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            Chapter 1
Sheila Jackson

         
         
            140 Cycles Until Arrival

         

         Dr. Sheila Jackson reached across her desk to the button that darkened the window between her office and the open workspace
            of her department. It barely qualified as an office, as she could almost touch two of the walls without leaving her chair,
            and the other two weren’t far off. She still appreciated it. She’d earned it when, at age thirty-seven, she became the second-youngest
            deputy director in the almost 250-year history of the ship’s science department. In the science and medicine division, led
            by Dr. Lavonia Carroway, only deputy directors and the director herself rated private workspaces—a luxury in a place where
            privacy was at a premium. As it happened, Lavonia had her office right next door out of tradition. The first director had
            been a space explorer, and while directors since had come from many different fields, the office had stayed. As with most
            days, that office was currently empty. Lavonia was a medical doctor by training and didn’t have much use for the day-to-day
            management of space exploration.
         

         
         At least not for now. With the message waiting on her computer, Sheila had a feeling that might change. Depending on the data,
            a lot of people might find new interest in space exploration, and Lavonia wasn’t one to miss out on an opportunity for attention. 

         
         Technically, Sheila wasn’t supposed to be here. The ship had rules about shifts, and working too long was theoretically as
            big a crime as not working long enough—work-life balance, and all that. But that rule applied more to subordinates than bosses,
            and for all intents and purposes, Sheila was the boss of her own little fourteen-person empire. Nobody would report her for
            getting in an extra hour. Most of that empire had departed at the ship-wide chime that signaled the end of first shift. The
            department did keep coverage around the clock, and two people still manned the large work area outside her office, but they
            were used to her and wouldn’t disturb her unless there was an emergency—and there just weren’t that many space exploration
            emergencies.
         

         
         At least not usually. The message in her inbox might change that.

         
         She leaned back in her high-quality office chair, which was bolted to the deck, letting her feet come off the ground slightly
            in the low gravity. The science department was four levels up—or more accurately, in—from the residential deck, and the gravity
            monitor in the outer area constantly displayed 0.53g. It was only 10 percent lower than her living space, but she could swear
            she felt it, even though the people in charge of such things said she couldn’t. She rolled her shoulders and called up the
            first-ever live data from a probe in orbit around the second planet in the Zeta Tucanae system. A planet commonly called Promissa.
            Prom for short.
         

         
         The probe could transmit only a little data to the ship at a time, since they were something like .06 light-years away, which required an extremely tight beam. They had been traveling at 11 percent of light speed at their fastest, but had been slowing for twenty-seven days, and Sheila didn’t even know their current velocity. But the computers did, and they compensated. Even so, they would get only a split second of transmission time before they lost the signal. It was part of what made space exploration from a fast-moving ship challenging. 

         
         Much of the data they had was still centuries old—information that scientists with giant telescopes had discovered back on
            Earth before they departed. Even now, with their first probe arriving, she wouldn’t get much in this first of what should
            be many reports. But what she did get . . . it could be the most important discovery to date in the 253-year-long mission.
         

         
         Opening the message, she scanned the single chart: the atmospheric composition of the planet. The computer had run the numbers
            already, of course, but that didn’t stop her from checking them manually. She knew the parameters by heart at this point,
            and she held her breath as she read the first new analysis of Prom’s atmosphere in more than two centuries. The information
            gleaned all the way from Earth had been promising—they wouldn’t have launched if it wasn’t. It had indicated that the planet
            was 97 percent likely to support human life. Good odds—enough to launch the first-ever colony ship—but now, just over a hundred
            days out from arrival, that 3 percent chance that it wouldn’t support life loomed larger.
         

         
         But this, the data in front of her now, would be more accurate by over an order of magnitude. She skipped over the major components,
            oxygen and nitrogen. They knew with pretty high confidence those to be close to 20 percent and 79 percent, respectively. Argon
            read at just under 1 percent. She read through each of the trace elements, moving her finger across her screen as she did
            to be absolutely sure she had them right. She almost squealed. The trace elements accounted for just over one tenth of 1 percent
            of the atmosphere, but the wrong things in just the right amounts could doom an otherwise breathable atmosphere.
         

         
         This probe was saying they didn’t.

         
         The planet, from an atmosphere perspective, would support human life.

         
         Sheila found herself on her feet without realizing how she got there, and she forced herself to sit back down. She took three
            slow, cleansing breaths and then checked the data again, line by line.
         

         
         It wasn’t until the second time through that she saw the anomaly. She’d been focused on the data, but this was in the transmission
            message itself:
         

         
         
            Unexpected truncation of data. Error code 5xB27.

         

         Her heart started pounding to the point where she could hear it in her ears. What error was that? She opened a file and looked
            up 5xB27.
         

         
         Loss of signal.
         

         
         Okay. That could be normal. Maybe this was just the signal loss they’d expected due to the ship’s high velocity. But the computer
            would compensate for that, wouldn’t it? She was pretty sure. She put that behind her for a second, however, and forced herself
            to look at the figures again, and then bounced it off what the computer models said. They agreed with her.
         

         
         She had it right. She picked up the comm and hit the first contact in her list.

         
         The other end picked up almost immediately. “Dr. Carroway.”

         
         “Boss, it’s Sheila. We got a report from our first probe. You’re going to want to see it.”

         
         “You know it’s really hard for me to enforce work hour standards when one of my own deputies won’t follow them.”

         
         Sheila could almost hear Lavonia shaking her head and was glad that she hadn’t opted for a video call. “This is important.”

         
         “It’s always important.”

         
         Sheila shoved down her frustration and kept her voice level. “I have the atmospheric composition from Prom.”

         
         “I’ll be right there.” The connection went dead.

         
         Four and a half minutes later Sheila’s door slid open to reveal her boss standing there in a workout version of the vac suits
            that everybody wore on the ship. It fit snugly and featured athletic footwear, but it would still seal in an emergency and
            would fit to any of the helmets stored in brightly marked lockers throughout the ship. Lavonia stepped inside and held up
            one hand for silence, waiting until the door slid all the way closed before she spoke. “Don’t mind the clothes. I was headed
            down to the workout level. A place where you yourself will go, immediately after we finish here.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Health regulations required every resident of the ship to spend ninety minutes per day on one of the outer levels
            of the ship where the gravity reached 0.90g or higher. Many used that time for workouts, but Sheila came up with every possible
            excuse to avoid it when she could. Thankfully there were recreational areas, reading nooks, and food shops on those levels
            as well, to accommodate the less athletically minded of the crew. “Sorry to bother you. I could have given you the data over
            the comm.”
         

         
         “No, you did the right thing. I don’t want this widely released until we know what we’re dealing with. What have you got?”

         
         Sheila handed her a printout, and Lavonia raised her eyebrows. Hard copies were extremely rare. “This is significant enough
            that I didn’t want to forward a digital file. It’s currently isolated within our department, as per protocol on communications
            received from outside,” said Sheila.
         

         
         “Right. Smart.” Lavonia glanced over the data. “I can see that all the values are inside what the computer is giving as expected ranges, so all the component elements are in line. Other than that, what am I looking at?” 

         
         “The key numbers are methane at 0.00013 percent and CO2 at 0.0341 percent, though to really gain everything we need from that data we’ll need iterative readings across multiple
            seasons, especially due to the high axial tilt of the planet, which will likely exacerbate the seasonal impact on the—”
         

         
         “Okay,” said Lavonia, cutting her off. “But what’s it mean?”
         

         
         Sheila paused and bit back her frustration before speaking again, purposefully slowing herself. Sure, she was excited, and
            maybe talking a little faster than normal, but this was important data, and as the head of science Lavonia should understand
            that. But Sheila didn’t want a confrontation. And besides, most days she appreciated her boss not involving herself in space
            exploration. “Sorry. Where should I start?”
         

         
         “Break it down for me in layman’s terms. I’m going to have to go to the governor with this, so he needs to be able to understand
            it.”
         

         
         “It looks good. Really good.” Sheila braced herself for more criticism.

         
         “We’ll probably need to give him more than that. Can you explain in basic terms what the methane and CO2 levels mean for us? Focus on the implications to the mission.”
         

         
         Sheila hesitated, wondering if her boss didn’t know. “Uh . . . sure. At 0.00013 percent and 0.0341 percent respectively, the
            methane and CO2 levels are lower than those recorded back on Earth—”
         

         
         “Hold on. Methane is 0.00013 percent of the atmosphere?”

         
         “Right.”

         
         The other woman studied her, one hand holding the paper, the other on her hip. “And something that small is the key takeaway?”

         
         Sheila hesitated again, unsure where to go with the question. “I mean . . . there are other things. Helium is a touch high
            at 0.0016 percent, but it’s still within acceptable parameters.”
         

         
         “But you mentioned methane first, because it’s the most important.”

         
         “Yes,” said Sheila. “In conjunction with the CO2, it presents the best evidence that the planet supports life. That it probably already does support life.”
         

         
         “Intelligent life?”

         
         “There’s no way to know that yet,” said Sheila, her hands moving with increasing enthusiasm.

         
         “But it will definitely support us.”
         

         
         “Well,” she hedged, “there are still factors beyond the atmosphere. We need a temperature study by region in conjunction with
            a geographic survey to make sure that the extremes that are likely due to the axial tilt will support human life in any regions
            also conducive to agriculture and horticulture.”
         

         
         “When will we have that?”

         
         “Well . . .” After finally seeing some excitement from her boss, Sheila hesitated at telling her the bad news.

         
         “Go ahead. Tell me.” Lavonia handed the printout back.

         
         “I don’t know when we’ll have more data. There was an anomaly—”

         
         “What kind of anomaly?” It said something about Lavonia that she immediately seemed more focused at the mere hint of a problem.

         
         “There was an error message at the end of the data . . . a loss of connection. I don’t know whether that means that it cut
            off that transmission, or if we’ve lost comms with the probe altogether.”
         

         
         “When will we know?”

         
         “The next scheduled message would be in about twenty hours. If we hear from it, we’ll know a lot.”

         
         “And if we don’t?”

         
         Sheila considered it carefully. She hated speaking off the cuff without all the facts, but Lavonia didn’t have the patience
            for her to run all the different permutations. “If we’ve lost connectivity, I can’t be sure when we’ll get more information.
            This is our first probe, and I don’t know if this problem is isolated or indicative of a wider issue, but . . .” She paused,
            waiting for her boss to interject, but she didn’t, so Sheila continued: “At a minimum, if we’ve lost this one—and again, we
            aren’t sure we have—we’re looking at a couple of weeks at least until the next one arrives. But after that, more should arrive
            in pretty short order, so we’ll have redundancy.”
         

         
         Lavonia nodded. “Redundancy is good. But I’ve got to talk to the governor, so what can we say for sure today? Bottom-line this for me.”
         

         
         Sheila thought about it, trying to determine what she could say that would satisfy her boss despite their limited information.
            “Okay. From a data perspective, you know that we’ve maintained that the planet is 97 percent likely to support colonization?”
         

         
         “Yes. We teach that to children.”

         
         “Right. That number is now over 99 percent.”

         
         Lavonia grunted. “That’s it?”

         
         “What? What do you mean?”

         
         “That’s not much.”

         
         Sheila paused, now unsure if her boss was serious or just trying to spin her up, but nothing in their history suggested that
            the older woman had a sense of humor. At the same time, they’d just learned that their odds of finding a livable planet had
            increased by fortyfold. How could she miss that? “What . . . what do you mean, not much? This is huge.”
         

         
         Lavonia leaned to the side, her shoulder against the wall. “Okay, you’re the expert. If you say so.”

         
         If I say so? Math says so! “I absolutely do. I can’t wait to tell my team. They’re going to be so excited—”
         

         
         “What? No! This stays between you and me.”

         
         “What?” Vaguely, Sheila realized her mouth was hanging open. “This is scientific data. My people need it for their work, and
            they should have it before any kind of news announcement. We especially need to look into what happened to the communications.”
         

         
         Lavonia shook her head. “It’s hypothetical data, and until it’s verified, not a word. The last thing we need is people getting
            their hopes up for something, and then us finding out that we made a mistake—”
         

         
         “But it’s not hypothetical. The data is clear—”

         
         Lavonia raised a hand, cutting her off. “Let me put it a different way. The data may be clear. It may be science. But the
            decision on whether to release that data to the public is a political one, and we’re not going to make that decision without
            briefing the governor first. Is that clear?”
         

         
         Sheila took a deep breath in through her nose, trying to hold back her emotions. This was the most important discovery of
            her lifetime—of anyone’s lifetime on the ship—and she couldn’t tell anybody about it. It wasn’t clear at all—what did politics have to do with facts?
            Yet when she spoke, it was barely more than a whisper. “Yes, ma’am.”
         

         
         Lavonia stared her down for a few more seconds, and then her face softened. “Look. I know this is important to you, and I
            know it affects other things that your team does.”
         

         
         “Not just my team. All the science subdirectorates. The implications for xenobiology are—”

         
         “I get that,” said Lavonia, cutting her off. “But can you imagine what would happen if word got out about a failure of communications with the first probe without the proper context? There could be a panic.” 

         
         Sheila considered it. She hadn’t thought of it that way, but now that she had, she could see it. She still wanted to argue,
            though. They could issue a statement, provide the context. But they’d know more about the loss of communications in a day. She could certainly wait that long. “Okay. I
            hear you.”
         

         
         Lavonia softened her voice. “I promise, you can tell your people before there’s a public announcement, just as soon as the
            governor approves it.”
         

         
         Sheila nodded, hoping that she wasn’t being set up. Part of her couldn’t help but believe that Lavonia wanted to politicize
            the announcement to further her own ambitions, but was that fair? The announcement would cause a commotion on the ship, and it did make sense to let the governor know so that he could be prepared for that. He’d
            be a key part of managing expectations, and his team could help tell the story in an accurate and responsible manner.
         

         
         “Are we okay?” asked Lavonia.

         
         “We’re good.”

         
         Lavonia nodded once. “Good. I’ll let you know when it’s time to brief the governor. I’ll try to make it soon. Until then,
            we keep it to ourselves.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “Good.” Lavonia opened the door and left.

         
         Sheila stood there for at least a minute, stunned. What just happened?

         
         Within five minutes she’d had the discovery of a lifetime, panic at an error message, and an exchange where she learned she couldn’t talk about either of them. Her mind was whirling at the speed at which it had all transpired. But then she did what she always did: She wiped it away and focused on the task at hand. Focused on the science and what she’d do with it. She could leave the politics to her boss, who would be happy to deal with it. For her part, she needed to send additional commands to the probe, so she sat down and pulled up the program that let her do that. Even though new commands wouldn’t reach it for several weeks, Sheila was excited, and she needed to order an extra set of diagnostics to confirm or deny the error message. There would be more probes with more capabilities in the coming days, but for now she had what she had, and she’d work with that. If she still had contact, they’d get soil samples, water vapor readings at a bunch of different places, wind speeds, and temperature readings. And that didn’t even begin to account for later probes that would focus on the critical area of microbial science. So many tasks. 

         
         She should have had help. She had a team that planned the requirements for the drones and wrote the code to execute them,
            but she couldn’t tell them what she needed without violating Lavonia’s gag order. She’d have to write the code herself.
         

         
         That was okay. She didn’t really want to go to the full-grav deck for a workout anyway. She sent a quick message off to Alex,
            telling him not to expect her for dinner, and she buried herself in her work.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Eddie Dannin

         
         
            135 Cycles Until Arrival

         

         Eddie Dannin slammed a set of vise grips into her tool satchel and made an exaggerated show of dropping the whole thing on
            the deck. The soundproofing in the floor kind of ruined the effect she had hoped for. At nineteen, she was the youngest person
            on shift by at least five years, and the others looked at her with a mixture of annoyance and pity. It wasn’t her first outburst.
         

         
         “You get assigned to customer service again?” asked Niko. He was a tall man, at least thirty years older than her, but one
            of the few people she genuinely liked in the division. Or on the ship, for that matter.
         

         
         “Yes. Again. You want to trade?”
         

         
         “No way,” said Niko. “I’m working air duct preventative maintenance. Nice and clean, and nobody complaining. I’ll be wearing
            earbuds all day, watching bots as they spray antifungals, and I’ll be done two hours early.” He left unsaid that customer
            service was the worst job, filled with unpredictable tasks and whiny people who were just as likely to fill out a complaint
            on you as give a simple thanks.
         

         
         “This is bullshit. I’m going to go talk to Walter.” Walter was the director of maintenance, their boss, and, most significant at the moment, the man who made the daily work schedule. 

         
         “You know you’re wasting your time,” said Niko, as he slung his satchel over his shoulder then ran his hand through his thick,
            graying hair.
         

         
         “It’s not a waste,” said Eddie. “I haven’t bothered him in a while, and I don’t want him to forget how much I despise him.”

         
         Niko half chuckled. “Not much chance of that.” He lifted his arm, and Eddie bumped her elbow against his as she passed in
            the typical greeting.
         

         
         Eddie made her way out of the locker room where they stored their coveralls and tools and down a short corridor to Walter’s
            office. She pressed her thumb to the pad and the door slid open.
         

         
         “How many times have I told you to stop hacking my entry pad?” Walter didn’t look up from his screen, which was mounted on
            a wall bracket over his cluttered desk. A light sheen of sweat showed through his close-cropped hair, almost shiny in the
            small, well-lit room.
         

         
         “I don’t know, eight or ten times, maybe.” It had obviously been a rhetorical question, but Eddie found it amusing to answer
            anyway. It was an ongoing battle with them. He would change the coding on his door, and she would immediately break it. Now
            she blocked it so her boss couldn’t close it on her.
         

         
         “Yet you keep doing it.”

         
         “I figure when you get sick enough of it, you’ll finally approve my transfer to engineering. By the way, it’s been three months,
            so I submitted another request.” He was going to say no, but she’d keep asking until she died.
         

         
         “Answer’s still no.” And in that, his word was final, and the reason why transfers didn’t happen. They required approval of the department director, and he had no incentive to allow it. It meant training a new person, which meant work. And Walter wasn’t willingly signing up for more work. 

         
         Never mind that it would be good for the ship, which was supposed to be everyone’s priority.

         
         “Come on, Walter. You know I’ve got the skills for it. I’m better than half their division.” Truth was that she was better
            than almost all of them, but it seemed too much like bragging to say so. Engineering and maintenance were related, but engineering
            worked on the critical ship functions—the power plant, the navigation—while maintenance worked on everything else. The stuff
            to keep the people alive and happy. More important, engineering worked outside the ship. In space. Eddie dreamed of doing
            space walks while her living nightmare continued to be fixing showers in people’s living quarters and being made to feel like
            shit for it.
         

         
         “We’ve been over this. I’m not trading you because we need you in this division.” It was such a bullshit answer, but he was nothing if not consistent.
         

         
         “If you need me so bad, explain this.” Eddie held out her tablet with the day’s work assignments.

         
         “What?”

         
         She pretended to look at the list of customer service tasks that she’d already memorized. “Let’s see. You’ve got me doing
            a repair to a personal entertainment unit, replacing a light in somebody’s room that they could change themselves, changing
            four intake filters for an air recirculator in the entertainment division’s work area . . . ooh, that’s a biggie, there.”
         

         
         He didn’t change his tone to meet hers, even though she was right on the line of insolence. “So? They’re all jobs that need
            to be done.”
         

         
         “Right. All jobs that I could have done when I was seven. You say you need me, but you give me all the crap jobs. There’s a problem with the drip irrigation system on the grain farm level. Why not give me that?” It wasn’t engineering, but it promised to be complicated and directly impacted the lives of everyone on the ship. 

         
         “Because I gave that to Rex and Becka.”

         
         “I’m better than both of them combined, and you know it.”

         
         “And I don’t care. They have seniority. Seriously, how often do we have to go over this?”

         
         Eddie wanted to scream. That was the point. “Until you change the policy.”

         
         Walter sighed and made an exaggerated show of looking at his screen. “Would you look at that? It’s three past the hour. You’re
            already behind for the day. I’d hate to have to dock you for not finishing your assigned work.”
         

         
         “Oh no. However will I make up the time with such complex tasks on my chart?”

         
         “You know your problem, Eddie? You only think about yourself.”

         
         It was a powerful reprimand on the ship, where everybody relied on one another to live, but it didn’t stop her from saying,
            “You know your problem, Walter?” She stepped out and closed the door. “You suck,” she finished once he couldn’t hear her.
            Because as much as she detested the man, he could make her life even more miserable than it already was. Some lines she could
            cross, some she couldn’t.
         

         
         Department directors had way too much authority.

         
          

         After making her way down two levels to one of the residential decks, she walked several minutes to reach room E1014. She hit the buzzer, and then stood there tapping her foot as she waited for an answer. Despite playing it tough with Walter, she really did have a time schedule. If she blew it and had to push a task to the next day, it would give him more ammunition the next time they fought. He could even put it on her official record and dock her lux pay, though he rarely did. Walter preferred to keep his own journal of who owed him what for which infraction so he could lord it over them later. After a few more seconds she opened her tablet to get the key code. Nobody was around, which made sense. This part of the living area belonged to the science types, and most of them worked main shift. She keyed the override code and the door opened. 

         
         A tall, pretty woman wearing only a towel stared at her, her hair wet and hanging across her face, nearly obscuring one of
            her eyes in a cute way.
         

         
         “Oh . . . sorry, Lila.” Eddie looked down at the floor, heat rushing to her face. “I . . . uh, I buzzed, and when you didn’t
            answer, I figured you were on shift.”
         

         
         “It’s no issue, Eddie. It’s my free day and I had my workout early. I was just getting a shower, so I didn’t hear you buzz.”
            Each living compartment had a small shower in the corner that put out thirty seconds of water a day per person, though one
            could spend some of their monthly luxury credits and get more time, if they wanted.
         

         
         “Okay. Sorry.” Eddie couldn’t meet her eyes, looking at the wall instead. It was painted lavender and had yellow highlights,
            and Eddie thought for the hundredth time that she should do something with her own walls, which were still the standard puke
            green. Although that was exactly the color of her feelings at the moment.
         

         
         Of everybody it could have been, it had to be Lila.

         
         Perfect, gorgeous, didn’t-know-Eddie-existed Lila. “I didn’t know this was your place. I have a work order for your PED.” Each room had a personal entertainment device that played music, videos, games, and allowed access to content from across the ship. Common rooms had more impressive systems, but the ship’s designers a million years ago had believed that people needed their alone time, too. 

         
         “There’s nothing wrong with it.” A wry smile crept across Lila’s lips, lighting her face and making her even cuter, if that
            was possible.
         

         
         Eddie frowned and looked at her tablet. “You submitted a work order, and the system diagnostics checked it and confirmed the
            fault.”
         

         
         “I know,” said Lila. “I disconnected a wire. Don’t be mad. Please? I needed an excuse to get you to my room.”

         
         Eddie’s heart skipped a beat. “Wha . . . what do you mean?”

         
         “I need a favor. I want to hire you for one of your, um, off-duty jobs.”

         
         Eddie’s face fell, but she tried to recover quickly. Of course Lila had asked her there for business. What else would it be?
            “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
         

         
         “Come on, Eddie. You’re not fooling anybody. You’re the best black market hacker on the ship.”

         
         Eddie frowned. She hadn’t thought everybody knew, but if someone as clean as Lila had the info, then everybody else probably
            did, too. She’d have to watch that. But she didn’t see any reason to deny it if Lila already knew. “Even so, that’s after
            hours. I’m on the clock.”
         

         
         “And my work order will take thirty seconds to fix, leaving you plenty of time to do my other job. Please? For me?”

         
         Eddie sighed. She could have said no . . . at least she told herself she could have. Truthfully, she wasn’t sure she believed
            it. “What do you need?”
         

         
         “Yay!” Lila bounced with joy, and Eddie smiled despite herself. “I need to be able to access my work files from my system here in my room.” 

         
         The smile left Eddie’s face, replaced by confusion. “You don’t need a hack for that. Just put in a request. It’s perfectly
            legal.”
         

         
         “Except my boss won’t approve the request,” said Lila. “She’s adamant that we only work eight hours a day.”

         
         “That monster!” Eddie put her hands to her face, hiding from the fake horror of a boss that actually cared about people.

         
         “Come on, Eddie. Be nice. There’s a job opening up—a promotion—in under a year. Three of us are up for it, and I need to work
            harder if I’m going to beat the others.”
         

         
         “Must be nice to get merit-based promotions.”

         
         “Yeah, we get them to an extent,” said Lila, missing Eddie’s tone. “But only when there’s an opening. And if I miss this one,
            it’s years until the next opportunity. There are only fourteen people in my division and only one over the age of sixty. The system
            sucks. So come on, will you help me?”
         

         
         “I can’t,” said Eddie. “I’ve got fourteen minutes left on this job, and what you’re asking will take thirty.”

         
         “You can work fast. I know you can do it.”

         
         “Nope. You rush a hack, you get caught. I really can’t do it.”

         
         Lila gave an exaggerated sigh followed by a pout. “Please?” She cocked her head to one side and smiled.

         
         Eddie stared for a few seconds, then averted her eyes, feeling the heat rush to her face for a second time. “I can’t. Really.
            I have a schedule.” But even she could hear the crumbling of her will in her voice.
         

         
         Lila came closer, the scent of her lavender soap—another luxury purchase—drifting before her.

         
         “What are you doing?” Eddie’s voice quavered.

         
         “You look tense. Maybe I could rub your shoulders as you work.”

         
         Eddie knew Lila was manipulating her—she must know Eddie liked her—but her brain was too addled at the moment for her to do
            anything about it. Finally she managed a thought. “How are you even going to pay for it? I know you don’t have scrip.”
         

         
         The ship had two types of money: luxury credits, which were legal and on the record, and scrip, which was technically illegal,
            though nobody enforced the rule unless it got to be a problem. Scrip drove the shadow economy, and Lila was too clean to get
            anywhere near that.
         

         
         “I have something else,” said Lila.

         
         Eddie’s breath caught. “What’s that?”

         
         “I’ve got three tablets of star. I’ll trade you, straight up.”

         
         “You have star,” said Eddie, snapping back to reality. Star was half muscle relaxer, half hallucinogen, and fully illegal, and
            currently the rage among young people in certain sectors. Eddie could sell one tablet and make nearly enough to make the job
            worth it.
         

         
         “I work in the science division. Who do you think makes it?”

         
         Interesting. “I can’t take advantage of you. That’s too much for this job. Give me two tabs and I’ll owe you some change once I sell them.
            And put some clothes on. I need to concentrate.”
         

         
         “Great!” She bounced over to the drawers mounted under the bed, and Eddie allowed herself a long look before turning to the
            computer. “My guest passcode is—”
         

         
         “Don’t worry about it,” said Eddie. She’d already engaged her virtual keyboard and entered the system, bypassing the local security. Lila’s terminal was a standard model—well below what Eddie herself had—but it would do for a simple job like this one. Each division had its own subnetwork, so she’d have to break into science’s. She didn’t have an existing hole there because she’d never gone into that division before, so it would take a bit more time. It would have been easier to access it using Lila’s protocols, but if she did that and somebody caught it, they’d trace it back to Lila—and despite her surprising access to drugs, the woman wasn’t shipwise enough to hold up under questioning. 

         
         It took her almost fifteen minutes of rapid-fire coding to get into the system, and when she got there, she found a mess.
            “What is this?” she said, half to herself. “This division needs some new coders. It’s half-assed.”
         

         
         “What is?” asked Lila.

         
         Eddie started. The other woman hadn’t spoken while Eddie worked, and Eddie had almost forgotten she was there. “It looks like
            instructions to a probe, but it’s messy code, and it’s not where it should be.”
         

         
         “We have probes out to look at Prom, but we haven’t heard back from them yet,” said Lila. “Can I see that?”

         
         Eddie gestured the taller woman over. Lila put one hand on her shoulder, and Eddie could feel the heat from her.

         
         “Holy shit,” said Lila.

         
         “Is it Prom?” asked Eddie. Information about their destination was hard to come by, and she’d have been interested even if
            it hadn’t excited Lila.
         

         
         “We’re communicating with probe One Alpha.”

         
         “We were communicating with it. Look here, there’s an error message saying that the connection terminated. And . . .” She scrolled
            through more data. “Yeah, that’s the end of it. It never reestablished.”
         

         
         “Holy shit,” said Lila. “That seems . . . big. Even the fact that we’ve heard from it at all should be news, but there’s been nothing about that in the division reports.” She paused, and began pacing as she thought. “Can you see what it did send?” Lila stared at the screen with such longing that Eddie would have done anything to make her happy at that moment.
         

         
         “Probably,” said Eddie. “Give me some space?” Lila took a step back but hovered. “Boom. Here it is. It came in five days ago.
            Looks like—”
         

         
         Lila almost shoved her out of the way in her haste to see the screen. “Oh. Wow. It’s data on the atmosphere.” She went quiet,
            studying.
         

         
         “What’s it mean? Is it good?”

         
         Lila looked at her and smiled, then put one hand on each side of Eddie’s head and pressed their foreheads together for a moment,
            before pulling away. Her voice almost broke when she spoke. “It’s good. It’s so good. Why haven’t they released this?”
         

         
         Warning bells sounded in Eddie’s head, that sense she got when something very wrong was about to happen. “We shouldn’t have
            done this.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?” asked Lila.

         
         “I can’t give you access right now. Not with this going on. Normally nobody would trace an incursion for something like this—personal
            access of your own files. But this?” Her hacker’s sixth sense was blaring alarms in her head, and Eddie gestured to the screen.
            “People will look for someone who accessed this.”
         

         
         “But I need—”

         
         “Look, Lila, I’ll come back once it’s safe and give you the access you paid for. I promise. But right now, I need to make
            this look like nobody was ever here. You have to trust me.”
         

         
         “What is it?” said Lila, the light gone from her face. She took a half step back. “We’re not going to get in trouble, are
            we?”
         

         
         “Pfft. No. We’re not going to get caught. I’ve got this.” She tried to inject confidence into her voice that she didn’t completely feel. 

         
         When Eddie left Lila’s room twenty minutes later, she glanced at her tablet. Thirty-seven minutes behind schedule. Shit. Walter
            would have a party with that. She’d have to skip lunch to make up the time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Mark Rector

         
         
            130 Cycles Until Arrival

         

         Mark Rector walked through the corridor next to his partner, Diana Vasquez. The stun stick that was his badge of office was
            bumping against his leg in the relatively high 91 percent gravity of the upper agriculture deck. He’d never used the weapon
            other than in training, but having it made him comfortable. His partner, in contrast, got on his fucking nerves.
         

         
         “I hate these high-grav decks. What are we doing down here, anyway?” asked Vasquez.

         
         “We’re being seen. Community engagement. It’s a key tenet of effective community policing.”

         
         They had this conversation once a week. His response was right out of the security officer’s study guide, which Vasquez never
            read. He didn’t mention that, first because it was useless to try to get her to study, and second because her failure to do
            so improved his chance at the next promotion. Not that she was a threat, but still. When there would be only one potential
            promotion in the next decade, why risk it?
         

         
         “Being seen by whom? The potato plants? I feel like they’re doing fine without us.”

         
         “Think of it this way,” said Rector. “We’re getting our high-grav time in now, so we don’t have to do it when we’re off duty.”

         
         “Whatever,” said Vasquez. “If we have to be in high-grav, let’s at least get to a deck where I can get a cup of coffee. I’ve
            got a hangover.”
         

         
         “Sure.” Rector knew better than to mention that she always had a hangover. That conversation never failed to degenerate. Seven
            years working six days a week with the same partner—one of the drawbacks of such a small security force—and he could pretty
            much predict where every conversation would lead as soon as it started. His comm vibrated, and he checked the message. “Hey,
            we’ve got a call.”
         

         
         “Just tell me it’s somewhere inward, in lower gravity.”

         
         “It is. Residential deck. Maintenance personnel’s corridor.”

         
         “What is it? Fight?” asked Vasquez hopefully. They didn’t get many calls—maybe two or three a week—and the ones they did get
            tended toward the mundane. Disputes over property, missing items, lovers’ quarrels, that sort of thing. People tended to police
            themselves most of the time. Either that or they didn’t report things. Rector wasn’t naïve enough to ignore the organized
            crime on the ship, but if people didn’t report, then it wasn’t his problem. He didn’t see himself as apathetic. He was just
            a realist. Some things handled themselves and didn’t need to be made official.
         

         
         “No.” Rector checked the message again, to make sure he’d read it correctly. “Mrs. Applebaum failed to show up for her Departure
            this morning.”
         

         
         “That can’t be right,” said Vasquez. “I went to her going-away party four days ago. It was totally normal. Nothing at all suggesting she’d bail.” Everybody had a party on their seventy-fifth birthday, a culmination of a year of celebration where they didn’t work. Four days later, they went in to medical and they were put to Sleep, which was a nice way of saying prepped for the recycler.
         

         
         “You know her?”

         
         “Nah. I was a plus-one. They had free booze.”

         
         “Huh. Well she didn’t show up at medical.” He flicked the message to her with a finger.

         
         Vasquez studied it. “Weird.”

         
         “Yeah,” said Rector. It was weird. Nobody missed their appointment. From their first day of school they learned the necessary sacrifices one had to make
            for the ship, and this was a big one. The population was capped at eighteen thousand. For new children to be born, the elderly
            had to feed the recycler. Not doing one’s part . . . that was the height of irresponsibility. It just wasn’t fucking done.
         

         
         “She probably just got drunk and overslept,” said Vasquez. “Did anyone check that?”

         
         “I don’t know.” Rector doubted it, though. Who could oversleep on the day of their scheduled death? Vasquez, maybe.

         
         “Well let’s go,” said his partner. “Lower gravity awaits. We can stop and grab a coffee on the way.”

         
          

         It took them almost fifteen minutes to reach the J corridor of the residential deck where Mrs. Applebaum lived, and Vasquez had sulked the whole way because they hadn’t stopped for coffee. They’d had to wait on two separate elevators and then walk a good distance around the deck. No single elevator ran all the way from the outer part of the ship to the inner. Rector didn’t know why, and he only rarely thought about it, but he knew his way around the ship, since Secfor traveled more of it than most. Probably more than anyone other than maintenance. For a regular worker, it was possible to go through their entire life while visiting only five or six decks total. Not many people lived that way, but somebody probably had at some point in the ship’s two-and-a-half-century history. 

         
         “You hear that?” said Rector, as they approached the room.

         
         “No. Hear what?”

         
         “It’s quiet.”

         
         “Nobody’s around. Of course it’s quiet.”

         
         Rector reached down and checked his stun stick, which hadn’t moved. The small population occupied only a tiny part of the
            huge ship at any given time, so it wasn’t uncommon to find an empty corridor, but this particular one being devoid of life
            made him uncomfortable. It felt off.
         

         
         He pushed the buzzer on J0933 and waited. No response. He pushed it again, then pounded on the door with his fist. “Mrs. Applebaum?”

         
         “She’s not here,” said Vasquez. “I’ll hit the override.”

         
         “Yeah,” said Rector, though he wasn’t willing to concede that she wasn’t there. As Secfor they could override most of the
            doors on the ship, though in practice they rarely did. Something in his gut didn’t let him hesitate this time.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t it be ironic if we went in and found her body?” Vasquez keyed in her passcode then put her thumb to the pad. Nothing
            happened. “What the flip. It’s not working.”
         

         
         “What? Let me try.” He edged past his partner and entered his code and pressed his thumb to the pad. Nothing.

         
         “I told you it wasn’t working.”

         
         Rector pounded on the door again. “Mrs. Applebaum!” Down the hall, a few doors slipped open, and heads popped out.

         
         “You mind keeping it down? I’ve got to work next shift,” called one man, enough doors away that Rector couldn’t identify him.

         
         “There’s something wrong with the door. We need to call maintenance,” said Rector.

         
         Vasquez gestured up and down the corridor. “You think that’s going to work? This is maintenance. They live here.” She was right, of course. Divisions mostly lived in adjacent apartments, and they were firmly
            in maintenance territory.
         

         
         “So?”

         
         Vasquez shook her head. “So they broke the door on purpose. She’s in there, and they don’t want us to get to her.”

         
         “They wouldn’t do that.”

         
         “Okay,” said Vasquez. “What’s your explanation then?”

         
         Rector hesitated for a few seconds, realizing he was probably wrong. They shouldn’t do that. Nobody ever had done that. But what other explanation fit? A handful of people had joined them in the hallway but kept their distance and
            just watched. He took out his comm and called headquarters. “We need a system override on a door . . . J0933. Our local override
            isn’t working.”
         

         
         “Stand by,” came the response. Several seconds passed. “Something is wrong with the system. I can’t operate it from here,
            either. It must be the door itself. You want me to call maintenance?”
         

         
         Rector glanced around. A few more people had joined the gathering, which had a decidedly unfriendly demeanor. “They’re here.
            We . . . uh . . . don’t think that’s going to help.”
         

         
         “You’re the regulations guy,” said Vasquez. “What do the rules say we do here?”

         
         “I just did it,” said Rector. He got back on his comm and called maintenance. “This is Security Officer Rector. Put me in
            contact with the head of the maintenance department. It’s official business.”
         

         
         “Hold please.”

         
         Rector drew his lips into a thin line while he waited and tried not to make eye contact with what was now around a dozen people milling in the hall. Vasquez ignored them, too, as if by some sort of mutual unspoken thought. 

         
         “Walter Krasnov here,” said a new voice.

         
         “This is Security Officer Rector. One of your personnel was scheduled for Departure today, and she failed to make her appointment.
            Applebaum.”
         

         
         “What’s that got to do with me? She came off my books five years ago when she was transferred to general services. Just like
            everyone who turns seventy.”
         

         
         Rector paused, letting his retort pass. Of course he knew that, and he suspected that Krasnov was being a dick on purpose.
            When he spoke, he did it in his most official-sounding voice. The director could make a lot of trouble for Rector if he stepped
            out of line. “We believe she has locked herself in the room and sabotaged the door. What it has to do with you is that I need
            someone from your department to get it open, highest priority,”
         

         
         “Hold on.” After half a minute Krasnov spoke again. “Diagnostics confirm that there’s a problem. Somebody recoded the door.”

         
         “Can you fix it?” asked Rector.

         
         “I have people who can, but they’re out on jobs. Give me ten minutes and I’ll have it open.”

         
         “You want us to wait here?”

         
         “You can wait wherever you want. I’ll have your access restored in ten minutes.” Krasnov cut the connection.

         
         “Great,” said Vasquez. “We’ve got time to get coffee.”

         
         “We need to stay here,” said Rector. The last thing he was going to do was leave and let Mrs. Applebaum sneak out. If somebody had recoded the door, who knew what else they’d done? He used his device to check the feed from the closest camera, waved, and saw it reflected on his screen. That was working, but that didn’t mean it would keep working if they left. 

         
         “Why don’t you just leave her alone?” called a woman, standing with another woman and a man several meters back.

         
         “Ma’am, you know why,” said Rector. “We live in a limited-resource situation. Mrs. Applebaum continuing to live means that
            someone else can’t.”
         

         
         “That’s cricket shit,” said the man. “We’re like a hundred days from the planet. Now that we know for sure that it’s livable,
            the rules need to change.”
         

         
         “What are you talking about?” asked Rector. He read his daily updates without fail, and he’d seen no announcement about the
            planet. Certainly nothing about it being livable. That’s not something he would have forgotten. He glanced at Vasquez, but
            she wasn’t paying attention, instead lost in her device.
         

         
         The woman flipped her hand at him in a moderately offensive gesture. “You hall walkers. You don’t even know what’s happening
            on the ship you’re supposed to patrol.”
         

         
         “Look, ma’am, I can tell you’re upset, but there’s no reason to be rude. We’re just doing our jobs, enforcing the rules that
            you all know.” He spoke loudly, intending his words for all the gathering personnel, including the ones just now straggling
            up. He was trying to come up with another line of reasoning when the door to J0933 slid open.
         

         
         “Just leave her alone,” shouted a new voice, but Rector couldn’t identify the man. He edged back a step toward the door, trying
            to keep an eye on the gathering crowd and look inside at the same time.
         

         
         “Mrs. Applebaum?” Rector kept his voice calm as he stepped into the room. It was double size—fifty cubic meters, twice the twenty-five allocated per person—though the call had indicated that Mrs. Applebaum lived there by herself. Maybe she had had a partner who wasn’t with the ship any longer. He didn’t have the time to look it up and didn’t want to ask. The walls were clean white, giving the room an air of brightness, while blue accents gave it some color. It smelled vaguely of cleaning fluid. 

         
         “Leave me alone.” A woman sat on the made double bed, hands behind her back. She had light brown skin with only the wrinkles
            around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth belying her age. She could have easily passed for ten years younger.
         

         
         “Mrs. Applebaum, you know you have to go.”

         
         “I won’t. I won’t do it. I’ve lived on this ship for seventy-five years, and I’ll be damned if I’m leaving it when we’re finally
            reaching our destination.”
         

         
         “Mrs. App—”

         
         “I’ll do any job. I’ll volunteer to go on the first landing party. Someone has to go down and see if it’s safe. I’ll be a
            human test subject!”
         

         
         Rector kept his face impassive, just like the book said to do when dealing with an unreasonable person. It wasn’t the type
            of thing that Secfor usually dealt with, but of course they were trained for it. He was supposed to stick to the facts. “I’m
            sorry, Mrs. Applebaum. There is no provision for that.”
         

         
         “There needs to be,” she said. “I want a hearing with the governor.”

         
         “Rector, we’ve got a problem out here. You need to hurry up.” Vasquez’s voice held urgency in it, but Rector ignored her and
            kept his focus on Mrs. Appelbaum. He stepped toward the older woman slowly, trying to look unthreatening.
         

         
         She stood and pulled a small knife from behind her back, the kind one might use to cut fruit. She brandished it at Rector, though it shook in her hand. Rector took a step back and put one hand up to forestall her, letting his other hand slowly creep toward his stun stick. He slipped it free from its holster, thumbed it on, and struck, all in one motion, just like in training. He caught the woman on her thin forearm and the knife clattered to the floor. Her body twitched for a moment in a standing position before slumping to the deck. 

         
         “He killed her!” a man’s voice shouted from the door.

         
         “Stay back,” yelled Vasquez, but she was being pushed through the door into the room.

         
         “Murderer!” yelled a woman.

         
         “She’s not dead,” shouted Rector, not liking the desperation in his own voice. “I just stunned her.” He reached out to Mrs. Applebaum’s
            neck to check her pulse, an active gesture to show that she was fine. He couldn’t find it. Oh shit oh shit oh shit. She hadn’t hit her head when she fell. He’d have seen that. He set his weapon on the deck and used two hands, supporting
            her head with one and feeling for her pulse with the other.
         

         
         Nothing.

         
         This is bad. He couldn’t think for a moment. People were still shouting at the door, but their words didn’t penetrate the cloud around
            his mind.
         

         
         “Rector. Rector!” Vasquez yelled his name.

         
         “Yeah,” he said.

         
         “What’s going on? We need to get her and get out of here. Now.”
         

         
         Rector picked up his stun stick, checked to make sure it was recharged, and stood. “Everybody stand back!”

         
         “Block the door!” shouted a wide-shouldered man at the front of the group, exhorting the others. They were crowded around now, blocking the only exit. Rector strode briskly toward the door and touched his stun stick to the vocal man’s shoulder. The big man twitched, fell back against the doorjamb, and slid to the floor, toppling back out into the corridor where people had to move to get out of his way. 

         
         “Let’s go,” he said to Vasquez. They had to get out of there before the crowd regrouped, before they learned the truth about
            Mrs. Applebaum.
         

         
         “What’s going—”

         
         “Let’s go!” He cut Vasquez off, grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her though a gap that had developed around the fallen
            man. Once clear, he ran, trusting that she would keep up. He didn’t stop until he reached the elevator and the door closed
            behind him.
         

         
         Shit. This definitely wasn’t going to help his chances for promotion.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Jarred Pantel

         
         
            129 Cycles Until Arrival

         

         Governor Jarred Pantel sat in his large, carpeted office behind his large, bolted-to-the-deck faux-wood desk. Dr. Lavonia
            Carroway, the director of science and medicine, sat in an uncomfortable chair across from him. Ten days prior, she had, along
            with Sheila Jackson, given him a brief on the atmosphere of Promissa and the loss of communication with their first probe.
            Despite that bad news, today’s meeting promised to be a good deal less pleasant. To that end, he didn’t speak for almost half
            a minute, intentionally letting the silence grow awkward.
         

         
         Carroway fidgeted. He was okay with that. She probably expected him to yell at her, which he wasn’t going to do, but he didn’t
            mind her being uncomfortable. The way the charter was written, department directors didn’t report to him, but things had changed
            over time, and now, when the governor called, directors responded. At least they did unless they wanted their resources cut.
            Pantel liked to reinforce that concept every chance he got. It kept things on the ship more orderly when departments worked
            for the common good instead of their own interests.
         

         
         “So go ahead,” he said finally.

         
         “What do you want me to say?” Carroway scowled at him, looking less nervous and more perturbed.

         
         “You could start with explaining how the data that I specifically asked you to keep quiet is now common knowledge around the
            ship,” said Pantel. “That might be a good beginning.”
         

         
         “I have no idea.” She met his stare and didn’t break it, even when he held it a few seconds too long. She had more backbone
            than he remembered, which would normally be a good thing. Here it was damned inconvenient.
         

         
         He blinked first, deciding that she was telling the truth. “Who else knew?”

         
         “Only me and Sheila Jackson.”

         
         “So if you didn’t leak it, it had to be her,” said Pantel.

         
         “I don’t think so, Governor. I specifically forbade it, and Sheila isn’t one to break the rules. She didn’t like my order,
            but she’s compliant.”
         

         
         Pantel considered that. “She struck me as someone who puts science before politics. You don’t think that might motivate her
            to share the information?”
         

         
         “She definitely puts science before politics. Before everything, I imagine. It’s all she thinks about. But I don’t think she’d go against
            me so openly. There’s no doubt that she wants to share the information. She told me as much. But she doesn’t have the guts.”
         

         
         “So if not her, then who?”

         
         “I don’t know. Someone else had to have accessed the file. I’ve got my internal IT people looking for potential security breaches,
            but I’m kind of limited there because if I tell them exactly what I’m looking for, I confirm that the information is important.
            Right now, news about the planet is only rumor,” she said.
         

         
         “A rumor that almost started a riot. And hey, bonus, there’s video. Have you seen the video?”

         
         “You can’t blame me for a brain-dead security officer waving around a stun stick like he’s a hero in a bad action movie.”

         
         She was right about the outcome not being her fault. He was just frustrated.

         
         “I’m sorry. You’re right. The riot wasn’t your fault. But you lost control of the data.”
         

         
         Carroway started to speak, but apparently thought better of it. Smart woman. He wasn’t going to allow her the last word, regardless.
            Right now, he needed her to fall in line for the good of the ship, and that meant recognizing her failure and being willing
            to do what it took to make things right again.
         

         
         Pantel took a cleansing breath and thought for a few seconds before speaking. He needed to get this situation under control,
            and he needed to do it fast. There was enough discontent on the ship without giving people something else to protest about.
            But he had to walk a fine line with Carroway. He’d made it clear that her mistake wasn’t acceptable, and now he needed her
            back on his side. “Here’s what you’re going to do. Call off your people looking for the network breach. I’ll assign someone
            to do that—someone we can trust.” He meant someone he could trust, but she didn’t need to know that part.
         

         
         “Will do,” she said.

         
         “You’re going to get a call from my PR department. They are going to arrange a time for you to give a statement on camera.
            You will give short remarks and say that we have initial data and it looks promising, but we can’t validate the accuracy of
            it until we get more reports. Give a vague timeline of four to eight weeks. Understood?”
         

         
         “Yes, Governor.”

         
         “You won’t answer further questions, no matter who asks.”

         
         “Of course not.”

         
         “What about Jackson? Is she going to be a problem?”

         
         “I can keep her under control,” said Carroway.

         
         “Good. See that you do. Thanks,” he said.

         
         She stood and let herself out.

         
         A few seconds later a side door opened, and Marjorie Blaisdell entered. She had a strong jaw and tightly cropped hair with
            a peak in the front and wore a form-fitting vac suit that was just a little tighter than necessary. She looked like she was
            about forty, though Pantel knew she was on the other side of fifty. As she walked toward him her steps were virtually silent
            on the utilitarian gray carpet.
         

         
         “You hear all that?” asked Pantel.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “What do you think?” Unlike with Carroway, Pantel actually cared what Blaisdell thought. Nominally she was a PR assistant
            with duty supporting the governor’s office. In reality, she was a combination of secret police and fixer. She investigated
            problems, and, more important, she made them go away.
         

         
         “I think she’s telling the truth. She has no idea how the information got out.”

         
         “I believe her, too, but it’s still out. What’s your recommendation?”

         
         “I’ve got somebody working on finding the real leak, which is priority one. Beyond that, we’ve got to mitigate the damage,
            and before we do that, we need to make sure that nobody makes it any worse.”
         

         
         “How do we do that?”

         
         “Without somebody stirring the pot, the rumor becomes just that—a rumor. Some of the harm is done, but without reinforcement,
            it dies with the next big thing. So we find the agitators and shut them up, and then we give people something else to think
            about.”
         

         
         “You have something?” asked Pantel.

         
         “Not yet. But I will.” Blaisdell said it with confidence, and Pantel had no reason to doubt her. She’d come through dozens
            of times before.
         

         
         “What about the other thing?”

         
         “It goes without saying that we deny that the death is even an incident. We go public with our own account, smear the dead
            woman as a traitor to the ship. She caused the incident. After all, there’s no damage done. She is supposed to be dead. All that the security officer did was change the method.”
         

         
         Pantel considered it. It was cold-blooded, but she wasn’t wrong. The seventy-five-year age limit was a core principle of their
            society, and while people might grumble, they knew the importance of it. Secfor had screwed up—that was for sure—but people
            would forget that if they pushed the bigger issue of her crime. It meant disparaging the dead, but the good of the ship came
            before any one person. “Yes. That’s good. Get that opinion out across the ship. Also, I want you to look into Sheila Jackson.
            Carroway says she can keep her under control, but something struck me about Jackson when I met her. She’s very . . . earnest.
            She might be too unaware to consider the political ramifications of her own actions, especially if a rabble-rouser gets to
            her. Dig in and find a button we can push. We need her to stay in line.”
         

         
         “No problem.” Blaisdell’s expression didn’t change, and he knew she had just spoken the absolute truth. She had no problem
            with his ruthless tactics. She never did. That was what made her good at her job. “Anything else?”
         

         
         “That’s it for now.”

         
         “Your plants need water,” she said, and then she turned to leave the way she came. He glanced behind him, and sure enough, there were signs of wilt. He’d need to turn up the drip irrigator. There was something wrong with it, but he didn’t want to call in maintenance. Technically he shouldn’t have plants in his office space—they should all be down on the ag decks. But as governor, he could allow himself a few small privileges. Even so, he didn’t want to rub anyone else’s face in it.
         

         
         Before the door could slide shut behind Blaisdell, Pantel’s assistant, Jeremy, stepped through, waiting to be acknowledged
            before speaking. He was tall and thin, with slightly longer than average hair that he kept immaculately groomed. Pantel looked
            at him and nodded.
         

         
         “The captain wants to see you. She requested that it be immediately.”

         
         “Any idea what she wants?”

         
         “She wouldn’t say, but I called her aide and he said she’s pissed about the security officer incident,” said Jeremy.

         
         “Let her wait,” he said, drawing a slight smile from Jeremy. The captain and the governor were coequals, according to the
            Charter, but much like with the directors, the relationship had changed in the 253 years since that was written. The ship—the
            captain’s purview—mostly ran itself. It existed in the background, forgotten by most people. The day that they had started
            reverse thrusting to cut speed to approach the planet had been a big one for her and her team, but then they’d returned to
            obscurity. She had about two hundred people who reported to her. The governor had more. Many more. The last thing he needed
            was her getting involved in this, and making her wait—reminding her of her place in the hierarchy—would help that. “In the
            meantime, get me the security officer. The imbecile with the overactive stun stick.”
         

         
         “Right away, Governor.”

         
         Once the door closed Pantel slumped back into his chair. He closed his eyes and did a deep breathing exercise, five seconds each, twelve repetitions. He stood and did ten air squats. When he’d taken over the job seven years back, he’d had the governor’s office moved to a lower deck where the gravity registered 0.73. Partly he’d wanted to help maintain his fitness despite his sometimes-long office hours, but mostly he wanted other people to be uncomfortable when they visited him. 

         
         He settled himself back in his padded chair and drank water from a lidded cup until Jeremy buzzed that the security officer
            had arrived. His boss, security force director Sebastian Darvan, accompanied him.
         

         
         “Send them both in,” he said. Darvan entered first, then Rector; both kept their heads down. “Gentlemen. Welcome. Kill anyone
            today?” He let the silence linger for a few seconds. “What? Too soon?”
         

         
         “We know we screwed up,” said Darvan, finally meeting his eyes.

         
         “What’s your mitigation plan, Director?” asked Pantel.

         
         Darvan frowned, glanced at Rector, then back to the governor. Pantel had no trouble reading his body language. The director
            wanted to sack Rector and blame everything on him, but he didn’t have the guts to voice it in front of the man. For a moment,
            Pantel considered making Darvan say it out loud, just to torment him. It was a dick thought, but then, he was in a dick mood.
         

         
         “Here’s our plan,” said the governor, when nobody else spoke. “This man”—he gestured to Rector—“is a hero. A bunch of troublemakers
            tried to interfere with justice, and he did what had to be done to uphold the law . . . to uphold the very Charter that we
            hold dear.”
         

         
         Disbelief showed plainly on Darvan’s features, in his slumped shoulders, the slight shake of his head. Rector, however, stood up a little straighter and met Pantel’s gaze for the first time. He was buying it. Pantel suppressed a smile. It couldn’t possibly be this easy. He studied Rector for a moment. With light tan skin, he was one of the fairest people on the ship, the racial mixing over ten generations tending to make everyone some shade of brown. He had a strong jaw, and he wasn’t bad looking. Yes. Pantel needed a distraction, and Rector would do. 

         
         Darvan finally found his voice. “Governor, do you think that’s the best idea? People are angry.”

         
         “It will pass. They’re just misinformed.”

         
         “A woman is dead,” said Darvan.

         
         “She was supposed to be dead anyway,” answered Pantel. “We just need to put our own spin on the story. Get Rector over to
            my PR team. They’ll set him up with an interview.” He looked at Rector. “Keep it simple. You were a man doing your job. You
            love the Charter and would defend it at risk to your own life.”
         

         
         “Yes,” said Rector. “I would!”

         
         “Of course you would,” said Pantel. “You’re a hero. It’s what you do.”

         
         The man smiled.

         
         “We’ll get him over to PR right away, Governor,” said Darvan, as if he wanted to get the meeting over with as quickly as possible.
            “Officer Rector, will you excuse us.” It wasn’t a question. They waited for him to depart.
         

         
         “Problem, Director?”

         
         “What are you playing at?” asked Darvan. “You’re going to make him out as a hero? Do you know how much harder it’s going to be policing this ship after that?”
         

         
         Pantel frowned. He was in no mood for that kind of whining. They had a ship to protect, and he didn’t appreciate the man questioning how he chose to do it without offering ideas of his own. Besides, he was missing the point. The woman was dead, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem came from the idea that people didn’t have to follow the rules anymore. An attitude like that was contagious, and it would kill the ship. “That sounds like a problem for the director of security. Now, if you’ll excuse me, the captain wants a meeting, and I’d hate to keep her waiting.” 

         
         Darvan glared for a few seconds and then stormed out, and as if on cue Captain Ava Wharton stormed in. The short woman wore
            the same vac suit as the rest of the crew, though it had her rank on each shoulder, and she kept her gray hair back in a bun.
            “Glad you could make time for me,” she said.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Captain. I figured you would have questions about the woman who failed to attend her appointment
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