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        “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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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.

      Kitchell deserved better than to get shot up like he had.

      As far as Torrance knew, the kid would be going into the Academy when he healed up. That had been the plan, anyway, and Torrance had made it a point to reiterate his recommendation everywhere he went these past three weeks.

      At twenty-two, Kitchell had a helluva lot going for him.

      Torrance hoped he would find a way to stay in touch.

      “Please open and play file Black One,” he said.

      It was one of his own custom files. One he had created in the earliest days.

      Abke played the file.

      The room popped and fuzzed with a strange, chaotic rhythm. To most people it would have sounded like simple white noise, but to Torrance it was music. Not structured like human music, but still it worked for him. Something to it gave him comfort, a rhythm or a flow that struck him someplace deep inside. It had been locals since he had last heard it.

      As it played on, Torrance bent to review another data file.

      Then another.

      The music looped around as he scanned more.

      Looking at the files gave him an awkward sensation that reminded him of attending a college reunion.

      He remembered most of them, but he remembered them differently—he recalled partials here or there, and as he took in each of the files they brought up fragments of ideas that seemed familiar in the same way an old summer vacation spot felt familiar. He recalled that at one time he had considered adjusting the spectral density of the radio wave contact image, but couldn’t recall exactly how he had planned to do it—something about boosting frequency distributions in sequential patterns and then building a new language model around the output. But that wasn’t quite right.

      Somewhere in the mix of his thoughts, an ensign delivered a lunch plate.

      He ate it, but afterward he only knew he had done so because of the plate of crumbs he left behind and because by late afternoon he wasn’t feeling that pit of hunger he would have gotten if he missed a meal.

      He wondered what kind of sandwich it had been.

      It wasn’t until his alarm rang nearly seven hours later that Torrance realized he was going to be late for his meeting with the admiral.
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        Atropos, Eta Cassiopeia System

        Local Date: Studna 23, 9

        Local Time: 0524

      

      

      

      Casmir Francis’s body merged with the thunderhoof’s movements.

      The beast’s hooves pounded against bare rock. Its breathing rasped to the beat of a steam wheel. Its muscles were cords of steel against Casmir’s thighs. He had taken his meds and done his routines. Now he was exercising in what had become his favorite way—riding Thunderbolt, the herd animal he had bonded most closely with.

      He felt healthier here than he had ever felt before.

      Not cured, of course. Cystic fibrosis doesn’t work that way.

      Perhaps it was something inherent in the planet. Maybe the food they were growing, or microbes in the air. Or maybe it was just that for the first time in over a decade he was able to follow a routine that allowed him to exercise and take care of himself like Yvonne and Dr. Iwal wanted him to. Whatever the reason, he was stronger here on Atropos, and as he worked with the thunderhoof to race across the land he felt like he was one with the morning.

      The sky over the horizon was that endless shade of purple that happened just before sunrise, especially this time of year. It was Studna, Atropos’s version of springtime, that time of year when temperatures were rising and the water would come down in sheets. When it came, anyway. Storms on Atropos were sporadic, but could be serious things.

      Studna was an old Czech name for water well, though.

      Fitting, he supposed, though the calendar’s months had not been named for any seasonal aspect. Rather, a set of school kids had mapped and named new constellations as seen from their home. Each month was then named for a constellation but in a different language from Earth. That last made him happy. A calendar should have a sense of wonder to it, and a sense of history. This one did. It was the 23rd of Studna. In three days the month would change to Conejo as Atropos moved through the Rabbit and into the true spring.

      The air was cool and damp, swaddling the day’s first sounds against the outside world.

      His arms pulled against the leather tack, and Thunderbolt leapt a chasm.

      They raced the final fifty meters to the mesa’s flat crest, where Casmir brought the animal to a halt.

      Man and beast stood still, the gray morning mist forming twisted clouds that hung in the stagnant air, the thunderhoof’s exhalations coming as blowing cones of gauzy vapor.

      The animal was more horse than buffalo, muscular, with a coat as gray as slate. The party that had originally encountered them had branded them with the name thunderhoof for the way the herd’s retreat had sounded as it reverberated through the valley. It was an apt name. The animals populated the wide green plains on this planet, and there were some among the U3 community who thought the thunderhoofs had some limited form of intelligence—or at least a keener consciousness than the animals on Earth had expressed. Casmir didn’t really agree with this—though he was happy to have his people study these creatures, as well as others on the planet, more closely.

      The thunderhoofs seemed to communicate their basic desires through a series of movements and sounds made through their mouths and through a blow hole at the back of their skulls. After realizing this, Universe Three’s citizens had come to an oddly capitalistic relationship with the beasts in which the human population provided the animals with food and grooming in return for services that included towing, simple transportation, and in Casmir’s case, recreation.

      Thunderbolt rolled its muscles over one shoulder and vocalized a sputtering sound.

      Casmir looked in the direction the beast suggested, and saw a pair of birds of a species he had never seen before. The colony had been on the planet for nine local years, which translated to more than seven Earth standards, but they still had a lot to learn.

      “Beautiful,” he said out loud as he rubbed the thunderhoof’s shoulder to thank him for bringing the birds to his attention.

      The land spread out below them in greens and browns. Only a few of the buildings of what his people now called Atropos City were lighted at this hour, and of those only a few trailed smoke or heated water vapor from their ceiling ducts and electric generators. Universe Three had considered several names for their capitol, but once it was public knowledge that the earliest UG raiders had used Atropos City as an ironic name for their little dirt bowl of a settlement, the board unanimously agreed to adopt the name.

      Atropos City.

      Casmir liked it for its aspiration.

      The name gave him and his people a target. A goal.

      From its rudimentary beginnings, the people of Universe Three would create a city and then a population and then an entire set of civilizations that the United Government could never understand.

      He smiled at that, then looked to the east where Lake Miyear reflected the first rays of Eta Cass as an orange bolt that creased the water’s surface.

      Casmir drew a breath and looked at the industrial complex that was beginning to sprawl across the northern landscape. Technical people went to work in those buildings—designers, engineers, controllers, assembly techs, and welders. And even better, physicists—including the brilliant Jorge Catazara—the best and brightest mind that money, personal bravery, and the ideals of true personal freedom could acquire.

      A skimmer raced across the land below.

      Rail lines ran into the complex from the south and the west now, connecting up the foundry to the early mines that Kazima Yamada had been building. A half-filled trolley was still being unloaded after its evening delivery of metal-laced ore that would be smelted and used in the manufacture of machines they needed to build even more impressive machines.

      Star Drive spaceships.

      They had been able to build standard space-faring craft for the past two years, but it had taken them longer to get to this point where they could piece together the sophisticated manufacturing tools it took to make a Star Drive engine. They were close—so very close. Maybe even next fall they would be able to build their own fleet modeled after the hand-built prototypes they had already managed.

      The complex was a beautiful sight.

      Casmir was one of the few people of Universe Three who still kept the Solar System standard calendar in his memory, and in a few days he would cross his sixtieth standard birthday. That meant he had been working with the group who had become U3 for just over forty years.

      It was a hard number to swallow.

      Ah, Perigee, he thought. How I wish you could see this.

      The communications pad on his belt rumbled.

      He gritted his teeth at the interruption.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Sorry to disturb you, sir, but Deidra said we should contact you immediately.” It was Martin Scalese, the man who operated the communications center.

      “Perhaps she was wrong,” he snapped.

      “I apologize again, sir.”

      Casmir scoffed at himself then.

      “It’s all right, Martin. It is not your fault that my daughter is so fervent in her views.”

      “No, sir. I guess not.”

      Of his children, Casmir wasn’t surprised Deidra had been the one to take to the organization. She believed in it fully, but at almost twenty-one years old she was going through the early stage of radical exuberance that was always marked by high verbal temperatures and knee-jerk reactions.

      “So, what is it?”

      “We’ve received a communication.”

      “Yes?”

      “From the United Government.”

      He paused. Even though it had been several weeks since Everguard had been destroyed, the UG had not yet directly responded. He had begun to worry, but he hadn’t considered the idea that they might attempt to contact them directly.

      “How did it come in?”

      “Standard radio, sir. We assume they jumped Orion into our system, sent the message, and then jumped back out.”

      “What does it say?”

      “Are you sitting down, sir?”

      Casmir glanced at the thunderhoof’s gray back, then out over the distance.

      “You could say that,” he said.
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        Aldrin Station

        Local Date: January 19, 2215

        Local Time: 1940

      

      

      

      Lieutenant Commander Torrance Black walked into the admiral’s office.

      It was mid second shift. His brain was mushy from seven hours lost in deep thought, but the mere act of doing that work had brought a new sense of purpose to his step. He would crash later, but for the moment he felt oddly energized.

      The admiral’s desk was a translucent block of smoky black glass inlaid with an ornate design of cherry wood. The wall behind her was a display panel in dark blue marked with the flags of Interstellar Command and the United Government. Soft ceiling lighting reflected off a floor of white tiles. Two men, visitors, sat on hard chairs beside the desk, one in admiral’s whites, the other in a green jumper with mission patches stitched along his arm. Flair at his collar marked him as a captain.

      The admiral came from behind the desk to greet Torrance.

      Naomi Umaro’s frame was tall and trim—a form accentuated by her crisp white uniform. Her heritage was hard to pick out, part Mediterranean, part Scandinavian, maybe some Malay. She wore her black hair pulled back from her face. It was going gray along one temple. Her skin was smooth over her cheekbones, but a slight crinkle of crow’s feet gathered at the corners of her eyes to suggest that she was maybe ten standards older than Torrance.

      The decoration swath set at her collarbone was meshed with the shimmering icons that marked her service history, a history built of short stints in multiple spaceports—a trajectory that said Umaro was an officer with both a plan and enough backing within the command to make that plan happen.

      She had been groomed for this role, and seemed more than comfortable in her own skin. Rumors said she had larger political roles in her future, and Torrance saw nothing in this first impression to argue otherwise.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said as they shook hands. “How’s the wrist?”

      “You’re welcome,” he replied, holding up the soft wrap. He had broken it during the Everguard sabotage. “Doctor says I’ll be out of this in a day or two, so I guess I’m doing fine.”

      “Can I get you anything? Coffee? Sandwich?”

      “No thank you. I grabbed a sandwich on the way over.”

      “Then please have a seat.” The admiral motioned him to a soft-backed chair, then sat on the edge of her desk as he settled in.

      “Let me introduce Rear Admiral Ihiri Montague and Captain Wallace Douglas.”

      “Good afternoon,” Torrance said.

      “It is an honor to meet you,” the rear admiral replied.

      Douglas gave a toothless smile and nodded politely.

      Rear Admiral Montague was short in his chair, and a little too rounded in the middle, probably from a few too many state dinners. But he was crisply dressed, and carried his power in the casual way of an elder statesman.

      Douglas was altogether different.

      His eyes were brown lasers. The curve of his nose lent him an aura of hawkishness, and his jawline was square and chiseled enough to cut glass. His light brown skin was scarred to nearly nonexistent pebble along his right cheek. Torrance wondered if he had been burned.

      “Do you have any idea why I asked you here, Commander?” Umaro asked.

      “I couldn’t say.”

      Her grin was warm but did nothing to make him feel better. Then he realized what she had just said.

      “Commander?”

      “I signed your orders this morning. That is, if you want them. I understand you were planning to decommission.”

      Torrance glanced at the men, then back to Umaro.

      “I’m not sure what to say.”

      She crossed her arms and leaned back with an expression that was a mixture of smugness and charm. “We pulled four hundred and fifty-three people off Everguard because of you, Commander.”

      “I had help from my team.”

      “You were the leader.”

      Torrance nodded. That was the gig. If the team did well, the leader was brilliant, if not, the leader was crap.

      “Your record is otherwise solid, but not particularly noteworthy. A single reprimand, never repeated, and an ill-fated attempt to save an indeterminate life-form.”

      Since Captain Romanov suggested he was keeping that detail off Torrance’s record, he was surprised Umaro knew of this. But rather than fear repercussions, Torrance was now torn between being gutted by Umaro’s matter-of-fact tone as she said the words not particularly noteworthy and feeling something that approached giddiness when he imagined how Government Security Officer Casey would be gagging if he were here to see Torrance offered a promotion.

      Umaro continued. “But the fact is that you were the Officer of Record who solved a critical technical problem and launched the wormhole pods that changed the world. That makes you important. And what you did on Everguard makes you a hero. Every kid in the Solar System knows the name Torrance Black now.”

      “For better or for worse?” Torrance asked.

      Umaro ignored the comment.

      “You deserve the promotion for that alone.”

      Torrance moved his fingers to feel the residual pain in his hand.

      Umaro continued.

      “But the fact you’re a hero is not what made your papers easy to sign, Torrance. To be totally honest, every person in the service is a potential hero if the situation lines up just so. And, while the media is focusing on your efforts to take down Lieutenant Malloy, we both know that bravery in the line of fire doesn’t have a lot to say about whether a person makes a great leader or not.” She paused. “I’ve processed paperwork for a lot of heroes whose promotions I didn’t think were particularly wise. But what made your orders easy to sign is that every crew member in System Command that day said that your leadership under pressure is what saved lives aboard that ship.”

      An image of Karl Malloy flashed across his mind.

      Malloy, his compatriot who had been a U3 mole. Malloy, the man who set the explosive charges that resulted in Everguard’s destruction and some two thousand deaths.

      “We didn’t save everyone.”

      Admiral Montague cleared his throat. “You saved everyone who could be saved, Commander,” he said.

      Torrance’s agreement was only a faint nod.

      Commander, he thought.

      He hadn’t expected that. The rank sounded odd on his tongue as he pretended to say it. Three syllables instead of six. Strange. He sat back in his chair, still on alert but taking in the three of them.

      Umaro’s gaze was firm.

      The other two men sat in their chairs, waiting like gamblers at a horse race.

      “There’s more to this, isn’t there?” he asked.

      “I need you to do something for me,” Umaro replied.

      The temperature of the room dropped.

      “I want you to accept an assignment to the Eta Cass system.”

      “Eta Cass?” he said.

      “That’s where Universe Three has set up shop,” Umaro replied.

      Understanding dawned.

      Universe Three had been jumping Icarus and Einstein into the Solar System to pick people up—or kidnap people, if you believed certain news outlets—and transport them to whatever base of operations they had set up. Torrance had also heard gossip about an operation the United Government had run against the terrorists after Starburst, but he had never seen anything official about it.

      “You’ve just given me classified information.”

      “As of this morning, you’re cleared.”

      “Wasn’t that presumptuous?”

      “Was it?”

      Her gaze cut into him. The world around him began moving a little too fast.

      “We’re going to retaliate?”

      Umaro shook her head.

      She slid from the corner of her desk and moved to stand behind her chair, her long fingers curled over its edge as she leaned against its back.

      “That’s what everyone expects us to do, isn’t it? The press is reporting the loss of Everguard put the war is back into ‘hot’ mode, so I’m sure everyone expects us to go in guns blazing.”

      Torrance felt the intensity of the captain and the rear admiral as she spoke.

      “But the supreme president has decided to go a different way. We’re going to attempt to bring this violence to an end by sending a negotiating team to Eta Cass.”

      “We’re giving up?”

      “Is that frustration in your voice?”

      “I’m sorry if that was inappropriate.”

      “I understand frustration, Torrance.”

      “We all do,” Captain Douglas added from the side.

      A flicker of annoyance came across Umaro’s gaze as she stepped around the chair and took her seat again. She was clearly upset by the Douglas’s ad lib, but by the time she spoke, her expression was back under control.

      “We want to discuss our common goals.”

      “Do we have common goals?”

      “Universe Three is small enough that they can’t afford to lose people, and with our full manufacturing capability still a standard year away, we can’t afford to lose equipment.”

      Torrance gripped the arm of his seat with his good hand.

      He didn’t like discussing loss of life as if it was nothing but a bargaining chip. It was that kind of truth telling that made him uncomfortable with the service.

      “You’ve been at flight on Everguard for the past fifteen standards, Commander,” Umaro said. “Which means you have no way to fully understand what it’s like to fight this kind of interstellar war. They jump in, pound our forces while they kidnap our people, and then get out before we can jump Orion in to defend them. U3 understands these missions—they know precisely how long it takes a warning call to travel from their target to Kensington, which is where we station Orion because that’s the optimally shortest distance from what our intel officers consider to be U3’s primary targets. That means they have a window for every op. They’ve been precise about it—just under an hour on-station around Jupiter, less than twenty minutes at Mars, jumps to Ceres are timed to last under ten minutes.”

      “Impressive,” Torrance said.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Montague replied.

      Umaro continued. “The only advantage we have is that we can guess the mission window of every op they are likely to run.”

      Douglas leaned into the conversation. “Which is like telling a kid that a holiday lasts twenty-four hours, but not letting him know what day it falls on.”

      Umaro didn’t hide her glare this time.

      “In the meantime,” Montague added, attempting to steer the conversation back onto track, “we can’t jump Orion out to attack them in their own home system because our bean counters are frozen with worry that we might lose her.”

      “Which we might,” Umaro snapped.

      “There appears to be discord in the chicken coop,” Torrance more mumbled than said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing,” he replied. “Just something my dad used to say back when I was a kid.”

      His dad had always tried too hard to be an earthy kind of a guy when in reality he was just an ordinary day worker, watching over robots, checking their programming, and doing quality control on their work. In some ways not much different from Torrance, really.

      Umaro looked Torrance in the eye.

      “If you get the idea that opening a negotiation with Universe Three isn’t setting well with everyone, you’re on point. Some think we should throw everything we’ve got into obliterating Atropos—which is where Universe Three has their home base. But most of our strategists say that even if we had the firepower to destroy U3—which we don’t, not yet anyway—well, they say the galaxy is too damned big.”

      “Too many places to hide,” Torrance said.

      “Right. We think Universe Three’s leadership has already put people in several other locations around the Eta Cass system.”

      “That would make sense,” Torrance said. “Spreading their people would keep us from being able to destroy them in one blast.”

      “Exactly.”

      She glanced at Rear Admiral Montague, hesitating long enough for him to give a gesture that was half a shrug and half an expression of You’re On Your Own.

      “Those same analysts say Francis is probably building his own Star Drive engines, too.”

      The idea took Torrance back. “They’re copying us,” he said.

      “Of course.”

      “They’re stealing our scientists, too,” Douglas burst in.

      “Bottom line,” Umaro said, “our analysts think that any attempt to crush them will result in Universe Three shuffling off to another planet and growing more resistant. They think a display of force would essentially strengthen U3’s will to dig in. Given the cost of war on a galactic scale, the supreme president has decided we can’t afford to keep throwing money into this situation. This is our chance to bring a peaceful resolution to this whole thing.”

      The muscles along Douglas’s jaw rippled. He shifted in his seat but didn’t say anything.

      “We are military,” Umaro said in response to the captain’s body language. “We don’t make policy, we enact it. So our intention is to jump Orion into U3’s system and ask Casmir Francis to board us for negotiations.”

      “With all due respect, Admiral,” Torrance said. “I can’t imagine anyone from U3 would step aboard a United Government Star Drive cruiser right now.”

      “That’s among the reasons we intend to meet on their turf.”

      Her expression indicated she thought she had answered his question.

      “We’ve already broadcast the request,” she continued. “Ambassador Reyes will arrive on station within a standard week. Assuming Francis agrees to our offer, the mission will launch shortly thereafter.”

      “And if he doesn’t agree?”

      Umaro shrugged. “Then that’s someone else’s problem.”

      Torrance pursed his lips. “I see.”

      And he did. No one in this room had any idea of what was really going to happen. He rubbed his sore hand absently.

      Umaro seemed to be spent, Montague perplexed, and Douglas was just sitting there grinding his teeth to nubs.

      “So,” Torrance said. “What do I have to do with this?”

      Umaro gave a churlish grin.

      “We’re struggling with a technical problem—integrating our newest weapon systems with Orion’s shipboard controllers. It needs to be working now if we’re going to protect our crew. You’re the highest-profile systems leader we’ve got. I want you to lead a technical team under Captain Douglas here. I intend to put you in charge of both Weapons and Systems. Make this happen, and I doubt commander will be your last stop.”

      You’re the highest-profile systems leader we’ve got? What did that mean?

      “H-MADS?” Torrance said.

      It stood for Hallway Multithreat Analysis and Defense System. If the tech notes were accurate, H-MADS was a remotely monitored security system designed to use sensor feeds from hallways and chambers inside the ship to trigger defensive action.

      Torrance’s skin grew cold.

      “You’re prepared to gun people down on the ship?”

      “I see you’ve been reading your technical notes.”

      Montague leaned forward in his perch.

      “Inviting U3 delegates aboard one of our spacecraft leaves us open to attack, Commander Black,” he said. “You see that, right? Especially if we open our doors to U3’s security personnel—which we assume will be necessary in order to ensure their leadership is comfortable. If you recall, the U3 security group knows everything about our Excelsior ship’s basic systems. We’ve upgraded several elements of it, but it’s safest to assume they’ve kept up with us.”

      “You assume U3 has people in our ranks?”

      “Of course we do,” Douglas said, the muscles of his jaw flexing. The captain clearly did not want Torrance on his team.

      “Everguard alone proves that’s the best assumption,” Umaro added.

      “That still doesn’t answer ‘why me?’ I mean, I’m out of date. I don’t know anything about modern systems.”

      The admiral swiveled back in her chair. Her white jacket was stark against the soft leather of the seat. Montague sat straight and stiff. Douglas shifted with a satisfied grin that let Torrance know the captain had made this exact same argument earlier.

      “Having you there closes the loop.”

      Torrance swallowed hard, thinking about what that answer meant. “You want me because it makes a great story.”

      Umaro raised one long finger. “You’re getting this opportunity because your background puts you in a position to command respect, and,” she extended a second finger, “you have proven you can keep your cool in tense situations.” She put her hand down. “But like it or not, you stand for something now. When you walk into a room your crewmates see a man who managed a tense situation, a man who understood his spacecraft, and a man who became responsible for saving hundreds of lives.”

      He pursed his lips.

      “That’s how it works, Torrance. Your skills are your ticket into the game, but a lot of people can acquire technical skills whereas not many can really lead. There are people in this command who would literally kill to have been in the position you found yourself in. You rose to a challenge. Entire careers are made of the kind of thing you just did.”

      He hadn’t thought of it that way.

      “So, while all three of us fully acknowledge that the PR you can bring to a successful mission has value beyond my ability to measure, I want you to understand that I’m not promoting you because you bring a crowd. I’m promoting you because I see your ability to get things done, and because I need your leadership on that ship.”

      “I see.”

      “This is your chance, Torrance.” Umaro intertwined her fingers and put her hands flat on the table before her as she leaned forward to stare directly at him. “This is your chance to be that one person who changes everything.”

      Torrance frowned at Umaro’s quoting the chaplain. He flexed his mending hand and felt stiffness breaking away. The dull pain felt good. It felt right. The sleeve of his uniform carried the now-obsolete insignia of lieutenant commander. He thought about Marisa Harthing, lying in her hospital room, and about Thomas Kitchell, who would be released soon. He thought about friends who had died on Everguard, his teammates who had been hurt.

      The impression of the data crystal in his pocket was a bump against his hip.

      The military had been his life for a long time now. He had been purposefully ignoring the anxiety that came with the idea of decommissioning because he didn’t really know what he was going to do next. The idea of finding a peaceful solution to this whole mess was tantalizing.

      And, quite honestly, it felt very good to be wanted.

      “Will I still be able to study Alpha Centauri A’s signals?” he said.

      “When you return?” the admiral asked.

      “Of course.” He had waited years, what was a little longer?

      “I don’t see any reason you shouldn’t. In fact, I would expect your role might give you access to expertise that might help you.” Her smile showed only a touch of condescension. “I would ask that you go through a standard peer-review process before making any statements, though.”

      He gave a close-lipped nod of his head, considering.

      She held her hand out over the desk, palm open. “Do we have a deal?”

      He paused, then shook it.

      “All I’ve ever wanted to do was to serve,” he said.

      But that was wrong. He knew it the moment he said it. Marisa had been right all those years ago. Military service fit his personality, but Torrance Black had not wanted to serve. He had wanted to be exceptional. All his life he had wanted to be able to tell himself he made a difference. He wanted to be something more than a cog in the machine.

      Until now, he had never really understood that.
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        Atropos, Eta Cassiopeia System

        Local Date: Studna 23, 9

        Local Time: 0535

      

      

      

      Giving Thunderbolt a final pat of appreciation, Casmir rode across the plot of land the people of Atropos City called the corral. It was a field where thunderhoofs and humans interacted, a few hundred meters per side and bordered by a pair of fences that had been built to mark boundaries rather than restrain movement. The ground here was more hard dirt than grass.

      “Treat him well,” he said to the stable hand as he came to a halt and slipped out of the saddle.

      The girl was maybe ten years old.

      “I will, Director,” she said.

      “I know you will,” he replied.

      She gave him a confused look. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” he replied. “Why do you ask?”

      “You left the bit in.”

      He blushed, and went back to the animal. The stable hand would have handled it for anyone else, but Casmir had made a point of doing it himself and he was a stickler for this kind of detail.

      “I’m sorry, old friend,” he said as he removed the harness. “I find myself suddenly distracted this morning.”

      Thunderbolt didn’t react to the words, but the animal pulled back when Casmir ran his hand over his forehead.

      The animal, it seemed, was also a creature of habit.

      Casmir made a clicking sound from the back of his throat.

      It was a tone of frustration more than anything else, because there was no way to explain to the animal what the mere idea of the United Government’s willingness to discuss independence meant to him. Not that the animal would have understood.

      After removing the harness, Casmir left Thunderbolt to the girl. She would see he was groomed and had a proper feeding if he wanted it, then she would leave the animal free to rejoin the herd and spend the rest of the morning doing whatever it was that these creatures did.

      He stomped toward the Castle. Eta Cass had fully risen now and cast sharp-edged shadows across the ground. The smell of the land and the sight of the open sky reminded him of a time when he and Yvonne had traveled to Earth’s Australia, but the big-fronded trees and the unique smell of the nearby river brought him firmly back to this place and this time.

      Universe Three had been here long enough that this was now home.

      The comparison made him smile, though.

      Atropos City and the Australian outback.

      An interesting pairing.

      Casmir walked on.

      His home was a building the people of Universe Three had built for him in the first months of their colony’s existence. They took to calling it the Castle almost immediately, which made him uncomfortable at the time, but which had grown on him to the point where he found he liked the name as long as it was said with just the right amount of sarcasm. Universe Three had built onto it since those early days, though, and in some ways it now seemed like much more of its namesake than he was really happy with.

      He pulled a leather glove off one hand as he strode past the security gate, and was working on the other when the door to the main building opened.

      “It’s a trick,” Deidra said, stepping out with an entourage of security personnel right behind.

      She was shorter than Casmir, and slighter, looking a great deal like Yvonne had in her younger days but with blond hair. She strutted boldly out to meet him, that long hair gleaming almost white in the early light.

      “Good morning, my wonderful daughter,” he replied.

      “I’m telling you, it’s a trick.”

      He strode with her through the foyer and into the central corridor, where Martin Scalese and a collection of guards had gathered to escort them. The governing board would already have been assembled in what the group had taken to calling the Exchange Room, the large assembly area that spanned almost all of the building’s upper floor.

      “Perhaps it is a trick,” Casmir replied, “but what is it that makes you think so?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      Casmir glared at her as they walked. “I want you to tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Her words came in bunches as she kept up with his strides.

      “The UG doesn’t roll over and play dead, Papa. You know that better than anyone. They never have and they never will. We’ve developed and reviewed so many strategies regarding their tactics that there’s nothing left to review, right? In all that time, we’ve never—never—spent even a minute discussing the idea of a UG surrender.”

      They made their way up a wide stairway.

      “And that’s because?”

      “We all know it just plain won’t happen.”

      “Perhaps we were wrong.”

      “No, Papa. The UG cannot be trusted. We can’t meet them like this.”

      “If what you say is true, there will never be a way to bring this to a close.”

      “Maybe there isn’t.”

      “That would be very sad.”

      “We should be strong, Papa. We should take their offer and tell them to shove it right up⁠—”

      Casmir raised his hand to cut her off as they came to the top of the stairway. A pair of double doors made of dark wood led to the Exchange Room.

      In the dim light of the hallway, Casmir took in his daughter’s expression. Her lips were drawn tight. Her jaw set. Fire burned in her watery blue eyes that were so much like her mother’s.

      “You are young, Deidra. Aggressive and bold. I like that in a person who I know will one day be leading our people. But you know exactly how serious I am about how we make decisions. You also know I’ve learned many lessons in my time—and among the main lessons I’ve learned is that Ellyn was right when she taught us that we have to be able to engage the system to defeat it. Engage it on the fringes, yes, but still engage it. I didn’t listen to that part of her message before. I tried to force things from completely outside the United Government’s control. All that got us is an adversary who has not yet destroyed us, but only because we managed to strike first and because we are lucky enough to be farther away than its arms can comfortably reach.”

      “It got us all this,” she said.

      Casmir stopped. He used his gaze to halt his daughter.

      “We were very lucky,” he said. “You need to always keep in mind that one misstep along the way would have meant our entire way of life could have been destroyed.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “That’s why we need to attack now, Papa. Take it to them while they are weak.”

      Casmir shook his head.

      “Perhaps you are right,” he said, putting his hand on the door handle. “But there are other options to discuss, first.”

      Then Casmir pushed open the door and stepped into a large room.
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      To his left, the Exchange Room’s wall was solid and expansive, but the other three were mostly open windows, a fact that gave the area a greater sense of spaciousness than it might have deserved. The frames around those windows were load-bearing columns of rough mudbrick painted a brownish-yellow shade that reminded Casmir of the mustard his agricultural people once made from mold back when they lived on Mars. The day outside was pleasant, so the storm shades were pulled. Natural light flooded the room, and a gentle breeze kept things cool.

      The staff was all here, all seated around a central table which was long, curved, and bent into a hemisphere focused on the center of the wall to Casmir’s left. They were all engaged in a collection of scattered conversations.

      Casmir strode to the front and center of the room and put his fingertips on the tabletop. Deidra followed behind him at first, but peeled off to fill the lone empty seat around the table.

      Gregor Anderson, Casmir’s oldest and most trusted confidante, was the first to notice his presence. Seated at the center of the table, he squared his chair and turned a comfortable gaze in Casmir’s direction. He had been speaking with Professor Catazara, who also grew quiet, though didn’t react with any particular sense of purpose. For the first time in a while, Casmir noticed how the years had changed his friend—took in the lines that ran over Gregor’s forehead, and the fact that his beard had gone from dusty gray to nearly pure white a few locals ago.

      The conversations dwindled until only a single animated conversation filled the room. This, too, came to an end when Gregor made an obvious motion with his hand.

      “Sorry about that,” the man said to everyone.

      Timmon Keyes, the U3 captain of Icarus, sat next to Brooke Nassir, a weapons expert who had recently taken command of Einstein. They both gave bemused gazes.

      “I assume you’ve all heard the news,” Casmir said.

      Gregor replied for the group with his gravelly voice.

      “We know the United Government has requested a parlay to discuss our future.”

      “It’s a trick,” Deidra said.

      Casmir gave her an exasperated glare.

      “Does anyone need a grown daughter?” he quipped. There was light laughter. “She comes partially trained, but with a full set of opinions.” The laughter this time was more pronounced and took a moment to quiet down.

      Deidra’s expression said she was not amused.

      Casmir shrugged and raised his palms with a what are you going to do expression. Then he stood taller and paced to the far side of the room.

      “We need options,” he said. “We need to discuss all ideas, and we need to discuss them now.”

      Kazima Yamada sat forward in her seat, folded her fingers together, then rested her chin on the points of her extended index fingers. “I don’t think we should do anything,” she said.

      Yamada had always been Casmir’s most favored adviser on various engineering systems, and she had been instrumental in devising the escape plan that the colony had used to shuttle off of Mars. Now she was leading the build-out of Atropos City’s manufacturing plants. She was also, however, a woman with a high degree of interest in and knowledge about political maneuvering. Casmir had often bounced ideas off her.

      “Why do you say that?” he replied.

      “Because if it isn’t broken, you don’t fix it. We’ve got a two-ship-to-one advantage. I don’t see any reason to risk that now.”

      “The UG isn’t just playing humble dog,” Deidra said. “If what Intel is reporting is true, they’ll be able to build more Star Drives within a year, anyway.”

      “As will we,” Yamada replied.

      “Gregor?” Casmir said.

      Gregor rubbed his finger and thumb through his beard. “You’ve seen the reports on their manufacturing capability,” he said. “I can’t imagine it will be more than a year.”

      “And our own ships will be coming off the production line in less than two months,” Yamada replied.

      “You know I’m on your side, Kazima,” Gregor replied. “But that’s an aggressive estimate, and even if it’s right, the UG has the people and resources of the entire Solar System at its disposal. We’ve got one planet and several thousand citizens.”

      Yamada grimaced, but it was clear she understood and even agreed with Gregor’s assessment of the situation. Universe Three could never keep pace with the Uglies’ ability to produce.

      “To do nothing would eventually put us into a position of weakness,” Deidra said. She seemed ready to come out of her seat, but somehow managed to keep her conversation to a degree of calmness that surprised Casmir.

      Yamada nodded sagely. “Then our only real option is to accept their offer⁠—”

      “There are other options,” Deidra replied.

      “Ms. Yamada has the floor,” Casmir said.

      The room froze. The clackety sound of the city below filtered in through the windows.

      “Go ahead, Kazima,” Casmir said. “How would we proceed if we meet with them.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, sheepishly. “We have to think about it. But my first thought is that we would send both Icarus and Einstein to the session.”

      “Both with weapons trained on Orion in case something unexpected happens,” Keyes added. He glanced at Nassir, who nodded back.

      “Right,” Yamada said. “We have a numerical advantage. We should use it.”

      “If we do that, I suggest not telling the UG team which ship our negotiating party would be on,” Gregor said.

      “I would be on that team,” Casmir said.

      “That’s a bad idea,” Gregor shot back.

      “I’m not letting someone else take a risk I’m not willing to take myself.”

      “No one would think anything about that.”

      “Yes, they would,” Casmir said.

      “It’s not wise,” Gregor replied.

      “I’ll be all right,” Casmir said. He turned to his daughter. “What do you think of that idea?”

      “I think they’ll kill you,” she said.

      “But if they do not,” he replied, “it could mean the beginning of a truly free system for us.”

      Deidra crossed her arms.

      Petulant, Casmir thought. That word was designed for Deidra.

      “We could add some insurance,” Yamada said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I like having both ships scrambled. But I think we should also make it known that we have something on each of the ships that’s important to them.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Gregor said.

      “Captives,” Casmir said as a full understanding of what Yamada was proposing came over him. “You’re suggesting we put captives on each ship.”

      “Human shields?” Deidra said.

      “Not human shields,” Yamada said. “Rewards.”

      Casmir strolled to the far side of the room and stared out the window. The streets below him pulsed with movement. Yamada’s idea gave him a nervous chill, but it made sense.

      “Yes,” he said. “We can communicate it as a gift, a civilized present for agreeing to speak with us. Suggest to the UG that we appreciate the opportunity to work as equals, and as such offer to transport some of their people to Orion as soon as our discussions are completed.”

      “That would be brilliant,” Yamada said.

      Casmir turned to his friend. “Gregor?”

      The elder Anderson sat back and took in a contemplative breath. “I think it could work.”

      “But you’re not certain?”

      “It’s the United Government we’re talking about—they have a citizenship to govern, and they haven’t been winning. We shouldn’t assume anything for certain.”

      Heads around the table nodded.

      “On the other hand,” Gregor said, “retrieving their captives gives them something to spin to their advantage. If they get another concession or two, they could make it look good for themselves.”

      “I can’t believe we’re talking about this,” Deidra said.

      “You would have us destroy Orion on sight?” Casmir said.

      “It’s the safest play.”

      He scanned the room. Deidra’s view had its supporters. Kyleen Lian, the group’s agricultural director, seemed particularly inclined to support the idea, but then, Kyleen had always taken interest in Deidra’s progress, and Casmir was not certain that interest was completely professional.

      “If we destroy Orion, it gives us a span of ultimate control,” Deidra said. “I know how cold that sounds, but it’s a circumstance that may never happen again. A chance to be the only force in the universe with faster-than-light capability. We could use that window to shut down their entire program. I understand that sounds harsh, but the United Government has done far worse things under the guise of societal progress.”

      Casmir hid a grimace at Deidra’s twisting of the “the other side is far worse” argument that Ellyn Parker had once used in her recruiting campaigns back in the days when Universe Three was just a college activist’s dream.

      He scanned his leadership team. “Are there any other options?”

      No one responded.

      “All right, then,” he said.

      He went to a pressure board and used the tip of his finger to physically write as he talked.

      “We seem to have three choices. One: Ignore the request and go on. The obvious downside to this is that eventually the UG will achieve the ability to build more Star Drives. When that happens their production capability will dwarf ours. Then we could be in a position of weakness.”

      He finished writing, and then scanned the room.

      When there were no questions, he turned back to the board.

      “Two: We meet them and try to become equals. If the offer is a ruse, the UG could use the situation to ambush our ships and disable our leadership—but we can mitigate that with the idea of offering them their captives back.”

      He checked back with the team.

      “And, three: Attack their ship immediately. The downside here is that overt aggression for the sake of aggression will almost certainly lead to a more intense war sometime in the future…unless victory is complete. In which case, we can make immense short-term headway.”

      He turned back one last time.

      “Does that capture it all?”

      “It does,” Gregor said.

      “All right then,” Casmir said, stretching his neck to the left and the right. “I would say it’s time to vote.”
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        UGIS Orion

        Local Date: January 24, 2215

        Local Time: 0600

      

      

      

      Word came through an ultrasecure channel the next morning.

      Universe Three had accepted.

      Between taking care of a few personal details, Torrance crammed information about this new spacecraft into his mind for two days before arriving at his post. He committed as much of each system interface into his memory as he could manage, absorbed every important element of every spec he could find. But in the end, it was all too much too fast.

      As he stepped onto Orion’s mission deck and into his first technical problem, he felt completely overwhelmed.

      The ship’s H-MADS—Hallway Multithreat Analysis and Defense System—was fouled up.

      H-MADS was conceived after the Starburst fiasco, which had been predicated on Universe Three using moles to capture Einstein and Icarus. The system’s operational profile—the algorithms it used to monitor activity and take action to shut down insurgency at a moment’s notice—were devised by a well-paid UG think tank.

      Orion had been outfitted with the H-MADS as soon as it had been developed, but the system had never really worked right and her commanding officers had ordered it turned off years ago for fear it would do more harm than good. Now it had been brought back, reconfigured and reinstalled in the past two weeks under the cloak of a simple operations refit.

      Given the time, Orion’s corridors were nearly empty.

      Which was good. Torrance was still feeling overwhelmed, and it was nice to have a few minutes to reacquaint himself to the ship.

      Which, of course, he used up in thinking about the H-MADS problem. In the end, he was pleased to have something like this to focus on. At least with shipboard systems there was always an answer: Things either worked or they didn’t. Unlike wars, politics, or business, which got more convoluted the more you knew, shipboard systems were always clean and simple at their heart. Eventually, anyway.

      As he thought, he kept in mind the old idea that a good system commander walks through a ship as if he owns it.

      His gait was steady.

      Crisp steps of an easy rhythm.

      Where his old ship was built on a circular pattern and felt rounded everywhere, Orion was full of corners. Gravity System Command was further down the hallway, and P2—the secondary propulsion system monitoring station—was back the other way. Torrance glanced at the doorways as he passed, trying to find familiar landmarks and commit images to memory.

      As Torrance passed the propulsion center he strained to see past the front offices, hoping to glimpse the cylindrical wormhole drives he had heard so much about. He wanted to see the Star Drive system with his own eyes. He wanted to watch the exotic matter generators spin at near superluminal while they pushed energy into microquantum tunnels that existed for only the barest of moments in time—or, perhaps didn’t exist at all, if you believed one of the more eccentric theories about what was actually happening.
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