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PROLOGUE: WHAT DREAMS MAY COME

 

 DECEMBER 2202, ITERATION SEVEN

 

To be, or not to be – that is the question…

— William Shakespeare, Hamlet

 




 

CSS Damocles, Circumlunar Orbit

The world disappeared in a blaze of white light, and then returned with a wrench that tossed Gifford out of his chair and slammed him headfirst into the deck plates. Alarms screamed as he picked himself up, the coppery taste of blood fresh on his tongue. “Modred, what the hell just happened?”

“The interscission waveform dissipated before the wormhole could fully form. Damocles has suffered significant damage from an electromagnetic pulse released during the collapse of the event horizon. Foldspace drive is offline. Power function is reduced to sixty-five percent capacity. Life support and automation control systems are undamaged.”

Gifford swallowed the knot in his throat, knowing how completely helpless he would have been if Modred or the automated repair systems had been damaged. While the Damocles was optimized for single-person operation, Gifford was no pilot. He simply lacked the skills to keep the ship flying on his own, let alone to perform the necessary calculations to initiate a temporal jump. “What’s the status of the cloak?”

“Camouflage systems are undamaged; however, the electromagnetic pulse could not be fully negated before passing beyond the confines of the vessel. There is an eighty percent probability we have been detected by the traffic sensor grid.”

“Shit.” Gifford dropped into his chair and buckled his safety harness. “Are the conventional engines live?”

“Yes.”

“Then shut down the camouflage field, and be ready to make a run for it.”

Suddenly, the starfield in the main viewscreen rippled. A ship teleported into view, directly ahead of the Damocles, and a clear musical tone cut through the persistent clamor of alarms, indicating an incoming message. “Attention, unknown vessel. This is the Confederation Navy Destroyer Chalcedony. Your transponder is offline in a high-density traffic pattern. Do you require assistance?”

Gifford flipped a control in the arm of his chair to open a communications channel, audio only. “Chalcedony, this is Captain Wakefield of the CSS Charybdis. Our traffic transponder has been damaged by a power surge. We are effecting repairs and should be back on the grid momentarily.” He closed the channel. “Modred, what’s our weapon status?”

“Weapons systems are fully functional.”

“Power up the forward rail guns and target their primary reactor, but not the backups. Leave their life support systems intact.”

“Target acquired.”

The musical tone sounded again, and a new voice spoke—a woman’s voice tinged with anger. “Charybdis, this is Captain Powell of the CSSChalcedony. I don’t know what your game is, but Janus Control reports no prior record of your vessel registry in their system. Shut down your engines immediately, and prepare to be boarded.”

Gifford gripped the arms of his chair, his palms damp with sweat. “Fire.”

The Damocles shuddered as its linear accelerators fired upon the other ship from point-blank range, launching a series of one-kilogram aluminum projectiles at almost a third of the speed of light. As Gifford watched, fire and debris erupted from the aft section of the destroyer, and its running lights failed.

“Lock pulse cannons on their sensor array. Make sure they can’t track us.”

A bright green tracery of pulse cannon fire stitched across the darkened hull as Modred destroyed the ship’s sensors.

“Now get us out of here. Keep us above the targeting plane of their rail guns and evade return fire. Reactivate the cloak as soon as we’re off the traffic grid.”

The acceleration slammed Gifford back in his seat, and he could barely breathe as he watched the Chalcedony slip off the bottom of the viewscreen. His inner ears tumbled as the Damocles changed course repeatedly, the light of the Chalcedony’s weapons blazing across the viewscreen. Finally, the other ship stopped firing.

The communications system chimed, and the woman’s voice drifted across the bridge again. “This is Captain Powell on a private channel. Captain Wakefield, whoever you really are, I suggest you never stop running.”

Gifford reopened the communications channel on the same encrypted frequency. “Sorry, Captain. Nothing personal, you understand.”

The other captain chuckled. “I understand perfectly. You’re the one who doesn’t understand who you’re dealing with.”

Gifford shrugged. “Well, I’d love to stick around and chat, but I don’t have time right now to let you throw me in a cell.”

“Time is the least of your worries, Captain.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “The Hourglass has your scent now, and I assure you that you’re not going anywhere.”

He frowned at her cryptic phrasing. Then, when she said nothing more, he closed the channel and waited silently until Modred spoke again.

“The Damocles has exited the Lunar Traffic Pattern. Camouflage systems are engaged.”

Gifford considered his options. “Best speed to the Ceres Archipelago.”

“Course plotted. Estimated time of arrival is thirty-seven months at maximum velocity.”

Gifford rolled his eyes. “I see. And we have life support and provisions for how long?”

“Twenty-four months at your present rate of consumption.”

“Then you’d better get cracking at the repairs to the foldspace drive.”

“Automated repairs are in progress. Expected time to restore full functionality is forty-two hours.”

Gifford raised an eyebrow. “The damage was that extensive? What happened?”

“Unknown. However, no internal faults were detected during the interscission attempt.”

“What does that mean?” Gifford scowled. “The problem wasn’t detected, or it was external to the interscission event?”

“That information is not available.”

Gifford unbuckled his safety harness as the Damocles reached cruising speed and the pressure of acceleration slackened. “Reanalyze the sensor data and correlate with the theoretical foldspace model. Identify the cause of the drive failure. Use the entire Athena chip array, but find out why it happened.”

“Confirmed.”

Gifford finally wiped the blood from his split lip. He stared at the crimson stain on his hand, lost in thought.

What is going on?
The foldspace drive
has performed perfectly on numerous occasions.
Something’s different this time. What changed? His brow crinkled in thought. And what the hell is the Hourglass?

 

December 2202, Oxford, Eurozone, Earth

Edward tried not to yawn as his sister held court at the foot of the lecture theatre. While he understood that higher mathematics required a certain mindset and training to understand, he marveled that her students could find so many ways to ask the same questions over and over again, only phrased differently. A wonder she didn’t lose her patience and tell them to just look it up.

But that’s why she’s a teacher, and I’m not, I suppose.

He rubbed the iridescent metal of the dog tags tucked away under his shirt, warmed by the heat of his skin. For some reason, they brought him a measure of comfort—which didn’t make any sense, since he still had no idea where they came from.

The files his step-father provided only provoked new questions. How had he never known that his biological father had been murdered? And who was Martin Atkins to him? The personnel file failed to shed any light on the name inscribed on the dog tags, which had simply appeared around his neck that morning.

Is someone trying to tell me something through this mysterious gift?

It was a creepy thought, given that the necklace had been slipped over his head as he slept, which meant it had to have come from one of three people: his mother, his father, or his sister.

It wasn’t Mom or Dad. They were taken by surprise when I read out Martin’s name. Neither is a good enough actor to have faked a reaction to that extent.

That left only one suspect.

Edward leaned forward in his seat as his sister wound up her lecture.

She’s receiving the Nobel Prize this afternoon, and she took the time to teach in the morning. That’s academia for you.

He got to his feet as the graduate students in the auditorium packed up their books and tablets; those who’d only virtually tuned in disappeared in a flash of light. He walked down the steps to the base of the auditorium. “Hey, sis. Need a ride?”

At his voice, Annette Sutton looked up and smiled. “No one needs a ride anymore, Ed. That’s kind of why I have that little shindig this afternoon, remember?”

“Tradition.” Edward fished his personal teleport key out of his shirt pocket. “Any plans for lunch before heading to Stockholm?”

“Of course.” She gave him a level look. “My idiot brother is taking me out to a lovely restaurant I heard about in Cairo. I already made reservations.”

“Uh, right. You want to forward me the address?”

She pulled her own teleport key out of her suit jacket and typed in the command to relay the preassigned jump coordinates for the restaurant. “It’s good to see you again. You were practically falling asleep when you got home last night. It’s a wonder you managed to walk far enough to dial up a ride home after you got off the transport from Chiron.”

“There’s a lot of traffic between systems this year. The red-eye was the only flight I could get that wasn’t booked solid.” He paused. “So what did you do after I went to bed?”

She shrugged. “Not much. We chatted for another hour or so before I jumped home. I still had some simulations to check on. Just because I’m getting a major award doesn’t mean my work goes on hold. There’s always more to do.”

“So … you didn’t stop by my room to leave me a wake-up present?”

She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

Edward reached into his shirt and withdrew the metal wafers hanging from his necklace. “I woke up wearing this.”

Annette leaned forward and tilted the dog tags toward her to read them more easily. “Martin Atkins? The captain of the Zenith mission?”

“You know him?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course not. He died during the first year of the Azimuth mission, before we were even born.” Her posture stiffened, and she stared at him suspiciously. “He was killed in the same explosion as Charles Davenport. Exactly where did you get this necklace? Is it a replica?”

He shook his head. “As near as I can tell, it’s original. The embedded identity chip was designed to prevent tampering, and it carries the same information as the text imprint.” He took a deep breath. “As for how I wound up wearing it, I have no idea. I thought maybe you put it on me before you went home.”

“No. I’ve never seen it before,” said Annette, frowning. “This kind of military identification is registered and tracked. It should be a simple matter to find out who had them last. But that doesn’t explain how they wound up with you.”

“Yeah, I know. As far as I know, Captain Atkins only had one relative: his brother, Jacob. He runs a private security firm in Paris with his husband, Thomas Knox.”

“Captain Knox, from the Azimuth?” She quirked her eyebrow. “There’s a whole lot of coincidences, Ed. What have you got yourself mixed up in?”

“I’m not sure … but I think someone wants me to follow the bread crumbs.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I might have to decipher the clues to find out.”

She touched his arm lightly, her expression registering concern. “I don’t like this, Edward. Someone’s playing you.”

He gave her a half smile. “I never could resist a challenge.”

“Fools rush in, brother.”

“And he who hesitates is lost. Pick your platitude, sis.”

Her disapproval was obvious. “Be careful, is all I’m saying.”

“Aren’t I always?”

“No. Almost never.”

Edward laughed. “Come on. We have a lunch date in Cairo.”

She nodded, tapping a command into her teleport key. For a moment she was outlined in a bright light, and then she disappeared.

Edward glanced down at the dog tags in his hand. Guess it’s just you and me then, Martin Atkins. He tucked the necklace back into his shirt and tuned his teleport key to the coordinates of the restaurant, waiting while the traffic system verified that the destination was clear. Then the world went white with the familiar wrench of teleportation.

Bread crumbs it is.

 






PART I: THE WATCHMEN
 AUGUST 2177, ITERATION SIX

 

Whereof what’s past is prologue; what to come,
 In yours and my discharge.

— William Shakespeare, The Tempest

 






CHAPTER 1

 

San Francisco, Amerizone, Earth

Martin sipped his champagne as he strolled aimlessly among the crowd gathered for the rededication ceremony. His gaze wandered past the reviewing stand to rove the mirror-bright hull of the CSS Zenith, straddling the tarmac on its landing jacks.

The CSS Azimuth, that is. It wouldn’t do for people to think he was still living in the past, reliving past glory instead of seeking new challenges. The fact that his work was wrapped in layers of secrecy these days made it hard for him to insist he wasn’t just spinning his wheels while the Azimuth was dry-docked. He had to admit, though, that Starfire did good work. There was no sign, not even to his trained eye, of the extensive structural damage inflicted upon the vessel by the time-traveler Martin knew as “Gifford.”

What a difference an eight-month overhaul can make.

A tap on his shoulder startled him, and he spun to make eye contact with the sandy-haired man standing behind him. He immediately smiled widely. “Chuck!”

Charles Davenport’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he grinned. The engineer had a few more lines on his face than Marty remembered, but he looked tan and fit. And happy.

I guess natural sunlight agrees with you, buddy. Glad you landed on your feet after leaving the service.

“Hello, Marty. Long time, no see.”

“Yeah, I guess it has been a while.” Martin’s gaze dropped. “I know I always promised I’d keep in touch, but—”

“But I had my work,” interrupted Charles. “And you had yours.” He indicated Martin’s deep-blue formal Navy uniform, in stark contrast to his own plain charcoal suit, the twin starburst pins at the collar the only sign of his civilian rank. “Don’t apologize. We’re both deeply involved in high-security projects. There’s only so much we have in common these days.”

Martin turned to face the Azimuth. “I know. But still, I missed having you around.” He glanced back at Charles. “Are you and Jennifer still going strong?”

His friend’s grin became a lopsided smile. “Yes, we are.” He leaned closer and whispered, “Remember when I asked you whether I should keep you on speed dial if I needed a best man?”

“Seriously? You actually asked her?”

Charles coughed into his hand. “Well, no, not yet. I thought I’d wait for another week or so, until just before we start the mission clock. We’ve been working full steam getting the Azimuth ready for the dedication ceremony today, and we’ll be extremely busy once we start prepping the ship for flight. But this month we’ll have some breathing room, and her birthday is on the fourteenth. I promised to take her out, so she won’t be suspicious when I ask her to get dressed up for the occasion. Trust me, I’ve got it all planned.”

Martin threw his friend a pointed stare, eyes narrowed. “Do I get to see it?”

“See what?”

“Idiot. The ring, of course. I presume you’ve got it on you so she doesn’t stumble across it by accident.”

Charles stared at him, cheeks flushed, and said nothing.

“Are you kidding me?” Martin cocked his head. “You forgot to get a ring?”

“Um, well, I didn’t forget per se.” Charles shuffled his feet. “I just hadn’t quite got around to picking one out.”

Martin sighed. “I swear, you engineers shouldn’t be allowed to wander around loose. Listen, Chuck, take Monday off. We’ll make a side trip to Paris on Sunday night and enlist Jake to find us the best jeweler in the city. Don’t worry, we’ll find your lady something special so she doesn’t turn you down flat when she discovers you were going to show up empty-handed.”

“Thanks, uh, I appreciate the help.” He took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “Honestly, this whole relationship thing is kind of nerve-wracking. I don’t have your knack for understanding women.”

Martin chuckled. “Understanding women is easy. When things are good, treat them fairly and honestly. When things are bad, go crawling to them on your hands and knees and accept the blame for everything. Trust me, it’ll save time in the end.”

“You’re too young to be so jaded.”

Martin looked away. “If only.”

Charles squeezed Martin’s shoulder. “Still no word?”

Martin shrugged his friend’s consoling hand off his shoulder and shook his head. “Nothing,” he muttered.

“If he remembers you, there’s no reason to think he’d come back to the same location in time. Don’t lose hope.”

Martin snorted. “He wouldn’t deliberately keep me waiting for eight months. He’s not coming back, Chuck. I have to accept that … and move on.”

“You won’t do that,” replied Charles, softly. “You’d never give up on someone you love.”

“Is that what you think?”

“That’s what I know.I saw it every day when I was the one you were waiting for.”

Martin swallowed hard. “I miss him, Charles.”

“Then have a little faith.”

“Right.” Martin sighed. “Can we talk about something else?”

Charles clapped his back, and turned toward the gleaming bulk of the starship above them. “They’re still looking for a captain, you know. You left some big shoes to fill.”

Martin shrugged. “I’m sure Henry will find someone more suitable for his purposes than I ever was.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

He met the other man’s gaze. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve been working with Henry fairly closely for the past eight months. I’ll bet you a steak dinner he’s putting off making a final decision in the hope you’ll reconsider and take the job.”

“I’m spearheading a dozen different operations, all trying to build a temporal defense, Chuck. If we can’t find a way to protect ourselves against people like Gifford, maybe nothing else we do will make any difference. The future has to be built on our choices, right or wrong, not by an armchair history buff who thinks he can do it better. I can’t leave that responsibility aside just to head into the void in search of adventure.”

Charles stared at him, his handsome face sober. “Why not?”

“Because it’s my job!” Martin sputtered.

“It’s your job because Admiral O’Dare asked you to take it. Is there any other reason you can’t put some else in charge?”

“Gifford killed forty-four members of my crew!” Martin balled his hands into fists at the memory.

Charles nodded minutely. “And Edward.”

Martin took a step backward. “Edward’s not dead.”

“He might as well be if he never recovers the memory of who he was. He’ll never know what you gave up to protect him. And neither will the dead.” Charles stepped closer, staring directly into Martin’s eyes. “Or are you afraid he will come back for you, and then you’ll have something to prove?”

Martin stared back at him for a time, but then shook his head. “I don’t have anything to prove. Not to anyone.” He began walking back to the center aisle, toward the parking structure. “See you Sunday, Chuck. We’ll find a big rock for your soon-to-be fiancée. Don’t keep me waiting in Paris.”

“I’ll be there.”

Martin kept walking, eventually losing himself in the crowd.

I don’t have anything to prove. Not to anyone, Charles. Not even to you.

 






CHAPTER 2

 

Paris, Eurozone, Earth

“Oh, please,” said Martin, pushing open the doors to Cloak and Dagger Security. “The Lasers were completely robbed on that last call.”

“You’re just sore ’cause you didn’t have anyone to root for in the playoffs,” answered Charles as he sauntered past. Beyond the doors, a wide lobby was dominated by a curved reception desk of solid mahogany.

“Hey, at least my boys had a shot. The Novas could have sat at home on the couch for the whole season after Jeffries got traded.”

“Don’t remind me,” grumbled Charles as they approached the desk.

An Asian man wearing a stylish blue suit was seated behind it, murmuring into a videophone terminal from behind an aural privacy field. He looked up as Marty approached, and immediately disconnected his call. “Welcome to Paris, Captain Atkins. Your brother is expecting you. Shall I let him know you’re here?”

Marty nodded. “Yes, thank you. Can we go up?”

“By all means. Director Atkins is in his office on level ten. You can reach him via the elevator at the end of the hall.”

Martin and Charles strolled past the reception area to a hallway that led into the spacious offices and conference rooms Jake and Thomas used to meet with potential clients. It took only a few moments to ride to the tenth floor. Exiting the elevator, they found themselves in an antechamber with two doors. One was closed, labeled with a brass plaque marked “Thomas Knox, Director of Operations.” Martin walked to the second door, which was open and adorned with a similar plaque that read “Jacob Atkins, Director of Intelligence.”

Jacob sat behind a desk of gray steel and smoked glass, comparing the readout on his tablet computer with the holographic documents hanging in the air before him, his jade-green eyes intent on his work. Like Marty, he wore his jet-black hair in a disarray of short, uneven spikes.

Marty rapped at the doorframe. “Can I come in?”

Jacob looked up from his tablet and grinned. “Like I could stop you.” He snapped off the holographic displays and put his tablet computer aside. His gaze moved past his twin to Charles. “Hey, Charles. Where have you been keeping yourself all these months?”

Charles shrugged. “Mostly working on the Azimuth refit. There was a lot of damage to the ship, but much of it was superficial. We managed to knock the dents out.”

“Sure.” Jacob leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head. “What can I do for you guys? Marty wouldn’t say.”

Charles exhaled. “I need an engagement ring.”

Jacob’s gaze flicked momentarily to Martin, and then back again. “Well, congratulations! I suppose Marty thought I could get you a good deal?”

“No, just that you’d know the best places to look for the right ring.” He smiled. “Of course, if you can get me a discount, by all means knock yourself out.”

Jacob snorted. “I’m something of a window shopper. The shopkeepers know I never buy anything. Thomas is the one who can’t resist the odd knick-knack. If you like, I’ll ask him to tag along. He’ll probably have better luck negotiating a sweet deal.”

“Uh, sure,” said Charles. “The more the merrier.”

Jacob stood and strode past them to the office across the hall, opening the door without knocking. He stuck his head in and said, “Hey, Tom, we’re going shopping. You interested?”

Charles turned to Martin, one eyebrow raised. “Are they together?”

Martin shook his head, watching his brother with a wistful expression while Jake carried on a muted conversation with the occupant of the other office. “Everything but. I swear they’re fairly compatible, but neither is willing to make the first move.”

“Don’t push, Marty,” Charles whispered.

Martin grinned, but said nothing.

Jacob returned with his business partner in tow. Thomas Knox was a tall man, dark-haired and heavyset, dressed in a tan suit with his collar unbuttoned behind his loosened tie. Marty thought he seemed subtly different from his days as the Second Officer of the Zenith, beyond the obvious informality of his civilian clothes.

Ah. He’s not frowning. I thought that scowl was permanently chiseled into his face. Maybe Jake made him loosen up a bit.

“Nice to see you again, Thomas,” Martin said.

“It’s always a pleasure when you drop by, Captain.” Thomas smiled.

“I may be a captain, Tom, but I’m not your captain anymore. Call me Marty.”

“Baby steps, Marty,” said Jacob with a laugh. “If you step down off that pedestal all at once, his head will probably explode.”

Thomas turned to Charles. “Welcome to Paris, Charles. Is there anything in particular we’re looking for?”

“Kind of. I need an engagement ring.”

Thomas blinked his surprise, but then grinned. “Congratulations. I’m sure we can find you something special. Any particular design?”

Charles reddened. “Not exactly.”

“I doubt he’s thought that far ahead,” Martin said.

Thomas nodded gravely and glanced at Jacob. “Alouette?”

“Alouette,” Jacob repeated, with equal seriousness. “One of our clients is a jeweler,” he explained. “I’m sure she’d be happy to discuss the various options. But—”

“But her time is valuable,” said Thomas. “How much are you planning to spend?”

Martin elbowed Charles in the side before he could speak. “Just set it up. I’ll cover the consultation fee.”

“I can handle this, Marty.” Charles scowled.

Martin grinned. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a gift. You wouldn’t refuse a gift, now would you? Your mother raised you better than that.”

Charles sighed and turned back to Thomas. “Fine. Set it up.”

“Come to my office, and I’ll give her a call.” Thomas indicated the door with a wave of his hand. “She’ll want to speak to you directly before agreeing to a personal visit.”

Charles stepped out of Jacob’s office, with Thomas behind him.

Martin glanced sidelong at his brother. “Tick, tock.”

“Don’t start.”

“You’re finishing each other’s sentences. When are you going to get tired of playing hard to get and just ask him out?”

Jacob rolled his eyes. “Maybe never.”

“C’mon, Jake. I know you’re crazy about him.”

“Maybe it’s not about me. Maybe he’s just not used to having a guy interested in him. One day, he might make that adjustment in his head and be ready to give me a chance, but until then…”

Marty shook his head slowly. “You’re betting your whole bankroll on a long shot, Jake. He might need a push to get over that last hurdle. What if he never comes around on his own?”

“Are you going to wait for Edward?”

Martin stared at him silently, the hurt plain on his face.

“Seriously. How long are you going to put your life on hold, keeping faith with a man you might never see again?” Jacob turned and walked back to the door. “Answer me that before you talk to me about Thomas.”

Marty remained, watching his brother go, saying nothing. Then he squared his shoulders, shuttered his emotions behind a mask of cheerful unconcern, and rejoined the others.

 
 






CHAPTER 3

 

September 2177, Seattle, Amerizone, Earth

A soft tone interrupted Henry Bradford’s concentration. Irritably, he tapped his finger on the intercom contact. “What is it?”

“Sir, you have an uninvited visitor requesting entry to the complex.”

“Who?”

“Captain Martin Atkins of the Confederation Navy.”

Henry drummed his fingers on the desktop for a moment before answering. “Let him in. Have Security issue him a temporary pass and escort him to my office.”

He let go of the intercom contact and stared at the screen, eyes unfocused. After typing in a few lines of code to remind him where he was in the process, Henry logged out of his workstation and got to his feet. At the sidebar across the modern steel-and-glass furnished office, he poured himself a scotch—neat—and took a large swallow before sitting in his chair behind the desk. While he waited, he sipped the drink at a more leisurely pace.

It wasn’t long before the door released a high-pitched chirp to announce a visitor.

“Enter.”

The door opened, and Martin strode in dressed in his regular Navy uniform: dark blue with silver insignia, including a five-pointed star on each side of his collar with a gold pip at each point.

Henry set his glass down on the desk and inclined his head. “Captain Atkins. You look well.”

Martin took a good look at Henry. “I’d like to say the same, Henry, but you look like hell.”

Henry laughed. He couldn’t dispute the lines on his face, the gray hair that was more prominent now than it had been just a year ago. “Ah, Marty. If anyone ever offers you a job as a diplomat, don’t bother. It’s not in your nature.”

Martin dropped unceremoniously into a comfortable chair on the other side of the desk. “Admiral O’Dare said you wanted to speak to me.”

Henry picked up his glass and took another sip of liquor. “I did.” He stared into depths of the amber liquid. “I have a proposition for you.”

“I’m all ears.”

“I would like you to accept command of the Azimuth mission.”

Martin took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “Henry, I appreciate the offer, but—”

“I’m not finished.”

Martin cocked his head, studying him. “What else?”

“Upon completion of the mission, as a bonus to your regular salary as captain, you will receive ownership and active voting rights over a thirty-one percent share in the Starfire Technology Group, which would constitute a controlling interest in the corporation.”

Marty’s jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?” he sputtered.

“My remaining twenty percent share will be divided between Trevor Sutton and Jennifer Donovan, so you will need their agreement to force through any major change in policy that would require the support of the full fifty-one percent stake currently under my control.”

“Henry, what are you talking about?” Martin scowled. “What makes you think I have any desire to run Starfire?”

Henry set the glass on the desk and pushed it away from him. Raising his gaze, he made full eye contact with Martin. “Because you’ll need our resources if you’re ever going to get your other project off the ground.”

Martin’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“An elite intelligence division within the military, dedicated to the study and eradication of time travel. Ambitious.”

“There is no such program,” Martin said, enunciating clearly and distinctly.

“Of course not. You’re just a flunky on the Admiral’s staff. There’s no official record of any kind that you are involved in covert operations.”

Marty leaned forward, glaring. “Mr. Bradford. Whatever you think you know, you’re wrong. The organization you’re describing simply doesn’t exist.”

“Fair enough.” Henry smiled. “But with Starfire working with it, hypothetically, such an organization would have a significantly higher chance of succeeding, would it not?”

“It might.” Martin’s tone was noncommittal. “Hypothetically.”

“Can you afford to let those resources slide out of your grasp, Captain? I assure you that this is a one-time offer.”

Martin watched him silently through half-lidded eyes. When he spoke, his tone was heavy with suspicion. “And what about you? Should I believe that you would be willing give up control of your not-so-little empire?”

Henry stood and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window, staring down over the sprawling complex of buildings that formed the Starfire Technology Group’s corporate headquarters, and the towers of the city beyond. “The Azimuth mission will take ten years, Captain,” he said, without turning around. “That’s a long time. Odds are, I will not live to see you return.”

Henry heard the scrape of Martin’s chair as the other man got to his feet and walked to his side. “What do you mean?”

“Chandrasekhar’s disease.”

“I’m not familiar with it.”

“It’s a neurodegenerative disorder, similar to amyotrophic lateral sclerosis but much more insidious in its progression. Treatment is strictly palliative, trying to slow the progression to total motor collapse. At my stage of the disease, I won’t last more than three or four years. Five at most.” He turned to face Martin again. “Gifford came after my company for a reason. I don’t know what it was, but I want my legacy protected. You are my best hope to make sure everything I built doesn’t come tumbling down after I’m gone.”

Martin chewed his lip. “Henry, I’d like to help you, but I can’t just put my work on hold for a decade and run off to Alpha Centauri to play colonist. Gifford is still out there. There’s no telling where he’ll strike next. My team has to be ready for him, and I can’t lead them from three light years away.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “His first target was the Zenith. What makes you think the next attack won’t take place out there, rather than here?”

Martin opened his mouth to reply, but then closed it again. His brow furrowed. “True.”

“You’ll need strategic coverage in both star systems. The loss of the Azimuth project could have a devastating effect on human development. Can you allow the mission to leave with that level of tactical exposure?”

“No,” said Martin, frowning. “But that doesn’t mean I have to lead the expedition myself.”

“If you accept command, I will allow you to add as many of your people to the crew roster as you like, as long as they have skills useful to the mission. In the meantime, Admiral O’Dare can command your operations here.” He smiled thinly. “If they existed.”

Martin chuckled. “It’s a tempting offer, I’ll admit.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Henry raised his eyebrows again. “Or is it a who?”

Martin stood silently for a time, considering. Finally, he nodded. “Very well, I accept. We’ll need to develop a system to allow us to communicate over that distance. We’re at war, and we can’t afford to let the Azimuth mission remain entirely isolated for the next ten years.”

Henry growled. “We’ve been trying to develop a long-range communication system for more than a year, using automated communications satellites. So far, our efforts have been unsuccessful. Some kind of interference keeps preventing a communication signal from passing through the interscission gateways. And we’re still two years away from completing another vessel that can make the trip.”

“I might be able to help you there.” Martin gave a ghost of a grin.

“Captain Atkins,” Henry said, straightening to his full height, “are you telling me the military has foldspace drive?”

“Hypothetically.” Martin nodded. “If that covert operation you mentioned earlier existed, they might have a prototype foldspace vessel in the final stages of production, ready to launch within six months of the departure of the Azimuth mission.”

“And how did they acquire this technology? Did they steal it?”

“Yes,” replied Martin, cheerfully unapologetic. “But not from you.”

“Who then?”

“Gifford.”

Henry blinked, and then laughed. “Fine. I can live with that.” He extended his hand. “Let me be the first to welcome you to the Azimuth project, Captain.”

Martin clasped his hand and shook it. “Thank you.” He smiled. “It’s good to be back.”

 






CHAPTER 4

 

Martin slipped into the cockpit of his jetcopter and typed in the address for the Seattle Astroport. As the vessel lifted into the air from the public landing zone outside the Starfire Headquarters complex, he settled back in his seat to brood.

Ten years. Seamus isn’t going to be pleased I took the job without consulting him. Still, Henry’s right about one thing: there’s no telling where Gifford might strike next, and I can’t let the Azimuth head into uncharted waters without a military presence. The Admiral will just have to accept it. He’s the one who put me on detached duty in the first place. The team will continue to function just fine without me.

A niggling thread of doubt crept into his thoughts.

I won’t be able to set policy once I leave. They’re a tightly knit bunch. Will they still be loyal to me if I walk out on them for a decade? He snorted. This is bigger than me. The team is designed for unit cohesion and adaptability. If a prolonged separation means my leadership won’t be accepted after I leave, that’s the way it’ll have to be. I’ll need to be careful who I leave in charge, though. I’ve created a paramilitary secret police force. Without appropriate guidance, they could evolve into a death squad rather than a band of vigilantes. So who do I trust to take it over?

There seemed only one acceptable answer.

How the hell do I convince him to take the job?

Martin was still considering strategy when the jetcopter landed at the military transfer point of the Astroport. He leapt down the steps from the cockpit three at a time, his hands sliding along the guardrails, and then strode to the passenger terminals.

I need to provide some incentive. What would he find the most enticing? He stopped abruptly, considering. Oh, yeah. That might work. And help me out as well. Neither of them is going to be happy with me, but they need a kick in the ass anyway. They’ll thank me later.

He grinned as he stepped up to the automated ticketing counter.

Fat chance.

The ticket booth scanned his retinas as he approached. “Captain Atkins, how can I be of service today?”

“When’s your next flight to Paris?”

“The next flight is in ninety-seven minutes. Total travel time is five hours for a cost of two hundred twenty-five credits. Shall I book you a seat?”

“Any private compartments free?”

“Yes, but at an additional cost of one hundred fifty credits.”

“I’ll take one. Charge it to my personal account.”

“Certainly. Are you the only passenger?”

“Yes.”

“Very good, sir. Your ticket is confirmed and uploaded to your personal database. The flight will board in sixty-two minutes at departure gate G91. Do you have any baggage to check to your destination?”

“No, just what I’m wearing.”

“It is noted that you are carrying a licensed flechette pistol and two diamond-fiber combat blades on your person. Be advised that Eurozone Customs regulations require you to check your weapons during flight. They will be returned to you upon arrival.”

“Understood.”

“Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

Martin shook his head. “No, that’s fine.”

“Have a pleasant flight, Captain.”

Martin wandered through the terminal, idly window-shopping until he reached his gate. Light flashed as his retinas were scanned, and the armored glass barrier between the terminal and preflight processing area slid aside, sealing itself again after he entered. Martin immediately began unstrapping his weapon rig.

The gate agent watched with bored disdain as he slipped off his wrist sheathes and dropped the two combat knives into the security box. When he placed his sidearm into the box next to them, and the associated licenses came up on her terminal, she raised an eyebrow. “Captain … Atkins, is it? We don’t see many projectile weapons these days. Are you an enthusiast?”

Martin blinked, his train of thought broken by her inquiry. “No … not exactly.” He glanced down at his pistol as if seeing it for the first time. “I just don’t like pulse weapons.”

The agent tilted her head. “May I ask why? The cost of the special license and training for a non-standard carry permit must have been significant.”

“My lover got burned.”

“Ah, I see.” Her expression softened. “Did he or she survive?”

Martin shook his head. “No,” he answered.

“Then you have my condolences. I apologize for bringing it up. You’ll be able to retrieve your weapons after passing through Customs in Paris.” She sealed the weapons in a security container and deposited it into a dumbwaiter for separate shipment. “Have a pleasant flight, Captain Atkins.”

Martin stormed through the second barrier and into the departure lounge, and then dropped into a seat as far away from the other passengers as he could manage.

Bitch. It’s none of her business why I carry a gun instead of a pulsar.

The image drifted into his thoughts of Edward being lifted onto a gurney in the engine room of the Zenith, the olive-green polymer cloth of his coverall melted onto his charred skin.

My fault. He wouldn’t have been in the line of fire if I hadn’t trapped him into helping us. He rubbed his eyes, his vision blurred. Fuck. Hold it together, Marty.

But he couldn’t banish the sight of his lover’s tormented face, pale and drawn in a rictus of pain. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Fortunately, the flight started boarding, and he wiped his eyes surreptitiously before following the other passengers on board and making his way to the private compartment listed on his electronic ticket. He palmed the security field next to the door, unlocking it, and stepped inside the small cabin. Only when he dropped into the embrace of the heavily cushioned acceleration couch next to the window did he succumb to the melancholy mood that struck him whenever he thought of Edward.

“All passengers, please secure your safety harnesses for launch,” came the voice of the ship’s computer overhead. “Please press the red call button on your armrest if you require assistance.”

Marty buckled himself in, drawing the straps tight across his waist and shoulders and staring at the towers of the city until the spaceplane accelerated down the runway and lifted into the sky. His body was pressed back into the cushions as the plane fired its boosters to propel it to cruising velocity for the suborbital flight. Within minutes, the sky darkened to black and brilliant stars emerged from the obscuring haze of the atmosphere.

It was one of Martin’s favorite images—one that never failed to lift his spirits; this time was no exception. He shut his memories of Edward away and focused on the present. “Privacy mode, please.”

“Privacy mode engaged,” answered the ship’s computer. “The security monitors of this room will no longer be recorded; however, the verbal command menu will remain active and real-time analysis to identify emergency situations will continue.”

“Understood, thank you.” He tapped a few controls on his wristcomp to project the latest security updates from his subordinate officers into the air in front of him.

Might as well get some work done.

He read the reports until they stopped making sense and the lines of text bled into each other. Giving up, he turned off the display and let himself drift to sleep.

  *

Martin dozed fitfully, caught in a vision of the last moments of the Trinity Spacelines disaster before rousing to wakefulness as Edward shifted in his arms. Shaking himself free of the rapidly fading nightmare, he studied his lover in the pale glow cast by the clock on the nightstand. The younger man’s breathing remained deep and regular, despite his restlessness, his head pillowed on Martin’s forearm. Even in sleep, his expression showed a slight smile.

Martin glanced at the clock. Four a.m. Another hour and I’ll be back on the Zenith to start the preflight checklist. Launch at six, and then the jump to Alpha Centauri as soon as we reach orbit.

His heartbeat quickened in anticipation. This is it. This mission will eclipse anything I’ve ever accomplished. If we make it back, my career will be set. High Command will forget about the Trinity disaster, and I’ll be back on the fast track to my own command. Everything I’ve worked for, finally within reach.

He glanced at Edward’s face. And I’ll owe a big chunk of that victory to you—if what everyone is saying about your improvements to the ship’s design is true. Martin’s gaze drifted to the charging stand next to the clock. It held the holographic reading glasses Edward relied upon to conceal his disability. You’re so sure of yourself all the time. It’s easy to forget your limitations. I’m surprised no one else has stumbled
onto the fact that you’re blind. I guess they see what they expect to see.

And what do I expect to see? The incongruous question stuck in his mind, demanding more attention. You’re attractive, upbeat, and wickedly intelligent. You even appreciate my oddball sense of humor. You’re perfect for me.

Am I perfect for you? Martin forced himself to consider their time together objectively. Even without my feelings for Chuck hanging over us, I don’t have the best track record when it comes to stable relationships.
On the flip side, we’ve only been dating for a few months and you always seem pleased to spend time with me. But you’re so much smarter than I am, and when you talk about your work, my eyes glaze over. You might be willing to wait for me now, but the Zenith mission won’t last long. What will you do when I get back? Eventually, you’ll figure out that I’m a step down for you, and you’ll lose interest. He chuckled to himself. Trust me to fall for another engineer.

He stiffened in surprise, his internal monologue abruptly falling silent. Now wait just one damn minute. In his mind, he backed up to review his last thought. Is that true? Have I fallen for him?

Suddenly chilled, Martin untangled his limbs from the other man’s and slid his arm out from under Edward’s head. He drew the covers up over his lover and grabbed his own clothes from the floor before retreating to the living room, where he dressed in silence and sat on the couch, his head in his hands. His mind ran through memories of his time with Edward, over and over.

An office fling might be okay, but am I actually thinking of letting this evolve? Seriously? A permanent relationship? Why did it even cross my mind?

Because he makes me happy.

Martin tangled his fingers in his hair and growled. He’s brilliant. He can do so much better.

Can I?

Even if Edward was open to the possibility, he’s too young. He probably wouldn’t want to be tied down.

Maybe. Maybe not. But is that what I want?

What about Charles?

That’s never going to happen, and you know it.

But—

Martin’s ruminations were interrupted by the lights flickering on.

Edward leaned against the doorframe, wearing his glasses and nothing else.

“Sorry, did I wake you?”

Edward shook his head and fixed Martin with an enigmatic stare, his irises obscured by the projected blue lenses of the reading glasses. “No, I usually wake up this early. It gives me time to think. I just set the alarm to remind myself to get out of bed, in case I get too lost in thought.” He stepped forward and sat on the easy chair opposite the couch, completely unselfconscious of his nudity. “It looks like you had some thinking to do as well.” He waited expectantly.

Martin hesitated, noticing the other man’s resigned expression.

Screw this. Stop acting like a teenager. You’re both consenting adults. If you have a question, ask it.

“Where do you think we’re going? You and me, I mean?” he asked.

Edward sighed, leaning back into his chair. “Cold feet already, Marty?”

“No!” Martin said, louder and more abruptly than he had intended. He restrained his sudden panic, forcing himself to soften his tone. “No. Kind of the opposite, really.”

He watched Edward’s eyebrows rise, and then the younger man grinned. “Are you considering something long-term?”

“I…” Martin trailed off, dropped his gaze. “Maybe,” he muttered. “Not interested?”

“Are you joking?” Edward laughed. “I’ve already picked out my tux.”

Martin’s head snapped up. “What?”

“Just kidding.” Edward leaned forward to rest his head on his entwined fingers, his arms braced on his knees. “I like you. In a way, I feel like I’ve known you my whole life, but this little romance is a whole new experience for me. I can’t promise you forever, but I’m open to being with you for a while, to see where we go.”

Martin swallowed, suddenly aware of an uncomfortable film of sweat on his palms. He wiped them on his pant legs and tried not to acknowledge Edward’s growing arousal. Even as his heartbeat quickened and he responded to the invitation in his lover’s smile, his mind refused to forgo its doubts. “Are you sure? We’re very different people, Eddie. We might not last.”

Edward shrugged. “Try me.” He got to his feet and walked back to the bedroom. “We’ve still got an hour. Come back to bed.” He grinned at Martin over his shoulder. “Lose the pants.”

Martin watched him go, then got to his feet and pulled his shirt over his head.

A sharp musical tone interrupted him. “Passenger Martin Atkins, please acknowledge.”

He blinked and looked around for the source.

The tone sounded again. “Passenger Martin Atkins, please acknowledge.”

He shook his head to clear it, and the room and everything in it flashed white and faded away.

  *

Martin woke when the alert tone sounded for a third time. “I’m awake,” he said, before the ship’s computer could call his name again. “What is it?”

“We have initiated our descent into Eurozone airspace. All passengers are required to secure their safety harnesses for landing.”

“Right.” Martin reached for the restraints. “How long before we land?”

“We shall arrive at the Paris Astroport in approximately seven minutes.”

Martin buckled the straps. “And then the fun will really start,” he muttered.

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

Martin waved his hand. “Nothing. Just an idle comment.”

“Very good, sir. We will arrive momentarily. Local time is 23:52 hrs.”

Martin nodded.

I’ll use my key to crash on Jake’s couch, and then the two of us will need to have a long talk in the morning. He tamped down his misgivings. This isn’t going to go well.

 
 






CHAPTER 5

 

Paris, Eurozone, Earth

“You want to do what?” screamed Jacob.

“I want to take Thomas with me to Alpha Centauri.” Martin leaned back against the wall, calmly awaiting the firestorm.

He wasn’t disappointed.

His brother leapt to his feet and stomped around the breakfast table, fists clenched. Marching right into Martin’s personal space, he glared at him from two inches away. “You bastard. You know what this will mean for me. What are you up to, Janus?”

“Nothing.” Martin shrugged. “He was a capable Second Officer, and he’s maintained his security skills in the private sector. And I trust his judgment. I’ll need people like him to safeguard the mission, in case anyone tries to sabotage it again. I’m sure he’ll give me a fair hearing when I ask him.”

“Of course he will,” growled Jacob. “You’re his captain. He’ll follow you through fire. That’s not the point.”

“Then what is the point?”

Jacob threw up his hands and stormed back to the table. He sagged into his seat and put his head in his hands. “You’re really going to take him away from me?” he groaned.

Martin pulled up a chair and sat next to his brother. “You never staked a claim, brother. Maybe now’s your chance.”

Jacob lifted his face to meet Martin’s gaze. “Even if it is, he’ll be gone for up to a decade. Even if we start something in the time we have left, why would he be interested in keeping it going over a ten-year separation?”

Martin took a deep breath. “I have a plan.”

“I’m listening,” Jacob said, his voice heavy with suspicion.

“This is classified information. No one can know what I’m about to tell you but Thomas, if you choose to tell him.”

“I’m still listening,” said Jacob, through clenched teeth.

“Since Gifford’s last attack, I’ve been putting together an elite covert operations team to monitor and deal with time travel events.”

Jacob snorted. “I figured you and the Admiral weren’t just sitting on your hands all this time.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “So where do I come in?”

“We have the muscle and the science to do the job, but we need strategy. You were always better at long-term planning than I was. I want you to take over in my absence.”

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “I’m not military.”

“No, but you’re law enforcement, and we can use another perspective. Also, you’re already in the loop about Gifford and the threat time travel poses. Sooner or later, they would have wanted you to be co-opted somehow anyway, to ensure it remains secret.”

“Ah.” Jacob nodded. “I’m a potential leak. So, if I join the team voluntarily…”

“You’re in the clear. This is the best way I can think of to protect you while I’m gone.”

Jake tapped his fingers on the table as he considered the offer. “How does this help me with Thomas?”

Martin grinned. “Remember your midnight meeting with O’Dare in the park?”

“I gave him one of Gifford’s derelict foldspace manipulators. Have they been able to reverse-engineer the technology already?”

“Yes. We have a ship in production, but it won’t be ready for flight testing before next spring—earlier if we can bring Starfire on board to troubleshoot the Astrogation package. Once the Mercury is up and running, you’ll be able to maintain communications with the Azimuth project. You could even visit in person, if you like.” Martin smiled. “I’m sure Thomas wouldn’t object. Don’t tell me you can’t handle six months away from him.”

“It’s better than ten years, I suppose.” Jacob sighed. “We’ll have to shut down the company, though. The two of us are fairly involved in the nuts and bolts of operating the business. It could probably continue with one of us absent, but not both.”

Martin shook his head. “It would be better for everyone if you stayed right where you are. You’re undercover now, so you need to maintain your public activities.”

“I can’t be part of military intelligence and still take on security projects for corporate clients. It’s a conflict of interest.”

“Not necessarily. The aims of my group are narrowly defined. Unless your clients are somehow involved with time-travel technology, there’s no conflict.”

Jacob grinned. “And what if they are? Hypothetically.”

“Then, hypothetically, you’d be expected to help us eliminate or contain them.”

Jacob’s smile drained away, and he studied his brother critically. “You’re serious, aren’t you? Are you that committed to the cause, or do you have a personal score to settle with Gifford?”

“Yes, to all three,” Martin said coldly.

“Marty, if things are that black and white…” Jacob hesitated.

“Go ahead, Janus. Ask.”

“If everything to do with time travel is supposed to be eliminated or contained, what happens if Edward comes back for you?”

Martin didn’t flinch. “If he’s smart, he won’t come back.”

“And if he does?”

Martin finally looked away. “He helped us before against Gifford. The others might cut him enough slack to let him turn around and go home.”

“What if they don’t?” Jacob gently turned his brother’s face back toward him. “I know you. I’m sure you’ve already set up standing orders. What are they?”

Martin’s expression grew bleak. “If he won’t leave, he gets a choice: a prison cell or a bullet.”

 
 






CHAPTER 6

 

Sky City Restaurant, Seattle, Amerizone, Earth

Charles checked his watch again. She’s never late. What’s keeping her?

He took a sip of his water and stared at the waters of Puget Sound, painted bright ochre in the light of the setting sun.

Maybe she had to deal with some last minute crisis. There’s no need to panic. He slumped in his seat, trying not to fret. I should have asked her to take the day off rather than worrying about spoiling the surprise. He sighed and glanced back at the elevator for what seemed like the hundredth time. Then he straightened and watched her walking toward him, her expensive suit clinging to her body as she moved. Some days, Charles was fooled into thinking Jennifer completely unconscious of her own beauty, but then she would suddenly change her dress and carriage to take full advantage of it and leave him breathless.

Returning her grin, Charles stood to take her hand. “I see you found the place.”

She shrugged as they sat down. “The Space Needle isn’t so old that it’s completely out of the public eye. There are more spectacular views of the city, but this one is still a classic.” She gazed out over the Waterfront. “Though I admit I haven’t actually eaten here before. All those years coming here on Starfire business and I never stopped to see what the city had to offer.”

Charles covered her hand with his. “You’ve been working to make Henry Bradford’s dreams a reality for a long time. I’ve been here for less than a year, and I already know that’s like riding sidesaddle on a comet. Maybe you need to pull back a little and take some time for yourself.”

She smiled wistfully. “Tempting—if there wasn’t so much to do. Being on the Board of Directors wouldn’t be much of a burden if I was involved purely in administration, but trying to do it while staying up-to-date with scientific research just seems too much sometimes.”

“I’m amazed you can fit it all in, not to mention having a personal life at the same time.”

“Afraid of being sidelined?” She cocked her head and grinned. “Don’t worry, love. For you, I will always make time.”

Charles gave her hand a final squeeze and then let go to tap the menu button in the center of the table. A holographic display of available meals scrolled across the air between them. “For now, let’s just relax and have a bite. My treat.”

They tapped their selections in the floating display and dismissed the menu. A waiter approached to pour the wine they had ordered, which Jennifer tasted with approval.

“So did the meeting run long?” asked Charles. “I was surprised you showed up late.”

Jennifer sipped her wine and turned to gaze out the windows at the darkening sky. “Yes. The meeting turned ugly. There was more argument than usual. Henry has made some decisions about the future of the project, and it raised some hackles with the Board.”

“Is it something you can talk about?”

“I can, but I probably shouldn’t, especially with you.” She sighed. “It’s about your friend, Captain Atkins.”

“What do you mean?” Charles frowned and leaned forward.

“Did you know he agreed to reprise his role as captain for the Azimuth mission?”

Charles blinked in surprise, and then smiled. “No, he hadn’t told me. But I did give him a push in that direction recently.”

“Well, you must have made an impression, because he accepted the job yesterday. As part of the deal, he also submitted some personnel changes to the mission roster.”

“Changes?” Charles sat up straight. “The mission roster has been fixed for months, and we’re less than six weeks from launch. What kind of changes?”

“An additional twenty slots in the security team, to be filled by military personnel.” Her scowl was cast in lurid high relief by the last light of the sun as it slipped below the horizon. “That decision was met with some … shall we say … significant resistance.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet they were pretty pissed off. Twenty slots. Jesus. That’s more than double the original security complement. Where are we going to put them?”

“The Azimuth has enough redundancy in the life-support matrix to be able to absorb the extra crew, but there isn’t enough cabin space to house them. We’ll need to modify one of the cargo bays into a barracks, which would impact the mission parameters because all of that cargo space is already allocated, or put a significant number of flight crew into cryogenic stasis, which means bumping some of the original roster of sleepers off the mission entirely.”

“Putting aside the hostility toward a military presence on the mission, most of the designated sleepers have been training for this mission for the past three years,” grumbled Charles. “I’ll bet the mission leaders had some choice words to say about that.”

“They did. At length. Henry was adamant the change was necessary.” She stared at him, eyes narrowed. “I don’t suppose you know why Atkins feels the need for increased security? I mean, we’ll be alone out there. The only people they’ll need to police is the flight crew.”

“Not necessarily.” Charles hesitated. God damn the whole cover story. “There’s still the sabotage we encountered.” That should be suitably vague.

“Soldiers aren’t going to help against bombs!” she argued.

“But whoever built them might still be around. There’s no telling whether we’ll run into a situation where combat will be necessary.” He shrugged. “I’m sure Marty is just being cautious. He doesn’t want to be caught flat-footed this time.”

Jennifer’s expression softened. “Yes. I suppose his tenure on the project has some bitter memories, given the damage inflicted by the saboteurs.” She took a deep breath. “He and Edward were involved, weren’t they?”

“Yes.” Charles raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t know?”

“I suspected, given the way Stella had me update him on Edward’s condition. Then all three of them dropped out of sight. There seemed no point in inquiring further just to satisfy my curiosity.” She sighed. “Edward’s death must have been hard on him.”

“Yeah,” Charles murmured as the waiter returned with their appetizers. They were both silent as the first course was set before them. After the waiter retreated, Charles hesitated before speaking again. “It makes you appreciate how finite we are.”

“Nothing lasts forever,” she replied absently, picking up her fork. “We have only a certain amount of time allotted to us. It’s up to each of us to ensure it isn’t wasted.”

Charles swallowed hard and pulled a small velvet box from his coat pocket. “I agree,” he said, placing it on the table between them.

Jennifer stared at the box. Then her gaze lifted to his. “What is this?”

“Open it.”

She reached out slowly and prized open the lid. A delicate platinum band surmounted by an oval-cut diamond in a nest of smaller emeralds sparkled from inside. “Oh, Charles…”

“Jen, this last year has been one of the happiest of my life,” said Charles. “You’re right. We only have a certain amount of time. Will you spend the rest of it with me?”

She took a deep breath, not meeting his gaze. “Before I answer, there’s something I have to ask. Something else there seemed no point inquiring about just to satisfy my curiosity. But now I need to know.”

Charles stared at her. “You can ask me anything.”

“Charles, tell me about you and Martin.”

“What do you mean?”

“The two of you were so close when we first met, and the way he looked at you when you weren’t paying attention … well, I thought maybe you were something more than friends. Then, after the Zenith mission, you didn’t seem that close anymore. And when Martin went back to the military, you didn’t follow him but stayed with Starfire instead. I always thought something happened out there, something that came between you. But it wasn’t any of my business, so I never asked.” She ran one fingertip along the engraved scrollwork of the engagement ring. “Now it is my business, and I need to know.”

Charles leaned back in his chair to order his thoughts. “If it mattered to you, then you should have asked. You never have to hold back with me.”

“I didn’t know how best to ask. You’ve always been protective of him.”

“He loved me,” Charles told her in a quiet voice, eyes lowered. “But he loved Edward, too. After Edward was shot, he seemed to close up on himself. He wouldn’t let me comfort him. Eventually, he just walked away. Until the dedication ceremony, I hadn’t spoken to him in almost half a year.”

“Did you love him back?”

“I did.” His voice was barely audible. “But we never pursued it because I didn’t want to screw up our friendship. He respected my wishes.” He lifted his gaze to meet hers directly. “Then I met you.”

Jennifer watched him with an unreadable expression. “We’re going to be in close quarters with him for a long time. Do you think you’ll repair your friendship?”

“We will. But we won’t be what we were.” He reached out to take her hand. “Are you afraid I’m going to cheat on you?”

“No. You’re too honorable.” She sighed and squeezed his fingers. “But I don’t want to say yes if it means you’ll regret it later.”

He traced the bones of her hand with his thumb. “I have no regrets. Marty will always be special to me. But he’s not the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

Jennifer’s gaze dropped to the ring again. “Will you put it on me?”

Charles let go of her hand and pulled the ring free from the box to gently slip it onto her ring finger. “Is that a yes?”

She smiled at him. “Yes.”

 
 
 
 






CHAPTER 7

 

Paris, Eurozone, Earth

“Captain, I appreciate the offer,” said Thomas. “But I’m sure there are younger officers who would be proud to serve with you.”

Martin shrugged. “I’m sure there are. But I’m not asking them. I’m asking you.”

“Why?” Thomas cocked his head. “My skills aren’t particularly unique.”

“Because you’ve proven you can handle yourself in action. Believe me, that’s not as common as you might think.” Martin pulled up a chair and sat across from him. “Also, you know the threat posed by Gifford and others like him. I’ve been crafting a select group of scientists and soldiers whose job it will be to identify time-travel events and contain or eliminate the incursion, if possible. I would be honored if you joined the team.”

Thomas rubbed the back of his neck. “Captain, you’re asking for a ten-year commitment. That’s a long time, no matter how you slice it.”

“Not necessarily.” Martin leaned forward. “Look, I’ll cut you a deal. We hope to have a relief ship prepped and ready to support the Azimuth mission by next year. Come with me for a year. If you decide the isolation is too much, I won’t oppose releasing you from your contract to remain with the Azimuth.” He hesitated. “Let me be honest with you, Thomas. My superiors are concerned about the risks of allowing the information we have collected on time travel to remain in civilian hands. If you sign on to the mission, it would go a long way to proving you’re not a security risk.”

Thomas smiled ruefully. “So, if I say no, I might need to be contained or eliminated as well?”

“It shouldn’t come to that,” answered Martin in a quiet voice.

“But you can’t give me a guarantee I’ll be left alone, can you?”

Martin shook his head. “No. I can’t.”

Thomas sighed. “Captain, forgive me for saying so, but I think you’re walking a very thin line. Is it really worth it?”

“It was my ship they came after. That makes it my responsibility to act on behalf of the men and women who died.”

“I can understand why you feel it’s your duty to take this on.” Thomas chose his words with deliberate care. “But I can’t say I admire what it’s forcing you to become.”

Martin got back to his feet and turned to face the window, looking out over the Paris skyline. “It’s my job.”

“Is that enough?”

“Yes.” Martin clenched his fists at his sides. “It has to be.”

Thomas got to his feet as well. “Very well. I accept, if only because Jake would have my hide if I let something happen to you.”

Martin glanced back at him with a smile. “Maybe so. He was very upset when I told him I intended to ask you to join the crew. Is there something between the two of you that I should know about?”

Thomas looked away. “Not really.”

“Is there ever going to be?”

Thomas swung his head back to meet Martin’s frank gaze. “I don’t know.”

“Off the record? You know he wants you.”

Thomas chuckled. “Yes, I do. I’m just not sure I can give him what he wants.”

“Because he’s a man.”

Thomas took a deep breath and let it out again. “Honestly? No. I’ve had a long time to adjust to the idea of being in a physical relationship with him. He’s given me plenty of space to think about it, which I appreciate.”

“But?” Martin prompted, genuinely surprised at his answer.

“He’s become my closest friend,” Thomas murmured. “I don’t know if I want to jeopardize that.” He gave Martin a pointed look. “You know what that’s like.”

Martin blinked. “How do you know about that?”

“Jake told me.” He shrugged. “But I already suspected.”

“Yes, I do know what that’s like, and regret dogs my heels every step of every day. It’s not a choice I would recommend.”

“For now, it’s the best I can do.”

Martin was about to answer when his wristcomp let out a persistent tone. “Just a second.” He checked the readout on the screen and tapped a command on the interface. “Hey, Chuck. You haven’t called me on our private channel in months. Something wrong?”

“No,” answered Charles. “Something is finally, and completely, right.”

“You asked her?” Thomas grinned.

“Knox, is that you? Yup. And she said yes!” Charles laughed. “So, I guess I need a best man, after all.”

“That’s great, Chuck!” Martin grinned as well, shaking off his earlier melancholy. “Just tell me where and when, and I’ll be there.”

“Oh, I wasn’t asking you, Marty. Thomas, would you be interested in the job?”

Thomas stared at Martin, who seemed positively thunderstruck at the dismissal. “Uh, me?”

“Absolutely. After all, I can’t ask Marty to stand next to me and to perform the ceremony at the same time, can I?”

Martin recovered his voice. “Wait. What?”

“We decided to set a date for early next year, which puts us well into the Azimuth mission. I heard you’re going to be captain, so you have the right to perform the ceremony. I spoke to Jen, and she’s all for it. So, what do you say?”

Martin exhaled sharply. “I would be honored.”

“Thomas, you up for it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then it’s settled. Oh, and Marty, congratulations on getting your old job back. Well, must dash. There’s a bunch of people I have to call and tell, but you two were at the top of my list.”

Martin laughed. “Take care. I’m happy for you.”

“Yeah,” said Charles, in a more somber tone. “I know you are.”

Another soft tone sounded to indicate Charles had disconnected. Martin stared at the wristcomp for a long moment before turning to face Thomas again, his expression unreadable. “Remember what I said about regret, Thomas. Eventually, it might be all you have left.”

  *

Trevor Sutton chewed on the stylus of his tablet computer as he worked through a particularly thorny series of equations. There has to be a reason we can’t maintain communications over such a long distance. Maybe if we modulate the carrier beam somehow to counteract the spatial disturbance? He considered the project notes again.

Edward got further than anyone at cracking the problem, but even he admitted there was probably no solution. He gritted his teeth at the thought of Edward, remembering his last sight of the young engineer being wheeled into the Starfire infirmary with third-and fourth-degree burns from pulse-weapon fire.

He was a good kid. So much potential wasted.

Henry had been close-mouthed about the circumstances of the attack on the Zenith, only saying the ship had been infiltrated by saboteurs intent on destroying the foldspace drive. Trevor snorted. Typical human response to a bold step forward in technology: to either contain or destroy it. And not only human. Whoever left the minefield at Alpha Centauri wasn’t exactly welcoming visitors with open arms.

Henry hadn’t exactly been forthcoming about that either, but Trevor’s security clearance had enabled him to review many of the partially redacted records from the Zenith mission. The remainder were classified—accessible only to Henry and the upper echelons of Starfire Security—but Trevor had the skills to hack into some that he was never supposed to see.

His musings were interrupted by the chime of the doorbell. He set down his computer and turned off the music. Beethoven’s fifth was good for focusing the mind, but it tended to surprise visitors.

He headed downstairs, checking the front door monitor from his wristcomp.

Jennifer. Hmm. She usually calls first.

He reached the entrance and opened the door. “Hi, Jen. What’s up?”

She smiled. “I have a bit of news. Can I come in?”

“Of course.” He stepped aside. “You’re always welcome.”

Jennifer walked past him and took a seat on the living room couch. Trevor closed the door and chose the easy chair opposite.

They sat in silence for a few moments, until Trevor sighed. “Congratulations.”

She blinked, taken aback. “What?”

“The ring you’re fidgeting with. Congratulations.” He sat back in his chair and put his feet up. “Couldn’t figure out how to tell me?”

“Something like that.” She glanced at the engagement ring. “He asked me yesterday, in Seattle. You were the first person I wanted to tell.”

Trevor smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate the thought.”

“Will you give me away?”

“What?” He tried to stop his eyebrows shooting up.

“Traditionally, it should be my father, but he’s gone. You and Henry are my closest male friends.” She leaned across to put her hand on his shoulder. “It would mean a lot to me if you would be part of my wedding.”

Trevor’s ears roared with the pounding of his pulse. Don’t say it, whispered the part of his mind that maintained a modicum of good sense.

“You understand there’d be a double meaning to my giving you away?”

Great. Christ, man, why don’t you ever listen to me?

He studied her expression, ignoring his conscience while he awaited her response.

Jennifer took a deep, fortifying breath and nodded. “I know. That’s why I’m asking.”

They stared at each other, both doing their best to reveal nothing of their inner turmoil.

Then Trevor eased the footrest of his chair back down, and got to his feet. “I’d be honored.”

She stood as well. “Thank you, Trev.”

“Have you set a date?”

“Valentine’s Day.”

He grinned. “Clever. At least he’ll be more likely to remember your anniversaries.” Trevor furrowed his brow. “You’re going to get married on the Azimuth? Who’s going to perform the ceremony? I don’t know if we have anyone on the roster for chaplain’s services.”

“Martin Atkins. Charles asked him yesterday.”

Trevor’s eyes narrowed. “Why him?”

“Honestly? For the same reason I asked you.”

“Ah. I wondered about those two.” He hesitated. “You don’t have a problem with that? We’re going to be cooped up on the Azimuth with him for almost a decade.”

She looked away. “Charles says it’s over between them.”

“And you believe him? Ten years is a long time.”

“Charles promised me he had no regrets. I trust his word.”

Trevor nodded. “You know I’m only asking because I want you to be happy, right? Not because I have any ulterior motives.”

She smiled, patting his arm. “I know. You’d never root for us to fail. You’re not that petty.”

Trevor laughed as he walked her back to the door. “I wish the two of you all the best. That’s the truth.”

He locked the door behind her and wandered back to his study. Unable to concentrate on the equations he’d been working on, he stared at them sightlessly.

You’re wrong, Jen. I’m exactly that petty.

His conscience hissed in his mind: Are you really hoping their marriage fails, on the off chance she might fall into your arms on the rebound? Seriously?

Trevor banished the derisive voice.

A lot can happen in ten years. So many things can change.

He focused on the tablet and forced the esoteric symbols to resolve into coherence.

I’ll be there. And I’ll be ready.

 






CHAPTER 8

 

Confederation Navy High Command, Fort Kepler, Lunar Orbit

Thomas stared at the heavily armed space station through the windows of the transport as it swung around to make its final approach.

“Home again, home again, jiggity-jig.” Jacob tapped the window, pointing to the station.

Thomas turned back to look at Martin, seated behind them. “This is really where you two were born?”

“Yeah. Mom was stationed here when Dad came through to work on one of NavHiCom’s pet construction projects,” Martin answered for his twin. “The station was built almost a century ago. There’s been plenty of structural expansions and renovations since.”

“Impressive,” agreed Thomas. “But why an orbital fortress? Who were they thinking of fighting?”

“The Confederation Navy wanted a staging platform for an offensive against lunar targets if necessary. After the expansion into the asteroid belt, once the lunar facilities became less strategically important, it was considered an anachronism. Sometime around 2125—I forget the exact date—the Brass decided to relocate near-space command there, mostly as a budgetary measure to preserve the station’s funding. It wasn’t until 2153 that it served any purpose other than administrative.”

“What happened in 2153?” asked Thomas, immediately feeling Jacob tense next to him. Martin’s expression grew bleak.

“Oh, crap. Sorry, guys. It was Janus Station, wasn’t it?”

Martin nodded. “After the spaceport was destroyed, it was clear that internal threats to the space traffic infrastructure still existed. The potential loss of life for even a single disaster could be catastrophic. Following the incident, Fort Kepler became the focal point of a new wave of space militarization.”

“A ‘wave’ is a good word for it.” Jacob’s tone was sharp. “You certainly got swept away.”

Martin frowned at his brother. “Are you still bitter I enlisted?”

“I didn’t mind that you followed in Mom’s footsteps. It’s your reason that pissed me off. It still does.”

“What was the reason?” Thomas asked, glancing back and forth between them.

Martin turned away from his twin to face Thomas directly. “Revenge,” he said, without emphasis. “I was young and angry. Joining the navy made me feel I was doing something to get back at the people who killed my parents.”

“The people who killed our parents died right next to them.” Jacob shot his brother an accusatory glare. “Within two years, the rest of them were tried and executed. There was no reason to carry a grudge for the rest of your life, let alone turn it into a career.”

Martin smiled at his twin, but it lacked warmth. “So, why did you become a cop, again?”

“That’s different.” Jacob spun back to the window.

Martin snorted. “Of course it is.”

Thomas hesitated; then, feeling the weight of Martin’s pointed gaze, reached out to squeeze Jacob’s shoulder. Jacob briefly reciprocated, laying his hand over Tom’s for a moment, although he continued to look away.

Martin watched, his expression unreadable.

“How did the two of you survive the bombing?”

“Chickenpox,” Martin answered. “We were both allergic to the vaccine, so we didn’t have any immunity. They put us in quarantine with a couple of other kids who came down with it. Mom didn’t want to leave us, but she also wanted to be there for our father when they cut the ribbon on the spaceport.”

“Dad’s crowning achievement,” Jacob stated, still staring out the window. “The culmination of two years of construction in hard vacuum. We were constantly monitored by the station’s medical staff, so she decided to attend the dedication ceremony. She was only supposed to be gone for six or seven hours. The last time we spoke to her was through an intercom while she waved through the glass.”

“Good-bye, boys,” Martin mumbled. “Take care of each other while I’m gone.” He watched silently as Jacob finally turned to him. “And we did.”

“Yes, we did. Until the day you went away.” Jacob raised a hand, cutting off Martin before he could protest. “I know. Look, I’m sorry I snapped at you. I had no right. We were both adults. I should have known we’d have to live separate lives eventually. But I was so afraid when you left. Every time you came home on leave, I wondered if it would be the last time I’d ever see you. Then you joined Starfire, and I watched your ship vanish without a trace.”

“And now I’m leaving again?”

“It’s not the same,” Jacob replied. “At least this time, I’ll know where you are.” He glanced at Thomas. “Where both of you are.”

“Seven months at most,” Martin said in a subdued voice. “Then you can come to us.”

“Assuming we can get the Admiral on board with the idea,” said Jacob.

The transport shuddered as it settled onto its landing cradle, and a series of musical tones indicated their arrival.

“Yes.” Martin unlocked his safety harness as gravity reasserted itself. “Assuming that.”

“What if he says no?” asked Thomas, getting to his feet.

“I won’t leave you behind, Jake,” Martin said. “Not for a decade. If it comes down to it, I’ll resign after a year, once the project is established.”

“You’d do that?”

“If necessary.” Martin nodded. “But I don’t think it will come to that.”

“Well, I guess we better go find out, then,” answered Jacob.

Martin led them to the access ramp at the rear of the transport, stopping when he saw the armed platoon of marines that waited.

The leader saluted. “Captain Atkins, Admiral O’Dare requests your party report to him in conference room A31 on level three immediately.”

Martin returned the salute. “Thank you, Lieutenant. I think we can find our own way.”

The marines didn’t budge. “The Admiral asked that we escort you there, Captain. I’m sure you understand.”

Martin looked like he had bitten into something sour. “Yes, Lieutenant. In fact, I do understand.”

“If you will come with me, sir?”

“Home, sweet home.” Jacob chuckled softly as they walked down the ramp to stand on the deck and their escort fell into formation around them. “How I missed you.”

 






CHAPTER 9

 

The military escort led them to the conference room and took up station on either side of the door as Martin, Jacob and Knox stepped inside.

Admiral O’Dare paced before the window, overlooking the lunar surface far below. “Close the door.”

Martin closed and locked it. He waited until the Admiral turned, and then saluted. “Admiral.”

O’Dare gave him a harsh, measured stare and then saluted in return. “Sit down, Captain.” He glanced at Jacob and Thomas. “The two of you as well, please.”

He remained standing as the three men took their seats. “I just received a very interesting communication from Henry Bradford at the Starfire Technology Group. He informed me of the terms you set for resumption of detached duty as captain of the CSS Azimuth.”

Martin nodded. “Yes, sir. Subject to your approval, of course.”

The Admiral scowled. “Dr. Bradford didn’t mention the need for my approval. He seemed to think it was a done deal.”

Martin shrugged. “I don’t know how he got that impression, sir. Obviously, I couldn’t agree to a ten-year civilian assignment while still on active duty.”

“That’s right, Captain.” The Admiral leaned forward to brace his arms against the table, not breaking eye contact. “You can’t. So explain to me why I should approve this … request?”

“Dr. Bradford correctly pointed out that we have no guarantee time travelers won’t target the Azimuth mission once it leaves the solar system,” Martin explained. “We already know Gifford has made several attempts to destroy the ship. Given the mission’s significance to human development, I felt it would be of critical importance to have a military presence attached, in case the ship or the future colony was attacked again. Dr. Bradford agreed to my suggestion—if I accepted command. As the military detachment will require a commander familiar with issues relating to time travel, I agreed to his terms.”

The Admiral nodded. “All very reasonable, Captain. However, you neglected to mention that he offered you a controlling interest in the Starfire Technology Group upon your return. Given the strategic importance of foldspace drive, do you not feel such an offer presents a conflict of interest?”

Martin opened his mouth, then closed it again, uncertain for the first time. “No, sir. At the time, I felt it would help our tactical position to exert a measure of control over the technology. I’m afraid I don’t see the conflict, sir.”

O’Dare’s eyes narrowed. “Your prior relationship with Starfire presents the conflict, Captain. You are an active-duty officer who cut a deal to command a civilian vessel in return for major compensation. It might be said you are shirking your military duties to personally enrich yourself.”

Martin felt his face redden, but he said nothing.

“Of course, that interpretation doesn’t take into account the extraordinary threat we face,” continued the Admiral. “Without that information, there is no apparent justification for your actions. My approval of the deal might appear as if you exerted undue influence on me, possibly based on your celebrity following the Zenith mission.”

Martin swallowed. “I hadn’t considered that aspect, sir. I suppose it could be misinterpreted that way, without the necessary intelligence.”

“High Command, however, does have that intelligence, so there would be no official reprimand,” said the Admiral. “However, you should understand that this deal will have repercussions for you personally and will create public perception of favoritism in the ranks. Do you have any doubts that the time-travel threat is sufficient to justify giving the military a black eye over it?”

This time Martin didn’t hesitate. “No, sir. None at all.”

The Admiral sighed. “I tend to agree. Very well, Captain. I will approve your request, but it’s not going to make me popular with the Admiralty. You should be prepared for members of the service to question your loyalties.”

“I can take the heat, sir.”

“Yes, I’m sure you can.” The Admiral took a seat at the conference table. “Now, there is the question of who will assume your military duties.” He glanced at the other two men. “Mr. Atkins and Mr. Knox, Captain Atkins informs me you have elected to join our little band. I was surprised that he decided to recruit beyond the ranks of the military, but I can’t argue the fact that you both have skills that would be useful.”

“And it would guarantee that we keep our mouths shut,” Jacob said, adding, “Sir,” only after Martin threw him an exasperated frown.

The Admiral’s smile was thin-lipped. “I will admit that your silence has been raised as a security concern, Mr. Atkins.”

“Sir,” interrupted Martin, before Jacob could respond. “I would like my brother to take command of the unit.”

“Now that would be most irregular.” The Admiral leaned back in his chair, his expression broadening expectantly. “I assume you have a reason?”

“Yes, sir. The time-travel threat is bigger than the Navy. We will have to reach out to other branches of the military at some point, as well as law enforcement, in order to maintain effective surveillance. Jacob has been with civilian law enforcement almost as long as I’ve been with the Navy. His perspective will be invaluable in integrating those branches.”

The Admiral’s nostrils flared slightly. “He doesn’t need to be in command to provide that perspective, Captain.”

“Sir, with respect, the unit operates as much by key officer confidence as by military discipline. They trust me, and I trust them. But command of the project must have a moral compass, or it could easily spiral out of control. Jacob is the only one I trust to lead them in my absence.”

Admiral O’Dare studied Martin with a critical eye. Then he turned to Knox. “Mr. Knox, the last time we met, you had to weigh in to prevent Mr. Atkins from overstepping his bounds. Given that, do you agree with Captain Atkins’s assessment of his brother’s command abilities?”

Knox raised his head. “Yes, sir. I do.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t have gone into business with Jake if he wasn’t one of the most honorable men I know.”

The Admiral chuckled. “This decision won’t win me any popularity contests either, gentlemen. Very well, Captain, I agree to your recommendations.”

Martin nodded. “Thank you, sir. I have asked Mr. Knox to rejoin the crew of the Azimuth as my First Officer, and liaison to the military detail that will accompany the mission. I would like him to remain here to meet the members of the team and be trained on our protocols and procedures before starting his orientation with the Starfire crew. I will introduce Jacob to the remaining troops, but I would like him to return to Earth, rather than staying.”

“For what reason?”

“He needs to be visible in the community, to maintain his status as a covert asset. He can make command decisions by telepresence.”

Admiral O’Dare considered for a moment. “Mr. Atkins, given your importance to the unit, it will be necessary for you to have a few team members in physical proximity to act as your staff and relay your orders.”

Jacob took a deep breath. “If they have skills I can legitimately use, I would be happy to provide them with employment at my firm on detached duty.”

The Admiral laughed out loud. “On balance, I think that would be the least disruptive order I’m going to have to give to make this work.” He stood, pushing back his chair. “Well, then, our business appears to be concluded. Gentlemen, let me be the first to officially welcome you to Project Hourglass.”

 
 






CHAPTER 10

 

Thomas slowly unpacked his duffel bag into the footlocker next to his bunk of dull gray steel. Not being part of the regular crew complement of the station, he had no assigned duties, and so was left to get used to the sparsely furnished barracks.

Not the flashiest accommodations. Ah, well. I’ll always have Paris.

A rap on the doorframe made him look up, and he grinned when he saw Jacob. “Jake. Finished pressing the flesh?”

Jacob shrugged. “More or less. They’re unhappy Marty is leaving them, but they understand his reasons, and they’re all committed to the cause.” He hesitated, glancing around the barracks to be sure they were unobserved, and lowered his voice. “Maybe too committed.”

Thomas’s smile faded. “You think there might be trouble down the road?”

“It’s possible. They’re a fairly small group now, but I think Marty and the Admiral have bigger plans. These kinds of projects tend to have a mind of their own. Sooner or later, I suspect the Hourglass is going to grow beyond the limits they intended. It’ll need firm leadership to keep it in check.”

“Then it’s lucky you’ll be in charge.” Thomas smiled again. “You never let anything get away from you.”

Jacob stepped into the barracks, empty but for the two of them, and strolled forward into the other man’s personal space.

Thomas, his breath stilled, watched him approach until he was close enough to lean up and stroke his knuckles along Tom’s right cheekbone.

“You’re right,” Jacob answered softly. “I never let anything get away from me. Nothing that was truly important, at least.”

Thomas trapped his partner’s hand against his face. “Jake, I think—”

“Tom,” Jacob whispered, leaning close to brush his lips against Tom’s. “Stop talking.”

Thomas fell silent, his eyes wide and locked on Jacob’s.

“All you have to do is say no,” whispered Jacob. He leaned closer, inhaling the musky fragrance of Tom’s cologne. “Say no, and I’ll stop.”

Thomas swallowed, and then licked his lips, saying nothing.

Jacob slipped his hand forward to cup the back of the other man’s head and tangle his hand in Tom’s hair. Then he captured the other man’s lips with his.

Thomas trembled at Jacob’s touch. The electric sensation of his lips nailed Tom’s feet to the floor, feverish with the heat boiling from Jacob’s skin. Suddenly, he wanted—needed—to feel more. He craved that heat. Wrapping his hand around the back of Jacob’s neck to draw them closer, he returned the kiss with frightening intensity, pushing Jacob back until they ran up against the frame of the next bunk.

For almost a year they’d danced around this moment, and now that it was here, Thomas couldn’t get enough. His tongue pried open Jacob’s lips and darted inside, tasting the other man’s mouth, inhaling his breath. He dropped his hand and slid it around Jacob’s waist, pulling them roughly together, thrilling to the sensation of Jacob hardening against him.

Finally, Jacob broke away. Resting his head on Tom’s shoulder and breathing heavily, he murmured, “Don’t take any risks this time. Nothing that would keep you from coming back to me.”

“I won’t.” Thomas embraced Jake tightly, not caring that it made it impossible to hide his full, aching erection. He wanted more than anything to push his partner down on the bed and finish what Jacob had finally started. “I’ll miss you.”

Jacob pulled back without leaving the circle of Tom’s arms. “Damn right, you’ll miss me.” He poked his partner’s chest with his finger. “I mean it, Tom. No minefields, no commando raids, no adventures. Do your job, but stay safe. I want both you and Marty to come back from this mission in one piece. Can you promise me that?”

Thomas leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “You know I can’t.”

“Promise me you’ll try.”

Tugging Jacob close again, Thomas tightened his grip and gently kissed Jake’s familiar lips. “That I can promise.”

Jacob stepped back, his smile predatory. “If I find out you’ve been sleeping with anyone else in the crew, I’ll kill them. Just so you know.”

Thomas chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’re the jealous type.”

“I don’t even share my toys with Marty,” said Jacob. “No one else can have anything of mine that matters.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Thomas said with a grin.

“Are you?”

Tom felt his smile slip a little. “Am I what?”

“Mine?”

Thomas breathed in, attempting to slow his racing heart before it exploded out of his chest. “If you want me.”

Jacob nodded, his expression serious. “I do.”

“Then I’m yours.”

They stared at each other in silence before Jacob dropped his gaze. “Looks like you have a problem there.”

Thomas felt his face flush, but he didn’t try to hide the tent in his pants. “Consider it a compliment.” He tried to laugh it off, but his voice cracked as he turned back to his duffel bag on the narrow bed. “Don’t worry, it’s a problem I can live with … until I see you again.” He hesitated, and looked back tentatively. “Unless you want to do something about it now?”

“Well, aren’t you cocky all of a sudden?” Jacob gave him a crooked grin.

“Anything but, actually.”

Jacob leaned forward and kissed him again. “Tom, I would love to spend the whole day with you, taking my time, but I have to meet Marty at the shuttle bay in twenty minutes.”

Thomas felt his heart thud with equal parts anticipation and apprehension, but he didn’t allow it to show on his face. “Rain check, then?”

“Hell, no.” Jacob smiled wide, revealing his teeth. He pushed the duffel bag carelessly off the bed, ignoring the dull clatter as his partner’s belongings spilled across the metal deck plates. “We’ll just have to be quick about it.”

  *

Jacob watched the space station shrink behind them.

Martin tapped his shoulder. “You’re awfully quiet.”

Jacob just shrugged.

“You’ll see him again soon.”

He continued to watch the station rapidly disappear in the wake of the troop transport. “You’d better take damn good care of him, Janus.”

“I’ll try to keep him safe,” Martin reassured him. “Did you talk to him before we left? You might not get another chance for a while.”

Jacob turned away from the view and favored his brother with the biggest shit-eating grin he could muster.

Martin’s eyes widened. “Holy crap. Don’t tell me you finally grew a pair! And he went for it?”

Jacob shrugged. “What can I say? I’m irresistible.”

“You go right on thinking that, Janus.” Martin laughed. “I’m happy for you.”

“I know you are.” Jacob regarded his brother with affection. “Maybe now you’ll stop pushing me.”

“Not a chance,” Martin replied, his expression mirroring his twin’s.

Jacob dropped his gaze, running his fingers over the soft leather of the armrest, debating whether to say anything more.

He’s been so distant lately. Maybe I’m the one who needs to stop pushing.

“Marty, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but—”

“But?” Martin leaned back in his seat with an expectant frown.

“Maybe it’s time you got on with your life.” Jacob turned back to the screen, now showing a view of the stars with the crescent moon beyond. “Edward might come back someday. He might not. But how long are you going to wait?”

Jacob sighed when he saw Martin’s scowl reflected in the glass. “I’m not suggesting you forget about him, just that you be open to the possibility there might be someone else who’s meant for you. You’ve fallen in love before. Maybe you will again.”

Martin remained silent for so long that Jacob thought he wasn’t going to answer. “What if I don’t want to?”

“Ten years is a long time. A lot can happen in that length of time. Maybe you’ll feel differently later.”

“I’m going to take a nap. Wake me when we hit atmosphere.” Still reflected in the glass, Martin folded his arms and slumped in his seat, trying to get comfortable.

Jacob looked over his shoulder at his twin brother, allowing his concern to bleed into his voice. “Marty. Please. Think about it, okay?”

Martin sighed and closed his eyes. “Maybe.”

Jacob nodded, his gaze returning to the starfield behind them, acknowledging the words, both spoken and unspoken.

Maybe not.

 






PART II: TEMPUS FUGIT
DECEMBER 2202, ITERATION SEVEN

 

If we shadows have offended,
 Think but this, and all is mended,
 That you have but slumbered here
 While these visions did appear.

—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

 






CHAPTER 11

 

Paris, Eurozone, Earth

Edward Sutton followed the directions of his personal electronics until he came to a modest stone building fronted with bronze-tinted armorglass. The virtual display over the door alternated between three embedded messages. De cape et d'épée. Cloak and Dagger. Corporate and Personal Security since 2177.

The glass panels slid aside for him, and he walked through the white marble foyer decorated with gilt accents. At the end of the front room, behind an antique desk of glass and brass, a human-like, high-resolution hologram of a young Asian woman waited, dressed in a pale gray suit.

“Good morning, Dr. Sutton.” She smiled pleasantly at him. “How can I be of service?”

Edward raised an eyebrow. “How did you know who I was?”

The hologram raised her hands before her and lightly tapped her fingertips together. “Although your personal transponder beacon is shut down, your retinas were scanned when you made eye contact with me. That was sufficient for an anonymous identity query, routed through multiple locations across the globe. I assure you that your presence here has not been traced. We simply wish to know exactly who we are dealing with.”

“I guess you must get many shady clients in this business.”

The hologram shrugged. “The philosophy of the Cloak and Dagger team is to reject potential clients with a track record of illegal or unethical activities. Our corporate applicants are carefully reviewed by senior management before they are accepted as partners.”

Edward chuckled. “I image that must limit your clientele somewhat.”

“Not at all. We employ only the most skilled professional agents and investigators. It is in our interests to deploy them in a manner that will maximize their effectiveness, without placing their lives in jeopardy. Our focus on promotion of legitimate business activities has made the Cloak and Dagger Corporation one of the most sought-after security firms in the world, both for our talent pool and for our implied endorsement.”

“Clever,” said Edward. He licked his suddenly dry lips. “If possible, I would like to request a meeting with Thomas Knox and Jacob Atkins.”

“Directors Knox and Atkins are extremely busy individuals. Would you like to make an appointment?”

“Actually, I was hoping to speak to them now.”

“May I inquire as to the nature of your business?”

“My interest is personal … and private.”

“Your privacy will be respected, Dr. Sutton; however, our standard communication protocols require at least a token disclosure of the topic of interest.”

Edward hesitated. In for a penny… “Martin Atkins.”

“Stand by, Dr. Sutton.” The hologram cocked its head, as if listening to a conversation only it could hear. “Director Knox invites you to meet with him in his office on level ten. You may enter when ready.”

Edward stood straight. “I’m ready.”

The lobby disappeared in a flash of white light, and he was standing in a dark, wood-paneled room with burgundy carpet under his feet. At the opposite end of the room, a graying middle-aged man sat behind a desk. He got to his feet, revealing a fit, trim profile despite his age, and shut down the virtual displays as Edward approached.

“Young Mr. Sutton. Sorry, Dr. Sutton,” he said, his lined face softened by a warm expression. “It’s been a long time.”

Edward grinned. “Yes, it has, Captain. I only came back to Sol last week for my sister’s acceptance speech.”

Thomas Knox rolled his eyes. “No one has called me ‘Captain’ for years, son. And congratulations to your sister on her Nobel. Her development of the equations for personal teleport jumps certainly made corporate security a booming business again. It seems as if everyone wants a bodyguard these days.”

“I’ll pass on your regards, sir.” Edward folded his hands behind his back, standing at relaxed attention. “She’s set the bar pretty high. It’ll take some doing for me to knock her off her perch.”

“Ah, yes,” said Knox. “I remember the sibling rivalry. It always drove you both to new heights, trying to outdo each other. I’d suggest the two of you grow out of it and act like adults, but I’m enjoying my new quark computer too much to allow you to slack off.”

Edward blushed and lowered his gaze. “Ah, well, that wasn’t just me, Captain. More than two dozen engineers worked on developing the quark chips. I was just the man in charge.”

“You’re too modest, son. I’ve had money riding on Gravity Well Computing since you opened your doors. It was a smart investment if my dividend reports are anything to go by.”

Edward blinked. “I thought I knew almost all of my early investors personally. I don’t recall ever seeing you at the shareholder’s annual meeting.”

“We generally allow our votes to be cast by proxy.” A shadow crossed Knox’s face. “Jake and I seldom make it out to Chiron.”

Edward tilted his head. “Why not?”

“Bad memories,” replied Knox in a soft voice. “The first time we were there, we buried his brother in the sky.” He stared directly into Edward’s eyes. “Which is apparently the reason you came to see me today.”

Edward swallowed, his mouth dry. “Yes, sir. I … I was hoping you could give me some insight into the circumstances of my father’s death, and the death of Captain Atkins.”

Knox shrugged and sat on the edge of the desk, folding his arms across his chest. “There’s not much to tell. Commander Davenport was returning to the Azimuth from one of our scientific research stations in a cargo shuttle, and Captain Atkins was waiting to meet him in the main hangar. The shuttle was just passing through the atmosphere curtain when it was holed by a stray meteoroid. The detonation killed everyone in the hangar and on board the shuttle. We didn’t expect high-energy kinetic particles of significant size that far from the primary asteroid belt. It was just bad luck.”

Edward listened impassively. “But your investigation recovered the meteoroid from the shuttle wreckage,” he said. “You stated in your report that it was composed of igneous rock laced with aluminum ore, which was not consistent with the composition of the primary asteroid belt. You theorized that while it appeared to be a piece of natural rock, it most likely was not native to the star system and was probably imported from Sol for the express purpose of replacing a standard linear accelerator slug.”

Knox appeared unfazed by Edward’s accusatory tone. “I assume your step-father gave you access to the report. Did you discuss it with him before coming to see me?”

Edward frowned. “What difference does it make?”

“Because you’re quoting the version of my report that went to Henry Bradford, which was only made accessible to the Starfire CEO and the chief of Starfire Security,” Knox said with a grim smile. “That wasn’t the version your step-father read at the time, which came to very different conclusions. I doubt Trevor knew there was a secret version when he took over as CEO, or he would never have let you see it. I suspect you’re the only person who has read the real report in more than twenty years.”

Edward stared at him. “Why hide the truth? The shuttle was deliberately shot down and made to look like it was an accident. Everyone who died that day was murdered!”

“They were casualties of war.” Knox’s voice was cold. “The dead didn’t care anymore how they were remembered, and those of us who still knew the truth understood we couldn’t let the enemy know we hadn’t been deceived. In the end, we had to keep fighting. The truth could never be told. Your father would have understood.”

“My father is dead!” yelled Edward, clenching his fists at his sides. “Do you understand what that did to my mother? What it did to my sister and me, growing up? Now I find out that he was murdered, and you knew all along but said nothing? Tell me why! What was so important that he had to die to keep it secret?”

“The Rampart,” said a quiet voice from behind him.

Edward spun, finally noticing the other man in the room, who was standing at the window. Although roughly the same age as Knox, he was taller and more heavyset. His black hair, cut short, lacked any hint of gray, and his green eyes studied Edward intently. Edward stared back at him, recognizing him immediately as Knox’s husband, Jacob, but his image was suddenly doubled in Edward’s sight, overlaid with a colorless outline of another face, one almost the same but slightly different…

Edward stumbled to his knees, fists pressed to his temples. A dam exploded in his mind, releasing a confused torrent of emotions and impressions, carrying him away. Fragments of memory showered across his awareness, snippets of his own voice from conversations he’d never had.

I thought your eyes were green?

I hate grapefruit.

Can I steal a kiss?

I love you.

I just wish I could promise I’ll remember you.

His eyes snapped open, vision graying out at the edges, making him dizzy with vertigo as the room spun and he vomited on the carpet.

Then he heard another voice in his mind.

A familiar voice.

A voice he had never heard, but knew immediately.

Do you love me, Eddie?

He answered automatically, matched to the words he remembered saying, words from a conversation that had never taken place. “Yes, so much.”

Then remember. And when you do, come back to me.

“Marty…” he said, choking on the bitterness of his own bile.

The world disappeared in a kaleidoscopic whirl of colored lights, every hue of the rainbow and more, until they all merged into a blinding sheet of pure white. Then his awareness dimmed, suddenly silent and still before fading away altogether.

 






CHAPTER 12

 

Edward awoke to darkness. A cool, damp sensation made him reach for his face, and he removed the moistened towel that covered his eyes. Sudden brightness stabbed into his skull and made him flinch.

“How do you feel?”

Squinting into the light, he saw another man seated in a carved wooden chair beside him.

Jacob.

“Like I got hit by a passing comet.” Edward looked around to see that he was lying in a king-sized bed in a large bedroom. Pictures of Jacob and Thomas, singly and together, adorned the dresser next to the bed.

Jacob silently helped Edward sit, and the younger man swung his legs to the floor, his face buried in his hands. “What happened?”

“Mnemonic reintegration trauma,” answered Jacob. “We’ve seen it in some of our test subjects who’ve experienced a significant shift in life history upon temporal bounce-back.” He shrugged. “We’ve never seen anyone suffer an actual seizure before, but then again, none of our travelers were foolish enough to create such a profound scission between iterations.”

“Who is we?”

Jacob got to his feet. “The Hourglass—protecting the world from time travelers since the Zenith returned home.”

“Do you realize how bizarre this conversation sounds?” Edward lifted his head to stare at Jacob. “Time travel. It seems like a dream.”

“But you know it’s real, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” Edward nodded. “I remember building a temporal projector in my last life.” He took a shaky breath. “I remember developing the technology from my sister’s research into foldspace mechanics, and I remember going back to influence the Zenith mission. God, my mom! I watched her die, and I couldn’t do anything. And I knew my dad. I watched him grow old and die, drowning in his regrets.” Edward’s words trailed off in a rush. “An entire lifetime of experiences that I never had. I can hardly remember what parts of it were real.”

“All of it,” Jacob said with a shrug. “Some of it came from a world and a personal history that no longer exists. That doesn’t make it any less real.”

Edward forced himself to focus despite the headache forming behind his eyes. “And I remember him.”

Jacob picked up a black oblong jewelry box from the nightstand and held it out. “He left this for you.”

Edward took the box and lifted the lid. Inside, burgundy silk wrapped a slender object. Pushing aside the cloth, Edward found a silver bar, notched in the center and unadorned except for two crystals embedded in the side at either end. He closed his eyes against a sudden, gut-wrenching burst of sadness. “My glasses. He kept them?”

“It was all he had left to remind him of you. Put them on.”

“I’m not blind anymore. I don’t have the cortical implants to read the sonic map, even if I still needed it.”

“But the holoprojector still works.” Jacob turned away. “He added some modifications, in case he wasn’t able to meet you at this end of your journey.”

Edward watched Jacob’s stiff profile for a moment. This must be hard for him. He lost Marty as well.

Placing the glasses on the bridge of his nose, he then tapped the sensitized contact in the center three times. Immediately, the glowing hologram lenses formed before his irises, and he saw the room through a blue haze. But now there were three occupants, instead of two.

Martin Atkins stood in the center of the room, dressed in his Starfire uniform, his eyes fixed on Edward’s.

He smiled, and then let out a wolf whistle that Edward heard clearly by bone conduction. Then Martin’s face grew more somber. “Eddie, if you’re seeing this message, then I have died before reaching the point in your life where you might have been able to recognize me. Assuming you recovered your memories of that iteration, I wish I were there to greet you personally. Please believe that I cared deeply for you and never stopped hoping we would someday be together again.” He took a deep breath. “Unfortunately, that might no longer be possible if we are successful in our plans. If we can get it to work, the Rampart will prevent any further interference with the timeline. I know I asked you to come back to me, but now I am telling you not to try. The danger of meddling with history is too great.” Martin’s gaze dropped for a moment. When he continued, his voice shook. “I love you, Eddie. I always will. If there turns out to be something after this life, I will try to watch over you from wherever I wind up. Think of me occasionally on cold nights, and pretend I’m there to warm you in my arms.”

Martin’s voice dropped to a whisper, and he stared directly into Edward’s eyes. “I’m sorry it has to be this way. Live a long life, and find someone who can make you happy—the way you made me happy, if only for a little while.” His eyes shone with unshed tears. “Good-bye.”

The recording ended, and the glow of the hologram lenses disappeared. The hazy appearance of the room remained, however, a product of the moisture welling in Edward’s eyes. Carefully, he removed the metal bar from his face and slipped it back into its case for safekeeping. Then, wiping his tears, he faced Jacob, who was still staring out the window.

“Tell me about the Rampart.”

Jacob, watching crowds of pedestrians on the city street below, said, “In simple terms, it’s a continuous gravitic radiation field that alters the shape of local space-time. Three-dimensional jumps remain possible but higher-order interscission events that don’t conform to a very specific set of limiting parameters are interrupted. Practically, it makes it impossible to initiate a temporal jump within the area enclosed by the field, unless you have the proper mathematical keys.”

“A time travel suppression field,” said Edward thoughtfully. He chewed his lip. “It doesn’t seem very useful, though. Just like Dr. Wu’s gravity shield, it would only be able to block someone from jumping out, and then only in a limited area. Anyone from the past or future could still jump into your target space. I don’t see how it would function as an effective defense.”

Jacob spun, revealing a hard expression. “It’s not a defense. It’s an offensive weapon.” He sighed before settling back into his chair, running his fingers over the abstract designs carved into the pale wood. “Did you know the original technology that led to the Internet was developed by a government agency tasked with promoting new technologies that had military potential?”

“Sure.” Edward shrugged. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Who developed the tech behind the Quantum Infosphere?”

“The Confederation Navy, to build a network of quantum entanglement communicators that could keep their ships in contact with fixed bases faster than was possible with electromagnetic communications. But it didn’t work. The Rudnikov spatial distortion effect interrupted the quantum connections across distances large enough for space-time curvature to come into play.”

Jacob grinned. “And how did they beat it?”

“They…” Edward trailed off, trying to think. “They didn’t. Wait, no, they did.” He shook his head, suddenly dizzy again. “I’m confused.”

“There’s a glass of water and an anti-emetic/painkiller combination pill.” He pointed them out on the dresser, next to a framed photograph of a much younger Thomas dressed in the uniform of Starfire Security. “You might want to take it before you think about it anymore.”

Edward picked up the pill and washed it down with half the glass of water. Sitting back on the bed and sipping slowly from the glass, he sifted through his two sets of memories.

“Something changed,” he said finally. “Something big. In my original timeline, we didn’t have real-time interplanetary communications. But this iteration does, and the Infosphere expanded all across the solar system, along the communications relays.”

Jacob nodded in approval. “The relays emit a modified artificial gravity field, which distorts local space-time slightly to counteract the Rudnikov effect.” He tugged the curtains aside to allow Edward to see the Eiffel Tower in the distance, topped with a scintillating beam of violet light that lanced vertically into the sky.

“There’s one of those relays in every major human community throughout three star systems,” Jacob told him. “Operating in concert to flatten space-time in such a way that the interplanetary communications grid remains stable, and all controlled from the central beacons, each of which is located at the heart of the most heavily fortified military installations anywhere in human space.” He smiled. “But that’s not all they do.”

Edward rose slowly to his feet and went to the window. He stared at the violet light of the communications uplink at the top of the historic metal structure.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Edward said. “The Rampart. Rather than trying to build a defense to keep travelers from jumping into this timeline, you built a wall around the world to prevent anyone from jumping out. The relays aren’t meant to expand our reach; they’re there to trap us all inside.” He faced Jacob. “You turned the whole of human civilization into a ship-in-a-bottle while pretending it was our greatest achievement in information management.”

“We didn’t have to pretend,” answered Jacob. “The Infosphere is our greatest achievement. It has allowed humanity to reach heights of scientific and cultural development that would never have been possible without it. But that opportunity came with a price tag.”

“A price we never knew we were paying,” snapped Edward.

“My brother knew,” said Jacob. “Your father knew. They paid with their lives to make sure the enemy didn’t realize our intent in time to prevent us from succeeding.”

“So that’s it, then,” whispered Edward. “For time travel to exist, the relays would have to come down. Civilization would end.”

Jacob shook his head. “That’s not true. We can still generate four-space events if we control for the specific inhibitory waveform. The parameters of that waveform are a closely guarded secret, but the need for secrecy was largely academic until recently.”

“Why?”

“Because while we can create the events, we can’t control them. The technology simply didn’t exist to crunch the numbers necessary to direct the interscission events to a specific temporal target.” He chuckled. “Then you created quark nanochips.”

Edward raised his head, his heart racing with sudden hope. “And now I know how to use them. I remember how I developed the targeting algorithm in the last iteration. I can adapt it to the relay environment if you tell me the details of the Rampart waveform.”

Jacob shook his head slowly. “You don’t get it, do you, Ed? We are the Hourglass. Our job is to prevent people like you from interfering. It’s my duty to stop you before you can cause any more damage.”

Edward glared at him defiantly. “So this is supposed to be what, then? Prison orientation? You can’t just lock me up.”

Jacob laughed. “You’d be surprised. But no, this was just to make sure you understand what is at stake. If others discover what we’re up to, we will simply disappear. The Rampart failed Martin and Charles. Somehow the enemy found a way around it in time to take them out.” Jacob closed the distance between them to just a hands-breadth. “My brother loved you. If I give you the waveform, can you save him?”

Edward swallowed. “I’ll do my best.”

Jacob snarled. “Your best isn’t good enough, boy. Either you can save him or you can’t. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’ll save him, Jacob,” insisted Edward. “I’ll save them both.”

Jacob stared piercingly into his eyes, and then nodded. “Come on, then.”

In the living room, Thomas waited for them on the couch, a dusty black leather suitcase on the coffee table before him.

Jacob took a seat next to his husband and indicated the easy chair opposite.

“So what now?” Edward sat and fixed Thomas with a glare.

“Now, you’ll need an unregistered foldspace manipulator if you’re going to build a working time machine,” Thomas replied. “You’re a known traveler. If you suddenly go out and obtain one legally, you’ll wake up in a cell.” He tapped the suitcase on the table, which bore the embossed crest of Gerard’s.

“Fortunately, we happened to have one stashed away for emergencies.” Jacob popped the fastenings on either side of the case and opened it to reveal the miniature foldspace manipulator Charles had salvaged from one of the mines during the Zenith mission, so long ago. “We kept it hidden all this time, even from the other members of the Hourglass Corps—a final failsafe protocol designed by your father, so we would have another chance to turn things around in case the enemy won.”

“I suggest you move it to a safe location off-world, using private transport,” said Jacob. “While you get it set up and reconstruct the targeting algorithm, Thomas and I will break into the records of the Hourglass and obtain the keys to the suppression waveform so you can make the trip.”

“Will that be dangerous?”

Thomas gave an involuntary bark of laughter. “Stealing the Holy Grail from the most covert military organization in human history? Of course it will be dangerous.” He grinned. “But we knew this day was coming, and we helped design their data security protocols to give us an edge in getting past them.”

Edward furrowed his brow. “I know why Jacob and I are doing this, but what’s your interest? Why take the risk?”

Knox’s expression went grim. “Captain Atkins trusted me. It was my job to keep him and your father safe. I failed. This is my chance to make good.” He glared at Edward. “Make no mistake, Mr. Sutton, you’re going to be in danger as well, both then and now. The enemy found a way around the Rampart, which means Gifford will be waiting for you, and so far, he’s been a step ahead of us since the beginning.”

“Which is why you’ll need this, as well.” Jacob held out a data chip.

“What is it?”

“The original schematics and control programs we created during the Azimuth mission to allow us to turn the gravity shield into the first working Rampart field projector,” Thomas explained. “The Rampart will generate the necessary gravitic waveform to allow you to make four-dimensional foldspace jumps, while preventing other ships in local space from doing the same. It might give you some extra room to maneuver by trapping Gifford’s ship in that time period.” He shrugged. “Of course, you’ll basically be locking yourself in a room with a rabid dog, and we all know how that turned out the last time.”

Edward felt a twinge in his back, a faint echo of the blazing pain when he had been shot in the previous iteration. Remembering the malignant glare of hatred on Gifford’s face as the other time traveler pulled the trigger, Edward took the chip from Jacob’s hand and slipped it into his pocket. He drummed his fingers against the case of the foldspace manipulator. “Well then, I guess it’s time we got to work.”

 






CHAPTER 13

 

Ceres Archipelago, January 2203, interplanetary asteroid belt, Sol System

Edward looked up as the call-waiting signal pinged in his ear. Putting aside his tools, he flipped the jeweler’s loupe away from his eyes and focused on his wristcomp.

Video call request waiting. Annette Sutton.

He frowned, leaving his workbench for the airlock of the clean room. Once the door sealed behind him, he stripped off his white paper jumpsuit and facemask and stuffed them into the disposal before opening the door into the main laboratory. Edward transferred the call to the wall screen and answered. In a moment, his sister’s face appeared on the screen, her brown hair tied up in a bun with only a few loose wisps hanging down to the shoulders of her expensive maroon silk suit.

“Hi, sis. How have you been?”

Annette watched him with a thoughtful expression. “Oh, I can’t complain. Work is going well, and my students are a barrel of laughs, as always. Where are you?”

“Uh, what do you mean, where am I?”

His sister tapped a control on her wristcomp to broaden her field of view, and Edward saw she was standing in his executive office at Gravity Well Computing. “Your assistant says you extended your vacation after your trip to Earth, and you didn’t leave any messages saying where you were staying. No one has seen you for almost a month.”

Edward scowled back at her, his mind racing. “I just felt cooped up, so I decided to take some extra time off. I haven’t had a vacation in a while, and I liked how it felt. What’s your interest?” He cursed silently to himself. He’d been handling his affairs remotely, but there was only so much he could do. She must have somehow heard from the Chiron office that he hadn’t returned and had decided to check up on him.

Annette raised an eyebrow. “Can’t I just have decided to visit my baby brother?”

“Just because you popped out a minute ahead of me doesn’t give you license to invade my privacy, Annette.”

He wasn’t prepared to have his movements analyzed just yet. Too many uncovered tracks led back to Jacob and Thomas, and he couldn’t afford to have his name linked to theirs, let alone have his purchase of a private lab in a small satellite of the Ceres asteroid be uncovered. He put his hands behind his back and surreptitiously activated his electronic intrusion countermeasures to prevent the call from being traced. “How did you get into my office anyway? I’m sure I locked it before I left Chiron.”

She rolled her eyes. “You gave me the code, remember?”

“I changed it.” They’d played at breaking into each other’s stuff before, mostly for the challenge. It was a game between them. But this time, it presented a significant complication. “Don’t pretend you didn’t hack my system.”

Annette smiled and cracked her knuckles. “Don’t think it was easy, bro. You’ve learned some new tricks, I see. But no matter how good you get, I’m always just a little bit better.”

Edward glanced down at a beep from his wristcomp to see it had intercepted a trace on the call. “Annie, on any other day, your nosiness would be charming, but today it’s just pissing me off.”

“Something to hide, Ed?” Her eyes narrowed. “Got a secret boyfriend you don’t want me to know about?” Her tone was teasing, but the guess hit too close to the mark for comfort.

“What is it you really want?” he snapped.

Annette’s smile vanished. “I want to know how your little investigation is going.”

He swallowed. “What investigation?”

“You were trying to find out who gave you those dog tags.” She focused on the necklace at his throat. “I see you’re still wearing them.”

Edward reached up and slipped the iridescent metal wafers back into his shirt. “I honestly haven’t had time to pursue it. What difference does it make?”

“Obviously, they have some importance to you, or you wouldn’t have kept them. What gives? I think you’re holding out on me, and I’m starting to wonder why.”

His wristcomp beeped again, intercepting a second trace. “Annette, just let it go.”

She shook her head. “No. There’s something up with you, something big. Something you’re not telling me. Sooner or later, I’m going to find out what it is.”

“Why do you care?”

“We take care of our own, brother. If you’re in trouble, let me help.”

“I’m not in trouble, but I thank you for your concern.” Edward forced his tone to remain nonchalant. “I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me. I’m not twelve.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

She shrugged. “Fine. I’ll see you when I see you, then.”

“Take care, sis.”

The screen went blank. Edward checked his wristcomp again, idly noting that her third trace had penetrated his security measures. He doubted she’d even noticed—she’d been so focused on their conversation—but she’d remember eventually. And then she’d come looking for him.

Spurred on by a new urgency, Edward walked back to the clean room, where the derelict foldspace manipulator lay in pieces on the table, waiting for him to graft on the additional systems that would allow him to press it back into service.

It was only a matter of time.

 

Hourglass Headquarters, Prometheus Station, circumsolar orbit, Sol System

“I remember the first time we met the Hourglass team at Fort Kepler. I wasn’t impressed with the idea from the beginning,” Jacob said.

The space station grew larger on the viewscreen as Thomas flicked the switch to put their ship on automated approach. “I remember,” he replied with a smile. “My memory is slightly more pleasant. That was the day you finally made your move and kissed me.”

Jacob covered Tom’s hand with his. “Tom, I’ve never regretted even a single moment of our time together.”

Thomas brought his husband’s hand to his mouth and kissed it. “I love you, Jake.”

“I love you, too.”

“This plan sucks.”

“It’s all we’ve got. The data can only be accessed from a dedicated terminal within the archive itself. Even if I’m able to retrieve the key and transmit it to you, we might not get away with this. You have to be ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble.” Thomas said nothing, but Jacob could see the tension in his face, jaws clenched around the words he held back. “Tom, please. Promise me you’ll get the data to Edward. That has to be your top priority.”

“I won’t leave you behind,” answered Thomas, his voice flat.

“You might have to. If they’ve added more security since we installed the back door—and they probably have—they’ll be on to me as soon as I access the protected files. I’ll never make it from the heart of the station back to the landing web before they’re out in force.”

Thomas pulled his hand free from Jacob’s grasp. “After all we’ve been through, you’re going to ask me to sacrifice you as if your life meant nothing?”

Jacob sighed, laying his head on Tom’s shoulder. “Baby, I have to do this.”

“Why? Do you honestly think Marty would have wanted you to throw your life away for his sake?”

Jacob watched the great cylinder of the space station gradually blot out their view of the sun. “It’s not just that.”

“What then?”

Jacob lowered his voice. “The Hourglass has grown too powerful. It was never meant to control the flow of knowledge throughout our society to the degree afforded by the relays. Sooner or later, they’re going to start deciding for themselves what information the public is able to access. You’ve seen how paternal they are about data relating to time travel. How long before they start excising other so-called security risks? We live in a police state. Another decade or two and we’ll be living in a theocracy—with the Hourglass as high priests.”

“So you want to head off the Dark Ages in the most technologically enlightened era of human history.” Thomas snorted. “Noble goals. Are they really worth giving up your life?”

“Yes, and we both know it.” Jacob hesitated. “What are you really afraid of?”

Thomas sagged in his chair. “I can’t lose you.”

“If we succeed, this timeline will be washed away.” Jacob wrapped one arm around Thomas. “We’ll still be together in the new future.”

“You don’t know that,” Thomas muttered.

“I do know that. Nothing would keep me away from you.”

Their ship touched down on the landing web and was immediately cradled by magnetic jacks and drawn into the station itself.

Thomas took a deep breath. “Time’s up.”

“Wish me luck.” Jacob got to his feet.

“Good luck,” whispered Thomas.

“This could go south in a dozen different ways.” Jacob squeezed his shoulder. “Be ready to run.”

Thomas nodded silently as the ship was winched down into an open hangar. “Come back to me, Jacob. Do whatever it takes.”

Jacob walked back to the hatch leading into the crew compartment. “Don’t I always?”

  *

Jacob descended the ramp from the rear door of the shuttle toward the expected welcoming committee. As he stepped on the deck plates of the station, he nodded to the leader of the waiting Hourglass personnel. “Morning, Cartwright.”

The soldier saluted, his nondescript dark-blue coveralls failing to conceal his stiff military bearing. “Welcome aboard, Commander.”

Other members of the security detail were similarly attired, but the pulse pistol holstered on each hip belied the fiction that the station was nothing more than an unimportant solar observatory.

Jacob snorted. “I’m not your commander anymore, Lieutenant. I’m a civilian now, remember?”

Cartwright shrugged. “Some jobs you can’t leave behind, sir.” He indicated the catwalk leading to the hangar exit. “I trust you remember the way?”

Jacob nodded, starting down the familiar route he had walked for decades. The security detail fell into formation around him.

If I’d known Edward was finally going to wake up to who he was, I wouldn’t have retired. It would have made this entire operation so much simpler.

He’d headed the Hourglass Project for twenty-two years, but he’d never had much success shifting their mindset from a military focus to a more supportive police function. In the minds of the Hourglass soldiers, they were the first line of defense in a guerilla war that had been simmering for a quarter century. Which means if we get caught, they’re going to shoot first and not bother asking questions.

“So what’s been happening since I’ve been away?” Jacob asked. “Commander Kildare seemed anxious when I called.”

Lieutenant Cartwright faced straight ahead as he marched next to Jacob. “Not my place to say, sir. You might ask the Commander, if you’re still here when she returns from Fort Kepler.”

Jacob stopped, turning to stare at the Security Officer. “Fort Kepler? The Admiralty takes no official notice of our existence. Why would she need to go there in person?”

Cartwright scowled, his features reddening. “No comment, sir. Shouldn’t even have mentioned it.”

Jacob threw him a hard look, and then walked on without another word until they came to the heavily shielded door that housed the control facility.

Cartwright saluted again. “Here you are, sir. Let the programming staff know if you require anything else before installing your software upgrade into the test environment. Might be a few hours before the techs can analyze your code to ensure it’s compatible and won’t disrupt existing functions.”

“They want to do a code analysis?” Jacob frowned. “The software has already been vetted in the test environment on Earth. Why reinvent the wheel?”

“New security precaution, sir. We’re currently on a heightened state of alert. Everyone’s nervous about anything that might interfere with the relays.”

Jacob stared at him. “Can you hang around for a moment, Lieutenant? There’s something I need to ask you.”

Cartwright shifted his weight uncomfortably. “I really should be about my duties, sir.”

“Just a minute or two, Cartwright. As a favor to your old CO.”

The Security Officer’s shoulders drooped. “Yes, sir.” He turned to the other soldiers in the escort detail. “Wait for me here. Back in a second.”

One of the others raised an eyebrow, but they took up station on either side of the door without further comment. Jacob palmed the security sensor next to the door, which glowed green after a few seconds. The blast door slid open, and Jacob entered the control facility followed by Lieutenant Cartwright.

The control room was on the far side of a large, open space spanned by a catwalk. As Jacob walked across the bridge, he let his gaze drift down to the massive torus of golden metal that filled the room below: the gravity generator that powered the local Rampart field projector. On the other side of the bridge, he palmed another security sensor to open a second blast door. Stepping across the threshold, he found himself in a windowless room dominated by supercomputers. The station’s technical staff bustled about their business, dwarfed by the massive systems.

It was one of the most powerful computing centers in the Sol system. Prometheus Station housed not only the Hourglass, but also one of the Rampart central beacons. The extra computational power was necessary to manage the Rampart field projectors here and at five other stations orbiting the star. Between the six projectors, the Rampart field was seamlessly extended across the entire center of the star system out to the orbit of Mercury.

Jacob made his way between the computer servers to one of the offices set up on the side wall for priority programmers access. As soon as he closed the door behind them, he faced Lieutenant Cartwright with an accusatory stare. “Okay, we’re private. Tell me what you couldn’t say in front of your men.”

Cartwright sighed. “Commander, I really can’t discuss it. As you said, you’re a civilian now.”

“And you said I couldn’t leave the job behind. Give me a little credit for discretion.”

Arms folded, Cartwright leaned back against the desk that housed the programmer’s terminal. “Fair enough. You deserve to know anyway.”

“Know what?”

“Three weeks ago, the Rampart registered and blocked a temporal jump originating from lunar space.”

Jacob’s jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?”

“We immediately dispatched a destroyer from the rapid-response fleet to investigate and contain the incursion. It appeared to originate from a small military scout ship that was not listed in the ship registry and running with its transponder off. The vessel’s design didn’t match any of our standard recognition profiles. Either it was privately constructed, or—”

“Or it originated from a prior iteration,” interrupted Jacob. “What happened?”

“After exchanging words, the ship opened fire with linear accelerators and pulse cannons.”

“Jesus. A scout ship armed with rail guns?”

“Wherever it came from, they apparently solved the engineering issues of cramming that kind of firepower into a ship smaller than a frigate. The destroyer was prepared for pulse-cannon fire, but the rail guns penetrated her shields and took out the primary reactor. After that, she was defenseless when the scout ship took out her tracking sensors and escaped.”

Jacob let out a tuneless whistle. “Casualties?”

“Twenty. Maybe double that number of serious injuries.”

Jacob was silent for a moment. “How did it get here in the first place?”

“We don’t know. Either it originated from a physical or temporal location beyond the Rampart field, or it found a way to beat our technology. Given that the Rampart blocked its jump out, we think the former is more likely, at least for now.” Cartwright took a deep breath. “But that’s not all.”

“They killed our people, took out one of our ships, and then got away clean,” Jacob snapped. “What else is there?”

“We matched the captain’s voiceprint to a recording taken from the security monitors of the CSS Zenith in 2176.”

“Gifford…” whispered Jacob.

Cartwright nodded. “Yes, sir. The enemy has shown his face again. This time, he won’t get away.”

Jacob swallowed, his mind in turmoil. “Thank you, Cartwright. I hope you crucify the bastard.”

“Oh, we will, sir. Don’t worry. We circulated the ship’s profile to every docking port in human space. Soon as he tries to refuel or resupply, we’ll have him.” The soldier’s mouth quirked up in a grin. “Just a matter of time.”

 
 






CHAPTER 14

 

Jacob sat slumped in the desk chair for five minutes after Cartwright left him.

Gifford. After all these years, we finally have a shot at taking him out—at making him pay for all the lives he destroyed. His gaze didn’t waver from the data chip in his hands. Maybe we should wait. We might never have this chance at him again.

He wished he could speak to Thomas, but it was too dangerous over the station’s com channels, and using an encrypted personal channel would only raise suspicion.

Hell with it. If we end up erasing this timeline, Gifford will be wiped out along with it. It’s the only way to be sure, short of putting a bullet into his skull myself.

Jacob slotted the data chip into the reader next to the computer terminal and transferred the updated security protocols into the test buffer of the Hourglass system for their techs to review. Luckily, they were clean. The Trojan Horse program he was using to access the system had been emplaced several years before.

Hopefully, it’s still active and potent, or this will be the shortest covert operation in history.

He triggered the hidden program and wiped his brow, waiting for the command to percolate to the root data architecture, where their back door was hidden. After a minute passed, he’d almost convinced himself that the operation was a failure. Then the security access window popped up on his terminal.

That’s it. No going back now. I’m committed.

Quickly but carefully, Jacob typed in the search query that would retrieve the algorithms for the Rampart key, holding his breath while the query processed. There could be no mistakes. No second chances. The Hourglass would detect his intrusion in moments. If this didn’t work the first time, he was dead.

I’m probably dead regardless.

A notification on his terminal indicated the file he had requested had been transferred to local storage, and he immediately plugged his wristcomp into the terminal and initiated the download. Seconds ticked by, synchronized with his racing heartbeat. Fifteen seconds. That’s all I need.

He opened a secure link to Thomas’s wristcomp and dumped the data across the encrypted channel. Done.

Disconnecting his wristcomp, he then logged out of the computer station and forced himself to stroll calmly back to the door.

No sense getting caught running.

Opening the door put him face-to-face with a detachment of Security Officers led by Lieutenant Cartwright, weapons drawn.

No one said anything; there was nothing to say.

Cartwright raised his pistol and slammed the butt against Jacob’s temple.

Gagging at the blinding agony, Jacob staggered sideways, falling to his knees. A fresh burst of pain from another blow followed, and the world went black and silent.

 
 






CHAPTER 15

 

Thomas examined the hangar bay through his security cameras, searching for any deviation from routine activity—such as a platoon of Security Officers entering the hangar and marching directly toward the shuttle.

Fuck.

His wristcomp chimed, and he glanced at the display. Secure file transfer in progress.

“Orion, activate isolation mode,” he said.

“Confirmed,” replied the ship’s computer. “All physical and electronic access points to the ship’s systems are now sealed and locked.”

Secure file transfer complete. Thomas immediately archived the file behind a triple encrypted firewall, in case anyone tried to hack his system, and shut down his wristcomp. “Open a channel to station traffic control and request departure clearance.”

“Confirmed. Stand by.”

The band of soldiers split up and moved to encircle the shuttle.

“Request denied. Station traffic control advises that a security inspection will be required prior to departure. We are ordered to surrender autonomous flight controls and allow inspectors access to the vessel.”

Thomas buckled himself into his safety harness. “Orion, stand by to execute Plan B.”

“Confirmed. Be advised this flight plan carries significant probability of damage to the vessel and its crew. Additional authorization is required.”

“Understood. Authorization code: marathon.”

“Confirmed. Preprogrammed flight parameters accepted. Ready to execute on your order.”

His gaze drifted past the security cordon to the hangar entrance. “What is the status of Jake’s locator beacon?”

“Mr. Atkins’s beacon is stationary, located within the Prometheus Station computer core.”

Aw, crap.

“Access his wristcomp and tell me his condition.”

“Confirmed. Mr. Atkins’s heart and respiration rates suggest a heightened state of stress. Correction: heart and breathing rate have slowed to below active levels, suggesting a lowered state of consciousness.”

“God damn it!” Thomas clenched his fists and closed his eyes against the tears suddenly threatening to fall. “Cast off mooring clamps.”

Love, please forgive me.

“Negative response from mooring clamps. Station tethers remain locked.”

“Activate gravity negation field, thirty meter radius.”

The ship’s specially modified graviton generator kicked into action and extended its internal artificial gravity across the entire hangar, cancelling out the station’s own gravity field. Thomas opened his eyes again to watch as the hangar personnel scrabbled for handholds, even their simple movements launching them into the air. The soldiers, clearly having had the foresight to wear magnetic boots, remained on their feet and drew their weapons.

“Gravitic balance achieved,” stated Orion. “Spatial curvature at zero.”

“Execute emergency jettison of the undercarriage and activate defense screens as soon as we’re clear.”

The control cabin shuddered as explosive bolts broke the ship’s landing struts. Thomas punched his thrusters, his body slammed into the seat as the ship launched. Down on deck, the soldiers staggered back from the blast. They opened fire as soon as they recovered, and the air boiled with a blazing tracery of pulse-weapon fire, shots ricocheting off the defense screens to set off secondary explosions throughout the room.

The communication console crackled to life. “CSS Orion, this is Major Cooper of the station Security force. Shut down your engines and land immediately. You’re not going anywhere.”

“I beg to differ,” growled Thomas.

“Captain Knox? Is that you? Shit. I hoped Jake was acting alone.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, David.”

“Thomas, you know this is treason.”

Thomas let out a short bark of laughter. “Oh, really? Against whom? The Hourglass doesn’t exist. Good luck making that charge stand up in court.”

“It won’t make it to court. You know that.” The Major’s voice hardened. “We have Jacob in custody. Surrender now and he won’t be hurt.”

“You’ll kill him anyway.”

“No, I won’t. As long as the data doesn’t leave the station, I still have discretion over the enforcement of my standing orders. You’ll both face prison terms, but you’ll survive.” The Major paused, audibly inhaling. “You leave here with those codes in your possession, you’re dead, and so is Jake.” His voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “I served under you a long time, on the Azimuth and afterward. You owe me, Thomas. Please, don’t do this. You’ll be throwing your life away—both of your lives.”

Thomas leaned back until his head rested comfortably against the padded rest. When he spoke, his voice was level and emotionless. “Orion. Execute Plan B.”

“Foldspace drive engaged. Sixty seconds to jump.”

“You’re a dead man, Thomas,” threatened the Major, raising his voice. “There’s nowhere you can run. Even if you manage to hide from us, we’ll just change the codes. Nothing you do today will make the slightest bit of difference.”

“Now you’re reaching.” Thomas chuckled. “I worked for the Hourglass, too, remember? Trying to alter the code matrix of the Rampart would massively interrupt access to the communications relays and shatter the Infosphere. There’s no way you’d be able to keep that hidden. The whole of human civilization would be screaming for answers, and they’d trace the disruption back to you. How do you think the Confederation government is going to react when they find out how completely they’ve been duped?”

“It would be worth it to stop you getting those codes to Gifford.”

Thomas frowned. “You think we’re working for Gifford? Are you nuts?”

“Are you saying I’m wrong? Why else go for the codes now, after he’s finally made an appearance?” The Major’s voice dripped scorn. “I’m surprised, Captain. I thought better of you after all the people he killed on the Azimuth. Our shipmates. Jake’s brother. I don’t know what that bastard has promised you, but if you work with him your hands are as bloody as his.”

Thomas shook his head in disbelief. “Think what you want, David. But thanks for the heads up that Gifford is back on the scene. I’ll keep an eye out for him.”

“You do that, Captain. Because we’re coming for you both.”

Thomas didn’t have a chance to reply before the hangar went completely white as the drive fired and the Orion was wrenched away. Inner ears spinning, he clenched his teeth against the nausea and watched the massive space station of Chiron Colony loom out of the starfield before him. “Orion, change our transponder profile.”

“Confirmed. The ship is now registered as the CSS Delphi.”

Thomas flipped his wristcomp back on to check the data file was secure.

Edward, you better not screw this up.

Slumping in his seat, he stared at the space station in the viewscreen. Jake, I’m so sorry. I said I wouldn’t leave you behind, but I did. And you knew I would. I never could say no to you.

“Delphi, take us … take me to module Delta-273, and link up with the private external airlock for Gravity Well Computing. I have a delivery to make.”

 
 
 






CHAPTER 16

 

Thomas unbuckled his safety harness as soon as the rumble of the ship’s contact with the station’s magnetic clamps faded.

Lucky the dock is designed to interface with the side entrance, or I’d have a hard time explaining to the station computer why the landing struts are gone. He pulled the small shock pistol out of his pocket and hid it in his palm.

Hopefully, Edward was right about no one working at the loading dock on the weekends. Still, it wouldn’t surprise me if something else went wrong today. Best to be prepared.

He moved back to the passenger compartment and cycled through the main airlock. No one waited for him on the other side, thankfully, and he activated the station-side airlock and stepped through the door into the loading dock. Empty. Well, at least something went according to plan.

Jogging down a lane between shipping crates, toward the access door on the far side, he tried to appear as if he belonged there, but he couldn’t quite hide the accelerated rasp of his breathing, nor the sweat accumulating on his brow.

Damn, I must look guilty as hell. His grip tightened on the shock pistol. Hope no one decided to put in any overtime today.

The corridors remained clear, however—nothing but silence as he threaded between the engineering workstations of the main room to the door of Edward’s private office. After typing in the security code he’d been given, Thomas waited conspicuously until the door slid aside. Then he closed and locked the door behind him and flicked the privacy control on the window, shifting it from transparent to one-way visibility. He slumped against the door, breathing deeply to calm his nerves. So far, so good.

He settled himself in the high-backed chair before the integrated desktop computer terminal, and entered the security code Edward had provided. Immediately, a holographic screen appeared bearing the logo of Gravity Well Computing. Thomas uploaded the encrypted data file containing the Rampart key from his wristcomp to local storage. Then he transferred the file to the encrypted mail drop Edward had provided.

He better be right about this being an untraceable account; otherwise the Hourglass is going to be all over us both once they’re able to reconstruct my escape vector.

It was too much to hope for that the Rampart system had been unable to record the parameters of his emergency jump. Thomas knew that information would allow the Hourglass to reconstruct his course relatively quickly, especially given the resources at their disposal. He had an hour at most before they followed the trail to Chiron. He’d already burned too much time getting here unobserved.

Now I just have to lead them away from Edward long enough for him to make the jump, and this will all be over.

He disconnected his wristcomp from the terminal and shut down, slipped the shock pistol back into his pocket, and walked to the door.

The door opened to Annette Sutton standing in the outer office, less than a foot away. Her brows lifted in suspicion as she met his shocked gaze.

Shit.

She stepped into the room, Thomas reluctantly giving ground to accommodate her.

“Captain Knox.” She studied him, poker-faced. “What brings you to Chiron? I thought you’d decided never to come back to Centauri space after the Azimuth mission.”

“I had some business here that I had to attend to in person.” His hand drifted toward the pocket that contained the shock pistol.

Annette smiled, her tone cheery. “And your business included breaking into my brother’s office?”

“He gave me the door code.”

“Clearly. My data tap on his system confirmed you didn’t force your way in.”

Data tap? “You bugged his terminal?”

“Merely a precaution, in case he came back after I left. I was surprised to see it activate so soon after our last conversation, however. I hadn’t even checked out of my hotel.”

Thomas squared his shoulders and tried to brazen it out. “Well, my business here is concluded. If you’ll excuse me, I’m on something of a tight schedule.” He stepped to the right, intending to walk around her to the door.

She reached out and tapped his side.

Thomas immediately collapsed on the floor, muscles screaming in agony. Helpless, his vision white with stars and grayed out at the edges, he lay there and watched as she tucked a diminutive shock rod back up her sleeve.

She shrugged. “Sorry, Captain. A girl can’t be too careful these days.”

Thomas continued to watch helplessly as she knelt at his side and produced a personal teleport unit from her pocket. She grasped his hand tightly in one of hers and typed in a series of commands with the other. “Let’s continue this conversation under more controlled circumstances, shall we?”

 






CHAPTER 17

 

Edward scowled at the password prompt on the screen. “Agamemnon three seven zeta two nine six green.”

“Rejected,” replied the cheerful voice of his Infosphere terminal. “Password required to decrypt archive.”

What the hell? We agreed on this. Hell, I hardwired it into the encryption algorithm. He absently took a sip of his coffee. Ugh. Cold already. How long have I been banging my head against this?

He stretched his back and glanced across the lab at the completed foldspace manipulator, useless without the Rampart key. Something’s gone wrong.

The encryption algorithm was solid, the best corporate cipher on the market. Not even his quark nanochips could break it in under a month, unless he got lucky. There was no way he could hack into the data without the password. He ground his teeth and resisted the urge to punch the screen.

“Fine. Open a video link to Jacob Atkins.”

“Jacob Atkins is not accepting calls. Would you like to leave a message?”

“No. What is his current location?”

“Mr. Atkins’s locater beacon is offline.”

Shit. The coffee tasted sour on his tongue as he gulped down the dregs. “How about Thomas Knox? Is his beacon active?”

“No.”

They got caught. There’s no other reason they would have gone dark. Now what?

Nothing came to him. They hadn’t been able to come up with alternatives. Without that key, I’m dead in the water.

A soft tone announced an incoming call.

“Who is it?”

“Annette Sutton,” replied the computer.

Great. His forehead throbbed with the beginnings of a serious tension headache. “Put her through.”

His twin’s smiling face appeared on the screen. “Edward. How are you today?”

“Now’s not a good time, sis.”

“How can it be a bad time? I thought you were on vacation?”

Edward winced and set his coffee mug down to stop himself throwing it at the screen. “Cards on the table, sis. You’re too smug. What do you think you know?”

The mirth drained from her expression. “You’re in some deep trouble, aren’t you?”

Edward merely waited.

“I ran into an old friend at your private office.” She tapped a control to widen the camera angle, revealing Thomas behind her, his wrists and ankles cuffed to a sturdy metal chair, his mouth covered with tape. “Want to explain why you gave him the door code?”

Edward glowered at her. “Not particularly.”

She folded her arms. “Fine. I’ll just call the police.”

Edward leaned forward. “You do that, and you’ll get me killed.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” she replied, but her tone revealed a measure of uncertainty. “How bad could it be?”

Thomas mumbled, rattling his handcuffs. Annette glanced at him, and then casually peeled back the tape over his mouth. “Do you finally have something to say, Captain?”

“You have no idea what you’ve done.” Thomas spat out the words. He faced Edward. “She intercepted the package and added a second layer of encryption. You have to get her to your location—now! We don’t have much time before they trace my location.”

Annette chuckled. “Don’t worry, Captain. I shielded your beacon. No one can find you. Now, who is it you’re afraid of?”

“People with power you can’t begin to understand.” Thomas turned back to Edward. “They’ll be tracking my image and voice throughout the Infosphere. Even appearing in this videolink will be enough for them to target both of you and start tracing your movements.”

“Paranoid much?” Annette snorted. “No one has that level of access, conspiracy theories aside.”

“It’s fact, not theory,” snapped Thomas. “Edward, give her your location using strong encryption. It won’t stop them, but it might give you enough time to do what needs to be done.” He turned to Annette. “And you need to run. Take my shuttle and go. Tell the ship’s computer to rotate the transponder profile again so you can’t be tracked. The proxy access code is Tartarus.”

“Charming.” Annette glanced back and forth between them. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Annette, if you won’t give up the password, come to me and unlock the archive in person. Do that, and I’ll answer all of your questions.” Edward typed a series of commands into his computer. “I know you may already have traced my virtual location during our earlier conversation, but I’m sending you the physical coordinates using my personal cipher. Get the hell out of there.”

Annette stared at him from the screen. “What are you mixed up in, Ed?”

“Come find me, and I’ll tell you. But only if you’re not caught.”

She nodded before looking back at Thomas. “I’ll put a time delay on your handcuffs, to let you go once I’ve gone.”

Thomas shook his head. “Don’t bother. They’ll be here soon enough. And I have business with the Hourglass.”

Edward frowned. “What business?”

Thomas didn’t meet his stare. “They’ve got Jake. If I go with them, at least we might have a little time together before the end.”

“What end? Who or what is the Hourglass?” Annette’s pitch was rising. “What is going on with you people?”

“No time.” Edward stood and walked closer to the screen. “Annette, please. I’ll explain everything, but you have to go. Now!”

“Fine.” Annette grabbed her shock rod, checked that it was fully charged, and headed for the door. “But this better be a whale of an explanation.”

As the door closed behind her, Edward nodded to Thomas. “Good luck.”

“You, too.” Thomas hesitated. “Are you going to close the portal behind you?”

“That would rewrite history entirely. I’m not prepared to take that step.”

“You might have to. Even if you go back and save Captain Atkins, the Hourglass won’t leave your portal open. They’ll either close it themselves or send agents through to stop you from making changes. If you want to succeed, you need to be prepared to let this timeline die.”

 
 






PART III: FULL CIRCLE
OCTOBER 2177, ITERATION SIX

 

Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more;

Or close the wall up with our English dead.

—William Shakespeare, Henry V

 






CHAPTER 18

 

Seattle, Amerizone, Earth

“Everyone, please sit down. Hopefully, this won’t take long.” Henry gestured to the conference table in the center of the stark, white-paneled boardroom and took a seat at its head.

Martin chose a chair at the foot of the steel and white marble table, opposite Henry, and silently watched the senior staff of the Azimuth mission settle in either side of him.

“All of you are familiar with Captain Atkins, who will be reprising his role as leader of the expedition,” Henry began. “Captain, I’m sure you will recognize most of the faces around the table, but given the recent changes to the mission roster, allow me to introduce them once more.” He nodded to each department head in turn. “Dr. Sophia Wu, Astrogation and Research. Dr. Trevor Sutton, Information Technology and Automation. Dr. Jennifer Donovan, Environment and Medical. Dr. Charles Davenport, Engineering and Propulsion. Commander Thomas Knox, Security. Lieutenant Commander David Cooper, Navigation.”

Henry laced his fingers together and sat back in his chair. “Although Dr. Davenport operated as First Officer on the Zenith mission, that post on the Azimuth will be filled by Commander Knox, with Lieutenant Commander Cooper as Second Officer.”

“I object,” Trevor interrupted immediately, his tone bristling with hostility. “That places the entire expedition under military authority. This has always been a civilian endeavor. Why are we suddenly ceding control?”

“With all due respect to Captain Atkins and his officers, why did you authorize an expanded security presence on this mission?” asked Jennifer with a scowl. “Throw us a bone, Henry. We’ve known each other since graduate school. Level with us. What is really going on here?”

Henry met her gaze and shrugged. “We have reason to believe the mission may come under attack, especially if the previous expedition is anything to go by. The Admiralty has agreed to provide us with protection so that we may set up the colony and perform our research in relative security.”

“Protection.” Trevor looked sidelong at Martin. “There’s a number of ways that can be interpreted.”

Martin met the man’s gaze and drummed his fingers on the table. “How much do you know about the events that led to the premature termination of the Zenith mission?”

Trevor frowned. “The same as everyone knows. Saboteurs somehow planted a bomb on the belly of the ship, and it detonated on arrival, killing everyone on the lower decks and damaging the hydroponics capacity of the ship to the point where viable atmosphere could not be maintained.”

Martin chuckled, smiling grimly. “That’s the official story. How much have you pieced together about what actually happened?”

Jennifer squinted at him. “Given the levels of radiation poisoning in the survivors, and the fact that most of the vessel survived intact, I’d say the ship was hit by a low-grade nuclear detonation at close range. I can’t say how that’s possible, since we’re the only human organization with the foldspace capability to travel that distance.” She tilted her head. “Unless you’re suggesting the attack was extraterrestrial in origin?”

Martin shook his head. “No. It wasn’t. To the best of our knowledge, we were alone out there. However, it’s clear Starfire doesn’t have complete control over the foldspace technology—not when someone else was able to extrapolate our arrival vector and blanket our most probable emergence point with self-propelled nuclear missiles.”

Trevor nodded. “A minefield.”

Jennifer whistled. “And you believe this same person or group was responsible for the computer virus that almost destroyed the ship before launch?”

“As well as the direct attack once we returned.”

“Who was behind it?” Trevor leaned forward, one hand cupping his chin.

“We don’t know yet,” Martin answered. “I’ve been trying to narrow the list of suspects for almost a year. It must be someone with access to your experimental data, which means the attacks came from within the Interscission Project consortium.”

Jennifer turned to face Henry, but her eyes shifted a little to glance at Charles. “Why did you keep this from us?”

“It was my decision,” admitted Henry. “We hoped that by restricting the details, we would prevent the enemy from covering his tracks. Unfortunately, that approach hasn’t panned out. We have been forced to move ahead with the project without any guarantee the attacks will not continue.”

“You’re going to use the Azimuth mission as bait?” snapped Trevor. “What the hell are you thinking?”

“I’m trying to give you a fighting chance to finish what we started all those years ago,” said Henry, his voice hardening. “Just do your jobs while Captain Atkins and his soldiers do their best to keep you all alive. His work will be no less vital to the success of the mission than anyone else’s. The military presence on the Azimuth will remain. Accept it and move on.” He sighed, staring at his hands. “I don’t expect any of you to like it.”

“Good,” said Jennifer. “Because I don’t. Nor do I like the fact that you kept us all in the dark for so long.”

“There were alternatives to secrecy and lies, Henry,” said Trevor. “You should have trusted us.”

“Three can keep a secret if two of them are dead.” Dr. Wu spoke up for the first time, favoring Jennifer and Trevor with an imperious glare. “Grow up, you two. Stop carping over the fact you weren’t included and focus on what needs to be done now that you are. Whether the mission succeeds is in our hands. We have a responsibility to all of humanity to see that we triumph. Anything less and a great number of people will have lost their lives for nothing.”

Henry looked around the table in the ensuing silence. “I take it we are all on the same page?” No one spoke. “Very well. Captain, the mission is yours. The clock starts on your order.”

Martin exhaled slowly before speaking. “We leave on schedule in thirty-six hours. Make your final preparations. Say your prayers, if you need to, and your good-byes. We’re going to have only ourselves for company for quite some time.”

 






CHAPTER 19

 

Martin met Thomas and David on the helipad of Starfire Headquarters. None of them spoke as they took their seats in the corporate jetcopter that awaited them.

David fired up the engines and activated a preprogrammed course for the landing field, and they had already cleared Seattle Municipal airspace before he broke the silence. “Captain, are you sure it was wise to disclose our mission to the civilians? Granted, it was just another cover story, but there was enough truth there for it to become dangerous if Gifford were to pick up on it.”

Martin shrugged. “We had to tell them something, or they would have rebelled against the order to make room for our people. If they appealed to the board directly, they might have been able to circumvent Henry’s authority.”

“Don’t forget we’re going to be working together for more than a decade, Lieutenant,” Thomas responded. “You need to stop thinking in terms of military versus civilian.”

David dismissed the comment with a glare. “With respect, Commander, my loyalty is to the Hourglass Corps.”

“Then you had better expand your horizons,” Martin replied, frowning. “Despite our additional goals, our primary duty is to ensure the mission succeeds. That means both the civilian and military aspects of this expedition have to be uppermost in your mind.” He turned toward the mirror-bright structure of the Azimuth in its landing cradle, clearly visible on the launch pad, shining in the early morning sunlight as they made their final approach. “Starfire or Hourglass, whatever we were before, we’re Azimuth now.”

“Yes, sir.” David followed Martin’s gaze to the vessel looming large overhead, as their smaller craft settled daintily onto the helipad at the dock facility. “She’s an amazing ship, by the way, if the design specs and simulator runs are anything to go by. It will be nice to take the controls of something with a few legs on it.”

Martin smiled at the eagerness in the junior officer’s voice, the echo of his own enthusiasm on the Zenith mission. “Hopefully, you won’t have to test her limits like I did.”

“Either way, I’m ready, sir. I’ll get you there in one piece.” David shut down the engines and cracked open his door.

“I never doubted it, Lieutenant.”

The three of them exited the jetcopter and walked to the elevator that would take them to the boarding level.

“Have you heard from Charles?” Thomas asked, after closing the doors and starting their descent.

“No, and that worries me,” said Martin. “He’s in a tough spot, being forced to keep the other civilians in the dark.”

David snorted. “Not to mention his fiancée.”

“His loyalties will be divided,” agreed Thomas. “You won’t be able to trust him like you could before.”

“I know.” Martin nodded. “We’ll have to make the best of it. They probably squared off against each other the minute they stepped out of the conference room.”

  *

“I wanted to tell you!” shouted Charles. “But what good would it have done?”

“It would have demonstrated trust,” Jennifer snarled, facing him defiantly across the main room of his quarters, furnished in dark wood and muted earth tones. Trevor and Sophia Wu watched from the brown leather couches on either side.

“The enemy has been a step ahead of us all along,” Sophia interrupted, obviously unperturbed. “Secrecy was the best policy to limit his knowledge of our plans. You know this to be true.”

“So fill us in now,” Trevor told Charles. “What do we know about this enemy?”

“We’ve only identified one of them,” Charles replied. “The saboteur who tried to infiltrate the Zenith after its return to Earth.”

“Resulting in a firefight on the Engineering deck as well as eight fatalities.” Jennifer’s expression was sour.

“His name’s Gifford,” added Charles. “That’s all we know about him, other than that he has some significantly advanced technology at his disposal, including terabit computing architecture and foldspace manipulation control sufficient for both short-range and interstellar teleportation.”

“We know he’s killed dozens of Starfire personnel,” Jennifer said through clenched teeth.

“Yes,” said Charles, taking in her tense posture and reddened face. “Is that why you’re so angry?”

“I had to sign the death certificates,” she snapped. “They might be just names to you, but some of them were friends I’d worked beside for years. And now I find out you knew the entire story of how they died and did nothing to enlighten me.”

“I doubt it’s the entire story,” said Trevor.

She rounded on him. “Meaning what?”

“They covered this up for a year.” He indicated Charles and Sophia with a disdainful flip of his hand. “What are the odds they’re being completely honest now?”

Charles sighed and threw Sophia a helpless look. “I suspect that Martin and Henry are the only ones who know the whole story. They’ve both been evasive about certain aspects of what happened.”

“But you still know more than you’re telling us, don’t you?” said Jennifer. “Even now.”

“Yes, we do,” Sophia said. “However, we are not permitted to discuss that information further.”

“We’ve put years of work into this project,” Trevor argued. “If you know something that could potentially jeopardize the mission, you have to tell us, if only to make sure we succeed.”

“And we will.” Sophia got to her feet. “If it becomes necessary.” She strode to the door and let herself out.

“Jen—” started Charles.

She raised her palms. “Don’t.” She stared at him for a few seconds before following Sophia out of the room.

Trevor stood as well. “I take it Henry ordered you to keep quiet?”

“Yeah. Does that make a difference?”

“It might. Henry can be an overprotective bastard sometimes. It might be more palatable if we believe he kept us out of the loop to shield us, rather than from of a lack of trust.” He shrugged. “I can work that angle.”

“It would be nice if my fiancée was speaking to me again before we climb into a ship together for more than a decade.”

Trevor walked to the door. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks.”

With one hand on the doorknob, Trevor turned. “I’m not doing it for you.”

“I know. Still, I’ll take what I can get.”

Trevor gave a short bark of laughter. “You owe me, Davenport.”

“I know that too, and I pay my debts.” His voice hardened. “Up to a point.”

Trevor’s eyes narrowed at the change in tone. “You don’t trust me.”

“No.” Charles met his stare. “But she does, so I will reserve judgment for now. Convince her it’s not a big deal.”

“It is a big deal,” Trevor snapped. “Jen doesn’t look kindly upon betrayal.”

Charles straightened. “This mission is important to her. She deserves to experience it without distraction.”

“Is that what you think? That it doesn’t matter you kept silent? That you continue to keep silent? You honestly believe your actions are nothing more than a minor distraction?”

“Yes.” Charles folded his arms. “That’s all they are.”

Trevor was still shaking his head as he let himself out of the apartment.

Charles stood alone for another moment, his fists clenched in frustration. The words of a time traveler drifted into his thoughts from a year ago.

Destiny is a lie.

 






CHAPTER 20

 

The Security Officer standing guard over the Bridge ran Martin’s ID through the system to verify its authenticity, just for good measure. Although the officer was a junior member of the Hourglass, and they had worked together peripherally on several occasions, Martin appreciated the attention to detail. Given Gifford’s ability to infiltrate the ship in the past, it boded well that no one was taking any chances this time.

The portable data terminal in the officer’s hand chimed twice, and he pulled the ID card from the unit and handed it back to Martin. “You’re cleared, sir. Let me know if you want me to chase Dr. Davenport out.”

Martin paused in the act of slipping the card back into its holder. “Charles is in there?”

“Yes, sir. He said he needed a quiet spot to think. His ID checked out, and there were no orders to the contrary, so I cleared him. If you’d prefer to be alone—”

Martin shook his head as he clipped the ID card to the breast pocket of his uniform jacket. “No, that’s fine, Matthew. I should have a word with him, anyway. We’ve grown apart since the Zenith mission. It will take some time to patch up our friendship.”

At being recognized, the soldier smiled and stood straighter. “Yes, sir. Good luck with that.”

“Thank you.” Martin walked past him, down the short corridor to the access door to the Bridge. He dialed in his security code, and the door slid aside. The Bridge was dim, lit only by the secondary lighting system. Charles must have turned off the lights.

He glanced at the Engineering Station—empty. Then he grinned and walked farther into the room where his old friend was slumped in the captain’s chair, staring at the night sky on the forward viewscreen. “Comfy?”

Charles looked up and smiled. “Yes, very. Starfire knows ergonomics.” He turned back to the viewscreen again. “The center chair certainly has a better view of the action.”

Martin stepped forward to stand beside him. “It does give you a somewhat different perspective.”

Charles nodded, obviously catching the double meaning. “Do you think Gifford will strike again?”

Martin shrugged. “Probably. We still don’t know exactly what his goals are, but from his reactions the last time we saw him, I doubt he’s achieved them. The question is how he’ll attack, and when.”

“And how we prepare for him,” replied Charles. “A lot of angles to cover. I don’t envy you the logistics of trying to keep everyone safe. It must be draining to carry the responsibility.”

“It can be.” Martin looked sidelong at his friend’s tired profile. “I take it Jennifer was less than pleased you’ve been keeping secrets.”

Charles sighed. “That’s something of an understatement.”

“You couldn’t have told her the truth.”

“I suppose not. The idea that someone from the future has been trying to kill the project would have been pretty hard to swallow. Still, I could have made the effort to prepare her.”

Martin walked to the navigation console at the front left of the center chair and sat down. “Nothing you could have said would have made any sense. Even if she’d believed you, who knows how the knowledge that time travel exists would have changed the future.”

Charles laughed bitterly. “The future is on its own. It hasn’t done us any favors.”

Martin kept silent.

“I’m sorry,” Charles murmured. “I know you’re still waiting for him, Marty. But maybe it was a one-way trip. He may not remember. Even if he does, he may choose not to come back to you. Maybe he’s happy the way he is.”

“That might not be the reason.” Martin leaned back in his chair and faced the viewscreen. “We’ve made a few breakthroughs since Henry provided us with the mathematical models that formed the basis for the Interscission Project. We may eventually be able to restrict time travel to the point where it becomes impossible to hack the timeline.”

“You would do that?” Charles straightened. “Even knowing what it would cost you personally?”

“Like you said, Chuck, I have a different perspective now. I can’t afford to be selfish if it costs humanity the stars.”

The silence between them lengthened. Finally, Charles got to his feet. “I think I’d rather be selfish.” He turned away from the viewscreen and strode back to the access hatch. “Good night, Marty.”

“Night.” Martin stared at the viewscreen for a time, idly picking out the winter constellations. “I’d rather be selfish, too,” he said to the empty room. Then he shut down the monitors and stood. “Good-bye, Edward,” he said in a soft voice. “I’m sorry.”

 






CHAPTER 21

 

Martin tried to relax as David guided the Azimuth smoothly into formation with the three Naval destroyers that were to escort it through the Luna traffic pattern. Ever since the press conference after the Zenith mission, when humanity became aware of the groundbreaking technology Starfire had unleashed, the Azimuth expedition had been romanticized as a pivotal moment in human history. Establishing the first human colony outside the Sol system was widely regarded as a step forward in the maturity of the human race. For a brief instant, all their differences were set aside, and the people stood united. Eyes across the globe were locked on the mirror-bright hull of theAzimuth as it broke Earth orbit, paced on all sides by warships sent to keep it safe until it leapt into the void.

“Navigation, start the clock,” he told David.

David tapped a bright panel on the navigation console and a high-pitched musical tone echoed throughout the ship. “Clock is ticking, sir. Ninety seconds to jump.”

Martin pressed a control on his console to activate a shipwide announcement, knowing his words would be rebroadcast across human civilization. “This is Captain Martin Atkins of the Confederation Starship Azimuth. People of the world, we stand as a race upon the threshold of greatness. Today, we blaze a trail to the stars so that you may follow after us. We carry your hopes for a brighter future across the darkness and light your way into history. We will not falter. We will not fail. Have faith in the future, for you will see us again on the other side. We crawled as a people to leave the cradle of Earth and we found our footing to walk the limits of the solar System. Now it’s time we finally learned to fly.” He closed the communications link and took a deep breath. “Time.”

“Fifteen seconds.”

Martin exhaled slowly, staring at the image of the Moon in the center of the viewscreen. “Enjoy the view, everyone. It’s the last we’ll see of home for a long time.”

“God help us all,” Charles spoke up from the Engineering Station.

Martin smiled slightly. Amen.

  *

Gifford watched the Azimuth jump, as he did in every iteration. He had to admit it was always a thrilling sight. He had experienced this moment more than half a dozen times, playing out slightly differently in each new timeline so that it never got old. Captain Atkins’s speech was neither the most nor the least sentimental in tone, but he did sum up the historical significance of the event rather well. Better, in fact, than many of the previous captains.

Gifford turned off the video feed when the Earthside newscaster began speaking, her commentary breaking the spell. Facing the viewscreen in the opposite wall of his study, he looked again at the open personnel files displayed there.

Martin Atkins. Charles Davenport. How did these two make such an impact on the sequence of events? Granted, he had known objectively that killing the original senior flight crew of the Zenith mission would lead to unpredictable effects on the timeline, but how did these two Navy grunts manage to turn everything upside down so quickly?

He slid his hand across the screen, minimizing the two data files, and pulled up two others.

Edward and Estelle Davenport—time travelers, spawned by
my own meddling with history. He winced at the memory of the wild exhilaration he’d felt the day he pulled the trigger and watched his weapon’s white-hot plasma slam into the boy’s unprotected back.

I was so arrogant, convinced I had a right to be here and they didn’t. Maybe they had a better reason to change history than pride. If I hadn’t been so angry, I could have learned what it was. Who knows, we might even have found common ground. Another unique opportunity wasted.

Not for the first time, he pondered the wisdom of continuing his course. There’s no one left who could appreciate what I set out to do. No applause waiting for me when I finally go home. He chuckled. Not that there’s a home left to return to.

He glanced back at the cobalt glow of Edward’s reading glasses, staring down at him. The boy’s wounds were lethal. Either he died, or he jumped home to save himself. In any case, whatever opportunity I might have had to open a dialogue was lost forever. If forever has any meaning anymore.

First things first. He turned away from the viewscreen and walked to the heavy wooden desk that had been a gift from his father. In the center of the desk lay a jagged piece of rock and black metal, nearly a foot in length. “Modred, are you sure this will fit in the linear accelerator without damaging it?”

“The cross-sectional dimensions are similar to the standard ferrous slugs, sir,” answered his near-AI personal valet from overhead. “The gravity field will center the projectile and protect the uneven contours from making contact with the inner barrel of the weapon platform.”

“You realize that if you’re wrong we’ll blow ourselves to hell when it misfires.”

“As you say, sir.”

AI-speak for not understanding a word I’m talking about. Near-AI constructs had limits, and abstract concepts like religion were one of them. Idly, he wondered what would have happened if he had pressed on with the AI project, rather than focusing on the foldspace manipulator. Could my people have improved upon it? Achieved true AI?
Too bad they’re all dead now.

The team he had assembled to delve into the mysteries of artificial intelligence had ceased to exist with his home timeline.

Though I have all their work. I could start again, if I chose.

He ran his finger over the rough stone of the mock linear accelerator slug, designed to be taken for a rogue meteor once he managed to safely separate Charles Davenport from the rest of the crew. When this is over, maybe it’ll be time to walk away.

His thoughts drifted back to what he knew of the other two time travelers. Better that I didn’t try to communicate with them.
They’d certainly never
have allowed me to execute
my next operation.

He walked away from the projectile, toward the gym. “Modred, plot us a jump to Centauri space, somewhere out of sensor range of the Azimuth’s projected landing zone and the sector designated for colony construction.”

“Yes, sir. For what time period?”

“About a year from now. That should be enough time for them to let down their guard.”

“Calculations in progress.”

Gifford entered the ship’s gymnasium and lifted his katana from the wall rack. “Let me know when you’re ready to jump.”

“Yes, sir.”

He let his mind drift as he slipped into the fluid movements of his first kata. He had barely started the second when Modred spoke again.

“Jump calculated. Ready to shift on your order.”

Gifford nodded. One last job, to set things right.

“Jump.”

 






PART IV: NADIR
 JULY 2220, ITERATION ONE

 

Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.

— William Shakespeare, Hamlet

 






CHAPTER 22

 

Chiron Colony, Centauri Space

Gifford listened idly to the Engineering Project Leader’s droning explanation of the satellite’s capabilities, all the while examining the weapon schematics in detail.

Long-range teleport capability. That’s reasonable, given you’d want to seed the target from a distance. Standard fusion-based conventional main drive. Should be cost-effective, if it continuously refuels itself from ambient hydrogen. Customizable warhead support. Good. The Navy will want some flexibility in deciding how big a bang to install. Wait a minute. Near-AI computational targeting matrix? Are you kidding me?

Gifford looked up from the blueprints and fixed the engineer with a contemptuous stare. “Why do you need so much processing power? It’s a mine. All it has to do is home in on its target and then blow it to hell.”

The engineer broke off, taken aback by the interruption. “I’m afraid that’s a slight oversimplification. The mine will have to be able to separate friend from foe, or it might lock in on an inappropriate target. Unless we give it the capability to properly recognize an enemy vessel, there is a significant risk—”

“Bullshit.” Gifford tossed the blueprints on the conference table across from the prototype weapon casing. “The Navy wants us to mass produce these damn things so they can carpet bomb a specific location in space. A minefield doesn’t need friend-or-foe discrimination. It needs to take down any vessel that enters its range. That’s all. End of story. Replace the near-AI targeting matrix with a level-three automation center.”

The engineer looked as if Gifford had ordered him to lobotomize his baby, which was more or less true. “Sir, I don’t think you understand the implications of—”

Gifford got to his feet and reached for his suit jacket, hanging over the back of the chair. The engineering team scrambled to their feet as well, surprised.

“Dr. Greenfield, isn’t it? Gifford addressed the engineer. “How long have you worked for Arclight Corporation?”

The engineer blinked in confusion. “Almost eight years. But—”

“Then let me explain three things you need to understand about the business of military contracting. First, near-AI constructs are expensive to create and are individually licensed; therefore, the cost of outfitting even a single mine with a near-AI targeting matrix would significantly reduce our profit margin on this project, let alone paying for the unlimited reproduction license we would need to clone the software into the rest of the mines. Second, I hold advanced certifications in applied mathematics, engineering, and business management, so the odds that I don’t understand the technical implications of my administrative decisions are slim to none. Finally, the Arclight Corporation is the leading specialized technical manufacturing operation across three star systems, and we only employ the most skilled and intelligent personnel.”

Gifford shrugged into his jacket and glared at the engineer. “That you had the balls to present such a ludicrously unworkable final design solution on a trillion-credit contract, not to mention that you saw fit to insult your CEO to his face, indicates that you are neither skilled nor intelligent. I’m afraid you simply aren’t Arclight material. Best of luck in your search for alternative employment.”

Dr. Greenfield stared at him, his jaw hanging open.

Gifford tapped a series of instruction into the cybernetic augmentations printed on his wrist. “Human Resources, please terminate Arclight’s contract with Dr. Kenneth Greenfield, currently attached to Project Myrmidon. Security, please report to Conference room 10A and escort Dr. Greenfield off the premises.” He turned to the deputy project leader. “Dr. Kuramoto, I trust you understand your instructions?”

The diminutive Asian woman bowed slightly. “Yes, Dr. Sutton. We will make the necessary modifications to the targeting matrix immediately.”

Gifford nodded. “Excellent. I’ll be back here in a week to review your updated proposal.” He extended his hand to Dr. Kuramoto and ignored the commotion behind him as Arclight Security agents bundled Dr. Greenfield out of the room, disregarding the engineer’s shrill protests.

“Don’t disappoint me,” Gifford said.

“Yes, sir. I won’t let you down.” The woman shook his hand without any sign she was bothered by her sudden promotion. Gifford was actually impressed by her poise.

“See that you don’t.” He walked out of the conference room and dialed up his personal near-AI valet. “Modred, I appear to have some unexpected free time. What does my schedule look like for the rest of the day?”

“You have a meeting in London with the CEO of Parallel Dynamics Corporation in four hours to discuss Arclight access to their Lux advanced mathematical modeling mainframe, and then your schedule is free until this evening, when your parents were going to take you out to dinner in Los Angeles.”

“Ugh. Is that today?”

“Yes, sir. Happy birthday.”

“It’s just turning a year older, Modred, not something I particularly want to celebrate.”

“As you wish, sir. Shall I convey your regrets?”

“No! My father would castrate me if I upset my mother like that.”

Not to mention that he’s my boss.

Trevor Sutton could and would stoop to using Gifford’s job as a stick to keep him in line.

I did learn from the best.

“Modred, prep the Damocles for the jump back to Sol. Might as well get this over with.”

“Very good, sir.”

Gifford walked to the window in the corridor and looked out over the massive space station that was Chiron Colony. Of the seven major interstellar human colonies, Chiron was the first and the best developed, having been in continuous operation since its founding by the crew of the CSS Azimuth over four decades ago, at the dawn of the human race’s expansion beyond the Solar System. And Gifford had been there from the beginning, since his birth in Azimuth Crèche forty-two years earlier.

As long as I stay on the old man’s good side, I’ll be the obvious choice to take over as Starfire CEO when he finally retires. He’s almost eighty years old. He can’t last much longer. Gifford smiled as he stared at the greatest symbol of human power beyond the confines of Sol. Someday, all this will be mine. Then it will be time to make some changes.

 






CHAPTER 23

 

Gifford followed the maître d’ to his table. Jerry Tarrant, the Parallel Dynamics CEO was already there, waving at him.

Barely afternoon and he’s probably already hitting the sauce.

He slid into the booth across from the other executive and stuck his hand out. “Afternoon, Jerry.”

“Gifford, my good man, it’s been too long!” Tarrant shook Gifford’s proffered hand vigorously before taking another sip of his wine.

“You look pleased with yourself. What’s the occasion?”

“We just found out Naval High Command has renewed our grant to continue our work to develop true AI.” The portly Englishman was practically vibrating with excitement. “Don’t get me wrong, those upstarts at Charybdis Computing have created the hardware that might make AI cost-effective, but we’re still the only ones who have the expertise to create the heuristic models necessary to write the software.” He sighed. “But the military brass don’t see it that way. After fifteen years of development time, they think we have nothing to show other than mathematical models. It’s a waste of breath trying to impress upon soldiers that the models are necessary as a stepping stone to creating the real thing. They’re thinking in terms of guns and bullets; they don’t see I’m offering them pulse rifles. It was touch and go there for a while. I thought we were sunk this time, that they were finally going to take the project away from us.”

“They were.” Gifford examined the menu. The Crown and Scepter was one of London’s finest restaurants, and Gifford always found time to eat there whenever business brought him to the city. They changed the menu periodically, however, so he scanned it for new dishes. “I convinced them to give you another chance.”

Tarrant froze, staring at him. “You what?”

Gifford tapped his meal selections on the menu, and the integrated circuitry compiled his order and sent it off to the kitchen for processing. Then he set the menu aside and faced Tarrant squarely. “I met with Admiral Dawson last week and impressed upon him the potential of the technology. He was skeptical at first, given you haven’t been able to build a computing platform with the processing power the latest theoretical models indicate is necessary to sustain true artificial intelligence. I argued that your Lux programming architecture would have the best chance of success, especially when running on Charybdis quark nanochip processors.”

“That’s … you…” Tarrant stopped sputtering and glared at Gifford. “You meddling fool. Charybdis is our direct competitor in the race to create true AI. They’ll never agree to give us their chips. When the Admiral finds out your argument is based on false expectations…”

“They’re not false. Charybdis has already agreed to license the nanochip technology to Arclight. Under the circumstances, they didn’t really have any other option.”

“What circumstances?” Tarrant’s eyes narrowed.

They interrupted their conversation when the waiter approached with Gifford’s order. The Crown and Scepter was unusual in still employing human waiters, but that was part of its antique charm. The two executives waited in stony silence until the meal was served, and the waiter retreated to give them privacy.

Tarrant leaned forward angrily. “What are you playing at, Sutton? Adrienne Papadopoulos is no fool. Why would she give up her most proprietary technology?”

Gifford calmly dug into his salad. “Ms. Papadopoulos didn’t become the most powerful CEO in the cutthroat European Free Trade Zone by being inflexible. When I informed her that I personally controlled fifty-one percent of the voting shares of Charybdis Computing, she decided cooperation was preferable to losing her job.” He lifted a forkful of salad to his mouth and chewed, his eyes on Tarrant.

Tarrant’s jaw dropped. “You control fifty-one percent of Charybdis? Since when?”

Gifford swallowed and took a sip of wine before answering. “Since the beginning of the last fiscal year. I saw the potential of the nanochips immediately, and I moved to acquire them.” He shrugged. “Just as I moved to acquire the Lux computing technology.”

The color drained from Tarrant’s face. “I beg your pardon?”

“As of three months ago, I also own fifty-one percent of Parallel Dynamics Corporation voting stock. The Admiral agreed to leave the AI project at PDC based on my assurance that the software architecture would be made available to Arclight, so we could integrate the two lines of research to yield the highest chance of success.”

“Gifford, you unbelievable bastard.” Tarrant’s face was white with fury. “I won’t let you do this.”

“It’s already done, Jerry. Now, you can be a good little boy and do what you’re told, or I’ll have you replaced with someone who will.”

“So you’re going to leash the most important potential breakthrough in human history to serve your ambition?” Tarrant’s angry expression settled into a visage of icy contempt. “You’re just another petty corporate tyrant. Like father, like son, eh, Sutton?”

Gifford laughed. “Oh, please. My father has been riding Henry Bradford’s coattails for decades, just expanding the empire built by his predecessor. Bradford, though, now he was a man of vision. It’s too bad he didn’t live to see the fruits of his labor. When Bradford died, Starfire almost came apart at the seams due to corporate infighting, until my father came back after the Azimuth mission and took over the reins as CEO. If someone with an ounce of sense had succeeded Bradford right at the beginning, Starfire could have parlayed the political capital from the development of Interscission technology into complete dominance of the corporate world.”

Tarrant snorted. “The Starfire Technology Group is the most powerful corporation in the world, boy. They already run half the world.”

“They could be running all of it.”

“Jesus, Sutton. Is there no limit to your greed?” Tarrant slid out of the booth and rose to his feet. “When this is over, I hope you burn in hell.”

Gifford raised an eyebrow as the other man turned to leave. “You forgot to pay for your meal.”

“You’re the boss.” Tarrant snarled. “You can fucking afford to pick up the tab.”

“If you like.” Gifford shrugged. “I’ll just deduct the cost from your severance.”

Tarrant stared at him, his face grim. “Choke on it.” Then he spun on his heel and stomped toward the exit.

Gifford tapped the service button on the tabletop, and the maître d’ returned to the booth. “How can I be of service, Dr. Sutton?”

Gifford sipped his wine again. “This is a truly excellent vintage.”

“Yes, sir. Château Madeline, 2201. Mr. Tarrant has a particularly refined palate.”

“Please bring me another bottle, unopened and gift-wrapped. I know someone who’ll appreciate it.”

“Certainly. It will be waiting for you at the front desk.”

“Thank you.” Gifford tapped into his personal electronics and called his ship. “Modred, forward me the personnel files on the three candidates I selected as potential replacements for Jerald Tarrant, and then inform Dr. Alkaev that she has the green light to proceed with the Athena Project as soon as I have arranged transfer of the Lux data architecture to Arclight. I want the operating system to be integrated into the Charybdis nanochips by the end of the week.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any messages?”

“Your mother asked me to inform you that they will be expecting you at The Moveable Feast in Los Angeles at seven o’clock.”

“Let her know I’ll be there.”

“Of course. Was there anything else?”

Gifford considered for a moment. “Do a search of shelved and existing Arclight and Starfire projects that might benefit from the increased computational power we can expect from the Athena chips. It never hurts to see if there’s something under the radar that we can use to our advantage later.”

“Yes, sir. I will compile a list of project summaries and forward it to your personal database for review.”

Gifford logged out and finally focused his full attention on the food in front of him. Always savor your victories, large and small, because they might not last—Henry Bradford’s words, from long ago. Sooner or later, Trevor Sutton would be forced to pass the baton, and Gifford had plans for Starfire’s full resources once they came under his control.

You thought Henry was a hard act to follow, old man? Watch and learn. The world won’t know what hit it.

 




 
CHAPTER 24

 

Gifford’s limousine set down on the rooftop landing strip of the restaurant. He climbed from the vehicle and straightened his tuxedo before striding toward the upper entrance. Behind him, the automated limousine reactivated its antigravity projectors and lifted silently into the air, flying to a holding area to await his return.

The doors swung aside as he approached, revealing a sumptuous waiting area paneled in mahogany. Bioluminescent lamps cast a soft yellow glow over the room. Gifford addressed the robotic dispatcher. “Sutton, a reservation for three.”

“Yes, sir. The other members of your party have already arrived and have been seated at table fifty-four on the third level. Please follow the green line after exiting the elevator.”

Gifford didn’t bother to reply. He stepped into the elevator and hit the button for level three. The glass-walled cabin descended into a high-ceilinged room lit by more bioluminescent lamps, creating an intimate atmosphere with each table surrounded by shadows. The elevator reached the floor, and the glass doors parted. A bright-green holographic projection of a leafy vine appeared in the air before him, extending into the dining room. He followed it to the table where his parents sat watching his approach expectantly. Gifford placed the gift-wrapped bottle of wine on the table and embraced his mother, who rose from her chair. “Mother, it’s good to see you.”

“It’s been far too long.” Jennifer Sutton gave him a squeeze and then stood back.

Gifford turned to his father and extended his hand. “Father, it’s a pleasure to see you outside of work.”

Trevor Sutton shook his son’s hand and smiled ruefully. “It does seem like a rarity these days, doesn’t it?”

They sat around the table and placed their orders from the menu, and then chatted quietly about inconsequentialities for a time. Finally, Trevor set his wineglass down on the table. “Gifford, I know this should be a day of celebration, but I’m afraid there’s something important we must discuss.”

Gifford set down his wineglass as well, concealing his excitement. “I’m listening.”

Is this it, old man? Ready to retire, at last?

“You won’t have received the notification yet, but an emergency shareholder meeting has been requested on behalf of a group calling themselves the Renewal Trust, which claims to control forty-five percent of Starfire stock.”

Gifford stared at him. “That’s ridiculous. The three of us own fifty percent of the voting shares between us. They would have had to buy out ninety percent of the other investors!”

“It does seem unlikely, doesn’t it?” added Jennifer. “But the automated vote tracker confirms that forty-five percent of shareholders anonymously self-identify as members of the Trust.”

“Unlikely?” Gifford glared at his father. “It’s impossible. How could so much stock have changed hands without you being aware of it? Asleep at the switch, old man?”

His father’s eyes glittered with anger. “As near as we can tell, there has been significant turnover of stock in the last six months, but not more than twenty-five percent of publically traded shares. That means they have the support of one or more backers with a sizeable stake in the company already.”

Gifford smiled slowly. “Ah. I see. I own ten percent, so you’re wondering if I’m already in their pocket?”

“No.” Trevor shook his head grimly. “You’re not the type to take a secondary role in anything. I’m wondering if they’re in your pocket, and you’ve finally grown tired of waiting for me to step down.”

Gifford chuckled. “As much as I would like to claim credit, this comes as a complete surprise to me.”

Trevor leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “Then the only question is whether you’re willing to stand with us in fending off this hostile takeover. Your ten percent added to our forty percent would outweigh any challenge.”

“Have I given you any reason to think I would stoop to betraying you like that?”

Trevor met Gifford’s glare without flinching. “No. You usually eliminate your opponents face-to-face. But you must admit, this would be a perfect opportunity for you to force me out and take over the company.”

“Yes, it would,” said Gifford. “And I would find it immensely satisfying.”

“Enough.” Jennifer’s voice was cold. “I will not sit here and watch the two of you threaten to destroy each other. Either you work together or you don’t, but this pompous saber-rattling ends now. Do I make myself clear?”

Father and son continued to stare each other down for a long moment before breaking eye contact simultaneously when the food dispenser rolled up to their table.

“You have my votes, old man,” said Gifford, as the robot placed a covered dish in front of him. “The company will be mine eventually, so I’m not about to help a pack of strangers take over the family business.”

Trevor snapped his napkin open and laid it in his lap. “Then we agree on something, at least.”

The rest of the meal passed in strained silence before Gifford took his leave following an awkward hug for each parent.

I’m not sure which of us was more surprised by the embrace, Gifford thought, as he rode the elevator back up to the roof. Forty-five percent of the most valuable stock on the terrestrial market. How could someone have collected that much support against us? How could we not have known a hostile takeover was in the works? And who the hell could be behind this?

He tapped his com implant. “Modred, any messages?”

“Yes, sir. You have received a special communiqué from the Starfire Technology Group that an emergency shareholders meeting has been scheduled in one week.”

“How many Starfire shareholders currently own five percent or more of voting shares?”

“Seven.”

“And how much of the vote do those seven control?”

“Unknown. Registration of proxy agreements for control of shareholder voting will be updated at the time of the shareholder meeting. It is common that shareholders may control more shares than they own outright.”

Gifford scratched at his chin as he stepped outside and signaled his vehicle to pick him up. I guess we’ll find out in a week then.

 






CHAPTER 25

 

“Modred, how long before the meeting opens?”

“The shareholders meeting will be called to order in fifteen minutes; however, the virtual environment is already live. You may join at any time.”

Gifford nodded, taking one last look at the ruby sunset beyond the city’s massive skyscrapers, obscured by fleets of aircars buzzing throughout the municipal airspace like a colony of bees. He walked back to his desk and sat down. “Log me in.”

“Access requires manual entry of your shareholder password and identity scan.”

Gifford laid his hand flat on the sensitized surface of the desk. “Gifford Thomas Sutton. Password: Viceroy.”

“Password accepted. DNA and fingerprint match confirm identity. Stand by for sensory immersion.”

The office faded away, and he found himself seated in a vast, open-air amphitheater crafted of white marble. Above him, a representation of the night sky was dominated by the star and sunburst of the Starfire Technology Group, floating in the center. Despite the apparent nighttime setting, the amphitheater was well lit and the virtual avatars of the shareholders were clearly visible, thronged across the seats above him. As a major shareholder, of course, Gifford was seated in the front row.

A soft light coalesced in the seat next to him, and his mother appeared wearing a long black evening gown. She favored him with a smile. “Hello, dear. Ready for battle?”

Gifford grinned at her wry tone. “Always.” He eyed the empty seat next to her. “Where’s Father?”

“Backstage—talking with his allies on the Board prior to calling the meeting to order.”

Gifford noticed the distinct coolness in her voice. “Something wrong?”

She glanced at him, and then sighed. “For thirty years, I have been coming to these meetings to express my support for your father. And for thirty years, I have watched him sacrifice his ideals in favor of expediency and compromise. Sometimes, I wish we’d chosen to remain at Chiron Colony after the Azimuth mission. If we had, perhaps your father would never have accepted leadership of the company out of a sense of obligation to Henry Bradford’s vision. Perhaps he wouldn’t have let the demands of that position strip him of so many of the qualities that made him the man I married.”

Gifford stared at her. “Father held the company together and built on its successes. Our family owes everything we have to his work.”

Jennifer Sutton looked away. “I know. I just wish it could have been different.” She reached out to cup his cheek. “Especially when it comes to you.”

Gifford felt her light touch through the tactile elements of the VR environment. “Are you saying I’m a disappointment?”

She shook her head. “No. You have achieved every task your father set you. I just wonder whether you would have been a different man if we had made different choices so long ago.”

Gifford covered her hand with his own. “This is who I am, Mother. There’s no other man I would ever want to be.”

She smiled sadly at him and withdrew her hand. “I know. And I am proud of everything you have accomplished.”

“But?”

“But nothing.” She focused her attention on the stage, where the Board members, led by Trevor Sutton, had stepped into view from behind the curtain. “It’s time.”

Trevor stood center stage at the speaker’s lectern while the Starfire Board of Directors took their seats at the table to his left. He frowned at the empty table to his right.

“HELIOS,” Trevor said, his voice carrying electronically to everyone in the virtual room, “where are the representatives of the Renewal Trust?”

“The directors of the Renewal Trust have chosen to appear in their capacity as Starfire shareholders and exercise their right to remain anonymous,” answered the company’s master computer construct.

Trevor gave the empty table another scowl. “Fine. Is there a quorum present?”

“Yes, sir. Ninety-five percent of the voting shareholders are present, either virtually or represented by registered proxy.”

“Very well.” Trevor banged the gavel on the lectern in front of him. “I call this special shareholder’s meeting of the Starfire Technology group to order. There is only one item on the agenda: a proposal by a corporate entity called the Renewal Trust to remove the current Board of Directors and Chief Executive Officer from office. If passed, the proposal further calls for immediate nomination and election of new officers to replace them.”

He swept the amphitheater with an imperious gaze. “As Chief Executive Officer, it is my privilege to speak first. The Board of Directors has shepherded the interests of the shareholders exceptionally well, some having served in this capacity for decades, myself included. I served on the crew of humanity’s first starship during the construction of our first colony at Alpha Centauri, and I was previously a key figure in building the starship itself. Since then, under my leadership, Starfire has expanded to become the most important supplier of consumer and military technology across three star systems. We pioneered the expansion of the human race beyond the limits of our Solar System, and we have remained at the cutting edge of human advancement ever since.”

He waved his hand contemptuously at the empty table on the stage to his right. “No reason has been offered for this proposal to shift control of the company. The authors of this request have further declined to face us in person, hiding behind corporate anonymity rules. I submit that this effort to undermine the experienced leadership of the corporation is not in the best interests of the shareholders, and I urge them to vote ‘no’ on this proposal.” He faced the empty table. “With that, I yield to whatever rebuttal the representatives of the Renewal Trust wish to offer.”

HELIOS spoke in the silence. “The Renewal Trust waives its right to make an opening statement and moves to close debate at this time.”

Trevor looked as if he had bitten into something unpleasant. “Very well. A simple majority of shareholder votes is required to close debate. Please vote ‘yes’ to close debate, and ‘no’ to open the floor to further comments.”

A glowing sign, not visible to other shareholders, appeared in front of Gifford. It listed the shares under his control by serial number, and then the aggregate value as a percentage of the total voting shares outstanding. He immediately voted ‘yes’ with his entire ten percent stake in the company.

“One hundred percent of the eligible vote has been counted, with voters not present in person or in proxy listed as abstentions,” announced HELIOS. “Sixty-four percent of votes are designated ‘yes.’ The motion passes.”

Trevor nodded. “Then debate on the Renewal Trust Proposal is now closed. Shareholders, please vote ‘yes’ to agree to the proposal to remove the current leadership of the Starfire Technology Group from office and ‘no’ to reject the proposal so that the leadership of the corporation remains unchanged. A simple majority vote is required to approve or deny the request.”

The voting screen appeared again in front of Gifford. This time, he voted ‘no’ with his ten percent block.

“One hundred percent of the eligible vote has been counted, with voters not present in person or in proxy listed as abstentions,” announced HELIOS. “Fifty-four percent of votes are designated ‘yes.’ The motion passes.”

Gifford sat frozen is his seat. Fifty-four percent?
That’s impossible. We control fifty percent of the voting stock.

Trevor had obviously come to the same conclusion. Red-faced, he glared at Gifford as he grabbed the lectern with both hands. “HELIOS, I demand a voice recount.”

“The representatives of the Renewal Trust indicate that they have no objection. Roll call vote will proceed by block, in order of decreasing magnitude. Share block A1, twenty percent stake: Trevor John Sutton.”

Trevor stood straight. “No.”

“Share block A2, twenty percent stake: Jennifer Ainsley Sutton.”

Jennifer raised her head. “Yes.”

Gifford snapped his head to the side to stare at her in disbelief. “Mother!”

Jennifer ignored him. “HELIOS, at this time I further vote ‘yes’ with proxy block D27.”

“Confirmed. Proxy block D27, the Renewal Trust, thirty-two percent stake, votes ‘yes.’ At this time, a simple majority of eligible votes has been recorded in favor of the Renewal Trust proposal. Dr. Sutton, do you wish to continue with the roll call vote?”

Gifford turned back to face his father, who only had eyes for his wife.

“Dr. Sutton?”

Trevor swallowed silently, his face drawn and pale, and then shook his head. “No.”

“Accordingly, the motion is carried with immediate effect. A new corporate slate of officers is required. The floor is open to nominations for the office of Chief Executive Officer.”

Jennifer got to her feet. “I nominate myself.”

“Are there any further nominations?”

Gifford stared at his father, who said nothing. Then Gifford got to his feet and turned to glare at his mother. “I nominate myself.”

Jennifer looked at him sadly. “You can’t win, son.”

“At least I’ll have tried,” he answered with a snarl.

“Are there further nominations?” asked HELIOS. They waited in silence for another half a minute. “No further nominations having been made, a simple majority vote is required to confirm the election of any candidate.”

The voting panel appeared in front of Gifford, and he voted his shares in favor of himself.

“One hundred percent of the eligible vote has been counted, with voters not present in person or in proxy listed as abstentions,” announced HELIOS. “Sixty-one percent of votes are cast in favor of Jennifer Ainsley Sutton. Twelve percent of votes are cast in favor of Gifford Thomas Sutton. Twenty-seven percent of votes abstain. Jennifer Ainsley Sutton is confirmed as Chief Executive Officer. Nominations are now open for ten open positions on the Board of Directors.”

Twenty-seven percent abstentions. Father sat it out rather than support me. Gifford stopped paying close attention, mechanically voting to support his remaining allies in their bids to retain control of the company. His mother voted summarily against them all.

Then she stood at the lectern, her chosen allies arrayed behind her, and banged the gavel. “Having disposed of the items of business on the agenda, I declare this meeting adjourned.”

The virtual environment terminated. Gifford sat alone in the darkness of his office.

What the hell just happened?

 




 
CHAPTER 26

 

Gifford burst out of his aircar as soon as it landed on his parents’s rooftop and raced to the elevator door just short of an open sprint. Fuming as the elevator lowered him to ground level, he then stomped into his parents’s foyer.

“Mother!” he yelled. “What kind of game are you playing?”

“She’s not here, son.”

Gifford followed his father’s voice into the living room, finding him seated in an overstuffed leather chair before an actual wood fire. “Where is she?”

Trevor topped up his glass of wine and raised it to his lips, his eyes closed. Placing the glass on the side table, he opened his eyes to stare morosely at the dancing flames. “I don’t know. She’s put her locator beacon on privacy mode. She could be anywhere on the planet by now, or even off-world. There’s no telling where she’s holed up, not unless she decides to contact us.”

“But why? What possessed her to betray us like this?”

“I’m not sure. But I have my suspicions.”

“Such as?” He couldn’t stop the frost from creeping into his voice.

“She started adding to her stake in the company six months ago,” Trevor said tonelessly. “Right around the same time I updated my will.”

“Your will.” Gifford sat on the hearth in front of his father. “Exactly how did you change it, old man? What did you do that made her turn on us?” He frowned. “Did you cut her out? Is that it? You’ve been married for more than forty years. Did you finally get tired of her?”

Trevor calmly picked up his wineglass and threw the contents in his son’s face.

Gifford leapt to his feet, sputtering and trying to wipe the liquor from his eyes, but his father slammed him off balance, pushing him back into the mantelpiece.

“You ungrateful worm,” Trevor snarled. “I changed my Will to leave my shares in the company to you upon my death, instead of donating them to charity.”

Gifford stared, forgetting the burning pain of alcohol seeping into his eyes.

With a snort of disgust, Trevor let go of him. He picked up a lace cloth from the coffee table and tossed it to Gifford, before slumping onto the couch.

“Have you ever wondered why I haven’t turned over control of the company to you?” He glared at Gifford, who was still wiping wine off his face. Well, I’ll let you in on a secret, sport. Your mother forbade me to even consider it. After you worked your way up to CEO of Arclight, she gave me an ultimatum: either I found a way to prevent you from taking over Starfire, or she’d leave me and sell her shares to my business rivals.” He sighed. “So I cut you out of my legacy to stop her from destroying everything I’d worked for. I thought giving you my shares after I was gone would allow me to leave you with something tangible while still satisfying her desire to protect you. Apparently not.”

“Protect me? From what?” Gifford felt his color rising. “How does cheating me of my inheritance help me in any way?”

Trevor gave him a sad smile. “She thought she could prevent you from becoming me.” He poured himself another glass of wine from the bottle next to his armchair. “In a way, I can see her point. When you were born, we never envisioned you might turn into just another corporate shark. That’s my fault. I opened the door when I took over Starfire and turned it into a family business. In retrospect, that was perhaps my greatest mistake—letting you follow in my footsteps. If I’d kept you out of it from the beginning, maybe it would have made a difference.” He turned to face two portraits on the wall, one of himself with his wife and son standing behind him, and the other of Henry Bradford standing next to him. “Now, it’s too late. Too late by far.”

Gifford said nothing for a time, merely watched his father ponder what might have been. “So what do we do now?” he asked eventually.

“For me, I suppose I find something to keep myself occupied during my retirement.” Trevor laughed bitterly. “And you? You can go back to Arclight and get comfortable, because I guarantee you won’t ever be moving higher up in the company. That’s assuming, of course, she doesn’t decide more drastic action is necessary and you find yourself out of a job entirely.”

 






CHAPTER 27

 

Gifford lay on the black leather couch in his office and contemplated the glass of scotch cradled in his right hand.

Never thought of myself as a particularly hard drinker. Maybe it’s time to pick up some bad habits.

He sat up, lifting the glass halfway to his lips, but then thought better of it and set it down on the coffee table. What would be the point? I’m a bird in a cage, kept for show. No chance of moving up the ladder at this point. There’s nowhere left to go but down.

He got to his feet and wandered to the window, appreciating the spectacular view of the Los Angeles skyline.

Drown or tread water—no other choice, unless I get out entirely and start over somewhere else. He snorted. Like anyone would want to work with me. Too many burned bridges.

With a sigh, he walked back to his desk. Stopping, Gifford stared at the three thousand credit desk chair, the top-of-the-line ergonomic design on the market. Mother’s gift when I took over. He could almost hear her voice from so many years ago. “You’ll be spending a lot of time at the desk, so you might as well be comfortable.”

Prophetic words.

Who knew I’d spend the rest of my career at this desk?

He sat in the chair, felt it align around his body for maximum support and comfort.

If I’m staying, I might as well make the best of it and do my job. He tapped the intercom tab on his desk display. “Modred, any messages?”

“Yes, sir. Three hundred and seventeen messages are awaiting your attention.”

Ugh. “Anything relating to my first-tier priority projects?”

“There are twelve messages relating to Project Athena, and weekly project updates awaiting review from Projects Excalibur, Ragnarok, and Agamemnon. There is also a tier-one priority personal message waiting from your mother.”

Gifford froze. “How long has it been waiting?”

“The timestamp indicates the message was transmitted by data courier from the Ceres Archipelago approximately thirty-five minutes ago.”

Gifford smiled. Of course. The Ceres planetoid remained a major foldspace hub, providing short-range transit to hundreds of minor colonies on the surrounding asteroids, all designed for a variety of purposes, from heavy manufacturing, to ice mining, to luxury resorts.

Untraceable. She could hide out there forever, simply passing orders to her representatives on the Board and never having to physically set foot inside the corporate headquarters ever again.

“Play the message.”

A full-sized hologram of his mother appeared in the center of his office. “Gifford, by now I’m sure you’ve spoken to your father, and you have an idea of my reasons. I am not so naive to think they will matter to you. Suffice it to say that I am not sorry for what I’ve done. If I can prevent you from walking any further down your father’s path, I will do what is necessary in the hope you might someday seek your own destiny.” She sighed.

Gifford was suddenly struck by how frail she looked.

She stared directly at him with a defiant expression that was anything but weak. “When I think of your childhood, I remember the innocent little boy who ran all the way from the Hydroponics bay of the Azimuth to my office to present me with a potted rosebush he’d grown for me. But then you grew up. Hard. Ruthless. I see little of that boy in the man you became, and I despair that you may never recover any part of who he was—any part of you that is still part of me, of the love that Trevor and I shared. So I have given you a second chance. My last gift to you is the chance to walk away and start over, if you wish. But I know you won’t take it. You’ll never change, either of you. I wash my hands of this family. Respond to my betrayal however you wish; I don’t care. I don’t believe any of this will make the slightest difference. I am too old and cynical to believe in miracles.

“You broke my heart, Gifford. You and your father both. Please don’t try to find me, because I have nothing left to say to either of you. Good-bye.”

The hologram disappeared.

Gifford wiped the tears from his face with his sleeve. Good-bye, Mother.

He took a deep breath and composed himself. “Modred, save this recording to permanent storage. Then please review the Athena project messages and summarize their content.”

“The recording has been stored. The messages indicate that the integration of the Lux data architecture with the quark nanochip technology is completed, and that development of the heuristic cognitive models for true artificial intelligence continue apace. They also state that the processing capacity of the new chips is more than sufficient to allow for concurrent high-complexity data processing tasks, should you wish to assign secondary projects to the processing platform.”

Gifford nodded wearily. “Fine. Did you compile that list of shelved projects I asked for?”

“Yes. The results are saved to the central Arclight directory under Special Projects.”

“Go through the list again and create a high-level keyword summary of each project, consisting of five words or fewer for each.”

“Processing. Keyword summary is complete.”

“Display.”

A glowing list of text appeared in the air in front of him. Gifford idly let his eyes drift down the words as they scrolled by. Economic forecasting. Weather control. Personal teleport fields. Hmm. Now that could be profitable. Quantum nanotechnology. Temporal displacement. Interstellar fixed-point communications…

Wait. What?

Gifford stopped the automatic scroll function and paged back a couple of entries. Temporal displacement. That’s impossible.

“Modred, display the complete executive summary of Project Janus.”

Another hologram appeared in the center of his office. Gifford gaped at the representation of Henry Bradford.

Christ. How old is this project?

“The data generated by the Interscission Project indicates that the true nature of the foldspace event can be successfully predicted by a mathematical model consisting of eight physical dimensions that interact in both real and imaginary space.” Henry raised his chin and smiled at the camera. “Solving such a complex mathematical problem would require decades of calculation to design even a single targeted foldspace event. The three-space heuristic solution I developed was sufficiently simplified that the calculation of a three-dimensional foldspace event could be approximated in a relatively short time, with the proper processing algorithm. The calculation of a four-space approximation remains beyond the capabilities of current megabit computer chips; however, we are hopeful the enhanced processing power of the new terabit processing architecture may yield a solution in a practical timeframe so that controlled temporal displacement will become possible.”

The hologram vanished.

Gifford sat in his chair and closed his mouth with an audible click.

How could something this important have been shelved?

He frowned. “Modred, display the final summative progress report.”

A new hologram appeared, this time showing an elderly Asian woman he didn’t recognize. Gifford checked the caption in the accompanying text report. Dr. Sophia Wu.

Huh? Never heard of her.

Dr. Wu gave him a severe glare. “Our most current algorithms indicate that the theory of a four-space displacement is feasible, but that it would require approximately forty-six months of processing time to reach a workable solution for each attempt. However, the spatial shifts of planetary and stellar motion inherent in a four-year delay are sufficient to render the final calculation useless without traveling back to the origin point of the calculation. While this may be possible using a vessel equipped with a conventional foldspace drive, the project has been deemed impractical due to the logistical uncertainties involved. I disagree with this decision; however, senior management finds the promise of such technology of insufficient value to justify further investment of Starfire resources. I would recommend that the project remains suspended rather than cancelled, pending the development of data-processing architecture sufficiently robust to allow the practicality of these calculations to be reassessed.”

Long after the hologram had faded away, Gifford stared at the empty air in the center of his office. He punched up the final disposition of the project. Development suspended as of October 2190 by Trevor Sutton, Chief Executive Officer.

Gifford hit the intercom again. “Request priority real-time videoconference with Dr. Alkaev.”

“Stand by, Dr. Sutton.”

Gifford continued to review the project algorithms while he waited for his AI Project Leader to return his call. Finally, a sharp tone sounded in his office, and he tapped the icon to accept the incoming communication.

Dr. Alkaev appeared in the air before him: a middle-aged woman with graying hair and coarse features.

“How can I help you, Dr. Sutton?” Her tone made it clear she had more important work than answering questions from executives.

“I am forwarding you a computational algorithm from a mothballed project. I want you to analyze it and determine how long it would take to run on the Athena chips.”

Dr. Alkaev, a bored expression on her face, punched up the graphical representation of the algorithm on her terminal. Her eyebrows shot up. “This is an extraordinarily complex calculation. What was its purpose?”

“That is of no importance,” said Gifford, as he quietly reclassified the security level of the project records to his eyes only. “Can you tell me how long it would take to run the program using our current technology?”

Dr. Alkaev imported the algorithm into her own project architecture and ran her own analytical programs through it. “Using the thirty-percent capacity we have allocated to secondary projects, it would take approximately ten months to complete the calculation using an Athena chip.”

“But that number would decrease with an increased allocation of processor capacity. Run the numbers again, using one-hundred-percent capacity.”

She pursed her lips. “Are you suggesting we divert the entire processing capacity of one of the Athena chips away from the AI project for the length of time needed to complete this computation? That could set us back months, or even years.”

“I am aware of that. Run the numbers again.”

She sighed and manipulated her console. “Just over three months.”

“Run the numbers again based on the allocation of our entire complement of available Athena chips.”

She stared at him, aghast. “Dr. Sutton! Surely you’re not suggesting we abandon—”

“Don’t argue with me. Just do it.”

Red-faced, her movements jerky with suppressed rage, she typed the commands into her terminal. “Using our entire processing array, the calculation could be completed in four minutes twenty seconds.”

Gifford took a deep breath, and then let it out. “Thank you, Dr. Alkaev. You may regard any information related to this algorithm as being under corporate seal. Please delete your calculations from the system and do your best to forget this conversation ever happened.”

He broke the connection and leaned back in his chair, considering the implications. Then he laughed until tears rolled down his cheeks and he was gasping for breath.

Be careful what you wish for, Mother. You wanted me to bring you roses? Then you should beware the thorns.

 




 
CHAPTER 28

 

Gifford leaned on the bell of his parents’s house, forcing the announcement tone to cycle continuously. Finally, the door opened and he came face-to-face with his father for the first time since their argument in the wake of the shareholders’s meeting six weeks earlier. The older man seemed different somehow, lacking the aura of power he always wore like a favorite coat. Diminished. Gifford’s mouth tasted suddenly dry and bitter. I spent my entire adolescence and adulthood planning for the day I could see him humbled.
And now I have.

“Something I can do for you, son?” asked Trevor, his voice gruff.

Gifford took a deep breath, inhaling the aroma of alcohol. “I have a proposition for you, old man.”

He laughed, a sharp and bitter sound. “Why am I not surprised? Go home, Gifford. There’s nothing here for you.” He stepped back and reached for the door control on the inside wall.

“What does the name ‘Janus’ mean to you?” said Gifford, quietly.

Trevor hesitated, apparently surprised at the oddity of the question. “The Roman god of doors.”

“And of beginnings and endings, peace and war,” said Gifford. “It was also the name of the first lunar spaceport hub, an unremarkable corporate passenger transport company, and last but not least, a mothballed Starfire scientific project, shut down because it required computer resources that didn’t exist at that time.”

Trevor’s hand fell to his side. He cocked his head to stare at his son with a suspicious expression. “I remember the project. What of it?”

“They gave up because they didn’t have enough raw processing power to make it work.” Gifford smiled pleasantly. “But I do.”

Trevor regarded him for a long, silent moment. Then he turned and walked back toward the stairs.

Gifford followed, closing the door behind him.

Trevor led the way down to the second floor, and into his private study, where he took a seat in a leather chair behind a ponderous redwood desk. “Sit down.” He frowned when Gifford remained standing. “Please.”

Gifford sat in one of the armchairs that faced his father’s desk. “Do I have your complete attention?”

Trevor nodded. “You do. State your proposal,” he said in a clipped tone.

Gifford forced himself to relax. It’s just another negotiation, like I’ve done a thousand times before. “The Parallel Dynamics Lux programming environment, in combination with the Charybdis quark nanochips, provides enough computing power to make the necessary calculations for temporal displacement in a short time.”

“How short?”

“Less than five minutes.”

“Extraordinary.” Trevor’s face remained expressionless. “And you just happen to own a controlling interest in both corporations.”

Gifford didn’t blink, despite his surprise. “I didn’t realize you were aware of that.”

“Of course not,” said Trevor, allowing a faint smile. “That’s would have spoiled the effect when I pulled the rug out from under your latest attempt to replace me.”

Gifford fumed silently. “And did you know we’ve had twenty of the hybrid computer ships manufactured and running for almost two months?”

Trevor’s smile slipped. “No.” He studied Gifford for a moment. “You think the hybrid chips will allow you travel through time?”

Gifford felt as if he were fifteen years old again, standing before this desk, sweating under the same intense scrutiny. “My people assure me the Athena chip array is more than capable of performing the necessary calculations to solve the Janus algorithm. After studying the schematics of the foldspace manipulator modifications they proposed, I can safely say that any competent engineer could design and build a working prototype with present-day manufacturing technology in under two weeks.”

Trevor settled back in his chair. “Knowing you as I do, I’m sure you have already tested that assertion.”

Gifford grinned. “I have.”

Trevor let out a low whistle. “A working time machine. Gifford, you never cease to amaze me.” He drummed his fingertips against the desk. “What do you plan to do with it?”

“I considered sending a message to myself in the past, to warn myself about Mother’s plans.”

“But?”

“But it wouldn’t solve anything,” said Gifford. “Even if I could have prevented her from taking over the company, I wouldn’t have had the resources to take it over myself. Nothing would have changed except that we would have known she was going to betray us.” He drew a deep breath and then exhaled in a rush, unable to meet his father’s eyes. “I wouldn’t have forgiven her.”

“Nor I,” said Trevor. He sagged in his chair. “You’re right. We’d have remained in control of the company, but she would have left anyway. So, what are you going to do with it?”

“It’s not enough to prevent her from getting the votes together,” said Gifford. “We have to remove her motivation to use them.”

Trevor’s expression twisted. “You were her motivation. Are you thinking of removing yourself from the equation?”

Gifford smiled at his father’s fierce tone of voice. “Relax, old man. Seppuku isn’t my style.” He raised his gaze, his expression hard. “She left because you changed after the Azimuth mission. Because the Board chose you as a compromise candidate to succeed Henry Bradford.”

Trevor’s eyes narrowed. “What are you thinking?”

Gifford forced down his hesitation and answered as if he had no doubts as to his course of action. “Suppose they didn’t offer it to you? What would our lives have been?”

Trevor stared at him. “That’s insane. You want to take us out of the corporation entirely?”

Gifford stood and glared down at his father. “What has leading Starfire brought you? Look where you’ve ended up: rich, alone, and powerless. That has to change.”

“You’re talking about a leap into the unknown, boy,” growled Trevor, bolting to his feet. “Who is to say that our lives would have been any better?”

“Because,” answered Gifford softly. “They’d have to be.”

“Gifford,” said Trevor, his fists clenched at his sides. “Think about what you’re considering giving up.”

“I have.” Gifford met his father’s gaze squarely. “We know how this timeline ends. I’m willing to take a chance on another one. What about you? Feel like gambling?”

Trevor turned away, facing the window that overlooked their private garden. “You have the machine already. There’s nothing I can do to stop you.”

“But you can refuse to help me.”

“Help?” Trevor glanced over his shoulder at his son. “How can I help?”

“You were there. You know the reality of the situation. I only have the reports.”

Trevor sighed. “What do you need to know?”

“Were there any other candidates?”

“Not really. The board members had been jockeying for position for years, each trying to put together enough votes to take over without Henry’s fifty-one percent.”

Gifford frowned. “Why? Who voted Bradford’s block?”

“No one.” Trevor laughed at Gifford’s expression of disdain. “He didn’t trust any of them. That’s why he assigned his shares to me and Jennifer, hoping we’d be in a position to undo any of their damage once we returned from the Azimuth mission. Then, when we did return, they offered me the position, thinking I’d just be a figurehead they could work around.” He grinned. “They were wrong.”

“Then we have to convince Henry to leave his stock to someone else. Who else did he trust?”

“No one. The three of us spearheaded Henry’s reorganization of the company after he inherited it from his father. We became friends in graduate school, and we designed the whole project together as a thought experiment.”

Gifford considered that. “Then we’ll have to unseat Bradford or make ourselves his allies.”

“You want to stage a hostile takeover of Starfire? In the past?”

“Why not?”

“He was my friend,” answered Trevor sharply.

“Henry Bradford didn’t do you any favors when he dropped responsibility for his legacy into your lap. What do you owe him?”

Trevor’s mouth compressed into a thin line, but he said nothing. Silence stretched between them until Trevor finally nodded stiffly. “All right. What’s your plan?”

“We’ll have to weaken his position somehow. Then we offer him our support when he’s desperate.”

Trevor walked back to his desk and enabled the embedded electronics, projecting a holographic display above his desk. “HELIOS, activate.”

“Online,” said the voice of the Starfire master computer construct.

Gifford raised an eyebrow. “You still have HELIOS access?”

Trevor switched off the computer’s audio pickup. “Not exactly. I hacked into yours.” He laughed, and then tapped the privacy control again so the computer could hear him. “HELIOS, show me a graphical display of the stock prices for the Starfire Technology Group since Henry Bradford took over the company.”

A histogram appeared in the display cube, and Trevor studied the display. “We’ll have to create an artificial crisis or enhance an existing one, something that would make the company vulnerable in some way, possibly devaluing the stock. Then we can acquire them through proxies at a discount and approach Henry from a position of power.”

“Why not just buy them up from existing shareholders?”

Trevor shook his head. “One, it was a profitable investment, so there wasn’t much shareholder turnover. Two, Henry held fifty-one percent of the vote. He’d be able to beat any challenge on his own. We’ll have to convince him to divest himself of some of his stock or we’ll never have a chance of taking over, before or after his death.”

“He died of some kind of neurological disease, didn’t he?” asked Gifford. “Is there any treatment we could offer him in exchange?”

“Chandrasekhar’s disease, yes. There’s a nanotech treatment now, but it only works in the early phases. His was pretty far advanced before the diagnosis was made, so that won’t work.”

Gifford tapped a segment of the graph that showed a sizable dip in the share price. “What was this?”

Trevor checked the dates. “That was after he died, when the infighting began.”

“So we need something earlier,” said Gifford. He ran his gaze back along the graph. He tapped another dip that was followed by a substantial increase in value. “What happened here?”

Trevor checked the dates. “That’s the Zenith mission. When the ship publically disappeared, there was a significant backlash until they finished the mission and returned from Alpha Centauri.”

“Interesting.” Gifford considered the possibilities, staring at the V-shaped notch in the graph. “Maybe that’s our window. If the Zenith mission was delayed or interrupted at Alpha Centauri, the stock would have continued to fall. We could pick up the shares we need when investors run for the doors.”

“Even if we had a way to do that, Henry would still have fifty-one percent,” Trevor reminded him.

“What if the Zenith never returned?” asked Gifford absently, lost in thought.

Trevor turned off his computer. “I beg your pardon?” he asked coldly.

“Think about it. If the Zenith mission were lost, the company’s share price would have collapsed. Bradford would have been ruined. We could walk right in and demand a chunk of his shares in return for a capital infusion to keep the company going long enough to mount another attempt.”

“You realize you’re discussing murder as if it were just another business tactic.”

Gifford finally recognized the note of danger in his father’s voice. He faced Trevor’s accusatory glare without flinching. “And?”

“You don’t have a problem with that?”

Gifford hardened his tone. “No. I don’t.”

Trevor stared at him. Finally he turned away. “Fine. How would you take out the ship?”

Gifford shrugged. “My ship was originally a Navy scout ship, so it still has armament mounts in place. I’m sure I can find someone to emplace the necessary weapon systems to make it functional again. It’s just a matter of money.”

Trevor didn’t look up. “You can’t just shoot it down. The Zenith was a heavily armed and armored vessel designed to take on any challenge. They were jumping into unknown territory, you remember. They’d blow you out of the sky.”

“There are certain defenses now that didn’t exist then. I’ll see if I can find something suitable.” Gifford scratched at his chin. “Also, Arclight has a new military contract to produce mine platforms for the Navy. Now that the design is approved, the manufacturing process is entirely automated. It wouldn’t take much to tweak the manufacturing program to produce some extra and have them diverted to a holding facility. I just have to designate a certain fraction as having failed quality control.”

“And where will you get the warheads to arm them?” Trevor’s voice was flat.

“We both have contacts in the military. I’m sure there’s plenty of decommissioned warheads lying around waiting for someone to sell them. If this works, we’ll be leaving this time behind. There’s not much reason to be frugal in our bribes.”

“Murder … and now bribery.” Trevor lifted his gaze to meet Gifford’s. “Today, I’m seeing a whole new side of you, son.”

“Don’t judge me, old man,” Gifford said with a snarl. “If you’re so righteous, why are you going along with it? Are you in or out?”

“I’m in.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why are you in?” asked Gifford. “Are you telling me what I want to hear just so you can betray me later, like Mother did?”

Trevor shook his head and got to his feet. “I’m in, all the way to the end. But I won’t be going with you.”

Gifford blinked. “What? But that’s suicide! Why would you even consider staying behind?”

“Because Jennifer was wrong about you.” He walked to the far wall of the study, which was dominated by an oil painting of their family, all three of them together.

Gifford’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning what?”

“She thought you were turning into me. But you’re not.” Trevor continued to stare at the painting, his back to Gifford. “You’ve outstripped me. You’ve become something so much worse.”

Gifford’s jaw dropped. “What are you talking about?”

“That you don’t know is proof enough. Any further dealings we have can be done electronically. Now get out. I can’t stand to look at you any longer.”

“Old man…” Gifford swallowed hard. “I’ll make it right. For all of us.”

“Get out, Gifford,” said Trevor, his voice weak with fatigue.

Gifford stood stiffly at attention, fifteen years old again, facing the same sense of dismissal and disappointment from his father that he always had. But this time, there was a note of finality he had never heard before. “Good-bye, Father.”

“Good-bye, Son. Please don’t come back.”

Gifford opened his mouth but held back the words. I love you, he said silently. Then he turned away and walked out of the room. His eyes were dry as he ascended the staircase back to his aircar. You’ll see, Father. I’ll save you and Mother both.

You’ll see.

 






PART V: DESPERATE MEASURES

 

 JANUARY 2203, ITERATION SEVEN

 

The play’s the thing,

Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King.

— William Shakespeare, Hamlet

 






CHAPTER 29

 

Jacob shifted position, trying to get comfortable on the narrow bed. It wasn’t long enough to accommodate his height, so he was forced to draw his knees up. As long as they’re keeping me in the interrogation cells, Thomas and Edward are still loose, and they’re hoping to get something out of me to lead them to the Rampart key. He rolled onto his back and stared at the light strip in the ceiling. Pity. The accommodations are a lot nicer in the long-term holding facility.

The door at the end of the hall hissed open, and David Cooper walked in. Behind him, Thomas entered, surrounded by four unobtrusive security drones that hovered around him in a circle about a meter wide. The telltale blue haze between them gave away the shock field they projected to keep Thomas contained. The drones drifted forward, forcing Thomas to keep pace or be electrocuted. They shepherded him into the cell across from Jacob’s, and a static force field sealed him inside. The four drones then shut down their mobile containment field and darted out of the cell, a ripple of iridescent light left in their wake as they passed through the barrier. Thomas sat on the bed in his cell and folded his arms expectantly, saying nothing.

After meeting his gaze for a moment, David turned to face Jacob. “Where is Edward?”

Jacob’s heart leapt. They don’t know! This could still work. Outwardly, though, he affected nonchalance, shrugging. “Edward who?”

“Edward Sutton. Or should I say, Edward Davenport.” David sighed. “None of this made sense until we discovered he and his sister were involved. Then it was obvious. We all lost someone in the accident. Captain Atkins, Commander Davenport. The rest of the crew who died alongside them.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Thomas muttered.

David turned to face him. “Granted. But it’s the past. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“We can,” said Thomas, a faint smile on his lips. “And we have.”

David growled. “You would destroy everything we’ve achieved to roll the dice on an alternate future. What makes you think things would be any better if you managed to save them? After all that humanity has accomplished because of their sacrifice, you would toss it away just to save a handful of lives?”

“Yes.” Jacob didn’t flinch as David pinned him with a glare. “You probably can’t understand, but—”

“I understand perfectly,” snapped David. “Captain Atkins personally recruited me to the Hourglass. I would have done anything for him and his vision of the future. But I know he wouldn’t stand for you jeopardizing that vision just to satisfy your selfish desire to see him survive.”

“You’re right,” Jacob added. “He would have put his gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger himself to prevent that from happening. But it’s not up to him.”

“It’s not up to you, either,” said David, obviously trying to control his temper.

“But it is.” Thomas stood and stepped forward directly behind the force field that held him in his cell. “Captain Atkins believed in free will. We made a choice to save him, and we accept the consequences of our actions.”

“Your actions could result in the erasure of this entire timeline,” said David, not turning around. “You may have signed the death warrants for countless generations of humans who may never come to exist in the history that replaces it.”

“So be it,” said Thomas.

David shook his head. “There’s no use talking to either of you.” He drew his sidearm and leveled it at Jacob’s head. “Tell me where Edward is hiding, Thomas, or your husband dies.”

“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.”

Jacob saw his husband’s eyebrow twitch, the only sign of his inner turmoil.

“You’ll kill us anyway.”

David jerked his gun a little to the left and fired. A white-hot bolt of plasma burned through the security field and passed less than six inches from Jacob’s right ear before searing the back wall of Jacob’s cell.

Jacob collapsed, screaming as he clutched the scorched flesh of his ear and the right side of his face.

“You fucking bastard!” Thomas roared incoherently and slammed his fists against the force field. “I told you I don’t know where Edward is!”

David holstered his weapon and turned away. “But you know how to find him.”

“I don’t!” yelled Thomas. “We deliberately didn’t share that information in case we got caught.”

“That’s too bad. Because Jacob is going to suffer a great deal of pain until Edward is sitting in the cell next to him. If you can’t come up with a way to achieve that end, you’re just going to have to watch him burn, inch by inch.”

“For God’s sake, David,” Jacob rasped. “Do you see what the Hourglass has made of you?”

“I have my duty, Commander,” replied David. “To the human race and to the memory of your brother’s ideals. Honor demands I take all measures in my power to stop you, no matter how repugnant.”

“Honor,” Thomas said through clenched teeth. “As if you even remember what the word means.”

David straightened. “The Hourglass exists to prevent interference with history, no matter how well intentioned. Everything comes second to that goal.”

“That is why we have to stop you.” Jacob wiped the tears from his eyes. “That self-righteous surety of purpose blinds you to any alternatives. And that is why you’re going to lose.”

David shrugged once more. “Think what you like. It doesn’t change the fact that Captain Knox loves you deeply, and he will eventually give me exactly what I need, just to spare you pain.” He crouched next to Jacob, so their eyes met across the force barrier. “And that is why you’re going to lose.”

David rose to face Thomas again. “You’d better come up with a strategy to find Edward Sutton, or Jacob here will suffer. You have twenty minutes.” He marched from the room, sealing the door behind him.

Jacob swallowed thickly, appalled by the agonized expression on his husband’s face. “Tom, you can’t—”

“Shut up, Jake!” Thomas dropped back onto the bed in his cell, his fists pressed to his temples. “Just shut up and let me think.”

The seconds ticked by … one by one.

Jacob dragged himself to his bed and lay down again, curled into a ball. You better not fuck this up, Edward.

 




 
CHAPTER 30

 

Annette pushed past Edward as soon as the airlock cycled open and took the stairs down to the main living space without speaking. She dropped into the most comfortable chair in the fairly spartan room, which happened to be the high-end office chair at Edward’s desk. Spinning slowly around, she faced her brother. “Okay, I’m here. Now tell me what is going on.”

Edward tapped a few commands into his wristcomp and the viewscreen that dominated one wall of the living area lit to display the image of Henry Bradford standing at a lectern before a crowd of journalists, all shouting questions. Edward paused the playback. “Do you recognize this footage?”

Annette shrugged. “Not offhand. But that’s Henry Bradford. From his apparent age, I’d say it’s from some time in the Sixties or Seventies.”

Edward nodded. “Correct. This is the press conference in 2176, when he announced the successful return of the Zenith mission.” He restarted the video.

Annette frowned as Henry filled the reporters in on the details of the project. “While it’s refreshing to see you take an interest in history, I don’t see what—”

“Just wait.” Edward put up one palm. “You will.”

She continued to scowl as the story unwound: Henry revealing the dangers of the mission and praising crew for their safe return when they joined him on stage, as well as a complement of senior scientific staff who had worked on the project.

“This is ancient history, Ed. What am I supposed to get from it?”

Edward tapped his controls again, freezing the image, and then walked up to the viewscreen. He circled two faces from among the scientific staff, a faint yellow line tracking the motion of his fingertip. “Isolate these individuals and magnify.”

Annette moved closer to the screen as the images of herself and Edward were magnified on the screen. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“No. It’s deadly serious.” He picked up a small metal case off his desk and handed it to Annette. “Put these on.”

Annette opened the box to find an antique pair of holographic reading glasses. She glanced back at the screen. “Are these the same as the glasses that man’s wearing in the video?”

“That man is me,” said Edward. “Or, at least, a past version of me, just as the woman is a past version of you. And yes, they’re the same. Play the recorded message by putting them on and tapping the center contact three times.”

Annette placed the silver bar across the bridge of her nose and lightly drummed her fingertip against the middle three times. The blue hololenses lit up and Martin’s message played out before her as she watched. Then the turned the glasses off and slipped them back into the case.

The implications of what she had seen were well within the realm of possibility. She had studied the mathematics of foldspace manipulation for much of her academic career. Still, that was theory. To hear her brother posit time travel as a fact, however, was almost too much to contemplate. Finally, she raised her gaze to meet his. “You are implying we traveled backward in time to the days of the Zenith project and were involved in its execution. From this message, that incarnation of you was romantically involved with Captain Atkins, and he was explicitly aware of the existence of time travel.”

“Yes. We did, and he was. Furthermore, he founded a select group within the military that has been developing countermeasures against the threat of deliberate interference with the timeline ever since. That organization became known as the Hourglass, and they are in charge of manipulating the communications relays to alter space-time such that time travel is prevented.”

Annette felt a chill. “Of course. The relays. That would certainly be possible. But are you saying this Hourglass group has control over the content of the relays as well?”

“Yes. I trust I don’t have to spell out just how powerful that makes them.”

“Edward, this is … well, honestly? It’s terrifying.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “And you stole from them?”

“Yes.” Edward folded his arms and leaned back against the viewscreen. “Jake and Tom managed to extract the mathematical parameters necessary to make a temporal jump, and I reconstructed the software necessary to control such a jump from my memories of the last iteration.”

“What? You’re on a first name basis with them now?” Annette blinked. “Wait … your memories of the last iteration?”

“The dog tags were given to me by Martin Atkins. They traveled forward with me when I returned from that time.” Edward licked his lips. “My memories of those experiences traveled forward with me as well, but they were hidden in my subconscious until they were accidentally triggered.”

She cocked her head. “Are you saying you have complete memories of an entirely different life history? One from an alternate timeline?”

“Two alternate timelines, in fact. The original timeline, and the beginnings of the timeline I created when I went back the first time. Our current timeline is based on the alternate history I created.” His expression darkened. “Well, not entirely. Another traveler was interfering as well.”

“Another traveler?” She sank into the desk chair. “From where? Or more specifically, from when?”

“His name is Gifford, and we don’t know much about him other than he appears to have set out to destroy the Zenith mission. When that didn’t work, he interfered with the Azimuth project, resulting in the deaths of a number of the Azimuth crew, including Martin Atkins and Charles Davenport.”

Annette snapped her head up to gaze at her brother. “Are you saying the accident—”

“It was murder, not an accident,” said Edward. “It was all detailed in a secret Starfire Security report. Dad gave me access to it, but I don’t think he realized what he was handing over.”

“Dad knows about this as well?”

Edward scowled. “I’m sure he knows something, but not everything. I don’t think he knows we were personally involved in those events, but he must have had some idea that time travel existed when he took over the company.”

Annette slowly sat back in her chair, lacing her fingers in her lap. “You haven’t discussed this with him?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it doesn’t concern him.”

“It doesn’t?” she asked, her voice soft. “Then who does it concern? I take it you’re planning a repeat performance? That’s why the Hourglass is after you?”

Edward raised an eyebrow, apparently surprised by her hostile tone. “That’s right.”

Slowly and deliberately, as if addressing a child, she carefully enunciated every word. “And you don’t think rewriting the critical events that shape all of our lives warranted at least a sit-down discussion?”

Edward said nothing.

“Little brother, I hate to say it, but you’re a selfish prick.”

Edward chuckled softly. “But you are going to help me, aren’t you?”

She sighed. “Yes, I suppose I am. But I want something in return.”

“Name it.”

“Time.”

He scowled when she didn’t elaborate. “Explain.”

“I want you to wait until I have time to discuss this with Mom and Dad.”

Edward blinked. “Absolutely not.”

“What you’re planning will effectively kill everyone in the world.”

“They’ll live different lives, yes, but that’s not the same as killing them.”

She laughed bitterly. “Of course, it is. Everything we are will be sacrificed so you can go get laid.”

Edward’s face reddened. “You’re oversimplifying.”

“No, you’re operating with blinders on.” She jumped to her feet. “I’m not going to argue with you, Edward. Give me the details of your targeting algorithm, and any modifications necessary to make a standard foldspace manipulator into a temporal projector, as well as the decryption key to the data archive you stole from the Hourglass. In return, I’ll give you the secondary decryption key you will need to open my external seal on the archive and make your jump. All I ask is that you wait to go until I give you the all clear.”

Edward stared at her in confusion. “Why? What will doing that accomplish?”

“You’ve set all this up without considering how it will affect the rest of us. Well, I won’t stop you, but I will save what I can from this iteration, including the rest of our family.”

Edward’s face settled into a neutral mask. “You’re planning to follow me?”

“Yes. If the Hourglass doesn’t catch me first.”

Edward stood straight. “Let me make you a counter proposal, sis. It’s too dangerous for me to just sit back and wait for the Hourglass to track me down while you try to duplicate my work.” He raised his hands to forestall her protest. “You give me the decryption key and I’ll give you the data you need. I’ll make my jump, but I’ll leave the gateway open behind me. That will prevent the collapse of this timeline and give you the time you need to follow me—if you can.”

She stared at him, measuring his resolve. “Agreed. Transfer the data to me, and I will give you the password you need to decrypt the archive.”

Edward tapped keys on his wristcomp, setting up a secure link for the data transfer. “Pleasure doing business with you, sis.”

“Fuck you, Edward. Just hand over the files.”

Annette glanced at her own wristcomp, watching the files transfer across the link. When it was complete, she pulled up the data and examined it.

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s rude to count your winnings at the table?”

She glared at him. “Shut your mouth, little brother. This may be a game to you, but to the rest of us, this is life and death.”

His expression grew serious. “Life and death and life again, Annette. That’s what this means to me. Now give me the password.”

She punched up the data archive she had copied from Thomas. “Open file.”

“Password required to decrypt archive,” answered the pleasant voice of her computer.

“Gamma seven two four blue moon delta.”

“Accepted. Primary decryption complete. Password required to remove secondary level of encryption.”

“Agamemnon three seven zeta two nine six green,” said Edward.

“Accepted. Secondary decryption complete.”

The file opened up to project a complex series of equations in the air above Annette’s wristcomp. She studied them for a moment, until she was satisfied she could interpret them, then she passed the decrypted file back to Edward. “So what’s your target date, so I know where to aim for?”

“February 2178,” replied Edward absently, as he studied the equations of the Rampart key. “Just before Gifford attacked. It’s my best chance of catching him in the act and helping Marty take him out.”

“Edward, this Gifford person … he’s dangerous, isn’t he?”

Edward raised his gaze to meet hers and nodded. “Very.”

“I won’t wish you luck, because you’re a complete bastard for the way you’re going about this, but…”

“But?” he asked with a slight smile.

“But watch your back.”

His smile faded. “Good luck, Annette. See you on the other side.”

She turned away from him and walked back to the airlock. “Take care of yourself, Edward.”

As the airlock cycled behind her, she heard his faint reply. “Don’t I always?”

She reentered the shuttle and sealed the airlock behind her. “Computer, proxy authorization Tartarus.”

“Accepted,” answered the shuttle.

“How many more alternate identification profiles has Captain Knox programmed you with?”

“Four.”

“Set up a jump to the Geneva airspace on Earth, and rotate our identification again immediately upon arrival. Once that is done, jump us to Seattle and rotate identification one more time before entering municipal airspace. Then take me to Starfire Technology Group Headquarters. There’s someone I need to speak to.”

 
 






CHAPTER 31

 

Edward finished installing the Rampart key into his software. “Activate power to the foldspace manipulator.”

“Foldspace manipulator is online,” answered the laboratory computer. “Do you wish to initiate an interscission event?”

“Yes.”

“Specify target parameters.”

“Paris, Eurozone, Earth. The first of February, 2178.”

“Targeting calculations in progress.”

Edward stepped back from the instrument panel and gazed around the room.

What to take with me? He’d always traveled light. There’s nothing here I need of sentimental value, beyond my memories. His gaze came to rest on the case that contained the reading glasses—Martin’s final message to him. Leave it. After I’m done, everything will be different. It’s a message he won’t ever have to record.

He hesitated, changing his mind, and stuffed the case into his jacket pocket next to his personal teleport key. What the hell. It can’t hurt.

He stroked the framed photograph of his family that adorned his desk. Good-bye, Mom. Good-bye, Dad. I’ll see you on the other side. I hope you’ll still be happy when I’m done.

For the first time, he considered the possible implications of saving his birth-father’s life. No telling how that will turn out in the end. He sighed. Sis was right. I am a selfish prick. Too late to worry about it now, though.

“Targeting calculations complete,” said the computer, derailing his train of thought.

Time’s up. “Open the gate. Keep it open until you receive further instructions with my voice print.”

“Confirmed. Thirty seconds to interscission.”

Edward paced as he counted down the seconds. Then a blazing kaleidoscopic sphere of light, six feet across, appeared in the center of the transit platform. The computer spoke again, but Edward couldn’t make out the words over the roaring crackle of the gateway. He inhaled deeply to calm his nerves, wrinkling his nose at the smell of ozone.

Now or never.

Edward squared his shoulders and walked deliberately into the heart of the storm. Eyes closed against the painful radiance that bleached away his senses, he kept walking blindly forward. Then, with a sudden wrenching sensation, he tumbled into oblivion.

  *

The door to their cell block slid open, and Thomas leapt to his feet. Jacob had finally fallen asleep, despite the pain of his injuries, and remained unconscious.

David Cooper stalked in, his expression murderous. Behind him, four Hourglass soldiers took up position on either side of the door.

He marched to the center of the room, his slender frame taut with suppressed rage, and faced Thomas. Not breaking eye contact, he jerked his thumb over his shoulder at Jacob’s cell. “Get him out of here.”

Two of the soldiers strode to Jacob’s cell and shut down the force field before hauling him out of bed, locking his wrists and ankles into restraints before he even opened his eyes.

Thomas swallowed his fear. “Where are you taking him?”

“Airlock One.” David glared. “Say good-bye.”

“NO!” Thomas cursed as the two soldiers dragged his struggling husband from the cell, one gripping a handful of Jacob’s hair and slamming his head against the wall. Jacob slumped in their grip, stunned.

“Wait! Please!” yelled Thomas, his mind blank in the face of his fear as he tried to think of some ploy to turn the situation to his advantage. “Take me instead!”

David snorted. “You’ll have your turn, Tom. You’re going out the same airlock right behind him.”

Thomas spun to see two more soldiers flanking his own cell door, and the shimmer of the force field vanished. He backed up as they entered the cell, away from the shackles one of them held.

“You might as well go quietly, Thomas.” David tutted. “Edward may be out of my reach, barring a miracle, but I can ensure the two of you suffer before history wipes us all away.”

“He made the jump, didn’t he?” said Jacob, grinning.

David clenched his jaw, but nodded. “Almost twenty minutes ago, the Rampart registered a temporal foldspace event that harmonized with the repression waveform, allowing it to fully form. He’s gone.”

Thomas stared at him. “But if that’s true, why are we still here?”

“For some reason he decided to keep the gate open, maintaining the integrity of the timeline. As soon as it closes, history will be rewritten around the new sequence of events.” David’s expression soured. “The only thing I can do now is make sure neither of you lives to enjoy it.”

“Why bother?” Jacob sneered. “It won’t make any difference to the outcome.”

“Maybe not. But it will make me feel a whole lot better.” David snapped his fingers. “Enough talk. Toss these fucking traitors off my station.”

“He didn’t want to sacrifice this timeline,” mumbled Thomas. “He was going to leave that as a last resort.”

“It doesn’t matter. The damage is done. Sooner or later, the gateway will fail, and it will all be over. There’s no way he could generate enough power to keep it open indefinitely.”

“As long as the gateway is active it will maintain a lock on his location,” Thomas said. “We can use it to drag him back before he does enough damage to compromise the timeline.”

“Wishful thinking, Captain. We know he’s somewhere in the Ceres Archipelago, but the number of uncharted asteroids in that area means we’ll never find his gateway in time.”

“Annette knows,” Thomas protested. “She nailed his location with a frequency tracer. You find her, she’ll lead you to his lab.”

“Tom, what the hell are you doing?” yelled Jacob.

“Muzzle him.” David indicated to Jacob with a shake of his head.

Soldiers immediately wrapped their hands around Jacob’s mouth, cutting off his protests.

David regarded Thomas for a moment, as if considering it. “We haven’t been able to track her down,” he admitted.

“I can.” Thomas avoided Jacob’s shocked gaze. “Let Jake go, and I’ll bring her to you.”

David shook his head. “Not a chance. Although … if you bring her in, I might be willing to let him go afterward.”

“Give me your word, David. Your word that you will let him go unharmed if I bring you the location of the gateway.”

David’s stare seemed to pierce through him, and then he nodded at Jacob’s cell. The soldiers shoved Jacob back into the small prison and turned on the force field.

Despite his shackles, Jacob struggled to his feet. “Tom, don’t do this. Please.”

“I can’t let them kill you.”

“We agreed to this!” Jacob slammed his hands against the force field wall.

Finally, Thomas met Jacob’s pleading gaze. “I know what I agreed to.”

“Fine.” Jacob scowled. “Get out of my sight, you turncoat.”

“I’m sorry, Jake. I love you.”

Jacob studiously ignored him.

Thomas turned to David. “Let me go, with no surveillance, and I’ll get you that location.”

“Hah!” David’s mouth curled into a sneer. “You think I’ll just let you walk out of here scot-free?”

“I’m not free.” He gestured to the cell next to his. “You have everything that matters to me, right here. But if I find her, I’ll have to convince her to give up the location, and having your people crash the party will delay my efforts.”

David considered that, and then shrugged. “All right. Do it your way. You have forty-eight hours to get me that gateway, after which Jacob will be going for a swim in hard vacuum.”

“And if I do, you’ll let him go?”

David nodded. “You have my word.”

“Then I’d better get to work.” Thomas sauntered past the soldiers standing at the door of his cell. “Don’t bother to show me out. I know the way.”

  *

“You’re sure it was a temporal jump and not just a teleportation event?” Gifford frowned at the holographic map of the asteroid field.

“Yes,” answered Modred. “The harmonic distortion of the gravity field was clearly designed to resonate with and pass through the temporal barrier.”

“Then why are we still here?”

“The gateway must still be active, anchoring the current timeline to the target temporal location.”

Gifford chewed his lip, thinking. “And it originated somewhere in this sector of the asteroid belt?”

“Yes.”

“If the gateway is still operating, can you zero in on its location if we get closer?”

“Yes. The gateway will continuously generate minor temporal and gravitic distortion waves as long as it remains open. These events will be detectable at short range before dissipating.”

“How short range?”

“Less than ten thousand meters.”

“It’s a long shot. Can you recreate the necessary harmonics to pass through the temporal barrier, using the sensor data you have already acquired?”

“No. A precise mathematical overlay will be required to compute the necessary transform to the foldspace matrix in order to breach the barrier.”

“Then we’ll check out every rock in the area until we find it,” said Gifford, his voice grim. “We can extract the necessary equations from the device once we track it down.”

“That seems our only option, sir.”

“Then there’s no reason to waste any more time.” He cracked his knuckles one at a time. “Let’s get started.”

 






CHAPTER 32

 

The lobby was tastefully decorated in sky blue pastels and overstuffed furniture. Thomas ignored the queue at the live-staffed desk, and made his way to one of the automated access cubicles situated along the side wall. As soon as he entered, a soft white light came on and the viewscreen in the front wall was illuminated with the sunburst logo of the Starfire Technology Group.

“Greetings and welcome to the Starfire Technology Group Planetary Headquarters. How can we be of service to you today?”

“Who am I speaking to?” asked Thomas.

“I am a near-AI subroutine of HELIOS, the central operating program of the Starfire Technology Group.”

“Is HELIOS cloud-based or housed on servers that are physically separated from the Infosphere?”

“For reasons of corporate security, all Starfire internal communications and data transactions operate within an independent programming environment shielded behind a continuously modulated firewall; however, the HELIOS environment is designed to interface seamlessly with the external Infosphere as necessary.”

“I have become aware of information of a sensitive nature that I wish to communicate to Starfire Security in such a way that it remains isolated from the Infosphere data architecture.”

“Be advised that, as a matter of policy, Starfire does not engage in covert espionage operations or illegal activities.”

Thomas smiled at the affected air of disapproval the artificial voice managed to project while remaining perfectly polite.

“I believe the family members of the Starfire Chief Executive Officer have been targeted for hostile action by a covert military agency,” he said. “I will need a direct and secured communications line to pass on a detailed warning.”

The computer was silent for a full five seconds, broken only by a series of soft clicks from the cubicle doors as they locked him inside. “Hold please for a priority videoconference with Duncan Foster, Chief of Starfire Internal Security. He will evaluate your information and make recommendations as to whether to refer your request up the chain of command.”

“Understood.”

Too much to hope for that they would just take my word for it.

The Starfire logo was replaced by the scowling visage of an elderly African American man in a finely tailored suit. The man’s eyebrows lifted. “Knox? Is that you?”

Thomas nodded. “Hello, Duncan. It’s been a long time.”

The man frowned again. “Okay, I was about to dismiss this as a standard crank alert, but now you have my full attention. What’s going on?”

“Are we secure? You never know who’s watching.”

“Of course we’re secure. Even if we weren’t, standard encryption protocol on a regular phone call will block digital eavesdropping from almost anyone. Why are you worried about—” He broke off and paled. “Oh, shit. Don’t tell me…”

“The Hourglass, Duncan. They’re gunning for Annette and Edward Sutton, and they’ll take down anyone who gets in their way.”

“Christ almighty. What did they do?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Duncan drummed his fingers on the table. “So what do you want from me?”

“I need a private, secure meeting with Trevor Sutton—in person. He’s my best chance for making contact with Annette, and she’s the only one who can call off the dogs.”

Duncan nodded. “If that’s what it will take. You understand Trevor isn’t fully aware of the threat posed by the Hourglass.”

“Then you’ll have to brief him.”

“Ugh. Not exactly how I wanted to spend my afternoon, pretty much ever.”

“He who lives by the sword…”

“Will be forced to fall on it, eventually.” Duncan chuckled, and Knox heard him typing commands into a terminal somewhere out of sight. “Do you have a teleport key with you?”

“Yes, but I can’t say for sure whether it’s been bugged.”

A string of numbers and letters appeared on the screen below Duncan’s face. “Enter these coordinates. You’ll have to go through security screening on arrival, and then we’ll provide you with a clean key to make the second jump to the meeting. Don’t make me regret this.”

Thomas entered the jump coordinates. “It’s too late for regrets.”

Duncan stared at him. “How bad is it, Tom?”

“After you brief Trevor, I suggest you spend some time with your loved ones.”

“I see.” Duncan sat straighter in his chair. “Thanks for the head’s up.” The screen went blank.

Thomas stood up and activated his teleport key.

Welcome to the end of the world.

  *

Trevor Sutton screamed in frustration and punched the glass window of his office atop the central spire of Starfire Planetary Headquarters. A burst of agony blossomed along his knuckles and lanced up his right arm. He directed all his attention on the pain, allowing it to burn away his confusion and focus his mind. Then he spun to face the others in his office: Duncan, Thomas, and Annette. “What the hell was he thinking?”

Annette shrugged. “He thinks he’s in love.”

“With a dead man,” snapped Trevor. “That’s hardly a healthy relationship.” He turned to Thomas. “And you and your husband encouraged him.”

“We did.” Thomas met his gaze without flinching. “We had promises to keep, and Edward deserved to be the one to make good on them.”

Trevor bit back his response. “Fine. It’s done now. We have to make the best of it.” He dropped into his desk chair, staring at the others in turn. “What are our options?”

“If the Hourglass takes possession of Edward’s temporal projector, there’s a chance they could lock in on his position and yank him back before he does too much damage,” said Annette.

“But the timeline will incorporate his actions up until that moment regardless, correct?” asked Trevor. “Even a small change at this distance and everything we know will be different.”

Annette nodded. “That’s what the theory says, and Knox’s information on the limited experiments on time travel conducted by the Hourglass is consistent with that conclusion.”

“A quarter century of the most accelerated scientific advances in human history, washed away.”

Thomas sighed. “Not necessarily. If Edward’s previous jump tells us anything, it’s that something will always replace what was lost.”

“But not necessarily for the better,” said Trevor.

Thomas shrugged.

“All right, we have two problems.” Trevor tapped his fingertips on the documents spread out on the desk in front of him, Starfire Security’s dossier on the Hourglass. “We have less than forty-eight hours before the Hourglass kills Jacob and comes after Annette. We have to take steps to save as much of this iteration as we can in the time we have left.”

Duncan cocked his head. “What do you suggest?”

“HELIOS,” replied Trevor. “How long would it take to download the entire data content of the Infosphere to offline storage?”

“Approximately seven months using civilian access parameters, if such storage were available without the requirement for new construction.”

“And if you limited the data to be archived to the last twenty-five years only?”

“Approximately two months.”

“Shit.” Trevor rubbed his eyes, trying to focus. “There’s no way we could save more than a tenth of it.”

“If I may, sir,” said HELIOS. “There is an alternative.”

Trevor straightened in his chair. “If you have something to say, HELIOS, then by all means spit it out.”

“Since the Data Conservation Act of 2185, to guard against catastrophic failure, the Confederation Council saves an annual image of all data archived within the Infosphere.”

“So what?” asked Duncan. “They won’t just hand that data over to just anyone.”

“No,” stated HELIOS. “However, the obsolete data records of each successive year are maintained in permanent storage at various institutes of higher learning throughout human space to aid in their historical research and reduce traffic on the Infosphere for academic purposes.”

“He’s right,” said Annette. “Universities compete for those archives. I mean, we were the toast of the town when we managed to land the contract last year…” She trailed off when everyone in the room turned to look at her. “Now, wait a minute.”

Trevor turned to Duncan. “Can you put together an operation to lift the data crystal array from Oxford with this little notice?”

“We have the manpower, sure,” said Duncan. “But even a civilian institution is going to have heavy security in place around an asset of that magnitude.”

“They did. We inspected it for them.” Thomas grinned. “I can get you the complete specs, no problem.”

“Great.” Duncan sighed. “Robbing the oldest, most prestigious university in the world—not the way I wanted to end my career.”

“Desperate times, Duncan. It doesn’t matter if we acquire the array, however, if we don’t have a way to take it beyond the window of temporal damage. We need a ship that can carry it.”

“The array is huge,” said Annette. She tapped her tablet computer and displayed a hologram image of the large structure of cubical data modules, flanked on either side by the figures of the beaming Oxford University library staff. “Even if you just stack the chips in a cargo hold, you’d need a ship with the capacity of a small frigate to cart it away.”

“We have cargo ships,” said Trevor.

“That won’t work.” Thomas spoke up. “Starfire is certainly under high-level surveillance. You retask a foldspace-capable vessel without explanation, and they’ll know you’re planning to make a run for it.”

Trevor spun in his chair to face the window again. “Great. So we’re back to square one.”

Annette moved to his side and squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll find a way, Dad.”

Trevor was about to reply when her grip on his shoulder tightened, becoming almost painful. He glanced back up in question to find her staring down at the ground far beneath them. He followed her gaze, but saw nothing out of the ordinary, just the plaza in front of the building, lined by monuments to pivotal moments in Starfire corporate history and leading to the tourist museum in the center of a small park.

Holy fucking crap.

“HELIOS.” Trevor’s gaze was locked on the familiar contours of the museum. “How long would it take to make the Azimuth flightworthy?”

Thomas and Duncan joined them at the window, gaping at the decommissioned starship as another tour group exited from the cargo entry ramp at the base.

“You can’t be serious,” said Thomas in disbelief. “You didn’t gut it when it was decommissioned?”

“I didn’t have the heart,” Trevor said. “We just turned off the engines and unloaded her. Besides, it was more authentic for the tourists to see it as it had been while it was in service.”

“Three hours to reinitialize primary computer systems,” said HELIOS. “An additional two hours to charge primary and secondary reactors. Six hours to restock hydroponic stores to maintain atmosphere.”

“What about weapon systems? The Hourglass might try to shoot her down if they get wind of what we’re up to,” Duncan added. “Nothing much has changed in terms of standard weaponry. We should still have the basic ammunition in stock.”

“That is correct,” said HELIOS. “A complement of suitable military-grade ammunition is in storage at Starfire Shipyard Two for refit of the CSS Terror.”

“You’ll need at least a skeleton crew to get it back in the air,” said Thomas.

“We have most of the key talent we need right here on site,” Duncan assured him. “It would take some doing, but we could make it work, even with this little notice.”

“Then get moving.” Trevor grinned widely. “We don’t have much time.”

 






CHAPTER 33

 

The only sign of Annette Sutton’s impatience as she waited in the simply furnished antechamber was the measured tapping of her foot. Finally, Cameron Michaels, assistant curator of the archives, rushed from one of the back rooms.

“Professor Sutton, it’s an honor to meet you.”

Annette inclined her head. “A pleasure to meet you as well, Mr. Michaels. Did you have a chance to consider my request?”

“Of course. Normally, we don’t allow physical access to the facility, not even to senior faculty. However, that’s mostly because no one ever bothers to ask.” He grinned. “We’ve never had a Nobel Laureate drop by for a tour.”

“Call it a whim,” said Annette with a smile. “I always like to know where my data is coming from.”

“Certainly, Madam. If you’ll follow me?”

Annette got to her feet and trailed after the archivist, responding politely to his amiable chatter as he led her back into the building. Finally, he opened a door into a large open space and, with an exaggerated flourish, indicated the large crystalline array of solid-state data modules that filled the room. “And here we are. The sum total of collected human knowledge, available to all.”

Annette craned her neck to take it all in. The data crystals were arranged in large geometric nodes, stacked upon each other in a cubical grid almost twenty meters to a side. “Very impressive.”

Curator Michaels beamed with pride. “It’s the crown jewel of the library collection. I can’t tell you how many years we had to campaign before we received the contract to maintain the archive on behalf of the Confederation Council.”

She smiled. “Yes, I remember the hubbub when the announcement came through.”

“That would be something of an understatement.”

Her wristcomp beeped, and Annette glanced at the screen. “Well, it was a pleasure chatting with you, Mr. Michaels, but I’m afraid I must be going. Please accept my deepest apologies.”

The curator frowned in confusion. “Apologies? I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

The curator squeezed his eyes shut as a blazing white light filled the room. When he opened them again, he was alone. He stared at the vacant space where the archive had stood.

I am so fired.

  *

“Murdered.” Jennifer Sutton kept her gaze fixed on her hands. “By whom?”

“We don’t know,” said Trevor. “Their best guess at the time was Gifford.”

“A time traveler.”

“Yes.”

Jennifer got to her feet and wandered aimlessly around her office, staring at the pictures on the wall. Her husband, her children, photographs commemorating her various professional achievements since she returned from the Azimuth mission, culminating in her leadership of Starfire’s entire Environmental Sciences division. She sat back down at her desk and touched her right thumb to the sensitized pad on the face of the right upper drawer. The drawer recognized her thumbprint and unlocked. She drew it open and picked up the framed photograph that lay face-down inside. Turning it over, she stared at the image of herself and Charles standing arm in arm within the arboretum of the Azimuth, laughing at the camera. “How long have you known?”

“Since Duncan briefed me this morning.”

She tore her gaze away from what had been, to meet the eyes of what was. “But you’ve had access to those records since you became CEO?”

Trevor looked away, as if unwilling to face her accusatory tone. “I never looked. It was ancient history. They wanted me to lead Starfire into the future. I saw no reason to delve into the past.”

“A past that has now swallowed my son and threatens to destroy the world.”

Trevor faced her with a glare. “Our son, Jennifer. He might not have been mine by birth, but I raised him his entire life. Don’t act like I have no stake in his well-being.”

Her harsh expression softened. “You’re right. I’m being unfair.” Her gaze dropped to the photograph again. “What are you going to do now?”

“Now that Annette has acquired the data archive and the ship has been restocked, we need to go to Edward’s lab and acquire his departure vector. Then we’ll make our own jump, using the upgraded quark nanochip array we installed at the Astrogation section, while Thomas remains behind and trades the temporal projector for Jacob’s life.”

She set the picture down on her desk, face up. “And this Hourglass organization. Do you think they will honor their word?”

“Thomas says it could go either way, but if they try to renege, he has a plan to make sure they don’t come after Edward.”

“So you’ve covered all the bases,” said Jennifer.

“All but one,” he replied. “I’m here to offer you a place on the ship. A chance to survive this timeline intact.”

She cocked her head at his tentative tone. “Did you think I wouldn’t take it?”

“I wasn’t sure.” His gaze dropped to the photograph on the desk in front of her.

She was silent for a time, waiting until he met her eyes. “I loved Charles, and I will always wonder what we might have been if he had survived. But I loved you as well, and I would never give up the memories of the family we raised together.”

“But?”

“But maybe this wasn’t meant to be. Maybe Gifford robbed us all of our destinies.”

Trevor’s shoulders slumped. “You won’t come with me.”

“No.”

He scowled. “Not deciding is the same as making a choice, Jen. You’re choosing him over me.”

She shook her head. “No, I am choosing to let fortune guide me, to let events play out. If Edward is successful in removing Gifford’s interference in the timeline, I will accept the judgment of history as to where I belong.”

Trevor sighed. “I thought you might.” He tapped a few controls on his wristcomp.

A moment later, the office rattled from the roar of sound outside. Jennifer looked out the window to see the starship launch itself ponderously into the air and accelerate into the sky, passing briefly by her window before she lost it in the clouds.

She felt her husband’s hand on her shoulder. “I’ll wait with you.”

She covered her hand with his, squeezing gently. “I thought you might.”

  *

Annette sat in the captain’s chair on the Bridge of the Azimuth, wiping tears from her eyes.

“I’m sorry,” said Thomas, strapped into the Security Station to her right.

“He knew there was a risk she’d refuse,” Annette answered. “He wasn’t prepared to leave without her.”

The cloud bank thinned, and then they were through to clear skies.

“Operations, rotate transponder frequencies.”

Duncan tapped controls at his station. “Done. We are now visible to the traffic grid as the CSS Insurrection.”

“Navigation, calculate a foldspace jump to the specified coordinates in the Ceres Archipelago.”

“Calculations in progress,” answered the Bridge officer, one of Duncan’s people she didn’t know.

“HELIOS, what is the status of the quark nanochip array?”

“The array is stable,” answered HELIOS, downloaded into the ship’s computer. “Ready to initiate temporal jump computations at your order.”

“And the archive?”

“The archive is intact and integrated into the ship’s systems.”

“Search the historical record and identify possible landing zones in Centauri space, beyond the detection footprint of the Azimuth and Chiron Colony, circa 2178.”

“Search in progress.”

“Calculations for jump to Ceres are complete, Captain,” said the Navigation Officer.

“Start the clock as soon as we reach orbit.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” The sky in the viewscreen continued to darken, finally turning black. Stars glittered around them as they achieved orbit. “Orbit is stable. Foldspace drive engaged. Jump in sixty seconds. The clock is ticking.”

Annette glanced at the satchel on the floor next to Knox’s chair, held in place by magnetic grips on the underside. Then she raised her gaze to meet his hard stare. “Are you sure about this, Thomas?”

“It’s what Jake and I agreed to,” he said, his voice tight. “Years ago, long before Edward regained his memories. It’s the only way to be sure.”

“But if Cooper keeps his word and lets Jacob go…”

“He might, and he might not. Either way, the gateway has to be closed. This way, at least Edward will have a chance to set things right.” He cracked a smile. “And you’ll be there to back him up, which improves his chances.”

“All right.” She turned back to the screen. “If you’re sure.”

“I am. Besides, I’m not leaving without Jake.”

“Then good luck to you.”

“And to you. You’ll need it more, I suspect.”

 






CHAPTER 34

 

Gifford unsealed his helmet once the airlock finished cycling, and strode through the corridors of the Damocles to the Bridge. “What is it, Modred?”

“Another vessel has jumped into local space. I have activated the cloak.”

“Show me.”

The main viewscreen lit, and the image of a wide, crescent-shaped vessel appeared in the open space beyond the asteroid field. Gifford frowned. “This is real-time footage, or archival?”

“Real-time.”

“Modred, that looks a whole lot like the Azimuth out there.”

“The recognition profiles are identical. However, the vessel transponder beacon identifies it as the CSS Insurrection.”

“The Insurrection, eh?” Gifford smiled. “Why do I get the feeling that the temporal event we detected wasn’t sanctioned?”

“Unknown.”

“Figure of speech, Modred. Monitor that specific area of space for teleport or shuttle activity. The asteroid field in this area is too dense for a ship of that size to enter. With luck, they’ll lead us right to the target.”

  *

Thomas climbed on board the shuttle. Looking back down from the open cargo hatch, he focused on Duncan. “Jump as soon as I get you the data. This has been too easy. The David Cooper I knew would never let matters get this far out of his control. He’s probably got something up his sleeve even now. Take the opportunity as soon as you can.”

Duncan’s eyes narrowed. “Put that way, I tend to agree.” He reached out his hand. “Good luck, Thomas.”

Thomas shook it. “Take care of the ship and its crew, Duncan. It was home for a lot of years.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I could hope for.” Thomas hit the door control on the inner wall of the shuttle and the cargo hatch descended and sealed itself. He walked the length of the cargo shuttle to the controls and ran through the launch checklist. Finally, he fired his thrusters and the shuttle slipped through the atmosphere curtain and into hard vacuum. Following the course HELIOS had plotted using the locator data provided by Annette, he maneuvered through the asteroid field toward the research station Edward had secretly purchased and converted into a laboratory. He docked without incident and waited as the side airlock cycled.

Once the hatch opened, he entered the laboratory, immediately noting the smell of ozone and the crackle of electricity. Past the living quarters, Thomas came to the main laboratory, with the clean room off to the left, but the swirling disk of radiant energy suspended in the center of the lab drew his full attention.

It’s beautiful.

A moment later, he shook himself free of his reverie.

I can
admire it later. First things first.

At the controls, he pulled up the targeting data and opened a communications channel on his wristcomp. “Insurrection, do you read?”

“We hear you, Thomas,” answered Annette.

“The gateway is locked on Paris, February 1, 2178. I’m sending you the exact coordinates now.”

A pause followed. “Coordinates received. We’ve started the calculations to jump to an unoccupied region of Centauri space at that exact moment, so we won’t interrupt Edward’s jump or be washed away when the gate closes down.” He heard her take a breath. “This is it, Thomas. Good luck.”

“Thanks, Annette. Good luck to you as well.”

Thomas closed the channel and flipped aside the cover of the satchel he was carrying. Quickly, he pulled out eight packages of high explosive and began setting charges on the computers and on anything else that looked vital.

His wristcomp chimed. He reopened the com channel. “What is it?”

Duncan’s tense voice answered. “A Confederation heavy battlecruiser just jumped into local space.”

“Shit! I knew this was too easy.” Thomas set the last charge and grabbed the detonator out of the satchel. “How long before you can jump?”

“Calculations are complete, but it will take another ninety seconds to power up the foldspace manipulator. They’ll be on us long before that. We might be able to keep them busy for a while, but they’re already in teleport range of your position. Be ready.”

  *

Annette watched as Duncan relieved the officer at the navigation console. “You can fly this thing?”

Duncan grinned. “I may not have been in the same class as Captain Atkins, but I trained for space combat on his navigation interface when I was in the military. HELIOS, how much time do you need me to buy you?”

“Seventy-five seconds.”

“All right.” He toggled a shipwide alert. “All hands, buckle up! This might get a little dicey.”

“The other vessel is hailing us,” said HELIOS. “Their transponder identifies them as the CSS Nemesis.”

Annette buckled her safety harness. “Open a channel, audio only.”

“Channel open.”

“Insurrection, this is Commander Kildare of the Hourglass Corps on board the Nemesis. Power down your engines and surrender immediately. Much as I would hate to damage that fossil you’re flying, I will not hesitate to take you out of my sky if you offer any resistance.”

“I’m sorry, Commander,” Annette said. “I must decline.”

Duncan’s fingers danced across his panel, and they were all forced back in their seats as the main engines ignited. Then he immediately changed course, wrenching them to the side.

“The Nemesis has fired upon us,” said HELIOS. “Their initial pattern of linear accelerator projectiles has gone wide. Pulse cannons are tracking our position, and the vessel is maneuvering to bring their rail guns to bear.”

“Return fire,” Annette commanded, straining against the acceleration. “Concentrate on their targeting and navigation sensors.”

“Time!” yelled Duncan.

“Fifty seconds,” replied HELIOS.

“We’re not going to make it, are we?” asked Annette.

“No,” said Duncan, through clenched teeth. “But we can make them work for it.”

  *

The laboratory filled with white light just as Thomas ducked behind the foldspace manipulator itself. He flipped open the cover to the detonator switch in his hand and rested his thumb on the button.

“You don’t want to do that, Thomas.” David Cooper’s tone was cold.

Thomas glanced over his shoulder and froze at the sight of Jacob bound and gagged, with David’s pulse pistol pressed to his temple. Four Hourglass agents stood to either side, their weapons drawn and aimed at Thomas.

“Suddenly a little less abstract, isn’t it?” David met his gaze. “Hand over the detonator and surrender, or I’ll kill him right here.”

“You’ll kill him anyway,” said Thomas, knowing he lacked conviction.

“Haven’t we had this conversation before?” asked David. “We had an agreement. You led me to the gateway, if inadvertently. I keep my promises.”

“How did you find me?”

“I bugged your wedding ring before we returned your personal effects,” said David. “I knew you wouldn’t leave it behind.”

“Bullshit!” said Thomas. “Starfire Security checked me for bugs.”

“It was programmed to remain inactive until it detected the Ceres navigation beacon. We knew roughly where the projector was, but until you came here, we didn’t have an exact fix.” David’s voice hardened. “Now, surrender—or Jake dies.”

Thomas met his husband’s gaze, noticing Jacob’s slight headshake. With a deep breath, he flipped the cover back over the detonator switch and stood, raising his hands as Jacob stared at him, wide-eyed. “I surrender.”

“A pleasure doing business with you.” David smiled and motioned his soldiers forward.

Thomas faced Jacob. “I’m sorry.”

The laboratory suddenly glowed radiant with a blast of blinding light, and the shockwave of a nearby explosion drove Thomas to his knees. After blinking to clear his vision, Thomas noticed several metal canisters on the floor, each spraying a flume of white gas in all directions. The deafening noise of the burst gave way to eerie silence. He crawled to the clean room, holding his breath, his ears still ringing.

Flash grenade, and some kind of gas weapon. Whatever it is, it’s not something I want to breathe.

Once sealed inside the other room, Thomas gulped down the untainted air as he frantically stared back through the glass into the lab, searching for a glimpse of Jacob through the smoke. Those he could see all appeared unconscious or dead, and a few soldiers had succumbed while fumbling for their respirators.

Cooper was prepared for anything, I’ll give him that.

Noting the detonator lying on the floor, he cursed to himself, realizing he must have dropped it when the grenades went off.

Another flash of light forced his eyes closed. When he opened them, a man in a space suit had appeared in the center of the lab. Thomas ducked to remain hidden while the newcomer inspected the scene. The man tapped a control on his wrist, and the canisters on the floor began to spew a blue mist. For a moment, the lab was completely obscured, but then the blue mist dissipated, leaving the air clear. After checking the readouts on the instrument panel on his suit, the man reached up and unlocked the seals around the neck of his helmet. He lifted the steel and silvered glass bowl off his head, allowing Thomas to see his face for the first time.

Gifford.

Thomas drew back, kneeling, his head in his hands. Fuck.

It was the worst of all possible outcomes. No way would he ever let that bastard out there get his hands on the Rampart key.

I have to do something. Anything.

He triggered his emergency distress beacon and opened a wide-band channel on his wristcomp, transmitting on every frequency he could. “This is Thomas Knox on asteroid A32170. Gifford is here! In about twenty seconds, he’s going to get his hands on the Rampart key. If there’s anyone out there who understands what that means, you have to stop him. Now! While there’s still time.”

There. That should stir things up.

  *

The Insurrection shuddered under pulse-cannon fire, klaxons sounding all over the Bridge.

“Shields have failed,” stated HELIOS. “The Nemesis has targeted us with forward rail guns.”

“Can we jump?” yelled Annette.

“No. Another fifteen seconds is required to charge the graviton generator.”

Suddenly, the thunder of plasma bursts faded away.

“The Nemesis has disengaged. It is apparently maneuvering to fire on asteroid A32170,” said HELIOS.

The voice of Commander Kildare sounded across the Bridge. “You just got a pass, Insurrection. Try not to fuck up the timeline too much, wherever you’re going.”

“We’ll do our best, Commander.” Annette breathed a sigh of relief. “Make sure you kill the son of a bitch this time.”

“Roger that, Insurrection.”

“The Nemesis has opened fire on the asteroid with both pulse cannon and rail-gun fire,” HELIOS updated them.

“Time to jump?” asked Annette, closing her eyes.

“Five seconds.”

“Good-bye, Thomas,” she whispered. “I hope it was worth it. Take care of my mom and dad.”

  *

The laboratory shuddered under the battlecruiser’s assault, cracks shearing down the walls as the outer layers of igneous rock that protected them boiled away. Gifford struggled to fit his helmet back on, breathing deeply once he was finally able to close the seal. He crawled to the control panel of the foldspace manipulator and slapped a remote access terminal against the side. “Modred! Get the data and jump me out of here!”

“Data acquired. The high level of charged particles in your vicinity is interfering with my sensor readings. I cannot discriminate your vital signature from the others in the laboratory in order to teleport you aboard.”

“Everyone else is unconscious. Jump us all back to the ship!”

“Yes, sir.”

His inner ears tumbled as he was yanked back to the Damocles, reappearing on the Bridge. Gifford ripped off his helmet and gulped the air. “The asteroid isn’t going to last much longer. Plot a temporal jump to take us beyond the danger zone when the timeline collapses.”

“Calculations in progress.”

“Jump as soon as you’re ready.” He stared at the viewscreen, watching the Nemesis continue to rain fire on the asteroid. “Can you take out the battlecruiser before it destroys the asteroid?”

“Don’t bother,” an unfamiliar voice said from behind him.

Gifford spun, then froze at the sight of the pulse pistol pointed at his head from point-blank range. He eyed the stranger down the barrel of the gun: a tall, gray-haired, heavyset man dressed in a finely tailored suit that had seen better days. “Who the hell are you?”

“Captain Thomas Knox, formerly of the CSS Azimuth.” His lips compressed into a thin line, and then he spat in Gifford’s face. “You murdered my captain.”

Gifford laughed, ignoring the spittle on his cheek. “Who, Atkins? He was just collateral damage.”

“But you’re not,” said another voice.

Gifford turned toward the other speaker. His eyes widened. “You’re dead. I killed you!”

Jacob grinned though the clear mask of the respirator he had stolen from one of the soldiers. “You only killed half of me.” He lifted his right hand and flipped open the cover to the remote detonator he held. “Allow me to return the favor.” His thumb stabbed down on the button inside.

Immediately, all the color bleached out of the world, and everything in sight turned hazy and wan.

Gifford screamed as understanding penetrated.

The world faded from view, and ceased ever to have existed.

 






PART VI: THE PRODIGAL SON
FEBRUARY 2178, ITERATION EIGHT

 

This above all – to thine own self be true,

And it must follow, as the night the day,

Thou canst not then be false to any man.

— William Shakespeare, Hamlet

 






CHAPTER 35

 

Paris, Eurozone, Earth

Jacob whistled as he walked home, his breath steaming in the chill air. All in all, it had been a good week. Running the Hourglass Corps hadn’t cramped his style all that much. His aides handled most of the day-to-day work. The military culture of the unit was proving resistant to change, no matter how gradually he phased in modifications, but he had high hopes of one day making a dent in their aggressively independent attitude.

One more week.

Tom’s absence still ached acutely. Until the Azimuth departed, Jacob hadn’t realized how much of his world was defined by his partner’s quirks. His morning grumpiness until he gulped down the gourmet coffee Thomas picked up for him daily from the patisserie on the corner. The brilliant smile Thomas reserved for him when he entered the office every morning. His razor-sharp focus on the business until exactly five o’clock, when Thomas would toss aside whatever he was doing and demand they break for the day.

God, I miss you.

Jacob rounded the last corner to see a young man sitting on the steps of his townhouse, staring at the readout of his wristcomp. Probably a lost tourist. He was about to offer directions, when the youth looked up and met his gaze.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! It can’t be.

Edward smiled. “Hello, Jake. It’s been a long time. Nice to meet you in person.”

Jacob set his jaw and bounded up the steps past Edward, ignoring the greeting. After fumbling his keys out of his pocket, he tapped the security fob against the doorplate with trembling fingers. The door unlocked with a click, and Jacob pushed it wide open. Only after stepping across the threshold did he turn to face Edward, who was still sitting on the steps in the same position. “If you leave now, I won’t have to have you arrested.”

Edward stood. “Not going to invite me in, I take it?”

“I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. The Hourglass has probably got me under internal surveillance, which means you don’t have a lot of time. I suggest you start running—now.”

“Secondary protocol Zeta Four Epsilon,” said Edward softly.

Jacob froze in the act of closing the door. “Password?”

“Charybdis.”

Jacob frowned at him. “You expect me to believe you’re here on behalf of the Hourglass?”

“That’s why you created the secondary protocols, isn’t it?” asked Edward. “So that future agents could make contact without being immediately detained. Well, here I am.”

“Those protocols only guarantee you a fair hearing,” snapped Jacob. “Give me one good reason why I should trust you an inch?”

“If you don’t hear me out, in three days your brother will be murdered, along with my father and dozens of the Azimuth’s crew. And Gifford will get away scot-free.”

An aircar swooped out of the sky and settled in the street half a block from Jacob’s door. The doors opened, and four plainclothes agents piled onto the street and advanced toward Edward, weapons drawn.

Edward ignored them, his gaze still locked on Jacob. “I can save him, Jake. But only if you back me up when I speak to the Admiral.”

Jacob stepped out of his house, directly into Edward’s personal space. “Don’t make me regret this, boy,” he growled. Then he pulled his door closed and turned his attention to the agents at the base of the steps. “Zeta Four Epsilon exception. We need emergency transport to the Hub. Authorization: Tiresias.”

The agents appeared skeptical, but the leader raised his wristcomp to his lips and issued a series of orders. He cocked his head, listening to his earpiece, and then faced Jacob. “We have a shuttle incoming, sir. Five minutes to arrive and then three hours flight time to Fort Kepler.”

“Fine.” Jacob nodded. “That will provide the opportunity to debrief this traveler.” He turned to glower at Edward. “I’m sure he has quite a tale to tell.”

  *

Edward watched as Jacob silently read through Knox’s secret report to Starfire Security on the attack, and tried to position his body so it rested more easily in his seat. The military transport shuttle was built for speed rather than comfort. The handcuffs chaining his wrists to the armrest didn’t help.

Finally, Jacob set the report down and raised his eyes to meet Edward’s scrutiny. “So Gifford wasn’t attacking the Azimuth or the colony at all.”

“Not as far as we can tell. He appears to have targeted the shuttle specifically. The blast propagation through the atmosphere curtain was pure bad luck, as far as Thomas could tell at the time. After the attack on the shuttle, we have no further evidence of Gifford’s interference in the timeline.”

“Who was on the shuttle and could have been the target?” asked Jacob.

“Dr. Sophia Wu, Charles Davenport, and the crew of Research Station Gamma rotating back to Chiron Colony after being relieved. But other than Charles, all of them had been stationary targets at the research station for a month prior.”

“So Charles was the only one who was temporarily vulnerable,” said Jacob, sitting back in his seat. “It sounds like he was the target. Why was he on the shuttle in the first place?”

“According to Thomas, Dr. Wu had requested he help her build specialized equipment to carry out a series of experiments.”

Jacob’s eyes narrowed. “What experiments?”

“She’d designed a first-generation spatial distortion generator that would flatten space-time in such a way as to suppress the Rudnikov effect and allow interstellar communication. It was crude, but it was the forerunner of the first Rampart projector.”

“So Gifford could have been planning to prevent the Rampart from being built.”

Edward shook his head. “No. Her blueprints and equipment were recovered from the research station after her death. Killing her accomplished nothing in terms of blocking the development of Rampart technology.”

“So the only obvious target was Charles,” said Jacob. “Why him?”

Edward shrugged. “Unknown.”

“So what’s your plan?”

“We have two options. We warn Charles and Dr. Wu by building our own Rampart projector and communicating with their setup from here. Or we travel to Centauri space in the Mercury and intervene directly.”

“The Mercury is a heavily armed attack vessel. If it shows up off schedule, Gifford might get spooked and run.”

“Maybe,” said Edward, considering. “But we know Gifford is probably lying in wait somewhere near the Azimuth and the colony itself, planning his attack. If the Mercury jumps to the research station, it might escape detection.”

Jacob nodded. “Then we fly a shuttle back to the Azimuth on remote and lock in on Gifford’s ship when he makes his attack.”

“It’s worth a try.”

“I agree.” Jacob turned to the forward viewscreen and the expanding, spidery outline of Fort Kepler. He typed a code into his wristcomp, and the shackles binding Edward’s wrists disengaged.

Edward massaged his arms, savoring the pinprick sensation as the blood flow to his hands improved.

Jacob stared straight ahead, ignoring him. “Now we just have to convince the Admiral not to have you shot.”

 
 






CHAPTER 36

 

Admiral O’Dare remained silent. Edward had finished laying out his plan, and Jacob was scrutinizing the Hourglass leader for any sign as to which way the winds were blowing. O’Dare was hard to read at the best of times, and Jacob didn’t possess his brother’s knack for knowing the right words to smooth over differences of opinion.

Eventually, the Admiral stood and walked to the window, looking down at the stark lunar landscape far below. “Suppose you succeed, Mr. Sutton? What then?”

Edward frowned. “I’m not sure I understand the question.”

“If you save these lives, will you return to your time afterward? Or were you intending to remain in the here and now?”

Oh, crap. Of course, that’s what he wants to know first.

Jacob had assumed Edward would want to stay, considering his connection to Marty, but he’d forgotten the Admiral might be unsympathetic to a romantic connection between a traveler and a lead Hourglass agent. “Admiral, I—” he started.

O’Dare raised his hand. “Belay that, Commander. I want to hear what he has to say for himself.”

Jacob closed his mouth, throwing Edward a warning look. Don’t screw this up.

“I would like to stay, sir,” said Edward.

“How would you justify my allowing you to remain, given the ongoing damage to the timeline your presence will cause?”

Edward licked his lips. “With respect, sir,” he said carefully, “once the changes take place, the timeline will be irrevocably altered. Whether I stay or go will make no difference. There will be no damage to speak of, because the timeline will incorporate my presence into the sequence of events. Whatever the outcome of my actions, the future will simply adapt.”

O’Dare snorted. “A charming piece of sophistry. Tell me, if the future is so resilient, why should I take any action to interfere with these events?”

“The timeline will survive regardless, Admiral,” said Edward. “But given that, consider whether allowing Gifford to carry out this attack is the most desirable outcome. He has already demonstrated that he does not have the best interests of humanity at heart. His lack of further interference in the timeline after this attack indicates that whatever his goals are, he certainly achieved them. I submit that opposing him is your duty, even if the long-term benefit is obscure.”

“It’s not obscure to me.” Jacob broke in. “Admiral, this is my brother’s life you’re talking about. You can’t just let him die!”

The Admiral’s tone remained calm. “Can’t I?”

Jacob reined in his temper. “No, sir, you can’t. After everything he sacrificed to make this program a reality, he deserves better from you. Loyalty should matter. It has to count for something in the final analysis, or we’re no better than Gifford.”

The Admiral sighed. “Gentlemen, I have to say I don’t like this—any of it—but your arguments are persuasive. Very well, then. Commander Atkins, have our people get cracking on the blueprints Mr. Sutton has supplied for the Rampart projector. I want at least two prototypes constructed: one for the Hub, and one to maintain communications with the Mercury. At the same time, start crash preparations to get the Mercury through its preflight checklist by tomorrow morning. It seems you’ll be taking it out for a spin a little earlier than anticipated.”

  *

Jacob stretched out on the bed of his quarters, his eyes fixed on the hinged double frame in his hand, an image of Marty on the left and Thomas on the right. We’re coming, guys. Hold on just another couple of days.

A soft knock interrupted his musings, and he set the photo frame on his desk and got to his feet. Cracking the door open, he found Edward, accompanied by his security escort.

Jacob frowned. “Yes?”

“The automated fabricators were compatible with the Rampart blueprints,” said Edward. “We should have our prototypes up and running in another hour. According to the experimental records recovered from the research station after the accident, they were testing their projector from 8am to 10am. That will be our opportunity to make contact.”

“Fine. Call me at seven, and we’ll go over exactly what we’re going to say.” Jacob started to pull the door closed.

“Did I do something wrong?” asked Edward.

Jacob paused, one hand on the doorknob. “What do you mean?”

“I get the impression you’re only tolerating my presence because you need me to save Marty. You’ve been hostile ever since I arrived. Why?”

Jacob was silent for a moment. Then he turned to the soldier standing next to Edward. “I need to speak to Mr. Sutton in private.”

The soldier straightened. “Sir, Admiral O’Dare’s orders were very specific.”

“He ordered that Edward remain under guard at all times. I can guard him for a few minutes. Trust me, agent, I don’t want him running around loose any more than you do.”

The soldier didn’t look pleased, but he acquiesced in silence, waiting behind when Jacob led Edward into his quarters.

Edward took a seat next to Jacob’s desk and leaned forward to tap the framed photographs. “It’ll be strange to see Marty in the flesh. I’ve seen pictures and historical video of him, but my memories were filtered through the sonic map in my glasses.”

“How much do you remember?”

Edward’s eyes narrowed at Jacob’s harsh tone. “The conversations we had. The sound of his voice. The way he laughed. I remember his juvenile sense of humor.” His tone sharpened. “I remember his confidence when he asked me out, the way his hands shook when we made love the first time, and the way they never did again, every time after. I remember the feel of him inside me, and the strangled sound he makes just before he comes.” He rose to his feet, fist clenched at his sides. “In short, I remember every Goddamned thing. What’s your point?”

“Then why didn’t you come back for him?” snapped Jacob. He stepped closer to Edward, the air between them crackling with anger. “He loved you in a way he never loved anyone before, and you left him behind.”

“I was dying!” shouted Edward. “What was I supposed to do?”

“But you got better,” said Jacob, stabbing his finger at Edward’s chest. “He waited for you for a year! You had all that time to come back, but you chose to wait until he was days away from being killed to show up again.”

Edward slumped back into the chair, his anger seeming to melt away to exhaustion. “It must have been hard on him.”

“It was,” Jacob said through clenched teeth. “Now tell me why you did it.”

“It was necessary,” Edward murmured.

“Why?”

“If I had come back to a point right after I left, how could I have explained my miraculous recovery?”

Jacob shook his head. “We’d have thought of something. Tell me the real reason.”

Edward clenched his fists. “Gifford.”

Okay, that’s not the answer I was expecting. “What about him?”

“This is his only known overt action. We have an opportunity to take him down, and if we lose it, Marty might never be safe again.”

“Bullshit,” spat Jacob. “From what you’ve told me, he wasn’t after Marty in the first place.”

“Who knows what Gifford is really after?” argued Edward. “I couldn’t take the risk Gifford would slip through our fingers. After this event, my knowledge of the future is useless. I have no way to predict when he might strike again. I wasn’t willing to risk Marty’s life just to save us both a little emotional pain.”

Jacob absorbed Edward’s words in silence.

As much as I hate to admit it, he does have a point.

“Fair enough,” he said grudgingly. “But you realize it’s been a long time for him. He might not welcome you back with open arms now, not the way he would have if you’d come back sooner.”

“I know,” whispered Edward, eyes downcast. “But I couldn’t put him in danger. Hopefully, he’ll understand that and give me another chance.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then the rest of my life will kind of suck.” Edward stood again and walked past him, back to the door. “I’ll call you at seven.” He opened the door and strode down the hall, his escort hurrying to keep up.

“I’ll be here,” replied Jacob, staring at the picture of Marty on the desk.

Either way, this is going to be messy.

 






CHAPTER 37

 

The familiar wrench of teleportation was nothing compared to the internal disorientation Annette experienced when the Insurrection reemerged from foldspace. Gulping air, she turned to Duncan, still at the navigation console. “Can you get a fix on our location?”

Duncan shook his head to clear it, and then fumbled with his controls. “We’re in Centauri space, within the plane of ecliptic, about two astronomical units out from the star.” He smiled weakly, still looking a little green. “I’d say we landed right on top of the Achilles University complex, but there’s nothing out there but empty space.”

Annette faced the Astrogation Officer. “Get me a starfix, and figure out the current date.”

She ground her teeth while she waited, as the officer made the necessary measurements from her sensor readings.

“Initial data places us at the end of the twenty-second century, between 2175 and 2195. It will take additional time to narrow it down based on the starfix alone. However, I am also picking up the Chiron Colony’s timekeeper beacon. 2300 hours, February 1, 2178.”

Annette whistled. “We made it.”

“Looks that way.”

“Captain, I have analyzed our local sensor data and detected an anomaly,” said HELIOS.

Annette clenched her fists. Now what? “What kind of anomaly?”

“There is an unregistered artificial satellite off the port bow, range three hundred meters.”

Duncan cursed under his breath. “Don’t tell us we landed in another of Gifford’s minefields.”

“No, there is only the one device, and it appears to be inert.”

Annette frowned. “What do you mean, inert? What happened to it?”

“Based on available sensor data, I theorize that our emergence in this time resulted in a local electromagnetic pulse that disabled the device. Focused sensor scans indicate an unfamiliar design; however, the overall structure is consistent with a long-range surveillance drone.”

Annette smiled slowly. “You said it was an unfamiliar design, so I assume it doesn’t match any of the Azimuth’s equipment.”

“That is correct.”                                    

“Holy crap,” said Duncan. “Do you think we netted a piece of Gifford’s spy apparatus?”

“Could be,” said Annette with a broad grin. “What do you think the odds are that I can coax it into leading us right back to him?”

“Knowing you, no bet.”

Annette cracked her knuckles. “HELIOS, bring the satellite aboard and have the crew bring it up to the information processing center. We can hack into its programming architecture from there.”

  *

Gifford finished drying his hair and tossed his towel into the waste reclamation hopper. “Anything to report, Modred?”

“Surveillance drone twelve recorded an anomalous burst of electromagnetic radiation before going offline. Attempts to reboot the device remotely have failed. All other drones have checked in successfully.”

Gifford furrowed his brow. “Any solar flare or magnetic storm activity to indicate the cause of the drone failure?”

“No.”

“Fine.” Gifford shrugged. He grabbed a fresh shirt out of the closet. “Dispatch a replacement to its place in the surveillance grid. What about the other drones?”

“Surveillance of Research Station Gamma confirms Dr. Davenport is still on site. The Azimuth remains docked at Chiron Colony. No other drones indicate significant changes to previous reports.”

“Keep an eye on the research station. Davenport can’t stay there forever. Once he’s on the move, let me know immediately. We’ll need to move fast to plot an intercept course using the conventional drive if we don’t want to leave a foldspace signature for the Azimuth to detect. Let them think this was all a tragic accident.”

Gifford buttoned his shirt as he headed for the automated galley. “Once he’s gone, we’ll jump forward and confirm the new iteration is back on track, and then we’ll come back here and get to work on the original plan.”

“Yes, sir.”

  *

“Hmm.” Annette chewed the blunt end of her stylus as she studied the reconstructed data from the surveillance drone, which was in pieces on the table next to her. She made some additional changes to her Trojan Horse program, and then asked, “HELIOS, this Modred construct it reports to, are you sure it’s a lower level of complexity than yours?”

“The programming environment indicates that the near-AI construct operating the surveillance network is a heavily modified level-six data valet. I am a level-nine construct. Available simulations indicate I should be able to interface with and manipulate the control network without being detected by the host system.”

She nodded. “All right. Then reactivate the probe.”

“Restoring power. The probe is now online. Programmer’s access has been achieved.”

Annette laughed. “Gotcha.”

  *

“Drone twelve has reactivated.”

Gifford paused mid-kata. He lowered his sword, ignoring his holographic adversary. “I thought you said it was a lost cause.”

“The drone appears to have suffered significant damage. Its transponder and sensor array are unresponsive; however, its network signal is active, and it appears to be transmitting random static. Shall I delete its access from the network?”

“Do we still have a replacement drone en route to its location?”

“Yes. The replacement drone will arrive at drone twelve’s most recent reported position within three hours.”

“Then wait and see. Those drones don’t grow on trees. If we can salvage and repair this one, it might be worth it in the long run.”

  *

“We’re in,” said Annette.

Duncan squinted over her shoulder at the screen filled with unintelligible programming code. “Are you sure Gifford doesn’t know we’re here?”

“HELIOS is hiding our data traffic behind a false wall of random static,” she replied. “As long as we can keep the Modred construct unaware, we can take whatever we need from his system.”

“Let’s find out who the hell he is, for one thing,” said Duncan. “Then we can try to determine what he’s after.”

“HELIOS, what’s the ship’s registry?” asked Annette.

“The vessel is registered as the CSS Ventura, Captain Kelly Ardmore commanding. However, this is just one of a string of false registrations. The original ship’s registry is listed as the CSSDamocles, owned by Dr. Gifford Sutton, CEO of the Arclight Corporation, a subsidiary of the Starfire Technology Group.”

The clatter of Annette’s stylus dropping from her fingers to the floor was the only sound.

Duncan glanced at her sidelong. “Uh, HELIOS, do you have access to his personnel file from Arclight?”

“Yes. Gifford Thomas Sutton, born November 3, 2178, in the Chiron Crèche to parents Jennifer Ainsley Sutton and Trevor John Sutton. Graduated 2199 Summa Cum Laude in Applied Mathematics from Harvard University, Amerizone, Earth. Received his Ph.D. 2204 in Electrical and Computational Engineering from—”

“That’s enough,” said Annette. “Download the rest of the personnel and historical files for us to review later; then start copying all technological and scientific data.”

“Confirmed.”

Annette sank into a workstation chair, visibly shaken. “My brother. We’ve been searching all this time for the Devil himself, and he turns out to be my own fucking brother.”

“Technically, he’s your half-brother,” said Duncan, patting her shoulder.

“Well, he seems to have a lot in common with Edward, in any case,” she answered, her voice radiating frustration. “Neither one of them cares who gets hurt as long as they have their way.”

“Are you sure that’s a fair characterization? Comparing Edward to Gifford like that?”

“Maybe not.” She crossed her arms. “But I’m not in the mood to be charitable right now.”

“Now what?”

“Now, I’ll probably watch while my two brothers go head-to-head and try to kill each other,” she muttered. “In the meantime, I’ll have to figure out whose side I’m on.”

Duncan was silent.

Annette sighed and settled back into her chair. “HELIOS, have you been able to figure out what Gifford’s goals are in this time?”

“No,” answered the computer. “There is no specific data regarding strategic simulations, and his personal log entries are encrypted. I might be able to access them given enough time, but they are not presently available. I can say, however, that his activities up until now in this and previous iterations appear centered upon manipulation of events surrounding the Zenith expedition.”

Duncan frowned. “Then why suddenly shift his focus to the Azimuth project?”

“The change in strategy appears to follow acquisition of historical records relating to Estelle and Edward Davenport in the last iteration.”

“Of course, it did.” Annette said. “The interference of rival time travelers must have thrown a wrench into his plans.”

“Or it could have been more personal,” suggested Duncan. “He’s the son of Jennifer and Trevor Sutton. Suddenly, Charles Davenport muscled his way into the picture. Gifford might not have taken kindly to that outcome.”

“In any case, once we have taken as much as we can from his database, it’s time we had a long overdue family chat,” growled Annette, rubbing at one temple.

Duncan raised an eyebrow. “Is that wise?”

“No. But maybe it’s time to try a more direct approach.”

 






CHAPTER 38

 

“Sensor drone thirty-two has arrived at the Achilles sector.”

Gifford dropped into the captain’s chair on the Bridge. “Do a local sensor sweep and try to pick up the derelict probe.”

“Sensor sweep in progress,” said the computer. “ALERT: another vessel has been detected in local space.”

Gifford stiffened in his chair. What the hell? “Show me,” he ordered.

The main viewscreen lit, showing a bright crescent of mirror-polished steel.

“Shit! That’s the Azimuth! What the fuck are they doing that far from Chiron?”

“Negative. Drone five confirms the presence of the Azimuth in station-keeping orbit around Chiron Colony. This vessel’s transponder identifies it as the CSS Insurrection, commission date listed as January 14, 2203.”

Gifford’s heart dropped. “You pinged its transponder?”

“The transponder profile was automatically acquired when the sensor drone detected the unknown vessel.”

“So they might already know we’re aware of them.”

“That is correct.”

“Does the transponder profile include the name of the ship’s captain?”

“No.”

Gifford sighed. “Damn it. Recode this timeline as Iteration Eight, starting now.”

“Yes, sir. The probe is being hailed by the Insurrection.”

Gifford settled back in his chair. “Let’s see it.”

The screen lit again, broadcasting a woman sitting in the captain’s chair of the rechristened Azimuth.

Estelle Davenport. Interesting.

The two stared at each other across space in silence until Annette finally spoke. “So you’re Gifford. My brother had a great deal to say about you after recovering his memories of your brief meeting in the last iteration.”

“Yes, I imagine he might,” answered Gifford. “What can I do for you, Dr. Davenport?”

Annette frowned. “My name is Annette Sutton. I was raised by Trevor and Jennifer Sutton after your murder of Charles Davenport and numerous others in a missile attack due to occur in two days time.”

Gifford kept his tone icy. “So, I take it you have already warned the Azimuth of my plans?”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t, although I’m sure my brother intends to.” She stood from her chair and marched toward the screen. “I thought we might come to an understanding.”

Gifford cocked his head. “An intriguing idea. What do you think you have to offer?”

“In my timeline, you fired a modified linear accelerator slug at a transport shuttle returning to the Azimuth. I’m assuming Charles Davenport was the target, and that killing other occupants of the shuttle represented collateral damage in your view.”

“That would be correct,” answered Gifford, ensuring his tone remained neutral.

“The blast crossed the atmosphere curtain of the Azimuth and killed the entire crew complement on duty in the landing bay, as well as several crewmembers who had gathered to meet the shuttle, including Captain Atkins. Was that also your intent?”

Gifford held himself perfectly still, his heart thudding in his chest. “Honestly? No.”

“My mother was not present, so she survived, but she mourned that day for the rest of her life. Was that your intent?”

“No,” answered Gifford. “But it raises the question why I should care what became of your mother.”

She smiled. “Yes, it does, doesn’t it? Suppose you tell me, then, exactly what is your interest in Charles Davenport?”

Gifford opened his mouth to reply, then stopped. Well, shit. She already knows.

“Modred, terminate drone twelve’s network access,” he commanded. “They’re using it to hack our files.”

“Network access deleted,” said Modred.

Annette’s smile didn’t waver. “It served its purpose. So, tell me, brother, why are you here? I’m curious what you hoped to accomplish with all this.”

“Don’t speak to me like we have some kind of family bond,” Gifford snarled. “You’re a mistake, a malignant cancer growing from an unforeseen error in judgment.”

“An error made by you,” replied Annette, clearly unperturbed, “when you caused the Trinity Spacelines disaster, bringing Charles Davenport and Martin Atkins into the Interscission Project.”

Gifford snorted. “Just so.”

“Were you aware that Martin Atkins and my brother Edward were lovers?”

Gifford raised an eyebrow. “No. Why? Does it matter?”

“It matters,” said Annette. “In addition to almost killing Edward in the last iteration, you killed Captain Atkins in the next. He will stop at nothing to prevent that event, and he will take drastic action to eliminate you as a threat.” She smiled sadly. “Our father taught us to take care of our own. Edward took that lesson to heart.”

“I … see,” said Gifford. “That limits my options in how to proceed, I take it.”

“You have no idea,” said Annette. “Especially if Edward is able to supply the Hourglass Corps of this time with the Rampart technology from ours.”

Gifford frowned. “Hourglass? What are you talking about?”

“A covert military agency devoted to eliminating time travel and time travelers, inspired by you—another outgrowth of your so-called error in judgment.” Annette walked back to her chair and sat down. “I think you’ll find your ability to meddle with the timeline will be severely curtailed in future iterations … if you survive long enough to create any.”

“Thank you for the warning. But you didn’t have to share that information. You gave it up deliberately. What are you really after?”

She laced her fingers together and regarded him with a sober expression. “I told you. I want to understand. Tell me why you’re doing this. What did you hope to accomplish by meddling with the Zenith mission?”

Gifford weighed his response carefully. What the hell. This has all spiraled out of control anyway.

“The Starfire Technology Group had the potential to become the most powerful corporation in the world,” he started. “Its scientific leadership in the wake of the Zenith mission would be unparalleled. The failure of the Zenith mission would have undermined Henry Bradford’s leadership of Starfire. I intended to acquire a controlling interest in the corporation afterward and guide it into the future under my leadership.”

“Power?” A note of disdain crept into Annette’s voice. “That’s all you were after?”

“It was a means to an end,” answered Gifford.

“And what end did you hope to achieve?”

“To make a difference,” said Gifford. “To make the world a better place.”

“Who decides what constitutes a better place?”

Gifford smiled. “I do.”

She just stared at him.

“I was wrong,” she said finally. “There’s no accommodation we can reach. You’re on your own, Gifford. I hope Edward puts you out of your misery, for all our sakes. If not, I’ll be there to finish the job.”

The com channel cut off, and the view faded back to the exterior view of the Insurrection. The screen flared white before going dark.

“The Insurrection has destroyed the sensor drone,” said Modred. “Shall I dispatch another?”

“No. That’s just one more dead end.” Gifford slumped in his seat. “Modred, I need you to design a near-AI infiltration program that can interface with the Azimuth computer systems and acquire any and all information relating to a specific keyword.”

“Yes, sir. What keyword?”

“Hourglass.”

 






CHAPTER 39

 

Dr. Sophia Wu drummed her fingers against her instrument console, impatient to get started. “Dr. Davenport, what is the status of your modifications?”

“That should be that.” Charles made some final adjustments to the graviton generator and checked the results on the primary instrument panel before nodding in apparent satisfaction. “We should be good to go, whenever you’re ready.”

“Excellent.” Sophia faced her team. “We’ll start small, with an epsilon three deviation.” Turning back to her console, she entered the commands to power up the modified gravity field. In the center of the room, the air rippled into an iridescent sphere about a meter across, visible only by its faint distortion of the air.

“Spatial distortion at level epsilon three,” said Dr. Ernst Rudnikov, who had discovered the spatial distortion effect that interrupted communications across the foldspace gateways. “No variable effects identified. The effect is stable to within the maximum resolution of my instruments.”

Sophia smiled. “A promising beginning. Let’s push it a little farther and see if the stability holds up.” She manipulated her controls. “Increasing spatial distortion to a deviation of epsilon five.”

The spatial disturbance grew brighter, hovering in the center of the room like a spun-glass Christmas tree ornament.

“Epsilon five achieved and stable,” reported Dr. Rudnikov.

Sophia had no interest in getting to know the team as anything other than an adjunct to her work, but she was clearly pleased by the excitement in her colleague’s voice. The distortion effect that bore his name topped out at level epsilon seven. If they could suppress its effects, true real-time interplanetary and interstellar communications would become possible for the first time in human history.

“Well then, it’s time to shoot for the gold ring,” said Sophia. She tapped keys on her console once more. “Increasing spatial deviation to level epsilon eight.”

The spatial vortex grew painfully bright, a shifting mosaic of light and shadow.

“Epsilon eight deviation confirmed,” said Dr. Rudnikov, grinning. “The field is stable. The Rudnikov distortion has been effaced.”

A ragged cheer went up from the assembled scientists.

Dr. Rudnikov held out his hand to Dr. Wu. “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Dr. Wu. This is a historic moment, one that I did not honestly think would ever come.”

“Sophia is fine,” she said with a smile, shaking his hand. “We have just opened the door to a new age of communication technology, Dr. Rudnikov. There’s no need anymore to stand on ceremony.”

“Then call me Ernst,” replied Dr. Rudnikov. He turned to Charles. “Dr. Davenport, thank you for your assistance. Without your expertise with the gravity wave modifications, we might never have made it this far.”

“It was my pleasure. Now that you’ve suppressed the spatial disturbance, how soon can you test whether you can punch a com channel through to Earth?”

Dr. Rudnikov faced the spatial rift with a more pensive expression. “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible until we have functional gravitic suppression platforms active at both ends to flatten space-time so that the communication traffic can pass through without distortion. We can, however, set up a real-time communications grid within Centauri space to iron out all the bugs before we can get this technology back to Earth for an interstellar test.”

“Well, that would definitely be a step forward,” said Charles.

Suddenly, the rift darkened to a deep violet, bathing the room in lavender highlights.

Dr. Rudnikov dashed back to his station, all conversation forgotten. “I’m reading a localized gravitic disturbance in the center of the spatial distortion field.” He frowned. “Wait, that can’t be right.” He glanced up at Charles and Sophia. “This says the disturbance shows infinite mass density.”

“A quantum singularity?” asked Sophia, incredulous. “Could it have been created by our equipment?”

Dr. Rudnikov shook his head. “No, we’re not pushing near enough power through the rift to create an actual foldspace gateway. Whatever’s causing it, the effect is stable … and harmonious with our rift, so it must be artificial.”

Charles sighed. “I’m no doubt going to regret this, but maybe we should check for a communications carrier wave. Maybe someone on the other side has mirrored our rift.”

“Impossible!” insisted Dr. Rudnikov. “No one else has this technology. Even if they did, how would they have known what spatial harmonics to use to lock into our distortion field?”

Sophia tensed. Someone has our historical records and research data. It seems the future has come knocking once again. She turned to Charles. “Check the available com lines. Whoever it is, they’re probably using one of our active frequencies if they wanted to make contact.”

Charles tapped the keys on his wristcomp. “Got it. Ship-to-ship priority signal. We’ll need to take this in the shuttle or the station control bunker.”

“I’ll meet you in the control room.” Sophia turned to face Dr. Rudnikov. “I’ll need you to monitor the spatial field and maintain its stability until we find out what’s going on here.”

“Like hell,” said Dr. Rudnikov, scowling. “You are a guest here, Dr. Wu. I am in command of this research station. I have the most right to hear what this communication pertains to.”

“Dr. Rudnikov, I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” Charles responded. “If my suspicions are correct, the communication we are receiving is critical to the safety of the mission and its crew, at a level you are not cleared to know.” He tapped the controls on his wristcomp. “Security, this is Dr. Davenport reporting a Chronus event. Dr. Wu and I will need exclusive access to the communications array in order to evaluate the threat before reporting to Captain Atkins. Please clear out the control room and post guards on the access points. No one else is to enter while our investigation is ongoing.”

“Understood, Dr. Davenport,” replied the station’s chief of security. “We know what to do.”

Sophia faced Dr. Rudnikov, who was obviously livid. “Ernst, this is of vital importance. Please make sure the gateway is stabilized until we understand how much danger we are in.”

“Certainly,” he said icily. “But that is Dr. Rudnikov to you.”

Sophia shrugged, and then turned to Charles. “We’d better get moving. We don’t know how long the communications bridge will hold.”

They strode from the research bay, heading toward the central command bunker. At the door, the guards on duty examined their IDs as if they hadn’t been working side-by-side for the past two weeks. Eventually, the guards cleared them through the checkpoint, and they entered the control room. The station’s security chief, Lieutenant Messier, waited for them. He pointed to the Communications Station. “I punched the signal into the grid, but it’s encrypted. I haven’t encountered the cipher before.”

Charles sat down in front of the communications screen and studied the ideograms displayed. He sighed. “That’s because it’s a private code I designed a long time ago for personal messages between myself and Captain Atkins. Obviously, this message was designed to require either me or Marty to be present.” He typed commands into his wristcomp. “I’m decrypting the message now.”

The sea of ideograms disappeared, and a simple image appeared: an hourglass overlaid with a pair of crossed swords that were stylized to the point of being unrecognizable, the image obvious only to someone who knew what they were looking at. A message appeared in block print below the image. Contact established.
Initializing real-time communication link. Stand by.

The image disappeared, replaced by Jacob’s face. “Hello, Chuck. Sophia. Sorry to horn in on your technological victory party.”

“The fact that you were able to forge this connection at all indicates you’ve had some breakthroughs of your own,” said Sophia.

“We had a little help,” said Jacob.

“I take it you have a visitor,” Charles spoke up.

“You could say that.” Edward stepped into view from the side.

“Edward.” Charles gave a fatigued sigh. “Why am I not surprised?”

“You don’t seem happy to see me, Charles. And here I came all this way to save your life.” Edward glanced at Dr. Wu. “Both of your lives.”

“All right, you have my attention.” Charles frowned. “Say what you came to say.”

“Tomorrow, you were both planning to return to the Azimuth by transport shuttle.”

Charles leaned forward. “That’s right.”

“That shuttle will be shot down by a linear accelerator slug as it makes a final approach to the Azimuth. The blast will destroy the shuttle and the landing bay, resulting in a long list of deaths, including yours and Marty’s.”

Charles was silent, taken aback.

Sophia sighed. “I take it Gifford has decided to make his move.”

“I still don’t know what he’s after,” said Edward. “But the meteoroid that took out the shuttle was artificial and not native to the system, despite an effort having been made to make it appear natural. This was meant to be a stealthy attack, not much in keeping with Gifford’s usual grand interventions. It’s possible his priorities have shifted. In any case, there isn’t any definitive evidence of other interference in the timeline. If we want to take him out, this is our only opportunity.”

Charles chuckled. “Not even hiding your ulterior motives this time, Ed?”

Edward stared Charles straight in the eye. “This time around, I still lived my life in your shadow, Charles, despite the fact that you weren’t there in the flesh. If I can save your life, I will, but it’s not my priority.”

Charles wrinkled his brow. “I’m fairly sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. But tell me anyway, what is your priority? Saving Marty? Or catching Gifford?”

“Yes.”

Sophia rolled her eyes. “Gentlemen, while I always enjoy a little schoolyard posturing, the question remains as to what we do now.”

“For Gifford to make a precision shot to take out the shuttle, he’d need line of sight and real-time telemetry,” said Jacob. “That suggests a short-range vantage point. If we can pilot the shuttle back to the Azimuth on remote, we think we might be able to target his ship when he gets in range.”

“And do what?” asked Charles. “He’ll be alert for the Azimuth to turn its weapons on him. All he has to do is stay ahead of its guns until he has time to jump away, and you’ve lost him.”

“We don’t intend for the Azimuth to take him on,” Jacob explained. “We have a ship of our own that is better suited to engage from stealth. We’ll be ready to launch within six hours. When we arrive, we can shadow the shuttle from a distance.”

“In the meantime, we need you to bring Marty up to speed,” said Edward. “We’ll set up secure communications when we arrive using the Hourglass frequencies and encryption ciphers, so we can coordinate our efforts.”

“Fine,” said Charles. “You do that. Is there anyone else we should be keeping an eye out for? I’d be surprised if Stella let you out of her sight long enough for you to jump back here alone.”

Edward took a deep breath. “My sister’s name is Annette in our current iteration. She was trying to get our family to safety by alternate means, in case my gateway doesn’t remain secure. So she might show up at some point.”

“I beg your pardon?” Jacob’s tone was low and dangerous. “I don’t recall you bringing that up before.”

“You didn’t ask.”

“No, I distinctly remember asking if there were any other travelers you knew of that we needed to watch out for.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. You did.” Edward shrugged. “I lied.”

“You son of a—”

“We all have our own agendas,” snapped Edward. “I’m trying to protect the people I love, for as long as I am able. Hell, if the Hourglass finds my projector, they might decide to rip me out of this time period altogether, so you’ll need to be prepared to proceed without me if it comes to that.”

Jacob blinked. “Fine. We’ll regroup when we make the jump to Centauri space.” He turned to Charles. “Any other questions?”

“No. It looks like you guys have all the answers.”

“It seems we have a plan, then,” said Sophia. “We will look for you in six hours.”

“Agreed,” said Jacob. “Hourglass, out.”

The communication terminated, and the signal was lost.

“Well, this is going to be a bitch to try explaining to Marty,” said Charles.

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Sophia replied. “In the meantime, I am going to finish writing up my notes on today’s experiment in case something goes wrong and I’m not here to continue my research.”

“I guess we should be happy we aren’t going to die tomorrow, after all.”

“That remains to be seen,” said Sophia, walking toward the doors. “Forewarned is forearmed, but it doesn’t mean we’ll come out on top.”

“Morituri te salutant,” said Charles softly. “Time for round two.”

  *

Jacob regarded the darkened viewscreen in silence after the com channel shut down. Then he typed a command into his wristcomp, which let out a soft whine. “Right now, we’re behind a privacy screen. Not even the Admiral can overhear us.”

Edward faced him. “If you have something to say, say it.”

“You lied to me,” Jacob snapped.

“Does that surprise you?”

“No, but it does change how much I’m willing to trust you from this point on.”

Edward shrugged. “Jake, you do what you have to do. And so will I.”

“So the Hourglass doesn’t know where your time projector is?” Jacob chuckled. “And you still say you’re working for them?”

“I never said I was working for the Hourglass per se.”

“How did you know the secondary protocols and passwords?”

“You told me.”

Jacob nodded, unsurprised. “I suppose we would have been allies if Marty became a casualty.”

“You and Thomas both.”

Jacob’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Thomas. “And what’s happening to your Jacob and Thomas, back home, while you’re here playing temporal lifeguard?”

“Honestly?” said Edward. “The Hourglass has them. They were both captured while stealing the Rampart key. They could even be dead by now.” He met Jacob’s gaze squarely. “They helped me because they saw an opportunity to save someone they cared for. They knew the risks, and so did I. And so do you. So what are you going to do now? Turn me in? Throw me in a cell while you go after Gifford on your own?”

“Do?” Jacob’s smile was rueful. “I’m going to pack, because I have a long journey ahead of me.” He tapped a control on his wristcomp and the whine dropped away. “And so do you. Because for all his standing orders and attention to duty, my brother loves you—that makes you family, and we take care of our own. Now get moving. We have a lot of work to do and precious little time left to work with.”

 




 
CHAPTER 40

 

Sophia silently passed her experimental notes to Dr. Rudnikov. Charles pushed past her and climbed on board the shuttle, then slumped into one of the passenger seats without a word.

Dr. Rudnikov raised an eyebrow at his behavior, but soon turned back to Sophia. “Are you sure you wish to depart so soon? We’ve made great strides this past month, but there’s still a lot of work to do.”

“I agree,” said Sophia. She leaned back against the hydraulic strut of the shuttle’s cargo door. “However, my talents may be needed elsewhere. You are more than capable of fleshing out the design elements required to put the distortion apparatus into mass production as a communications grid.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Dr. Rudnikov hesitated. “The additional parameters you asked to be evaluated … can you tell me their purpose?”

“It’s part of a thought experiment,” Sophia said. “An extension of the Gravity Shield technology I created.”

“A teleportation blockade I can understand, but why focus on obstruction of higher-order transforms? What purpose would that serve?”

Sophia sighed. “It would take a great deal of time to explain. Suffice it to say that I would regard it as a personal favor if you would pursue the calculations and the programming feasibility of creating such a barrier.”

Dr. Rudnikov chewed his lip. “I should tell you that I eavesdropped on your conversation yesterday.”

Sophia cocked her head. “I beg your pardon?”

“I left Dr. Paraskova in charge of the spatial resonator, and I accessed the interstellar communication feed from the shuttle’s com array.”

She stared at him. “It was encrypted.”

He snorted. “Not very well. When I ran the algorithms through the station’s mainframe, it was able to decode the message in real time, even without the access keys. I suspect Dr. Davenport uses this cipher as a convenience, not a true security measure.”

“I see.” Sophia gazed at him intently. “And what do you think you learned?”

“That the sabotage suffered by the Zenith project was the work of a time traveler. From that premise, it was fairly simple to deduce that the additional parameters you asked me to evaluate are designed to interrupt four-space foldspace events. A temporal shield, to complement your existing teleport shield technology.” He stopped for breath and then grinned. “In a way, I am amazed you’ve managed to keep this under wraps for so long. It also explains the need for the military presence on the mission, in case he tries again.” His smile slipped. “As he apparently intends to do today.”

“Ernst, there’s a great deal of truth in what you say,” said Sophia, laying her hand gently on his shoulder. “But the truth can be dangerous in the wrong hands—at least that’s the philosophy of a number of powerful people, including the mission leadership. I suggest you keep such speculation to yourself.”

“Of course.” Dr. Rudnikov nodded. “In the meantime, I will see that your work continues, and I hope I can make some small contribution to the security of the mission.” He stepped back, toward the access door. “Take care of yourself, Sophia. I hope we shall have a chance to work together again someday.” He exited the shuttle, taking the steps down the gangway two at a time in the low gravity.

Sophia took a seat as Lieutenant Messier closed the access hatch. A portion of the station’s crew had been scheduled to join them for the return trip to the Azimuth and Chiron Colony, but in light of the new information they had received, only Charles, Sophia, and select members of the Security staff had boarded the shuttle.

Lieutenant Messier belted himself into the pilot’s seat and ran through the preflight checklist while the shuttle’s other occupants waited in silence. Finally, he powered up the engines and the shuttle lifted gracefully into open space. He set their automatic course to rendezvous with the Azimuth, and then sat back, waiting. After another ten minutes or so, a soft musical tone indicated that their transponder had been pinged.

Messier disengaged the autopilot and reduced speed. Flanking them, a vessel hove into view, a matte-black tapered cylinder with swept-back wings, barely visible against the backdrop of stars. Messier matched velocities by his instrument readings, maintaining radio silence, and gently latched onto the docking tube extended by the other craft. “Hard dock confirmed,” he said. “The docking tube had pressurized. End of the line, everyone.”

They all unstrapped from their chairs and made their way to the airlock. After exiting the shuttle, they marched through the docking tube to the opposite terminus in single file and entered the airlock at the base of the other ship. The doors cycled, opening to the interior of the larger craft.

Jacob stood on the other side, accompanied by Edward.

Lieutenant Messier saluted. “Permission to come aboard, sir.”

“Permission granted,” answered Jacob. “Welcome aboard the Mercury.”

Charles and Sophia followed the Security detail into the ship as Hourglass soldiers entered the airlock from the Mercury to manhandle a number of packing cases down the docking tube.

“What’s all that about?” Charles gestured with his thumb. “I thought the plan was to pilot the ship the rest of the way on remote.”

“It is.” Jacob led them through the corridors of the Mercury, finally opening a door and letting them into a cramped conference room, the drab metal walls complementing the dull steel of the table and chairs. “You can wait here while we set up some thermal decoys. If Gifford decides to check, he’ll think the shuttle is still occupied. Hopefully, he’s already headed to the Azimuth rendezvous and won’t notice our little deception.”

“And if he does?” asked Sophia, settling into one of the uncushioned steel chairs.

Edward spoke for the first time. “Then we look over our shoulders for the rest of our lives.”

Charles turned to face him. “Did you come here using a ship or a fixed platform?”

“Fixed,” said Edward with a frown. “What difference does it make?”

“If your gate is still open, you could go back to your time and pick up more intel, even if Gifford figures it out.”

“It was hard enough finding my way back once. Marty didn’t make it easy for me.”

“How is it suddenly Marty’s fault?” snapped Charles.

“One, he sponsored Dr. Wu’s work, which will eventually become the basis for a weapons program called the Rampart that distributed temporal shielding throughout human space. Two, he left standing orders that time travelers would be arrested and imprisoned or executed on sight. It wasn’t until Jake modified those orders that it was safe for me to show my face, even if I was willing to let Gifford remain a threat.”

Charles faced Jacob. “Marty never mentioned any of this.”

Jacob sighed. “Since his involvement with the Hourglass, my brother has been devoted to the ‘greater good’.” He made air quotes with his fingers. “He probably didn’t think twice about the order, even knowing what it could cost him personally. He was always a pragmatic little shit that way.”

“Doesn’t sound like the Marty I know,” said Charles, thoughtfully. “He was focused to a fault on the present and on the little picture.” He clenched his jaw. “But that would be Admiral O’Dare’s style. I didn’t realize Marty had stepped so firmly into his shadow.”

“Marty’s been on his own as captain of the Azimuth for months,” said Jacob. “Maybe he’s had a change of heart.”

“One can hope.” Charles mulled the new information over. “I think I owe you an apology, Edward.”

Edward glanced at him sidelong. “How so?”

“I thought you came back just for Gifford. Marty deserves better than that. I suggested you return to your own time in the hope you’d get the hell out of his life again before he got too attached.”

Edward chuckled, sitting on the edge of the conference table. “If I thought I could have come back for Marty any earlier and still kept him safe, I would have. I know you have strong feelings for him, Charles, but don’t think I love him any less because I’ve been gone.”

“I’m glad. Because I didn’t tell him you were back.”

Edward stood straight. “What?”

“I told him Jake acquired the information about Gifford’s next move from a time traveler, but I didn’t say it was you, and I didn’t tell him you were coming here.” Charles shrugged. “He didn’t ask who it was. Maybe he was afraid to find out.”

“Christ,” Edward whispered. Wide-eyed, he turned to Jacob. “Jake—”

“No,” said Jacob firmly. “We maintain strict radio silence until Gifford makes his move, or he might pick up on our transmissions, even encrypted. You two can settle your differences when this is over, not before.”

“But—”

“I said no, Edward,” said Jacob, his voice hardening. “You’re a member of my crew for the time being, which means you follow orders for once. When we reach the Azimuth, you’re Marty’s problem; until then, you do what you’re told. I will not compromise the success of this mission for the sake of smoothing out your romantic life. Are we clear, crewman?”

“Aye, Captain,” said Edward, his handsome face sullen.

“Buck up, Ed.” Jacob dismissed him. “Maybe this will all work out just right and we’ll put Gifford in the ground today. Then you and Marty can go live happily ever after to your hearts’s content. Until then, this is my ship, and we’ll do this my way.”

Edward said nothing, the silence interrupted only by a chime from Jacob’s wristcomp. Jacob tapped a control to receive an incoming message. “What is it?”

“We’ve wired up the shuttle for remote operation and placed the decoys,” answered one of the Hourglass crewmen. “Our people are safely back aboard the Mercury.”

“Withdraw the docking tube and cast off from the shuttle. Return the shuttle to its previous course and put us in a parallel trajectory ten kilometers astern.” He toggled a shipwide announcement. “All hands, this is the Captain. Rig the ship for silent running and shut down any extraneous EM sources. Keep our passive sensors peeled for any other craft in local space. We’ll have just one shot to take the target by surprise, so make it count.”

He shut down his microphone and turned back to the other three. “Finger’s crossed everyone. This is it.”

 
 






CHAPTER 41

 

Martin chewed his lip as he watched the shuttle on the main viewscreen. “Any sign of other ships?”

“Nothing,” said Thomas from the Security Station on the Bridge. “I can barely detect the Mercury, and only because I know it’s out there. It must not have much of a metallic signature for the signal to be this weak.”

“Mostly ceramic and corundum composites,” said Marty, absently tapping his fingertips against his command console.

“Transport shuttle on final approach,” said Thomas. “Fifteen seconds to reach the atmosphere curtain. Ten seconds. Nine. Eight—”

The aft compartment of the shuttle exploded on the screen, the wrecked forward section veering away from the Azimuth and starting a slow tumble into oblivion as it disintegrated.

“Thomas!” shouted Marty. “Do you see him?”

“Tracking back along the blast vector,” said Thomas. “Hold on.”

Seconds ticked by.

“There! Bearing 120 by 33 degrees, range 13 kilometers.”

Marty snapped his head back to David at the Navigation Station. “Target pulse cannons on the target, and maneuver to bring rail guns to bear.” He turned to the other Bridge Officers. “Astrogation, get me a visual. I want to see what we’re aiming at.”

“Aye, sir.” David was already manipulating his controls. “Bringing us about. Target will be in range of forward rail guns in seventeen seconds.”

“The Mercury is firing pulse cannons,” Thomas informed them.

“Open fire as soon as you have a firing solution,” said Marty.

“Aye, sir. Firing solution is calculated and locked. Firing pulse cannons.”

The ship shuddered as they opened fire on the other vessel.

“Sir, I have a visual,” spoke up the Astrogation Officer.

“On screen.” Marty leaned forward against his safety harness in anticipation and the main viewscreen shifted to show a small scout vessel lit by a tracery of incandescent pulse-cannon fire. The streams of plasma fired from the Azimuth and the Mercury bent and twisted as they approached the vessel, diverting from their target and leaving it intact.

“Electromagnetic shield.” Thomas growled.

“A ship that size shouldn’t be able to hold off our firepower for long,” said Marty. “And it can’t protect against rail-gun fire.”

“The Mercury has fired rail guns at the target.” Thomas checked his instruments. “Impact in five seconds.”

Marty hunched forward again to watch, anticipating the inevitable.

Nothing happened.

“You can’t be serious!” Marty threw himself back in his chair in disbelief.

“Captain, I’m reading a massive gravitic surge from the target,” said the Astrogation Officer. It’s possible they’re using it to divert the linear accelerator slugs, just like the cannon fire.”

Martin snarled in fury. “Fine. Let’s see how much it can take. Rail guns, fire at will.”

“Aye, sir.” Thomas typed his commands into his console. “Projectile array launched. Impact in five seconds. The Mercury continues to engage with both cannon and rail-gun fire.”

Marty forced himself not to howl with frustration as their ineffectual attacks continued. Finally, he threw up his hands in disgust. “Break off our attack. He’s just laughing at us.”

Thomas tapped the keys on his board without comment, and the heavy vibration of their weapons died away.

The ship on the screen seemed to taunt Martin, and he ground his teeth before snapping back up straight in his chair. “Astrogation, compile your complete sensor records of the engagement for Dr. Wu. I’ll want her to start analyzing it as soon as she gets back on board. Tell her I want to find a way past that gravitic defense shield ASAP.”

The view of the other ship rippled, and it disappeared before Marty’s eyes.

“Damn it! Did they jump?”

The Astrogation Officer shook his head. “No, sir. No foldspace events have been detected. He’s still out there. It must be some kind of visual cloak technology.”

“More than visual,” muttered Thomas. “I’ve lost the sensor profile as well. Whatever he did, it’s like he just vanished.”

“Great.” Marty swore under his breath. “We can’t hit him, and we can’t see him. Any other bad news?”

The Communications Officer piped up. “Captain, the Mercury is hailing us.”

Martin sighed. “Of course, they are.” He unlocked his safety harness and got to his feet. “Put them on screen.”

The viewscreen went blank, and was then replaced by a view of the Mercury’s Bridge. Jacob stood in the center, scowling. “Well, that didn’t quite go as planned.”

“Welcome to Centauri, Jake. Wish we could have started off on a more pleasant note.”

“No joke,” said Jacob. “That he can shrug off pulse cannons, I can understand, but linear accelerators too? How the hell did he manage that?”

“Astrogation over here thinks he might be using their artificial gravity field to generate some kind of deflector shield.”

“He’s right.” Edward moved into view from behind Jacob’s chair. “The instrument readings are consistent with that interpretation. But I’ll bet we can break down such a barrier from outside, using our own gravity fields, if we can get close enough.”

Marty just stared at Edward before closing his mouth with a click.

“I guess I should say hi.” Edward waved. “It’s been a long time.”

“Ed?” Marty finally found his voice, even if he couldn’t keep it from cracking. “Is that you?”

Edward nodded. “Yes, Marty,” he said, his expression sad. “It’s really me.”

Martin swallowed the knot in his throat. “I thought…”

“I know.” Edward ran his fingers through his hair. “I would have come back sooner, but … but it doesn’t matter now. Nothing I did matters. Gifford is gone. I can’t protect you.”

“To hell with Gifford!” shouted Marty. “I … I…” He stopped and rubbed his temples to ease the beginnings of a wicked headache. “Jacob, can you dock with the Azimuth? Maybe it’s better we continue this conversation in person.”

Jacob was silent.

Martin followed his brother’s gaze to Thomas, who was still trying to push his sensors to detect Gifford’s ship. “Jake! Focus!”

Jacob jerked to attention and his face reddened. He nodded. “Right. We’ll dock and then come aboard.”

“Good,” said Marty. He sat back in the captain’s chair. “It seems we have a bit of catching up to do.”

 






CHAPTER 42

 

Martin stared at the schematics of the Rampart, which were projected above the chrome conference table. To his right, Charles and Dr. Wu discussed the finer points of the design, while Jake and Thomas sat quietly to his left, flipping through the sensor data from the battle on a tablet computer. Finally, the scientists seemed to reach some mutual agreement, and fell silent.

Unable to avoid it any longer, Marty let his gaze drop from the holographic diagram to the man sitting across the table. “This is why you came back? To give us these blueprints?”

Edward shook his head. “No. Your people would have completed the design eventually, just as they did in my iteration. But without my interference, half the people in this room would not have lived to see it, along with dozens of your crew. As it is, with Gifford still out there, I have no way to predict the outcome from this point.”

“So you’re flying blind now, just like the rest of us.”

Edward chuckled and tapped his right temple. “I’ve been blind before, Marty. This is just uncertain. It doesn’t compare.”

“The fact remains, however, that Gifford has been able to bypass the Rampart defense,” said Dr. Wu. “Do you have any idea how he might have accomplished that?”

“No.” Edward frowned. “If he went forward in time to a point where the Rampart was emplaced, there’s no way he should have been able to return.”

“Maybe he didn’t go forward,” suggested Jake. “Maybe he came straight here after your last encounter.”

“If I understand what you’re telling me, the Rampart only locks local space into a configuration that prevents temporal jumps without the right key,” said Martin. “That’s a weakness that can be exploited. Is it possible to modify the design so that it prevents temporal jumps altogether?”

“Perhaps,” said Dr. Wu. “If we find a way to incorporate a randomly shifting key, it would be impossible to predict the mathematical transformation required to execute a temporal jump at any given moment.”

Edward licked his lips. “It should be possible, but it would mean this iteration would be the last one. There would be no second chances if anything went wrong.”

“Fine.” Marty’s voice cooled. “I can live with that.” He turned to face Dr. Wu. “Sophia, see what you can do with these designs. I want an impenetrable temporal defense up and running as soon as you can put it together.”

“Yes, Captain,” she said, already half lost in thought. “I’ll get to work on it right away.”

“The rest of you are dismissed.” Marty dropped his gaze to his own clasped hands. “I’m sure you all have things you’d like to attend to.” He waited while the others got to their feet and left the room. Then he raised his head to meet Edward’s stare across the table.

“Did you want me to leave as well?” mumbled Edward.

“No.”

The silence dragged on for another minute.

“How much of you is him? The Edward I knew?”

“I remember him,” said Edward. “Just as I remember you. But it’s hazy, like watching a video projected onto a sheet of gauze. His emotions are the same. I feel the things he felt, but there’s an element of distance to them. But I can say that he loved you deeply in both iterations, first as a child, and then as a man.”

“Do you love me?”

“I … I don’t know.” Edward hesitated. “It’s like loving someone you’ve only known through letters. In reality, I just met you, but I feel as if I’ve known you forever.”

Martin was silent, his gaze lowered again. “I did love him, you know—my Edward, that is. Even though we had so little time together.”

“I believe you.”

“But you’re not him,” he murmured.

“No, I’m not,” replied Edward. “And I’m not offering to try to be him.”

“Then what are you offering?”

“To be me,” said Edward. “And to see if you and I have a future together.”

Martin met Edward’s blue eyes, remembering the first time he had seen them uncovered by the holographic reading glasses in the last iteration. Unlike then, the younger man’s gaze was focused and intent on his face. It took some getting used to. “Is that what you want?”

His gaze steady, Edward reached across to grasp Marty’s hands where they lay clasped on the table. “Yes.”

Marty squeezed Edward’s hands for a moment before pulling away. “Why don’t we go back to my quarters, and you can tell me about yourself.”

Edward’s smile faded, replaced with an uncertain frown. “Uh, Marty, maybe we shouldn’t rush into—”

Marty cut him off with a short bark of laughter. “Just to talk. I swear. I really need a drink, and the chairs there are more comfortable.”

Edward’s smile returned. “A drink would be welcome.”

Marty got to his feet and extended his hand, helping Edward up from his chair. “Since I didn’t mention it before, let me be the first to welcome you aboard the Azimuth. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

 






CHAPTER 43

 

Jacob pulled Thomas into a side corridor, entwining their fingers as he whispered in his lover’s ear. “I missed you.”

Thomas, leaning against one white wall, pulled his hand free to wrap his arms around Jacob’s waist. “Well, you’re here now. What would you like to do first?” He winked.

“Well, I suppose there’s the traditional dinner and a movie, followed by a kiss good-bye at the door…”

“Don’t make me hurt you, Jacob.” Thomas growled.

Jacob leaned in closer and kissed his lips. “I was serious about dinner, if not the entertainment afterward.”

“I guess the galley is open now, unless you’d like to order a meal sent up to my room.”

Jacob laughed. “Let me guess: hydroponic vegetables and simulated meat made from protein concentrates and grain filler?”

“It’s what we have.” Thomas shrugged. “There wasn’t really cargo space to set up any kind of functioning farm, even if the colony had the environmental capacity to support livestock.”

“I know. But we just came here from Earth for a short trip, so we still have significant stores of real food.” He grinned at Knox’s wide-eyed look. “How about I treat you to a nice, juicy steak instead?”

“Oh my God.” Thomas swallowed visibly and licked his lips. “Will you marry me?”

Jacob, taken aback, just blinked

“I’m sorry. Bad joke.” He straightened, flushing.

“No, um, it’s fine. It’s just not something I ever expected you to say.”

“Really?” Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Now I’m surprised. Are you telling me you haven’t planned this seduction out that far in advance?”

“I’m not saying that at all,” he chuckled. “But I always thought I would be the one to propose.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” Thomas watched him through skeptical, half-closed eyelids.

“Aren’t I always?”

“Yes.”

“Well, serious or not, I promised you a steak dinner,” Jacob babbled, trying to change the subject, “so let’s—”

“That’s not what I meant,” Thomas murmured.

Jacob cocked his head. “Then what did you—” He broke off, his body rigid and perfectly still as Thomas slipped his hand around the back of his head, pulling him forward until their foreheads touched. “Yes, Jake.”

“Tom, I—”

“Shhhh.” He touched a finger to Jacob’s lips. “It was a serious answer to a serious question. All you have to do is choose when you’re going to ask. You already know my answer.”

Jacob leaned in and kissed Thomas back, deeper this time. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Thomas smiled. “Now, I believe you mentioned something about a steak dinner?”

Jacob stepped back and grinned. Taking Knox’s hand in his, he towed him down the corridor. “Come on, I’ll have it sent up to my cabin on the Mercury.”

“Oh, your cabin, is it?” Thomas said with mock disdain. “Moving a little too fast to consolidate your advantage, don’t you think?”

“Maybe.” Jacob shrugged. “But, I’ll bet my bed is bigger than yours.”

“Hmm. That sounds like a challenge.” Thomas laughed.

“We could always test them both out, and then we’d know for sure.” Jacob grinned back at him.

Thomas tapped a key on his wristcomp. “David, you’re on watch until 0800, right?”

“That’s right,” answered David Cooper.

“I’m leaving the ship and will be spending the night on the Mercury. Call me if anything requires my attention.”

“Hah!” David’s voice floated from the device. “So if there’s a crisis, I have to decide whether to break up your reunion or the captain’s? Damn, Tom. I thought we were friends.”

“Uh, it’s not like that, David,” Thomas said, despite the fact that Jacob could see his face reddening.

“Relax, Tom. My shift doesn’t start for another twenty minutes, and I’m alone in my quarters. No one’s listening. Is Commander Atkins there?”

“I’m here,” replied Jacob, curious.

“Sir, I respectfully suggest you take your time tonight and treat him right, because God knows how much he’s been looking forward to it.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Commander.” Jacob cleared his throat, but he still managed a grin when he saw Knox’s pained expression. “I’ll get right on that.”

Thomas closed the connection, blushing scarlet. “Ah, so. Dinner?”

Jacob linked his arm through the other man’s. “You’ve been looking forward to it that much, huh?”

“Of course.” Thomas gave him a half smile.

“Then let me make it memorable.” Jacob leaned close and murmured in Thomas’s ear, “I do so love a challenge.”

 






CHAPTER 44

 

Charles opened the door to his quarters to find his fiancée sitting on his desk, waiting for him. Jennifer’s brown hair was pulled up into a tight bun, but the expression on her face was tighter. Her crossed arms and pursed lips gave him the clear impression she was displeased.

Just what I didn’t need.

He sighed and then stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. Standing calmly, he waited.

Jennifer, her stare locked on him, uncrossed her arms and picked up a glass of water from the desk. She took a sip, and another moment passed before she put the glass aside and stood. “More secrets?”

Charles met her gaze squarely. “How much do you know?”

“I know it was Edward Harlen who stepped off the Mercury next to you, although he wasn’t wearing those fake reading glasses he used to favor. I take it he found some other way to hide his disability?”

“Not exactly,” said Charles. “He isn’t blind anymore.”

She frowned, and then shrugged. “Well that makes about as much sense as the rest of it, so why not? I treated his burns. There was no way he could have survived more than a few weeks, let alone be up and walking around after the damage to his spinal cord. Yet he is. And somehow I think you know how that’s possible.”

Charles studied her expression before answering. “He doesn’t have any injuries because when he returned to the future his personal timeline was altered, to the point that he never experienced those injuries.”

“Time travel…” she whispered. “We knew it was possible, but we were never able to achieve it.”

“In Edward’s time, they solved the equations that made it possible.”

She nodded. “And the saboteur, the one they called Gifford, he was on the third ship, the one that attacked us, wasn’t he? Is he a time traveler as well?”

Charles sighed and took a few steps toward her. When she moved away from him, he gave up and took a seat in his desk chair. “We’re not sure who Gifford is, but that’s what we all believe. The technology he possesses is more advanced than ours.”

Jennifer folded her arms again and threw him an expectant look. “So why are they here?”

“I don’t know.” Charles sagged in his chair, wishing that weren’t the truth.

“Don’t lie to me, Charles.”

“I’m not lying. Gifford appears to have a specific grudge against Starfire, but we don’t know the details.”

“And Edward?”

“I don’t know why he came back the first time, but I think it was personal. Marty knows, I’m sure, but he won’t tell me. This time, he came back for Marty—to protect him from Gifford, though that doesn’t seem to have gone according to plan.”

“And you knew all along. You chose not to tell me the truth.”

Charles rubbed his eyes, suddenly weary. “Henry didn’t want to involve you or Trevor. He thought it was best to keep the truth contained. Knowing your life’s work had been targeted by an assassin from the future—he was afraid that would start a panic.”

“Not to mention a new arms race to develop time-travel technology,” said Jennifer. “A reasonable precaution on his part, I’ll admit.”

Charles raised an eyebrow. “I’m glad you agree.”

Her lips compressed to a thin line again. “That doesn’t let you off the hook, mister. You should have told me.” She turned away from him and walked toward the door. “You should have trusted me.”

“Don’t go,” Charles pleaded, his voice soft.

“I need to think, Charles. I need to wrap my head around all this, and the fact that you kept it from me.” She opened the door, but paused on the threshold. “But I’ll be back.”

Charles nodded in resignation. “I’ll be waiting.”

 






CHAPTER 45

 

Trevor let his gaze run idly over his instrument panel, making sure none of his readings were out of the ordinary. Then he settled back and let the rich tones of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue ease some of the confusion from the past day. When the door to the Engineering Deck opened, he wasn’t much surprised to see Jennifer walk in. Lifting one of his earphones away from his ear, he asked, “Trouble in Paradise?”

She sighed and settled into the ergonomic embrace of the workstation chair at the console next to his. “Why are you still working the graveyard shifts? You must have the seniority to avoid them by now.”

“Solitude appeals to me.” He shrugged. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

She just looked straight ahead, focusing on nothing in particular. “More secrets.”

“Ah.” Trevor drummed his fingers on the top of his console. “Charles decided to fess up about the miraculous appearance of young Mr. Harlen, I suspect. Did he explain how we’ve encountered two functional foldspace-capable vessels in the space of a single day, when we’re supposed to have exclusive control of that technology?”

“Yes, and yes,” she answered.

“Do tell.” He settled into his chair. “I’m all ears.”

“Time travel.”

Trevor blinked. “Okay, that wasn’t the answer I was expecting. Not like I had any answers myself, but espionage seemed a more likely possibility.”

“Edward survived because his personal timeline changed so much due to our last encounter that he never sustained those injuries when he returned to his own time.”

Trevor let out a low whistle. “That’s inventive.” He cocked his head to study her profile. “Do you believe him?”

“Yes.” She rubbed at her eyes, which Trevor noticed were red and lined with fatigue. “He doesn’t have any reason left to lie to me.”

“Honestly, I don’t see why he kept it a secret in the first place.”

“Henry thought it might cause panic if we knew there were time travelers trying to sabotage the mission.”

Trevor stiffened and sat up straight in his chair. “Henry knew? And he didn’t tell us either?”

“So it would seem.” She shook her head. “It seems we have been kept way out of the loop on this one, my friend. By everyone.”

“That’s … disappointing.” Trevor tried not to grind his teeth in anger. “I expected better from Henry. I thought we were a team.”

“Yeah,” Jennifer muttered. “So did I.”

“We’re not just talking about Henry anymore, are we?” he asked, picking up on the sadness in her tone.

“No.” She shook her head. “How can I trust him when he holds back this kind of information?”

Trevor wet his lips with his tongue. “Maybe you shouldn’t.”

“I have to.” Jennifer slumped in her chair. “Leaving him isn’t an option anymore.”

Trevor frowned. “How so?”

Jennifer was silent, her hands folded over her belly.

“Oh.” Trevor tried to suppress a wince. “How far along are you?”

“A month or so,” she answered woodenly. “I found out a few days ago. I was planning to tell him when he got back from his trip, but then his shuttle got shot down by an enemy time traveler, and he showed up afterward on a ship that shouldn’t exist with another time traveler I last saw with fourth-degree radiation burns.”

“I guess it’s been a pretty hectic day,” said Trevor.

They sat in silence for a moment.

“So, I guess congratulations are in order, in any case.”

She gave him a fleeting smile. “Thanks, Trev.”

“Is it a boy or a girl?”

Her smile widened. “Possibly both. Fraternal twins, as near as I can tell from the scans.”

“Twins.” Trevor smiled back, but his mind was racing. ‘His personal timeline changed so much due to our last encounter that he never sustained those injuries when he returned to his own time.’

How could just being around us change Edward’s personal timeline, unless he was personally tied to us from the beginning? Oh, my God.

Trevor swallowed thickly as a number of disparate, odd observations and memories crystalized into a sudden and blinding whole.

No. It can’t be.

The circumstantial evidence lined up, although there was only one person who could confirm it.

I can’t tell her my suspicions. Not ever. Edward, you have a great deal to answer for.

He turned to face Jennifer. “My advice is to give it some time. You’ve been through a lot in the last couple of days, and you shouldn’t make any rash decisions you might later regret.”

Jennifer let out a long breath. “I suppose you’re right.” She squeezed his hand. “Thanks for listening.”

“Any time.” He stared at their clasped hands. “Take care of yourself, Jennifer.”

“Don’t I always?” she asked, smiling. “Good night, Trevor.”

“Night.” He let go of her hand as she got to her feet. “See you later.”

After she left the room, Trevor Sutton stared straight ahead, considering and expanding his intuitive hypothesis. Finally, he shook his head and checked his wristcomp.

Five hours left on my shift. “Azimuth, where is Edward Harlen right now?”

“Edward Harlen is in Captain Atkins’s quarters.”

Well, they didn’t waste any time.

“Let me know when he leaves, please. There’s something he and I need to discuss.”

 






CHAPTER 46

 

A repetitive musical tone forced its way into Edward’s consciousness, dragging him back to wakefulness. Blinking sleep from his eyes, he looked around to find that he was sitting in one of the side chairs in Martin’s cabin, fully dressed and with a blanket tucked around him.

I must have fallen asleep while we were talking.

He glanced over at the bed and saw Martin lying on his side, asleep but restless, tangled in the sheets.

The musical tone sounded again. Edward lifted his wristcomp and tried to puzzle out the information on the display. After rubbing his eyes again, he managed to piece together the story spelled out in black and white on the screen. The blanket fell to the floor as he leapt to his feet, his shaking fingers hammering a series of queries into his wristcomp. They all came back negative, as he should have expected.

“What’s wrong?” asked a gravelly voice from across the room, as Martin sat up and stared at him in concern.

“I … I’ve lost contact with my time platform.” Edward’s voice wavered as he spoke. “They must have found it and shut it down.”

Martin crawled to his feet. “Are you sure? Maybe it’s a glitch?”

“I checked everything.” Edward stared at his wristcomp. “There’s no signal. It’s just … gone.” He started in surprise as Marty’s arms slipped around him, pulling him into a loose embrace.

“What does that mean?” asked Martin.

Edward calmed himself with a deep breath. “My timeline will have collapsed by now. There’s no going back. There may not even be anything left to go back to. Everything—my family, everyone I knew, my whole world—all gone.”

“Oh, Eddie, I’m so sorry.” Martin held him tighter. “Could any of them have crossed over beforehand?”

Edward laid his head on Martin’s shoulder, willing himself not to cry. “Annette said she’d try to save what she could. I don’t know if she made it. She hasn’t contacted me.”

“You’re safe, Edward, here with me.” He stroked Edward’s hair. “I’ll keep you safe.”

Edward shivered, acutely aware of Martin’s strong arms and body, clothed only in a pair of light shorts, pressed against his. “So much loss,” Edward groaned, his voice breaking. “So many lives thrown away, just so I could be with you again.”

“They made their own choices. It’s not your—”

“Grapefruit,” said Edward.

Martin froze. Then he slowly let go of Edward and stepped away.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Edward, not meeting his gaze. “I can’t. I need … I need some time to process this.”

“Take all the time you need,” Martin replied. “I’ll still be here when you’re ready to trust me.”

Edward winced, but said nothing as he walked to the door and let himself out.

 






CHAPTER 47

 

Edward stared into the void, sitting alone on one of the five plain steel benches arranged in a circle in the observation bay. He tapped out an email on his wristcomp and sent it to his sister. The gateway is closed. Did you make it across?

There was no reply, but then, he wasn’t expecting one, not without the Infosphere surrounding him to relay the signal. She wouldn’t receive the message until she was within direct transmission range—if she survived at all.

How could I have been so God-awful selfish? How many lives have I thrown away on a roll of the dice that the new future would be better?

“Deep thoughts?”

Edward looked up at Trevor, propped against the doorframe.

Trevor stepped into the room and turned his face up at the stars that burned through the transparent dome above them. “Henry thought the ship needed a place where the crew could make their peace with whatever was out there. He added this room to the design early in the planning phase. People tried to have it taken out several times during the process, but he stood firm.”

“I guess I should thank him,” said Edward. “The view does tend to put things in perspective.”

Trevor nodded silently. Then he dropped down onto a bench opposite, his gaze squarely focused on Edward. “So, I hear you’re a time traveler.”

“That’s right.”

Trevor cocked his head. “I’m surprised you admit to it so readily.”

“There doesn’t seem to be any reason to deny it anymore.”

“Why is that?”

“Why do you care?”

Trevor’s voice grew hard. “Because you came to make changes. Did you succeed?”

“Yes.”

Trevor’s penetrating gaze was locked on Edward, not breaking eye contact. “You told me once that you lost your sight in a radiation accident.”

“That’s right.”

“Are you still blind?”

Edward shook his head. “No. The incident in which I was irradiated never happened.”

“Which means the changes you made on your last trip impacted your personal history.” Trevor’s voice dropped. “Which means the ship you were on that suffered the radiation accident was the Azimuth.”

Edward went still. “That’s quite a leap in logic there, Trevor.”

“Not so far as you might think. Who are you, Edward? Who are you really?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Edward turned away.

“Jennifer is pregnant,” said Trevor. His voice grew very soft. “Fraternal twins, apparently. Would that be you and your sister, by any chance?”

Edward didn’t answer.

“See, I think your parents are Jennifer and Charles, and you came back to prevent the disaster that cost her life. That’s why your sister was so shocked when I came up with the alternate venting strategy, because I finished what you started.”

Edward turned to face him. “That’s right. You vindicated yourself in her eyes.”

Trevor frowned. “What do you mean I vindicated myself?”

“In my original timeline, you pushed the button to vent the drive plasma, knowing how many lives you would be sacrificing in order to save the ship. Jennifer was one of those who didn’t make it.”

Trevor appeared shaken, but he recovered quickly. “But it didn’t happen in your new timeline.”

Edward stared back out at the stars. “No, it didn’t. Something else happened instead. My father’s shuttle was shot down. I lost him rather than my mother.”

“So each time you grew up without a parent. Maybe the books do balance, after all.”

“Not really.” Edward shook his head. “My step-father filled the space left by Charles Davenport. I never knew my father in my current personal history. He was just a story, a name that brought my mother pain. You were the only father I needed.”

Trevor blinked. “What?”

Edward shrugged. “Charles was gone, and you weren’t. Of course she turned to you. From what I’ve heard, you didn’t even take advantage. You let her come to you on her own.”

Trevor was silent for a time, staring at the floor. Then he raised his gaze in suspicion. “Wait. His shuttle was shot down? As in the attack yesterday?”

“That’s right.” Edward’s shoulders slumped. “I saved him, but Gifford got away anyway.”

“And who is Gifford exactly?” asked Trevor, his tone sharpening.

“I don’t know. Another traveler. One who has been stalking this ship since the beginning.”

“So another traveler is still trying to destroy the ship, but at least you saved Charles Davenport’s life.”

Edward chuckled. “I didn’t do it for him. I did it because Marty died in the blast. Believe me, Trevor, I had no desire to interfere in your future with Jennifer.”

“But you did anyway,” said Trevor, his face reddening. “You changed everything.”

Edward sighed. “Yes, I suppose I did. I’m sorry.”

Trevor stared at him for a long moment, and then got to his feet and strode away without another word.

Edward sat a while longer, staring at the stars. Eventually, he dropped his gaze to his wristcomp and tapped in another command. “Azimuth, where is Captain Atkins?”

“Captain Atkins is in the chapel.”

Edward raised one eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware he was a believer.”

“That information is not available.”

“Right. Forget I asked. The chapel is on deck six?”

“That is correct.”

Edward closed the connection and walked the halls of the ship, remembering the years of his childhood spent in these very corridors. Soon, he came to the chapel. It was a large room given that space was at a premium. The central space was lined by metal pews with private alcoves set to either side. Each alcove contained a holographic projection of the religious icon of the colonist’s choice.

Edward found Marty near the back, kneeling in semidarkness while he stared into an alcove that was empty except for a single holographic candle burning in the shadows. He watched as Marty stared at the dancing, simulated flame. After a moment, Edward turned to leave.

“You don’t have to go,” Martin murmured.

“I didn’t want to intrude.”

“You didn’t.” Martin didn’t look up. “Please. Sit.”

Edward sat on the padded bench next to Martin and focused his attention on the candle. “Who is the candle for?”

“For the man who taught me that maybe things happen for a reason, and that the world might not be as random and uncaring as I’d always believed.” Martin reached out and stroked the outline of the flames. “My beautiful Eddie, lost in time … forever.”

Edward just watched Martin’s face.

“I know you’re not him, but I think there’s enough of him in you that we can give each other a second look, see if there might someday be room for more.”

Edward focused on the candle. Saying nothing, he placed his left hand over Martin’s right. They sat like that—quietly hand in hand—for a time.

Edward spoke first. “I’m sorry I walked out on you this morning. You were trying to comfort me, and I shouldn’t have dismissed you like that.”

“You were fragile. I should have picked up on that and backed off. I overwhelmed you, and I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have had to use the safeword.”

“But I did, and thank you for respecting it. I … I needed some time.”

“You lost your whole world,” said Marty. “You were rootless and alone, and vulnerable. Believe me. I understand. I’ve been there myself.”

“Janus Station?”

Martin took his eyes off the holographic candle for a moment and gave Edward a hard look. “Yes. But I had to take care of Jake. He needed me as much as I needed him. We pulled each other through it.”

Their eyes remained locked on each other even after Marty finished speaking. Finally, Edward reached up and stroked Martin’s cheek with the back of his fingers. “If I asked you to kiss me, what would you say?”

Martin’s smile was so faint, Edward wasn’t sure whether he’d imagined it.

“I don’t know,” Marty said, a curious look still on his face. “Is it something you’re likely to say?”

Edward leaned close. “Marty, please. Kiss me.”

Marty’s expression turned serious, and he tilted his head forward to touch his lips to Edward’s. Sucking gently, he teased the other man’s lower lip open; then, his fingers sliding around to cup Edward’s head, he crushed their lips together. They kissed passionately, immersed in the long moments until a worshipper near them gave a small, polite cough.

Breaking away, they both turned to stare at the woman who had interrupted.

She smiled sadly at them. “It looks like you two have things to work out that probably shouldn’t stay in church.”

Marty started to sputter an apology, but Edward shushed him with his hand over Marty’s mouth. “Sorry, ma’am. We’ll take this somewhere else.”

“Thank you,” said the colonist. “And congratulations. Seems like that was the first time. Hope you make it count.”

Marty shook Edward’s hand away from his lips as he got to his feet. “Thank you, crewman. We just might.” He held out his hand to Edward. “Come on. We have things to talk about.”

Edward stood, allowing his fingers to intertwine with Marty’s. “Yes, we do. And there’s no reason to wait any longer.”

 






CHAPTER 48

 

Gifford checked the seals on the helmet of his space suit. “Modred, maintain the cloak after I leave, and keep a lock on my transponder in case I need to port out in a hurry.”

“Yes, sir,” answered the construct. “Standing by.”

Gifford hit the large button next to the outer door and heard a muffled hiss as the airlock began withdrawing the air from the room. Here we go.

The airlock achieved a vacuum, and the outer door slid aside. The starfield ahead of him was one-quarter filled by the bright profile of the Azimuth, hovering just under a kilometer away.

From previous experience, he knew they could detect his short-range teleports, or at least block him from teleporting out. The gravity shield had to be disabled before he would be assured an unrestricted exit strategy, which was his top priority once he made it on board. After that, he could probe their computers for information on this cryptic Hourglass organization, and for the specific piece of technology Annette had mentioned in their brief conversation—the Rampart.

It sounds suitably ominous. She seemed so confident it would interfere with my plans. I need to know why.

He stared at the starship and then back at the readout on his wrist, checking his thruster pack was fully charged.

Modred could probably just teleport me back if I miss, but that would alert them that I’m still here.

He hesitated.

Shit. God, I hate spacewalks. Squaring his shoulders, Gifford gripped the thruster controls. A journey of a thousand miles, and all that…

He pushed off from the Damocles and floated out into space. Lining up the Azimuth, he punched his thrusters at just above the minimum rate of discharge available. The Damocles dropped away behind him as the pressure at his back increased, although the Azimuth appeared no closer. Gifford eased the thruster controls further forward, to increase his speed, and then, conscious of his limited resources, shut down his active thrust. In the frictionless environment of space, he could coast the rest of the way as long as his oxygen held out.

Don’t borrow trouble.

Modred had worked out all the calculations. He had more than enough oxygen reserve to make the trip. The trip back would be another story.

All the more reason to make sure that Gravity Shield stays down.

He kept his gaze focused on the readout from his rangefinder, watching the distance to the Azimuth count down. Eventually, the decreased distance became visually appreciable, and the ship enlarged to fill his field of view.

When the countdown reached fifty meters, he began applying reverse thrust, slowing his approach. At ten meters away, he was barely at a crawl. Finally, he made contact. The impact rocked him, stealing his breath away despite his slow speed. He grabbed for a handhold before he could bounce away, and dangled there until his magnetized gloves could snag a sensor antenna. Twisting, he brought the magnetized surface of his boots into hard contact with the deck plating.

Made it. Now for the tricky bit.

When the ship was not taking on or offloading cargo, the aft airlocks would be the least used. He walked along the surface of the hull to one of the airlocks and plugged into the instrument panel next to the door. “Modred, can you hack me in without any traces?”

“I am reviewing their data architecture, sir. There do not seem to be any additional safeguards in place since the last time I accessed the ship’s systems.”

“What about the biometric tracer system? Are you sure you can insert my signature into the database without their knowledge?”

“Yes, sir. It will take a few moments. Stand by.”

Easy for you to say. Gifford waited, glancing at his oxygen levels.

“I have added you to their security databases. They should not be able to locate you this time.”

“And the door?”

“Cycling now.”

The outer door slid ponderously open, and Gifford pulled himself inside and closed the outer door from the inside. Then he turned off the security monitors inside the airlock, and repressurized the small room. Once it was safe, he shucked his pressure suit. Underneath, he wore a standard pair of Azimuth ship’s coveralls. “Anyone on the other side of this door, Modred?”

“No, sir. The inner hallway is deserted.”

Gifford opened the inner door and slipped into the ship’s interior, locking the door behind him. “Modred,” he said into his wristcomp. “Show me an unoccupied area of the ship with access to a data terminal.”

A map display revealed the deck and section number, and charted the quickest route to that location.

Gifford set off, trying to act natural. He passed surprisingly few people on his way and found the terminal he was looking for in short order. Using the password Modred had set up for him, he logged into the system and uploaded a virus program he had designed to attach to the engineering subsystem and grant him programmer’s access. Little more than ten minutes work enabled him to install a system override that would shut down the gravity generator on command. Once he was satisfied that he could leave at will, Gifford uploaded the search program Modred had written and sat back to wait.

 






CHAPTER 49

 

Trevor paced back and forth in the cramped conference room, seething. Finally, the door opened, breaking his concentration, and Jacob sauntered in. He took a seat in the nearest chair and regarded Trevor without emotion. “You asked to see me?”

“Yes,” said Trevor. “You’re going back to Earth now, aren’t you? Now that Gifford has given you the slip?”

Jacob tilted his head in apparent amusement. “That’s right. What does it matter?”

“I would like to book passage home.”

Surprise flashed across Jacob’s face, quickly masked. “I’m afraid this isn’t a passenger ferry, Dr. Sutton. Besides, you have a long-standing commitment in force regarding your work on the Azimuth project.”

“To hell with all of it.” Trevor raised his voice and pounded a fist on the table. “I won’t work for people who don’t trust me. I want to hear Henry’s explanation in person why he kept me out of the loop about time travel being a viable technology.”

Jacob leaned back in his chair, his hands behind his head. “I see you’ve been talking to people about things that you shouldn’t know. That being said, why should I give a damn about what you want?”

Trevor raised his chin. “You need a friendly face in Starfire’s chain of command, and Henry won’t live forever. I have the contacts to succeed him, if and when it becomes an issue, but only if I am present when it comes time to replace him.”

“A tempting offer, I’ll admit,” said Jacob with a chuckle. “However, your lack of commitment to Starfire raises some concern about whether we would eventually be faced with the same disloyalty.”

“I’ll give you whatever assurances you like, but I’m through here.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why are you through?” Jacob half closed his eyes, as if concentrating. “Why give up now, when you’ve come so far?”

“Because…” Trevor hesitated for a moment. “Because it isn’t worth it anymore.”

Jacob fixed him with a piercing stare, and then nodded. “I’ll submit your request for passage to the Admiral, assuming my brother signs off on your release from the crew.”

“Thank you.” Trevor’s righteous anger melted away, leaving him feeling hollow.

“Second thoughts?” Jacob was still eyeing him.

Trevor shook his head. “No, this is for the best.” He released a deep breath he’d been holding. “I guess I should say my good-byes, then.”

  *

The door chime sounded fuzzy, Charles realized, as if his head were packed in cotton wool. He shook his head to clear it and sat up, but that just made the whole world spin. Lurching to his feet, he made it to the bathroom just in time to vomit up what was left in his stomach. Still wobbly, he gripped the sink and gasped for air as he tried to reconstruct what had happened last night.

Oh, yeah. Jennifer walked out, and I drank myself into a stupor.

The door chime sounded again, clearer this time, and Charles took a careful drink of water to wash the sour taste from his mouth before smoothing the wrinkles from his slept-in clothes. He stumbled back into the main room of his quarters to open the door.

Jennifer looked him up and down, lips pursed. “Rough night?”

“Yes,” Charles answered, but didn’t elaborate.

“Can I come in?”

He stepped back, out of the way, and slumped in his desk chair.

Jennifer closed the door behind her. Leaning back against the door, she folded her arms across her chest. “Are there any more secrets?”

Charles shook his head. “No. You’re pretty much up to speed at this point.”

“Good, because I have one of my own, something I hadn’t come up with the words to tell you.” She paused. “I want us to be honest with each other, Charles, now more than ever. We have to be equal partners in this relationship if we’re going to raise our children together.”

A smile tugged at his cheeks. “Children? Aren’t we getting a little ahead of ourselves?”

Jennifer shook her head. “No.”

Charles stared at her.

She stared back.

With a whoop of delight, he shot to his feet and scooped her up in his arms. “A baby? Really?”

Jennifer laughed. “Yes, really. Two, in fact.”

“Two? That’s amazing!” He held her tight, stopping himself from staggering. “I love you.”

Jennifer wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you, too.”

“When did you find out?”

“Last week, but you were off the ship. I decided to wait until I could tell you in person.”

All of his mirth died, and he pulled back to stare at her.

“What’s wrong?”

Charles looked away. “I could have died yesterday. If Edward hadn’t come back at this moment in time, I’d never have known.”

Jennifer stepped closer again and nestled her head on his shoulder. “Life is a gamble. You never know what’s going to happen tomorrow.”

Charles covered her small hands with his own. “Then I guess we should make the most of today while it lasts.”

  *

Martin read through the letter a second time before putting it down in his desk. He lifted quizzical eyes to Trevor Sutton, who was sitting across from him, his arms folded. “I never thought I’d be reading your resignation, Trevor. To be honest, I thought you were a lifer.”

“I was. But then your boy Edward turned the world on its head, and that’s just a little too much change to absorb in one day.”

“Fair enough.” Martin extended his hand. “If you wish to leave with the Mercury, I have no objection. Good luck with your next project, Dr. Sutton.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Trevor rose to his feet. “Since we’re being honest, I must tell you I opposed the terms of your leadership on this mission. But now that I have the full information, I see why you felt a military presence was necessary. I hope you find a way to neutralize the influence these time travelers have tried to exert over the Azimuth mission. You deserve to succeed or fail on your merits.”

“Wishful thinking, I suppose,” said Martin, withdrawing his own hand. “Gifford has been a step ahead of us all the way.”

“Then you need to find a way to take two steps at a time. The Azimuth project is too important to let some nameless saboteur derail it, no matter where or when he comes from.”

Martin smiled at him, feeling rueful. “If you feel that way, why are you leaving?”

Trevor sighed. “My father once told me that everyone needs three things in life to be successful: something to support them, something to make the world a better place, and something that makes them happy. Staying with the Azimuth would only give me two out of three.”

A shadow passed over Martin’s face. “I can see how that might be unsatisfying.”

“Captain, I’ve gotten to know you somewhat over the last year, and I think I can say with confidence that you know exactly how unsatisfying it can be.” Trevor raised an eyebrow. “But not anymore, I suspect.”

“No,” said Martin. “Not anymore.”

“Then I’m sure you understand now why I have to leave.”

Martin nodded. “Yeah, I think I do.” He held out his hand again. “Take care of yourself, Trevor.”

“I will.” Taking Martin’s hand, he shook it warmly. “Good luck.”

Martin’s wristcomp interrupted them with a sharp tone, and he tapped the key to accept an incoming message. “Atkins here.”

“Captain, this is Lieutenant Sullivan calling from the Bridge. We have a problem.”

 




 
CHAPTER 50

 

Thomas was just heading back to his quarters when a shrill tone issued from his wristcomp. “Knox here,” he answered, frowning.

“Thomas, this is David on the Bridge.”

“I thought you were off at 0800? Wasn’t Sullivan supposed to replace you?”

“He did, but something came up at the end of my shift and we were chasing it down together.”

“Don’t keep me in suspense. What’s up?”

“A crewman passing through deck twenty-eight noticed an emergency lockout light on the panel of airlock ten. When she checked, it was password protected. She reported it to her supervisor as a possible computer glitch. The supervisor allocated some computer time to cracking the lock code, thinking someone had hidden some contraband in there since it’s not a well traveled area of the ship.”

“And?”

“They cracked the code and found a pressure suit and a half-empty thruster pack inside, design unknown.”

Thomas cursed. “Gifford. The son-of-a-bitch is here right now, on board the ship.”

“It looks that way, sir.”

“Check the intruder system. See if we can pick up his heat signature.”

“We checked. There’s no anomalous readings except for Mr. Harlen, who isn’t in the database. But when we looked to see how many signatures it did detect, we picked up one more than we were expecting.”

“Damn. He’s hacked our system.”

“Looks like it.”

“Have Automation do a complete survey of computer activity and try to locate any unusual activity. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find something that will lead us back to him.”

“On it. Sullivan is calling Captain Atkins to give him the same update.”

“Good. Get our Security forces armed and on patrol, but do it quietly. We don’t want to alert Gifford we’re on to him, or he might bolt.”

“Aye, sir. Are you heading up here now?”

Thomas snarled. “No, I’m on my way to the Armory to pick out the biggest gun I can find so I can shoot the bastard. Let me know as soon as you get a bead on him.”

  *

Martin entered the Bridge at a run, with Trevor two steps behind him. “Report!”

Charles looked up from the Automation Station. “We’re running comparisons between our system software and the last backup, but it’s slow going. So far we haven’t noticed any critical systems being affected.”

Trevor pushed him aside. “Let me take a look.”

“Weren’t you just leaving?” Martin asked.

Trevor, already concentrating, didn’t even look up from the terminal. “Right now, to find out what Gifford is up to, you need the best data pusher you have, and that happens to be me. I’m not going to leave in the middle of a fight.”

Martin nodded to Charles. “See what you can figure out from the Engineering Station. Focus on the Gravity Shield and the shuttle bay. Without his suit, he’s going to need to teleport or fly out.”

Charles nodded and slid into the Engineering Station, immediately opening the workstation terminal and beginning to check the systems.

Martin spun to stare at the viewscreen. “Communications, open a channel to the Mercury.”

A few moments later, the viewscreen lit up with the image of Jacob sitting in the center chair of the Mercury’s Bridge. “Mercury here. What is it?”

“Jake, we think Gifford is on board the Azimuth.”

His twin’s eyes, so much like his own, widened. “Are you sure?”

Martin shook his head. “No, but I wouldn’t bet against it. We don’t know why he’s here, but if he’s trying to destroy the ship again, you need to get your people to a safe distance.”

Jacob gave him a level stare. “All right. We’ll cast off and move away. Let us know if you need any assistance.”

“I will.” Martin turned to Cooper, who was manning the Navigation Station. “Seal the ship and cast off from the colony as soon as the Mercury is clear. Take us out ten kilometers, then hold position.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“I’ve got something,” Trevor interrupted. “There’s a global search and retrieve function running through all databases, copying keyword-relevant data to remote storage.”

Martin faced him. “What keyword?”

Trevor’s brow furrowed, and he looked up, confused. “The keyword is ‘Hourglass’.”

“God damn it,” Martin cursed under his breath.

“Does that mean something?”

“It means he’s about to get his hands on the only advantage we have against him.” Martin tapped an urgent message into his wristcomp.

A moment later, a tone indicated a response. “Edward here. What it is, Marty?”

“Gifford is on board and searching our computer systems for information on the Hourglass Corps. I need you to wipe all records of the Rampart projector from the system immediately, before he can get his hands on them.”

“I can do that, but we already have a Rampart projector installed on the Mercury as part of the communication system.”

Martin blinked. “Can we use it to block him from jumping out of this time?”

“Yes.”

Martin turned back to the viewscreen. “Jake, did you get that?”

Jacob nodded on the screen. “I heard. I’ll have our people fire it up as soon as possible.”

“The Mercury has cleared the station and is accelerating away,” Cooper informed them.

“Follow them. Stay within twenty kilometers. We don’t know the range of the effect and I want this bastard stuck here.”

  *

The sharp tone that indicated an urgent message drew Gifford’s attention to his wristcomp. “What is it, Modred?”

“The Azimuth has unlinked from Chiron Colony and is accelerating away from the station. Do you wish me to pursue?”

Gifford’s heartbeat accelerated. “Yes, stay in teleport range at all times, and remain cloaked. I may have to leave in a hurry.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two smooth metal spheres. “Let’s hope I don’t have to use these.”

  *

Thomas, along with the other Hourglass soldiers, was just securing his barrier vest when Edward appeared at the door of the Armory with a determined expression on his face.

“Edward, what are you doing here?”

“Marty’s on the bridge, so I figured you must be here awaiting orders,” said Edward. “I want in.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

Edward’s face grew even more grim. “I owe him a shot in the back.”

“Absolutely not.” Thomas shook his head. “Do you even know which end of a gun to hold?”

“I’m not a complete naïf. I can point and shoot.”

“No.” Thomas tugged the last straps on his gear, securing it in place.

“Thomas, listen to me. If they can’t stop Gifford from teleporting out, I might be your only chance to track him.”

Thomas cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

Edward fumbled in his pocket and held out a teleport key. “This is a personal teleport projector. If Gifford jumps out, I can track him back to his ship. Otherwise, you’re going to lose him.”

Thomas gave him a long, measured stare. “No.”

“But—”

“I’m not explaining to Captain Atkins how I let you get burned again. Can you track him from the Bridge?”

“I suppose,” admitted Edward, grudgingly tucking the key back in his pocket. “If they let me tie into the ship’s sensor array. But, I think—”

“Don’t think,” snapped Thomas. He grabbed a handful of shock rods off the shelf. “Here, take these up to the Bridge if you want to be useful. Make sure the Bridge crew can defend themselves if he shows up there.” He turned to one of the soldiers. “Ensure he makes it there all right and doesn’t wander off.”

Edward looked outraged. “Thomas—”

“Move!”

Edward took the shock rods from him and slipped one into his pocket. Then, clutching the rest, he took off down the hallway at a run, his escort close behind.

  *

Martin jumped when Charles pounded his fist against the instrument console.

“Fuck! He’s overridden the gravity generator. He can shut it down at will.” Charles, fists balled, climbed to his feet and paced before his station.

“Can you block his access?” asked Martin.

“No. I’ll need to wipe the corrupted system files and reinstall. It will take fifteen minutes to complete, and the gravity generator will be offline the whole time. There’s no way he won’t know. We won’t be able to stop him from jumping out.”

“Maybe we won’t have to,” Edward said, panting from the doorway.

“What are you doing here?” Martin took a step toward him.

“Thomas sent me to bring weapons to the Bridge crew, in case he decides to strike here.” Edward handed the bundle of weapons to the soldier who had followed him from the Armory. “Hand these out.”

The Security Officer glanced at Marty questioningly. “Sir?”

Martin shrugged. “It’s a reasonable precaution. Hand them out.” He turned back to Edward. “What did you mean when you said we won’t have to stop him from jumping out?”

“Give me access to the ship’s sensor grid. Using my own teleport projector, I should be able to track any local teleports to their destination.” He held up his teleport key. “Once he’s back on his ship, you can take him out.”

Martin snorted. “And how do we accomplish that? We didn’t do a bang-up job last time.”

“That stealth technology must use up a lot of power,” said Edward. “And so do the defense screens he’s got. I’ll bet that’s why he didn’t use his cloak until after you guys stopped shooting at him. While the ship is cloaked, it might be vulnerable.”

“And if it’s not?” asked Charles.

“The gravitic shield he used to ward off your rail-gun slugs is probably vulnerable to disruption using your own Gravity Shield. I’ll bet if you turn up the power, you’ll be able to break through.”

“That’s a whole lot of ifs, Edward,” said Martin.

Edward shrugged. “Then kill him before he gets off the ship. But give me access to the sensors in case he gets away.”

“Fine.” Martin nodded. “Navigation, give him whatever he needs.”

“Captain, I’ve been able to trace the search program,” said Trevor. “It originated from a terminal on deck thirty, next to cargo hold three.”

“Security, can you give me a visual,” Martin directed.

The officer at the Security Station shook his head. “No sir, cameras in that section are offline.”

“Gotcha,” said Martin. “Relay the information to Commander Knox.”

  *

Gifford removed the data storage module from the terminal as soon as the search program completed. “Time to go.”

“Not a chance.”

He spun to face the open door. Five Security personnel decked in full battle gear, their weapons drawn, stood in the doorway, led by Thomas Knox.

Gifford hit the emergency beacon on his wristcomp, just as Thomas shot him with a shock pulse.

He collapsed to the floor, his body wracked with spasms from the electric charge. The two small silver spheres he’d been holding rolled from his hand, a red light blinking at the end of one.

“Grenade!” yelled Thomas, as he and the other Security Officers jumped for cover.

The sphere exploded is a shower of white sparks, and the lights immediately went out.

Gifford grinned as he felt the familiar wrench of teleportation, and the Azimuth faded from view.

 






CHAPTER 51

 

“What the hell was that?” yelled Martin, watching the video feed from Knox’s helmet go dark and red lights appear on instrument panels all across the Bridge.

“I don’t know, but I’ve got system failures across half the ship,” Charles yelled back.

“Grenades,” muttered Edward in disbelief. “Who would be stupid enough to bring those aboard a ship?”

“Someone who doesn’t care what happens to the ship after they leave,” Martin said, with tightly controlled fury. “Did he port out?”

Edward checked his instruments. “Yes. To a location about five kilometers off the port bow.”

“Send the location to the Mercury,” commanded Martin. “We’re sitting ducks here now, so it’s up to them.”

Edward relayed the exact location.

“The Mercury has opened fire on the target coordinates,” the officer at the Security Station informed them.

“Can you get me a visual?”

“Aye, Captain.”

The viewscreen shifted to depict an empty starfield. A series of explosions appeared in the center, and Gifford’s ship became visible, trailing streamers of flame.

“The Mercury’s second salvo has gone wide,” said the Security Officer.

“He’s got his shield up and running again,” Martin growled, his expression sour.

“The enemy vessel appears to have suffered significant damage,” said the Security Officer.

“But is it enough to stop him from getting away?” asked Martin.

  *

Gifford struggled to his feet, his limbs clumsy and slow to respond to his control. “Damage report.”

“Damage to Engineering sections,” said Modred. “The conventional drive and cloak systems are offline.”

“What about the foldspace manipulator? Can we jump?”

“Yes. However, the Athena chip array is offline. I cannot compute a jump vector.”

Gifford clenched his teeth, blood pounding in his head. “Jump anyway.”

  *

Thomas stumbled onto the Bridge, limping. “The son-of-a-bitch hit us with an electromagnetic pulse grenade.” He held up the second silver sphere. “If he’d had time to arm both of them, we would have been completely sunk.”

“Keep it as a souvenir.” Martin was still staring at the viewscreen. “Charles, how long to get the ship back up and running again?”

“A lot of the software has been wiped.” Charles focused on the flashing instrument panel. “Some of it we can restore from the backups. We should have those systems back up and running in a minute or two. Everything else will have to wait.”

“Sir, I’m reading a energy buildup on board the enemy vessel,” said the Security Officer.

Thomas pushed him aside and brought up the sensor readings at the Security Station. “His graviton generator is powering up to fire,” he said, incredulous but trying to slow his breathing. “It’s already past thirty percent and well on its way to fifty percent charge.”

“That’s impossible.” Martin scowled. “There’s no way he can control the discharge at that rate. What the hell is he up to?”

“Shit!” yelled Edward. “He’s not trying to control it. He’s going to jump blind! He could end up anywhere in the universe.”

“So let him,” said Martin. “Good riddance.”

“Just because we won’t be able to track him doesn’t mean he won’t be able to find his way back given enough time to analyze his departure vector,” said Edward with a growl. “We lose him now and we’ll never find him until he decides to strike again.” He darted forward and grabbed the pulse grenade from Knox’s hand. “Sorry, Tom, I’m going to need this.” Then he slipped his teleport key out of his pocket and started hammering at the controls.

“What are you doing?” shouted Martin.

“Finishing what I started,” he said. “I love you, Marty.”

“NO!” Martin bolted toward him, hands outstretched for the teleport key.

Edward met his panicked gaze deliberately. “Good-bye.” He stabbed his thumb down on the execute button, and the Bridge flared with a burst of white light as he disappeared.

  *

Edward recovered instantly from the familiar wrench of spatial dislocation, suddenly standing on the Bridge of Gifford’s ship. He threw himself to the side when Gifford spun to face the flash of light that marked his arrival, thumbing the activation key on the grenade as he tossed it over Gifford’s head.

The other time traveler drew his pulse pistol and fired, missing the grenade by inches. It exploded in a burst of sparks that knocked out the lights of the overhead illumination and the control panels. Even in the darkness, Gifford carried on shooting in all directions, forcing Edward to drop to his knees and crawl behind one of the instrument panels to avoid a searing lance of white-hot plasma from Gifford’s weapon. When the shots finally stopped, there was only silence, broken occasionally by Gifford’s muffled cursing.

Lurid red emergency lights blinked on suddenly, making Edward start, and he sidled along the back of the instrument panel as quietly as he could, trying to keep it between himself and Gifford, still swearing up a storm.

“Battery power restored,” Modred informed them.

“Damage report!” snapped Gifford.

“Central control systems are severely degraded. Flight controls are offline. Foldspace drive is offline.”

“Well, what the hell do you still have left?” asked Gifford.

“Communications remain online. The fusion reactor and graviton generators are undamaged. Their command systems remain under my control.”

“Escape pods?”

“The launch mechanisms are independently powered and locally controlled. They remain active.”

“Fine. Then it’s time to leave.” He hesitated. “Modred, thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”

“It was my pleasure, sir.”

“Initiate the Ouroboros failsafe protocol.”

“Failsafe initiated. Good luck to you in your future travels, sir.”

“Yeah, thanks.” Gifford took a deep breath. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten you, Edward. Do you go by Sutton or Davenport in this iteration?”

Edward didn’t answer. He just kept still and breathed through his nose, trying to estimate Gifford’s position by his voice alone.

“Oh, come now. Your sister was much more forthcoming. She even told me you and Captain Atkins were lovers. I take it that’s the reason you locked yourself in here with me once again? It didn’t turn out so well for you the last time.”

Gifford had moved to stand directly opposite the instrument panel where Edward was sheltering. Carefully, Edward reached down to slip his shock rod out of its holster.

Not much good against a pulse pistol, but maybe it can buy me some time.

He wedged it into a crack between two neighboring banks of controls, and set it to charge to maximum before automatically discharging. Edward curled his fingers around the teleport key, its electronics fried by the electromagnetic pulse, and threw it sideways toward the far access corridor.

It clattered to the floor, prompting Gifford to spin and fire at the sound. As soon as he did, Edward was up and running for the nearest access corridor.

Please God, let me time this just right.

  *

Gifford roared with rage as he heard Edward’s running footsteps. He aimed his pulse pistol at the other man’s back.

Too slow, little brother. Time to put you out of my misery. Again.

The instrument panel between them exploded, showering him with sparks and shrapnel, and knocking him off his feet. He lay on his back, the wind knocked out of him, trying to catch his breath. His pulse pistol lay just beyond the fingertips of his right hand and he scrabbled for it, but, for some reason, couldn’t quite pick it up.

Then the pain hit—a nauseating burst of blinding agony from his right side that drove every coherent thought from his head. Forcing himself to reopen his eyes, Gifford glanced down at the eight-inch shard of steel protruding from his chest. An expanding stream of crimson blood poured from the wound and pooled on his chest, before dripping down onto the floor.

He laughed, and then coughed wetly as his breath failed and his vision grayed out at the edges. Just four words whispered through his mind at the end, as the last remnant of his consciousness guttered out: You haven’t won yet.

  *

Edward sprinted down the main access corridor, searching for the escape pods Gifford had mentioned.

“Edward Sutton,” said Modred. “Can I be of service?”

Edward stumbled to a walk, taken aback by the incongruous question. “I beg your pardon?”

“Gifford Thomas Sutton is now deceased, time of death 1421 hours, 5 February 2178, Iteration Eight. As you are his nearest blood relative, it is logical that you inherit ownership of my program.”

“Gifford Sutton?” Edward sputtered. “How the hell am I possibly related to him?”

“Gifford Sutton was the son of Jennifer Donovan and Trevor Sutton in Iteration One. As you have one parent in common in Iteration Seven, you would be the equivalent of his half-brother.”

“Jesus.” Edward shook his head. “All right, time enough for that later. I need to get to an escape pod and get off this ship so the Azimuth can pick me up.”

“The escape pods are down the corridors on either side of the main access corridor, ten meters ahead of you in your current direction of travel,” answered Modred. “However, it is doubtful that the Azimuth will have time to retrieve you, even if you were to use one to leave the ship.”

Edward halted, his mouth dry. “What do you mean they wouldn’t have enough time?”

“Gifford Sutton’s death triggered the Ouroboros failsafe program with no countermand. As such, I have withdrawn the control rods from the fusion reactor and locked out programming changes. The reactor will reach critical overload within sixty seconds. I would predict the resulting fifty megaton detonation will destroy the Damocles and all other vessels in local space, including the Azimuth and the Mercury.”

Edward started running again, ducking into the left-side corridor as it appeared. “You said communications are still online. Patch me into a wide-band transmission on all available frequencies.” An open airlock came into view, a sign above reading ‘emergency escape vehicle’.

“Channel open and broadcasting.”

Edward cycled the airlock behind him and found himself in a small, self-contained vessel similar to the standard shuttle he was familiar with. “Azimuth and Mercury, this is Edward. Gifford is down, but he left a dead-man switch in place. The reactor core of this ship is about to go critical, with a fifty-megaton payload. You don’t have more than forty-five seconds to get out of range before it blows.”

Edward activated the automated launch sequence, which slammed him into his seat as the ship detached from the Damocles and accelerated away from the parent vessel.

“I am receiving a reply from the Azimuth,” said Modred.

Edward jumped. “You’re still here?”

“I took the liberty of downloading myself into your escape pod’s computer systems.”

“Fine. Let’s hear the reply.”

“Edward, we detected an escape pod launch,” said Martin. “If that was you, signal us, and we’ll come get you.”

“Modred, put me on broadband transmission again.”

“Channel open.”

“Azimuth, this is Edward. Negative! Do not wait for me! You barely have enough time to plot a jump away from here. Anything less and you won’t make it. You have to go.”

“We won’t leave you behind, Ed,” Jacob insisted, from the Mercury.

“You have to. Please. Whether you leave me here, or whether you stop to pick me up and get caught in the blast, either way I’m dead. Don’t let that be for nothing. You have to go.”

“For pity’s sake, little brother,” said Annette. “Stop being such a drama queen.”

  *

Martin stared as a mirror image of the Azimuth blew past them at near maximum thrust. On the viewscreen, the indicator marking the position of the escape pod winked out. “Teleport complete,” said a woman’s voice. “We have him aboard. Now run! We’ll see you back at Chiron.”

The other vessel, named the Insurrection according to the transponder telltale on the viewscreen, was suddenly sheathed in radiant light and disappeared.

“That’s our cue to leave,” said Martin. “Navigation, get us out of here, maximum velocity. Astrogation, plot us an emergency jump out of range of the blast.”

On screen, the Mercury peeled off and fired its engines, accelerating away. Then Marty was pressed into his chair as the Azimuth followed in its wake. “Sound collision alert. All hands brace for impact.” He turned his head toward the Astrogation Station. “How long before we can jump?” he yelled.

“Thirty seconds,” replied the Astrogation Officer.

“Then this will be a tight squeeze.” Marty gripped the arms of his chair. “Navigation, align the major axis of the ship with the projected shockwave. We might have to ride out some of the blast before we jump.”

“Course change executed.” David Cooper’s fingers danced across the navigation console.

“Ten seconds to jump,” said the Astrogation Officer.

The viewscreen flashed white.

“Whoa!” yelled Thomas. “Massive nuclear detonation astern! Hold on to your hats!”

The ship began to vibrate, and to then outright shake as the edges of blast turbulence reached them. Marty felt his stomach plummet. Despite their already formidable speed, it was as if a giant hand had reached out and slapped them forward. Then the world went bright and still as the foldspace drive engaged, snatching them away.

 




 
CHAPTER 52

 

Alert klaxons tolled like church bells the instant they emerged from foldspace. Charles stared at his board in dazed confusion, the glowing red indicators strung across its surface like Christmas lights.

“Charles, what’s our situation?” shouted Marty over the alarms.

Charles blinked rapidly to try to clear his head, but it only drew attention to his headache. Senses murky, he forced himself to focus. “It looks like we sustained some damage to the engines. The plasma flow is going chaotic. We might have to shut down drive one and vent the reactor until we make repairs. I’ll know more once I check in with Main Engineering.” He unbuckled his safety harness and staggered to his feet, grabbing the back of his chair for support.

Martin unsnapped his safety net as well and rose, holding his friend’s arm to steady him. “You don’t look so good, buddy. How many fingers am I holding up?”

Charles studied his hand. “Six.” For some reason, that seemed uproariously funny, and he giggled.

“Okay, you’re benched, Chuck.”

“No time,” mumbled Charles. “I have to supervise the drive shut down. The longer we wait, the more likely we’ll lose containment. We could irradiate half the ship.”

Martin hesitated. “Thomas and Trevor, help him get down to Engineering. I’ll have Medical meet you there and make sure he’s fit for duty. We might have to rely on the more junior staff for this one.”

Trevor unbuckled from his chair without comment. Thomas slung the engineer’s arm over his shoulder, and said, “Come on, Charles. You need to save the ship, and then take a nap.”

With the help of the other two officers, Charles managed the long walk down to the Engineering Deck, his head throbbing with the squeal of alarms. As soon as they entered, however, the panicked looks they got from the Engineering crew told him there were more problems than were apparent from the Bridge Station. “Report,” he called out.

“The exhaust manifold is offline,” answered the duty officer. We’ve taken the damaged drive offline, but the system won’t let us vent the reactor.”

“Crap,” said Charles. “How long before we’re facing a meltdown?”

“Ten minutes, maybe, fifteen at most,” answered the duty officer.

“All right, here’s what we’re going to do,” said Charles.

“The only thing you’re going to do is shut your mouth while I check you out,” said Jennifer, as she rounded the corner into Engineering.

“Jen, we don’t have time—”

“You’re slurring your words and your pupils are unequally dilated,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “You have a concussion, at least, if not an intracranial bleed. Now pipe down.” She turned to Trevor. “Trev, see if you can help them. I’ll take care of Charles.”

Trevor nodded and joined the huddle of engineers working around the reactor control station.

She turned back to Charles, assessing his injuries with a practiced eye while pressing a miniature ultrasound probe against his temple to gauge the blood flow in his head. “You were working your board when we were hit, weren’t you, instead of bracing your head against the headrest?”

Charles shrugged. “Um, maybe?”

“Well, it doesn’t look like you have any active bleeding inside that thick skull of yours,” she said after a moment of studying her readings. She slapped a medication patch on his neck over the jugular vein. “This should steady you for a while, but you’ll need to check into Medical for a full evaluation as soon as possible.”

Trevor came back to them. “How’s he doing?”

“He’ll live,” said Jennifer. “What’s the situation?”

“The exhaust manifold is intact, but the internal control software got wiped, probably when Gifford set off his EMP grenade. They’re trying to reinitialize the system now.”

Charles snorted. “And how long will that take? We don’t have enough time.”

“There’s no alternative.” Trevor shrugged. “Unless you plan on having someone enter the core and trip the exhaust sequence manually, we just have to cross our fingers and give them time to work.”

“I’m not willing to risk the lives of everyone on board to crossed fingers,” said Charles, the fog clearing in his mind. The meds must be working. He clapped his hands for attention. “Everyone, shut down your stations and reroute active processes to remote control. Then clear the deck.”

“You can’t be serious.” Trevor’s jaw was slack with shock. “Charles, the exhaust manifold is between the inner and outer barriers. Once it’s activated, the drive plasma will vent through the inner barrier into secondary containment inside the outer barrier. Anyone inside will be burned alive.”

“Obviously,” said Charles, rolling his eyes.

“You can’t just ask one of these people to step forward and die for you like that! It’s inhuman.”

“I agree,” said Charles. “Which is why I have no intention of asking anyone.”

“Now, just wait a minute,” said Jennifer, her eyes widening.

Charles ignored her. Facing the rest of the Engineering team, who were all staring at him aghast, he bellowed, “What are you all standing around for? I told you to clear this deck!”

The other engineers leapt to obey, working furiously at their consoles.

Jennifer took two steps forward and jerked her fiancé’s arm around, forcing him to acknowledge her. “God damn it, Charles. You can’t do this. Not now.”

“I can’t send someone else to die for me, Jen. I’m just not built that way. I have to do this. Now get out of here. You have to protect the children. This entire area will be getting hotter by the minute until we vent the drive. The longer you stay, the more likely they’ll suffer radiation damage.”

“Don’t you dare lecture me about our children when you’re about to kill yourself!” she spat.

“Thomas,” said Charles, pulling his arm out of her grasp, “please escort Dr. Donovan back to Medical, for her own health and safety.”

Thomas stared at him for a moment, then waved forward the Security Officers standing on either side of the door. “Dr. Donovan, please go with them.”

“Not a chance in hell,” she said, growling.

“It’s for your own good, Jennifer,” said Thomas. “You aren’t doing yourself or your future family any good by staying here.”

Jennifer turned back to Charles, her mouth narrowing to a thin line. “I think you’re right, Commander.” She swung her arm and slapped him across the face. “Good-bye, Charles,” she said, her head high as she marched toward the door. “If you do this, don’t expect me to mourn you.”

Charles rubbed his stinging cheek, watching her go. Then he faced the rest of the staff. “Get moving, people!” He turned to Thomas. “Get me a rad suit out of the Waste locker.”

“A rad suit won’t buy you more than a few seconds,” said Trevor, his voice calm.

“It might be enough time to exit the core and get clear.” Charles sighed. “A slim chance is better than nothing.”

One by one, the other Engineering staff shut down their terminals and exited the room. Thomas reentered the Engineering deck from the Waste Reclamation bay, carrying a crimson radiation suit in pieces. He held it out to Charles, who started pulling it on in stages. “Trip the manifold, and then run while it’s still processing the command. If you make it out of the core, you can take shelter in the Waste unit until we decontaminate the deck and get you out.”

Trevor frowned. “The Waste unit is designed to shield the main deck from irradiated waste, not the other way around. If he waits in there, he’ll be soaking up high-energy rads from the spent fuel rods. It’ll be just as much of a deathtrap as outside.”

“I just jettisoned them,” said Thomas. “And shielding is shielding, no matter which direction the rads are going. It should protect him well enough for a brief exposure, even from this level of radiation. It’s his best chance for survival.”

“Assuming he makes it out of the core at all,” said Trevor.

“Yes,” said Thomas. “Assuming that.”

Trevor took the gloves and helmet from Thomas. “I’ll help him finish suiting up. You get the rest of our people out of here. Dr. Davenport and I have a personal matter left to discuss.”

“Don’t take too long,” said Thomas. “We don’t have much time.” He turned away, and dragged the last two engineers away, leaving Charles and Trevor alone in the room.

“We could have found another way,” said Trevor.

Charles shook his head. “Not for certain, and not in time.” He took a deep breath, slipping on the gloves Trevor held out to him. “Take care of her for me, Trevor. Make sure my children grow up right. And tell Jennifer that I love her, that I was thinking of her right up until the end.”

“You can tell her yourself,” said Trevor. “When all of this is over.”

Charles laughed bitterly. “Yeah, right. I won’t even make it out of the core. Anything else is just wishful thinking, and we both know it.”

“Wishful thinking has its place,” said Trevor. “It leaves us with enough hope to keep on living.”

“Well, that won’t be an issue this time.” Charles reached for the opaque red helmet, the last piece of his radiation suit. “You’d better get going.”

“See you on the other side, Charles.” Trevor took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s been an honor.” He held out his hand.

“Likewise,” said Charles, and shook his hand.

  *

From the Bridge, Martin watched over the security monitors as the core access door closed behind the red-suited figure. “How much time do we have left?”

Thomas checked his wristcomp. “A couple of minutes at most. He better get it right the first time.”

“He will,” said Martin, dry-eyed as he watched his best friend and first love walk calmly toward almost certain death. “Never let it be said that Charles was guilty of sloppy work.”

“He might still survive,” said Sophia, her voice subdued. “Stranger things have happened on this mission.”

“What are the odds of that?”

Sophia looked away, saying nothing.

“Tell me the truth, Doctor.”

“Less than ten percent,” Sophia murmured. “Closer to five.”

They watched through the armored glass of the outer containment barrier as the suited figure reached the exhaust manifold and began typing commands into the integrated instrument panel. Even from a distance, they saw the bright green lights on the control panel change to a brilliant red and a shrill alarm began to sound.

“Run!” yelled Thomas at the screen. “What are you waiting for?”

They watched as he began running for the access door.

He was still three steps away when the entire inner chamber of the containment vessel throbbed a blinding white, obscuring any internal details.

Frozen in shock, they stared as boiling plasma filled the containment vessel. Then Sophia tore her gaze away to key a sequence of commands into the Engineering console. The scintillating vapor thinned immediately until the containment vessel stood empty.

“Drive plasma vented to space, Captain,” said Sophia.

Thomas stepped forward to stand behind Martin and reached out to squeeze his shoulders.

Martin sagged on his feet, but pulled away. He stumbled toward the door. “Navigation, plot a course back to Chiron, best available speed.” His words were followed by a deep, shuddering breath. “Dr. Wu, I would consider it a personal favor if you would check on Dr. Donovan and keep her company.”

Sophia nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything drastic.”

“I’m glad you understand.” He turned away from her. “Commander Knox, you have the Bridge. I’ll be in my quarters for an hour or two. Try not to disturb me for anything short of Universal Armageddon.”

“Aye, Captain.” Thomas hesitated. “I’m sorry, sir.”

Martin merely kept walking.

Not until he was back in his quarters did he allow himself to weep.

 




 
CHAPTER 53

 

It took twenty minutes for the Decontamination crew to reduce the residual radiation in the Engineering deck to safe levels. The Engineering crew filed back in, their mood serious, and began logging back into their stations. Shortly, the deck was filled with activity once again.

Sophia stood in the middle of the deck, staring into the containment vessel through the armored glass, lost in thought. The superheated plasma left no remains, nothing to memorialize. She shook her head and headed to the Waste Reclamation unit.

We’re going to have to make new fuel rods, now that the spent ones are littered across space. I’d better inventory what we have left before we reach Chiron, so we can get cracking at resupply.

Standing at the door, she tapped the entry key. Nothing happened.

What the hell?

She examined the access panel and discovered that the entrance had been locked from the outside.

Weird. Why bother? It would just have slowed him down if he made it out of the core. She typed her security code into the lock. Guess we’ll never know.

The door slid open, and Sophia took a step forward. She stopped, her jaw dropping open.

“Took you long enough,” said Charles.

  *

“I shook his hand,” said Charles, red-faced and fuming. “I didn’t see the shock rod in his other hand until he touched it to my neck. I don’t remember anything after that, except coming to in the waste locker. He must have locked me in and suited up before turning on the security video feed.”

“I can’t believe it.” Jennifer said, still trembling with shock. “Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know. That doesn’t mean I’m not grateful he saved my life. I just wish it hadn’t been necessary.”

“I can’t say I understand Trevor’s reasons,” added Martin as he rose from the desk chair in Jennifer’s quarters. “But I’m happy you’re alive.” He walked to the door. “You have your whole life ahead of you, Chuck. Make it count.”

Charles and Jennifer sat on the bed, the silence lengthening uncomfortably.

Charles spoke first. “I’m sorry.”

“For what? Surviving?”

“No. I’m sorry he’s dead.”

For a long moment, he thought she wasn’t going to reply.

“So am I,” she said finally. “But I’m not sorry you’re still here.” She inhaled deeply, then let her breath out in a slow stream. “Charles, I’m happy you made it, but could I have a little while to myself?”

Charles nodded. “Of course.” He stood and left the room.

Jennifer turned to the holographic projection of space that served as a window. “Display saved messages.”

“One message saved, received four hours ago from Trevor Sutton.”

“Play message.”

An image of Trevor appeared, standing in his quarters. “Hi, Jen. I’m sorry to do this by video, but I didn’t think I could do it in person. I had a talk with Edward about our future—at least his version of it. It’s finally clear to me that, as much as I love you, I’ll always be second in your heart to Charles. So, I’m left hoping something terrible happens to him if you’re ever going to give me a chance. That just isn’t me. I refuse to be the kind of man who wishes misfortune on another just because they’re in my way. He’s a decent guy, and you could do worse. But I also can’t stand to wait around and watch the two of you building a life together. I need a fresh start. As soon as I screw up my courage to do it, I’m going to hand in my resignation and see if they’ll let me hitch a ride home on the Mercury. I wish I could have said these things to you face-to-face, but I guess I’m too much of a coward. Have a good and happy life, Jennifer. I’ll see you on the other side, maybe, after the mission is over. Take care of yourself.”

She stared at the image, reaching out to touch his face. “Loop the message and play continuously.”

The message started over from the beginning. Jennifer simply stood and watched him speak. “Good-bye, Trev,” she whispered. “And thank you.”

  *

Marty tapped his feet as he waited in the landing bay at Chiron Station while the Insurrection docked. The main airlock cycled, and the inner door opened to reveal Annette, Edward, and Duncan. They took the three steps down to the main floor of the docking bay, where Martin was waiting.

Annette extended her hand. “Captain Atkins, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Annette Sutton, Captain of the Insurrection, and this is my First Officer, Duncan Foster. I believe you already know my idiot kid brother.”

“I do, indeed,” answered Marty. “Welcome to Chiron, Captain Sutton.” He hesitated. “Edward tells me you were raised by Trevor Sutton in the last iteration.”

Annette’s eyes narrowed. “That’s correct. Why? Does it matter?”

Marty took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m afraid. I have some bad news to deliver.”

 






CHAPTER 54

 

Edward lay in Marty’s arms in the captain’s cabin, trying to wrap his mind around Trevor’s death. They were both fully clothed; sex wasn’t much on either of their minds. “I thought we’d managed to save everyone,” he whispered.

Marty sighed. “I’m sorry, Ed. I know you tried, but this was his choice, the way he wanted it.”

“If we’d figured out Gifford’s plan sooner, maybe it could have all been different.”

“Maybe. We already know there’s a myriad of timelines. The Insurrection has a functional temporal drive. You could still try to change the past, if you wanted.”

“We could, I suppose,” said Edward. “Go back and port him out before the plasma hit. But what then? When does it stop? How many other details do we rearrange before it becomes enough? Who lives, who dies? How many times do we get to change things before we’re satisfied?” He nestled deeper into Marty’s embrace. “We have to let events play out; otherwise we’re no better than Gifford.”

Marty held him tight. “I think you’re right.”

Edward sighed. “Was that a test?”

“Maybe.” He stroked his fingers through Edward’s hair. “Did you mean what you said?”

Edward lifted his head to meet Marty’s gaze. “When?”

“On the Bridge,” said Marty, “before you ported out.”

Edward opened his mouth to answer, but closed it without speaking. He rested his head back on Marty’s shoulder. “Yes.”

“You damn fool.” Marty pulled him closer. “You can’t say you love me and then run off to get yourself killed.”

“At the time, it seemed like I might not get another chance to tell you.”

“Never pull that kind of stunt again, do you hear me?” Marty’s tone was stern. “I want you beside me for a long time to come. No more adventures, no more risking your life.”

Edward smiled. “Is that what you want? To have me beside you?”

Marty snorted. “Idiot. Of course, it is. Who else would put up with all my crap?” He leaned forward to kiss Edward gently.

Edward leaned into the kiss, his tongue firm, probing deep between Marty’s lips. Then he leaned back, his head on one arm, and traced Marty’s face. “I really do love you, Marty. A part of me has always been waiting for something, someone. It wasn’t until I woke up wearing your necklace that all the pieces started to fit.”

Marty raised his eyebrows. “My necklace? You have it?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Edward chuckled and reached up to open the fastening at the side of his throat, unclipping the seam that ran down the shoulder of his coveralls. He pulled aside the front panel of his uniform to show Marty the metal wafers suspended from a chain around his neck.

Marty reached out and cradled the warm slivers of metal in one hand, but his eyes were on the tanned skin of Edward’s exposed neck. He smoothed his thumb along the line of muscle to the V-shaped notch above Edward’s collarbone. “I remember what it was like to kiss you here, the first time, before the Zenith launch.”

Edward’s heart raced, his breathing ragged. “You can again.”

Letting go of the necklace, Marty leaned forward and planted a delicate kiss at the base of Edward’s throat. Then his tongue moved up the line of Edward’s neck, slowly licking to the base of his jaw.

“Marty…” Edward shivered.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked in a low whisper.

“No.” Edward groaned, struggling to put two words together. “Don’t ever stop.”

Martin kissed behind Edward’s ear, one hand tangled in his hair and the other tugging at the half-open seam of Edward’s coveralls to expose more of his chest.

Edward shivered again, the air cool against his bare skin. Then Marty pressed his open hand flat against Edward’s chest, creating a spot of pleasurable warmth, his fingers tickling across the flat planes of Edward’s chest and eliciting a low moan when he rubbed against his lover’s hardened nipples.

His hand dipped lower, and Edward arched his back, letting Marty open the seam down to his right leg.

“Marty,” Edward gasped, breathless at the touch of Marty’s hand so close to his straining erection. “It’s been a while for me, and well … time might be of the essence, if you know what I mean.”

Marty cupped Edward’s hard length, his grip making Edward twitch from the stimulation. “Hmm. I get the impression you’re ready to go, Eddie.” He leaned back, a familiar, cocky grin on his face. “Think I should do something about that?”

Edward panted, rigid with desire. “I think you’d better jump on that, or it might go without you.”

“We can’t have that,” Marty agreed in a low whisper. He shifted position, sliding down the bed until his head was level with Edward’s groin. Tugging back the underwear, Martin took Edward’s swollen erection in his right hand, teasing the head with his thumb and chuckling when the younger man’s body stiffened in response. “Can’t have that at all.”

Edward gasped again at the sensation of Marty’s warm, wet mouth engulfing the head of his cock, moving up and down along his length, his tongue lashing the underside. His hips bucked upward, his eyes squeezed closed against the burst of pleasure that shook his body, the euphoric light behind his eyelids.

The release made him twist and pant, and then he felt Marty’s lips against his. Edward opened his mouth and inhaled as he kissed his lover, relishing the tangy taste of himself on Marty’s tongue. Finally, Marty drew back to kiss his forehead, and Edward opened his eyes to meet Marty’s half-lidded gaze.

“Sorry.” Edward reached out and brushed his knuckles along Marty’s cheekbone.

“For what?” Martin asked, tilting his head quizzically.

“That I didn’t last.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Marty grinned. “We have all night.”

Edward knotted his fingers in Marty’s hair and tugged the other man’s head closer. “We have every night, Marty … from now on.”

“Yes, we do.” Marty kissed him again. “We have all the time in the world.”

“You’re wearing too many clothes.”

Martin smirked as he climbed off the bed, and Edward took the opportunity to kick off his shoes and pull himself entirely free from his coveralls. He dropped them to the floor, followed by his underwear, leaving him naked on the bed and watching as Martin slipped off his uniform jacket and draped it over the desk chair. Underneath, he wore similar coveralls to Edward’s, although Martin’s had his name stitched over the left breast pocket. Martin undid the fastening at his throat and tugged open the seam down the side of his neck.

“Wait.”

Martin paused, glancing up in confusion. “What?”

“Go slower.” Smiling, Edward folded his arms behind his head, his gaze traveling down Martin’s body. “I want to enjoy this.”

Martin flushed, but continued peeling open the seam of his coveralls at a slower pace, allowing the front to fall open and reveal the planes of his chest.

Edward smiled wider, appreciating the lines of hard muscle.

Martin opened the seam past his waist to reveal the band of his light shorts, then pushed both down to his ankles, toed off his shoes, and stood before Edward with his arms crossed over his chest. “Like what you see?”

“Oh, yes,” Edward said huskily. “You’re actually in better shape than I remember.”

Marty chuckled and climbed back into bed. “Yeah, well, it’s been a busy couple of years. I had to blow off steam somehow.”

“Really?” Edward asked, between laying a series of kisses up Martin’s neck. “You couldn’t find someone to help you work out your aggression?”

Marty turned his head, one eyebrow cocked. “Are you asking if I’ve been faithful?”

“No,” Edward answered softly. “It’s none of my business what you did before I got here.”

Leaning forward, Martin brushed his lips against Edward’s. “No one. Not since he left.”

“Oh, Marty,” whispered Edward. “Two years? You’ve been alone all this time?”

“I couldn’t have the one I wanted.” Marty reached up and ran his fingers through Edward’s hair. “And there didn’t seem any point in settling for less.”

“Was it worth it?”

“Oh, yeah.” He pushed Edward onto his back and straddled his waist.

An erotic charge thrummed through Edward’s body at the sensation of Martin’s thick erection trapped between them.

“Because now you’re here, and I’m never letting you out of my sight.” Martin kissed him again, his tongue forcing its way between the younger man’s lips.

Edward returned his passion, sucking on Marty’s tongue, stealing a little of his breath until Marty broke away to fumble with the drawer on the bedside table, drawing out a condom and a bottle of oil.

“You’re awfully prepared for someone who hasn’t gotten any in two years.” Edward chuckled at Martin’s sheepish expression.

“I stocked up again after you walked out this morning. At the time, it was mostly wishful thinking, but—”

Edward brushed his fingertips over Marty’s lips. “It’s okay. I appreciate your taking the time to think ahead.” His thumb traced Marty’s jaw and chin. “Why don’t we put them to good use already?”

Marty grinned, but his smile flickered.

“What?”

He hesitated. “There’s a ghost in the room.”

Edward blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Reaching down with his free hand, Marty smoothed Edward’s hair from his face. “I forgot for a second that you aren’t him. I didn’t ask what you like, what you want.”

“It’s all right.” Edward turned his head to kiss Marty’s wrist.

“It’s really not.” Marty sighed. “I want to be with you tonight. Not him.”

Edward sat up, propping himself on his elbows. “Do you think his memories aren’t running through my mind right now? That I can somehow stop thinking about all the times he was with you—every caress, every touch—and not feel like an imposter in my own skin?”

“I’m sorry,” whispered Martin. “It sounds like this is harder on you than on me.”

Edward shook his head. “Maybe. But I have an advantage over him. There’s a side of you I can have that he never did.”

Marty cocked his head, waiting.

Edward smiled. “You have the most beautiful jade-green eyes I have ever seen.” His fingers stroked the image of a dragon that curled across Martin’s left pectoral muscle. “They match the color of your tattoo. When did you get it?”

Martin glanced down at the serpent across his breast with an expression of surprise, as if he had never seen it before. “This? Years and years ago. Chuck and I got inked back when we became friends. He has a griffon.”

Edward traced the dragon’s wing with a fingertip. “You see? That Edward never saw it, never knew it was there. This memory is mine, and only mine.” He leaned forward to whisper in Marty’s ear. “I want you—more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. I want to make some new memories, something to make you mine alone.”

Martin shivered at Edward’s warm breath on his neck. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Then let me make it good for you.”

The bed creaked as Martin pushed him back to lie flat and lifted himself to his knees. “Roll over.”

Edward obeyed, pillowing his head on his forearms as Martin settled back across his legs and cracked open the bottle of oil. He squirted a generous amount into his palm and rubbed his hands together to warm it.

Edward closed his eyes, anticipating the next touch. When he felt Martin’s hands on his back, he raised his head, surprised. “What—”

“Shhhhh. Just relax,” Martin said, kneading his shoulders, gently at first and then with more strength. “You’re really tense, Eddie.”

“Consider it a compliment,” he muttered.

Martin chuckled, but he said nothing as he continued to massage Edward’s shoulders, gradually moving down his back.

Despite his nerves, Edward felt his muscles loosen, his thoughts drifting at the sensation of Marty’s firm touch.

This is new. He never did this for the other Edward. God, that boy had no idea what he was missing. He gave an involuntary moan, almost a purr, as Marty dug his thumbs into a particularly tight knot in the small of his back.

Marty’s slicked hands ran from the base of Edward’s spine all the way to the back of his neck, his body pressing across Edward’s as he massaged. “How do you feel?” he breathed into Edward’s ear.

Edward shuddered at the electric slide of skin against skin, the hardness pressed into the crevice of his lower body and the hot breath in his ear. “Ready for more.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Marty whispered, as he kissed the back of his neck. Edward heard a metallic crinkle, as Martin tore open the condom package.

“You don’t need that if you don’t want to.” Ed cracked open one eye to look at him.

Martin stopped, silent and unmoving.

Closing his eyes again, Ed took a deep breath before speaking. “You told him you were safe, and I know he was. You also said you hadn’t been with anyone since then. And I…” He exhaled slowly and swallowed the knot of anxiety in his throat. “I’ve never been with anyone.”

Martin nuzzled the back of Edward’s neck. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I wanted it to be special,” Edward said, his eyes still closed. “I wanted it to be with the right person, even though I couldn’t figure out who that was. I just trusted my gut that I would know him when I found him.” He concentrated on keeping his breathing regular, trying not to be distracted by Martin’s lips on the nape of his neck. “Then I remembered you, and I finally knew who I was waiting for.”

“Edward, look at me.”

Reluctantly, he opened his eyes to peer over his shoulder at Martin’s face.

“We can wait, Eddie.” Martin licked his lips. “It doesn’t have to be tonight.”

“I want it to be tonight.” He put his head back down on his arms. “I want it to be you.”

“I’ll go slowly.” Marty kissed Edward’s neck again. “Tell me if you’re in pain, and I’ll back off.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“Temporarily.” Marty laughed. “You’re not getting away from me that easily.”

Marty’s soft chuckle vibrated through his body, down to his groin. He felt himself harden in anticipation. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Lifting himself to his hands and knees, Martin commanded, “Roll over.”

The cool air on his skin after the heat of Marty’s body made Ed shiver. “There’s oil all over my back. I’ll mess up your sheets.”

“That’s why God invented washing machines. Roll over, Eddie. I want to see your face.”

Edward rolled onto his back, his erection standing tall between them.

“Nice recovery time.” Martin grinned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Edward tried to think of a pithy reply, but his brain short-circuited as Martin’s lips closed around the head of his cock again. Swallowing a deep, shocked breath, he moaned at the tickling sensation of Marty’s tongue dancing over skin still sensitive from his earlier orgasm. Marty sucked in more of his length, bobbing up and down, and Edward arched his back, groaning as Marty reached down to tease one index finger around his entrance. The tension rose at the base of his spine until Martin finally took him fully into his throat, and his hips bucked as Marty’s oiled finger slid inside him. The dual sensation was exquisite; Martin’s mouth capturing his cock and moving up and down on his length, his intruding finger mirroring the rhythm. Pressure surged behind Edward’s eyes, and he gave in to the pleasure, his fists clawing at the sheets. Then the delicious heat vanished as Marty lifted his head and gave his erection one last, generous swipe with his tongue.

“Not just yet, Eddie,” he said with a grin. “We’re going to make this last.” He kissed up the sparse treasure trail to Edward’s navel and thrust his finger further inside, curling it slightly. Electricity jolted through Edward’s groin as Marty brushed a sensitive spot, and he jerked his hips off the bed.

“Liked that, did you?”

Breathing hard, Edward just nodded, at a loss for words.

“Want more?”

Still not trusting himself to speak, he nodded again.

“I want to hear you say it.” Martin gave him a knowing smile.

“More,” Edward croaked.

Martin’s smile grew wolfish. “Say please.”

“Marty, please,” moaned Edward. “I want more. I want everything.”

The finger withdrew almost all the way, and Edward felt the stretch as a second joined it. Slowly, ever so slowly, Martin pushed his fingers forward, allowing Edward to adjust to the penetration. Edward was honest enough to acknowledge the discomfort, but the burning sensation coupled with the intense concentration on Marty’s face, overrode his physical inhibitions.

Every scintilla of his attention is on me. This moment is all for me. All of this is mine.

All of him is mine.

“Say it.”

“More.”

Marty’s mouth enveloped his erection again, sucking harder and faster as a third finger joined the others. Edward tried to separate the pleasure from the pain: the lash of Marty’s tongue from the sharp thrust of fingers stretching his channel, but couldn’t break them apart in his fevered mind.

“More.”

Withdrawing his fingers, Martin slid his mouth completely down his lover’s shaft, humming slightly, Edward’s bones thrumming in time with the vibration until he was completely lost in the sensation. As suddenly as it rose, it was gone. Martin grasped the back of his legs, pressing Ed’s knees against his chest, and the pleasurable pain of thrusting fingers was replaced by the slick pressure of Martin’s erection, eager against his entrance.

“Eddie, are you…”

“More. God, Marty, please.”

Even the memories of his past life didn’t prepare him for the stinging pain as Marty eased his girth into him. He squeezed his eyes shut, a tear leaking from the corner, and bore down, easing the way for the fullness he craved.

“Eddie.” Marty’s voice thickened with desire. “Tell me if you want me to stop.”

Edward forced his eyes open and saw the twisted expression on Marty’s face, the sweat dripping from his brow as he tried desperately to hold himself back. “More.”

Panting, Marty bowed his head and pushed himself in deeper, trying to be gentle despite his need.

Edward felt the burn began to fade, the stretched feeling giving way to a tight, warm fullness.

Full of Marty.

All mine.

Martin ground his pelvis against Edward’s, his cock fully sheathed in his lover’s body, their harsh breathing the only sound. Then he pulled back a little, and pushed forward again.

Edward shuddered as the movement of Martin’s flesh, slick and hard within him, set off detonations in his mind.

The gentle thrusts increased ever so slowly, Martin holding Edward’s knees apart as he changed angle, making Edward gasp at the bolt of pleasure that shot through him when Marty hit that one spot again. And again. And again.

With one hand, Marty reached for Edward’s aching erection, sliding his oil-slicked hand back and forth along its length, each steady jerk timed with his thrusts.

Edward screamed out loud, overwhelmed by the competing sensations; then his mind blazed with exploding stars and he came, spraying long ropes of semen across his chest.

His muscles clenched in the throes of his orgasm, clamping down on Marty’s cock and pushing his lover over the edge with him. Martin shuddered against him with the force of his release.

For a long moment, Martin lay draped there, over Edward’s drawn-up legs, struggling for breath. After a few moments, he carefully slid free. Edward lowered his legs, wincing at the silent complaints of his overstrained muscles, and then rolled sideways into Martin’s arms.

“So that’s what all the fuss is about,” mumbled Edward finally, once their racing heartbeats had slowed.

Marty kissed his cheek. “Was it worth the wait?”

“I can see the appeal.” He smiled lazily, stifling a yawn. “Wow, that really takes it out of you.”

“Only if you’re doing it right.”

Edward nestled his head onto Marty’s chest. “I’m going to need a few minutes before we do that again.”

Marty chuckled. “More than a few.”

“Benefits of youth,” muttered Edward. “Nice recovery time, remember?” He grinned at Martin’s skeptical expression. “Don’t worry, you won’t need to do as much work in the next round.”

Marty raised an eyebrow. “And why is that?”

He closed his eyes and kissed Marty’s chest, still smiling. “Because next round is my turn, and your ass is mine.”

Martin laughed softly. “Is that right?”

“Uh-huh. Mine.” Edward wrapped his arms tightly around Martin. “All of you is mine,” he whispered.

Martin was silent for so long that Edward thought maybe he had fallen asleep. When he finally spoke, his tone was thoughtful.

“I think you’re right.”

 
 




EPILOGUE: A PARTING OF THE WAYS

 

MAY 2178, ITERATION EIGHT

 

Parting is such sweet sorrow

That I shall say good night till it be morrow.

— William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

 




 

Three months later

“Does anyone here have just cause whereby these two people should not be joined?” asked Marty, giving the assembled spectators an expectant glare, as if daring anyone to open their mouths. “If so, speak now or forever after hold your peace.”

He waited a few moments before turning back to Charles and Jennifer. “Charles Edward Davenport, do you take this woman to be your partner in life, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?”

Charles smiled. “I do.”

“And do you, Jennifer Ainsley Donovan, take this man to be your partner in life, forsaking all others, for as long as you both shall live?”

Jennifer gripped Charles’s hand. “I do.”

“Then as Captain of the starship Azimuth, I declare you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

Charles kissed his new wife, who leaned into his embrace and returned the kiss with equal fervor. To the cheering and applause of the crew and colonists, the two of them walked down the aisle, arm in arm.

  *

Edward and Annette stood at the back of the room, watching from a side alcove. “So, that’s the way it will be,” mumbled Edward.

“So many variables,” mused Annette. “I was able to break the encryption on Gifford’s private diaries, you know. Assuming his was the first iteration, they never would have met.”

“I guess we owe Gifford a vote of thanks,” said Edward. “He changed history, for whatever reason, and here we all are.”

“He changed history because he could,” said Annette. “Because he thought he could run things better than fate allowed.”

Edward raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me you believe in fate? After all we’ve been through?”

She shrugged. “Who knows? The two of them seem happy enough. From Gifford’s diaries, his parents didn’t work out together.”

“But ours did,” said Edward. “Even with the shadow of Charles hanging over them, they built a life together. Who is to say which version of history should survive?”

She sighed. “Well, we certainly made it possible for history to take a single course. I’m sure Admiral O’Dare hasn’t been idle with the Rampart projector blueprints you gave him.”

“No doubt.” Edward frowned. “The Hourglass is going to be a problem. They were too powerful in our time, and possession of the Rampart will set the stage for that future to unfold similarly.”

“I don’t know that there’s anything we can do to stop it,” replied Annette. “They have the technology. It’s too late to put that genie back in the bottle.”

“True. But maybe we won’t have a choice.”

She locked eyes with him, then nodded. “We know too much. That makes us a threat. Sooner or later, they’ll move to eliminate us.”

“Right.” Edward looked across the room at Martin’s smiling face. “The question is, do we put up a fight, or go quietly?”

  *

Jennifer tossed her bouquet of violets over her shoulder. It sailed over the heads of the other celebrants, who tried to pluck it from the air until it finally tumbled into Thomas Knox’s hands.

Everyone laughed, clapping a blushing Thomas on the back. Then Jacob slid his arm around his lover’s shoulders and maneuvered him to a quieter table amid the festivities. “You seem pleased with yourself.”

Thomas put his nose to the bouquet’s engineered blooms and inhaled. “Ah, well, I thought, what the hell.”

Jacob chuckled. “I love you. You know that, right?”

“I do.” Despite his grin, Thomas couldn’t keep a shadow of concern from his face. “Do you think your brother was disappointed I chose to resign?”

“Nah. He was probably expecting it.” Jacob kissed his nose. “The threat is over. There’s no need for you to stay, and we have a life to build.”

Thomas kissed him back, and snuggled his head onto Jacob’s shoulder. “I know. Cooper will do fine as First Officer, and having Charles back in the chain of command will make the civilians happy. I just wish I didn’t feel like I was running out on him.”

“You’re not running away from anything,” said Jacob. “You’re running toward something.”

Thomas nodded to the dance floor. “Dance with me?”

Jacob, smiling, held out his hand and led them back to the party.

  *

Annette returned to her quarters on board the Insurrection, shrugged out of her formal jacket, and hung it over the back of the desk chair. Although nominally subject to Martin’s authority as leader of the Chiron Colony, everyone concerned had agreed that the community of time travelers on board her ship would remain largely independent, and they continued to look to her for leadership. The question was what to do with them. They had grown up in an idyllic society based on technological advances that were meticulously detailed in the data archive they had preserved. She was at a loss as to whether to share that information with the colony. What would be the consequences of unleashing that knowledge upon the people of this small but evolving society, so far removed from what they thought of as home? Would it spark a renaissance of cooperative scientific advancement, or simply push them all further into isolation?

I’m not Gifford. I don’t kid myself that I have all the answers. But I have to make decisions … and soon. We can’t stay here and contribute nothing, and Admiral O’Dare made it clear that travelers will not be welcome back on Earth.

Weary, she collapsed into the chair, knocking the jacket off in the process, and sighed. “HELIOS, where are you with that analysis?”

“I have completed my analysis of the Athena chip array specifications described in the data we retrieved from the Damocles,” answered the construct.

“And? Can we duplicate them?”

“Yes. The parameters of our own quark nanochip array can be adapted with the software architecture to mimic their capabilities. Whether that will be sufficient to carry on the work of the Iteration One scientists to produce true AI is unknown.”

So many choices. Who knows where things will go from here? We’re flying blind, just like everyone else in this time. There were no more future blueprints to follow. “Then proceed. We’ll just have to see where it leads.”

  *

Henry Bradford sat in his office at the corporate headquarters of the Starfire Technology Group, sipping his whiskey and contemplating the package that sat on his desk. It had been hand-delivered by anonymous courier from Paris, with a simple note attached: In appreciation for making a difference. Tell no one.

Inside was a data crystal containing detailed automated schematics for the production of an advanced form of nanomachine, as well as the programming required to repair the neurological damage associated with Chandrasekhar’s disease.

A cure. A whole world of new possibilities.

Still, Henry hesitated to celebrate. He knew better than most that nothing in life comes free. With a final sip of whiskey, the finest Macallan money could buy, he set the glass down. Fingers drumming on the desk, he pondered again the second half of the message.

We’ll be in touch.
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TIMELINE

 

Iteration Two trigger:
Gifford Sutton mines the Alpha Centauri star system, 2176
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