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Amity Station, Collectorate Unified System 

 

top skirting the truth, Trevor. I’m here to help. 

No one else will know, not even your wife.” 

Consul Su Yi spoke to Trevor Stallion as if he were a 

child. Her patronizing tone suggested she might pet him. 

He no longer took offense; after four sessions, Trevor saw 

through her technique. Effie said it made her a superior 

diplomat. 

“She’ll put you at ease,” his wife insisted. “Help you 

unbottle your anxiety.” 

Effie’s euphemism for extreme paranoia. 

“And if I don’t agree to see her?”  

Effie left him no choice.  

“I will not allow you to frighten our daughter again. 

She’s too young. She doesn’t understand.” 

“What? That her Papa is trying to protect her?” 

Effie built a list of infractions, starting with the extra 

fulltime guard and the snapdrone surveillance. His worst 

violation? Yelling at Ana for leaving his sight on the 

Harmony Green. Her little tears cut deep. 
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“Our daughter is safe, Trevor. You’re not. Consul Yi 

can help.” 

Yes, he’d gone overboard in trying to protect his little 

girl. What father wouldn’t? But a therapist ... 

Yi prodded with a subtle poker, pushing ever so 

gently toward this thing she called “the truth.” She 

insisted they could only make a breakthrough if Trevor 

dropped his defenses.  

“The truth?” Trevor said. “You’re looking for one pat 

answer. I don’t have it in me.” 

“You underestimate yourself.”  

Consul Yi was a regal woman, born of the upper crust 

on the planet Xavier’s Garden and reared among a 

family of diplomats and politicians. As such, Trevor had 

no chance to outlast her. Yi mastered the art of 

patience. 

“Perhaps we should return to the moment that 

triggered your recent actions,” she said. 

Square one again? Shit. 

“We covered that ground. You think I imagined it.” 

Yi sat next to Trevor on a rifter, hovering above the 

Green with a wide view of the pyramidal Interstellar 

Congress building. He’d grown tired of meeting in her 

diplomatic office. She agreed to compromise, if he 

promised to be more forthcoming. 

“Trevor, you experienced several traumatic events. 

Your partner was arrested and deported for multiple 



 

 

murders. The brother you looked after since childhood left 

your care and began a dangerous life in the military. Your 

wife was seeing another man, and your daughter endured 

an attack of neurofascitis, for which you blame yourself. 

The call to your pom could have been a manifestation of 

these traumas, compromising your view of reality.” 

Now he took offense. 

“Consul, do I seem like a man who’s losing his mind?” 

“Not in the least. I’ve always known you to be level-

headed and detail-oriented, long before Effie brought us 

together. Your recent actions call that assessment into 

question. How long has it been since you received the 

threat, Trevor?” 

He knew where Yi was headed.  

“Ninety-two standard days.” 

Trevor’s answer wasn’t as comforting as it should have 

been.  

“All that time, Trevor, and not one follow-up threat?” 

“No.” 

“By your admission, the message defied protocol. No 

transmit stamp or ID on the call. No history on your pom’s 

log. Untraceable.” 

“That’s the size of it.” 

No. He never imagined it. Though his pom did not 

record the call – an apparent impossibility – Trevor still 

heard the smug, theatrical voice echo between his ears: 

“We never anticipated an adversary of such skill and 



 

 

precision. Our next maneuvers will require a more deft 

approach to avoid your cunning and wiles.” And then 

the devastating bit: “I am so enthralled by your 

daughter. I dearly wish to meet her in the near future. 

Perhaps you can arrange it. If not, I feel certain my 

friends will take it upon themselves.” 

Yi continued.  

“You never reported the threat to your superiors for 

lack of evidence. You feared they wouldn’t act. Instead, 

you hired off-duty security and told your family to go 

nowhere without a guard.” 

He also contacted SI Director Lana Devonshire, who 

might have had the ability to override comm protocols, 

but she offered no explanation. 

“Your point, Consul?”    

“In all this time, there have been no credible threats 

against your family. The scandals regarding the student 

deaths have subsided. By all accounts, life in Amity has 

returned to normal. What of your brother? Is he doing 

well?” 

“He is.” 

“Last time you said he finished UNF Basic training.” 

“Connor received his first posting.” 

“He’s happy with the path he chose?” 

Trevor allowed for an undeniable truth: 

“Happier than I’ve ever known him.” 

Connor recorded short, cheery missives every few 



 

 

days but had not deepstreamed since Basic. He 

transformed from a “man at peace” to a “man with a 

mission.” Connor’s newfound obsession with combat 

tactics and weaponry surprised his older brother.  

“You even received a promotion,” Yi continued. “Start 

first thing in the morning, I’m told.” 

“I do.” 

“Excited about the opportunity?” 

“Not the word I’d use.” 

“But you’re a Sector Chief now. It’s the job you always 

wanted. Or you said as much in our first meeting.” 

“I deserve it because I put in the time. There’s a 

difference.” 

“A subtle distinction, but I understand. You thought 

more responsibility would make you happy. Am I wrong?” 

Ah, so she came at him from a different tack. Trevor 

refused to accommodate. 

“My job is to keep tens of thousands of people safe. 

Happy doesn’t play into it.” 

“I see. The bar heightens your anxiety.” 

“These are dangerous times. I’m a serious man.” 

“Yes, you are. And we need serious men and women to 

look after our safety. But I believe your issue goes deeper. 

Trevor, you’re so close to a breakthrough. I want ...” 

Yi hesitated; the first time Trevor heard the woman stop 

in mid-sentence. She placed a comforting hand on Trevor. 

She didn’t pet, but the matronly move left no doubt. 



 

 

“What?” He said. 

“Your supervised visits with Ana have been fruitful. 

Effie tells me she’s ready to expand your access. Even 

allow Ana to stay with you in Haven while Effie’s off 

station. The developments are nothing but positive, 

Trevor. She wants my reassurance, and I want to give 

it. Yet you won’t confront a simple truth about your 

anxiety.” 

What words would satisfy her? Yi had been resolving 

diplomatic conflicts across the Collectorate for fifteen 

years. She heard it all, recognized liars and 

manipulators by instinct. What would she accept today? 

How sincere must he sound? 

Yi was right on every count. Life aboard the station 

had settled into a comfortable unease after tumultuous 

weeks following five Maynor student deaths, the 

disappearance of their headmaster, and the scandal 

involving a murderous Haven Deputy. Trevor emerged 

with the backing of key players in Central Administration 

and SI, his good name restored in many eyes.  

It wasn’t all bad. And that was the problem.  

The polish was too smooth. It hid the cracks, but for 

how long? 

Give her what she wants. One less thing on my plate. 

“I don’t sleep well,” he confessed. 

“Why?” 

“A recurring dream. It won’t let go.” 



 

 

“You mentioned bad dreams last time but avoided 

details. Will you describe the one you can’t shake?” 

He saw no point in holding back. 

“Fine. The dream takes many forms. I don’t remember 

much. Just the consistent images.” 

“Please. Go ahead, Trevor.” 

It always began the same way. 

“I’m walking outside the station. I’m in an EV suit. It’s 

peaceful. No background noise. No echoes. I wave to the 

passing warships. Then I have this sudden sensation of 

impending doom. Ana Marie’s there. Sometimes she’s 

walking with me hand in hand. Other times, she’s running 

and shouting, but she’s not wearing an EV suit.  

“I tell her to stay close, but she’s not listening. In the 

distance, I see someone approach. At first, it feels like a 

mirage. He’s getting closer, but then he’s not. So, I race 

toward him. It’s C ...” 

Trevor stumbled over his words. He choked up. 

“It’s Connor. He’s suited, too, but his face shield is 

cracked. There’s blood pouring from his eyes. He stares at 

me. He’s ... uh ... he’s dead. I know it. I feel it. But I can 

hear his voice.” 

“Do you remember what he said?” 

“Oh, yeah. He says, ‘Read this. Save Ana.’ I look down, 

and there’s a package in my hands. A metal box. I don’t 

have time to open it.” 

“Why, Trevor?” 



 

 

He hated the next bit in particular.  

“There’s a sudden bright light on the far end of the 

station like a star going nova. It’s the energy core. A 

fusion blast. I stand there and watch the station 

disintegrate. The wave grows closer and closer. I look 

down, and the box isn’t there anymore. Neither is 

Connor. Ana seems ambivalent. The explosion never 

reaches us.” He stifled a laugh. “I always wake first.” 

Consul Yi let go. 

“What do you think it means?” 

“That I need more sleep.” 

She chuckled along with Trevor.  

“What does it truly mean? I think you know.” 

Of course he did. Telling Yi would change nothing.  

“I can’t protect them from everything.” 

She nodded. “But that’s precisely what you’re intent 

on doing. Isn’t it?” 

“I’m a father and a brother. That’s my job.” 

“Connor is a grown man light-years away, Ana has a 

caring adult with her at all times, and you have a full-

time role protecting the public. You have to let 

something go, Trevor. The weight is clouding your 

judgment.” 

Let go? That’s your professional advice? 

She didn’t understand – no one did.  

The dream wasn’t a metaphor. It was a prediction.  

Amity’s return to normalcy would be short-lived. Of 



 

 

that much, Trevor was certain.  

The next morning, he attached the new bar to his chest. 

The Chief of Haven Security Administration braced for 

trouble. 

He didn’t have to wait long. 
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REVOR FINISHED HIS CAFÉ and dusted off his 

jacket. The green bar designating Sector Chief 

wasn’t much bigger than the bar for First Deputy. 

The color mattered most.  

“No more jokes about the Lifetime Deputy.”  

Hoshi Oda brought up his old reputation within the 

first ten minutes of their brief partnership. Damn, she 

played all of us for assholes.  

Trevor rehearsed a little speech he planned to give 

the staff from his new glass office but soon questioned 

its value. It was too long on motivation and short on 

specifics.  

“It’s not like I’m the new guy,” he reminded himself. 

With one exception, he’d been part of the same team 

for three months. He was merely trading offices. The 

deputies knew what to expect; they’d seen his revised 

duty schedule. 

“Who am I kidding? I don’t give speeches. I give 
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orders.” 

Trevor cleared his mind of the literary nonsense, tossed 

his café cup into the sterilizer, and tugged at his jacket. 

Hmm. A little snug. An extra hour in the fit room should 

do nicely. 

Tougher said than done. Trevor opened his pom to 

review his daily planner. This was an awful week for 

personal indulgences.  

Shit. They rescheduled the committee hearing. Again. 

He should have known. The IC was notorious for 

shifting agendas. A few reps decided Trevor must testify 

given his involvement in the Maynor Mischief, as it had 

come to be known. He had already done so twice, but the 

next private hearing would focus on a proposal for 

investigating Swarm infiltration. The document was all but 

finished.  

He tapped in an extra ten minutes daily for the fit room 

and prepared for the walk to Sec Admin HQ, two levels 

below his new flat. However, the door chime brought 

unexpected company. 

“Hannibal Dorrit,” the AI announced in a dulcet tone. 

“Do you wish him to enter?” 

“Yes. Please.” 

The outgoing Haven Chief, having lost none of his 

ridiculous girth or disdain for the fit room, entered without 

his usual flair. More to the point, he wore a royal blue 

civilian suit. 



 

 

“Chief,” Trevor said. “What a surprise.” 

The fat man waved off Trevor.  

“Not anymore, friend. I am Hannibal. Or, as my wife 

calls me, Retired.” Dorrit chuckled. “Has a charming 

ring.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Simple,” he said, making a beeline for the kiosk. “I’m 

done, effective three hours ago. Do you mind?” He 

reached for a clean café cup. “We ran out of pellets.” 

The hell? 

“Sure. Go ahead. Chief ... er, Hannibal. What 

happened to working as my advisor until your rotation 

ended?” 

Dorrit dropped a café pellet into the spritzer unit and 

set the cup beneath it.  

“Gov. Murrill had other ideas.” 

“Murrill? I haven’t received any notice from Central. 

As Chief, I should have been informed.” 

Dorrit massaged his considerable chin.  

“Familiar patterns, Trev. They gave me one hour 

heads-up before transferring you to Haven. Not enough 

time to submit a formal protest. All part of Murrill’s 

game. Hmmph. Not to worry. The notice will come down 

soon enough.” 

“What about your pension? You have two months left 

on rotation.” 

Dorrit watched the café pour with impatience then 



 

 

lifted the filled cup to his nose.  

“Dear. What a lovely blend. I’ll miss kiosk café. Nothing 

but real beans where I’m headed.” He took a long, loving 

sip. “Delightful. Oh, the pension? Yes. I’m covered. They 

already expedited my next two months’ pay and sent a 

confirmation stamp to my account. Pension will begin 

paying on time.” 

Trevor sighed relief. He’d come to respect Dorrit in 

unforeseen ways. The man he knew today did not 

resemble the complacent, bombastic fool he met in a dead 

guy’s flat ninety-four days ago.  

“Good to hear, Hannibal.” 

“My wife booked the first liner back home. Doesn’t leave 

for several hours, so we’re going to visit a few old friends 

and stop in at our favorite bistro. Then Amity will know 

the name Dorrit no more.” 

“You’ll be missed.” 

Dorrit laughed into his café. 

“By whom?” 

Fair point. Other than the young rotation deputies who 

staunchly obeyed his commands, Dorrit did little to build 

a meaningful legacy. The Maynor Mischief crumbled most 

of what remained. Still, Trevor thought Central had 

delivered a clear mandate: Dorrit and Haven’s new First 

Deputy would work with Trevor to launch a security unit 

dedicated to rooting out Black Star agents and 

sympathizers. 



 

 

“What about Shadow Gambit? We planned to submit 

it to the committee by the end of today’s shift.” 

Dorrit rolled his eyes. 

“That work is done, Trevor. No one will care if I don’t 

appear before the committee.” 

The ex-Chief wasn’t wrong. IC reps spent more time 

bloviating and propping themselves up than listening 

with an open mind. 

“There should at least be a ceremony, or a speech, 

or ...” 

Dorrit made himself at home in the love seat.  

“I had hoped for a nice luncheon. A trinket. A few 

nice words.” 

“You told me that on my first day. Why the rush?” 

Dorrit leaned back into the cushions, which were no 

match.  

“I stopped caring after they guaranteed my pension. 

Murrill and I have rarely seen eye to eye.” 

“At least stop by the office and say your farewells.” 

“No point. When I cleaned off my desk yesterday, I 

took everything home. I had to pare down for a smaller, 

temporary office. Wasn’t sure what family glyphs to 

bring in. Now, it’s no bother. HVSA is yours. I won’t 

distract from your first day in charge. That’s why I 

wanted to make sure I caught you at home.” 

Dorrit sounded oddly at peace.  

“You came to warn me. About what?” 



 

 

The ex-Chief cherished another long sip. 

“That’s the quality I’ve come to enjoy in you, Trev. 

Always assuming the worst.” 

“No. I anticipate. There’s a difference.” 

A belly laugh followed. 

“Semantics. Dear. Trevor, you’re intimately familiar with 

the politics of this station. If Murrill lost control over 

Central, I suspect he’d space himself. He’s a toad in the 

classic sense.” 

“You won’t hear different from me.” 

“Good. So, you won’t be surprised to learn he fought 

tooth and nail to stop your promotion. After you caused a 

commotion with that fool ambassador, Murrill signed off 

on your transfer in order to test my resolve. He wasn’t 

interested in you until the Maynor business. He noticed 

your friendly relations with Devonshire at SI and Woolsey 

in the UNF. A bit too high for your station. Yes?” 

Trevor had seen everything growing up in Harmony 

Sector. Division chiefs, IC reps, and ambassadors hated 

the perception of underlings drawing favorable glances 

from far up the food chain. 

“I’m thankful he didn’t have the only vote.” 

“On you? No. But Murrill is not without power. No one 

pushes back when he moves smaller pieces. Hence, my 

early farewell.”  

Trevor understood Dorrit’s implication.  

“Now there’s an opening on our investigative unit. Any 



 

 

word on whom he’ll recommend to replace you?” 

“I haven’t heard a name, but I asked around. My best 

guess: He wants to test your resolve, also.” 

Was that all? Trevor laughed inside. 

“He can’t touch me. As long as I run a tight ship and 

accomplish the mission goals, Murrill will have to sit 

there in security conferences and watch me brief the 

President on how we’re shutting out Black Star.” 

Dorrit shook his head.  

“Don’t gloat over success or shift blame for failure. 

The President wants officers of the court who do not 

care who receives credit. Deal in facts, not speculation. 

You have a reputation for a certain level of ... how 

should I say it?” 

“Paranoia. That’s the word you’re looking for.” 

“Yes. The President wants calm, disciplined, 

professional reports. That green bar elevates 

expectation when you enter a room. Ask Al-Jani or 

Tasqur,” he said, speaking of the Episteme and 

Harmony Chiefs. “Very simply, Trevor, do not give 

Murrill a reason to whisper into the President’s ear.” 

“Understood. Thank you, Hannibal.” 

The big man finished his café and tried to rise without 

success. 

“I believe the springs in your couch have gone bad. 

I’ve all but merged with it. A hand, please.” 

If the following act was the hardest labor he’d face 



 

 

today, Trevor considered himself fortunate. Now on two 

feet, Dorrit reached inside his jacket and grabbed his Sec 

Admin-assigned wrist plate. He tossed it to Trevor.  

“My last official duty. Dear. I hated that cudfrucking 

device.” 

“No problem. I’ll log it in and slate it for a wipe.” 

Hannibal set his empty cup on the side table and eyed 

the door. 

“Thank you for everything, Trevor. You made bold 

choices during that Maynor business, and you never joined 

the chorus of those who wanted to lay all the fault at my 

feet.” 

Trevor shrugged. The last thing he needed was an 

emotional scene. 

“I tried to be fair.” 

“You’re the right man at the right time, Trevor. But 

there have never been more eyes focused on our security 

apparatus. Vigilance, friend. Vigilance and 

professionalism. Those will serve you well.” 

Trevor escorted his predecessor into the corridor. They 

walked together until they reached a T. Dorrit would turn 

left toward his flat, while Trevor would take the lift to Sec 

Admin.  

The new Chief offered his hand, which the old one 

accepted. 

“Good fortune, Hannibal. My best to your wife and that 

huge family of yours.” 



 

 

Dorrit smiled regarding the children and 

grandchildren who filled many glyphs on his desk. Then 

the old chief grabbed his side and winced.   

“Uh. Dear. There’s only one thing I dread. Can you 

guess?” 

Trevor took a chance. 

“Planetary gravity.” 

They shared a brief chuckle. 

“I’m going to pay a price for my sloth and gluttony. 

If my heart hasn’t given out in a year, I’ll check in. See 

how you’re keeping on.” 

Trevor watched Dorrit more or less waddle down the 

corridor. Dorrit stopped outside his flat, paused for a 

beat, and disappeared inside. Instinct told Trevor he’d 

never see the man again. 

At least Dorrit had people waiting for him back home. 

People to celebrate his life, to honor him, love him. If 

Trevor ever fumbled his way off Amity, who would be 

waiting on Earth? Would he even want to return there? 

Best not screw it up at this point.  

He took Dorrit’s advice to heart upon arriving at Sec 

Admin. His Deputies followed Trevor into his new office 

and gathered around the empty desk. 

Trevor took a second to appreciate the fruit of his 

work. Then a vague unease set upon him. The last time 

he started a new job in Haven, he found a dead body 

on the first day. Was it too much to ask for a quiet start 



 

 

this time? 

Yes, it was. Far too much. 
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e supervised eleven red and blue bars, with a 

twelfth to be determined. Trevor stood behind 

his desk and tried to keep things tight and bright. 

He began by announcing Dorrit’s departure. 

“I don’t know if he’ll respond to his pom, but if you 

have any departing words, send him your best in the 

next few hours. Good? OK, on to business. Any 

questions about the duty rotation?” 

Second Deputy Karl Levinson, a fellow Earther and 

recent transfer from Harmony, raised his hand. 

“Ramesh and I are scheduled for Grid C3 at prime 

shift change. That’s a lot of foot traffic in the shopping 

district to monitor. But we’ve also seen an increase in 

Swiftrak leapers through that area. How seriously do 

you want us to go after leapers?” 

Many nods followed. The issue that built without a 

firm check under Dorrit continued: Kids turning the 

main walking thoroughfare into low-gravity leaping 
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contests.  

“It’s been a pain in the ass for too long, Karl. I want 

that crap shut down. Haul them in, process, and lock them 

up. The regs are clear. We have discretion to enforce the 

max penalties. First-time violators get six hours. Second-

timers get two days. After that, we can refer them to 

Central for expulsion. The bureaucracy will take it from 

there.” 

Dorrit’s veterans raised a few eyebrows at this right-

angle turn from the old policy. 

“They’re mostly kids, Chief,” Ramesh said. “Natives. 

Parents will turn blood red, and they’ll come in here 

screaming.” 

“That’s on us. The law hasn’t been enforced. All we’ve 

done is send out gentle reminders to residents. No more 

half measures. If they decide to take me up on the idea I 

proposed last month for a regulated competition zone in 

off-shift hours, I’ll listen. Until then, I want everyone to 

understand: We will enforce the law in Haven.” 

Karl fired back with a big smile. 

“Will do, Chief! One question: Do we have a go on 

stingers?” 

The sensitive enforcement topic elicited grumbles. 

Normally, Trevor would draw the line at opening fire on 

citizens engaged in lower-level offenses. But the non-

lethal shock bolts didn’t faze him. 

“You have a go, but only use them if the suspect won’t 



 

 

comply with your order. Oh, and if we’re talking about 

a leaper, try not to hit them while in mid-flight. I want 

to lock them up, not hurt them.” 

“Got it, Chief.” 

Trevor pushed through other issues, including the 

quality of incident reports. He didn’t care for vague, 

subjective language. 

“Some of you spend too much time reading people’s 

minds. We can speculate inside this office all day. Run 

your craziest damn theories past me. Please. I’m open 

to everything. But I can’t hide written reports behind 

the Executive Barrier, and I’m forbidden by law to alter 

anything once you submit it. The official record must 

adhere to facts. Otherwise, we’re begging for trouble. 

Parents of these Native leapers will be the least of our 

problems.” 

The irony was not lost on Trevor. He violated a slew 

of regulations to manipulate events that fateful night in 

Raison Club and falsely place Hoshi Oda in a sexual 

relationship with one of her victims. He’d justify every 

choice if brought before a Board of Inquiry, but he 

couldn’t allow these deputies wide latitude to screw with 

the Charter. Corruption would surely follow. 

He hoped they got the message. 

“OK. Anything else for the greater good?” 

That might have ended the meeting, but First Deputy 

Shireena Balance interjected. Shireena, an ex-UNF 



 

 

quartermaster on her second Amity rotation, stared at the 

Seconds with piercing eyes like full moons.  

“Chief Stallion is correct about our need to enforce the 

law and hold fast to objective truth in our encounters with 

civilians. Yet do not mistake the more aggressive stance 

as a freedom to abuse our positions. Our purpose is to 

protect the people, not to frighten them. Open your arms 

and embrace them in kindness.” 

She allowed those words to sink in before adding with 

a grin: 

“But if these entitled little Natives spit in your face, 

disentitle their egos. The detainment room is lonely.” 

Shireena came to Haven a month earlier during the 

security restructuring. She made fast friends while setting 

a few of Dorrit’s more complacent deputies on edge. When 

Central approved his promotion, Trevor knew who he’d 

nominate as his First.  

He wrapped the meeting. 

“Very good, crew. Thanks to Joe, Mauricio, and Lau for 

coming in off-shift. I’ll limit the need for all-hands 

meetings. Dismissed.” 

He asked Shireena to hang back. The brown-skinned 

bald woman, who hailed from Zwahili Kingdom and wore 

a tribal tattoo on her neck, took a seat and crossed her 

legs.  

Trevor sat in the big boy chair for the first time.  

Shireena smirked as he tried to make himself 



 

 

comfortable. 

“How does it feel, Trev?” 

“Like a chair that’s been trying to support two 

hundred kilograms, and not very well.” 

“I was amused watching Dorrit squeeze into every 

cranny. I shouldn’t speak ill of the man.” 

He tried to swivel a few degrees to no avail.  

“I’ll have to requisition a new one.” 

“It’s in the budget?” 

“If not, I’ll buy it myself. I don’t intend to spend all 

day pacing about this glass prison.” 

She slid forward and propped an elbow on the desk.  

“It would cause a stir.” 

Trevor reset his focus.  

“What do you think, Shireena? We knew Dorrit was 

temporary. We’d bring on someone new in a couple 

months anyway. But ...” 

“I agree. The timing is suspicious.” 

She had a knack for leaping conversations forward. 

Trevor felt the chemistry from day one.  

“Dorrit warned me. Said it was a power move. Gov. 

Murrill.” 

“Hmm. He gains from this how?” 

“Not sure.” 

“The maneuver defies logic. He knows the stakes. We 

are tasked with sniffing out Black Star. Even a 

technocrat like Murrill would not dare undermine our 



 

 

efforts. I know little of this man. You?” 

Ah, one of his least favorite topics: Rafe Murrill.  

“He’s one of the long-timers, like me. Probably held ten 

or twelve offices. All Harmony Sector. Always thought of 

him as an empty suit.” 

Shireena smiled. “An ill gust of wind.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“An old term among my people.” 

Shireena had shared many cultural and linguistic 

traditions from her tribe, the Huni. 

“Unfortunately, Murrill is persistent. I paid him little 

regard until my incident with Ambassador Pousson. Then 

I realized it was personal.” 

“To you or your family?” 

“He had a falling out with my grandfather years ago. I 

never knew the details.” 

Shireena drew an imaginary triangle on the desk.  

“The explanation is simple. He hates Chancellors.” 

“You’re right. It’s simple. Too much so.” 

“He’s also from Earth. If he’s not a Chancellor like you, 

then he’s a Solomon. Or does Earth have another caste 

I’m unaware of?” 

Trevor suspected she knew more about the sociology of 

Earth than he did of Zwahili Kingdom.  

“Solomon is an outdated supremacist term. My 

ancestors classified all non-Chancellors on Earth under a 

blanket heading. For them, the word meant inferior. No, I 



 

 

think Murrill is a miserable sod who holds grudges and 

passes them on to the next generation.” 

She studied him with a quizzical eye. 

“Strange.” 

“How so?” 

“You’re a cynic, Trevor. Yet you cling to the futile 

hope that all of us non-Chancellors have put the past 

behind. Your caste had a supremacist term for colonists. 

They called us indigos. Rarely to our faces, of course.” 

He heard his parents use the term when he was a 

little guy, before Connor came along, but didn’t 

understand the implication. 

“That was a long time ago, Shireena.” 

“Thirty-five years since the Fall. But our elders teach 

it still. I doubt Zwahilis are unique in that way.” 

No, they weren’t. Yet Trevor didn’t buy her 

conclusion. Was he being naïve? And what was this 

cynic accusation? He was a skeptic, sure. A man who 

saw trouble lurking in shadows. Check.  

“Shireena, your people have no love lost for 

Chancellors. Yet you’ve never displayed a hint of 

bigotry.” 

“Because our elders teach us to forgive and to open 

our hearts to all races and castes. You have heard of 

Joseph Mogandi?” 

“Of course. Few men have a Crossway station named 

after them. Wait. I remember some of his bio. He 



 

 

belonged to your tribe?” 

Shireena beamed with pride. 

“A humble man. He did not attend the dedication 

because he felt unworthy of the fuss. He gave the keynote 

to the first session of the Interstellar Congress. I must 

have watched it thirty times as a child. Simple words, clear 

principles, with nothing but love in his heart. Joseph 

buried his resentment. Not all of my tribe can say the 

same. I doubt Earthers such as Gov. Murrill have moved 

on. As long as Chancellors like you and your brother rise 

through the ranks, the sins of your forebears will be held 

against you.” 

If she was right about Murrill, there wasn’t a damn thing 

Trevor could do but hold his ground. His caste spent three 

thousand years dominating humanity; more than ample 

time to build up several generations’ worth of animosity. 

“Connor and I used to go back and forth on this. I 

encouraged him to take a more enlightened approach. He 

thought it was my blind spot.” 

“Your brother is a wise man, and courageous. Where is 

he posted these days?” 

“Classified, unfortunately. But he’s happy.” 

“Interdiction Fleet. Hmm. We didn’t call it that during 

my tour. We ran down the occasional smugglers or idiots 

trying to mask their worm drive signatures. Nothing like 

Black Star. They’re organized savages.” She sighed. “He 

will have many stories to tell.” 



 

 

A pall fell over his office.  

“I hope so. I worry about him, Shireena. Connor’s a 

powerful man with a strong survival instinct. But he’s 

still a man. One well-aimed laser bolt and ...” 

She wagged a dismissive finger in his face. 

“Do not dwell on such thoughts. We need you here – 

all of you, in the present. No distractions.” 

Shireena was a marked change from Hoshi or most 

other officers Trevor had worked beside in recent years. 

She was thirty-four, having journeyed down many 

paths. Harder, wiser. By comparison, many deputies 

seemed like children.  

“I take your point, First Deputy. Someone told me just 

yesterday to let it go. I try, but some things can’t be 

helped.” 

“All we can do is carry on with business. Dorrit’s no 

longer part of the team. Rather than wait for that shoe 

to drop, perhaps we can review the final proposal yet 

again.” 

“Good idea. Nothing like tweaking for the twentieth 

time.” 

Trevor tapped the hemispheric plate built into the 

desk’s center. A holo of options expanded, waiting for 

his gene stamp. He pressed his thumb against the 

flashing green beacon.  

“Welcome, HVSA Chief Trevor Stallion,” the AI 

announced. “Central Administration congratulates you 



 

 

on a well-deserved promotion.” The voice matched a 

familiar tone heard for years at the Crossway stations. 

“This desk is now synched to your wrist unit and station-

assigned pom. Please direct any questions to Amity 

Communication Support.” 

He scrolled until finding the umpteenth draft of Shadow 

Gambit, the station-wide plan those two devised along 

with Dorrit to hunt Black Star agents within the 

parameters of Amity’s revised Charter.  

“We’ll be testifying about this in two days,” Trevor said. 

“Assuming those IC jackasses stick to their latest 

schedule. It’s all down to semantics.” 

“Agreed. Should we start with page one?” 

He switched the holo to double-sided view mode. 

“This time, let’s read it from a politician’s point of view.” 

“Distasteful, Trev, but worth a try.” 

He thought they’d settle into a monotonous hour picking 

apart all the little details that might bother an anal-

retentive political animal. Instead, somewhere in the midst 

of page four, Trevor’s attention turned to unexpected 

movement outside his office.  

HVSA had a visitor, though not a civilian.  

Reality took a moment to sink in. Dorrit gave him fair 

warning something like this might happen, but the sight 

left Trevor cold.  

“What kind of game is Murrill playing? Stay here, 

Shireena. This might get testy.” 
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