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“Its leaders believe the Alliance is powerful enough to be both—a democracy on election days and a dictatorship on every other day—but they’re wrong. No government should be so powerful.
It’s time someone demonstrates the error in their thinking.”




The Earth Alliance rules 82 worlds, controlling an empire that spans a third of the Milky Way. But when its leaders stray too far from the democratic principles on which it was founded, one colony—one group of daring rebels—will risk everything in order to reclaim their freedom.
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“The end is in the beginning and
lies far ahead.”


 


— Ralph Ellison







SENECA


Earth Alliance Colony
Cavare, Capital City


October 2297


Moonlight
cast the man’s wife’s skin in ghostly silver as he placed a soft kiss on her
forehead. He hadn’t meant to wake her, but she stirred before he could slip
away, blinking to reveal bleary, unfocused irises.


“It’s
okay, Frannie, don’t get up. I’ll be home in a few days.”


She
nodded sleepily, mumbled, “Love you…good luck at the symposium,” and rolled
over. When her breathing evened out in slumber once more, he tiptoed out of the
bedroom and down the hall to crack the door to his daughter’s room. A mess of
curls poked out of the bedcovers to fan out on the pillow. He smiled to himself
and eased the door shut. 


He
didn’t attempt to sneak a peek into his son’s room. The boy had developed preternatural
senses and would be wide awake in an instant. In truth he’d probably awoken the
instant there was a sound in the hallway…but if so, he didn’t emerge to inquire
as to the reason for his father’s early departure.


It
was for the best. At fourteen, his son was not only no longer a child but also disconcertingly
clever, and he would likely pose too-astute questions the man didn’t dare
answer.


Once
outside he tossed his bag onto the passenger seat of his skycar. The first
steel-hued rays of dawn breached the mountains in the distance as he lifted off.


Twenty
minutes later he stepped up to the security checkpoint entry for the Alliance outpost
military base on the periphery of Cavare and waved his palm at the identity
check. The officer on duty examined the readout briefly. “You’re cleared for
entry, sir, but may I ask what your purpose here is today?”


He
canted his head at the young man. “Check your screen again, Lieutenant.”


The
lieutenant’s brow furrowed, but he instinctively obeyed the implied order. “Uh,
right. Sir. You’re cleared for…whatever your reason is for being here.” Squared
shoulders preceded a crisp forward hand motion.


It
wasn’t unusual behavior for the man, as an Intelligence agent, to visit the Earth
Alliance’s largest military base on Seneca, and he’d done so multiple times for
legitimate reasons. And as an Intelligence agent he wasn’t required to disclose
the purpose of his visit to anyone who challenged him.


He
gestured a thanks and walked through the checkpoint, a wry smirk hovering on
his lips.


My
purpose is to start a war. Have a nice day.
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He
didn’t gape at any of the other passengers on the military shuttle. Tension
radiated off the soldiers to vibrate in the air so thickly he now inhaled it
with every breath; he didn’t have to inspect them to realize they were on edge
and prepping for a fight. 


Personally,
he hoped the fight wouldn’t commence until he was airborne again. He wasn’t a
soldier—though he could impersonate one if need be—and this day was going to be
difficult enough without wading through close-quarters combat.


His
visit to the military base had been a brief one. On his arrival he was quickly
directed through several dark service hallways to a small landing pad and ushered
onto the shuttle. He assumed this meant his traveling companions were also members
of the resistance, but no one had so much as spoken a greeting during the forty-minute
trip.


The
Lunar Special Support and Research Center sprawled across a region of the moon
that had been largely spared the brutality of relentless asteroid bombardment
over the millennia, at least compared to the rest of the satellite. The test
fields of the research facility stretched for hundreds of kilometers beyond the
Center itself, and the crimson beacons denoting their various boundaries
flickered against the otherwise ashen surface.


The
shuttle dropped through the first of multiple force fields. The outer barrier
protected the Center from meteoroids and other minor space objects that would
burn up harmlessly if the moon had a natural atmosphere. Next came the
triple-layer fields keeping the artificially generated atmosphere inside. The
layers were a redundant safety measure, as a failure of the system would be
catastrophic to the facility’s equipment but more so to the people working
there.


Even
the multiple redundancies did little to assuage his disquiet, and he allowed
the soldiers to disembark before exiting the shuttle. If it weren’t for the
paved surface beneath his feet and the structures visible at the opposite end
of the platform, he would have sworn he was treading into open space and
without so much as an environment suit to protect him. From here the discreet
shimmer of the force fields provided only the slightest blur to the blackness
of space and its expanse of stars.


He
liked to believe he could handle virtually any situation he encountered, no
matter how dire. But everyone had a weakness, and he’d never managed to get comfortable
with open space…maybe because he couldn’t control it.


On
taking a step away from the shuttle, he was promptly overwhelmed by the
expected but still unpleasant sense he was about to float off into the void. A
wave of dizziness threatened to take hold, and he searched around for a
signpost, anxious to get inside something, anything.


He
grabbed a passing officer by the arm. The man jerked away and leveled an
intimidating glower at him.


“Excuse
me, I’m sorry. I need directions to Lab EE12c.”


The
officer scowled at him for a beat then jerked his head. “See the last building
on the left? The building behind it.”


“Thank
you.” He hurried off in the direction indicated, toward the illusory but
nevertheless seductive shelter.
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The
notion that one of its colonies would go to war with the mighty Earth Alliance,
eighty-two worlds and fourteen billion people strong, was as ludicrous as the
proposition that man would discover a means to circumvent special relativity
and develop starship drives capable of velocities far exceeding the speed of
light.


No
one had believed the latter possible until it was achieved. So, too, would it
be with the former.


“This
is what we’re counting on. The Alliance hasn’t faced a successful colonial
rebellion in a hundred fifty years of extra-solar expansion. It no longer
believes such a thing can be accomplished, but we’ll turn the Alliance’s hubris
against it. The slow response of its goliath bureaucratic machinery will give
us time—time to get more ships out of production and into space as well as time
to subdue any lingering resistance and gain full control of the government and
military on Seneca.”


Darien
Terzi sounded as if he were trying to convince himself of the validity of the
plan more than those present, Brigadier Eleni Gianno mused. She hoped the
strength of his conviction did not fail him when the blood started flowing.


She
clasped her hands at the small of her back, adopting a comfortable yet formal
posture. “The military will not be as difficult to secure as one would expect.
Eighty-three percent of the enlisted and seventy-one percent of the officers
Commodore rank and below are Senecan-born. If presented with a persuasive
argument for independence and an assertive demonstration of leadership, they will
fall in line.”


Terzi
nodded in acceptance. “And the
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