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			For Michelle Peña Kollin, the coolest little sister I could ever ask for.

			Love you, sis.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“They’re firing on us! Why are they firing on us?” the helmsman shouted, feeling betrayed.

			“I don’t know! Return fire! We don’t want to die out here!” Captain Sinclair of the T-Tauri shouted back frustratedly. The ship jolted as weapons’ fire struck the hull, even as they tried to get into position for an attack.

			The Earth ships floated in the black space ahead of them above the small, round platform, suspended blue three-dimensional ghosts in the display hub, as they realized the attackers were their own. Sinclair winced as systems shorted and panels went black before the emergency power clicked on. The dim lights flickered as if they wouldn’t hold and then shone brightly like a beacon of hope before the warning sirens sounded for a hull breach.

			“Breach!” someone yelled. Sinclair wasn’t sure who it was in the gloom.

			“Seal that section!” he ordered, hearing a sound like whistling, indicating there might be a tiny breach on the bridge, as well. We’re going down, he thought. It was inevitable. “Abandon ship and seal the bridge!”

			Several faces looked toward him, their pale and frightened expressions reflecting the treachery they were facing from the rest of the fleet. “Sir!” the communications officer protested.

			“Abandon ship, goddamnit! Get out of here!”

			“No, sir,” the helmsman argued, checking his harness to be sure it was secure. “We go with you.”

			Sinclair didn’t want to argue. He didn’t want his last moments to be full of anger and fear, but that was what he was facing. Even worse, he was grateful that he wouldn’t have to die alone. “Seal the bridge,” he ordered again.

			They all knew it was a death sentence. Once they sealed it, they couldn’t open it again. As the whistling grew louder, they knew it was the only thing they could do to hopefully ensure the survival of the rest of the crew. Securing her harness, communications brought up the ship-wide application and announced the captain’s last order. “Abandon ship, abandon ship,” she called.

			Operations sealed the doors, the bulkheads clanking loudly into place and irrevocably signaling their fate. Everyone glanced around at the shattered bridge, their last moments playing out differently than any of them had ever expected.

			“Return fire,” Sinclair ordered again, although the firing had never ceased.

			“Pods are away,” communications said, hoping they would find their way to safety somehow, even in that inhospitable part of the solar system.

			“Why are they doing this?” the helmsman asked uselessly. Who could know? What had they done?

			“It’s been an honor serving with you,” Sinclair managed to say, his breathing becoming labored as the air escaped the room through the breach. “It’s been a great honor.”

			“Yes, sir,” the bridge crew agreed, even as they wheezed and gasped for air, immediately before the ship was engulfed in a blinding white light, the hull disintegrating upon impact.

			#

			“So, what happened to the T-Tauri? I thought they were investigating a strange signal out by Neptune,” said the Director of Operations for the Outer Division of the International Alliance for Space Exploration, her dark eyes concerned from behind a veil of black hair that she pushed back behind her ear.

			“I apologize, Director Weir. We lost contact with them. The rest of the fleet says they never arrived.” The man in front of her was her second-in-command, Assistant Director Carlos Nava. He was still young compared to Director Weir. In his early forties, he had a small amount of grey in his short dark hair, but he had already proven his competence and proficiency in his years at the IASE. Natasha Weir trusted him more than she trusted anyone else.

			“Did the fleet report anything unusual?” she asked him. They sat in one of the spacious conference rooms rather than in her office, which suited her. She preferred to be in an environment where people didn’t expect mementos and photos to be displayed everywhere, revealing precious details about her life that she would prefer to remain private. Instead, the room was spare and surrounded by large, tinted windows. One long black table stretched across the space with several black faux-leather chairs spaced out around it. Director Weir sat at the end of the table with various virtual screens floating in the air near her and resting on the table.

			“They only said they engaged a lone B’Noth ship, but it was destroyed. It didn’t have a chance to pose a threat, and no transmissions were detected.”

			Director Weir considered the implications. “The B’Noth don’t usually venture this far into our solar system, do they?” she thought aloud.

			“No, ma’am,” Carlos replied. “Rarely even in the system at all.”

			She wondered what this meant. Were the B’Noth doing reconnaissance? Spying? Dropping surveillance devices? Mines? “Did the fleet detect anything at all? Any…devices or technology left behind?”

			“No, ma’am. Nothing at all.”

			It was risky, no matter what. The B’Noth were known to be aggressive, but they usually engaged Terran ships outside the system, sometimes when they were trading with neighboring civilizations or especially if they were traveling alone. What would make them so bold? Approaching Sol, the Terran home system, was like walking across the demilitarized zone alone in a war-torn country and entering the enemy territory unarmed.

			“Okay. Thank you. Let me know if we hear from the T-Tauri, and keep me apprised of your investigation,” Weir responded eventually. She stood, signaling the conversation was over, and Carlos departed with a short bow, indicating acknowledgment, preceding his hurrying out of the room.

			Once in the hallway, Carlos wondered what more he could do, though. He’d requested the reports from the fleet, but so far, there wasn’t much they could tell. Until he got the rest of the data, he’d simply be guessing, and that would serve no purpose. What else could be done? The fleet had combed the area thoroughly but hadn’t found a trace of the missing ship. It was like it had vanished, a mirage that had never truly existed in the first place.

			#

			Captain James Roden entered the bridge of the Epirus Nova, a ragged cargo ship trading outside the Sol system, but now ready to go home. They still had a long journey ahead of them, but he anticipated a raucous celebration that night once he’d told the crew they had completed their run and were heading back to Sol. Some of them may have already guessed, but he hadn’t told them officially yet. He sat in the chair in the center of the cramped space. It was on a small dais, but it took only a single step to ascend it. The other stations were close and in a semi-circle around him, but he was used to it. The ship was his, after all. “Ship wide,” he said simply.

			“Ship wide,” the communications officer confirmed.

			He looked up at the panel beside him, which had a green light blinking on it, indicating he was transmitting. “Epirus Nova, our mission to Varridan is complete. Our next stop is Sol.” He could hear cheers echoing even through the thin walls of the ship. “Secure the cargo. Prepare for departure. Roden out.”

			He smiled, despite his usual stern demeanor. No one expected long speeches from their captain, but he was respected and well-liked among the crew. Perhaps that was because of his proclivity toward brevity and his dislike for those long speeches. But Roden was also known for his generosity and the fact that he never asked more than he was willing to give himself. His own respect for his crew was evident in the way he treated them.

			Roden swiveled his chair to face forward again, watching while the preparations were made. The ship would utilize a wormhole to get close to Sol again, but the rest of the journey had to be made more slowly. He couldn’t wait to see his home planet again after so much time had passed, however. His crew was his family, of course, but there was nothing like seeing the city of Los Angeles in the twilight, the place he grew up. He still had friends there, so it would be good to see them again after so long. Plus, he was looking forward to real cooked food and fresh air. Already planning his stay, he thought of everyone he would visit and all the sights he would take in before his next cargo run. Home. Earth. Not long now, he told himself.

			#

			Carlos returned to his spacious office on the top floor, dropping into his padded chair by the wall-sized window like he’d just returned from a funeral. His task was impossible, he thought. Had the B’Noth ship destroyed the T-Tauri before it could rendezvous with the rest of the fleet? No. There would have still been some evidence left behind, he reminded himself. What then?

			Director Weir’s expression haunted him. It was almost as if she’d shown emotion. She wasn’t cold by any means, but she was always professional. Of course, he was in her inner circle, and he knew her better than some others. She didn’t feel comfortable around most people to show any vulnerability, but he could tell this time was different. This time, she looked almost troubled. He knew there were bigger issues than just the one missing ship. If the B’Noth were making incursions into Sol, they were all in danger, every citizen of the system. But, even so, there were lives lost under her watch, and she would want to take the blame for it. Perhaps she thought of him as her protégé, but she seemed to watch over him and encourage him to take risks (career-related risks, anyway). He knew his successes at the IASE were mostly due to her.

			Not enough time had passed that he would have received the scans and other data from the fleet, so he had some decisions to make. Different scenarios ran through his head, none of them producing answers. What else could he do to find the T-Tauri? If they didn’t find the ship, there could be fallout as well. And if they did find it, and the B’Noth were responsible for its destruction, they might be at war.

			At last, a thought came to him, although he didn’t particularly like the idea. He pressed a button and waited for a response. “Yes, Mr. Nava?” came a voice.

			“What was the T-Tauri’s last known position?” he asked, wishing he already had the data from the fleet.

			“Just outside Pluto,” came the reply from his assistant.

			“Thank you,” he said, rising again and rushing out of the room.

			#

			Carlos had the authority to do it on his own, but he hurried to the conference room where he’d left Director Weir. Unfortunately, it was empty, all signs of previous occupation as absent as the missing ship. Sighing, he checked the timepiece on his wrist, glaring half past noon, and he dejectedly walked back the way he’d come.

			“Is anything wrong?” his assistant Leilani asked him, having come up behind him after rushing after him as he’d run down the hall.

			He turned and noticed her. “No. Everything is fine. I just wanted to catch the Director before I…never mind. I want you to find me a ship. I’m going to Pluto.”

			“Are you going personally, sir?” she asked, looking shocked. Nava hated space travel. It made him ill.

			He nodded without much enthusiasm. “Yes. We can’t spare the fleet if the B’Noth are nearby. So, I have to go.”

			She acknowledged with a brief nod. “Very good, sir.” Then she was gone.

			Part of him wished she’d argued a little more forcefully and talked him
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