said.

      Two minutes later, striding toward her office, Zina’s mind raced.

      Pinot may well wind up winning this game, but if he did, he’d be controlling a doomed system, which wasn’t a game she cared to win. She would help him, of course. She would help Pinot so long as she got to play her own game along the way.

      Because she, too, wanted to control something.

      The only question that mattered now was whether that something would be in the Solar System, or outside it.

      Either way they were going to need to stage a coup.
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        Mars Colony Kasbian, Jagger’s Field

        Local Date: August 10, 2252

        Local Time: 2115 (Earth Standard)

      

      

      

      Oddly, when she returned to her guest quarters, Marisa Harthing wasn’t surprised to find the woman sitting at the wide table in the dining area.

      The security on Kasbian was less intense than most places — probably because they relied on the dome’s air locks at the top level. “Don’t let kooks into the colony in the first place, and issues tend to go away.” It was a viewpoint that could cause problems.

      The meeting with Director Stilson had been as perfunctory as she’d expected it would be. He briefed her on his team’s projects, focusing on work she’d asked about, mostly things Thomas Kitchell had been working on and specifically research regarding the possible use of multidimensional signals as guidance sensors. His progress had been promising. Since she formally represented Navigation Command, she’d entered that conversation with a ginned-up hypothetical in which such capability might improve the efficiency of controlling Star Drive jump locations. The idea was bullshit, but it was one Stilson jumped on like it might well have been the second coming of standard gate theory.

      “That could work,” he blathered on, tipping a glass of the local rosé he’d been so proud of toward her. “If it does, maybe you’ll share in a prize.”

      “That would be pleasant,” she replied.

      The chime of their glasses was better than the wine.

      She’d gotten what she needed.

      Something was definitely wrong here.

      It seemed impossible that Stilson could be unaware of the connection between her and Thomas, yet at no time did Stilson mention Thomas — even while directly discussing his work. At one point she considered dropping his name simply to read the expression on the director’s face, but she worried that would be going too far.

      The visiting dignitary’s compartment was roomy and comfortable.

      Now — as the door irised shut behind her, and as Marisa saw the woman seated at the table — she laid her staff jacket casually over the chair by the door and took in the visitor.

      The woman appeared young, but years had taught Marisa that appearances could deceive. The woman’s gaze was sharp. The dim light darkened her blouse to maroon or burgundy. On the table before her, a mobile data system projected a small ID screen into the space above it, complete with a recent photo and a collection of personal data.

      The photo was her daughter, Mercedes.

      Hackles rising, Marisa crossed the room to sit across the table.

      The sturdy piece of furniture, with a marbled top polished to a warm shine, sat between a wall-mounted dispenser system and a wide, comfortable-looking bed.

      “Captain Harthing,” the woman said. “It is an honor to meet you in person.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have the privilege of your name,” she said.

      “Zina Nichols,” the woman replied.

      The name clicked into place. She’d seen news blocks on the woman earlier, but until now she hadn’t connected the dots.

      “Intelligence office?”

      “Deputy director to Willim Pinot.”

      “Congratulations on your promotion. I assume this visit has something to do with Thomas’s disappearance.”

      “Not really,” Nichols replied. “I’m here to determine what connection you may still have with Torrance Black.”

      Marisa caught her breath. She glanced at the image of Mercy hovering above the data system. She should have been ready for that.

      “I’d say you already know what connection I have with Torrance Black,” she said, stalling to add up the figures. “I’m not that close to him now.”

      Nichols reached for her data system and snapped off the projection.

      Mercy disappeared into the ether, and the intelligence officer turned her gaze back on Marisa, rapier-sharp focus drilling into her essence.

      “You’ve no doubt read recent news about Ambassador Black’s ties to Universe Three.”

      “I have. Though I admit I can’t say I believe them.”

      “You can see my problem, then, right? We have all the proof we need to say that Torrance Black was a traitor to the entire Solar System. Of that there is no doubt. The question I’m left to answer, then, is whether that label applies to you, too.”

      “That is insane.”

      “Perhaps. But if I can’t get a story that hangs together here, then I need to progress farther down the line. How deep does this whole thing go? Was Torrance Black simply the tip of a larger iceberg?”

      “You’ve already killed Thomas,” Marisa said, seeing a full truth that until a moment ago she’d only felt. “He went to the press, so you shut him up.”

      Nichols’s shrug was almost sad.

      “It turned out that Thomas Kitchell, too, was working with the Universe Three terrorists.” She edged forward. “I’m sure you can see the dilemma that leaves me in. Black and Kitchell were both heroes of the Everguard disaster. And yet they were both U3 moles. Just how far down could this go? Who else could be involved?”

      Marisa’s throat tightened.

      The woman’s gaze grew even sharper, then slid to the datapad where Mercy’s image had hovered a moment ago.

      Marisa understood the threat.

      And she understood something else, too. This was a game she couldn’t win.

      Not now, at least.

      But she could wait. She would play the hand she’d been dealt, and she’d find her spot. She’d grown used to that approach while progressing her career.

      “What do you want?” Marisa said.

      Zina Nichols straightened her back. Her lips formed into a smile. “Nothing too hard for an Interstellar Command officer, I’d say.”

      Marisa nodded, knowing what Nichols wanted.

      Just deflect, that’s what she wanted Marisa to do.

      Demur.

      Pretend that she didn’t know Torrance as well as some might think — that they hadn’t been together for years, just as she’d already played when Nichols had asked the first time.

      She could do that.

      For a while, anyway.

      “All right,” Marisa said, putting on her command voice. “Let’s get down to business.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DISCOVERY

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Free Space - Triton Station 12

        Local Date: October 12, 2252

        Local Time: 0912 (Earth Standard)

      

      

      

      Kip Pyle, the midshift supervisor, looked at the tech who had just brought in the report. With the station able to afford barely enough power to drive a single desk lamp, his office was small and dingy to begin with. It felt claustrophobic with another person in it.

      “Are you certain?” he said.

      “I’ve run it six times.”

      “Adjusting the gains?”

      “It’s not noise, Kip. I’ve adjusted gains and I’ve played with the frequency matcher, and I’ve done every transformation we’ve got.”

      “Heterodyne?”

      “That was pass four.”

      Kip sighed. There went another weekend. “I need a vacation,” he said.

      “Don’t we all.”

      He sighed and ran a hand over the stubble on his skull. He needed another shave as much as he needed a vacation.

      The tech was young, as was every tech who came through Triton 12. The place was Kip’s home, but for everyone else it was a waypoint — a place to do an internship or just a quick first job out of school. No one else seemed to want to live their lives in a tiny tin can that rotated out in the deepest of deep space — tide-locked to the largest moon that orbited Neptune.

      The tech had dyed her hair lime green and wore her faded-green station jacket baggy and unzipped far enough to reveal a white band underneath — a whole package that made her look more like she was going to a friend’s party than sitting at work.

      It was fine to Kip.

      Keeping people here was hard enough without pushing a bunch of dumbass rules made by people who didn’t care enough to visit anyway.

      He preferred keeping things loose.

      He looked at the report.

      Triton 12 was the most distant outpost in the Solar System — a place so remote it took light from the sun over four hours to arrive.

      Four hours and fifteen minutes and fifty-one seconds. Don’t forget the fifty-one seconds!, he’d always say to a recruit.

      That distance from home was what mattered here.

      As such, staying alive meant Triton 12 needed every photon its receivers could collect. If the tech was right, they were down on power. Not by much, but out here even a percent of a percent mattered.
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