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  Chapter 1


Zando recrossed his ankles on the edge of the display of dull warning lights and went back to scrolling on his screen. Only one more hour till the end of his shift. So much for exciting new horizons. Out his tiny viewport, the distant stars barely even flickered. But something flickered beside his heel.

A little red light blinked steadily. Weird. He dropped his feet off the console and leaned forward in his chair. Prox alarm? But where was the alarm part? Plus, this was a space station. The prox alarm was a vestige from the spaceship days—

Lights blinked on faster than he could identify them, and then they were gone. Not that the lights blinked out. The station blinked out.
Iran over the numbers again. Still nothing. Not no trend or nothing conclusive. Nothing. The space station had been there, on course for its colony location, and then it was gone. No, gone implied that it went somewhere. It was replaced by a patch of space with nothing in it. But even that would have been suspicious. Space is full of junk. No, this was…a perfectly normal patch of junk-filled space containing no trace of anything remarkable at all. If this project going to make my career, I needed something.
Lancaster ducked under the curved bulkhead into my lab/office. “Hey Carolina. Tell me you have something for me,” he said.
“I do not,” I said. “Nothing new anyway. There was a station there, and now there isn’t.”
Lancaster grimaced. “Okay, we can still hang on here.”
“What does that mean?”
“The council wants to pass this project to Miller. Thinks it’s outside of our capacity.”
The Council for Humanity’s Universal Scientific Interests, or CHUSI—I bet someone was proud of that acronym—was designed to provide funding for all of humanity’s scientific research projects. But they had become the arbiters of which projects lived and which died a painful death from lack of funding.
And they were going to take this one. What a waste of the favour I’d called in at CHUSI to get a hold of it. Miller’s department would bury anything they found under stacks of Top Secret stamps so deep they’d reach us here in the Oort Cloud all the way from their offices on Luna.
“What do you need from me?” I said. “How long do we have?”
“Zero,” said Lancaster.
“Zero what?”
“Anything. I’m on my way to the meeting where they’re going to order the data transfer.”
Shit. No, no, maybe…“Ordering the data transfer is one thing. Transferring the data is something else. If I’m not here when you get back, you can’t have me transfer anything. Besides, primary data gathering at the site of the anomaly will be required to ascertain its source, supervisor.”
“Good, fine, take the—” A lightbulb seemed to click on in Lancaster’s brain and then immediately go out.
It hit me a second later. Our clunky old research vessel was gone on a long-term voyage. To keep this project, I would have to be on my way by the time he came out of his hearing.
“I’ll take one of the hoppers.” It’s wouldn’t be fun to cram into a ship that tiny for days, but it would get me there.
Lancaster was already shaking his head. “They’re all away.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose, knocking his glasses askew. “Take Lepton.”
“And what crew? Your cruiser is fancy, but she doesn’t fly herself, and I have to sleep.”
“Get Yarrow to go with you. Look, Carolina, I have to go. There’s no time to fight about it,” said Lancaster.
“Yes, go. I’ll handle it.” Handle telling my ex that we were going on a weeks-long voyage alone together? But losing this project to Miller was not an option. Space stations don’t just disappear. If I didn’t get a paper out of this, I might never get another project. My parents wouldn’t tap their CHUSI buddy for me again.
Lancaster ducked back out, and the door shut with a whoosh, along with the air leaving my lungs.
All evidence pointed to…nothing. Lepton wasn’t equipped with the proper instruments to sweep the former location of Pardus Station, so going into the field would only buy us time rather than turn up any more useful data. But the on-board server was top-notch, and I could continue my research effectively from there, so time might be good enough.
I’d run by my quarters and grab my stuff—but I had to get Yarrow on board with this plan first. Without him, I wasn’t going anywhere.
Yarrow liked to keep his door open, so I knocked on the frame.
“There’s a reason I keep it open, Carolina. The set of vibrations from a knock are irritating.”
“Sorry,” I said.
Yarrow fixed his blue eyes on me, his blue skin mottling in suspicion. He crossed one set of arms over his chest, his other set still typing.
“Please proceed. I’m not currently processing this information, simply recording it.”
The typing was distracting but, apparently, only to me.
“Lancaster wants us to take Lepton into the field.”
“Presumably, this pertains to your research. I’m happy to assist. When do we cast off?”
“Now,” I said. “Or as soon as the data transfer to the ship’s server is finished.”
Yarrow stopped typing and swivelled his chair to face me. His antennae waved in the air. “Two things. Tell me about them.”
This was part of the reason we broke up. He knew I was worried, and he wouldn’t leave well enough alone until he got to the bottom of it. Since speed was of the essence this time, I just dumped it on him. He’d asked for it. “Lancaster is being told, as we speak, to order all my data transferred to Miller.” Where I’ll never see it again. “You and I are about to spend several days alone on a spaceship, and we just broke up like two weeks ago.”
“And that makes you anxious?”
“It doesn’t make you anxious?”
Yarrow shrugged. “I don’t believe we view relationships in the same way. I will do my utmost to quell your anxiety. I’ll meet you at Lepton’s gate.”
How many times had I wished I had those pheromone antennae so I could sense Yarrow’s emotions? However many it was, add once more. Okay. We were colleagues, and I could act professional.
I nodded. “Let me know if you want me to sign any requisitions.”
“Of course.”
“Any alimentation requests?”
“Duplicating yours should be sufficient,” said Yarrow. That’s all he’d ever told me about his sustenance requirements, no matter how much I insisted I wanted to make something special for him.
“Right,” I said. No time for angst. Time for getting all the paperwork sorted out, laying in the provisions, checking the data transfer, and—shit—letting my parents know I was heading out for a while.
I typed out the requisition request for a probe—in case the lab manager was feeling generous—on the way back to my quarters and tossed my duffle on my bed as I punched the button to call my parents.
My mom picked up on the fourth ring and kept glancing at something behind the camera as I told her what was up.
“That’s great, sweetie. Sounds like your career is humming along,” she said as soon as I paused for breath.
“Yeah, this project is high profile,” I said.
My dad stooped into the video frame. “Hi, honey! Finally going into the field, eh?”
“Yes, really soon. It was a little last minute—”
“Great! Good thing we got you a real project. Don’t want to be stuck as an assistant the rest of your life.”
“Yes, I really appreciate your help with CHUSI—” I broke off as they talked to each other too quietly for me to hear.
“Sorry, honey, we have to go,” said my mom. “We’re meeting some friends for lunch, and we have to get ready.”
“Okay, sounds like fun!” I said, forcing a smile.
“See you when you get back,” said my dad.
My wave at the camera was half hearted, but damned if they would notice. My screen flicked off.
Did I need to tell anyone else? My colleagues would find out through the grapevine. I turned over a couple names in my mind, but not hearing from me for a few weeks wouldn’t worry anyone. The Oort Research Centre wasn’t exactly heavily populated, but it wasn’t isolated by any means. Not like Pardus Station, out there in deep space, on its slow trajectory across the Orion Arm. Former trajectory, I should say.
Out between way stations, there were genuinely no witnesses. The only reason anyone noticed that the sprawling station had disappeared was that a cruiser had been scheduled to resupply it on its way by. Last contact had been weeks before, so we didn’t even have a firm timeline on the disappearance. The cruiser had taken some readings and sent them to us here at Oort, since our focus was on interstellar vacuum research. The data had trickled down to my desk through a series of rejections from busier folks with enough clout to delegate. I doubted very much that they’d even glanced at the data; we’d all assumed Pardus Station’s trajectory had been altered. I’d been the one to establish the station’s disappearance, and I’d secured the funding to look into it. My background in ship wakes had served me well in proving that the station hadn’t altered course. A couple days ago, I’d submitted an interim report outlining my findings, and already Miller and the council had pounced. But this one was mine, and I intended to take full advantage of it.
I crammed my clothes into my duffle and headed for Lepton.
Yarrow was already waiting for me when I got to the gate. He leaned on the scratched bulkhead, antennae brushing the ceiling, and my footsteps echoed on the metal plating as I paced the few steps along the hallway.
Sophia and Salaam emerged from the hatch.
“Supplies laid in. You’re all fuelled up,” said Sophia.
“The preignition checks are all done, and your probe is in place. She’s shipshape for you, Carolina,” said Salaam.
“Thanks for doing this,” I said. “Lancaster would have cried at the thought of anyone else prepping his baby.”
“No problem,” said Salaam. 
I held out my wrist, and Sofia slid on a payment fob. “I’ve approved you to expense some supplies, but don’t go overboard.”
Once they were gone, Yarrow and I stared at each other. It was going to be this awkward the whole time, wasn’t it? But it was either take Yarrow, who could literally pilot in his sleep, or don’t go at all and lose the project. Of course, he seemed to know exactly what I was thinking. When I turned to him, he raised the ridges above his eyes, a gesture he’d picked up from humans.
I nodded, resettled my duffle bag on my shoulder, and brushed by him through the hatch. How did he keep his jumpsuit so soft? Not appropriate co-worker thoughts.
I caressed the walnut trim on the smooth white bulkhead as I passed the living area. I’d been on this ship once before, along with Lancaster’s other post-docs, just so he could show it off. I detoured into the main cabin to dump my bag—on the real bed—and double-checked the supplies in the galley. It’s not that I didn’t trust Sophia, but if my life depended on something, I should know for sure that it was in order.
When I climbed the narrow staircase to the bridge at the stern of the ship, Yarrow already sat at the controls.
“I have completed the preflight checklist,” he said.
“And the fuel levels?”
“Full. We can stop tomorrow and replenish our fuel tanks should be more than adequate for the voyage.”
“Then let’s set in our course and get detached,” I said and buckled into the co-pilot’s chair.
“If you’d like to take us out—”
I waved him away. “No thanks. I’ll take a shift later.”
“As you wish.”






  
  Chapter 2


It used to impress Miller that CHUSI met in a real boardroom, not a virtual one. Their supplicants, of course, called in. This one was from the Oort Research Centre, and they’d got their hands on some data that could prove…volatile. Academic types always thought they were the exception, that he wouldn’t be able to confiscate their precious work. But he was good at his job.

The harried-looking guy on the screen was still talking. “Unfortunately, the researcher in question, Dr. Carolina Dawn, is currently on a voyage to expand the dataset.”

Why did they always run? He beckoned his “protection” and headed for his ship.
Everything went smoothly until we got to the way station. 
I was setting up a few more analyses on the base data when Yarrow’s message that we were about to pull in to refuel popped up over my chart. I waved away his communication. Maybe a different distribution would make some kind of trend apparent? But then, no distribution or statistical wizardry could ever fix the dearth of actual data. I drummed my fingers on the edge of the desk and wriggled in my chair.
Finally, I retreated to the galley for a snack. Maybe we should top up our rations as well, just in case. The way station might even have something Yarrow would like. That was up to him, though. It wasn’t my responsibility to surprise him with a nice meal. Not that it had ever been my responsibility per se…
The comms clicked on.
“Carolina, please confer with me on the bridge,” said Yarrow.
What could he possibly need my help with? Docking with a way station was hardly rocket science, and Yarrow was an experienced pilot, way more experienced than I was. We had never talked much about his life before joining our research team, but he’d been nothing but capable in the time I’d known him. We’d taken a vacation once out to the asteroid belt…
I shook away the memories and stepped lightly up to the bridge.
“They requested you specifically,” said Yarrow.
“What could a way station need to talk to the captain for?” I said.
“Not the captain. You,” said Yarrow.
I frowned and dropped into the co-pilot’s seat, then popped a headset over my ears. “Dawn here,” I said.
“Ms. Dawn,” crackled the voice through my headphones, “please dock at gate three. Don’t bother trying to initiate a chase, as we are fully aware of the capabilities of your ship, and it would be futile.”
My heart pounded, and I whipped the headset off. “Who in the hell are you talking to, Yarrow?”
“I hailed docking control, and they passed me over to these…officials.”
I tapped my fingers near the controls. “They didn’t say what they want? Or even who they are?” They must be from CHUSI. What could be worth chasing us down for? “Slow down, but try to seem like you’re complying.”
“You’re considering not complying?” said Yarrow, his antennae waving wildly.
I popped the headset back on and didn’t answer him. “Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” I said.
“I’m a CHUSI representative. You have been ordered to destroy all copies of the data currently residing on your ship. Dr. Lancaster claimed it was impossible to retrieve you.” I could practically hear the official’s eye roll.
“We actually weren’t planning to stop,” I said.
“Yes, you were,” said the official. “Your crew member hailed docking control. Ms. Dawn, please just—”
There was a babble in the background, and Yarrow stared at me and waved at the controls. Should we run? What was this data worth to us? If this was a council representative, they couldn’t actually detain us, though they could enforce the order to wipe the data. Nothing was stopping us from going to gather more, though; that would require some kind of permit that they could never have cleared by now.
The official came back on, but I interrupted him.
“Gate three. We’ll come in now,” I said.
“Thank you, Ms. Dawn,” said the official. “I’ll let Dr. Lancaster know that you’re on your way back with his ship.”
I didn’t answer. No point in correcting him, getting into another argument, and maybe not being allowed to detach once they’d wiped my data.
Yarrow piloted us into gate three, as requested. Before I’d even opened the hatch, there was Miller, peering through the viewport. He was shorter than I thought he’d be, only a few inches taller than I was. If he tried to board Lepton, I’d physically bar his way.
I smacked the latch pad. It clicked over, and the heavy door swung slowly inward.
“Good choice, not trying to run,” he said when the hatch was open wide enough.
His security team stood behind him, but the two of them made no move toward the ship. So much for barring their way.
“You think I’d go against the council?” I said.
“Lancaster jettisoned this data in a desperate attempt to keep control of your discovery. You brainiac Oort Centre geniuses should have figured out it wouldn’t buy you much time.”
“Do you want a copy, or should I just erase the server and provide you proof?”
“Just erase it. We already have what we need. I’ll be taking over the Pardus investigation, as I’m sure you’ve surmised.”
I pulled out my screen, connected to the ship’s server, and sighed as I tapped to erase the data. I held out my screen for Miller to verify, and he scanned it and nodded.
“Good working with you, Dawn. I wish all my jobs were this easy,” he said.
He stuck his hands in his pockets and strode away, whistling something vaguely familiar. His security detail followed. I sighed again, and Yarrow emerged from the galley where he’d been sitting on the edge of one of the bench seats.
“Shall we resupply so we can depart?”
“Yes, please. I need to take my mind off all the top-secret information the council is sitting on. I don’t think they even have anyone look at any of it.” An absolute travesty. So many breakthroughs going un-broken-through. I tucked my screen into my pocket and headed for the hatch.
“They would prefer that the underlying discoveries not come to light.” Yarrow followed me out and shut the hatch.
I nodded as I hooked up the fuel supply. “They didn’t seem to care about that dataset until I realized that Pardus was actually gone, not just off track.”
“A physical object disappearing completely is unheard of.”
“And it’ll stay that way unless we find out what actually happened.”
The way station was busy, and we didn’t need much, so we just wandered the main concourse while Lepton refueled—and let Miller’s ship get nice and far away.
We found a bench facing a nice big viewport and sat on either end. I used to sit in his lap and now we could barely share the same air.
“Please explain why you let them wipe all the data you and Lancaster schemed to keep.” Yarrow’s voice was flat, and I couldn’t get a read on him.
“We currently have permission to go to Pardus Station and gather more data,” I said. “The readings from the cruiser were insufficient anyway. I already performed all relevant analyses on that dataset. If we’d refused to comply, that would have given them an excuse to revoke that permission. Since we didn’t make any waves, they’re assuming that we’ll turn around and go back to the research centre. That will give us enough time to get some distance from them before they realize we’re not going to stop.”
“Once they do realize we intend to conduct more research—”
“They’ll wait for us to come back to seize our data again, I know.” I stood and leaned on the rail beneath the viewport. “Maybe by then we’ll have some answers. The server on Lancaster’s baby can do all the analysis we need. That’s part of the reason he wanted us to take it.”
“You still won’t get credit for anything you discover,” said Yarrow. “If you wanted this project to make your career…”
I did want this project to make my career, but Yarrow was right. Even if I cracked the biggest discovery of the decade, if the council wanted it buried, it would be buried, and all signs pointed to a Top Secret label and a locked drive for anything we found. Maybe that was the real reason I wanted to keep going. What could they possibly want to keep so quiet? The dataset I’d been working on, the one they’d made me erase, had been devoid of…anything. Let alone anything incriminating or groundbreaking. Pardus was there, and then it wasn’t, with no indication of what had happened to it. For all we knew, its disappearance was a rare natural phenomenon. But with the way the council was trying to cover it up, I doubted it.
“I’m curious,” I said. “Aren’t you?”
Yarrow smiled, a rare common expression between us. “I didn’t say I don’t agree with your actions.”
I grinned back. “Okay then, let’s go collect some more data.”
Docking control didn’t bother us as we left, and the way station quickly dwindled to a speck. Yarrow stayed on watch, but with no more analysis to do, I wandered down to my desk and poked around the literature for ship disappearances. When that came up empty, I resorted to reading on my screen.
Yarrow clattered down the stairs for dinner, and I punched the Reconstitute button on his food and sat down to eat mine. He slid in across from me while his meal cooked, spread one pair of hands on the table, and leaned on the elbows of his other arms.
“I’ll take a shift before I go to bed, if you want a break,” I said.
“That would be much appreciated,” he said. “As is the meal.” He gestured to the reconstitution apparatus, which beeped. He brought his food back to the table and bent over it.
“How long do you think until they come after us?” I said.
“You believe they will? It would be far more expedient to allow us to gather the data and then appropriate it upon our return.”
I grunted in assent. That would be more expedient. Which meant we might have quite a bit of time, though I wasn’t naive enough to think they wouldn’t be monitoring our progress while they “allowed” us to continue our research. My research. Yarrow was the pilot on this little expedition. The crew.
“Thanks for coming with me, Yarrow,” I said. “This little stunt will follow you around for a while as well.”
He shrugged. “It’s not my first time defying the authorities.”
I looked askance at Yarrow, my upstanding, rule-abiding ex-boyfriend. “You’ll have to tell me about it sometime.”
He glanced up and shook his head. “It’s not relevant.”
Still not relevant. If I ever spoke of my childhood, nudging Yarrow to do the same, he always told me that it wasn’t relevant, same as now. Part of me was waiting for the day that it became relevant, and yet…from the way he said it, maybe it would be better if that day never came.
When Yarrow disappeared into his cabin for his break, I wandered up to the bridge and slouched into the co-pilot’s seat, swapping to my control scheme, and pulled my screen back out. The words kept blurring in front of my eyes, and stared into space. Nothing that I knew of could make a whole station disappear, along with all of its inhabitants. There had been no distress call; at least, no call had been received. None of the lifeboats had launched, or if they had, they hadn’t been found. It almost made more sense for Pardus Station to have been a figment of our collective imagination, implanted but never really present, than to have had it vanish in an instant.
Something flickered across the windshield, a small dark object, moving fast. I blinked. I hadn’t imagined it. I scanned the dashboard: Self-clean, Auto-dock, Light gravity, Noise cancel… None of these luxury functions would provide me with evidence of an outside object at close proximity. Too bad this sleek ship didn’t have the research instruments that our usual vessel did. What I wouldn’t give for those always-on data feeds. The probe we had on board could only be launched once, so not worth launching here in the middle of nowhere for a hunch of mine.
I could run a few standard scans, so I checked the environs for particles and waves, plus took a sample of the surrounding vacuum and ran a spectral analysis on it. All totally normal, nothing out of the ordinary. Just like the empty space where Pardus Station had disappeared. Just like every other corner of empty space in the vast known universe.
Maybe it had been my imagination? Either way, I couldn’t rewind my brain, and that was the only instrument on board that had registered any kind of anomaly. Yarrow came up for the night shift twenty minutes later.
“I ran a few scans because I thought I saw something fly past,” I told him as I reset the controls. We liked different configurations, so setting them to the default was just courteous.
“Any idea what kind of something?”
“Not like any space junk I’ve seen. Plus, I didn’t find anything on the scans, no hull impacts. It was moving strangely, almost…” alive. I couldn’t say that aloud. Of the thousands of alien species, not one could survive in vacuum without some kind of protective apparatus.
“I’ll keep an eye out,” said Yarrow and nodded.
I relaxed. I’d been bracing myself for him to make fun of me or tell me it was all in my head. I should have known that Yarrow would take me seriously; he had ever since he’d joined our research team, and it was part of the reason we’d been together in the first place.
“Thanks,” I said, though what exactly was I thanking him for?
“Sleep well,” he said as he fiddled with the controls and restored his configuration.
“You too,” I said over my shoulder as I descended to the main deck. The way my brain was tossing around the memory of something flashing past the windshield, I probably wouldn’t sleep at all. What exactly made the thing seem alive? I’d had the feeling it had been watching me. Feelings were not empirical evidence. Feelings left no data behind. No one could replicate a feeling.
Turns out, I did sleep, because when I woke up and checked the charts twice from bed, we had arrived. Yup, this was it. The location—former location—of Pardus Station.
I rolled out of the real bed I’d just spent the entire voyage unconscious in, and went through my morning routine on autopilot. We’d launch the probe, grab its data, start running the analysis, then head back to the research centre. We’d have to stop again and refuel. That would be the first chance for CHUSI to grab our data, and we’d have a good half day’s travel for the analyses to run before then. Tons of time to figure out what exactly we had found.
I popped the inside maintenance hatch on my probe’s little launch bay and ran diagnostics on each of the instruments. Recovering this thing would be next to impossible, even to fix badly calibrated or malfunctioning instruments. This baby could analyze particle samples with its spectrometer; gather all known wavelengths of electromagnetic radiation, including radio waves and gamma; record radioactive decays; and, the reason it was so expensive, detect neutrinos. Not individual neutrinos, obviously, but it would return any statistical anomalies in neutrino density. It would send us the data in real time so I could get straight to work on it. The only thing it couldn’t measure for us was gravitational waves. Our research vessel had some cutting-edge gravitational wave sensors, mostly because Oort Research Centre was developing them. No way to get them on a tiny probe, though. We’d have to do without.
I slammed the maintenance hatch, and it auto-sealed. Fancy ship didn’t require any levers. Once, an old seal on our research vessel wouldn’t stop leaking and we’d had to weld it shut. So there were some upsides to this curvy lady, besides aesthetics, obviously.
I tramped up to the bridge and set the probe’s course for the research centre. It was way too expensive to be a single-use piece of equipment. The return trip would take—according to the ship’s calculations—seven years from launch to arrival at the centre, but it would get back there.
“Can you double-check my probe for me, Yarrow?” I said. If I messed this up, there would be no data for us, and we wouldn’t get another chance.
Yarrow tapped around on the controls. “The configurations are correct.”
I punched in the launch sequence and turned to look out the side window to watch the little probe pop out of the hull and float off toward Pardus’s last known location. I could practically taste the sweet, sweet data it was already sending back to the ship’s server. Not that there would be enough to analyze just yet.
Yarrow watched over my shoulder. “How long would you like to stay? Are there any readings we should obtain with the ship’s instruments?”
“Let’s take some from a few different locations. Wait for the probe to be out of range, though. I don’t want our wake to taint its data.”
“If I have thirty minutes, I’d like to get a double nap in,” said Yarrow.
“Please, take your time. I can get the readings myself, so let’s say this is my shift,” I said.
Double sleep was Yarrow’s way of saying that he would be completely asleep, both parts of his brain, as far as I understood it. He could last for weeks resting one part at a time, but having both parts asleep at once seemed to be like getting a full eight to ten hours of unbroken sleep for me.
“I appreciate it, Carolina, but thirty minutes will be fine,” said Yarrow.
Right. We weren’t together anymore. Just colleagues, professionals. No need to do each other unsolicited favours. One of his roles on this voyage was data collection, and he intended to fulfill it. Nothing more.
Once the probe had fed back enough data to be getting on with, I hunched over my screen, propped on the narrow wooden desk. Lancaster had been right about the server. It was lightning fast. But that just meant my useless results had come back in a few short minutes.
I chewed my lip. There was more analysis to do. There must be. What was I missing? I’d already redone all the regressions and statistical analyses that I’d used for the original dataset and…got exactly the same results. Normal section of empty space. No anomalies, nothing unusual at all. Not what I’d been hoping for. At least it wouldn’t be hard to give up this data when the council caught up with us.
Wait, the neutrino data. I hadn’t had that in my old datasets, so an initial basic analysis would get me started. I put in the parameters of my visualization and set it to run. Shouldn’t take long on this beefy server. Yarrow passed me on his way up to the bridge to collect the data I’d requested now that the probe was well out of range.
“Has anything interesting become apparent?” he said.
I shook my head. “Not yet. Still getting the neutrinos sorted out.”
“The ship isn’t capable of collecting neutrino density data.”
“I know. I’m hoping the stuff from the probe will be illuminating on its own.”
“Do you still require the other measurements?”
“Yes, please.” If only to make it look to the council as if we cared about the data we were collecting. If he thought we’d found something but didn’t know what, it would drive Miller to distraction.
I went to the galley and reconstituted some food while waiting for the neutrino analysis to finish up. Yarrow must be flying around the little corner of space we were currently obsessed with, but I didn’t feel a thing. He was a hell of a pilot.
A success message flashed across the screen while I was finishing up my food. Was it for my neutrinos or from the data Yarrow was collecting? I tossed out the packaging from my meal and went back to the desk.
The neutrinos…had a pattern. There was something there. Probably. The standard code that had come with the probe wasn’t enough to tease it out, though; I’d have to write something proprietary. Crap. Hadn’t I done enough of that in grad school? There was no one on board to pawn it off on, so it would have to be me.
I set the analysis running on the new data from the ship’s instruments, even though it was practically guaranteed not to turn anything up, and got to work finagling some code for my neutrinos.
Just as I was finishing up my weird half-assed code, Lancaster called.
“Miller is on his way to you,” he said.
Good morning, Caro. How are you? Nope. He must be freaking out.
“We’re at the Pardus site.”
Miller wasn’t going to come all the way out here; he was going to stop us on our way back.
“I know, and so does Miller.”
Shit! I’d only have until he got here to run my analysis. “How long do we have?”
“About an hour. His ship is fast.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “And Carolina? Don’t make any backups. If they find top secret data on our server…”
“Of course, I’d never put the research centre in that position. I think I’ve caused enough trouble for the time being.” Guilt choked me.
“Nothing I can’t handle, Carolina. I’m the one who told you to pursue this. They weren’t happy when you didn’t come straight here, but they’ll hoover your data happily enough.”
“As long as they don’t blame you for everything I’m doing,” I said.
Lancaster looked over his shoulder at something out of frame. “I gotta go, Carolina. I’ll talk to you when you get back.”
“Sounds good,” I said, waved, and ended the call.
“You really intend to delete all of the data we just collected?” said Yarrow. He’d been sitting just out of frame, listening in.
“It’s lucky we have such a monster of a server on board. We have an hour to do the analysis, and it might be all we need.”
“Need for what?”
“To determine whether or not this data is even useful.”
“And then what happens?”
If it was useless, the council could take it all, and it wouldn’t matter. If it was useful, the council would still take it all, and I might cry. The thought of such a huge discovery being crammed in a locked cabinet (metaphorically) and buried (also metaphorically)…
“I’m going to finish analyzing the neutrino data. I don’t think there’s anything useful in the stuff we collected from the ship.”
“Let me take a look,” said Yarrow. “If we only have an hour left with this dataset, we need to extract all possible information from it as quickly as possible.”
“Fair enough,” I said. It wouldn’t hurt to have another set of eyes on the data I’d already dismissed, especially an expert like Yarrow’s.
Twenty minutes of alternating boredom and hair pulling later, I paced across the moulded polymer floor from the desk I’d been hunched over to the galley and back.
“It’s a torus,” said Yarrow.
I surfaced from my analytical haze and turned to him where he was hunched over his own screen at the galley table. “What’s a torus?” I said and frowned.
“There’s a pattern to the minute vacuum particles in this area, and it’s a torus.”
I crossed to look at his screen over his shoulder. “Shit,” I said, “it’s a torus. What the hell does that mean?”
Yarrow shook his head. “I don’t have an inkling.”
I scanned the density rendering he had made from the points sampled by the ship around the area. The extrapolation fell within acceptable error; there was never such thing as 100 percent certainty, but this was reliable at the very least.
“Make sure you delete that before we transfer the data to Miller,” I said. I went back to my own screen to finish up my as-yet fruitless neutrino analysis.
“He can do the same analysis I did,” said Yarrow. “Why bother deleting it?”
“One, let’s not make it too easy for him. Two, then he’ll know that we know about this.” Why did that thought make me uneasy? The council wanted this kept quiet, probably at someone else’s behest, and as willing as I was to cross the council, not all powers in the universe were to be taken so lightly.
Yarrow and I moved up to the bridge to watch for the CHUSI ship.
My neutrino program was still running, and Yarrow and I both propped our screens on the dashboard. We didn’t have to wait long.
“Lepton and Dawn,” said Miller, the annoyance clear in his voice, “we understand that you have collected data from this site. The previous project connected with these coordinates is now closed. Please turn over any data you’ve obtained and purge your servers. You will be required to leave the area.” The And don’t come back was obvious.
There had to be a way to stall them. A couple more minutes, and my program would spit out the new neutrino results…Damn the giant dataset I’d collected using the probe. I had forgotten to take into account that my analysis time was limited and had gone for the highest accuracy. After all, any anomalies could be tiny, any trends very slight—and I had been determined to get it all.
“Please begin transferring your data,” said Miller. “I’m obligated to inform you that any copies remaining in your possession subsequent to the transfer will be considered leaked or stolen and prosecuted accordingly.”
“Which data exactly falls under this rule? Surely the trip logs and other unrelated—”
“Ms. Dawn, I have already endured far more of your so-called cleverness than I have had any desire to. Please transfer the data you collected at this site. Either using your ship instruments or the probe that we are fully aware you launched. That includes but is not limited to electromagnetic spectra, gravitational data, and particle analysis.”
No way to tell how long my program would take to run. When exactly were they going to check for copies? If they waited until we arrived back at the research centre, we’d have time to run all the programs in the world, but if they checked now and found copies…We couldn’t risk it.
I started the data transfer with the measurements from the ship’s instruments. Yarrow had dutifully deleted his analysis. With any luck, they’d think we hadn’t had time to look at this data, what with the giant datasets from the probe. They probably didn’t know exactly how fast the server on Lepton was, and the data transfer would be limited by their no-doubt slow ship’s computer.
The progress bar on my neutrino program inched up. “Come on,” I said under my breath. Maybe it was a damn good thing I’d cranked the probe’s data acquisition settings, since transferring its useless datasets could potentially take half an hour; a half hour I’d have to finish my work.
The ship’s data transferred, then the particle and EM data from the probe. The radioactivity measurements were on their way over to the other ship when my neutrino program finished running. I scanned them quickly, trying to memorize any anomalies.
But the results wouldn’t compute in my brain. It was like nothing I’d ever seen. “What the…?” I muttered. At least it wasn’t frustratingly normal anymore.
What even was that? Were they bouncing?
“Yarrow! Look, quickly!”
He leaned over my shoulder, his fresh-air scent engulfing me. Good thing I wasn’t trying to think clearly at the moment. Crap. I tried to breathe through my mouth subtly as we stared at my screen.
“Neutrinos do not…act this way.”
The other data transfers were ticking down. I had to wipe all this before transferring the neutrino data.
“It’s kind of round…”
“Does it perhaps align with the particulate distribution?”
Our time was up. I cringed and wiped the analysis along with my shitty program that had spat it out, but better deleted than let Miller have any of it. The less he thought we’d found, the more likely he’d leave us alone.
Once the council ship was satisfied that they had all the data and had double-checked three times that we’d wiped our copies, Yarrow and I practically collapsed at the table in the galley. I mean, I collapsed, and he slid gracefully into his seat and rested one set of elbows on the table, his chin on his interlaced fingers.
“What would you like to do now?” said Yarrow. “Shall we return to the research centre?”
“Anything else would be suspicious, right?”
Yarrow nodded. “It would.”
“They’ll be watching us,” I said.
“Most likely.”
“Any idea what was up with those neutrinos?” I said.
“No more than I did initially,” said Yarrow.
We no longer had our data, so we couldn’t check around with Lancaster and the others, see whether any of them could make heads or tails of it. We couldn’t run any more focussed analyses for the same reason. What did that leave?
“I wonder if anyone’s ever seen anything like that pattern,” I mused. “Okay, take us back to the research centre for now. I’m going to dig into the literature, see if I can find any precedent for our weird readings.”
“And if you find anything?”
“Depends what I find,” I said. I swallowed. If the council planned to cover this up, was it possible that they’d done it before? They certainly hadn’t seemed as clueless as usual around our data. They had known what to ask for and had made no bones about forcing us to delete our copies. They’d used threats to prevent us from circumventing their orders in exactly the way I’d planned. As if they had experience with stubborn academics in precisely this situation. Time to hit the books.






  
  Chapter 3


Miller’s office was, thankfully, on the moon. He couldn’t have handled Earth gravity right now. Getting attitude from both sides on this one had been spectacularly aggravating. CHUSI hounding him for the data, Dawn trying to keep it from him with her little games. He’d slept on the way home, but not nearly enough, and sleeping sitting up was never as restful. Still, he had to deal with these datasets before passing out.

He bopped through the quarantine procedure for their database and then shot a copy off to the concerned party. Their security was not his problem.
The first author I messages didn’t respond, and I figured it was a fluke, but after the third one didn’t answer, I started to wonder. It’s not as if it was a weekend. Most researchers would be in their offices right now, that or their labs. I had left my contact info for all of the folks I reached out to. 
There weren’t any papers that mentioned disappearing astronomical objects, at least, not directly. If anyone had looked into a similar incident, they had been sworn to silence, same as us. What I had found was a reference to a paper that outlined a toroidal particle distribution in a seemingly empty region of space. I tried to follow up on the reference, but…nothing. The link itself gave a “page not found” error, so I searched the title of the paper, and all I got were references to the thing, but not the actual paper. I searched the publication’s database for the authors’ names, Sycamore and Proust. They’d published a few papers with the journal prior to the one in question, but none since.
Had they published anywhere since?
I spent about an hour futilely searching through aggregate data for Sycamore and Proust and following up on their various publications, but after the toroidal paper, neither had published again. Their contact information was, accordingly, about a decade old, so it wasn’t surprising that they weren’t reachable. The institution they’d worked for when they’d published their findings made no mention of either researcher, and their area of research wasn’t listed on the department website: interstellar particulates, same as Oort. Same as me.
Not surprising, I guess, since we were looking for the same information. I called Lancaster.
“There’s a paper I can’t find from some researchers prominent about fifteen years ago, Sycamore and Proust? Do you know them?” Maybe I’d get lucky and he’d met them at a conference or something.
Lancaster blanched. “Proust passed away around then. Shocked the whole community. I think Dr. Sycamore left academia after that. I used to follow them closely. They were doing fascinating work. Why do you ask?”
I could tell Lancaster what we’d found, tell him about the paper, explain to him what we were trying to do. I opened my mouth to tell him—
He glanced out of frame.
Someone else was there.
“It’s okay. I’ll fill you in when we get back.” I wasn’t lying; I would fill him in when we got back. We just weren’t coming back right now.
“Sounds good, Carolina. See you soon!” The screen went dark.
I stood and stretched my arms over my head and then trudged up to the bridge. The low strip lighting highlighted the view out the wall to wall viewports, stars in every direction.
Yarrow turned. “Any luck?” he said and yawned. Likely, he’d been half asleep.
“I’ve reached out to a few people, but I only found one reference to our toroidal pattern in the literature,” I said.
“What caused it, according to them?”
I shook my head and stared out at the faraway stars. “No one has responded. And the paper seems to have disappeared.”
“It was retracted?”
“No, there’s no retraction notice. It just…doesn’t exist. I guess they didn’t think to purge the references in other papers, that or it was too much effort. But that’s the only sign that a paper on toroidal distribution of interstellar particulates ever existed.”
“And the neutrinos?”
“Cut me some slack,” I said. “Banging my head against that donut-shaped brick wall was enough for the moment. I’ll get back to it in a bit.”
We both watched empty space go by, lost in thought. Not that there was much to see. It looked as if we were sitting still; only the instruments quietly ticking away the kilometres indicated that we were moving at all.
Yarrow rolled his shoulders. “I know a librarian who may be able to help us.”
“They might have a copy of the missing paper?”
“Perhaps, or something better.”
I could only access a fraction of the research in the universe. Humans were very big on gatekeeping, a holdover from the academic system that was dominant when we’d taken to the stars. Not all species were like that, but I didn’t have any contacts outside human-dominated space.
The possibility of accessing a pool of data that dwarfed anything I’d yet experienced had my heart beating faster. The council couldn’t be controlling the research of all other species.
We turned the ship around and headed the exact opposite direction from the research centre for a day before Yarrow and I reconvened at the table and shared a meal.
I projected a chart of our course onto the bulkhead. We were about to cross into space I’d never visited before. Pardus Station had been remote, by Solar standards, but the Solar System was small and remote itself, from the point of view of most species.
I took a bite and watched the charts click over into space I’d never visited.
“What brought you to the Solar System?” I said absently.
Yarrow didn’t answer. He was literally staring into space.
“You don’t have to tell me. I was just making conversation,” I said. “I’ve never been here before. I’ve only been outside the Solar System once, and that was on a student exchange program. I guess my research placement counts as outside the Solar System as well, but it was just an interstellar station, probably similar to Pardus.” I trailed off. Yarrow didn’t seem in the mood to chat.
I ate my food and watched our little ship creep across the wall.
Yarrow surprised me. “I believed it would be best for everyone if I left my home system. I didn’t want to be there, and they didn’t want me there. So I found somewhere else to do my research.”
“Fair enough.” Local trends and anomalies in the vacuum of space could be studied from anywhere. Yarrow’s and my research had some crossover, since the effects of constructed objects on the surrounding vacuum was pretty much just a specific case of his more general area, but we hadn’t actually worked together before this project. Lancaster’s choice of companion for me was well thought out, even if it was mostly based on Yarrow’s other capabilities.
His piloting skills. Not his other capabilities. All the uses he’d found for his four hands whipped through my head. I cleared my throat.
He’d just revealed something about himself that I’d never known.
I pushed down all the intrusive questions I wanted to ask Yarrow. They might seem innocuous enough—When was the last time you went home? Why didn’t you want to stay? How do you like the Solar System?—but there was obviously tons of history behind Yarrow’s comment that I had no right to pry into.
“Want to tell me more about your librarian friend?” I said.
“If you’re expecting a librarian, she might not be at all what you’re picturing,” said Yarrow with a smile. “You’ll see.” He pinged the chart at our destination. It was coming up fast.
Yarrow got us docked while I cleaned up and popped the
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