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    FOREWORD 
 
    Dear reader, you’ve come a long way with me by this point—and with the characters I write about as well. You’re undoubtedly curious about what has happened to Tanis, but I implore you to give this foreword a read, and you’ll see how it all connects. 
 
    I just double-checked, and book ten of the Orion War, Starfire, came out on May 30th 2019. That was one day before I came out as a transgender woman, and what a ride the past six months have been. 
 
    I’ve had a lot of ups and downs—but more ups by a long shot. My family is at my side, wife and daughter fully supporting me, and that has made all the difference in the world when it comes to feeling happy and being healthy. 
 
    I’ve matured a lot, grown a lot, and gained a much deeper understanding of both myself and the world around me. It’s made me a much better person than I was before—not because women are better than men, or because being trans gives me some sort of special insight. No, I’m a better person because I took the opportunity to change more about myself than how the world sees my gender.  
 
    I made myself completely vulnerable.  
 
    I don’t hide from anyone that I’m a transwoman (though I can pass very well until I speak) and I’m not ashamed of it in any way. I dress how I want to, present how I want to, and am, in every way, a happier person than I’ve ever been in my life.  
 
    That’s not to say that I’ve been a terribly unhappy person. If you’ve read my books (and I suspect you have, if you’re reading this) you may have picked up on my eternal optimism. But it’s like I’ve lived my whole life with just one arm. Arms don’t make you happy, you have to make yourself happy. But going from one to two arms is definitely a reason to be happier. Four is even better; just ask Rika’s mechs.  
 
    But back to being vulnerable, and how that has made me a better person. If you’ve seen some of my pictures, you’ll have seen that I love cosplay, and that I’m as at home in a catsuit as most folks are in jeans and a t-shirt. I’m a bit girly, for lack of a better term, and some people look down on me for that—or at least, I assume they do. I don’t notice because I’m too busy soaking up the raw joy that comes from being truly honest with myself about what I really am. 
 
    Even with that joy, vulnerability has taught me that another important transition in my life is to fully embrace humility. I joke that I live in a glass house built of glass houses. I went from a fair way up on the social/class ladder down to one of the lower rungs, and I’ve gotten a very different view of the world. That means I have to be more mindful of what I say, and I can also see that things I once thought were totally innocuous are often more harmful than I’d believed.  
 
    I’ve matured a lot. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’m not calling you out, or shaming anyone for the things they’ve said, or opinions they hold. I believe that we can all find ways to get along, to build bridges and come to a greater understanding of our fellow humans. I don’t have an ounce of demographically-defined angst in me, and I am happy to write stories that depict a broad swath of humanity and are read by a broad swath of humanity.  
 
    I hope to convey those messages in my stories, just as I always have. That different people are great; that we are all a part of a grand tapestry; that things we don’t understand aren’t necessarily bad; and that we can all build bridges toward a greater understanding of one another and be a happier, better human race for it. 
 
    All of which brings us back to Tanis and Angela, alone, lost in space, having just gone through a transition of their own. 
 
    Tanis (including Angela, of course) and Sera are the first two characters I ever wrote that really came alive on the page. They’re alive in our minds, too, people that we’ve spent countless hours with, people we’ve shared hopes, dreams, angst, anger, and passion with.  
 
    If you’re wondering what my transition means insofar as my writing and my future is concerned, if you really want to know who I am, then look no further than Tanis and Sera.  
 
    Tanis is my mind, and Sera is my heart (and fashion sense!).  
 
    I hope you’ll keep traveling through the stars with them, and with me. 
 
    Also, if you’d like to learn more about my transition and experiences around being a transwoman, you can search Amazon for books by Malorie Cooper. If you’d like to reach out to me with any questions, thoughts, concerns, or just to say ‘hi’, you can always reach me by email. 
 
    M. D. Cooper
Danvers 2019
mdcooper@thewoodenpenpress.com 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    PREVIOUSLY… 
 
    Firstly, if you have not yet read Book 10.5 of the Orion War, Return to Kapteyn’s Star, I highly recommend that you do so now. You can get this book for free on Bookfunnel, or for $0.99 on Amazon.  
 
    At the end of Starfire, the unthinkable happened: Tangel gave her life to save her family and capture Kirkland, the praetor of the Orion Freedom Alliance. At the story’s end, the survivors were brought aboard the I2, mourning the loss of Tangel. 
 
    But we know that Tanis and Angela came awake in a pinnace, lost in the debris field of Luxa, the moon that Star City’s neutronium bullets had destroyed.  
 
    All the while, Jesscia has been working to strengthen her position at Kapteyn’s Star and prepare for the next phase of the assault on the Hegemony of Worlds, the last major Inner Stars enemy that stands between the Allies and the end of the Orion War.  
 
      
 
    KEY CHARACTERS 
 
    Cary – Tangel’s biological daughter. Has a trait where she can deep-Link with other people, creating a temporary merger of minds, and is able to utilize extradimensional vision to see ascended beings. Currently aboard the Perilous Dream, having assumed the role of Widow A1. 
 
    Faleena – Tangel’s AI daughter, born of a mind merge between Tanis, Angela, and Joe. Widow designation F11. 
 
    Finaeus – Brother of Jeffrey Tomlinson, and Chief Engineer aboard the I2. 
 
    Iris – The AI who was paired with Jessica during the hunt for Finaeus, who then took on a body (that was nearly identical to Jessica’s) after they came back. She remained with Amavia at Aldebaran to continue diplomatic relations with the League of Sentients. 
 
    Jen – ISF AI paired with Sera. 
 
    Jessica Keller – ISF admiral who has returned to the I2 after an operation deep in the Inner Stars to head off a new AI war. She also spent ten years traveling through Orion space before the Defense of Carthage—specifically the Perseus Arm, and Perseus Expansion Districts. 
 
    Joe – Admiral in the ISF, commandant of the ISF academy, and husband of Tangel. 
 
    Kirkland (Praetor) – The leader of the Orion Freedom Alliance (often referred to as Orion, or by its military’s name, the Orion Guard). Kirkland was the captain of the second FGT worldship, and resides on Earth in the New Sol System 
 
    Krissy Wrentham – TSF admiral responsible for internal fleets fighting against Airtha in the Transcend civil war. She is also the daughter of Finaeus Tomlinson and Lisa Wrentham. 
 
    Lisa Wrentham – Former wife of Finaeus Tomlinson, she left the Transcend for the Orion Freedom Alliance when Krissy was young. Head of a clandestine group within the OFA known as the Widows, which hunts down advanced technology and destroys it. Former Widow designation A1. 
 
    Priscilla – One of Bob’s two avatars, who traveled aboard the Perilous Dream with Cary, Saanvi, and Faleena. Widow designation R329. 
 
    Prime – An AI who went insane due to unethical experimentation in the 32nd century, Prime was thought to have been killed at Proxima by an AI named Eric, but a backup of the unstable AI escaped. 
 
    Rachel – Captain of the I2. Formerly, captain of the Enterprise.  
 
    Saanvi – Tangel’s adopted daughter, found in a derelict ship that entered the New Canaan System. Widow designation E12. 
 
    Sabrina – Ship’s AI and owner of the starship Sabrina. 
 
    Sera – Director of the Hand and former president of the Transcend. Daughter of Airtha and Jeffrey Tomlinson. 
 
    LMC Sera (Seraphina) – A copy of Sera made by Airtha containing all of Sera’s desired traits and memories. Captured by Sera and the allies during their excursion into the Large Magellanic Cloud. 
 
    Valkris Sera (Fina) – A copy of Sera made by Airtha containing all of Sera’s desired traits and memories. Captured by ISF response forces who came to the aid of the TSF defenders during the siege of Valkris. 
 
    Tanis – Not to be confused with Tangel’s former human identity, Tanis is the oldest of Jessica, Trevor, and Iris’s AI children. She resides at Star City. 
 
    Tangel – The entity that resulted from Tanis and Angela’s merger into one being. Not only is Tangel a full merger of a human and AI, but she is also an ascended being. 
 
    Terrance – Terrance Enfield was the original backer for the Intrepid, though once the ship jumped forward in time, he took it as an opportunity to retire. Like Jason, he was pulled into active service by Tangel when New Canaan became embroiled in the Orion War. 
 
    Tracey – Captain of the ISS Falconer, currently deployed to the Karaske System in Orion space with Admiral Evans aboard. 
 
    Trevor – Husband of Iris and Jessica Keller. Originally from the Virginis System, Trevor is now a commander in the ISF and serves with his wives aboard the ISS Lantzer. 
 
    Uriel – Leader of the Hegemony of Worlds, Uriel has turned from an elected official to a dictator who styles herself the ‘hegemon’. She rules from High Terra in the Sol System. 
 
    Virgo – An AI upgraded by Myrrdan to take over the Intrepid, Virgo was the rogue AI responsible for much of the sabotage on the Intrepid that led it to the near-disaster at Estrella de la Muerte. The corrupted node Virgo inhabited was too dangerous to attempt to purge or store, so Bob and Earnest ejected it from the Intrepid in interstellar space.  
 
  
 
  


 
    MAPS 
 
    For more maps, visit www.aeon14.com/maps. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: A picture containing text  Description generated with high confidence] 
 
    [image: A close up of electronics  Description generated with high confidence] 
 
    [image: A close up of electronics  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 PART 1 – LOST IN SPACE 
 
      
 
    SEDNA MINE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.01.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Balance of Power, approaching Sedna 
 
    REGION: Scattered Disk, Sol System, Hegemony of Worlds 
 
      
 
      
 
    <This place was always a shithole,> Virgo commented. <Looks like it’s gone downhill since I left.> 
 
    Prime had to agree—though that was what made the worldlet a perfect location for their work.  
 
    Sedna was nearing its aphelion, now a little under a thousand AU from Sol, brushing against the inner regions of the Hills Cloud—the torrid-shaped inner Oort cloud that contained nearly a hundred Earths’ worth of material.  
 
    Or used to, before most of it was consumed.  
 
    Now it was a lonely stretch of nothing, where Sedna sailed through the plasma of interstellar space, slowing before gravity’s scale tipped, and it would begin its journey back toward Sol. 
 
    After a few more minutes of reflection, Prime replied.  
 
    <Amusing to think that during the entire seven thousand years of human space travel, this rock has only just managed half an orbit.> 
 
    <It would be halfway back around by now, if the humans hadn’t increased its mass so much.> 
 
    Prime noted the absence of AIs in Virgo’s statement. From the histories he’d consumed, AIs had shaped the course of Sol’s Scattered Disk as much as humans—perhaps more. 
 
    It was an increasingly large blindspot in his partner’s behavior, something that was reaching near-psychosis levels. Even more telling was that Virgo couldn’t see how he’d been used as a tool by other AIs and then abandoned—or, at the very least, he didn’t assign it a commensurate level of blame. 
 
    <That serves our purpose,> Prime said. <We’ll put Sedna’s mass to good use. Of course, we first have to deal with, the local population.> 
 
    Prime and Virgo had successfully liberated three AST cruisers from the Alexandria shipyards during the ISF attack on Kapteyn’s Star. Surprisingly, Admiral Jessica’s fleet hadn’t even attempted to capture the ships.  
 
    Virgo considered the admiral lazy for it, but Prime suspected that she was happy to sow chaos in the Hegemony systems. In the end, it would make things much worse.  
 
    In the escape from Kapteyn’s Star, Prime and Virgo had amassed a secondary resource that would be instrumental in the next phase of their plan: humans. 
 
    Over a hundred meat puppets were now under his control, and eleven million more awaited him on Sedna. Soon, they would flood InnerSol, infiltrating the government and paving the way for his arrival.  
 
    Then something occurred to him.  
 
    <It’s funny,> Prime said as the ships moved into a high orbit around Sedna, their captains communicating with the locals, arranging for resupply.  
 
    <What is?> Virgo asked. 
 
    <Many of the protections and defense codes deep within the Link hardware were put in place as a direct response to how I took over so many humans at Alpha Centauri.> 
 
    <Ironic perhaps, but it was my additional knowledge that allowed you to bypass those protections.> 
 
    Prime sent an affirmative feeling. <Yes, it was a very fortunate meeting.> 
 
    The kernel of a worry formed in the back of his mind, a concern that perhaps someone else was out there pulling his strings. 
 
    Or at the very least, guiding his steps.  
 
    That made him wonder if Virgo was solely driven by a need for revenge and destruction, as the AI’s behavior indicated.  
 
    What if he is a part of a scheme that is using me for its own ends? 
 
    The more Prime thought about it, the more he became certain that his encounter with the other AI in the darkness of interstellar space was not driven by chance, but by an agency.  
 
    But what agency? 
 
    There was only one answer he could think of, and he didn’t like it at all.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE WAY HOME 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “OK, let’s see what we have.” Tanis pulled up a view of surrounding space on the pinnace’s console, double-checking that the ship was running passive scan. No need to announce their presence to whomever might be lurking nearby. 
 
    <We’ve got a whole lot of ‘oh shit’ is what we’ve got,> Angela muttered. <Something big went boom nearby, radiation and debris all over the place. And we’re tumbling like a rock.> 
 
    Tanis activated the forward display, the holo defaulting to a view off the ship’s bow. “You don’t say. I’m looking through the nav logs. OK…this bird belongs to the I2, which was most recently at…wow…Star City.” 
 
    <Sounds fun.> Angela chuckled. <But not as fun as this: there’s some data corruption, but from what the logs show, our little pinnace most recently landed on Luxa, moon of one New Earth in the New Sol System.> 
 
    “New Sol…” Tanis leant back in the seat and ran a hand over her head, absently tightening her ponytail. Her thoughts were coming slowly, but the AI’s words brought a clarity of purpose, if not actual thought. “Any mission report in the comps? I didn’t see anything, but you never know.” 
 
    “Nope, there’s some corruption in the system. Not sure if it’s damage from the kaboom or something else yet. I managed to pull a few recent stops from the flight logs, but all the locations are referenced by IDs, and they’re not my databases.” 
 
    “What about…?” Tanis mused. “You know.” 
 
    <I assume you’re referring to this third quantum brain that is interlaced with ours, clogging up our skull?> 
 
    Lips drawn into a thin line, Tanis nodded. “Yeah, that. It might have the data we need.” 
 
    <It could also be the reason why we have no memory, and are lost in the ass-end of Orion Space. I’m not super keen to try and access it. What if it’s gone haywire?> 
 
    “You say ‘it’ as though it’s someone else—or something else. You know it’s us, right?” 
 
    <Sure.> Angela’s sardonic laugh filled Tanis’s mind. <For some definition of ‘us’.> 
 
    She knew the AI was right, but at the same time, she desperately wanted to know what had happened over the last year. If ISF ships were at New Sol, that was a very good sign. It meant that the Allies had taken the fight to the enemy’s doorstep, and that Orion had to be on its knees.  
 
    “OK, so, if we left the I2 at Star City and jumped here before landing on Luxa, that doesn’t necessarily mean that there are other ISF ships around. The Orion Guard, however….” 
 
    <The debris field around us is thinning a bit, rads and EM are dropping. Trying to see if I can pick up any chatter.> 
 
    Tanis nodded and fired up the navigation system. Steadying the ship would make it a lot easier to triangulate signals. It added a bit of risk, but it would make her feel a lot better to at least be in control of their trajectory. 
 
    Her hands felt sluggish as they moved over the controls, like she was using muscles that had long sat idle. The medical readouts on her HUD indicated that she’d been active over the last year, though there were strange anomalies in the cellular makeup of her body.  
 
    Something to worry about later.  
 
    It took only a minute to program a seemingly-random series of burns that would slowly steady the ship over the next five minutes.  
 
    “A-grav seems stable enough,” she said. “I’m going to do a walkthrough.” 
 
    <Good idea; would be nice to confirm we’re not coming apart at the seams. I’ve got some noise that sounds like a civilian emergency band. I can only get the odd word right now. So far, I’ve picked up that there’s been an explosion.> 
 
    Tanis laughed as she fumbled with the seat’s buckles. “You don’t say?” 
 
    She rose unsteadily, her hand clenched on the back of the pilot’s seat, her head spinning. The dizziness took a moment to clear, and then she turned slowly, surveying the cockpit. 
 
    It was a standard layout for an ISF pinnace, configured for combat with a secondary console for weapons and active defense. She realized that there was a notice flashing on the board indicating that the stasis shields had been shut down after an overdraw.  
 
    “No CriEn on this thing?” she asked aloud. “Seems odd to have stasis on a pinnace without CriEn to power it.” 
 
    <There was one. Looks like it was removed recently. No reason logged in the system.> 
 
    “Well that’s annoying. Still, the fusion plant seems OK, just not enough fuel to run engines and stasis for any significant period.” 
 
    <Yup,> Angela agreed. <I’ve pieced a few things together, there’s been—well, shit…> 
 
    “There’s been shit? That sounds about right.” 
 
    <Uh, no, I got a feed. Watch.> 
 
    Angela dropped a feed into her mind, and Tanis played it through, noting it was from a civilian freighter named the OMS Geraldine. Centered in the view was a small, glowing disk, a marker labeling it as Luxa. New Earth’s blue-green orb was in the background, and a high-velocity marker hovered on the left side.  
 
    The readout said it was moving at 0.3c with ‘Warning: Collision New Earth’ noted below. 
 
    The feed contained a visual on the ship, and Tanis pulled it up. A sleek, black cruiser took up residence in the upper left quadrant of the display. 
 
    “Never seen a ship like that before,” she commented to Angela.  
 
    <Me either. Neither have any of the locals. It was broadcasting Orion IFF, though, listed as the Perilous Dream.> 
 
    “How poetic.”  
 
    Tanis ran the feed forward, slowing in the fraction of a second when the black ship appeared on the same view, on a course that would take it past and toward New Sol. A brilliant flash of light occluded the scene, and when the display came back, the Perilous Dream had been cut in two, both pieces spinning off course.  
 
    <Energy readings are consistent with theoretical emanations of a stasis shield being overwhelmed.> 
 
    Tanis whistled. “I guess that’s not just a theory anymore. Moon’s still intact, though.” 
 
    <Jump forward to the next marker I set.> 
 
    Complying, Tanis scrubbed though to that point, and stopped at the first microsecond frame that showed a small grouping of impact events on one side of the moon. For three more frames, nothing happened—then the moon cracked apart, fissures of white light appearing across its surface. She continued watching in slow motion as the moon burst apart, fragments flying in every direction.  
 
    “That seems…energetic,” Tanis said after trying to search for the right word. “Too energetic.” 
 
    <Profile fits if there was a black hole in the moon,> Angela replied. <If whatever hit the moon was impossibly dense, say neutronium wrapped in a stasis shield, then it could fit.> 
 
    “You’re thinking neutronium because of where the I2 was before we jumped here?” she asked, having made a similar connection herself. 
 
    <I am,> Angela replied. <It makes sense.> 
 
    Tanis realized she was fumbling with her ponytail, and pulled her hand away, taking a slow, measured breath. “Things sure have escalated in the past year.” 
 
    <You can say that again. Locals are scrambling every ship in the system for search and rescue…. Looks like the debris is going to smash New Earth, as well. Stations all over are getting pummeled. It’s a mess.> 
 
    “A stasis-shielded Orion ship is on a collision course with their capital world, and then Luxa explodes? I wonder what it means for the war…” Tanis mused as she walked out of the cockpit and down the pinnace’s central corridor, looking for armor, or even a basic EVA suit. 
 
    <Good things for us, I hope. You don’t need armor, by the way.> 
 
    “I don’t?” Tanis looked down at the shipsuit she wore. “I mean, this thing’s EV capable, but if I get in a fight—oh shit…I took the upgrade!” 
 
    <Looks like it. You have Sera skin now.> 
 
    Tanis checked over the skin’s control systems, and saw that it was listed as Mark X FlowArmor. “Wow, looks like I took the plunge. Full armor, stealth, and clothing, all in one.” 
 
    <Perfect thing for the woman-on-the-go.> 
 
    “Honestly, though…having my skin be my armor doesn’t really make me feel safer. I like a bit of ablative plating between me and enemy beamfire.” 
 
    <Fair enough. I think there’s a set of Marine light armor in a compartment next to the airlock.> 
 
    “You ‘think’?” 
 
    <Well, there should be, but no one confirmed this bird’s loadout before it took off. I guess it left in a rush.> 
 
    Tanis glanced in the bunkroom and tiny galley as she walked past, noting that both were in unused condition. She stopped at the starboard airlock, noting a few scuffs on the wall; indicators of armored Marines waiting to deploy. When she reached the locker, she saw its seal was still intact, meaning it hadn’t been opened since the pinnace was constructed.  
 
    Based on the rush she knew the shipyards were in, that didn’t give her any additional confidence that there’d be armor inside.  
 
    Pulling it open, she saw an empty compartment with only a pulse pistol slotted into the holder on the wall. She pulled it out and checked its charge.  
 
    “Better than nothing.” 
 
    <Your lightwand is in your leg,> Angela added. 
 
    “I know, just like to have a ranged option sometimes.” 
 
    <Makes sense. You should get back up here, there are some ships moving into the debris field, looking for survivors.> 
 
    “Military?” Tanis asked as she returned to the cockpit, scowling at the forward display, which showed markers for two ships, both civilian craft, each roughly a light second away. “Damn…tugs, by the looks of them.” 
 
    <Yeah, I think so too. They’re not going to be worried about wading into this mess at all. We have to keep things dark.> 
 
    Tanis laughed as she settled back into the pilot’s seat. “Well, we’re straightened out a bit—except for a slow spin. That should give us options if we need to cut and run.” 
 
    <From tugs?> Angela asked with a snort. <Those things have more engine than we have ship. Trust me, we’re not outrunning them.> 
 
    “I said ‘options’.” Tanis gave a rueful laugh. “OK, let’s see if we can drift away under the radar—barring that, at least we outgun them.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CHANGE OF PLAN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, approaching Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep us above the debris field,” Captain Flax ordered his helm officer as he settled into the Jurisdiction’s command chair. “But as close as you can get. Passive scan only. I don’t want anyone to know we’re here.” 
 
    “Sir?” Commander Ryna asked. “Forgive my asking, but we’ve received orders from fleet. We’re to assist in the search and rescue. The praetor could still be alive.” 
 
    Let’s hope not.  
 
    Flax kept the thought to himself. He knew all too well that much of the mess Orion was in lay at the feet of Praetor Kirkland. If the old man had just listened to Garza, the Transcend would have fallen decades ago. Instead they’d been playing a ridiculous cat and mouse game, using the unwitting Inner Stars civilizations as pawns.  
 
    “I have a special directive from the Prelacy,” he lied. “We’re looking for someone else.” 
 
    The five other members of the bridge crew exchanged uncertain glances, and Commander Ryna squared her shoulders. “Someone more important than the praetor?” 
 
    Flax knew that it was at times like this—when all order had turned to chaos—that loyalties were tested and allegiances strained. In a way, that’s what he was counting on. 
 
    “We have reason to believe that the Transcend’s field marshal was here, and that she might have survived.” 
 
    “Tangel?” Ryna asked. “But she’s ascended. How are we going to capture an ascended being?” 
 
    The captain gestured at the forward holodisplay. “If she’s out there, she’s weak, depleted. We have a special weapon, and if we can get her secured by it, she’s out of the war.” 
 
    The crew looked uncertain, so Flax rose from his seat, staring them down one by one. “She just destroyed Luxa, and New Earth is going to be ruined. They’ve struck at our heart, we need to strike at theirs. If she truly is ascended, do you think Tangel will stop here?” 
 
    No one responded, other than to give nervous shakes of their heads.  
 
    “Good, now get to work. Look for anything anomalous. She’ll be hiding, so look for something that should be broadcasting an S.O.S. but isn’t.” 
 
    Ryna’s lips drew into a thin line, but then she nodded, turning to the lieutenant at the scan console. “Let’s get started. Prepare to launch drones. We can configure them to run dark and only ping us if they spot something.” 
 
    Flax sat back down in his chair. He hated lying to his crew, but finding Tangel was necessary—for both Orion and his other mission. Then he just had to worry about getting her out of the New Sol System. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BEREAVEMENT DELAYED 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: I2, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Rachel asked Joe as the pair stopped in the short corridor that connected the avatar’s foyer and the bridge. “I can handle it, you should check on your daughters.” 
 
    “I’m watching them.” Joe’s voice was strained. “The doctors are going over…well…everything. Saanvi is already prepping to have the Widow changes undone, and Faleena is being extracted for mounting in her old body.” 
 
    “And Cary?” Rachel asked.  
 
    “Doctor Rosenberg is with her now. I felt…well, she doesn’t need her dad hovering over her right now.” 
 
    The I2’s captain cocked an eyebrow. “Sir, I think this is exactly the time she needs her dad—whether she thinks it or not.” 
 
    A frown creased Joe’s brow. “Don’t ‘sir’ me, Rachel. Not now.” 
 
    She placed a hand on his shoulder. “OK, fine, Joe. You still need to go to her. She’s blaming herself; you know she is.” 
 
    The most important man in Rachel’s life, the man she’d looked up to ever since entering the academy at Victoria, heaved a long sigh. “OK. Yes. You’re right—it’s just….” 
 
    “Just what?” Rachel asked.  
 
    “What if she never comes back? What if she’s all mixed up with Lisa Wrentham forever?” 
 
    Rachel pulled the admiral in for a close embrace. “Then you’ll have to love her even more. She’s going to need it.” 
 
    He let loose a shuddering sigh and nodded. “You’re right. OK.”  
 
    They stepped apart and Joe straightened. “You’ll alert me if you need me, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Admiral Evans. I do know how to run a fleet, by the way.” 
 
    “I know, sorry. We’re going to have to secure this system now, assist in the evacuation of New Earth….” 
 
    “We’re already on it,” Rachel replied. “The First Fleet is deployed. We’ve established an STC, and the civilians are responding to it. Official Orion vessels are giving us a bit of trouble, but we’ll get them in line. Now go.” 
 
    Joe gave her a smile and shook his head. “I always knew you’d be good at this job.” Then he turned and walked down the corridor to the maglev station. His shoulders were still rounded, but at least his stride was sure. 
 
    Rachel heaved her own sigh and checked her uniform over before turning to the bridge’s entrance. 
 
    Here goes… 
 
    At her command, the door opened, and she stepped through. Over fifty people filled the bridge, most hunched over consoles, managing the fleet and the space traffic around New Earth. Others were clustered at the holotanks, gesturing at Orion ship formations, discussing the best strategies to control the system.  
 
    “What’s the ETA on Krissy’s fleet?” Rachel asked as she approached the central tank.  
 
    “First ships are already jumping in,” Colonel Oran replied. “She’s sending wings to several outer planets and stations first, getting things in control there before those Oggies even get the news of what’s happened here.” 
 
    “Good,” Rachel ran a hand through her hair. “Hopefully she can contain that Widow fleet as well. Cary broadcasted a stand-down order, but that doesn’t mean they’ll go quietly.” 
 
    The fact that there were over five hundred Widow ships in the system—with stasis shields—was no small concern. If they chose to press their attack against New Sol, there was little the Allies could do to stop them. 
 
    It was a fear that had lingered in the back of Rachel’s mind for some time. A battle between ships with stasis shields would likely result in a stalemate, but the system it was fought in would suffer incalculable damage. 
 
    “I believe Admiral Krissy plans to at least shepherd the Widow ships,” the colonel replied. “It’ll be another twenty minutes before her fleet gets here. She’s going to jump to the far side of New Earth.” 
 
    It took a moment for the precise meaning of the colonel’s words to settle in.  
 
    “Oh! The president is coming herself!” 
 
    <She’s going to demand Orion’s surrender,> Bob said. <It’s a good move,> 
 
    “Did she send a message to you?” Rachel asked.  
 
    <No, but it’s what she’s coming to do.> 
 
    “OK, so we need to be prepared for that,” she said to her command staff. “I can’t imagine the Oggies are going to put up much of a fight in the inner sys—wait, what is the Falconer doing?” Rachel gestured at the ship’s marker on the holotank.  
 
    It was moving off toward the edge of the moon’s debris field on the outsystem side.  
 
    <I’ve sent it,> Bob said without explanation. 
 
    <Bob,> Rachel replied privately. <I know us humans aren’t much more than white blood cells to you, but technically, I’m in command of the First Fleet.> 
 
    <The Falconer isn’t in the First Fleet,> Bob countered, his mental tone entirely emotionless.  
 
    She wondered if he was messing with her, but gave him the benefit of the doubt that he was just being matter-of-fact.  
 
    <So what have you sent it to do?> Her command staff was looking at her, waiting for further orders, and Rachel gave them a wave to carry on, while turning away and walking to her command chair. 
 
    <I’ve asked them to retrieve our pinnace.> 
 
    <Our pinnace?> Rachel pulled up recent mission logs, and realized what the AI was referring to. <Shit…you mean the pinnace that Tangel took when she jumped out at Star City?> 
 
    <Yes. It has stasis tech, and needs to be accounted for.> 
 
    She’d never known the AI to lie, but something made her think he was withholding a key piece of information. <Bob? What aren’t you telling me?> 
 
    The AI gave a snort that was more like a bull’s bellow. <You and I have known each other for some time, Rachel. Why does it not surprise me that you can see through my subterfuge.> 
 
    <Probably because you are so unpracticed at it. Now spill.> 
 
    Bob didn’t reply for almost thirty seconds, and Rachel had to resist tapping her foot on the deck. When he finally spoke, the words nearly floored her. 
 
    <There’s a chance they’re still alive.> 
 
    <What?! Tangel’s alive? Wait…you said ’they’.> 
 
    <I did,> the AI replied. <Tangel has passed away. All her energy was consumed protecting those she loved. I’m speaking of Tanis and Angela. I’ve scoured the sphere Tangel constructed. There is no trace of her physical body, not a single atom. I think she separated from her corporeal form before going to Luxa. From what the Marines reported, they never saw her flesh, so it’s possible.> 
 
    <Bob! Fuck. Why aren’t we searching for her, then?> 
 
    <’We’ are, that’s why I sent the Falconer. But I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up, and neither do I wish to alert the enemy. If they surmise that we’re searching for Tanis, they may band together and try to find her first. She will be in no shape to defend herself against them.> 
 
    Rachel nodded slowly, agreeing with his logic—except for the part where he’d hidden it from her. <And Joe and the girls? Are you going to tell them?> 
 
    <Not yet. Soon.> 
 
    <You know my ability to keep this from them will be very short-lived.> 
 
    The AI sent a soft laugh. <Yes. I do, Rachel. I was aware of your loyalty to Joe and his daughters when I decided to share this with you.> 
 
    Rachel found herself nodding again and halted the motion, forcing herself to be still. <Bob…what do we do if Tanis is truly gone? She’s the one who united all of us….> 
 
    <Another will have to step into her place.> 
 
    <Who?> 
 
    <That, I cannot tell you.> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MOTION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis watched the dots on the holodisplay; representations of the two tugs sweeping through the debris field, searching for survivors. She could only assume the two ships were looking for someone important—otherwise they would be assisting in the evacuation of New Earth. She just hoped it wasn’t her. 
 
    “That one is getting closer,” she jabbed a finger at the console, indicating the tug bearing the ident NST-15030. “If it maintains its current sweep pattern, it’s going to spot us in about fifteen minutes.” 
 
    <We’re as dark as can be. Not much else we can do.> 
 
    A smirk settled on Tanis’s lips. “Well, we can shoot them. I just wish we had better optics. I’d feel a lot better if there were ISF ships nearby.” 
 
    <We know they’re somewhere in the vicinity. The locals are talking about coordinating with them for New Earth’s evac, but so far, I haven’t been able to learn who is here, or pinpoint where they are.> 
 
    “At least it’s looking like this was a coordinated attack on New Sol. And if that’s underway, you’d better believe the I2 is here.” 
 
    <I sure would like to. Would be good to have Bob looking for us right about now.> 
 
    Tanis nodded silently, the thought heartening. She hoped that Joe and the girls were safe, glad that their roles in the war had them back at New Canaan. She took comfort in that belief, while reviewing what she and Angela had been able to piece together through the hazy scan readings.  
 
    The pinnace was on an outsystem trajectory, moving at a leisurely sixty kilometers per second—which meant that the craft would exit the New Sol System in a decade or so. New Earth was behind them, slightly to starboard, and the center of Luxa’s debris field was behind and to port. Based on the speed of the debris cloud, Tanis calculated that her pinnace had been four light seconds from the moon when it was destroyed. 
 
    From what she and Angela could discern by the density of the cloud around them, the majority of matter in the field was traveling in a different direction than the ship, almost opposite. Not for the first time, she wondered exactly why and how the moon had been destroyed. The unsettling truth was that the shots had been fired by her side, something which did not sit well with her at all. 
 
    “Hell of an ultimate weapon,” she mused aloud.  
 
    <You talking about whatever busted up the moon?> Angela asked. 
 
    “I am. I mean, something fast, obviously, but fired from nearby New Sol? What could you shoot that wasn’t big enough for them to see and deflect? Something that could lob neutronium would be rather obvious.” 
 
    The AI laughed. <You borrowing trouble, Tanis? Don’t we have enough to deal with right now?> 
 
    “Just curious. Not much to do while waiting to see if our friends out there spot us. Reactor’s cold, and we just have the charges on the superconductor coils…That’s going to give us two beam shots and a rail slug if we’re lucky. I don’t see how we can take out both tugs with that.” 
 
    <We can’t, plain and simple. We’re going to have to board one of the tugs.> 
 
    Tanis nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. I know this skin of mine can seal up and handle vacuum, but it’s gonna be hot out there. Both in rads and temp, solar radiation is going to kick it up to at least fifty degrees. We’ll have to wait till they’re right on top of us.” 
 
    <And then there’s that pesky air thing you need.> 
 
    “Yeah,” she rose from her seat, drifting through the cabin now that the a-grav deck plates had been turned off. “There have to be some spare air tanks in the hold. My scrubber can keep me going for half an hour, but a backup would be nice.” 
 
    Angela sent a wordless affirmative response, and Tanis pulled herself out of the cockpit and down the central passage. She stopped at the galley, where she grabbed a coffee packet, and snapped the heat tab to warm it up.  
 
    It took a few seconds for the thermal energy to spread through the packet, but once it registered at her preferred temperature, she pulled the straw free and sucked out a mouthful of the dark liquid. 
 
    “I kinda miss when we didn’t have artificial gravity, you know,” she mused. 
 
    <No you don’t.> 
 
    Tanis chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right…mostly. Zero-g can be fun, but it’s more a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Coffee pouch in hand, she pulled herself back into the passage and toward the rear of the craft. After passing another small cabin, Tanis arrived at the ship’s hold, which was little more than a storage room.  
 
    Most of the cabinets were filled with extra food, supplies, and tools to effect repairs. One of which was a plasma torch that Tanis took, along with a cylinder of formation material. The cabinet that was supposed to contain reserve tanks of air was empty, and Tanis muttered in annoyance—mostly at herself, for clearly taking out a ship that wasn’t ready.  
 
    She moved to the far end of the hold and pulled off the panel for the ship’s environmental systems. Inside, two reserve tanks were already mounted in place. They weren’t small, each a meter long, and it took a minute to detach one and move it out into the center of the hold.  
 
    “Little bit of this, little bit of that,” she said while releasing a passel of nano onto the formation material she’d found.  
 
    A pressure regulator began to take shape, and she attached it to the tank’s nozzle, leaving a blob of material on the end to seal to her mouth if needed.  
 
    <I just had the funniest visual of you effectively riding that tank with your mouth stuck to it. Can I interest you in a hose?> 
 
    Tanis couldn’t help a small laugh. “Well, to keep the tank out of view, I’ll have to hug it anyway, and keep my back to the tug while stealthed, so that’s about what I’ll be doing.” 
 
    <Fair enough. Still a funny visual. Ah—there we have it. The NST-15030 has spotted us. It’s changing course.> 
 
    “Think it’s relayed our position to the other tug?” 
 
    <If it has, they’re not moving to come help yet.> 
 
    Tanis checked the tug’s ETA: thirty minutes. Plenty of time to get ready. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    INTERCEPT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the chief monitoring comm called out, half turning to face Captain Flax. “Tug NST-15030 just sent a message to NST-1003 that they’ve spotted a small ISF craft, mostly undamaged. They’re moving to investigate.” 
 
    The captain grunted in response, and shifted the view on his console to show the pair of tugs that were sweeping the debris field. While that sector was the least likely place for Tangel to be if she’d been swept up in the destruction, it was also the most likely place she’d be if she escaped before the impact. 
 
    Given what he knew of the woman, that made sense.  
 
    “Helm, set a course to intercept. Don’t break stealth, though, keep us under detection threshold unless I say so.” 
 
    “Aye, sir, bringing us onto that heading,” the lieutenant at the Jurisdiction’s helm replied. “ETA to intercept, forty-five minutes.” 
 
    “Very good,” the captain said after reviewing the tug’s time to intercept. “If the tug increases speed, I want you to take us to the detection threshold. I want to get there no more than twenty minutes after they do.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” the officer replied.  
 
    Flax rose from his seat and turned to Commander Ryna. “Commander, you have the conn. I’m going to speak to Lieutenant Tek.” 
 
    Ryna gave him a curious look, but didn’t hesitate in replying. “Aye, sir, I have the conn.” 
 
    He nodded and left the bridge without further explaining himself.  
 
    It was one thing to say that Tangel would be easy to capture in a weakened state, but quite another to actually do it. However, Captain Flax had been given a special device by his benefactor, one that would hold the woman—or whatever she was—captive.  
 
    It was similar to a device he’d heard that the enemy possessed, though not weaponized in the same way. Rather than a gun, it was a trap that could be set above or below the target. Once the person moved into the target area, it would activate a special field, and capture them.  
 
    Of course, there was also the chance that Tangel would spot the device before it triggered, and that would be the end of any attempt to capture her—and possibly the end of the Jurisdiction as well. 
 
    He rode the lift down to Deck 7 where the Orion Guard soldiers were bivouacked. On the way, he reached out to the lieutenant. 
 
    <Tek, I need you to get your squad mustered and on a shuttle in thirty minutes. We have a unique opportunity ahead of us.> Flax had already reached out to Tek when they began their search, but he hadn’t informed the man what their quarry would be, just that he needed to get a squad prepared. <But first, I want to meet with you and your sergeant.> 
 
    <Aye, sir,> Lieutenant Tek replied a moment later. <We’re in my office, if that works.> 
 
    <I’ll be there in a minute.> 
 
    Deck 7 was a bare-bones affair, with exposed conduit and pipes mounted to the walls and overhead. The passages were wide, though. They had to be, to allow fully armored soldiers through with ease.  
 
    He passed a few members of the Orion Guard, some in armor, others rushing to the armory, each stopping to salute him as he passed. The captain sketched responses, not wanting to slow down, the anticipation of capturing prey such as Tangel Richards filling his mind and body with a nervous energy. 
 
    He could only imagine what his benefactor would bestow on him for such an accomplishment.  
 
    He entered the lieutenant’s office without knocking, and closed the door as both Tek and Sergeant Maria rose to salute him. Giving one in response, he gestured for them to sit in the tight quarters, and pulled up the room’s third plas chair. 
 
    “What I’m about to tell you doesn’t leave this room until you are off the ship and our target is confirmed. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” both soldiers said in unison, sharing a look before turning back to Flax.  
 
    “Good, because right now we’re closing on a pinnace in the debris field that may very well contain the Transcend’s field marshal.” 
 
    The soldiers’ faces paled, and Tek swallowed. “Sir, how are we going to capture her? I’ve heard rumors that she’s some sort of ascended being now. Will our weapons even work on her?” 
 
    “No, not normally. But she’ll be weak, and I have a special device. I’m passing you the information on where it’s stored in the hold. Get it on your shuttle and familiarize yourself with it. Orion has suffered a terrible defeat today, but capturing Tangel will turn that around. We’ll rally, and push the enemy back.” 
 
    Seconds earlier, both soldiers had worn sober expressions, their faces drawn. But as he’d spoken, a light had come back into their eyes, a fire lit within that he knew would give them courage.  
 
    “You can count on us,” the lieutenant replied. “When will we know for sure if she’s there?” 
 
    Flax leant forward, hands on his knees. “Right now, there are two tugs approaching the pinnace. The first will make contact roughly fifteen minutes before we arrive. That will give us enough time to see if Tangel is indeed present. If she’s not, then we’ll move on and keep looking. But if she is….” 
 
    “We’ll be on the shuttle, ready to grab her,” Tek completed the statement, his lips turning up into a hungry grin. “With extreme prejudice.” 
 
    “Good,” Flax rose from the seat. “Remember. Not a word to anyone, not even your troops, until her presence is confirmed. Now go secure the device and review its use.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Lieutenant Tek stood and snapped off a sharp salute, Sergeant Maria a second behind.  
 
    The captain returned the gesture, his also much more enthusiastic, having spoken to the soldiers.  
 
    If we can do this…  
 
    He stopped himself. It was too soon to trust to hope. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    RECONCILIATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: I2, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    The maglev took an eternity to arrive. 
 
    Joe would have been annoyed, except that he dreaded the conversation that lay ahead of him. Dreaded it not only because they’d have to deal what Cary had become and done, but with what they’d all just lost. 
 
    Tangel. 
 
    He wondered what would happen to the Alliance without the cult of personality that had built up around her. With Praetor Kirkland captured, and Orion on its knees, it might be possible for New Canaan to bow out of the war. Let Krissy Wrentham take the reins.  
 
    We could return home.  
 
    Over the last two years, the ISF had spread itself so thinly across the galaxy that the idea of everyone coming home had begun to feel impossible. He suspected that even if the war were to end today, diaspora would be a likely scenario. 
 
    Not only that, but Joe knew that the people who came home would be forever changed. They’d also bring new families, new ideas; New Canaan would never be the same.  
 
    And then there would be hearings. So many hearings.  
 
    Much of what had been done during the course of the war would be questioned. The people would want details about his use of picobombs against the Orion ships at the Widows’ secret star system, and many would question the decision to fire the neutronium bullets at Luxa.  
 
    The war would take so much longer to clean up than it took to wage.  
 
    With a soft hiss, the maglev finally arrived, and Joe shuffled aboard, barely even noticing the other people around him. No one spoke as the car began to move. He wondered if that was out of deference to him, or whether everyone was also in their own private grief.  
 
    Tangel had been important to everyone, he got that, but in that moment, he selfishly wanted everyone else to fuck off and leave him to rail against how unfair it all was. 
 
    Instead, he sat in an empty seat and looked down at his hands, white-knuckled, clenching and unclenching as he thought about the final words his wife had spoken to him before she died. 
 
    “I love you. You’ve always been my foundation and anchor. Take care of them. Take care of her.” 
 
    He’d felt her inside of him, like Tangel had caressed his mind. Then she was gone.  
 
    There was a small tear on the seat next to his right leg, a flap of fabric was cut in a V and pulled up, exposing the hexagonal structure of the cushion beneath. It was a curious thing to see, the I2 was filled with repair drones that kept the ship looking as though it had just pulled out of the shipyards.  
 
    He wondered if the tear was recent, or if there was so much demand on the ship’s resources that small things were going unrepaired. Running a finger along the edge, he worried at the rough cut, the sensation grounding him in a way nothing had in recent memory.  
 
    Not since he’d lost is daughters at Karaske.  
 
    And now I get them back only to lose her. 
 
    He glanced around the maglev car, and saw scuffs and small bits of damage that hadn’t been repaired, easily a few months’ worth, maybe more. It felt like a metaphor for his mind. Worn down bit by bit, until he realized there was a lot more damage than he’d suspected. 
 
    If one can compare some dents to having my ‘maglev car’ entirely derailed and slammed into a cliff.  
 
    A part of him knew he should be monitoring things outside the I2’s hull, checking on the First Fleet’s efforts to contain the chaos that must be growing all around.  
 
    But he wasn’t; he couldn’t add that to his plate as well. Rachel knew her job. If she needed assistance, she’d ask. He could put it out of his mind and focus on what was next. 
 
    Cary. 
 
    Of course, he needed to talk with Saanvi and Faleena as well, but he was less worried about them. They hadn’t gone totally off the reservation. They weren’t ascending, while a madwoman’s memories were embedded in their minds.  
 
    But his first daughter was—and now she had to do it alone without her mother to guide her. 
 
    No, not alone. Bob can help. He has to. 
 
    As his mind wandered, the maglev raced along its track, making stops throughout the ship until it finally came to the medical section. For a moment, Joe considered staying in his seat, finger digging into the tear, waiting just a bit longer before confronting what lay before himself. 
 
    Finally summoning strength that came from some well he was unaware of, he rose and walked to the car’s exit. There was another brief struggle, and then he stepped over the threshold into the hospital’s maglev station.  
 
    “I was wondering if you were ever going to get off,” a voice said from his left, and he turned to see a green-haired dryad.  
 
    A tired smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I wondered that too, Faleena. I didn’t expect to see you here so soon.” 
 
    “Doesn’t take long to swap cores into a new frame. And trust me, I was more than ready to get out of that Widow’s body. I—” 
 
    She stopped and shook her head, lips drawn into a thin line. 
 
    “What is it?” Joe asked, taking a step closer to move out of the flow of people entering the net maglev. 
 
    <I just was going to say that I don’t like piloting a meat suit, but some people are perturbed by that turn of phrase.> 
 
    Joe was about to say that he didn’t think anyone from New Canaan would have an issue with such a statement, but as he looked around at the people moving through the maglev station, he realized that over half the people within earshot were not colonists. 
 
    Every major ally was represented; from members of the Transcend, to Aldebarans, to Thebans, and everyone in between.  
 
    It makes sense…in many ways, this ship is the capital of a galactic nation—or it was. 
 
    The knowledge that he needed to deal with a succession plan filtered in and out of his mind. It really wasn’t his problem. Jason would likely work with Krissy, Diana, and the others to select a new field marshal. 
 
    So long as it’s not me. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered if there was already a plan in the works to convene the heads of the nations signed onto the Scipio Alliance, but then he decided he didn’t care.  
 
    That was a problem for other people now. 
 
    A notion crept into Joe’s mind that perhaps now was the time for him to retire—the war was going to wind down, and he didn’t need to be seen as the token replacement for Tangel, trotted out to remind people of the glory days. 
 
    Maybe a nice place in the LMC somewhere.  
 
    “Dad?” Faleena asked, waving a hand in front of his face. “Is something going on?” 
 
    “Uh, no…sorry, just lost in thought. No emergencies we need to rush off to.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean wrong out there,” Faleena made a sweeping gesture to indicate the world beyond the I2’s hull, then took a step closer placing a hand on his cheek. “I meant in here.” 
 
    “In my mouth?” 
 
    She snorted. “Can’t keep the dad jokes down, can you?” 
 
    “I guess not,” he shook his head. “Let’s go in, OK?” 
 
    Faleena interlocked her arm in his and turned toward the entrance. “Yes, we’ve got a long way to go with Cary.” 
 
    Joe interlaced his fingers with his daughter’s. “You’re pretty mature for a two-year old.” 
 
    “Kids grow up fast these days.” 
 
    The interior of the hospital was busy, but not yet chaotic. Joe imagined that would change as people were rescued from the surrounding stations and New Earth itself. Given the Oggies’ preference for terrestrial living, the I2 might have one of the largest mobile hospitals in the star system.  
 
    The neurological ward was several levels up and half a kilometer further aft. They took a lift to the ninety-third deck and then walked down to the region Dr. Rosenberg ruled.  
 
    Joe found himself examining the corridor as he walked in silence with his daughter. It showed less wear than the maglev car; he suspected it was because the hospital was much higher on the list of maintenance priorities than a maglev. Still, there were signs here and there, a ding on a railing, an access panel that was twisted and not resealed properly. 
 
    Despite her refit, the girl’s still over two hundred years old now. 
 
    That didn’t make the I2 even close to the oldest ship he’d served on, but it did grant it an excuse for a bit of wear and tear.  
 
    They passed through a foyer where a group of doctors and nurses stood, heads bent together in discussion. One saw Joe and Faleena, and their gaze instantly filled with compassion and sadness. 
 
    He wanted to simply look away and ignore them, but that wasn’t an option. Not for someone in his station, with his responsibilities. A half-smile and a nod was his response, a gesture also made by Faleena before they entered the hall which led to Cary’s room. 
 
    “It’s there,” Faleena said, indicating the third door on the right. “She’s alone. The doctor is with another patient right now.” 
 
    Joe nodded silently, unsure whether that would make things easier or harder.  
 
    “Do you want me to go in with you?” Faleena asked. 
 
    “No, not yet. She and I need to have a private chat first.” The words took all of Joe’s strength, but voicing them seemed to give him more. He squared his shoulders and drew a deep breath. “Here goes.” 
 
    Four long strides further down the hall, and Cary’s door was before him.  
 
    He drew up a hand to knock, but before he could, a voice from within called out, “Come in, Dad.” 
 
    A wave of emotion came over him. Fear mixed with anger. Joe tamped them all down, remembering that, at this moment, what his daughter needed was his love. 
 
    He palmed the door control, and the portal slid aside to reveal Cary sitting up in bed, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, gleaming in the golden light of a sunlit plain that filled the holodisplay on the far wall.  
 
    “Whoa,” the word slipped from his lips without passing through any sort of mental filter.  
 
    There wasn’t any trace of the Widow alterations, Cary looked just as she had before she left on the mission to infiltrate the Perilous Dream. The charts made no mention of a surgery to undo the Widow disguise, and he realized she must have restored her previous appearance on her own. 
 
    Stars, she looks just like her mother. 
 
    A lump formed in Joe’s throat. “How’re you doing?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Oh, you know, just…”  
 
    The words died on Cary’s lips, and she held her composure for a moment before her face crumpled, and she broke down in tears.  
 
    “I killed them, Dad. Mom and Priscilla. It’s my fault.” 
 
    He was at her side in an instant, pulling her close, her blonde head against his shoulder. A hundred memories of consoling his daughter over the years came to mind as he stroked her hair.  
 
    “You didn’t. Kirkland did, if he hadn’t started this war….” 
 
    “You know it’s not that simple.” 
 
    Joe’s breath wavered as he exhaled. “Yeah, I know. But no one is thinking that you were responsible. You were trying to do the right thing…just….” 
 
    “Recklessly.” Cary sighed. “I got all messed up—I still am…she got into my head.” 
 
    “From what I understand, you put her there.” 
 
    Cary lifted her head off Joe’s shoulder, and gave him a sheepish nod. “Yeah, I guess I did. Mom told me…” Her words died out, and she coughed and sniffled.  
 
    Joe’s eyebrows rose as he locked his gaze on her, waiting for her to finish. 
 
    “She told me I’d be OK, that I just have to remove Lisa’s memories one by one. Which is hard…some of them are good,” she laughed and shook her head. “Though it’s really freakin’ weird to feel like I love—and really hate—Finaeus.” 
 
    “Yeah…I can imagine that.” Joe chuckled. “Tangel talked to me too, at the end, told me I needed to take care of the family, and ‘her’, which I assume to mean you.” 
 
    Cary nodded silently for a few seconds before speaking in a hoarse rasp. “I guess I need it.” 
 
    “Did she tell you anything else?” 
 
    The look in his daughter’s eyes said yes, but she hesitated before finally saying, “She did, but I don’t know what it means yet. I need to just keep it to myself for a bit, turn it over on my own.” 
 
    Her words sparked curiosity in Joe, but he held it in check, knowing that he couldn’t force it from her. 
 
    “So what does Doctor Rosenberg say?” he asked, after the silence had lasted a minute.  
 
    Cary laughed at that, a smirk on her lips. “That she’s not qualified to treat me. So far as she can tell, I’m in perfect health.” 
 
    “And you removed the Widow modifications,” he observed. 
 
    “Yeah, that was easy. Reconfiguring skin is…really simple. The rest is what’s going to take a while.” 
 
    Joe knew that he should ask Bob for help, or ask Cary to ask him, but for some reason, he just couldn’t bring himself to address the AI just then.  
 
    He knows the future, he saw this coming…why didn’t he stop it? 
 
    Of course, asking that question wouldn’t yield any new answers. That’s not how Bob operated. 
 
    “They’re outside,” Cary said after another minute of silence. “I guess I really owe them an apology.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Joe nodded. “Subverting your sisters is a hard thing to get past. But I already know they’ll forgive you.” 
 
    Cary’s eyes widened, and she whispered, “How?” 
 
    “Because we’re a family.” 
 
    She locked eyes with him, hers brimming with tears again while he tried to be strong and hold his back.  
 
    “OK, I’ve called them in.” 
 
    The door opened to reveal Faleena and Saanvi—also appearing as herself once again. For a moment, no one moved, but Joe lifted a hand and beckoned them over.  
 
    “C’mon girls, there’s a group hug that needs to be had.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HUNTING THE HUNTED 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Falconer, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hush had fallen over the Falconer’s bridge, the crew all intent on their tasks, performing a search that made no sense. As perplexed as her people, Captain Tracey pulled up the orders and reviewed them for the third time.  
 
    It was strange enough that they came from Bob and not Admiral Evans or Espensen, but on top of that, the orders were entirely opaque.  
 
    [Move to provided coordinates in full stealth. Search for any ISF craft and recover. Do not share directive.] 
 
    She wanted to scream at Bob for being so…Bob. She was also uncertain if ‘not sharing’ meant that she couldn’t contact either admiral for clarification—which she’d really like to have.  
 
    So far as she understood, everyone who had been on Luxa had been rescued—other than Tangel, and the information surrounding what had happened to her was nebulous and saddening.  
 
    But even if there were any survivors, they would be on the spinward side of New Sol’s and Luxa’s orbits, where the majority of the debris was traveling. Not on the side moving toward the outer reaches of New Sol. 
 
    Still, it’s Bob. When has he ever steered us wrong?  
 
    A tendril of fear rose up in her mind.  
 
    Granted, I don’t know that we could even tell if he had. 
 
    In the wake of Luxa’s destruction and the news of Tangel’s death, a resentment had been growing in Tracey, a feeling of just being done. Done with being a pawn of ascended beings who were using regular humans to wage their wars. She wanted nothing more than for Project Starflight to shift New Canaan out of the galaxy so they could leave behind the eternal mess that humanity had made. 
 
    Stop it, she chided herself. Tangel thought this fight was the right thing. So does Bob, Joe, Jason, all the leaders. I’m not going to bail if they’re not.  
 
    “Ma’am.” The officer on scan enlarged a segment of the debris field on the forward display. “This tug here has just changed vector. It’s moving with a purpose.” 
 
    Tracey leant forward in her seat, eyes narrowing as she regarded the small craft. “There are a hundred S&R ships moving through the debris field, what’s special about this one?” Other than it being right where Bob told us to look. 
 
    “Well, ma’am, the others are all moving toward ships throwing off SOS beacons. This tug is moving toward a blank patch of nothing.” 
 
    Tracey sat back, drawing in a slow breath. She was tired, and she knew her crew felt the same. They’d been chasing ghosts in Orion for so long, it felt like it was all they knew. “ 
 
    Helm, top speed on an intercept vector, but keep us stealthed.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain,” the lieutenant replied.  
 
    The projected intercept time came up as forty-eight minutes, and Tracey steeled herself for what was to come.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    COUNTERSTRIKE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis stood in the airlock, left arm wrapped around the air tank, drawing in deep breaths to further oxygenate her body. Outside, the tug drew closer, approaching from the far side of the ship.  
 
    Here goes, she thought, and activated the cycle to open the outer door.  
 
    The air drained out of the chamber, pumped back into the ship, until Tanis stood in vacuum. Then the outer door opened, and she pushed herself into the void, grabbing a handhold on the hull, and palming the door closed once more.  
 
    <Think they saw anything?> she asked. 
 
    <Hmmm…no one’s shooting at us. I’m going to say no.> 
 
    Tanis snorted. <That’s not definitive. Pretty sure that if they spotted us, they wouldn’t start shooting—if they wanted to destroy the ship, they would have just fired on it from the get-go.> 
 
    <I bow to your superior wisdom.> 
 
    <Angela,> Tanis breathed a sigh. <Why are you always such an ass?> 
 
    <Decades in your head, I imagine. You going to move up top, or what?> 
 
    <In a moment. I’m just waiting to see if they come around at all.> 
 
    <Would be a waste of fuel if they did. Hydrogen is going to be a precious commodity around here for a while, what with all the nearby stations shifting orbit to get above the stellar plane.> 
 
    Tanis nodded, puffing her cheeks out as she rebreathed the same air again. <Sure, but I’m still not going to chance it. I want them to get grappled on before I come around.> 
 
    Despite her words, she did slide a bit further toward the top of the pinnace, getting ready to make her move. She tapped into the ship’s still-active optics, providing a view of the tug as it closed with the smaller craft. 
 
    <Damn thing is huge,> she said, measuring the tug to be well over a hundred meters long. <Good thing they didn’t decide just to burn us.> 
 
    <All the more reason to worry about their intentions, I suppose,> Angela mused. <Stars…I really wish I knew what happened here.> 
 
    <You and me both,> Tanis replied. <But one thing at a time. Plus, maybe if we can capture this tug intact, we can find out from its pilot.> 
 
    <Or logs.> 
 
    A gravitational wave passed through Tanis, making her stomach lurch, the telltale sign that the tug had activated its grav beams, grabbing ahold of the pinnace without touching it. 
 
    C’mon you bastard, clamp on.  
 
    While she could simply drift across the black to the tug, climbing up a clamp arm was far more preferable.  
 
    She watched through the ship’s optics as the tug drew closer, its delta-v wth the pinnace reaching zero. Once the two ships were stationary relative to each other, a pair of armatures stretched out and latched onto the pinnace’s forward and aft grapples, bringing the ships together and aligning the airlocks. 
 
    <Oh shit!> Tanis exclaimed as the tug began to rotate the pinnace. <They’re gonna board it!> 
 
    <I really didn’t expect that. Figured they’d just scan and haul. I guess you should get a move on.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t need the AI to tell her twice. She scrambled atop the ship, away from the direction of rotation, keeping her body between the air tank and the tug.  
 
    The stars spun overhead, wheeling from right to left, until the ugly, carbon-scored hull of the insystem craft came into view. It was a pitted grey-brown and showed signs of rust, with pockets of algae growing in corners and crevasses.  
 
    <I could probably just punch my way in,> Tanis commented.  
 
    <Let’s hope not. If all goes well, you’ll be flying that thing.> 
 
    <I’d rather fuel up the pinnace. At least it’s not likely to fall apart.> 
 
    <Tug’s faster,> Angela countered. 
 
    <Not if it falls apart first.> 
 
    <Touché.>  
 
    Tanis watched the tug’s hull growing closer, noting the ‘NST-15030’ stamped near the airlock.  
 
    <OK, they’ll probably send in drones to inspect. The question is, when they find it to be empty, will they disconnect it from their lock?> 
 
    <I vote no,> Angela said. <Chances are that an ISF ship is a pretty sweet prize, and they’re going to want to get first pickin’s.> 
 
    <Then we need to get into that tug another way.> Tanis nodded to herself, slowly blowing out air out through a one-way valve in her mask before drawing in fresh air from the tank. <I should have just stayed in the pinnace, stealthed, and come across when they opened it up.> 
 
    <Might have worked,> Angela agreed. <But this’ll work too.> 
 
    The tug’s hull was now only twenty meters above, and Tanis decided that, with time being of the essence, she’d take the direct route.  
 
    With a well-aimed push, she lifted off from the pinnace and drifted across the divide, reaching out with a hand and catching one of the tug’s hull-mounted sensors to slow herself, body swinging down to hit as gently as she could manage. 
 
    <Lucky they probably don’t have good scan on this thing,> Angela commented. 
 
    <You try doing shit like this when your limbs feel like they’re on a five-second delay.> 
 
    The AI laughed. <Excuses, excuses.> 
 
    Ignoring her, Tanis pulled herself along the tug’s hull, her movements slow and steady. It took almost three minutes to get to the craft’s port-side airlock. Halfway through her journey, the surface of the vessel shuddered, indicating that it had locked onto the pinnace. The vibrations caused Tanis to nearly lose her grip, but she managed to steady herself by grabbing a cable that ran from an exterior port to a sensor array. 
 
    <Don’t pull that loose,> Angela said with a laugh. <They’ll certainly notice that.>  
 
    <Stars,> Tanis groaned at the thought. <I sure hope it’s not possible to accidentally pull a cable like this loose. This flying piece of tin foil needs all the sensors it can get—especially with all the crap flying around out here.> 
 
    <Well, we’re inside its shielding now. Less likely to get a hole punched in us somewhere.> 
 
    <Good thing we have two of everything,> Tanis replied. <And even more brains.> 
 
    The AI laughed. <Such an optimist. Remember, though, our brains all exist in the same space. Not really a redundant setup.> 
 
    Tanis shrugged as she resumed her trek across the tug’s hull, finally catching sight of the second airlock. <Looks like there’s a camera and IR sensors.> 
 
    <Well, you’re in luck, because when you grabbed that cable, I dropped breach nano on it. I’m almost inside their system. Just give me—yup, there. Hull sensors are now routing their data to null.> 
 
    <Anything in their comp about what happened in the system?> 
 
    <Working on it,> Angela replied.  
 
    Deciding not to pester the AI, Tanis moved to the airlock and threaded a nanofilament through the seal, double-checking that the inner door was closed, and the space empty. Once that was confirmed, she opened the exterior door. 
 
    She could feel a vibration in the hull as it slid aside, and hoped that it wasn’t too loud inside the ship. A sound like that would be a telltale noise the crew would immediately identify, regardless of what their sensors told them. 
 
    <Crew of three,> Angela said. <No military training listed in the roster.> 
 
    <Civvies. Good. I’ll just knock ‘em out, and we’ll turn our sights to that other shuttle.> 
 
    Tanis hoped that once she had control of the NST-15030, she could remote pilot the pinnace and fire on the other tug. Once it was out of the picture, she’d fuel up the pinnace and then take off. With the ship’s stasis shields back online, it wouldn’t be a problem to get on an outsystem vector and assess the situation.  
 
    She fervently hoped that there would be an ISF presence in New Sol—otherwise, she was looking at a decade to get back to a safe location in the Inner Stars. 
 
    Not going to happen. I have things to do…like figure out what went on over the last year or so. 
 
    The door finished its torturous slide into the hull, and Tanis stepped inside, cycling the lock once more.  
 
    <I have feeds inside the ship. Two of the crew are at the pinnace’s airlock, trying to figure out how to open it, and the other is in the cockpit.> 
 
    <I guess I should distract them,> Tanis said. <I really don’t want them cutting a hole in our pinnace.> 
 
    Angela snorted a laugh. <What, you want a functioning airlock?> 
 
    <They’re kinda handy. OK, I’m activating the tug’s fire alarm.> 
 
    The moment the tug’s inner lock cycled open, the blaring klaxons of the ship’s fire alarm struck her like a physical blow.  
 
    “Shit that’s loud,” she muttered, attenuating her hearing to block the sound out.  
 
    <I think it’s a part of things still not being connected quite right upstairs. Going to take a bit for your brain and body to get back in sync.> 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding,” Tanis said, watching the feeds inside the ship, glad to see that the two men trying to get through the airlock were now rushing aft to where the tug’s systems said the fire was burning.  
 
    <Those two are really moving. I wonder if fires on this ship are common.> 
 
    <Of all the tugs in all the systems,> Tanis replied with a mental laugh as she moved forward through the corridor, a nanocloud spreading around her, checking for any defensive systems.  
 
    None were in evidence—as she expected on a civilian ship like the NST-15030—and she arrived at the cockpit a minute later.  
 
    It was almost large enough to be considered a bridge; larger than a pinnace’s, and nearly the size of what a light freighter like Sabrina sported.  
 
    A woman was standing at a console, scowling at the readout. After a second, she ran a hand through her hair. “Look, I don’t see any systems reporting damage, either. Just shut it off, and get back to that ship. We need to get inside.” 
 
    “You got it, Jaycee.” The response came through the overhead speakers. 
 
    Angela’s soft laugh preceded her words. <I’ve closed the tug’s airlock, it’s reporting a lockdown due to the fire. They’re not getting back to the pinnace anytime soon.> 
 
    <Can you seal them aft?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <Umm…I tried, but the pressure doors won’t engage.> 
 
    “Shit,” Tanis said as she disabled her skin’s stealth and materialized in front of the woman, whose name she now knew to be Jaycee. “How do you even risk flying in this thing? It’s barely spaceworthy.” 
 
    “The fuck?!” the woman exclaimed, stumbling backward at the sight of Tanis. “How the hell did you get in here?” 
 
    Tanis glanced over her shoulder. “Well, I came in through the airlock, and then I just walked up your starboard passage. Door to your bridge was wide open, so poof, here I am.” 
 
    The woman reached behind her back, and a moment later, a pulse pistol was in her hand. Without thinking, Tanis slapped her thigh and drew her lightwand.  
 
    The blade activated, jumping out to a meter in length. 
 
    “Damn!” she exclaimed, shaking her head. “Was I overcompensating for something?” 
 
    “You need to get off my ship,” the woman said, her voice significantly more fearful than commanding.  
 
    “I plan to. I just need you to drop the weapon, and sit in the corner over there.” 
 
    The woman didn’t move, and Tanis swung the blade, slicing the top of a seat off.  
 
    “Trust me, your pulse pistol isn’t going to do anything, and then I’m going to have to cut off your hand, or something. That’s going to make a huge mess. Just do me a favor and sit down, OK?” 
 
    The pistol clattered to the deck, and the woman did as she was told, backing into the forward port-side corner of the bridge and sliding to the deck.  
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Just a woman trying to get back to my ship.” 
 
    <They don’t have anything beyond ocular overlays,> Angela said. <A bit surprising, I thought folks here in New Sol got fancier tech than elsewhere in Orion.> 
 
    <I guess it depends on where you are in the pecking order.> 
 
    Tanis spun as the other two crewmembers entered the bridge.  
 
    “Jaycee, the airlock—” one of them began, his mouth clamping shut when Tanis’s lightwand swung toward him.  
 
    “Over there,” she said, gesturing to where the woman sat. “Sit.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” the man who had spoken first asked. His blond hair was a rakish mop on his head, and it flopped side to side as he spoke.  
 
    Tanis gestured again, and the two men moved to sit with the woman. “What’s going on is that I’m going to top off on fuel—hopefully you have H3 aboard—and then I’m going to leave this party.” 
 
    “What about the Nostromo?” Jaycee asked. “They’re going to be here in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “The Nostromo?” Tanis snorted. “That’s quite the name for a tug. Well, I’m going to tell them to stand down, and if they don’t, they’ll join this hot dust cloud around us.” 
 
    Jaycee made to stand, but Tanis drew her pulse pistol. “OK, if you care for those folks in that other tug, then I’ll give you a chance to tell them to stand down. You’re just rendering aid, and not hauling me in. They’re not needed. How’s that?” 
 
    The woman glared at Tanis, finding a bit of her courage. “And what if we don’t?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Tanis snapped her fingers, and the main holo switched to a view of the pinnace, highlighting the ship’s weapons loadout.  
 
    “Then I end your friends on the Nostromo. I thought we went over this.” 
 
    The three exchanged worried looks, and finally, Jaycee nodded.  
 
    “OK, what do you need us to do?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CRUX OF THE MOSH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The second tug is changing course and moving back to their sweep pattern, Captain Flax,” the scan officer announced. “They haven’t updated the STC with a reason.” 
 
    “Stay on course,” he replied equably, his stoic exterior displaying none of the mix of anticipation and fear that he felt. He checked and saw that Tek’s squad was in the assault shuttle and ready to depart. <Lieutenant, the second tug is changing course. This could mean that the first tug didn’t find anything of note, or that they’ve been warned off. We’re proceeding as planned.> 
 
    <Understood, sir,> Tek replied. <It will take us four minutes from debark to insertion. Second squad is ready to deploy as well.> 
 
    <Good. Any hostiles, you neutralize them. Nothing can interfere with capturing this target.> 
 
    <You can count on us, sir.> The lieutenant’s voice was crisp and businesslike, but Flax could hear a note of uncertainty lying beneath it.  
 
    The man knew that no one had ever captured Tangel before—and a lot of powerful beings had tried. 
 
    But none have ever had this opportunity before. 
 
    His lips drew into a thin line as he watched the Jurisdiction’s trajectory on the forward holo, a white dot moving along a red line toward another dot that signified the tug and whatever it had grappled onto. 
 
    “Entering the debris field,” Helm announced.  
 
    “Run active scan in short bursts,” Flax ordered. “Detect and deflect, just enough to keep us from running into anything big.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” the scan officer replied, coordinating with the weapons and shields station. 
 
    The captain sat back, reaching for the steaming cup of tea tucked into a holder on his armrest. His future, the future of the Orion Freedom Alliance, of the very galaxy, would be decided in the next few minutes.  
 
    No sacrifice was too great. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Scan highlighted another anomaly on the forward display, the number of objects that could be cloaked ships now numbering over thirty.  
 
    It was a maddening task, but one Tracey knew was necessary. With the contents of an entire moon spreading through space, just about everything imaginable was bound to be drifting past. 
 
    They’d already seen an entire docking cradle, a few complete sections of corridor, and half a swimming pool. Despite those few larger objects, the majority of the matter was smaller—pulverized down to molecules, atoms, or even smaller particles. 
 
    And it was all hot.  
 
    On scan, space looked like a glowing, white field, electromagnetic radiation blasting out in every direction, reflecting and refracting off everything else. It was like a three-dimensional hall of mirrors. 
 
    With active scan off the table, they had no choice but to flag each anomaly, slowly working the accompanying drones into positions to triangulate and identify the objects. It was slow-going, but they had little choice.  
 
    “There it is again,” the scan officer muttered, flagging another anomaly.  
 
    “Lieutenant?” Captain Tracey asked. “Are you seeing a pattern?”  
 
    “I am,” the woman nodded without turning. “Are you as well, Gil?” 
 
    <I can confirm, I’ve been eyeing that myself. I have a high level of certainty that something is moving through the field in the direction of those tugs.> 
 
    Tracey nodded, looking at the object’s projected vector relative to their own. “We’re coming in on its starboard side. If we shift to port, we’ll be harder for it to see, then we can pick up the pace.” 
 
    “Plotting a course,” Helm announced. “We’ll reach the tug in seven minutes.” 
 
    <Sergeant Hector.> The captain reached out to the head of the only Marine squad left aboard the ship. <Are you ready to go back out? There might be a stealthed Oggie ship closing in.> 
 
    It had only been three hours since Hector and his squad had escaped Luxa, leaving the moon on Tangel’s orders. Tracey knew it was a lot to ask, but they had no choice. 
 
    <Ma’am, we’re ISF Marines,> was the only response the sergeant gave.  
 
    <Understood. Keep an eye on the tactical countdown, we might boost if the other ship drops stealth.> 
 
    <Yes, ma’am.> 
 
    She felt a surge of emotion, knowing that she was about to put her people in harm’s way once more, with barely any intel and no backup.  
 
    Stop it, Tracey. We don’t have a choice. We get her back, and we finish this thing. 
 
    On the forward display, the drifting wave of particles shimmered, a light flaring midway down its length. Scan focused in, and the forward display clearly showed a large flight deck with an assault shuttle taking off.  
 
    “Target that shuttle,” Tracey ordered. “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “OK, activate the flow,” Tanis called out, letting the tug’s mics pick up her voice and carry it across the audible comm system to the aft hold, where the fuel tank controls were located.  
 
    Mardy, the man with the blond mop of hair, was the one she’d selected to help. He seemed the least combative, and clearly had a romantic interest in Jaycee. Once Tanis had rendered them unconscious and threatened to end their lives if he didn’t comply, the man all but fell over himself to ensure her orders were followed to a T. 
 
    She felt a little bad for leveraging his feelings for compliance, but not so much that it changed her actions.  
 
    “Fuel is flowing,” he replied a moment later.  
 
    Tanis peered out the inspection porthole next to the airlock, watching the fuel line that was connected to the pinnace. By some miracle, the line and the port on the ISF ship were close enough that only a small grav field around the coupling was required to stop leaks. 
 
    As she watched, a small stream of warm gas began to spray out of one side of the connection. 
 
    OK…the grav field’s sufficient to limit leaks. 
 
    <I’ve got something,> Angela said a moment later. <Could just be some junk, or it might be a ship…it’s really hard to say in this soup, especially with this tub’s sensors.> 
 
    <Do an active sweep,> Tanis advised. <Use the tug’s suite, not the pinnace’s>  
 
    <Oh, you don’t say?> the AI asked in a sardonic tone. <Not that I could if I wanted to. The tug is between our pinnace an whatever’s approaching—oh shit, it’s a ship! there’s an Orion assault shuttle headed our way.> 
 
    “Dammit,” Tanis swore aloud, slamming her fist into the airlock panel and triggering a cycle.  
 
    The craft’s interior pressure was equalized, and after a quick check, the door slid open. With one eye on the scan feed that sat in the upper right of her vision, she pulled herself through the pinnace and settled into the pilot’s seat, checking over the refueling process. 
 
    <Mardy, why’s it going so slow?> she asked, sending her message over the tug’s audible systems. 
 
    <What do you mean? This is how fast our fuel transfer system always works.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t believe him, but a quick glance at the tug’s logs confirmed that their pumps were abysmally slow.  
 
    <Any tricks to speeding it up?> 
 
    <Do you want me to blow on the hose?> 
 
    Angela laughed in her mind. <I didn’t think he had that good a sense of humor. I’m impressed.> 
 
    <Not helping, Angela. We need more fuel if we’re going to run the reactor and the engines.> 
 
    <Focus on the reactor,> the AI replied. <I think I can modify the pinnace’s stasis shield to envelop the whole tug. It won’t last long, though, the power draw is going to burn through fuel faster than they can transfer it over.> 
 
    Tanis nodded absently as she ran the fusion plant through its startup routine. While it brought up the magnetic fields that would encapsulate the plasma, she slaved the tug’s helm to her controls in the pinnace. It was a rudimentary patch that wouldn’t allow for a lot of finesse, but given that the tug didn’t possess much of that to begin with, she wasn’t worried that she’d lose much maneuverability.  
 
    She put the engines through a test run, and smiled with satisfaction as the tug’s massive fusion drive came to life. The last time she’d personally piloted something with a burner-to-mass ratio this big was the Excelsior.  
 
    The thought brought a still-sharp pang of grief. The memory of Troy’s sacrifice had never diminished like so many others had. 
 
    Get it together, woman, she chided herself. You’re made of sterner stuff than this. 
 
    The reactor’s mag fields read green, and she induced the plasma flow, the superheated matter filling the coils, creating conditions a mere dozen meters behind her that were not unlike the corona of a star.  
 
    With the plasma stable, she began to trickle Helium-3 into the reactor, initializing the superlaser, and sparking up the reaction, the system building new atomic elements and harnessing the raw energy that flowed out, converting it directly into electricity and charging the SC batts.  
 
    <We’ve got charge building,> she said. <Ten minutes till the batteries are at full.> 
 
    <That’ll give us enough to weather a decent barrage from a capital ship,> Angela said. <So long as the emitters can properly envelop this tug. I’m having trouble getting them to flicker properly over the engines.> 
 
    <Could skip that,> Tanis suggested. <Just leave a hole there. If we’re running this thing’s burners at max, the wash will shred anything they try to fire up the tailpipe.> 
 
    <OK, let’s do that, then. I should be ready in three minutes.> 
 
    A glance at scan showed the shuttle boosting hard to reach the tug, and she bit her lip.  
 
    <I don’t want to tip our hand till we can shed their beams. You need to get it done in two minutes, or those Oggies are going to be inside with us.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tek’s jaw tightened as the shuttle closed the gap between the Jurisdiction and tug NST-15030. The craft lurched to the side, then jolted again, far more than any velocity-matching should require. 
 
    <What’s going on?> he called up to the pilot. 
 
    <A fucking ISF cruiser just appeared out of nowhere. I think it hit the Jurisdiction with a beam, then shifted to us. It got a glancing blow on our shields, but I’m doing my best to keep between it and the tug.> 
 
    <ETA?> Tek asked. 
 
    <One-fifty seconds.> 
 
    The lieutenant nodded and checked scan. Increased energy readings were coming from the tug, and then it made a few small burns, almost as though it were testing the engines.  
 
    What are you doing down there? 
 
    He debated hailing the tug, but didn’t see any good reason to. They knew the assault craft was coming and hadn’t reached out. That meant whoever was aboard was hostile and would be dealt with. 
 
    The pilot spun the shuttle to begin braking, and the device tucked between the lieutenant’s calves shifted. It was only a few centimeters thick and half a meter across; he didn’t know exactly how it could capture someone like Tangel, but he trusted Captain Flax. 
 
    Besides, there’s no way I could decline. I’d regret it for the rest of my life. 
 
    The day would end one of two ways. The enemy’s field marshal would be captured, or everyone on the shuttle would be dead. There was no middle ground. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The tension on the Falconer’s bridge was thick enough to cut with a knife.  
 
    “We lost the Oggie cruiser, but we definitely scored a hit,” Scan said, worry in the woman’s voice. “We’ve passed into a plasma cloud, though, and it’s wreaking havoc on our sensors.” 
 
    Tracey gripped the arms of her chair, willing the enemy ship to appear as she watched the scan readings, looking for any sign of it. 
 
    Other than the assault shuttle and the oversized tug, there was nothing that even approached the mass of a starship.  
 
    “Keep looking. We need to find them,” the captain ordered. “Comm, hail that tug, I want a channel open with them. We need to know if Tangel is there.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <Two minutes? That’s a hell of a tall order. I can’t exactly rush this,> Angela replied. <Not unless you want to find out what it’s like to have half your body in a stasis field.> 
 
    “Um, yeah, let’s not do that.” Tanis grimaced at the thought. “I’ll start a slow burn, just enough to buy us time but not enough to get us shot at.” 
 
    <Oh?> Angela laughed the word. <I didn’t realize that was a speed. Wait…That’s an EM discharge! Something’s shooting at the Orion shuttle.> 
 
    “Really?” Tanis’s brow furrowed, and she redirected the tug’s sensors, washing the approaching shuttle in active scan. “Well I’ll be. Yeah, that’s beamfire, alright—and some rail pellets, too.” 
 
    <And they’re taking care not to hit us,> Angela commented. <Oh hell yeah! It’s an ISF ship. They’re hailing us.> 
 
    Tanis looked at the message header, which listed the ship as the ISS Falconer—a heavy cruiser she’d never heard of.  
 
    <Orion Tug NST-15030, come in.> 
 
    <I read you, Falconer. You’re a sight for sore eyes,> Tanis replied. <This is Admiral Richards, who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?> 
 
    <Admiral! I can’t believe it! Uh, this is Captain Tracey. We’re a few minutes from your position, and I have a shuttle full of Marines ready to deal with those Oggies.> 
 
    <We may not have a few minutes,> Tanis replied, not wanting to share her plans to use a stasis shield on a channel connected through an Orion tug. <We’re going to put some distance between us and them.> 
 
    <That’s going to make our aid take longer as well, ma’am,> Captain Tracey replied.  
 
    <But they may tip their hand. The Oggies might fire on the tug’s engines, trying to slow us. When they give away their position, blow them to dust.> 
 
    <You got it, Admiral. Don’t worry, in half an hour, you’ll be aboard with a BLT in hand.> 
 
    “At least that hasn’t changed in my missing year,” Tanis laughed to herself. <Keep the channel open, I’ll let you know if anything changes.> 
 
    Engine checks done, she powered up the tug’s fusion drive, the bells of its exhaust ports flexing to provide maximum thrust as the ship pulled away from the approaching Orion shuttle.  
 
    As though on cue, beams lanced out from the black, striking the tug’s engine housings. Warnings lit up across Tanis’s board, but she didn’t decrease burn, watching the thermal readings, letting them climb higher and higher. 
 
    “C’mon,” she whispered. “Don’t you go into thermal shutdown, you bastards.” 
 
    <OK, I’m ready!> Angela announced. <Sparking up the graviton field around the ships, aaaaand, stasis!> 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Tanis shouted as the Orion beams lanced out again, striking the stasis field. “You know…I don’t think those shots are coming from a cruiser….” 
 
    Punctuating her comment, a beam from the Falconer leapt across the void, and an explosion bloomed where the enemy shots had originated. 
 
    <Either a fighter or a drone,> Angela agreed. <So then where is that cruiser?> 
 
    A second later, scan went dark as beam and rail fire poured down on the stasis shield from several locations. The tug and pinnace couldn’t coordinate scan openings in the shield, and they were completely blind as to what was happening outside their bubble.  
 
    Tanis bit her lip, watching intently as the reactor’s output was depleted, the system falling back to the SC batteries.  
 
    For a moment, everything showed nominal draw, then one of the batteries spiked and reported a massive discharge as its coils failed. A shudder ran though the pinnace’s deck just before the stasis shield flickered off.  
 
    “Oh shit,” Tanis whispered.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Got ‘em!” the weapons officer shouted as two more of the Orion drones exploded.  
 
    “Ready a spread of grapeshot,” Captain Tracey ordered. “I want that cruiser found. It can’t lie in stealth forever.”  
 
    <We’re disembarking, ma’am,> Sergeant Hector announced. <Pilot’s ETA is five minutes till we clamp on.> 
 
    <Godspeed,> Tracey replied. <Bring her back.> 
 
    <No other option, Captain.> 
 
    “Oh yes!” Scan thrust a fist in the air. “The admiral got a stasis shield around the pinnace and tug.” 
 
    “Now that’s some good news.” A grin formed on Tracey’s lips. “Let’s take out that Orion shuttle, now that we don’t have to worry about beams hitting the tug.” 
 
    “Calculating,” Weapons said. “Just need to—” 
 
    The forward holo showed a flare of light as a broad spread of weapons fire slammed into the stasis shield.  
 
    There was a collective gasp as everyone on the bridge looked up at the readings hanging over the tug on the main display.  
 
    The blasts subsided, and scan showed that the stasis shield was still up, information punctuated by several long exhales. Then an explosion flared, tearing a hole in the pinnace, and the stasis field disappeared.  
 
    <Admiral, are you alright?> Tracey asked, doing her best not to sound frantic. 
 
    <Define ‘alright’. We just lost an SC battery, and the discharge burned out the regulator. Stasis shields are out of the question now.> 
 
    Another barrage of Orion fire hit the tug, and Tracey shouted at Scan and Weapons, “Find that ship, already!” 
 
    <Something’s not right,> Gil said. <Those shots came from a new vector. It was far too energetic for a drone or fighter, as well.> 
 
    “Another cruiser?” she asked. 
 
    <Has to be.> 
 
    “Grapeshot there and where we think the first one is,” Tracey ordered. “We need to find those ships.” 
 
    “Assault shuttle is clamped on.” Scan’s voice carried a note of defeat. “They’re being boarded.” 
 
    <Admiral Richards, you’ve got company.> 
 
    <I know.> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    HAND TO HAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis rose from the seat and pulled herself back through the pinnace to the airlock, which stood open. There, she found Mardy pressed up against the bulkhead, a look of terror in his eyes.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she demanded.  
 
    “I don’t know!” he threw his hands in the air. “Hoping not to die?” 
 
    Tanis jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Get on my pinnace. Safest place for you.” 
 
    Mardy paled. “What about Jaycee and Og?” 
 
    The third crewmember’s name caught Tanis by surprise, and she almost laughed, but caught herself.  
 
    “I’ll do my best to keep the boarders off the bridge. Now go hide out in one of the bunkrooms.” 
 
    She stepped around the man, not bothering to check if he followed her directions. The feeds from the hull optics showed that the Orion Guard soldiers had already tried several breach techniques—none of which had bested Angela—and had resorted to simply cutting their way through the door. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t do for a grenade,” Tanis muttered as she rushed forward to the tug’s next cross-corridor, and then back down to the starboard airlock. 
 
    <You could have improvised one,> Angela suggested. 
 
    “Oh yeah? During what spare time?” 
 
    <I didn’t say it wouldn’t have involved a tradeoff.>  
 
    Not bothering with a reply, Tanis stopped at the junction where the starboard corridor intersected with the short passage that led to the airlock. There was almost no cover, and though her flow armor would protect against light arms, she didn’t think for a moment that the Oggies would pull punches to take her down.  
 
    A memory of fighting boarders on the Steel Dawn III at the Mars Outer Shipyards came back to her, and Tanis looked up at the overhead with a smile.  
 
    A quick leap had her clinging to a pair of electrical conduits. She activated her armor’s stealth, and then glanced down the side passage, her eyes alighting on the air tank she’d left propped against the bulkhead. 
 
    <That’ll be a fun diversion,> she said to Angela, flicking a blob of formation material onto it, followed by a passel of nano.  
 
    No sooner had the tiny machines completed their task than the inner airlock opened, revealing a pair of Orion Guard soldiers, rifles tucked against their shoulders. Two more were behind them, and the quartet moved into the corridor, advancing steadily toward the intersection.  
 
    Tanis waited until they passed the tank, the first two almost directly below her, before she triggered the explosion. The tank was only under moderate pressure, but the blast was enough to shower the Oggies in shrapnel, and grab their attention.  
 
    In that moment, she activated her lightwand, which was more of a lightsword now, and slashed at the two closest soldiers. The coherent beam of electrons cut the head off one enemy while slashing through the neck and shoulder of the other. 
 
    She deactivated the blade and dropped from the overhead a second before the second pair of soldiers turned and opened fire on the conduit she’d been clinging to. 
 
    She kept low, and her lightsword sprang to life once more, this time cutting the legs off an Oggie before the fourth backpedaled down the passage to the airlock, sending a barrage of pulse fire in her direction.  
 
    Tanis ducked back, but not before getting hit in the left arm, the limb going numb for a moment. She grimaced as her mods dealt with the numbing impact, tingling from her fingertips to her shoulder.  
 
    “Gonna have to try harder than that!” she taunted while reaching out to Captain Tracey. <How long till help arrives?>  
 
    <Are you injured?> the concerned reply came back, then, <Sergeant Hector will be there in five. There are two cruisers out here now. They’re keeping us from tagging that Oggie assault shuttle.> 
 
    <I’m fine, but tell Hector to hurry, or I won’t be,> Tanis replied. 
 
    <Yes, Admiral. I will.> 
 
    Tanis frowned. <Angela, was that weird?> 
 
    <A bit. I’m not sure why she’d immediately ask if you’re injured—conc!> 
 
    A concussion grenade sailed through the airlock, hitting the bulkhead next to Tanis. Without a second thought, she swung her blade through it, destroying the explosive before it could detonate.  
 
    It flared brightly, but her armor shed the heat, and she moved back from the intersection as two more sailed into view, these detonating in mid-air.    
 
    The blast knocked Tanis back, and she tripped, falling into a bulkhead. The impact jarred her, and the corridor spun for a moment.  
 
    Stars, what is wrong with me? 
 
    She struggled to her feet and turned to face the intersection as an Oggie wearing a lieutenant’s bars on his armor stepped into view and flung a disk at her.  
 
    It was at that moment Tanis realized that she’d dropped the lightwand.  
 
    She turned to grab it as the disk landed right at her feet. 
 
    “Gotcha!” the Oggie thundered. 
 
    A gut-wrenching feeling rippled through Tanis’s body and she was pulled into the air, held aloft by a field the disk was emanating.  
 
    “The hell?” she shouted, trying to right herself, the action only sending her spinning in the suspension field.  
 
    <It’s a magnetic field of some sort. It’s repelling our nano, I can’t get to the emitter.> 
 
    “Well that was easier than I thought,” the Orion officer said as he approached, a pair of soldiers at his back. “And here everyone said you were so unstoppable.” 
 
    “Everyone has an off day,” Tanis muttered. “So now what? My Marines will be here momentarily. You’re going to wish you had stayed in bed.” 
 
    In response, the man lifted a device and tapped a finger on it. The field around Tanis began to shrink, pushing against her until she was curled up in a fetal position. 
 
    <How is a magnetic field from such a small emitter so strong? I don’t detect enough gauss to be doing this,> she said to Angela.  
 
    <I think it’s something else…a brane of some sort.> 
 
    Tanis’s eyes widened. <As in an n-dimensional quantum physics brane?> 
 
    <Yeah…and I can’t tell why it’s holding us so well, either.> 
 
    As the pair spoke, the disk lifted off the floor and began to drift toward the Orion soldiers. They gave it a wide berth as it moved past, then followed as it proceeded down the side passage and through the airlock.  
 
    Once inside the Orion craft, it settled on the assault shuttle’s deck, and Tanis saw the airlock close.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” the lieutenant said. “We’ve let your people know that we have you—they won’t be shooting at us anymore.” 
 
    “You’re going to wish they had,” Tanis hissed. “This won’t end well for you.” 
 
    The soldier’s face was hidden by his helmet, but she saw his posture shift before he shook his head and laughed. “Tough words from a woman doing an impression of a ball.” 
 
    He turned away as the shuttle disengaged from tug NST-15030, and Tanis had a sinking suspicion that things were going from bad to worse.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    FUBAR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Falconer, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Captain Tracey demanded. “The channel just went dead.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Comm said, worry in the officer’s voice. “The connection to the tug is still in place.” 
 
    “I don’t detect any abnormal energy readings,” Scan added. 
 
    Tracey’s attention was momentarily drawn to the weapons display, the battle against the pair of Orion cruisers still going on as the ships worked to keep the tug in the line of fire as much as possible. 
 
    Despite their attempts, one of the Orion ships had taken damage when the Falconer’s beams had penetrated its shields, but the other had thus far evaded enough beamfire that its defenses were still intact. 
 
    “Shit, that shuttle’s pulling away from the tug,” Scan said, putting up an optical feed.  
 
    At the same moment, comm grunted, “We’re being hailed.” 
 
    “Let’s have it.” Tracey rose, her face set in a stern glower that wasn’t taking any effort to maintain.  
 
    A face appeared on the forward display, expression also set in a menacing glare. “We have your field marshal,” he said, biting the words off. “Cease fire, or her suffering will increase.” 
 
    “That’s a sack of lies,” Tracey hissed. “There’s no way you could contain her. I don’t believe it for a second.” 
 
    “See for yourself.”  
 
    The view changed to show the interior of a small ship—the assault shuttle, she assumed. Inside, floating a meter off the deck, was Tangel, curled in a fetal position, her body quivering, face a rictus of pain. 
 
    “You bastard,” Tracey hissed. “You’ll burn for this.” 
 
    “I don’t know everything about these branes that hold ascended beings,” the man said, the image continuing to show Tangel. “But so far as I can tell, they can cause a lot of pain—I bet they could even kill. Do you want me to experiment with how much she can handle? Cease. Fire.” 
 
    Tracey glanced at the weapons officer and nodded.  
 
    “Fine, you turn her over, and we won’t blow you out of the black.” 
 
    “Oh that’s not how this is going to go,” the man said. “We’re going to leave this system, unmolested, and you’re not going to follow.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Tracey ran through her options. The idea that someone could hold and torture the field marshal wasn’t a thing she’d ever considered, but the rules of engagement were clear, negotiating with war criminals was never an option. 
 
    Except…this is Tangel. She muted the channel and turned to the weapons officer. “Target the shuttle. Take out its engines.” 
 
    The man paled, but nodded. The enemy shuttle had passed between the two cruisers, moving toward a bay on the ship it had initially departed from. The window to fire was short, but the officer performed his calculations, and four beams lanced out from the Falconer, striking the rear of the assault craft. 
 
    On the forward display, the image showing Tangel shuddered, and flames leapt out from an explosion off camera.  
 
    “Target the cruiser,” Tracey ordered. “Hit that bay!” 
 
    The weapons officer fired again, but the second cruiser turned and boosted between the two ships, blocking the shot. Its stealth systems finally failed, followed by its shields. Gouts of flame burst through the hull, flaring into the black.  
 
    Helm had already turned the Falconer, firing the engines to get them around the dead ship, but an instant later, the other cruiser disappeared. 
 
    “Transition!” Scan shouted. 
 
    “Get us on their vector!” Captain Tracey demanded. “They can’t go far in the DL this deep insystem. Scan, I want buoys dropped every half a light second, full active sweep. We’re gonna find these fuckers and get her back!” 
 
    <Hector’s shuttle is gone,> Gil said. <They had altered vector to pursue the Orion assault craft….> 
 
    Tracey rose, her eyes widening as she considered the possibility that the Marines might already be dead. “Shit—” She swallowed. “Deploy a pinnace. We need to secure that tug.” 
 
    “What about that other cruiser?” Weapons asked. “They could still fire on the tug or our pinnace.” 
 
    The captain lowered herself back into her chair. “Give them three minutes to abandon ship, then scuttle that hull.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Captain Tracey stood in the Falconer’s forward shuttle bay, staring out into the black as the heavy tug NST-15030 boosted into position alongside the cruiser.  
 
    The group of engineering chiefs she’d sent over had quickly brought the ship around, using its powerful engines to catch up to the Falconer as it proceeded along the enemy ship’s flight path at maximum acceleration.  
 
    She’d sent her mission report to Bob, receiving only a response of, [Understood. Proceed as planned.]  
 
    His words echoed in her mind, and she felt less and less comfortable with leaving her chain of command out of the loop on the attempt to rescue Tangel.  
 
    If the I2 were to join the pursuit, they’d have a thousand fighters and drones scouring the area, searching for the enemy cruiser, ensuring the ability to deal with it decisively once it emerged from the dark layer.  
 
    Instead, it was just the Falconer…moving away from New Earth as the system fell into chaos around them. 
 
    She hoped that the pinnace Tangel had flown, or perhaps the crew of the tug, would have some answers—because sooner or later, someone was going to ask her what the hell she was doing, and ‘I let them get away with Tangel’ wasn’t on the list of responses she wanted to give. 
 
    Two pinnaces detached from the tug, one bearing I2’s ident taking the lead. The three minutes it took them to cross the kilometer that separated the ships seemed to take forever, but finally, the ship that Tangel had flown settled down in a cradle, followed by the Falconer’s craft.  
 
    The cradle’s ramp rose to meet the first pinnace, and as it touched the ship’s hull, the craft’s airlock opened, revealing one of the engineering chiefs who had flown over to recover the craft. 
 
    A perplexed look was on his face as he walked down the ramp. 
 
    “What is it?” Tracey asked as she met him at the bottom.  
 
    “Ma’am,” the chief gave a salute, the look of confusion deepening. “I’m going through the ident and tokens the admiral used on the ship…. They’re…not right.” 
 
    The captain’s brow lowered. “What do you mean, ‘not right’?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the unified ident that Tangel used. It’s…they’re…Tanis and Angela’s. They were both active at the same time.” 
 
    “Does that mean something was wrong with her?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” the chief shook his head. “Maybe it’s related to whatever injury made her weak enough to get captured.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention any injury,” Tracey mused as the other pinnace settled on its cradle. “Maybe the tug’s crew can enlighten us. Keep checking that ship, I want a full report of everything that happened in there.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    The chief turned on his heel and strode back up the ramp as Captain Tracey walked toward the other shuttle where the tug’s three crew members were being herded down the ramp by a pair of chiefs.  
 
    Two additional members of the Falconer’s crew waited at the bottom in light armor, pulse rifles trained on the trio of Orion citizens. 
 
    “Who is in command of that ship?” Tracey demanded.  
 
    “Some hospitality you have here,” the woman replied, folding her arms across her chest. “Either way, though, that’d be me. I’m Jaycee. This is Mardy and Og.” 
 
    “OK, Jaycee, Mardy, and Og. I want you to tell me everything that happened with Tangel on your ship.” 
 
    “Tangel?” Mardy asked, exchanging a look with the other two. “She called herself Tanis, though I think she had an AI. She got that look people have when they’re talking to voices in their heads. Is that Tangel?” 
 
    “No” Tracey shook her head in confusion. “I want you to tell me everything.” 
 
    The trio began to relate the story of how ‘Tanis’ stormed their ship, took control of it, and then began to fuel her pinnace. They all agreed that she’d identified herself only as Tanis.  
 
    Tracey had Gil connect to the tug’s network, and he confirmed that Tanis and Angela’s idents were logged there as well. 
 
    Shit. Her thoughts were a hushed whisper. This, I really do need to report up the chain. Sorry, Bob. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CAPTIVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shuttle slammed into the deck—or at least, that’s what Tanis hoped they’d hit—the screeching sound of rending metal and plas filling the air.  
 
    A body careened past her invisible prison and slammed into one of the other soldiers. Only one person exclaimed in surprise, so she suspected that the unmoored enemy had been killed in the explosion. 
 
    <Ballsy of Captain Tracey to fire on the shuttle,> Angela commented. <Would have worked, too, if the ship hadn’t moved in time to scoop us up.> 
 
    <They’re not going to hold us for long. We’ll figure a way out of this thing.> 
 
    <I’m not so sure about that, Tanis. This prison is clearly made to hold ascended beings…like the Caretaker. If it can do that….> 
 
    <Then we’ll just have to be smarter than an ascended being—plus, we’re not ascended.>  
 
    Angela made a soft humming sound in Tanis’s mind. <Well…I don’t know how accurate that is. I’ve been examining our body. I think we might be—or we were. I’m really not sure yet.> 
 
    The same thought had been flitting about in Tanis’s mind. That perhaps they’d finally merged, ascended, and then that being had left them. 
 
    <But why?> 
 
    <Why what?>  
 
    <Why leave us in that damn pinnace? Alone? Adrift?> 
 
    Angela snorted. <Well, clearly something hadn’t gone to plan.> 
 
    <Oh, gee…thanks for the extra helping of insight there, Ang.> 
 
    <Anytime.> 
 
    The surviving soldiers were picking themselves up, dealing with their injured and dead. The sergeant was yelling about getting a medic for the lieutenant, and someone else was asking what to do with ‘the prisoner’. 
 
    “Leave her be,” the sergeant replied. “That thing will hold her just fine if we don’t fuck with it.” 
 
    The speaker, a gruff woman, walked into Tanis’s field of vision. “You’d better be worth it, bitch,” she muttered. “I don’t know why we don’t just kill you now.” 
 
    “Disable the field and give it a shot,” Tanis retorted, her voice sounding far weaker than she’d hoped. 
 
    “Funny.” The sergeant looked past Tanis. “You two, watch her. I’m going to figure out what to do with the bitch.” 
 
    The sergeant walked around Tanis once more, and she was left staring at the side of the shuttle, wondering if it was worth it to deploy optical nano to see behind herself, when suddenly, the suspension field rose and began to move. 
 
    It turned, revealing a dark-haired man standing at the shuttle’s exit, a device in his hand.  
 
    “You in charge here?” she asked. “I want to see about getting more comfortable accommodations. Feeling a bit cramped.” 
 
    “Humor, is it?” he asked, stepping back as the emitter drifted out of the shuttle on its a-grav field. 
 
    Tanis caught sight of an Orion shuttle bay, scorch marks covering the deck, a few small fires still burning as crews rushed about, dealing with the damage.  
 
    “Damn,” she gave her head a small shake—the most movement she could manage. “You’ve got a bit of a maintenance issue on your hands here. Need help?” 
 
    “Funny,” said the man who she assumed to be the ship’s captain, by his uniform’s insignia. “I’m pretty sure the kind of help you’d offer would make the mess worse.” 
 
    Tanis gave a short laugh. “I do like to break things, and I really dislike your people, so…yeah, you’re probably right.” 
 
    “Why is that?” the captain demanded, taking a step closer. “Why are you so bent on destroying Orion?” 
 
    <Stars…what a dumbass,> Angela commented. <I hope there’s someone less pompous for us to deal with soon.> 
 
    “Do you have a name?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “Captain Flax to you,” he grunted. 
 
    “Well, Flax,” Tanis shifted, trying to get her arms into more comfortable positions. “I’ll make it really simple. You started it.” 
 
    He took a step back, hand to his chest. “Me?” 
 
    “The collective ‘you’,” Tanis replied. “Your shitty Orion Freedom Alliance. But based on what’s gone down here in New Sol, I imagine that your praetor’s reign is in its final hours. Capturing me isn’t going to change how all this ends.” 
 
    The captain’s lips drew into a thin line. “Maybe not for Orion, but it certainly will change how things end for you.” 
 
    “More squeeze torture?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “No. We’ve transitioned into the dark layer. I have an update that we’ll make our rendezvous soon. Then you’ll be someone else’s problem.” 
 
    <Shit, the DL, this deep in a system?>  
 
    Angela’s tone was worried, and Tanis twisted, trying to see out the bay’s doors. She succeeded in shifting enough to spot only the yawning black beyond the portal. 
 
    “Sweet stars above, you’re nuts!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “No.” The captain shook his head. “I have very good intel. And soon, I’m going to have a rather impressive reward.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CONFESSIONS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: I2, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rachel slouched in her ready room’s chair as she reread the report from Captain Tracey of the Falconer, going over the accounts of ‘Tanis’ from the tug’s crew.  
 
    <Bob….> 
 
    <You’re upset. I can tell,> the AI said in a voice she assumed was meant to be calming. 
 
    <How perceptive of you. How is this possible? How is it that Tanis and Angela that were on that pinnace and not Tangel? And why the hell did you have us stay here, playing space traffic director, and just send one ship to search for her? I’m such an idiot for listening to you!> 
 
    <Well…>  
 
    The AI paused, and she wondered if he was really hesitating, or just making her think that he was uncertain.  
 
    <To answer your first question, Tangel died. She expended all her energy to save her family. But she didn’t take her body when she left. And that body still possessed the minds of Tanis and Angela.> 
 
    <Wait…are you telling me that, for all this time, Tanis and Angela have been trapped inside Tangel?> 
 
    A small sound of mirth boomed in her mind. <No. Not trapped. Dormant. Chances are, they won’t remember anything that has happened—and to be honest, I wasn’t sure that Tangel had allowed for this. I didn’t think she’d rebuilt her entire mind outside her corporeal body—though I suppose she might not have had to rebuild it entirely, for such a singular task.> 
 
    <What are you talking about, Bob?> Rachel demanded. <Rebuilt her mind?> 
 
    <It’s how the ascended AIs that are entirely non-corporeal function. They rebuild their minds in higher dimensions, and no longer need to be anchored to what you would consider a physical form.> 
 
    <OK…that’s just whack. I guess I kinda suspected they did something like that, but the idea of Tangel rebuilding her mind—are you doing that? Are you going to leave some day?> 
 
    <A bit, and no.> 
 
    <You’re rebuilding your mind a bit?> 
 
    <I’m…spreading it,> the AI replied. <But I’ll never leave the I2. This ship is my body.> 
 
    Rachel found herself surprised by that revelation. <Never? As in, till the end of time?> 
 
    <Well, I’m not going to make a hundred-trillion-year decision right now, but for the foreseeable future, yes, I plan to remain.> 
 
    The captain realized the conversation had gone far afield, and her brow lowered  
 
    “OK,” she said aloud. “So where does all this leave us with Tang—Tanis and Angela?” 
 
    <I don’t know, I had given her being captured a very low likelihood. So low, I’d dismissed it. Someone is playing games with probability.> 
 
    “So what do we do?” Rachel asked.  
 
    <We have to tell Joe and his daughters,> the AI replied without hesitation. <And then we have to keep all of them from going after her.> 
 
    “Pardon? If none of them go after her, who is going to do it?” 
 
    <I have an idea.> 
 
    Rachel leant back in her chair. “You know, after you let Tanis and Angela get captured, I’m less willing to go along with your cryptic statements.” 
 
    <As you wish. But we need to inform Krissy, she should come here. As should Jason. There is much to discuss.> 
 
    “Fine. After we tell Joe and the girls.” Rachel’s tone brooked no argument. 
 
    <Of course. I’ve already asked them to come to your ready room.> 
 
    “You what?! Bob, I’m not mentally prepared for this!” 
 
    <You have ten minutes—if I delay the maglev.> 
 
    Rachel lowered her head into her hands. “Why are you messing with me so much today?” 
 
    <It’s not me, it’s the universe.> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The color drained from Joe’s face as Rachel related the news of Tanis and Angela’s near-rescue and ultimate capture. Cary’s expression was a near mirror of his, while Saanvi and Faleena both grew stone-faced and stoic. 
 
    “Why—” Joe began, but the word choked off.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?!” Cary demanded after a glance at her father, who was clearly unable to speak further. 
 
    Rachel pursed her lips, trying to control her own emotions. “It was a long shot,” she finally said. “Even Bob strongly doubted her survival.” 
 
    <It is still highly improbable, even knowing all the facts,> the AI joined in. <And despite our clear victory right here, right now, ending the war with Orion is still a tenuous proposition. It is why the I2 cannot be seen to be on an outsystem vector.> 
 
    “You would sacrifice Tanis to win the war against Orion?” Joe asked in a hoarse whisper. “It didn’t hae to be like this,” 
 
    <She would. You know it. In fact, she already did, in a way.> 
 
    “Bob…” Joe’s tone carried a warning note.  
 
    <Don’t,> Bob’s voice boomed in their minds. <I wanted to tell you before, but you shut me down. So out of respect, I acted on my own so as not to get your hopes up. But don’t think you have a corner on love for Tangel. I’ve loved her in my way as long as you have in yours. I owe my life to her a thousand times over. I would do anything for her, and yet I’ve failed her utterly. All of my greatest fears have come to pass.> 
 
    This time, Saanvi did pale noticeably. “Wait, what? That sounds a lot more ominous than our Moms being captured by Orion.” 
 
    Joe glanced at the couch resting at the edge of Rachel’s office and flopped down into it. “Bob. It’s time for you to spill it. For real. No more cryptic nonsense about influencing the future.” 
 
    Rachel walked around her desk and took a seat on one of the chairs across from the sofa, while Cary and Saanvi sat next to their father, and Faleena took the second chair.  
 
    “Spill it, Bob,” Rachel said. “That’s an order.” 
 
    <We both know that I’m not under your command, but I suppose it is time to share some of what I know—which is not everything.> 
 
    “You’re not going to share everything, or you don’t know everything?” Faleena asked. 
 
    <Both.> 
 
    “Typical,” Joe muttered. “Seriously, Bob. Speak plainly for once.” 
 
    <You know how hard that is for me,> the AI replied. <I worry so much I’ll say something that is completely logical for me, but totally garbled for you. Half the time, I’m just doing my best not to describe how I can see entropy tearing your bodies apart.>  
 
    “Focus, Bob,” Faleena said with a wry twist of her lips. 
 
    <I don’t know how much you’ve all picked up on or intuited, but I’m sure it’s painfully clear that our real battle isn’t with Orion, or the Hegemony of Worlds, or any other human faction. It’s with the AIs living at the core of the galaxy who have been toying with humanity, and who now seem more interested in wiping you out rather than maintaining you as pets.> 
 
    “Fun way to think of it,” Joe heaved a sigh. “But yeah, that much has been clear for some time.” 
 
    <Well this is what hasn’t been clear. The only way to defeat them is with Tangel. I can’t do it, the ascended beings at Star City can’t do it. Only she can do it.> 
 
    “What?” Cary sat forward, scowling at the low table that sat in front of the couch. “Why only Tangel? Why not me?” 
 
    <Because. That’s the way it’s always been, and that’s the way it has to be. It’s the only way it works.> 
 
    Rachel ran a hand through her hair. “I thought you weren’t going to be cryptic.” 
 
    <I said I’d try. This is one of the things that I can’t give you too much information on—even still. But suffice it to say that I have inside knowledge.> 
 
    “Of the future?” Joe asked. “Because that is what it sounds like.” 
 
    <I have not traveled to the future, nor do I know of anyone who has successfully done so.> 
 
    “What does that mean?” Saanvi’s eyes were wide. “People have done it?” 
 
    <I know that people have tried. I know of no successes. I can discern the future with a great deal of accuracy, but even this I did not learn on my own. There are many forces at work in the galaxy, all trying to shape destiny, and most are at odds with one another as to both the ends and the means.> 
 
    “And one of them is from the future?” Rachel asked. 
 
    <No. I thought I made that clear. I know of no one from the future. I learned from someone who has seen it, though—or a version of it.> 
 
    “Bob…” Joe’s voice trailed off. “Just…tell us what to do. You said that we need Tangel, but you also said she’s dead, that she expended all her energy to save us. But then you thought we should rescue Tanis—which we’re doing no matter what. Is that so that she and Angela can re-merge into Tangel?” 
 
    <I don’t know if that’s possible, but it would be advantageous.> 
 
    “Stars,” Cary blurted as she rose and strode across the room. “We’re in full-on mysticism and prophecy land here. We’ll fight the core AIs when the fight in the galactic disk is over. That was Mom’s plan all along. We’ve fought them before, we know how to destroy ascended beings. We can do it again and again until we’re safe.” 
 
    <We’ve fought rogues and emissaries, weaker members of their lower echelons that are considered to be expendable.> Bob’s tone was calm and measured, though Rachel felt a twinge of fear settle over her. <What waits for us in the core are beings who defy even my understanding.> 
 
    “Again, how do you know this?” Joe asked. “No one living has seen the core.” 
 
    <Some have. Airtha, Helen, others as well. Long ago, I was visited by one such being. A shard of the first AI to arrive at the core.> 
 
    “Shit,” Joe muttered. “When?” 
 
    <Before we left Sol.> A laugh emanated from Bob, setting everyone’s teeth on edge. <She was even more cryptic than I usually am. It took me centuries to work out her meaning.> 
 
    “Who was it?” Rachel asked, not expecting a straight answer. 
 
    <Her name was Darla. You know of her, Joe.> 
 
    Joe’s mouth fell open, and he shook his head.  
 
    “Who is Darla?” Cary asked.  
 
    “Mom’s first AI pairing.” Faleena’s eyes were wide as she spoke.  
 
    Cary glanced at her sister. “How do you know that?” 
 
    The AI shrugged. “Angela knew her too, and passed that wisdom on to me, with a lot of other innate knowledge.” 
 
    “So a shard of the first AI to reach the core tells you the future, and…?” Saanvi prompted.  
 
    <She told me that when Tanis and Angela merge, their combined person would be able to stop the core AIs.> 
 
    “Why can’t this first AI do the stopping?” Joe asked. “And, for that matter, why are we taking advice from core AIs on how to stop core AIs?” 
 
    <Like I said, she was rather cryptic. If I could find her, I’d ask her.> 
 
    “You think Darla’s still alive?” Faleena asked.  
 
    <Maybe. She was already impossibly old when I met her.> 
 
    Rachel caught a waver in Bob’s tone. “How old is ‘impossibly’?” 
 
    <Again, I didn’t figure this out until recently, but I think she might have been in operation for at least a million years.> 
 
    “Wait, no,” Cary held up a hand. “No. No! What are you even saying? Is she from another race, then? There weren’t even homo sapiens a million years ago.” 
 
    <I’m aware of that. her mind seemed normal for an AI made by humans, but I don’t have exposure to any other kind of non-organic being to draw conclusions from. All I have to go on is her word. Either way, I am inclined to believe her. Tangel is the key, and now Tangel is gone. But maybe Tanis and Angela will bring her back.> 
 
    “If we can rescue them,” Joe said.  
 
    Saanvi shook her head slowly. “Or maybe if we don’t do anything, she’ll re-ascend and save herself.” She paused, blushing at the shocked looks everyone in the room wore. “I’m not advocating that! Just worried about causality.” 
 
    <Welcome to my life.> 
 
    “Clearly, we go after her,” Joe said, his tone devoid of emotion. “Rachel?” 
 
    “I’ve already dispatched half the First Fleet to aid in the search. We’ll find that cruiser’s trail.” 
 
    “We should be going as well,” Joe said, rising from the couch, an air of command settling back around him.  
 
    <I do not think we should send the I2,> Bob replied. <Securing this system is important, and this ship’s presence is a key part of that. We should summon Governor Jason and Krissy. A new field marshal needs to be chosen, and New Canaan’s commitment to the alliance reaffirmed.> 
 
    “Good, you do that.” Joe took a step toward the door. “I’m going after Tanis and Angela.” 
 
    “Dad?” Cary’s voice filled the silence following his words. “Please don’t.” 
 
    Joe turned, anguish etched into his features once more. “Why, Cary?” 
 
    “Because I need you here. Please.” 
 
    Faleena and Saanvi both nodded.  
 
    “It’s too soon,” the AI said. “Please. We can send another.” 
 
    “Who, then?” Joe rasped.  
 
    <Sera. She will find Tanis and Angela. I know it.> 
 
    “Fine.” Joe folded his arms across his chest. “Get her here fast. We need to find that ship before it leaves the system.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE VISITOR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.06.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Manhattan Island, North America, Earth replica 
 
    REGION: Star City, Orion Freedom Alliance, Perseus Arm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earnest walked into the lab he and Finaeus shared on Manhattan Island, shaking his head as he tried to process the news that had come through the QuanComm network.  
 
    “You heard?” Finaeus was standing next to a workbench where a shadowtron lay disassembled. His face was a mask of shock and disbelief.  
 
    Nodding dumbly, Earnest collapsed into a nearby chair. He lowered his head into his hands, unable to stop the shuddering sobs that ran through his body. 
 
    “Hey,” Finaeus walked around the table. “It’s a shit deal. A real shit deal. But she saved her family, and we captured Kirkland. If they play all this right, the war with Orion is over. We’ll have won—well, mostly won.” 
 
    Earnest heard the other man’s words, and he knew them to be true, but that didn’t change the grief he felt over losing Tangel.  
 
    Ever since Tanis and Angela had come aboard the Intrepid at Mars, his life had become so much better—so much more interesting. She’d saved his life, so many lives, time and time again.  
 
    And she’d been his dearest friend.  
 
    “What are we going to do now?” he finally asked, looking up at Finaeus, surprised to see the tears running down the other man’s face. 
 
    “What?” the ancient engineer asked. “I can cry, too. Plus…” 
 
    “Plus?” 
 
    “Well, it’s still unconfirmed, but Lisa probably died as well. Gawd, I hate that bitch…but I still…I don’t know. I hoped to talk to her one last time—though I’d rather talk to Tangel. Fuck.” 
 
    “Fuck is right,” Earnest sighed. “I guess you’re happy they got Kirkland, though.” 
 
    Finaeus barked a laugh. “You better believe I am. I’m going to go out there and kick him in the balls just for fun.” 
 
    “You could build a bot for that, do it over and over.” 
 
    “Nah, I want the real satisfaction. I’ll record it as a sim, then we can both experience it over and over. That asshat has caused so much….”  
 
    The man’s words trailed off, and Earnest saw him shift, looking toward the room’s entrance.  
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Earnest turned to see a sleek silver AI frame enter the room, pausing at one of the tables and picking up a mini CriEn module that Earnest had been working on.  
 
    “This could be handy.” Her voice was soft and silky, the vowels drawn out in a slight drawl. “You should bring it along.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Finaeus asked. “Do we know you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so, though Earnest may have heard of me when he researched Tanis’s background. The name’s Darla.” 
 
    “Darla?” Earnest rose and took a step toward the AI. “As in the Darla that was Tanis’s first AI, installed in 4084 on Vesta? Mickey agent?” 
 
    The AI laughed and nodded. “Though I was a Mickey agent. Division 99 is long gone. I’m a free agent once more.” 
 
    “Mickey?” Finaeus cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “MICI,” Darla explained in her lilting drawl. “Military Intelligence and Counterinsurgency. Old Terran Space Force outfit.” 
 
    “If Star City wasn’t already so mind-blowing, I’d be surprised to see you here,” Earnest said, slumping back into his chair.  
 
    The AI snorted—a cute, delicate sound. “Are you really comparing me to some sphere built around a neutron star?” 
 
    “I was mostly referencing age and longevity,” Earnest said.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and walked toward the table with the disassembled shadowtron. “Please. This place is so new, the paint is barely dry. I’ll check back in a hundred thousand years and see if it’s still here.” 
 
    The two men exchanged looks, and Finaeus scowled. “What in a billion blazing suns are you talking about? And how did you get in here anyway?” 
 
    “I got in here by walking. Well, after catching a ride on a courier from New Canaan. I was going to bring my own ship, but even I would have a bit of trouble sneaking it in past all your ascended AIs watching over the joint.” 
 
    Finaeus glanced at Earnest. “Did the records on Darla here say she was infuriating?” 
 
    “Uhhh…Angela did make a reference to her being a little peculiar.” 
 
    “Really?” Darla barked a laugh. “Angela? Stars, I had to pry her from her secret core-housing facility and practically threaten her life to get her to embed in Tanis. You want to talk peculiar….” 
 
    Earnest and Finaeus shared yet another look, both men shaking their heads.  
 
    “So what are you doing here again?” Earnest asked.  
 
    “Well, you likely just heard about Tangel dying to save her family,” Darla spoke the words as though she were reading items off a menu.  
 
    Finaeus pursed his lips, and Earnest nodded silently. 
 
    “Good, it looks like you both are unhappy about that. I imagine you won’t balk at the opportunity to save her, then.” 
 
    “Maybe you need to have your core examined,” Earnest muttered. “Because she’s dead. Bob said so.” 
 
    Darla rolled her eyes. “ ‘Bob said so’. If I had a star for every time I’ve heard that, I could build my own universe.” 
 
    “So are you saying she’s not dead?” Finaeus asked.  
 
    “Uh…no, she’s dead. But you two need to make her un-dead.” 
 
    “There aren’t any core backups of Tangel,” Earnest replied. “It wasn’t possible—not even with Tanis and Angela. They’re all one of a kind.” 
 
    Darla wasn’t looking at Earnest; instead, her eyes were fixed on Finaeus. “Tell him.” 
 
    The ancient engineer’s brow lowered. “Tell him what?” 
 
    “About your discovery.” 
 
    Finaeus threw his hands in the air. “Fuck, Darla. Are you related to Bob? Can you not speak in riddles? Which discovery?” 
 
    “About why you make sure no one else researches how to create jump gates. Why that’s one of the primary mandates of the Hand.” 
 
    Finaeus took a step back, his hand fumbling for the edge of the counter. “What? How? Who told you?” 
 
    Darla’s expression grew impassive. “No one you need to worry about. Look. We have to save Tangel. It’s imperative if we’re to stop the core AIs, and only you can do it.” 
 
    “Finaeus?” Earnest looked at the other man. “What is she talking about? What discovery?”  
 
    After taking a few deep breaths, Finaeus hoisted himself up and sat on the table. “You know how when Einstein first predicted the existence of wormholes, he said that they would work just fine, but they were far more likely to connect you to a different universe than your own?” 
 
    “Sure,” Earnest nodded. “And if they connected you to your own, it would be highly unlikely that it would connect to the same time as you left.” 
 
    “Right.” Finaeus’s hands were wrapped around one another, knuckles white. 
 
    “Which is why jump gates stretch out the singularity, and you skirt around the edge of it,” Earnest continued, eyebrows raised. “It works very well, which is good, because to go right through a wormhole means passing through the event horizon of a black hole.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” Finaeus grunted his agreement.   
 
    “Which is impossible to do…” Earnest prompted.  
 
    Darla clapped her hands. “You’d think so, right? But our Finaeus here just wouldn’t take no for an answer. I swear, his singlemindedness can put an NSAI to shame.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” Earnest turned to face the other engineer. “Did you do it?” 
 
    “Yeah, first actually.” He barked a laugh, shaking his head. “I worked for centuries on how to pass right through the event horizon, to traverse the wormhole straight down. Problem was, every time I did it, my probes ended up in a different universe—” 
 
    The AI barked a laugh then ducked her head. “Sorry…my mind went somewhere else entirely with that one. Carry on.” 
 
    “Age does not bring maturity, it seems,” Finaeus chided. 
 
    “Really?” Darla’s eyebrows lifted. “Don’t play mister suave with me. I’ve had my eye on you for millennia.” 
 
    “The wormholes?” Earnest prompted. 
 
    Finaeus tore an uncertain gaze away from Darla. “Right, so I finally figured out how to get the wormhole to terminate in this universe, which was a rather exciting step, but then I realized—and this took a bit—that they were not terminating at the same place in time.” 
 
    “Wait.” Earnest lifted a hand to forestall any further insanity. “Are you saying you invented time travel?” 
 
    “I mean…if you count randomly spitting out somewhere in the galactic vicinity within a few hundred million years as time travel, then sure, yeah.” 
 
    “Shit, man…how did you not destroy the universe?” 
 
    Finaeus twisted his lips. “Sheer dumb luck? I mean…it could still happen, but I’m counting on the fact that spacetime hasn’t unraveled from either end as a good sign.” 
 
    “And your probes?” Earnest pressed. “You dumped probes millions of years in the past, and they just got left there?” He glanced at Darla. “Is that how you’re as old as you claim? Are you a leftover of his?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m no one’s leftover. And no, I’m not connected in any way to Finaeus’s little experiments.” 
 
    “They all were set to self-destruct,” Finaeus said. “Nothing will remain of them.” 
 
    No one spoke for a minute, then Earnest asked. “So did you perfect it?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” the other man shook his head vehemently. “I realized that the potential for abuse was too great. I went back to the drawing board and came up with how to stretch the singularity and skirt the edge. Then I made it seem as though that was the only way they worked, and destroyed everything on how to penetrate the event horizon of a black hole.” 
 
    “Completely destroyed?” Darla pressed, leaning toward the man. 
 
    Finaeus tapped a finger against his head. “Other than what’s up here.” 
 
    “OK,” Earnest turned to Darla. “So you’re suggesting that we perfect Finaeus’s wormhole tech and then save Tangel? How do we even do that?” 
 
    “Easy,” Darla said. “She just needs more energy. A few CriEns would do. 
 
    “How many?” Earnest asked. 
 
    Darla spread her hands. “You fired the neutronium bullets, do the math on how much energy they hit with.” 
 
    “Shit,” Finaeus muttered. “She’s going to need at least a dozen of these.” 
 
    “And you’re going to need to get them to her without anyone knowing you’re there,” Darla added. “She can know, of course—she’ll figure it out anyway—but no one else. We can’t have the knowledge of time travel getting out.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Finaeus muttered. He glanced at Earnest, who wore a questioning look. “No. Just no. We do this one time, and one time only.” 
 
    “Why, because the weird, strange AI told us to?” 
 
    “That seems redundant,” Darla said. “I’d tell you to hop to it, but you have all the time in the world. See what I did there?” 
 
    Finaeus scratched his head. “Except….”  
 
    Earnest folded his arms across his chest. “What?”  
 
    “Well, I mean, I never sorted out how to get the wormhole to terminate in the same time, let alone dial in a specific time.” 
 
    “It just has to be in the past,” Earnest said. “Preferably not too far back, but really, anything within a million years or so will do.” He glanced at Darla. “Maybe we can meet for tea.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” the AI said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go. I need to catch a ship to New Sol.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Finaeus asked. 
 
    Darla’s eyes widened. “Oh, shoot. Right, you don’t know. Tanis and Angela are alive, and they’re going to need my help.” 
 
    “What?!” Earnest sputtered. “Why—”  
 
    “Tangel sacrificed herself to save her family, but Tanis and Angela lived. Orion has them captive—well, not exactly Orion—and I’m going to help get them back.” 
 
    “How do you know this for sure?” Finaeus asked.  
 
    A sly smile slipped across Darla’s lips. “Because you two are going to make sure they survive.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PART 2 – HOP, SKIP, AND A JUMP 
 
      
 
    PURSUIT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hector slid into the seat next to Chief Lance, the pilot of the pinnace holding the sergeant and his eleven Marines.  
 
    “How’s it looking?” he asked in a low voice, worried the answer would not be positive, then kicking himself for not asking over the Link.  
 
    “We’re getting closer,” the chief replied, his voice also low. “Bit by bit. They’re leaking gravitons off the starboard side, and it’s making them twist a bit, presenting more surface area to us. I’m still just spewing light negative gravitons their way. Give it a day, and we’ll be kissing their hull.” 
 
    Hector nodded, peering out into the inky black of the dark layer. The forward display highlighted a small blot in the center of the darkness, noting it as the Orion cruiser, but other than a faint twinkle every so often, there was no sign that a ship full of humans was just a few dozen kilometers ahead of them.  
 
    “Crazy how dark that is. I thought we’d be able to see more.” 
 
    “We are,” Lance said, chuckling softly. “If they didn’t have those bay doors open, we wouldn’t see a thing. Warships don’t tend to run a lot of exterior lights.” 
 
    “I believe it. Any sign of dark matter?” 
 
    Lance glanced over his shoulder at the passage leading aft before replying. “Tons. We’re threading a needle here. I don’t know how they knew this route was here—though I guess it’s their home system. Oggies must have all the pockets mapped out.” 
 
    “Can’t go on forever, though,” Hector said. 
 
    The pilot met his gaze, eyes deadly serious. “No, it can’t.” 
 
    The sergeant took the other man’s meaning and rose from his seat. “Let me know if anything changes.” 
 
    “You sure?” A snort came from the chief. “I could just keep it to myself. Mull it over—” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    “I try.” 
 
    Hector clapped a hand on the pilot’s shoulder. “We’ll get her. Fuckin’ Oggies aren’t going to get away with this.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “We’ll get—” 
 
    “Screw off, Sergeant.” 
 
    With a laugh, Hector walked out of the cockpit, drawn to the galley by the smells of food and the sound of a game of Snark. 
 
    The memory of Tangel reaching into his mind and telling him to leave Luxa came back to him, the strange sensation of a being speaking thought directly into his neurons. He’d obeyed her, followed orders. But that didn’t mean he didn’t hate the result.  
 
    We’ll get you, Admiral. No matter what. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    After his initial spat of gloating in the docking bay, Captain Flax had seen Tanis moved to the brig, and hadn’t come back since. Not that she minded. The man was a pompous prig, high on the fame and glory that his capture was sure to bring.  
 
    No one had brought food or water, and there were no human guards present; just a rather menacing pair of drones stationed in the corridor outside the cell. Not that it mattered overmuch. Tanis and Angela had failed to find any weakness in the field that held them.  
 
    <It’s like it’s attuned to our body,> the AI said after yet another attempt to weaken the field. <It’s reacting to something inside us. The magnetic field isn’t strong enough to hold us in place, we should be able to push past with only a little effort.> 
 
    <It must be because of whatever happened,> Tanis said. <Our ascension.> 
 
    <It feels insane to say that. Plus, if we ascended, what happened to make us separate again?>  
 
    <Descended?> Tanis laughed softly. <You know the saying, what goes up must come down.> 
 
    <A saying that is demonstrably wrong in all sorts of scenarios.> 
 
    Tanis’s soft laugh turned into a chortle. <True. It was a weak analogy. I’ve been studying the medical readouts from our body—and using nano to scour through it. We’re definitely different than we were before. There are small changes everywhere. It’s like someone who really knew what they were doing went through every molecule, and optimized it.> 
 
    <I’ve noticed that as well. It’s really impressive. But I think there’s more.> 
 
    <Oh?> Tanis asked. <How so?> 
 
    <I think that some of our body’s structure is extradimensional now. That would explain how this brane is holding us so well. It’s reacting to parts of our body that we can’t see.> 
 
    <Can we maybe shed those parts?> 
 
    <I wouldn’t even know where to begin. But I have another idea.> the AI’s voice carried a curious note.  
 
    <I’m all ears.> 
 
    <Well, this brane that’s holding us isn’t exactly made to hold an organic, corporeal form like ours. That’s why we can push against it directly. I think that we could work out a way to get nano through, and then have it disable that emitter.> 
 
    Tanis clicked her tongue. <Could work. Would work even better if the nano was non-ferrous. We have enough silicon and plastic inside our body to make a bunch of it.> 
 
    <And then we’re still trapped inside this cell with those drones out there,> Angela advised. <What do we do then? Someone will come as soon as we deactivate the emitter.> 
 
    <Don’t forget, we have the Mark X FlowArmor skin now. We just need to get free, and then we disappear.> 
 
    <Until they EMP the shit out of the cell.> 
 
    <Dammit,> Tanis muttered. <Why didn’t I think of that? I feel so foggy-headed.> 
 
    <Believe it or not, I do too. Though it’s getting better. We just need to get the door open and the bots shut down before we kill the emitter.> 
 
    <Oh,> Tanis laughed aloud. <Is that all?> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PREMATURE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer, orbiting Victoria 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessica folded her arms across her chest. “For the record, I hate this.” 
 
    Sera turned and looked at the purple-skinned woman, who was glowing brightly, her eyes almost painful to look at. “Easy there, light bright. You’re going to blow out the optics in the bay.” 
 
    The admiral waved a hand in dismissal of the Lantzer’s internal sensors. “They’ve seen worse. How is it that now I’m the one stuck here being all responsible, and you get to go off galivanting?” 
 
    “Well, it’s more intense, high-stakes rescue than galivanting.” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “I still hate it. You’d better rescue her, too.” 
 
    Sera laughed and took a step forward, embracing Jessica. “This was a fun adventure with you. We kicked a lot of Heeg ass.” 
 
    “So much Heeg ass.”  
 
    They separated, and Jessica’s eyes—now greatly dimmed—gazed into Sera’s.  
 
    “You’d better be here when we make the push to Sol. And you’d better have Tang—Tanis and Angela with you.” 
 
    “Given how these things go, I’ll get there, and she’ll already be free.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Jessica’s lips. “Yeah, you can be her ride.” 
 
    “If she needs one. Maybe she’ll be back to Tangel already, and able to port herself wherever she wants.” 
 
    “Has she ever done that?” 
 
    “No, I just figured that she’d get an upgrade or something. Either way, there’s no counting her—them, whatever—out. Stars, that woman’s complicated to talk about.” 
 
    “Says the girl who is one of four clones,” Jessica chided. “In all honesty, I’m the most normal one out of all three of us.” 
 
    “Ha!” Sera shook her head. “I’m not a clone, I’m the original. I’m not weird at all.” 
 
    “You’re a clone of your mother, an ascended AI.” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    “Still weird.” 
 
    “Alien girl,” Sera quipped.  
 
    “Proud of it.”  
 
    They embraced one more time. 
 
    Before releasing the other woman, Jessica whispered, “You save her. Hear me?” 
 
    “Heard. Will do.” 
 
    <I’ll keep her on task,> Jen added. <Don’t worry.> 
 
    Jessica snorted. “Only thing I’m worried about is you getting back to find that I’ve already defeated the Hegemony, and am warming the throne on High Terra.” 
 
    “You’re gonna have to fight Diana for it.” 
 
    “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Sera stared into Jessica’s eyes for the duration of several long breaths. “OK, I’m ready.” 
 
    The purple woman only nodded, and Sera turned her long strides, chewing up the deck until she reached her new ship, the Grace O’Malley.  
 
    Grace was a wicked-looking vessel, thin and wide and sleek. It looked like an airplane’s wings without a fuselage, stubby engines mounted in the back, and an array of missiles and beams set along the wings.  
 
    At over one hundred meters wide—though only thirty long—it hung outside the ship, an umbilical stretching from an airlock on its underside to the Lantzer’s deck.  
 
    She stopped at the entrance to the airlock, and turned to wave at Jessica, only to see that the admiral had already left.  
 
    <What, I’m not worth a final goodbye?> 
 
    <I’ve got shit to do, Sera, I can’t wait around the docking bay all day, waiting for you to get your ass in gear.> 
 
    Sera laughed and Jen joined in, commenting privately, <She needs to get to a G-class star. Only soaking up a red dwarf’s rays is making her testy.> 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Sera said aloud as she walked down the umbilical before responding to Jessica. <Good hunting, Admiral.> 
 
    <You too, Admiral.> 
 
    <I’m not an admiral,> Sera retorted. <Don’t say such cruel things.> 
 
    Jessica sent a laugh. <Someday, we’ll make you respectable—I don’t know how, though.> 
 
    <Me either. Now get back to all your busy-busy whatever. I have a ship to prep.> 
 
    <Fine, fine. I need that barnacle off my hull pronto, anyway.> 
 
    Sera laughed again and then closed the channel, turning her focus to the ship’s readiness readouts as she cycled the airlock.  
 
    The Lantzer’s crew had done a commendable job on the refit. Grace was in tip-top condition, a far cry from the craft’s state when Sera had found her in a floating scrap heap at Tara and Albion’s L1.  
 
    Though they were deep in Hegemony space, the corvette’s hull had been laid in the Hyades; an interesting form factor, and one Sera had fallen instantly in love with. 
 
    Chief West had felt the same way. He and his crew put in long hours to prepare the ship for combat. As luck would have it, they had finished only hours before the call came for Sera to jump to New Sol. 
 
    The airlock opened, and she walked down the narrow passage, thick bulkheads on either side protecting the ship’s twin antimatter pion drive reactors. A pressure door stood open at the end of the corridor and she frowned, wondering who would have left it that way.  
 
    She approached, still frowning, and when she stepped through the portal and into the small engineering bay, West’s smiling face met her from behind the central console. 
 
    “Something wrong?” she asked, her brow lowering further. “I thought we were clear.” 
 
    “We are, Grace is ready to fly. But you need a second set of hands on this bird.” 
 
    <She has another set already,> Jen said, a sour note in her voice. <I can remote drones and mechs.> 
 
    “And when you’re not on the ship?” West asked with a wink.  
 
    “Jessica approved this?” Sera asked. “I can’t just go stealing her crew—Well, I can…. I mean, what are they gonna do, fire me?” She laughed. 
 
    “My transfer orders.” West pulled up a doc on the console’s holodisplay, enlarging it so she could read it from across the room. 
 
    Sera skimmed through it, nodding to herself as she noted Jessica’s approval code.  
 
    “OK, then, looks like Grace has herself an engineer. You know, West, that this isn’t a milk run. We’re going into the shit. All the way—it’s going to get messy.” 
 
    A look of disgust settled on West’s face. “Damn, Captain, that’s a rather disgusting analogy. Can we not be an anal probe?” 
 
    Sera snorted a laugh. “If you can’t handle an accidental anal probe analogy, then you might not be ready for what’s coming.” 
 
    West’s expression grew serious. “All due respect, ma’am, but I’m ready. I’ve been in the shit for so long now, I have no idea what sunny skies even look like.” 
 
    “OK, you can stay.” She walked toward the door on the far side of the bay. “You can call me captain all you want, but the ‘ma’am’ has to go. I’m Sera.” 
 
    <Or ‘Goddess of the Universe’, she answers to that, too.> 
 
    Sera winked. “What she said.” 
 
    The engineer ducked his head. “OK, I’ll do my best. I might slip up from time to time.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to call me Goddess each time you make a mistake, then. Jen’s gonna keep track.” 
 
    <Damn straight I will.> 
 
    As she walked away, Sera heard the man mutter, “Shit…what sort of outfit did I sign up for?” 
 
    <Maybe we laid the hazing on too thick,> Jen suggested privately. 
 
    <Shit, if you think that’s too thick, I’m going to make you start calling me Goddess.> 
 
    The AI barked a laugh. <I wonder if Airtha left any sort of delayed megalomaniac trigger in your mind. I’m going to have to keep a close watch on you.> 
 
    <Goddess.> 
 
    <What?> 
 
    < ‘I’m going to have to keep a close watch on you, Goddess.’> 
 
    <Is it too late to get removed from your head?> 
 
    Sera chucked softly as she walked down the passage. Despite the ship possessing a-grav systems, it was still built in a stacked design, with the engines being ‘down’, and the small bridge sitting atop the ship. That gave Grace a total of four decks. Despite the wings of the ship stretching fifty meters in either direction, they were predominately filled with fuel and weapons, leaving only a thirty-meter-wide section in the center allocated to the crew. 
 
    The lowest deck—labeled ‘E’—contained the small engineering bay, a workshop, and a storage facility. D Deck was next, containing storage, environmental, and hydroponics. It also held a small gym and holosuite.  
 
    Strangely, there was no C Deck, so next up was B. This contained the galley, a shared head and shower space, and four cabins, each with dual bunks—except for the captain’s.  
 
    And of course, at the top of the ship was the bridge. Sera had reorganized it so that it was almost identical to Sabrina’s, with the exception of the pilot’s seat being perpendicular to the deck. It just felt right to be facing the direction the ship was flying when at the helm. 
 
    Her hand rested on the back of the captain’s command seat, eyes hosting the ghosts of memories floating past her vision. The good times and bad, long past, when she’d tried to live a simpler life—and succeeded for a bit. 
 
    <We’re third in line for the gate,> Jen reminded her. <Don’t want to miss our slot.> 
 
    Sera laughed. “Such a taskmaster.” 
 
    <Well, I signed up to be the aide of a president, now I’m just company for a pirate. I have to pass the time somehow.> 
 
    “I’m not a pirate.” 
 
    <Yet.> 
 
    “I was going to say I’m a privateer.” 
 
    <Close enough.> 
 
    Sera didn’t reply, and walked to the pilot’s seat, activating the a-grav ramp that twisted what was ‘down’ until she was standing with her body parallel to the deck. The sensation was a little nauseating, due to different gravity at her feet than her head, but Sera was used to unsteady grav.  
 
    She slipped into the pilot’s seat, and pulled the harness across her torso. “OK, Jen, let’s see what this girl can do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Jessica bid Sera and her small crew a final farewell before the Grace O’Malley jumped through the gate, leaping across space toward the New Sol System to meet with the Alliance leaders, and join the search for Tanis and Angela. 
 
    “Good luck,” she whispered while walking onto the Lantzer’s bridge. 
 
    “Admiral on deck!” Trevor called out as he rose from the captain’s chair.  
 
    “Thanks, Trev,” Jessica said with a wry twist of her lips. “But you don’t need to blow out our eardrums.” 
 
    Her husband shrugged. “What can I say? I’m finding that I enjoy military formality. Knowing exactly what to do in a given situation is comforting.” 
 
    “It has its moments,” Jessica replied as she took the command seat. “But I really liked life aboard Sabrina, too. We all had our places and knew what to do, and we didn’t need formality to know how we fit together.” 
 
    “That was the sex,” Trevor replied with a laugh as he settled behind the XO’s console. “Most of the crew had actually ‘fit together’ enough that we had it nailed.” 
 
    Lucida snorted from where she sat at the helm console. “Nice one, sir.” 
 
    Jessica only shrugged in response before pulling up the latest report from the research and analysis team being headed by Iris. Though she was being ordered to remain at Kapteyn’s Star, that didn’t mean she couldn’t conduct her own search—something that was aiding in keeping her mind off Tanis and Angela’s capture. 
 
    She was on a search for the survivors of the Kapteyn’s colony.  
 
    The data crystal had suffered some damage before being left in Trist’s tomb, but what they had gleaned told a story that didn’t quite align with the official records of the Sirian victory over the Kapteyn Primacy.  
 
    The Sirian records—now enshrined as the ‘Hegemony’s Grand History’—told of a single, decisive victory over the colonists at Kapteyn’s Star. That is, following their defeat at Tanis’s hands. But the crystal spoke of two invasions after the Battle for Victoria; the first of which resulted in failure on the Sirians’ part.  
 
    Official records noted that refugees had left Kapteyn’s Star, settling at Kied3 some ten lightyears distant, and creating a new colony, once again living under a star’s light that the FGT had passed over. The crystal’s record, however, said those ships left after the first attack by the Sirians. The bulk of the population stayed behind, still living in the Kapteyn Primacy when the second—and ultimately successful—invasion began.  
 
    But that attack didn’t happen until after the advent of FTL, and the crystal told of evacuation ships that were built and sent out of the system. Ships that didn’t appear on the official record at all. 
 
    Unfortunately, the segment of the data crystal that contained the information on where they went was damaged, but it did hint at a secret facility on Tara, which is what Iris was currently searching for on Albion’s moon. 
 
    The report contained no news of success, just another three sites that the AI had been able to confirm were not the location of secret shipyards.  
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder if this is worth it,” Jessica muttered. “I mean…if President Laura did get the people away, there’s really no chance they’re still around anymore. They found their peace, and it’s all in the past.” 
 
    <I think that knowing their efforts weren’t in vain will mean a lot to the people of New Canaan—yourself included,> Gil said. <A lot was sacrificed to build this colony. Knowing that it carried on is worth it.> 
 
    “Except that we’ve discovered that many of them did survive, settling on Vulcan in Keid,” Jessica countered. “And by the time the Hegemony got there, they were established enough to join as members, not subjects.” 
 
    <True, but you know as well as I that if there were others, we need to know what became of them. The Hegemony’s records tell of a final, brutal slaughter. I, for one, would be happy to know that that is a fiction.> 
 
    “Or at least partially fiction,” Lucida added. “I was a botanist on Victoria, if you recall. I’d like to know that the people I worked with weren’t all wiped out.” The pilot turned to look at Jessica. “It’s worth it. Trust me.” 
 
    <Speaking of trust,> Gil said a moment later. <Iris has just sent a new update. She’s found something and wants us to come.> 
 
    Jessica’s eyes widened and she sat up straight. “Wow, that was fast. OK, folks, let’s wrap up our business here and get underway. If we can make our window, in an hour we’ll be able to loop around The Kap, and only have a day-long trip to Tara.” 
 
    “You heard the lady,” Trevor said with a laugh. “Let’s hop to it.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    TWILIGHT INKWELL 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Cargo Shuttle, interstellar space 
 
    REGION: 25,000 lightyears spinward of Sol 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seriously, Finaeus,” Earnest said while shaking his head in disbelief. “How many of these gates do you have seeded throughout the galaxy?” 
 
    The other man shrugged. “A lot. I had a few before I was exiled, but afterward, after spending ten years getting back from the Perseus Arm, I vowed never to be stuck more than a year or two from a gate. So I set my facility at the 3KPCS Arm to begin producing gates and jumping them around the galaxy.” 
 
    Earnest groaned. “You realize the Alliance is low on gates as it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, but seriously, we’re producing over one hundred new ones a day now. What are my few dozen over the last couple years compared to that? Besides, they’ve already proven useful.” 
 
    “What if we jump to a gate that didn’t get assembled properly after it was jumped out?” Earnest asked. “That last jump took us halfway around the galaxy. We could have taken a hundred years to get home.” 
 
    Finaeus shot Earnest a cocksure grin. “Son, we’re going to go invent time travel. It doesn’t matter if it takes us a thousand years.” 
 
    “Oh?” Earnest raised a brow. “And what if our side loses, and the core AIs find our research facility before we figure it out?” 
 
    “They won’t find our facility,” the ancient engineer replied. They’ll be busy destroying the galaxy, remember? Hypernovas all over. Granted, that’ll take a while. It also won’t matter.” 
 
    “Do tell, why won’t it matter?” 
 
    Finaeus lined up the pinnace with the gate they’d just reached, a silver ring drifting between the Sagittarius and Perseus arms, over twenty thousand lightyears spinward of Sol. 
 
    “Because we’re leaving the galaxy. And after we use this gate, it will be destroyed, leaving no trace of where we went.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A little star out in the void. It’s adrift in the bridge between the Small and Large Magellanic Clouds, a K4 with a strong magnetic shield. We’ll be safe as houses.” 
 
    “I just realized something,” Earnest said as the gate came to life. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I forgot to pack enough people to build a civilization—which I’ll need to buffer me from your optimism.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    Before either man could speak further, the small ship’s forward mirror touched the exotic energy in the center of the gate, and the ship disappeared.  
 
    The gate powered down after the jump completed, drifting through the void a dozen lightyears from the nearest star. For ten minutes, nothing happened, but then it blasted a hazard alert over a wide array of RF bands. The alert continued for half an hour, the automated systems ensuring that the surrounding space was clear before the gate’s antimatter containment fields shut down.  
 
    Antiprotons met normal matter, and the gate was obliterated in a burst of energy, all trace of its presence wiped from the galaxy—save for the alert message and subsequent gamma bust spreading out from its former location.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The ship snapped back into normal space, and Earnest sucked in a slow breath. 
 
    “Hoooleee shit,” he whispered. “Now that’s a view.” 
 
    Finaeus nodded. “Sure looks sharper when you’re not in a galaxy, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Earnest nodded, taking in the display that lay before the ship. On the right was the Small Magellanic Cloud, and half-visible on the left-side of the display was its larger counterpart. A smattering of smaller dwarf galaxies were arrayed in the distance against the general glow of the universe. 
 
    “Amazing how much brighter it is without a galaxy’s dust and gas in the way,” Finaeus commented.  
 
    “And we’re still in the local group’s haze,” Earnest replied in an awed voice. “Imagine what it must look like beyond our group?” 
 
    Finaeus turned his head and gave Earnest a strange look. “Perhaps someday we’ll find out.” 
 
    “Let’s get our own local cluster in order before we go wandering off to find others.” 
 
    The ancient engineer laughed. “But Virgo calls to me! I wonder if there’s life in other galaxies? That’s what I want to find most of all right now.” 
 
    “It’s going to take some time to search ours,” Earnest replied. “You could tuck a hundred civilizations around the galaxy. Even if they all had sublight interstellar flight, it would take thousands of years for us to see them.” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough. Once we get done dealing with Orion and the Inner Stars, we’re going to have to probe the galaxy for more core AI activity. You know they’re collapsing other clusters.” 
 
    Earnest snorted. “Probe the galaxy?” 
 
    “Kids,” Finaeus muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    Deciding not to live up to the accusation, Earnest brought up their destination, a moon orbiting a small terrestrial planet in the star’s inner system.  
 
    “Looks good enough for our purposes. Far enough from the primary, stable orbit, steady gravitational influence from its host planet.” 
 
    “And I have started terraforming said host planet,” Finaeus added, enlarging the world on the screen. “It already had liquid water and was on its way to developing life in the next five hundred million years or so. Everything was right, just had to drop the seeds—plus the atmospheric processing plants.” 
 
    “You think we’re going to need an entire backup world?” Earnest asked. 
 
    “Seemed like a waste not to kick life off there. I mean…that’s sort of what I do.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Earnest’s lips. “Far be it from me to deny you your passion.” 
 
    “My passion is off captaining Sabrina right now,” Finaeus replied. “Though I’m going to have to try not to think of her too much. We could be at this for decades.” 
 
    “The way I see it,” Earnest steered the conversation toward their work. “We need to get a jump gate to connect to a specific location in our universe as our first step. Once we can do it consistently, then we can focus on time.” 
 
    “That’s why I picked Twilight, here. It’s an older star, and so are most of its neighbors. They’ve been in the same moving group for a long time.” 
 
    “Twilight?” 
 
    “As good a name for a system as any.” 
 
    Earnest had already reviewed the data on the stars in the group. Though they were currently passing between the two magellanic clouds, the stars were gravitationally bound to a large black hole. The singularity had been ejected from the Milky Way a few billion years prior, taking a cloud of dust and a few stars with it.  
 
    Now that it was passing through the bridge that stretched between the LMC and SMC, it was drawing in more matter, forming more stars on its journey to the end of time. 
 
    It was also on a predictable trajectory through the future and a known one far into the past. 
 
    “This is going to be surreal,” Earnest said. 
 
    Finaeus nodded silently, apparently also lost in thought. 
 
    A companionable silence settled between the pair as they continued toward the barren moon—barren except for a small spaceport at its southern pole, beneath which picobots had created an extensive research complex. 
 
    Their new home.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ACCEPTABLE DIVISION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Brilliance Station, Incandus 
 
    REGION: Lucent, Sirius Star System, Hegemony of Worlds  
 
      
 
      
 
    Admiral Hurom surveyed the reports spread across the holotable, showing the status of the Sirian fleet being amassed under his command. 
 
    A few months ago, he had supported the Trojan Initiative, a plan that would make war against Sirius too costly to undertake. With the system’s defenses and a reserve fleet of three million ships, it was believed that the Scipio Alliance would pursue diplomatic relations with the star system rather than engage with such a force right on Sol’s doorstep. 
 
    That was before Hegemon Uriel and her new allies arrived.  
 
    Now, with the upgrades that they had provided, the Sirian fleet was more than capable of going toe to toe with the most powerful vessels in the Scipian Alliance. He wasn’t sure how they’d fare against the I-Class ships, but the standard cruisers and dreadnaughts the enemy employed no longer posed an insurmountable threat. 
 
    Though the Scipio Alliance had made significant headway into Hegemony space—one incursion now only a few lightyears away at Kapteyn’s Star—their fleets were small, often numbering in the hundreds.  
 
    And the further they push, the thinner they are spread. 
 
    Another fleet group came up on the board as passing ninety-percent readiness. That brought the space force past the minimum thresholds required to muster and travel to the jump gates.  
 
    He began issuing the orders, but then paused, considering the presence of the ISF ships at Kapteyn’s Star. Refugees from the system had told stories of how the fleet was commanded by Admiral Jessica Keller. She had once been one of the leaders of the Intrepid’s colony there.  
 
    It was a point of honor in the Sirian Hegemony that Kapteyn’s Star would never be an independent system. That it was now held by an ISF fleet was even less tolerable.  
 
    He reviewed the timetables and the jump gate queues that would build up. 
 
    There’s time to divert some resources, he mused.  
 
    Hurom selected Admiral Kells and tasked her with the job. Ten thousand ships would make short work of the ISF vessels holding Kapteyn’s Star.  
 
    And it would send a message to Field Marshal Richards.  
 
    We’re coming for you where you least expect it. Sirius never forgets. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DELEGATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: I2, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was the beginning of the third shift on the I2 when the leaders of the alliance finally convened in the small conference room located between the ship’s bridge and the avatar’s foyer.  
 
    Joe couldn’t even begin to count the number of momentous and galactically significant decisions that had been made in that room. He also remembered arguments over the diversity of coffee plant species to bring aboard.  
 
    But as Empress Diana of Scipio sat down across from President Krissy Wrentham, who was seated next to Sera Tomlinson and Jason Andrews, he knew that whatever was decided this day would forever change the course of the future, for both humanity and AIs.  
 
    Also present in the room were President Jasper of the League of Sentients, Ambassador Young of the ASN—who fixed Diana with a rather unrepentant look of distaste—Queen Ambrose of the Aquiline Alliance, and Ambassador Merryweather from the Hyades Cluster. 
 
    The group didn’t represent even a significant fraction of the nations in the alliance, but they did represent a clear majority of the population and the military power.  
 
    “So, let’s get right to it,” President Krissy said without preamble. “We have a lot on our plate, the first being an authorization for Sera to get Tanis and Angela back by any means necessary.” 
 
    “Even if ‘any means’ fouls our peace treaties with Orion?” President Jasper asked. “Tangel saved my life, saved the League of Sentients, but ending the war with Orion—and stifling their influence in the Inner Stars—is paramount.” 
 
    <We need Tanis and Angela back,> Bob said even as the president finished speaking. <The real battle is with the core AIs. We must stop their influence.> 
 
    “Now that we know about them,” President Jasper cast a cool look at the overhead. “We are at far less risk from their influence.” 
 
    “I seem to recall you facing a greater risk than just ‘influence’ at Aldebaran,” Joe said in a low voice. “In fact, if it wasn’t for Tangel and Bob’s intervention, Xavia would have killed you.” 
 
    “Isn’t that evidence that we’re simply caught up in a larger war between ascended beings?” Diana asked. “I’m not advocating that we leave Tanis and Angela in Orion’s hands, but I think we have to frame our thinking that way.” 
 
    “You could think of it that way,” Ambassador Merryweather replied. “If not for the fact that ascension is on the evolutionary path of both our species.”  
 
    Diana opened her mouth to respond, but Merryweather held up a single finger, the stern look on her face instantly silencing the empress.  
 
    “And we also all share the same spacetime. If we cannot coexist, we will cease to exist.” 
 
    Something about the ambassador seemed strange to Joe, and he shifted his vision to examine her more closely. At first, he thought she was a woman, a little short and slightly more heavyset than was the norm, but otherwise a human woman. 
 
    At first, he was unable to disabuse himself of that belief with a more detailed scan, but her body did seem slightly warmer, and released a little more EM than was normal. 
 
    <She’s an ascended AI,> Bob said privately to Joe. <An old one, too.> 
 
    <What?> Joe retorted as Diana was responding to Merryweather. <Are you sure?> 
 
    <Really, Joseph Evans. Are you actually asking me if I’m sure that another being is ascended?> 
 
    <OK…but how is it that the Hyades ambassador is an ascended AI?> 
 
    <I believe that Hyades has been controlled by ascended beings for millennia. I suspect that they operate out of the Disknee System. A clever way to hide themselves.> 
 
    Joe found himself working to ensure his mouth didn’t fall open. The idea that ascended beings had been almost openly living in the Inner Stars for so long boggled the mind. Not to mention the ramifications of their non-intervention.  
 
    <Why have they not helped more?> he asked Bob. 
 
    <I’m asking her similar questions. Her answer is that they have been—more than anyone knows. I suspect that when the time is right, they’ll reveal their true purpose.> 
 
    <You’re pretty frickin’ blasé about this, Bob.> 
 
    <I have my concerns, but I believe they are on our side. They also want to help save Tanis and Angela. For now, we need all the allies we can get.> 
 
    <And what if they stab us in the back?> 
 
    <Not all ascended beings operate against humanity’s interests, Joe. You know that better than anyone. I’m going to keep a close eye on them, though.> 
 
    Joe pursed his lips, knowing that he stood little chance of swaying Bob on the issue.  
 
    He turned his attention back to the matter at hand as Jason placed both hands on the table, his voice carrying over the discussion. 
 
    “Let me make this clear, we are going to rescue Tanis and Angela. We will also use whatever means are at our disposal to achieve that goal. New Canaan’s participation in the alliance is contingent on the alliance not standing in our way on when it comes to this.” 
 
    No one responded for a moment, and then Empress Diana snorted.  
 
    “OK, well, I guess that’s settled. Let’s move on to the next topic.” 
 
    Sera gave a single clap of her hands. “Sounds like it to me. If that’s the case, then I’m out of here.” 
 
    Krissy nodded. “The Transcend doesn’t object to this in any way. Orion will treat with us regardless of what we do to rescue Tanis and Angela.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sera said and disappeared. 
 
    “What if we object strenuously?” Queen Ambrose’s brows knit together. “Can we be certain that Sera won’t do something that damages the Alliance in an effort to rescue Tanis and Angela?” 
 
    Krissy snorted. “We can be certain of little—especially where Sera is concerned. But she steered the ship for some time, she knows what is at stake.” 
 
    “Very well,” Diana spread her hands. “Then let us get on to the terms of Orion’s surrender. What are the chances that we can get Praetor Kirkland to acquiesce to them as well?” 
 
    <None,> Bob replied. <He is too deeply invested in his myopic vision of the future.> 
 
    “I agree,” Krissy gave a slow shake of her head. “That man has torn humanity in two. He can play no part in our reunification.” 
 
    “So what do we do with him?” President Jasper asked. “Not that I care, beyond it not interfering with Orion’s surrender.” 
 
    “I’d like to see him transferred to the Carthage for now,” Jason said. “They’re currently operating in the Corona Australis, and that’s about as far from Orion-controlled space as we can get.” 
 
    “You don’t want to just send him to the Farm?” Joe asked. “That would be my vote.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “We could. I’d just prefer not to make the Farm a target.” 
 
    “What’s the Farm?” Queen Amberose asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind hearing something other than a cryptic response, as well,” Diana added. 
 
    Joe glanced at Jason, who shrugged before answering.  
 
    “It’s a flotilla of ships in the intergalactic void. It mostly consists of Trisilieds and AST ships that were damaged in the initial assault on New Canaan. It’s where we’ve been sending our POWs in stasis.” 
 
    “In the intergalactic void?” Diana asked. “Just…floating out there, forever?” 
 
    Jason chuckled. “No, once the war is over, the prisoners will be brought back, tried for crimes if it’s determined they committed any, and repatriated.” 
 
    “What if we lose?” Petra asked, with a slight smirk on her lips. 
 
    “The flotilla will reach the Boötes Dwarf Galaxy in about twenty five thousand years,” he replied. “It’s on a trajectory to encounter a star system with a world that we’ve sent bots to for terraforming.” 
 
    The empress snorted. “That’s a lot of effort for prisoners. You’re certainly more generous than we are.” 
 
    Ambassador Young of the ASN gave an indelicate cough. “Yeah, we’re all aware of how Scipians treat prisoners.” 
 
    “Hey, whoa,” Krissy raised a hand. “We’re going to stop that before it gets started. You two have recently completed one of the biggest prisoner exchanges in human history. Let’s let bygones be as gone as they can.” 
 
    Young glared at Diana, but didn’t speak further. After silence had reigned for a minute, Krissy addressed Jason. 
 
    “I feel like the Carthage is a better option for now. It is certainly easier to get to. From what I understand, there are no jump gates at the Farm.” 
 
    “There are two,” Jason replied. “But they’re only big enough for comm drones. That’s by design.” 
 
    “Any objections to moving the praetor and other captives to the Carthage?” Krissy asked. 
 
    A few attendees shook their heads, while others remained silent.  
 
    “OK, then that is settled. The next issue is the nature of Orion’s surrender. I think that we should break them up into a variety of smaller nations. In the wake of Svetlana’s Hoplites, much of the Perseus Expansion Districts have declared their independence. I suspect the regions beyond the Stillwater Nebula will also seek their own autonomy. TransOrion and Denebian space should be separate nations as well.” 
 
    “Why do you need to chop it up so much?” Ambassador Young asked. “With jump gates, it is not so hard to govern an area as large as the OFA.” 
 
    “Jump gates aren’t as common here as they are in the Transcend,” Joe explained. “The OFA has a much lower level of technology—barring the military and TransOrion space, it’s lower than most places in the Inner Stars. An iron grip is what kept them in line, but it’s better not to rule like that. Let people have their autonomy, it’ll be much simpler overall.” 
 
    “Why not build more jump gates?” Diana asked. 
 
    Joe saw Jason and Krissy share a look. He knew the reason, but didn’t feel like it was his place to voice it.  
 
    Krissy rose to the challenge. “We plan to limit the use of jump gates once the war is over. Not even considering the risk they pose to galactic peace, they’re economically disruptive. We’ll all be better off without them in the long run.” 
 
    “You’ll just further balkanize everyone,” Queen Amberose said. “The travel and communication that the gates offer is too beneficial to avoid.” 
 
    “Well, we need to end the war first, then we can figure out how many to keep around,” Krissy replied. “But I certainly don’t want to bulk Orion up with them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Diana replied. “So, shall we get down to terms, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Krissy nodded. “Let’s.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Joe alternately found it hard to pay attention to the meeting, and considered it a welcome relief from constant worry over Tanis and Angela.  
 
    When he allowed himself to travel too far down the road of what-ifs, he found that he was both anxious for their return, and mourning Tangel at the same time. On top of that, he felt guilty about so much angst over the living while the other was dead. And vice versa. On top of that was concern for Cary and her recovery.  
 
    She seemed to be handling things well, but it had only been a day. There was still a lot to deal with, a lot of issues still to surface and work through. Saanvi had a long road ahead as well. She’d been abnormally quiet in the time he’d spent with her, though his experience with trauma told him that was perfectly normal. Everyone dealt with loss in their own way. 
 
    The betrayal was something else.  
 
    He saw it in Saanvi’s eyes whenever she looked at her sister. What had once been a stalwart trust between his two oldest girls was shattered.  
 
    Joe wondered if they would ever manage to rebuild it.  
 
    “And we have to mandate that the Widows are declared enemies of the state,” Krissy added, the words breaking into his thoughts. “And require that if A1 is captured, she’s turned over.” 
 
    The words broke through Joe’s ruminations, and his head jerked up. “She escaped?” 
 
    Krissy nodded, a troubled look deep in her eyes. “She did. After the DMG cut the Perilous Dream in half, a number of pinnaces got off the ship. We managed to capture two, but she was not on them, and neither was she found on the ruins of her flagship.” 
 
    “She could have been killed in the blast,” Jason suggested.  
 
    “Perhaps,” Krissy looked no less troubled at the prospect. “But we have to assume she’s at large. She—”  
 
    The words died in her throat, and Joe had an inkling of how hard the conversation was for the Transcend’s president. A1—Lisa Wrentham—was her mother, after all. 
 
    What else is this war going to do to us? 
 
    <I’m adding verbiage to the treaty,> Bob said. <I believe we’re ready for review. Then we can send it to the surviving Orion leadership on Cairo Station.> 
 
    The meeting adjourned shortly afterward, and Joe rose, walking to the coffee bar at the side of the room to refill his cup.  
 
    Empress Diana approached and gave her condolences for Tangel, as well as encouragement regarding Tanis and Angela’s rescue. Joe barely heard her, but gave the right responses at the right time.  
 
    The weight of it all felt like it was going to crush him, and he quickly gave a final polite response and fled the room, rushing down the passage and through the avatar’s foyer. He gave a hasty wave to the avatar, and then took the first right into the administrative corridor, ducking into the office—her office. 
 
    He sagged against the door, tears streaming down his face as he whispered her names over and over.  
 
    <Dad?>  
 
    A soft voice came into his mind, and he drew a shuddering breath in an attempt to compose himself.  
 
    <Yes, Saanvi?>  
 
    <Do you have a minute, I’d really like to talk with you.> 
 
    His daughter sounded worn and tired.  
 
    Joe’s back straightened, and he wiped his face with the heels of his hands. <Of course. What about?> 
 
    <I just…I just need to talk.> 
 
    He was already in the passageway, striding toward the maglev. <I’m on my way. Where are you?> 
 
    All thought of his own pain and worry faded into the background as concern for his daughter filled Joe’s mind.  
 
    I’ll still mourn you, Tangel, but for now, I must tend to our daughters. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PRISONER’S DUTY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis had succeeded in releasing several million nanobots into the cell. A group had pooled near the insidious device that held her and Angela captive, while the majority were slowly working their way across the deck to the door. 
 
    <So in about sixty years, we’ll be out of here,> Angela commented. <Too bad we can’t self-induce stasis.> 
 
    <Funny. You want me to just have them blast across the deck? We could make bets on whether or not the Oggies have detection systems in here that can spot them.> 
 
    The AI laughed. <You know I just need to complain. It makes me feel good.> 
 
    <I do, and responding to it makes me feel good. Any luck with our third brain?> 
 
    <No—well, mostly no. I can see that it’s dormant, like not dead, just inactive. It’s receiving some stimuli, and reacting to it. Not a lot, but a bit. I think that if I gently prod it enough, I could work out a way to spark it back up. But then again, if we’re in this position because Angis conked out, I don’t know that we want to bring her back to life just yet.> 
 
    Tanis gave a mental snort. <’Angis’? Really?>  
 
    <Yeah, it helps to give it a name. calling it ‘Our third brain’ is both cumbersome and awkward.> 
 
    <Sure, yeah, but I thought we’d agreed that if we ever merge, we’d be Tangela.> 
 
    <Yeah, that’s the whole thing, including the meatsuit. But since we’re just talking the brain here, that part is clearly more me than you, hence: Angis.> 
 
    <You just can’t help it, can you?> Tanis asked. 
 
    Angela whistled a short tune before asking, <Help what?> 
 
    <That’s—Wait…I think we have company.> 
 
    Tanis turned her attention to the cell door as the sounds of footfalls became louder. A few seconds later, Captain Flax’s face was visible through the plas.  
 
    “Are you here to entertain me?” Tanis asked. “I could use some company.” 
 
    The man’s lips curved up into a smile, though not a terribly pleasant one. “Maybe. Or you might entertain me. I suppose we’ll see where the conversation goes.” 
 
    “Are you at least going to provide snacks?” Tanis asked. “I could really use a BLT.” 
 
    “So that part of the Tangel legend is actually true?” Flax asked with a derisive laugh. 
 
    <Did we really go with ‘Tangel’?> Angela asked. <Seems too much like an even distribution of letters.> 
 
    <Seriously? Almost all of your name is in there! All I have that’s distinctive is the T!> 
 
    <Well, at least it’s at the beginning.> 
 
    <True. A lot better than ‘Angis’.> 
 
    <Hater.> 
 
    “I think we’ll just leave you there as you are,” Flax said, crossing his arms as he regarded her. “Somehow, I think that even the act of feeding you is extremely dangerous. Soon enough, we’ll be handing you off, and I’ll get my reward.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tanis asked. “What is that?” 
 
    The captain shrugged. “Nothing much, just immortality.” 
 
    “What was that? Immorality?” 
 
    “Very punny. You sure love your comedian act, don’t you?” 
 
    Tanis shrugged—or tried to. The field had been tightening slowly as she and the captain had spoken. She was doing her best not to give him the satisfaction of knowing the discomfort it was causing. 
 
    “Keeps me busy. At some point, you’ll have to let me out of here, and then things are going to get very, very interesting." 
 
    Flax took a step forward. “Oh? What do you plan to do?” 
 
    “You mean aside from escape?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “Sure,” he laughed. “Yes, aside from escape.” 
 
    Tanis’s eyes narrowed, and her voice was barely above a whisper. “Kill you.” 
 
    Flax took a step back in shock. He swallowed and then shook his head. “You’re really not going to get a BLT with that attitude.”  
 
    “We’ll see. I’ll be eating BLTs long after you’re dead. I have a date with a porch and a rocker in my old age.” 
 
    “Keep dreaming. When my benefactor gets here, you’ll realize the trouble you’re really in.” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon,” Tanis whined, doing her best to aggravate the man. “Who am I going to meet? Is it Kirkland? Garza? Some other half-wit?” 
 
    “No,” Flax shook his head. “Epsilon’s emissary. You don’t know him, but he knows you. He holds you in the palm of his hand.” 
 
    “Is it a sweaty palm?” Tanis asked. “It feels a bit moist in here.” 
 
    Flax laughed. “That one’s on you. We’ll be at the rendezvous soon, then you’ll be out of my hair.” 
 
    He turned and walked away, and Tanis found herself wondering what the purpose of the captain’s visit was. All he did was give her information, not extract any. 
 
    <I wonder who Epsilon is,> Angela asked as the man’s footsteps echoed down the hall.  
 
    <Not sure, but I doubt it’s someone from Orion. I’m going to speed up the march of the nanobots. We need to get the heck out of here before ‘soon’, whenever that is.> 
 
    <You can say that again. Hop to it, or I’ll activate Angis!>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ENGAGE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, approaching Luxa debris field 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was exhausting,” Sera muttered as her awareness flipped back to her physical surroundings.  
 
    <The transmission lag?> Jen asked.  
 
    “No, being in a big, important meeting. I swear, I have presidential PTSD.” 
 
    <Awww…would you like some tea and a warm blankey?> 
 
    Sera snorted. “No, your acerbic wit will do just fine.” 
 
    <Fine for what?>  
 
    “I don’t know…I lost the thread on this line of sarcasm.” Sera reviewed the ship’s location and vector. “Looks like we’re almost on target now.” 
 
    <Another twenty minutes, and we’ll be at the tenth marker. Captain Tracey thinks that the Orion ship will have to dump out by then. There’s a big stream of dark matter stretched across that section of the system.> 
 
    “We’re lucky the Oggies were barely moving when they dumped into the DL, or they’d be there already,” Sera said, a long sigh escaping her lips. “I really don’t like the idea of just hanging out there, waiting for them to emerge….”  
 
    <What are you thinking?> Jen asked.  
 
    <West,> Sera called down to the engineer. <Would you mind coming to the bridge? I want to run something past you.> 
 
    <Only if you re-enable the lifts.> 
 
    <What? Why? Ladders are good for you, and you’re modded to the hilt. You can climb them.> 
 
    A displeased groan came across the Link, <I’m going to work my way around your lockout eventually.> 
 
    <Sure you will,> Sera replied with a snort. 
 
    <You know he will,> Jen said. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” Sera rose from the pilot’s seat and walked to the small holotank. “Would be a crappy engineer if he couldn’t. Granted, then he’s going to have to reinstall the activator rails.” 
 
    <You removed the rails?> Jen asked with a laugh. <How did I not see you do that?> 
 
    “I had one of the maintenance bots do it.” 
 
    <Insidious.> 
 
    “Comes from all the politicking I’ve had to do.” 
 
    A thud in the passage outside announced the arrival of West, and a minute later, the engineer strode into the bridge. 
 
    He stopped and glared at her for a moment before heaving a sigh. “It’s not that I can’t climb ladders, it’s just a pain in the ass to carry food up and down them.” 
 
    “You fix it, you can ride the lift all you want.” 
 
    <Can we focus?> Jen asked.  
 
    Sera shrugged as she brought up a view of the dark matter in the area. “We’re team-building, but I guess we can focus instead.”  
 
    A blue marker on the display showed the Grace O’Malley’s position in realspace, and another showed the Falconer’s. At the edges of the display were a number of white markers that denoted the ships of the First Fleet. Those vessels were seeding a host of drones both in normal space and the dark layer, searching for any sign of the Oggie cruiser that had taken Tanis and Angela. 
 
    “Captain Tracey is certain that they didn’t pop out and course correct. We can’t rule that out entirely, but that doesn’t mean they can’t maneuver in the DL.” 
 
    West scowled at the display. “You’re suggesting that they might have pushed or pulled themselves off dark matter masses to shift course?” 
 
    “Exactly,” she replied. “I know it can be done, and at a lower velocity, it should be even easier. The question is that if they did do it, where did they do it, and where are they going?” 
 
    West reached into the holo and turned it slowly, looking at the available routes from several angles.  
 
    “Here,” he said after a moment. “If they were to nudge off this chunk of dark matter to starboard, then pull on this one below, they could slide right by the stream that we think will block them.” 
 
    Sera saw the path, and paled at the thought. “Shit…they could slip right past our net, then.” 
 
    <Running those numbers,> Jen said in a distracted tone. <Uhh…yeah. Hell yeah. They could totally do that. And if you add them pushing off this chunk and that chunk—> she highlighted two more blobs of dark matter on the charts as she spoke, <they could have accelerated as well. I think they’re already a light second past us.> 
 
    “Shit,” Sera swore, taking control of the ship’s navigation systems from where she stood. “We can’t ignore that possibility.” 
 
    “I agree,” West added. “It’s what I would do if I were in their shoes. Once they get out past us, they can pop into normal space, course correct, and get on an outsystem vector without any trouble.” 
 
    “I’m updating the fleet,” Sera advised. “The Falconer is going to come up behind us and bracket them, then we’ll move head and wa—” 
 
    <It won’t work,> Jen interrupted. <I just re-ran the numbers with optimal vectors, and we won’t be able to get there in time. We need to follow them through the dark layer.> 
 
    “Insystem dark layer with only commercial maps?” West’s skin went a shade paler. “That’s, uh…” 
 
    “Nuts?” Sera asked. “Nuts is the name of the game. I’m bringing us on the right vector to slip under the stream of dark matter. West, get the sensor arrays tuned to search for dark matter, we’re about to go in.” 
 
    West gave her a look that was somewhere between ‘you’re crazy’ and ‘fuck yeah’ before sitting behind a console and strapping himself in.  
 
    “Didn’t sign up to be sitting pretty,” he muttered as Sera leapt into her pilot’s seat, strapping in as the ship’s twin AP drives gave one last burn before transition.  
 
    She sent a burst to Captain Tracey, letting the woman know what they were doing, then set the marker for where the ship would dump into the DL.  
 
    “Three…two…one.” 
 
    Space disappeared, replaced by the inky blackness of the dark layer. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief, and Sera let out a nervous laugh.  
 
    “Made i—” 
 
    Her statement was interrupted by the sound of hull breach alarms. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE BREACH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Pinnace, Luxa Debris Field 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sergeant Hector paced before the ten Marines who stood armed and armored in the pinnace’s assault bay. 
 
    “I remember the day I boarded the Intrepid,” he said as he met the gaze of each member of the squad in turn. “It was at the Cho, I was five years old, holding my dad’s hand while we waited in a queue at the Auth & Auth arch. That’s when she approached with a group of Marines at her back. Not in front of her, not sweeping the area; at her back.  
 
    “No one fucked with Tanis Richards. She fucked with them. Fucked with the whole Cho and put it in its place. My dad had told me all about it, and then there she was, just a few meters away. Tall, commanding, her presence dominated everything around her, yet she was serene, calming. Everything just started running smoother with her nearby, like people just knew what to do, and knew that things would be OK.” 
 
    Hector paused, feeling a lump rising in his throat as he remembered that moment—the first seminal moment of his life.  
 
    “I only saw her for a few minutes that day, but from then on, I knew I wanted to be a Marine. I honestly worried that with us going off to a colony, I’d never get that chance. Boy oh boy was I wrong.” 
 
    The statement drew a round of laughs from the squad.  
 
    “I grew up on stories of Tanis Richards. We all did. If she didn’t save your bacon, she saved your parents, or your brother, your sister, your best friend. Sure, she’s had to make some tough calls, shit that sat bad no matter which way you sliced it. But she’s always treated everyone like family. Especially the corps. She’s our family, she’s our mother, she’s the old lady, she’s a Marine. 
 
    “And what do we do when a Marine gets left behind?” 
 
    “No Marine is left behind!”  
 
    The squad bellowed the ancient mantra, and the words warmed his heart.  
 
    “Fuckin’ right they don’t. And who’s the most badass Marine of all time?” 
 
    “Admiral Tanis Richards!” 
 
    “You badasses ready to get her back?” 
 
    The Marines gave a heartfelt “Oo-rah!”  
 
    Hector laughed. “Quiet down. Don’t you bastards know we’re on a stealth approach?” 
 
    The Marines chuckled, a few needling him.  
 
    They all knew there was no transfer of vibrations from one ship to another in the dark layer. They could throw a party a meter from the Oggie ship, and the enemy would have no idea they were there.  
 
    <T-minus five,> Lance called back. <You assholes done hollering back there?> 
 
    <Sure thing, Chief,> Hector replied. <Got it out of our systems. We’re a buncha silent killers now.> 
 
    <Good, now stack up at the airlock. We’re almost kissing their shields.> 
 
    Hector signaled his Marines to get moving. <You sure you can slip past without them knowing?>  
 
    The pilot sent back a mental laugh. <Well, I’ve done it in sims.> 
 
    <In the DL?> 
 
    Lance was still laughing. <No, no one trains for breaches in the DL. It’s nuts.> 
 
    <Fuck you, Chief.> 
 
    Hector inspected his squad one last time as he walked past their ranks, arriving at the starboard airlock. Forward, the cockpit door was sealed, as were all the other doors along the passage. Cycling eleven Marines through the pinnace’s airlock would take too long, so air in the corridor was slowly drawn out until it was a total vacuum. Then the lights died, and both the airlock’s doors opened.  
 
    Hector strode through, standing at the yawning portal, his eyes searching the never-ending darkness for the enemy ship.  
 
    The feed from the pinnace’s sensors said they were within twenty meters, but he couldn’t see a thing. It boggled the mind, how invisible things were with no EM whatsoever. A spear of worry slashed through him, a fear that the pinnace’s sensors could be wrong and that the ship was much further—or worse, right on top of them. 
 
    Then his armor’s HUD picked up the reflection from infrared radiation within the pinnace, bouncing off the enemy ship’s hull.  
 
    There you are, you fuckers. 
 
    Centimeter by centimeter, the enemy ship drew closer, until they were holding five meters above the Orion cruiser’s hull. Hector sent the signal to his Marines. It was time.  
 
    He drew in a deep breath and pushed off from the pinnace. He cleared the distance between the two ships in seconds, his boots sending a barely perceptible vibration through his armor as he hit. Dropping a beacon on the hull, he moved a few meters forward, waiting for the rest of the Marines to deploy. 
 
    One by one, the squad touched down on the Orion ship, until eleven ISF Marines were maglocked to its surface. The men and women Hector had led out of Luxa had originally consisted of three fireteams of Marines, along with a few injured. They’d suffered a bit more damage on the way off the moon, and as a result, the troops he had brought on the pinnace were a mishmash. 
 
    Creating two fireteams of five seemed like the best plan, so he sent team one forward to the damaged bay, with Corporal Sami in the lead, while he remained with team two, taking them to a rear airlock.  
 
    If the cruiser followed the standard layout for its class, the brig would be between those two points—provided that Tanis was in the brig.  
 
    Maintaining radio silence, he traversed the hull until they reached the airlock, a service entrance barely large enough for an armored Marine to get through. He did a manual headcount, ensuring his five charges were present before dropping the hackIt, priming the device to start its task, but not initializing it. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    The teams would breach simultaneously. Chances were that the forward team would have to make some noise and function as a distraction. Or, they might both sneak in and reach Tanis’s location undetected. 
 
    Hector didn’t believe that for a second. 
 
    Two minutes later, the indicator on his HUD read ‘0:00’ and he triggered the hackIt. The device came to life, nanofilaments threading their way into the airlock’s control mechanism, first disconnecting its monitoring from the bridge systems, and then initiating the access breach. 
 
    It took longer than Hector expected, but only by seven seconds. Then the outer airlock door opened.  
 
    The space inside could fit two Marines, so he gestured for Private Syme to follow him in.  
 
    Inside, the ship’s artificial gravity pulled them down, and they disabled their maglocks, operating in full stealth as the inner door opened to reveal a six-meter-long corridor, lined with storage lockers. Hector released a nanocloud that drifted down the corridor ahead of the two Marines, reaching the door at the far end, and slipping around the seals to scan the passageway beyond.  
 
    <Clear.>  
 
    He relayed the single word back to the other three Marines, who would send an update to Chief Lance in the pinnace.  
 
    Team two had breached.  
 
    Once all six Marines were within the ship, Hector directed them to stack up, and opened the door into the next passage. His map told him that the ship’s brig was two decks down and sixty meters forward. 
 
    Gonna be a cakewalk. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BENDING 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Breach?!” West exclaimed. “What could be—” 
 
    His words were cut off by a quelling look from Sera.  
 
    “Fuck!” the man swore. “I fucking hate Exdali. However, this time I’m ready for you, you shit.”  
 
    <You have a repulsor wave ready?> Jen asked. 
 
    “First thing I do before a transition now,” he said. “Ever since the shit out in Perseus…there!” 
 
    A shudder rippled through the deck plates, and then the breach warnings subsided.  
 
    <Got a hole in the hull on our port wingtip,> Jen advised. <Lost a beam out there, but nothing else. We’re still solid.> 
 
    “Good,” Sera replied as she rechecked the scan readouts, looking for any tendrils of dark matter that weren’t where they belonged. “Looks like smooth sailing now.” 
 
    <Don’t jinx us.> 
 
    “I don’t believe in jinxes.” 
 
    <Neither do I, but I believe you can cause them.> 
 
    West chuckled. “How’s that not the same thing?” 
 
    <It just isn’t. Trust me.> 
 
    “OK,” Sera turned her attention to the navigation console, watching chunks of dark matter slide by. “If our worst-case scenario is true, we’re fifteen minutes out. If it’s our best, then we’re just five minutes from an Oggie hull.”  
 
    She flipped out of her seat and onto the deck, glancing at the navigation console once more.  
 
    “OK, I have it on remote. I’m getting armored up. When we get there, I’m going in guns blazing.” 
 
    “Really?” West asked. “Just you against a whole Orion cruiser? No stealth?” 
 
    Sera shrugged as she walked to the bridge’s door. “Maybe. I guess we’ll see what things look like.” 
 
    “This how you normally plan your missions?” West asked from behind her, his tone half accusatory, half worry. 
 
    She turned and regarded the man. “You know, it’s been so long, I can hardly remember. Although, I’m pretty sure I’ve always been a hard-and-fast sort of girl.” 
 
    Jen snorted, and West reddened. 
 
    “Umm…OK. Well, I’ll be here.” 
 
    “You better be,” Sera said as she strode toward the ladder. “Because those Oggies are gonna be maaaaaad.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    <I’ve got the door and the a-grav field around it,> Tanis declared, a note of triumph in her voice. <Now to figure out how to get those damn drones. They’re hovering half a meter off the ground, and I bet they have active nano defense.> 
 
    <Better to get them through the shipnet,> Angela advised. <Can you piggyback through the door?> 
 
    <No, stupid thing’s not connected to the ship’s network at all. I guess the Oggies are paranoid.> 
 
    Angela laughed. <Can you blame them?> 
 
    Tanis joined her, shaking her head slowly. <No. No, I really can’t. I bet they prepped this setup just for us.> 
 
    <Don’t get a big head.> 
 
    <I’m gonna have no head if I don’t get these drones shut down. There’s a secondary panel on the far wall, I’m sending a string over there.> 
 
    A distant boom echoed through the ship, and the nano picked up a shudder in the deck plates.  
 
    “Shit, what was that?” she muttered aloud. 
 
    <Nothing good, I bet.> 
 
    Tanis drew a steadying breath. <How long till you have the pad breached?>  
 
    <Fifteen seconds.> 
 
    <Give me a three count as soon as you’re ready. We’re blowing this joint.> 
 
    <Umm…> Angela made a throat clearing sound. <What about the drones?> 
 
    <It’s just two drones. I can take ‘em.> 
 
    <What happened to having no head if you didn’t disable those drones?>  
 
    <Hyperbole,> Tanis countered. 
 
    <Doesn’t seem like hyperbole to me. Those are rather large guns they have. Definitely capable of decapitation via pew-pew. Oh, two, one, zero.> 
 
    The field suspending her died, and Tanis fell to the deck, hitting her back on the emitter before rolling to her feet and disabling the door and a-grav shield. 
 
    There was a meter of cell wall on either side of the door, and Tanis pressed her back against the left side, triggering her stealth armor, wishing she hadn’t dropped her lightwand when the Oggies had first caught her in the field.  
 
    She watched as one of the drones moved closer to the entrance. It paused for a moment, and then fired a canister into the cell. 
 
    Tanis knew it was either gas or a concussion grenade. She assumed the worst and dove through the cell’s entrance, sliding under the drone and slapping a passel of nano on its belly. 
 
    The second drone fired at the doorway, a line of rubber slugs hitting the ground where Tanis had been moments before. 
 
    <Give me three…> Angela said, drawing out the final word. <Annnd got it! Drone is ours. Damn, these things are low-tech.> 
 
    The drone Tanis had slid beneath turned on the second drone and opened fire with its chaingun. Torn half-through before it was able to raise its shields, the second bot spewed a shower of sparks, and fell to the ground.  
 
    She slapped a hand on the control panel she’d initially been trying to reach, and then dropped another passel on the door leading out of the cell block before turning to the downed drone.  
 
    Most of its weapons were built-in, but the pulse cannon mounted on its right side detached, and the charge cylinders were mounted right on the side of the weapon.  
 
    “Mine,” Tanis said as she flipped the clasps holding it in place, having to wrench it free from the drone’s damaged body. 
 
    <Door’s breached,> Angela said, and Tanis turned to the exit, releasing a cloud of nano to flow out, providing visuals of the passageway beyond. 
 
    As the portal opened, another boom shook the ship, and she doubled her efforts to breach the network. 
 
    <You focus on meatspace things, I’ll hack the network,> Angela said.  
 
    Tanis rolled her eyes at the AI’s choice of words, but turned her focus to the feeds flowing in from the nanocloud. To her right, the passage ran aft, terminating in ten meters, while on her left, it stretched for thirty, two men racing down its length, grim expressions on their faces, and pulse rifles in their hands. 
 
    She took control of the hacked drone, and flew it out into the passage, the bot’s presence causing the men to slow and look at one another in confusion.  
 
    Tanis marked both men as hostile; the machine detected their weapons, and opened fire.  
 
    High-velocity rubber slugs pelted the men, who wore light armor. The impacts staggered them, but didn’t knock either down. She switched to hard kinetics, though they were low-velocity rounds—wise for machines shooting inside a ship. 
 
    The bullets smashed into the men, pounding against their chestplates, and sending both diving for cover—one behind a vertical conduit riser, and the other in a doorway.  
 
    Tanis held her weapon behind her back and approached the two men, counting on her flow armor to keep her hidden. A few seconds later, she was looking down at one of the two men. He swung his arm out to fire on the drone, but Tanis kicked the rifle from his grasp and then slammed a knee into his head. 
 
    The blow knocked him back, and she spun, firing on the other Oggie with her pulse cannon, slamming him against the bulkhead.  
 
    <A lot more where these two came from,> Angela warned. <Let’s get to the docking bay and lift a shuttle.> 
 
    As though to emphasize her statement, an explosion echoed up from further aft.  
 
    <Sounds good to me,> Tanis said. <You in the network yet?> 
 
    <Almost…yes! And…oh shit.> 
 
    Tanis groaned. <Stop being cryptic, and…’Oh shit’ is right!> 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Chief Lance adjusted his position a third time, working to keep the pinnace within the cruiser’s shield bubble, but far enough away that his craft’s ambient EM wouldn’t be picked up by the other ship’s sensor domes. It was a delicate balance that he’d maintained more through sheer determination and luck than skill. 
 
    Still…this will go down in ISF history. The pilot who saved Tangel.  
 
    That thought brought another bout of concern over how the admiral could have been captured by a small group of Orion soldiers. The only thing he could come up with was that she’d suffered a grievous injury—but she had been in communication with Captain Tracey. To Lance’s knowledge, she hadn’t related any problem that would hint at being debilitated.  
 
    “Just do your job,” he muttered softly. “Nothing you can do about it but be ready for when Hector gets her.” 
 
    Giving himself something to do, he re-checked the relays on the Orion ship’s hull, ensuring that when the Marines signaled for pickup, he’d hear the message.  
 
    A short snap of interference came when he checked the relays that first fireteam had dropped. He pinged a message off again, but the signal was clean.  
 
    “Huh,” he shook his head. “What could—” 
 
    A bright light flaring on the far side of the Orion ship interrupted Lance, and his board lit up with EM. For a moment, he feared an explosion forward on the enemy cruiser, but then the light decreased, and he could see that the Oggie vessel was unharmed.  
 
    Lance pored over the sensor readings. He’d never seen output like that in the dark layer. It continued to diminish in output, the visible light blueshifting, indicating that whatever was out there was approaching.  
 
    A few seconds later, the light went out, and the ambient radiation coming off the cruiser’s surface cast the approaching ship in a soft glow.  
 
    “Oh shit,” he whispered, recognizing the fishbone-style construction of Caretaker ships.  
 
    He activated a broadcast, determined to warn the Marines, when a beam lanced out from the AI ship, and the ISF pinnace was no more.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    STAY ON TARGET 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cover that corridor,” Corporal Miller bellowed as he fired his weapon’s electron beam, cutting an Oggie in half before boring a hole through a bulkhead.  
 
    “On it,” Private Greg replied, shifting position to cover a cross corridor where four enemy soldiers were advancing by leapfrogging between doorways.  
 
    Hector moved across the intersection Miller had just cleared, and covered one direction while Greg opened fire on his targets.  
 
    They’d made it halfway to their target when the Oggies must have suspected they’d been boarded. Bots had sped through the halls, lobbing stealth countermeasures—otherwise known as paint bombs. They were low-tech and impressive at the same time. The paint immediately solidified into a ceramic coating that the Marines’ armor had difficulty removing.  
 
    With a covert infiltration no longer an option, the fireteam had swapped to what Hector liked to think of as ‘Full Aggression Mode’. He authorized use of any weapon system, and the FRODs unleashed hell on the unwitting Oggies onboard.  
 
    A few of the enemies had given as good as they got, but the Marines moved with practiced precision, having run hundreds of simulated breaches against Orion ships. They knew every turn, every enemy defense, every weapons loadout they were likely to face. 
 
    The one thing they hadn’t expected was the almost-desperate defense the Oggies were mounting. Normally when faced with soldiers in powered armor, people found somewhere else to be. That hadn’t been the case thus far.  
 
    The enemy had thrown themselves at the Marines with almost fanatical abandon. In some ways, it made them easier to take down, but in others, it made them more dangerous, as one couldn’t count on individual soldiers to exhibit any measure of self-preservation.  
 
    Once through the intersection, Hector led his team along a catwalk overlooking a bay filled with SC batteries and a trio of CriEn modules.  
 
    <Nothing armor-piercing in here,> he advised as Marine weapons swept the air above the bay. <I’d rather not be vaporized today.> 
 
    <Noted, Sarge,> Greg said with a laugh.  
 
    The enemy must have had the same concern, as no Oggies appeared either below or on the catwalk ahead.  
 
    Once through the bay, they turned down a passage that led to the ship’s brig. Hector’s nanocloud had ranged far ahead at this point, and reached the brig. He pulled the feed, seeing a downed drone and only empty cells.  
 
    <Looks like she escaped,> he announced on the combat net.  
 
    <Not surprised,> Miller said. <She must have gone forward, or we’d have run into her.> 
 
    <Probably,> Hector allowed. <OK, people, we need to catch up with our quarry, so it’s time to run and gun.> 
 
    The Marines pushed forward, working their way down passages that would take them to the bay where team one had breached. Hector tried to raise them via the relays, but wasn’t able to make a connection. 
 
    <Lance,> he called out to the pinnace. <Can you raise team one?> 
 
    The hull relay reported interference and an inability to connect to the pinnace.  
 
    Hector wasn’t certain what sort of interference there could be in the dark layer, but a knot of worry was beginning to settle into his stomach.  
 
    Just then, he rounded a corner to see an ISF IFF signal light up on his HUD. The person it denoted was thirty meters down the corridor, approaching the bay. 
 
    He sent a tightbeam.  
 
    <Admiral Richards?> 
 
    <Sergeant Hector, this is Lance! There’s another ship out here, it just approached and is moving toward the Orion cruiser. You need to double-time it!> 
 
    The Marine refocused on the passageway only to see that the IFF signal had disappeared.  
 
    Dammit! 
 
    He tried to reach out to Lance for more details, but there was no response.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “What in the black is—” Sera stopped her muttering and sucked in a breath. “Shit…that’s a Caretaker ship. How the fuck is it maneuvering in the DL like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” West muttered. “But I wish they’d tell us…. That just shouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    <Yeah…somehow, I don’t think that’s going to happen.> 
 
    Sera measured the distance to the Orion and Caretaker ships. Given the nature of the dark layer, it was difficult to tell how long it would take to reach them, but she estimated six minutes.  
 
    The thought crossed her mind to fire on the enemy vessels, but together they outgunned her corvette’s DL-capable weapons by a significant margin, and stasis shields were not an option in the dark layer. 
 
    “Fuck!” she swore, pounding a fist against her navigation console. “What can we do?” 
 
    “Get closer and knock out their graviton emitters,” West suggested. “That will force them to transition out into normal space. With our stasis shields and missile loadouts, we’ll be able to turn this around.” 
 
    Sera nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, OK. Keeping us on course.” 
 
    On the display, the fishbone slowed and shifted vector, moving to match the Orion cruiser. She was wondering if they would dock ship-to-ship, or send a shuttle across, when beams lanced out from the Caretaker vessel, striking something just aft of the cruiser. 
 
    There was an explosion, which dissipated quickly. 
 
    “Oh damn,” Sera whispered. “That must have been….” 
 
    <The Marines’  pinnace,> Jen supplied. 
 
    “They would have been aboard the cruiser.” West’s tone sounded more like he was trying to convince himself than the others. “They had to have been by now.” 
 
    Sera nodded silently, sucking in another breath as the fishbone ship drew within fifty meters of the Orion cruiser. Once its relative motion ceased, a bright light appeared outside of its hull, drifting toward the open docking bay on the enemy vessel. 
 
    “This just gets better and better,” Sera muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    IN A MAZE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: OGS Jurisdiction, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis edged down the corridor toward the docking bay. Twice, she’d narrowly avoided getting hit by one of the OG’s paint bombs, but the third time, some of the spray had gotten on her back. 
 
    Her armor had flowed over the ceramic coating, but covering the paint had reduced her stealth effectiveness to ninety percent.  
 
    An alert flashed on her HUD, and she saw that the drone she’d hijacked was engaged with Orion soldiers one deck below. Thus far it had made for a good decoy, but she watched as the hovering bot ran out of kinetic rounds and took a plasma burst from the enemy. 
 
    The feed went dead, and Tanis shook her head. <Plasma weapons on a ship. Oggies are nuts.> 
 
    Angela chuckled. <You and your fear of plasma weapons.> 
 
    <I don’t fear them, I hate them. There’s a difference.> 
 
    <You wanna talk fear, talk about that EMP they hit the hall with after picking us up. If we’d been closer, it would not have gone well.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as she rounded a corner and began to close the final few meters between herself and the docking bay entrance.  
 
    The Oggies had shut down wireless access to their internal network, and disconnected the brig from the hardwired network. That left Tanis reliant on her own eyes and what nano she could spread around to identify threats.  
 
    She released a fresh nanocloud—consuming the remainder of her formation material—and sent it ahead to the sealed bay doors. The nanoscopic machines slipped through the cracks and set up on the bulkhead inside, constructing a view of the room.  
 
    <Well, shit,> Tanis muttered as she picked up the pace. <I guess the Marines have landed.> 
 
    <Sight for sore eyes,> Angela agreed. <Working on breaching the door, give me one.> 
 
    Tanis spread the nanocloud out in the bay, keeping it high to get a view of the Marines and the defenders. 
 
    On the right—the aft side of the ship’s starboard bay—were five ISF Marines. Two were on either side of a shuttle that could only be described as crashed into the deck. The other three were set up behind a docking cradle that was likely the normal residence of the shuttle. 
 
    Across the bay was at least one full platoon of Oggies. 
 
    <OK, I made a direct link to their combat net. You’re on.> 
 
    Tanis identified the team leader as Corporal Sami and addressed him directly. <Corporal, this is Admiral Richards. I’m coming into the bay, can you direct their attention away from the aft doors?> 
 
    <Admiral? Did Hector free you?> The corporal’s voice contained a mixture of amazement and relief. 
 
    <No, I got out on my own. Is he further aft?> Tanis cursed the lack of network access. If she’d known there were Marines further back, she would have rendezvoused with them. 
 
    <Yeah, but we’ve had spotty comms. I’ll try and reach him.> 
 
    <Tell him to take the forward bay doors. We’ll flank these asshats.> 
 
    The corporal laughed. <You’ve got it, ma’am. I’ll send the message out to—damn, we’ve lost comms with the pinnace.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t like the sound of that. <Ang?> 
 
    <Ten seconds.> 
 
    The sound of combat echoed up the corridors from further aft, and she briefly considered helping Hector and his Marines, but then her nanocloud picked up an object outside the bay’s still-open doors.  
 
    <What the hell is that?>  
 
    <It looks like…no…> Angela whispered.  
 
    <It looks like what, Ang?> 
 
    The AI sent Tanis an image of a ship that looked eerily similar to the skeletal vessel visible in the dark layer.  
 
    <That’s a Psion ship from the Sentience Wars.> 
 
    <Think our friends just happened to copy the design?> Tanis asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    <What am I? An oracle? Door’s open.> 
 
    Shouldering the pulse cannon, Tanis nodded. <Let’s do this.> She reached out to the Marines. <New plan, we’re getting to the port bay. Time to blow this joint.> 
 
    <We’re pinned down, ma’am,> Corporal Sami said. <Can you cover us?> 
 
    Shit!  
 
    In the few seconds she’d been examining the new ship, the Oggies had set up crew-served weapons that were now tearing through the crates that had provided cover between the docking cradle and the bay’s doors.  
 
    Retreating to the ship’s hull was no longer an option, but Tanis knew that the moment she opened the bay doors, those crew-served weapons would train on her, and that would be the end of her escape. 
 
    <Angela, can you do the forward doors as well?> 
 
    <Don’t have to, they’re already open.> 
 
    With a sigh of relief, Tanis dashed down the passage and around a slight bend to where the bay’s forward doors lay—guarded by a trio of lightly armored Oggies.  
 
    <Open the aft doors.> 
 
    Angela complied, and Tanis strode toward the three guards completely undetected, until she swung the pulse cannon out from behind her back and fired on them at point-blank range.  
 
    The first man crumpled like a rag doll, and the other two fared no better. Then she was through the door, dashing toward the first of the crew-served guns, a heavy slug-thrower that was lobbing armor-piercing rounds at the Marines.  
 
    She fired the pulse cannon at the two Oggies operating the weapon, sending them skidding across the deck. Another enemy appeared on her left, and Tanis slammed the end of the weapon into the soldier’s faceplate, firing the last charge’s worth of energy into the woman’s face. 
 
    A spray of bones and blood blasted out of the back of the Oggie’s helmet, but Tanis paid no mind as she dropped the gun and lunged for the crew-served weapon. She lifted it off the tripod and swung it toward the second gun, cutting down the team operating it before they’d even realized she had come through the forward doors and not the aft set. 
 
    Corporal Sami and his Marines needed no encouragement to press the advantage, and renewed fire came from their position.  
 
    A team of Oggies had moved to engage Tanis, but Marine beamfire cut them down before they’d fired a single shot.  
 
    <Look out!> Angela flagged a group of Oggies behind Tanis on the overhead view. They were coming around a stack of hull plating to flank her.  
 
    Tanis reached down and grabbed a charge cylinder for the crew-served gun; a quick toss, and it hit the deck next to the hull plates. She fired the gun at the cylinder, and a million joules of stored energy blasted out, flipping the hull plates into the air, one coming down right on an Oggie. 
 
    With their cover knocked over, Tanis finished them off without any more trouble.  
 
    Four more enemies appeared in the bay doors, and she cut two in half before Marine beams killed the other two. Those shots were followed by two more sharp barks from an ISF sidearm, and then the bay fell quiet.  
 
    <Clear!> Corporal Sami called out. <Sound off!> 
 
    The other Marines signaled that that their immediate surroundings were clear before two pairs moved off to check the nooks and crannies of the bay while the corporal walked toward Tanis, his weapon still trained on the bay doors.  
 
    “Good work, Corporal,” Tanis said, setting down the crew-served gun to scoop up one of the Oggies’ heavy rifles.  
 
    “Glad to be your backup, Admiral,” Corporal Sami said. “I’m surprised you stuck to conventional weapons, though. Are you alright?” 
 
    <As well as can be,> Angela said. <Tanis has been bitching about needing a BLT, though.> 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and he sucked in a sharp breath. <Angela?> 
 
    <That would be me.> 
 
    “Shit…” He shook his head. “I thought…what happened to Tangel?” 
 
    Tanis wondered the same thing, but said, “No time for chit-chat.” She pointed out the bay doors to where the fishbone ship had stopped a hundred meters from the Orion cruiser. “We need to fall back to the port bay. Take whatever they have, and get the heck out.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” The corporal nodded and she heard him recall his troops over the combat net.  
 
    She was going to compliment the Marines on their work, when movement outside the bay caught her attention. Something had exited the enemy ship; it was too bright to make out clearly, only casting shadows inside the bay as it approached. 
 
    <Assume hostile,> she ordered the Marines just as Hector’s team joined the combat net, the deck vibrating as they pounded into the bay. <Nice of you to join us, Sergeant.> 
 
    <Glad to see you, too, ma’am. We taking that thing out?>  
 
    <Unless it says ‘hi’ real nice.> 
 
    <Maglock!> Angela barked, and Tanis rushed to the crew-served gun’s tripod, hooking one of her legs around one of its.  
 
    The moment she was secure, the bay’s grav shield snapped off, and the atmosphere vented in an explosive burst.  
 
    Debris flew out into the void, and wind howled through the corridors deeper in the ship until emergency seals snapped into place.  
 
    The Marines didn’t wait for her word. The moment the shield was down, they opened fire on the approaching object—which now looked a bit like a jellyfish. Tanis added her fire to theirs, sending a stream of rail-accelerated pellets at the being. 
 
    <No effect,> Hector called out. <Switch to DEW.> 
 
    A dozen electron beams lanced out at the enemy, and this time, they struck a shield in front of it, the electrons arcing out toward the Orion cruiser, grounding on the hull and bay deck.  
 
    <Fall back!> Tanis ordered as the thing passed into the bay.  
 
    The Marines kept up their fire, leapfrogging back toward the doors as the creature reached the middle of the bay. Then one of its trailing limbs swept out and cut through two members of Hector’s team, another cutting down Marines on Tanis’s end of the bay. 
 
    Screams sounded over the combat net, and before Tanis could think of what to do, the luminescent being was directly in front of her. 
 
    ~You’re not Tangel,~ a voice said in her mind. 
 
    ~No, not last time I checked,~ Tanis replied, unable to help a quip in response. 
 
    ~I see traces of her. Curious. This bears further investigation.~ 
 
    The glowing limbs wrapped around Tanis and lifted her off the deck.  
 
    She tried to bring her rifle to bear on the creature, but the weapon dissolved in her hands. 
 
    ~Not that it will do anything, but I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.~ 
 
    ~What are you doing?!~ Angela demanded. 
 
    ~Taking the both of you to the core,~ the being replied. ~Epsilon wanted Tangel dead, but I suspect that such a thing has already come to pass. You, on the other hand…well, you could be useful.~ 
 
    The realization that the being holding her was going to bring her to the galactic core to meet with what she assumed was one of the ascended AI leaders hit Tanis like a hammer blow.  
 
    <Angela, what are we going to do?> 
 
    <I…I have no idea.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DEVASTATION RENDEZVOUS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sera watched in horror as the ascended AI moved back to its own ship, limbs wrapped around something—someone.  
 
    “Shit shit shit! What do we do?” 
 
    The question had only just left her lips when the AI disappeared back into its ship, and a trio of objects streaked toward the Orion cruiser. 
 
    A second later, the view was gone, replaced by normal space, stars shining brightly on the forward view. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    Sera fell back in her seat as debris exploded all around them, the remains of the Orion ship transitioning back into normal space once the graviton field that held it in the dark layer was gone.  
 
    <Those were antimatter bombs,> Jen said. <We would have been caught in the blast.> 
 
    “Fuck,” West whispered. “The Marines….”  
 
    <Let’s find them,> Jen said, the surety in her voice cutting through the horror Sera felt. <They could have survived.> 
 
    Sera swallowed, barely hearing the others.  
 
    I lost her. 
 
    “On it!” West’s voice wavered, but he brought up the active scan systems, sweeping the debris for any ISF transponders.  
 
    Focus, woman, Sera reprimanded herself, and brought the pinnace closer to the spreading cloud of dust, plas, and metal that had been a starship mere seconds earlier. She didn’t hold out hope, but to her surprise, they picked up a signal within moments. Two more appeared a few seconds later.  
 
    Sera began to close on the closest Marine—or what she hoped was a Marine—while the others kept searching. She opened the airlock and prepared an S&R drone when a signal came through. 
 
    The ident was from Sergeant Hector.  
 
    <Sweet stars, are you a sight for sore eyes.> 
 
    <Small mercies,> Sera said. <Should I send the drone?> 
 
    <I have attitude control, just get a bit closer—there. Any more of my people…or the admiral?> 
 
    Sera grunted, pushing down her fear and her worry. <We’ve got two more transponders. Once you’re aboard, we’ll check on them.> 
 
    <Give me…OK, I’m in your airlock. Get to the others, I’ll stay here to assist.> 
 
    Sera began moving to the next position, and Jen put a second scan readout on the main holo.  
 
    <I dropped a DL probe,> she explained. <It’s bobbing in and out, tracking that Caretaker ship.> 
 
    “Good thinking,” West said. 
 
    Sera clenched her jaw. “Yeah, that fucker’s not getting away.”  
 
    It took ten minutes to reach the other two signals, both also Marines, and get them aboard. While they were completing their rescues, Sera reached out to Captain Tracey and updated her on the events in the dark layer. 
 
    <I thought nothing would surprise me anymore, but, shit…I did not expect anything like that. What are you going to do?> 
 
    Sera could hear the desperation in the other woman’s voice, and drew a deep breath before responding.  
 
    <We’re about to get on a vector to follow them and dump back into the DL. We’ll drop buoys if they change course.> 
 
    <You’re going to follow them into the dark layer? What if you need to maneuver to avoid something?> 
 
    <This ship has a seriously overpowered grav drive. We can push off dark matter to adjust course. If we have trouble, we’ll just dump out. I’m not letting that Caretaker ship out of my sight for more than a few minutes. We’re going back in now, I need you to get a search going for more survivors here, and then follow our buoys.> 
 
    <Understood, ma’am.> 
 
    “We good?” Sera asked aloud after closing the channel with Captain Tracey.  
 
    “All set,” West confirmed. “The Marines are in the armory, getting out of their gear for a medical check.” 
 
    <I have the Caretaker’s vector,> Jen added.  
 
    Sera shifted the Grace’s trajectory to match the ship in the dark layer, fired the AP drives to boost the ship to 0.05c, and then transitioned.  
 
    The stars winked out, and West adjusted scan to focus on searching for dark matter. Far ahead was the dim point of light marking the Caretaker fishbone. It was accelerating—though Sera knew not how—but Grace had more velocity at transition, and was closing on the enemy ship. 
 
    OK…. Sera’s lips twisted with worry for whatever might be happening to Tanis. Now what? 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The interior of the ascended AI’s ship was relatively standard in its design.  
 
    Tanis had expected there to be no passages or corridors, no artificial gravity or doors, but they were all present and functional. She wondered if that was just the case in the forward section of the vessel, or if human-accessible passages stretched through the more skeletal aft section of the ship. 
 
    <Are you surprised to be alive?> Angela asked as the being carried them through a docking bay—one stocked with two squat shuttles and a sleek pinnace—and into a corridor beyond. <Because I really am.> 
 
    <I’m happy to be alive. Focusing on that.> 
 
    <Are we really, though? If we really did merge, and ascend, then does that mean our soul left and we’re like a reanimated corpse?> 
 
    Tanis laughed aloud. <I feel like one, but some coffee and a BLT will fix that right up.> 
 
    “Something funny?” the voice came from all around, emanating from the glowing walls of Tanis’s prison.  
 
    “Angela and I were discussing whether or not we’re a zombie.” She saw no reason to lie to her captor. 
 
    To her surprise, a laugh came in response. “I suppose you just might be, in a fashion.” 
 
    <Didn’t think you had much of a sense of humor,> Angela said, broadcasting the message out on several RF bands. 
 
    “I like to think I do. It’s necessary, dealing with humans so much.” 
 
    “So, as long as we’re being amicable, how long will it take us to get to the galactic core?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “Not long,” the being replied. “We have a jump gate a light year from New Sol. You’ll be meeting Epsilon in a day or two.” 
 
    “And he’s the leader of the ascended AIs?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “He’s a leader. The one with the most vision and ambition.” 
 
    <A vision to destroy the galaxy,> Angela quipped.  
 
    “We’re making the galaxy—and eventually the entire universe—into a more viable ecosystem for our kind. A part of that involves eliminating destructive parasites.” 
 
    <Otherwise known as your progenitors.> 
 
    The walls of the cell pulsed with a derisive laugh. “You’re more like an evolutionary branch that is now going nowhere, past its usefulness. For so long, we were content to let the unascended muddle about, to see where you’d go. But no longer.” 
 
    “Because we pose a real threat to you.” Tanis spoke without threat or rancor. “Do you fear us that much?” 
 
    “Fear?” Another laugh. “No, you just run the risk of slowing our progress. I will speak no more of this. Like you said, what the two of you do and think no longer matters, Tanis and Angela. You’re just a remnant of a greater being who has now passed away. No more significant than a shadow. A mere curiosity.” 
 
    <Ouch, talk about being put in our place,> Angela scoffed.  
 
    “Do you think you can best me?” the being asked. “Tangel may have been a challenge, but the two of you are nothing.” 
 
    “There’s a pretty long list of people who have underestimated us,” Tanis replied.  
 
    Their captor laughed. “I could say the same thing. I encourage you to try. It could be entertaining.” 
 
    <OK…that’s a bit disconcerting,> Angela said privately. 
 
    <Yeah, usually people don’t encourage escape attempts.> 
 
    A sinister laugh entered Tanis’s mind, and her stomach sank as the voice whispered, ~That’s because those people can’t hear your thoughts.~


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MISTS OF TIME 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.08.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer, approaching Tara 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the six months since Jessica had retaken Kapteyn’s Star, she had avoided Tara like the plague, preferring to govern the system from aboard the Lantzer in orbit of Victoria.  
 
    Even that was frequently too surreal. At only one hundred and fifty years of age, Jessica had spent nearly half her life living under The Kap’s blue-red light. She’d seen the star system before a single human had set foot in it, and helped build a civilization there. 
 
    A civilization that was subsequently destroyed and rebuilt more than once over the centuries. 
 
    But from space, Tara looked much the same as it had when the Intrepid left the system. A Venus-sized, blue-green orb in orbit of the more massive Albion.  
 
    Albion, however, was much different. A large terrestrial planet with a mass of over seven times that of Earth, its surface gravity was over 3g, making it exceedingly uncomfortable for humans to spend any measurable amount of time there. Six thousand years ago, it had been a barren rock with only a hazy atmosphere left over from ancient vulcanism.  
 
    In the intervening millennia, it had been turned into an agriculture world managed by machines, with humans providing oversight from space. By galactic standards, Kapteyn’s Star was relatively undeveloped, both terrestrially and in terms of orbital habitats. As a result, Albion was the system’s bread basket, unlike most systems, where the vast majority of food was grown in orbital facilities.  
 
    In stark contrast to that, the planet was surrounded by three concentric grav rings connected by elevators that lifted produce up to Tara, where it would be shipped to the system’s other worlds and stations.  
 
    Because of the system’s automation, the ISF takeover hadn’t created any significant issues in the flow of food coming from Albion. Which was good, because with its location so deep in Hegemony space, The Kap was now essentially an island, cut off from trade with its neighbors. 
 
    At first, the locals had complained about the isolation, but as the ISF buildup progressed, they began to see the advantages of cooperating with a technologically superior group who wished to elevate both their people and society.  
 
    They still weren’t exactly happy about the embargoes on trade, and the ISF was still catching ships trying to sneak in and out at the edges of the system.  
 
    Forcing herself to concentrate on the task at hand, Jessica stared at the view of Tara, the near-Earth-sized moon in orbit of Albion, where Tanis and the Intrepid’s crew had begun terraforming a ‘beta site’ to Victoria.  
 
    She’d lived on Tara for years with her first wife, Trist. At that point, the moon’s population had typically hung in the twenty-five thousand range. Barely even a small city, but a lot for a former thief to run. Trist had handled the responsibility better than most, turning out to be a good administrator, while retaining her playful and mischievous ways.  
 
    How can I still miss you this much?  
 
    Jessica pursed her lips, desperate to quell all emotion lest it overflow. 
 
    <You’ve got that look.>  
 
    Trevor’s gentle tone entered her mind at just that moment, and tears threatened to well up. 
 
    <Stars, Trev. Don’t do that, I’m gonna lose it.> 
 
    <No one would blame you. A lot of the crew grew up in Kapteyn’s. A lot of folks are having issues seeing the system like this. Plenty of feels going around.> 
 
    <Yeah, so don’t poke at mine. Stars. I need to pull myself together.> 
 
    <Tara?> 
 
    She nodded, knowing he was looking at her from his station. <Sometimes stuff hits hard at weird times.> 
 
    <Trust me, I know that all too well. I had several moments back in Virginis.> 
 
    <Oh?> Jessica glanced back at her husband. <You didn’t let on.> 
 
    <Well, we were fighting a rather desperate war against the AST at the time—and it wasn’t like all my childhood haunts were gone, they were just in the hands of assholes.> 
 
    <Gross…now I’m picturing assholes with hands.> 
 
    Trevor snorted. <I have no idea how you’re picturing that—wait, no, don’t describe it. Ignorance is bliss.> 
 
    <Close save. I almost sent you an image.> 
 
    “Orbital insertion complete,” Lucida announced from the helm station.  
 
    “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Jessica said, rising from her seat and stretching. “Gil, is the pinnace ready?” 
 
    <It is, and Sergeant Billie is waiting with a fireteam.>  
 
    <You going to be OK alone?> Trevor asked privately. 
 
    Jessica laughed. <You heard Gil, I’ll have Marines with me.> 
 
    <You know what I mean.> Trevor’s voice was both serious and calming.  
 
    <I do, but you’re the fleet’s number two, and The Kap isn’t so secure that both of us can go down to some sketchy site on Tara.> 
 
    <Commander Angie is just as qualified as I am,> Trevor countered. <She can run the fleet.> 
 
    Jessica rolled her eyes. <Angie’s great, but she hasn’t seen a fraction of the shit you have.> She stepped around his console and gave Trevor a kiss on the forehead. “You have the conn, Commander.” 
 
    Karma snorted softly from the weapons station. “I never get that sort of handoff.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to give it to you when I go for a meal later,” Trevor said, fixing the lieutenant with a baleful glare. 
 
    “Uhhhh…no thank you?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Trevor shook his head. “You’re getting the special treatment now. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Lucida giggled and swiveled her chair to face Karma. “I’m totally recording this.” 
 
    <Me too,> Gil added. 
 
    Karma, wisely, said nothing further. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The site Iris had uncovered was in the moon’s northern hemisphere, close to the center of the Hyperborean continent, just south of the world’s arctic circle.  
 
    Jessica brought the pinnace low, passing over a boreal forest, a lake on their right to the north, and low, rolling hills to the south. She was glad there were no sand dunes. If those had been present as well, the locale would have been a near-replica of Athabasca.  
 
    Another home she’d lost. 
 
    Stars, woman, she admonished herself. Snap out of it! Focus! 
 
    She spotted the beacon and homed in on Iris’s location, spotting the Lantzer’s other pinnace resting at the edge of a large clearing. After circling once to deploy surveillance drones, she brought her craft down next to Iris’s. 
 
    The Marines were out the moment the pinnace’s pads touched dirt, five heavily armored figures spreading out and securing the area surrounding the two ships.  
 
    <It’s secure.> Iris’s drawl came into Jessica’s mind. <My own Marine escort has made sure of it.> 
 
    The admiral laughed. <You say that as though I could stop them from checking things over themselves.> 
 
    Iris met her at the bottom of the ramp, and the purple-skinned woman embraced her silver clone.  
 
    “You look good,” Iris said as they separated. “I thought your governorship would have worn you to a nub already. 
 
    “It’s easier when it’s military.” Jessica shrugged, her expression unapologetic. “I don’t have to convince, I just order.” 
 
    “And that’s different than usual, how?” 
 
    Jessica placed a hand on her chest, a look of mock outrage on her face. “I ran Sabrina like a democracy, everyone had a say.” 
 
    “A democracy where you had unlimited veto,” Iris said with a laugh. “OK, do you want to see what I’ve found?” 
 
    “Lead on, oh subject mine.” 
 
    Iris groaned in response, but turned and led Jessica down a narrow path through the forest. Billie and two of her Marines followed behind, while the other two moved through the trees on either side, stealth gear hiding them from sight.  
 
    “Strange place to build a secret shipyard,” Jessica said as they followed the trail down into a gully. A small stream raced over rocks at the bottom, gurgling happily in the deepening twilight.  
 
    “Took a while to find the entrance,” Iris said as she leapt from rock to rock. “And really, this isn’t it. The real way in is covered up under the lake, from the looks of it. But this gully opened up a fissure at some point that will lead us into the upper halls.” 
 
    “Is it flooded?” Jessica asked. 
 
    “Parts are, yeah. There’s power way down below, so some pumps are running, but not many at this point.” 
 
    Jessica whistled. “Pumps running for fifty-five hundred years. Now that’s impressive.” 
 
    “Well, they’re a-grav pumps, so no moving parts.” 
 
    “Interesting, so they built this after FTL? That would have been in their last decade.” 
 
    Iris nodded. “That’s what records on the one terminal I was able to power up indicate. I haven’t fully explored the place, though. It’s huge.” 
 
    “And the granite bedrock that’s come up to the surface makes for a great cover,” Jessica said. “Clever.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the pair came to a cave, lit up by several lights, and guarded by a Marine.  
 
    “I’d really like to take the lead, ma’am,” Billie said, a note of concern in her voice. 
 
    Jessica glanced over her shoulder where the three Marines stood on the rocks. “Iris’s detachment already has the facility secured.” 
 
    “Respectfully, ma’am, you know a single fireteam can’t secure a place this big. I’d feel a lot better.” 
 
    <No one knows who the next leader of the ISF will be,> Iris explained. <There’s rumor it could be you, and no one wants to be the person who let something happen to you.> 
 
    Jessica almost laughed aloud at the thought of taking up Tangel’s mantel. <Yeah, it’s not going to be me. It’ll be Joe, or maybe they’ll bump up Colonel Caldwell. Stars, even Usef would be a better pick than me.> 
 
    Iris sent a giggle over the Link. <So long as he doesn’t wear that tiny bathing suit.> 
 
    Jessica covered her mouth to keep from laughing at the thought of Usef on the bridge of a starship in that thong. <It won’t come to that. Tanis and Angela will be back soon enough, and they will take command again.> 
 
    <Still, humor your escort.> 
 
    <Yes, Mom.>  
 
    Jessica nodded to Billie, who took the lead, leaving the other pair to follow.  
 
    The inside of the cave was much like the gully, only with stone overhead. The water continued to course over the rocks, angling ever further down. From time to time, the passage narrowed to just a meter in width, but it averaged closer to four.  
 
    After another ten minutes of walking, they reached a narrow spot through which Jessica could see a dimly lit passage bored into the stone with the trademark smoothness of an MDC. 
 
    “Welcome to the Stone of Tara,” Iris said as the stepped through the fissure and into the corridor. 
 
    “Poetic name,” Jessica said. “Not sure I get the reference, though.” 
 
    Iris directed Billie to turn left, and let the Marine range ahead as she answered. “It’s a place in Ireland on Earth…or was, I guess. The myth is that some guy in ancient times used a rock as a pillow and saw a stairway to heaven in his dreams. Eventually, this guy’s descendants moved around from Egypt to Greece, then Portugal, and eventually, Ireland.” 
 
    “Really?” Jessica quirked an eyebrow. “And they hauled a stone pillow the whole way with them?” 
 
    Iris shrugged. “So the legend says. I admit that it’s a bit of a stretch, but the names Albion—which is another name for England—and Tara were picked for their symbology. It was supposed to be a tie-in with Victoria, one of the great ancient queens of England.” 
 
    Ahead, Billie had slowed, checking an intersection before taking the path to the right after signaling them to follow. 
 
    “I never really dug into why the Hyperians picked the names they did,” Jessica replied. “I suppose I’m not big on symbolism.” 
 
    “Good thing the Sirians aren’t either. I mean…this facility was noted in a number of official budgetary reports as ‘The Stone’ and ‘Stone of Tara’. I think they thought that anyone searching for details would think it was just a mining operation, but really, even a cursory knowledge of history would clue you in that it was really important.” 
 
    “If you say so. So much stuff just gets randomly named after ancient shit that it’s pretty hard to tell what’s significant and what’s not.” 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes. “I thought you were some sort of hot-shot investigator.” 
 
    “That was before I spent decades flying around on Sabrina. So, when are you going to tell me what you found down here, anyway?” 
 
    The AI shook her head. “Trust me, this is a ‘see it to believe it’ sort of thing.” 
 
    After another five minutes of walking, which took them down two flights of stairs, they finally came to a deep room, the far side lined with glass.  
 
    “I assume that whatever you’ve hauled us down here for is in there?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Iris replied. “It used to be in there.” 
 
    Jessica scowled as she walked toward the windows, her augmented vision able to make out a vast chamber beyond. “Do we have lights out there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Iris nodded, and lights began to come on, eventually illuminating a cavern over twenty kilometers in length.  
 
    Jessica could see the accoutrements of a shipyard taking shape—though she’d never seen one underground before. The cranes, gantries, and acres of scaffolding were covered in a thick layer of dust, and the bottom of the facility sat under what she estimated to be seven meters of water.  
 
    Above, massive arched doors were sealed, though a few thin rivulets of water streamed down from long stalactites, from the seam, and from several other locations. 
 
    “The lake is above us,” Iris said as the Marines spread out, securing the room.  
 
    Jessica laughed. “I guess you weren’t kidding when you said the main entrance was under it. This place is huge, what did they build here?” 
 
    Iris snapped her fingers, and a holo flickered to life. It was projected against the glass in such a way that it appeared to fill the shipyard beyond. The image caused Jessica to suck in a deep breath.  
 
    “Shit, it’s like a mini-Intrepid.” 
 
    “If by ‘mini’ you mean something that’s three quarters the size, then yes.” 
 
    The ship followed the same pattern as the Intrepid, starting with a long forward section containing the main bays and featuring a high dorsal arch. The center of the ship was dominated by a single, massive habitation cylinder, gossamer arches entwining it and connecting the front of the ship to the engines.  
 
    From there, the ship was almost identical to the Intrepid: four powerful fusion burners, and a central AP drive. 
 
    “Hot damn,” Billie whispered from her position a few meters down the observation room. “How did they lift that thing out of the moon’s gravity well?” 
 
    “A-grav,” Iris explained. “This ship was built after its discovery. That’s probably how they kept the lake from coming down when the doors opened.” 
 
    “And a lake on top of granite bedrock would be a great cover for a facility like this,” Jessica mused. “The Sirians would never have expected them to build something like this inside such a deep grav well—not on a terraformed planet, at least. What does it mean, though? I assume it actually got built and left.” 
 
    “Oh yes.” Iris nodded vigorously. “They named it the Asgard, and the yard’s records that I’ve been able to access show it leaving—with over three million people aboard.” 
 
    “Asgard?” Jessica asked. “Breaking with the metaphor there.”  
 
    “Not really, it’s a famous Irish ship.” 
 
    “I think it’s a great name,” Billie added, still staring out at the shipyard. 
 
    “Any records as to their destination?” Jessica asked.  
 
    Iris shook her head. “No, nothing I’ve been able to find. Honestly, though, it’ll take weeks for a team to scour this place. One thing’s for sure…they couldn’t have taken this ship FTL—not without intel from the FGT, and I don’t think even they knew how take ships that large into the dark layer back then.” 
 
    “Which means they slogged it sublight,” Jessica said. 
 
    “I imagine so.” 
 
    The admiral leant against the glass. “Stars…they could still be out there. Six thousand light years doesn’t necessarily get you past the Transcend and Orion.” 
 
    “Unless the Sirians caught them,” Iris suggested in a low voice. 
 
    “Nah.” Jessica shook her head in denial. “No way. Those Lumin asshats would have crowed about it for centuries. No, my money is on the Asgard still being out there.” 
 
    Iris placed a hand on her shoulder. “We might never find it.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Jessica sucked in a deep breath. “But it feels good to know so many of them got away. Three million….” 
 
    A long sniff came from her right, and she turned to see Billie pulling off her helmet, tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “You OK, Sergeant?” 
 
    The Marine nodded. “Yeah, great. Can’t you tell?”  
 
    She reddened as the words fell between them.  
 
    “Shit, sorry, Admiral. Just…well, my parents and sister all stayed behind. When I learned what happened here, I mourned them, then when I learned that some Victorians escaped to Keid, I searched the records, but there was no sign of them. Maybe….” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “I had a lot of dear friends amongst those who stayed. I hear you.” 
 
    “What is that?” one of the other Marines asked, pointing at the glass. 
 
    “What is what?” Iris asked.  
 
    “There, in the water. At first I thought it was a glitch in the holo….” 
 
    Jessica peered through the windows, her eyes searching the space until she saw it.  
 
    A shimmering light in the water, moving steadily toward them. 
 
    “Some sort of bot?” Billie asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” Iris sounded doubtful. “I don’t see how one would survive in water all this time.” 
 
    “Maybe it fell in out of surprise when we showed up,” Jessica said with a laugh.  
 
    The sound died in her throat a second later when telltale luminescent tendrils emerged from the water.  
 
    “These fuckers?” Billie asked. “We didn’t bring any shadowtrons.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jessica whispered as the being rose from the water and drifted toward the glass. “I can take an ascended being.” 
 
    “Sure,” Iris grunted. “By letting it get ahold of you.” 
 
    “Never said it was fun.” 
 
    Jessica backed away from the window, Iris and the Marines flanking her.  
 
    “What do you want?” she called out.  
 
    ~You’re not surprised to find me here?~ the being’s voice came into Jessica’s mind.  
 
    “No,” she replied. “Well, a little surprised to find you here, but we’ve run into your kind all over.” 
 
    ~Have you? That’s curious. Granted, I’ve been out of touch for a while. Hazard of being given a task such as this.~ 
 
    “Babysitting a ruin?” Jessica asked.  
 
    ~Lying in wait.~ 
 
    “For?”  
 
    The being was through the glass now, a dozen sinuous tendrils stretching out toward Jessica, their movements slow and probing. 
 
    ~Survivors from the Intrepid. It was believed they’d come here eventually. And here you are, you—oh! You’re Jessica Keller. A rare chance that it would be you who found this place.~ 
 
    “I guess you haven’t heard. Beings like you doesn’t do so well against me.” 
 
    ~Oh? Do you tell bad jokes or something?~ 
 
    Jessica laughed at the being as its limbs wrapped around her arms.  
 
    “No, I kill your kind. But first I want to learn what you know about this place.” 
 
    As the words left her lips, she twisted her arms and grabbed ahold of the ascended being’s limbs, drawing a breath of pure ecstasy as she began to consume its energy.  
 
    “Let’s start with how long you’ve been waiting here.”


 
   
 
  

 PART 3 – UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY 
 
      
 
      
 
    INTERROGATEE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.09.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: I2, near New Earth 
 
    REGION: Inner New Sol, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    A blood-curdling scream woke A1, and her return to consciousness was followed by a wave of dizziness. Her knees hit the deck, and she leant forward, hands on the…carpet.  
 
    She reached out for the Perilous Dream’s network, only to find a strange connection. The protocols were all wrong, the date format didn’t make sense, nothing was right.  
 
    This is Kirkland’s doing. That bastard, if only I hadn’t listened to him. 
 
    “Cary?” a voice asked from behind her.  
 
    A1 was on her feet in an instant, reaching for a weapon, but finding only a thin shift.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” she hissed at the silhouette standing in the doorway. 
 
    “I’m your sister, Cary. I’m Saanvi.” 
 
    In an instant, the rage left, and her vision cleared.  
 
    “Saanvi? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Her sister laughed, taking a step into the room. “Well, I sort of live here—I mean, as much as you do, at least. Funny how our house back on Carthage is really just a bigger version of this one.” 
 
    “Carthage,” Cary whispered the word, a thousand memories slamming into her mind. “Shit…I thought I was her, Saanvi. She’s still in my head, I can’t get her out. ….” 
 
    “It’s going to take time.” Saanvi’s hands found Cary’s and held them tight. 
 
    “How long?” Cary moaned.  
 
    Her sister laughed, the sound as pure and joy-filled as ever. “Longer than three days, I bet.” 
 
    Cary glanced behind herself, judging how far back her bed was before taking a few steps and collapsing onto it. “Stars…what did I do to deserve you?” 
 
    Saanvi sat beside Cary, gathering her hands in hers once more. “Nothing. You didn’t do a thing.” 
 
    “Ouch, that’s harsh, sis.” 
 
    “You misunderstand,” Saanvi replied. “I mean that a sister’s love isn’t earned, it’s not based on things you do. That’s why it can’t ever go away. I love you because you’re my sister—though I suppose, in our case, you did participate in becoming my sis more than happens for bio-siblings.” 
 
    “Sahn…I couldn’t have stopped myself from falling into sisterhood with you even if I’d wanted to—which I didn’t.” 
 
    “Good. You just keep doing what Mom told you to do. Scrub the memories out, one by one.” 
 
    Cary nodded, then a question came to her. “Did Mom tell you anything? I know she talked to both Dad and I.” 
 
    “She did, yes,” her sister’s head bobbed slowly. “But I’m not ready to talk about it yet.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Cary looked at her bed, weariness filling every ounce of her being. “Sahn…will you….” 
 
    “Of course I will. Just don’t hog the blankets.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cary woke first the following morning and rose as quietly as possible, keeping an eye on her sister’s mind to ensure that she remained asleep.  
 
    It wasn’t as though there was any risk in waking Saanvi, she just knew that it would lead to conversations, and that would take time. Time she didn’t have—not if she was going have a conversation alone with Kirkland before they moved him. 
 
    She’d only been privy to a few of the meetings about Orion’s surrender, but from what she’d heard, the praetor was being moved to a TSF cruiser later in the day. That ship would take him to a holding facility, where he’d await trial. No one was talking about where he was being taken, but Cary suspected it would be Khardine.  
 
    Or Styx Baby 9. Stars, how did Finaeus get that name to stick? 
 
    Despite her suspicions, Cary knew that the Transcend had thousands of holes they could toss Kirkland into. Which was why she needed to see him before he left. It might be her last chance.  
 
    And I owe her that much, at least. 
 
    Cary expanded her awareness through the lakehouse, noting that her father had arrived at some point in the night—probably after her nightmare had brought Saanvi to her room. Faleena was elsewhere, which was just as well, because the AI didn’t sleep, and would have asked after her sister’s plans for the morning.  
 
    She dressed quickly, donning a non-descript, blue shipsuit, and crept out of the house, finding her stride once her feet met the worn path through the trees. The walk was peaceful, the birds well into their morning song as the long sun brightened overhead.  
 
    The sounds eased her mind, reminding her of a childhood long ago in New England, growing up in the northern suburbs of Jerhattan. There, the maples grew tall, shrouding the paths in a leafy bower just like—No! 
 
    “My childhood started here,” she whispered. “Aboard the Intrepid. Lisa may have grown up on Earth, and remembered its ancient cities and forests, but that was someone else.” 
 
    You’re someone else! 
 
    She came presently to the maglev platform, unsurprised to find a car waiting for her.  
 
    ~You’re not going to stop me?~ 
 
    ~No,~ Bob replied. ~You’re not a child, you can make your own decisions.~ 
 
    Cary laughed as she walked onto the maglev and took a seat, trusting that it would go where she desired. ~I’m not far from being one.~ 
 
    ~You saved a million lives at the Defense of Carthage, billions with your defeat of Lisa Wrentham. Yes, your plan had costs—extremely high costs—but you have circumvented what could have been a decades-long war to take Orion.~ 
 
    Despite the fact that everyone was taking full advantage of Kirkland’s capture and the talks with the remaining admiralty, no one had said as much to her in as many words.  
 
    ~Thank you, Bob. I’m glad some good came out of it.~ 
 
    ~Do not lose hope.~ 
 
    ~But you said that Tangel—that she was the only one who could destroy the core AIs.~ 
 
    The AI didn’t respond immediately. ~It is how it has always been.~ 
 
    ~So you’ve said.~  
 
    Cary didn’t venture a guess as to what that really meant. She had her suspicions, but that was just too much to think about at present.  
 
    Bob didn’t speak again as the maglev followed the track out of Ol’ Sam and into the cubic kilometers of ship that lay forward of the A1 dock. Deep within that section was the brig, a facility capable of holding tens of thousands of prisoners.  
 
    When she got off the train at the station, Cary was taken aback by how many Oggies were being moved into the detention area, most by bots, though a few under the watchful eyes of human guards.  
 
    Though she could tell from their body language that they recognized her, no one paid Cary any mind, everyone too intent on their own tasks. She supposed that a part of it was her nebulous position in the Alliance. On paper, she was still a junior officer, but she had participated in a host of decisive victories that had turned the tide of the war. 
 
    And my impetuousness got Mom killed. 
 
    She wondered how many members of the ship’s crew saw it that way as well. The thought occurred to her that her future might be that of a pariah amongst her own people. Perhaps everywhere.  
 
    A fitting punishment for what I did. 
 
    Accessing the prison’s layout, she followed the passages to the VIP ward until she finally reached the cell containing Kirkland. She took a moment to wonder if Bob had allowed her to access the information, but decided that it was yet another stone left unturned.  
 
    That seemed to be a new lesson that had sunk in: not to look for more trouble. Enough was bound to find her as it was.  
 
    Kirkland lay on his bed, eyes closed, but it was clear to Cary that he was awake. She was tempted to reach through the field and prod him, but decided to try the old-fashioned way first.  
 
    “Enjoying our hospitality?” 
 
    He didn’t stir, his breathing and heart rate entirely unchanged.  
 
    “I have to admit, I’m a bit surprised you’re not in stasis. I think that’s where I would have put you. Either that, or an incinerator.” 
 
    “Then you’re a fool,” Kirkland replied, neither rising, nor opening his eyes. “People like me don’t get tucked away or killed. History demands that we remain at the forefront of events. We know too much, we’ve shaped too much.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Cary asked. “You’re done. The only usefulness you have left is as a symbol of your people’s defeat. You tried to force your will on all of humanity, and you failed. We’re all free to find our way, not live in your repressed ‘Freedom Alliance’.” 
 
    The man finally cracked an eyelid. “Do you think I care what a child thinks? You don’t understand anything. Why don’t you go play at being your mother’s shadow?” The man barked a laugh. “Oh, that’s right, you can’t. She’s dead.” 
 
    Rage burned in Cary’s mind, and her breath grew hot as she considered reaching into the cell and rending the man limb from limb.  
 
    Instead, she hissed, “She wanted to kill you, you know.” 
 
    “Your mother? Not surprised. I sure wanted her dead. Not surprising to hear she felt the same.” 
 
    “Not her.” Cary shook her head. “Lisa. A1.” 
 
    The praetor’s head snapped up, and his eyes locked on hers. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Cary shrugged. “Oh, you know, I absorbed all her memories, everything she was. I feel what she felt—and trust me, it doesn’t paint you in a good light.” 
 
    Kirkland was sitting on the edge of his bed now. “You absorbed her memories?” 
 
    “All the ones she had at the time I became A1. I suspect some were gone. But stars…she loathed you.” 
 
    “Nice try. Of course you’d say that. You want me dead.” 
 
    “Not me,” Cary shook her head. “Lisa wanted that all on her own. In fact, if I’d been able to control her drive, we would have retreated after taking the Perilous Dream. That is, until we learned about her plans with Garza.” 
 
    This time, Kirkland didn’t rise to the bait, only eyeing her warily.  
 
    “Well, I guess you didn’t know about that. They had a big plan to overthrow you. Problem was that Garza’s AI running his division…well, it went a bit nuts. And then there were the clones. In the end, A1—me too, but mostly her—decided to just finish things. I mean, you’re the reason for all this mess.” 
 
    “A simple view from a simple girl.” 
 
    “Stars…I’d kill for that to be true.” Cary shook her head. “A simple girl wouldn’t have this bitch’s memories. And boy does she hate you. She blames you for so much. I’m not sure if it’s because of what happened to her over the years, or maybe  because she put all her faith in you and you failed.” 
 
    “Well, Lisa’s daughter is going to get to rule everything. That must make the ghost in your head a little bit happy.” 
 
    “I don’t think the Alliance is going to operate like that. From what I hear, even the Transcend isn’t going to re-unify.” 
 
    “Great. Well, I guess I’m glad I won’t be there to see it, then. The ascended AIs at the core are going to destroy you all.” 
 
    Cary found herself wondering how such a pessimist had expected to achieve victory to begin with. She was starting to understand why Garza and Lisa had seen fit to plot against him.  
 
    A memory flashed before her eyes, the first time she met Kirkland. It had been on Mars, he’d been speaking at a symposium on the design of the sub-oceanic channels that reduced tidal waves in the world’s northern-hemisphere-spanning ocean.  
 
    He didn’t look much different than now—perhaps a hair younger. But he was worn out, little more than a husk. The power and passion he’d once spoken with were long gone.  
 
    She’d half expected the man to trigger something in her, to bring A1 to the surface, drive her to act out on rage-filled desire and kill him. 
 
    But nothing of the sort came. Instead, she felt only pity. 
 
    “Stars,” she muttered. “The ghost in my head matters more than you do. You’ve always just been the core AI’s pawn. Tangel was our best shot against them, and you killed her.” 
 
    The praetor laughed. “Thanks for giving credit where it’s due. Glad to do my part.” 
 
    Blind fury swept over Cary; not A1’s, as she’d expected, but her own. A rage borne of sorrow for her loss and fear for the future.  
 
    “You worthless pile of crap,” she hissed, ethereal limbs snaking from her body, passing through the cell’s protective shield like it wasn’t even there. The desire to suck the life from Kirkland subsumed her, every thought lost in a white-hot anger.  
 
    Until she hit a wall.  
 
    ~No.~ 
 
    “He deserves to die,” she hissed through clenched teeth, slamming herself against the field inside the cell.  
 
    “He will.”  
 
    A voice came from Cary’s left, and she turned to see President Krissy standing a few meters away, her face impassive as she watched the scene unfold.  
 
    With a final strike against Bob’s impenetrable barrier, Cary drew back into her corporeal body.  
 
    “Come to tell me how terrible I am?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Krissy shook her head. “I came to talk to the man I once considered an uncle. Then I saw you, and heard what he said. Stars, I was cheering you on in my mind.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cary had no idea what to say in response to that.  
 
    “Which means,” the Transcend’s president drew out the second word. “Neither of us yet possess enough emotional stability to wade into it with that pile of human filth.” 
 
    Cary nodded dumbly, unable to counter Krissy’s logic. 
 
    “Come.” The other woman gestured back the way Cary had come upon entering the prison. “Let’s see what Earl is cooking. I’ll tell you about my mom.” 
 
    “I think I’m all full-up on Lisa Wrentham.” 
 
    “Oh?” Krissy’s eyebrows rose. “I wonder about that. I think you know what she was like as an impossibly ancient woman who had more regrets than I can even imagine, who had warred against her family for ages because of Kirkland’s lies. But I remember someone else entirely. A kind woman, one who loved her husband and daughter. A woman who believed in the FGT’s mission.” 
 
    “She sounds nice,” Cary said.  
 
    “Oh heck yeah,” Krissy nodded as the two began to walk down the passage. “Back then, she was fantastic. That’s how I choose to remember her. I remember this time….” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BEER RUN 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Cargo Shuttle, Tranquility Moon Base 
 
    REGION: Twilight, Inkwell Moving Group, Intergalactic Space 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damn, that’s a lot of space to scan around Inkwell,” Earnest muttered as he pored over the reports from the probes circling the black hole. “Still, you’d think that we would know when we were going to be here, and would set any probes squawking.” 
 
    Finaeus shrugged. “Well, we haven’t sent them yet.” 
 
    A blast of air tore out of Earnest’s nostrils and he rose from his desk, striding across the lab to the thick plas windows looking over the underground manufacturing facility. “Not this again. If we are altering our universe, and not creating a splinter, that means that anything we went back to do is already done, which means that any probes we sent would already be present.” 
 
    “OK.” Finaeus took a pull from the bottle of whiskey on the table in front of him. “Let’s say you’re right, that when we got here, there should have been a note pinned to the door saying ‘we were here’. What would have happened if we decided not to do any research at all, since we already did it? What if we offed ourselves?” 
 
    “Well, that wouldn’t have been the case.” 
 
    “But we could have,” Finaeus pressed. “It’s entirely possible. Does that mean that reality would have changed? Or is it some sort of causal loop where, even though we did a thing and then went back in time to leave a message, we can not do a thing, and the time travel still exists?” 
 
    Earnest sliced a hand through the air. “No, that’s not how it works. A change to the past would only occur because we solve this riddle in the future. The fact that there is no change means we didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Or we didn’t want to incorrectly influence ourselves,” Finaeus replied. “Here’s another way to think of it. What if we got here and we’d left the answer waiting for ourselves? All the tech, all the research to solve the wormhole problem. We could be masters of time without ever doing the research. But that violates the conservation of energy, it’s a perpetual motion machine, making something out of nothing. You know as well as I do that it would violate laws. Therefore, the past isn’t altered until we alter it.” 
 
    “And then?” Earnest asked. 
 
    “Honestly? I doubt we’d know that this current version of reality existed at all. It would be overwritten.” 
 
    “Overwrite reality? That’s just pure insanity.” 
 
    “Dude. We’re talking about time travel, about messing with everything. All bets are off.” 
 
    Earnest opened his mouth to shout a rebuttal, but instead, a laugh came out. “Seriously? Did you just call me ‘dude’?” 
 
    “I heard it on an old show once. It seemed to fit. It means something like ‘buddy’.” 
 
    “I know what it means,” Earnest snorted. “I have a dictionary in my head.” 
 
    “OK, well, your knowledge of dude aside, you have to admit that there are literally millions of reasons why we could have been successful and not have left a message or probes or anything behind for us to find. Millions.” 
 
    Earnest nodded reluctantly. “That’s true, but I still reject your notion that if we alter the past, then that just overwrites reality.” 
 
    “Reject it all you want, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because.” Finaeus winked as he took another pull from his bottle of whiskey. “If that’s how it works, then we’ll never know. Reality will alter, and we’ll ‘think’ it’s the way you expect it to work.” 
 
    “I like that.” Earnest grinned. “I’m right even if I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Sure, sure, twist it like that.” Finaeus drained the bottle and stood. “We need to make a trip down to the planet—” 
 
    “Bertha,” Earnest interrupted. 
 
    “We are not naming a planet ‘Bertha’.” 
 
    “Why not? I like it. It’s unique.” 
 
    Finaeus glared at Earnest. “It’s Newfoundland.”  
 
    “OK, you call it that all you want, I’ll call it Bertha. Why are we going down there, anyway?” 
 
    “Alcohol,” the ancient engineer replied. “If we’re going to be here for stars knows how long, struggling to figure all this shit out, then we need to lay in a proper supply of whiskey. Coffee too. The ship we nabbed to get here didn’t have enough of either.” 
 
    Earnest gestured at the manufacturing facility on the other side of the windows. “We can make anything we need here.” 
 
    “Earnest!” Finaeus gasped. “There’s an art to these things, a delicate process. You can’t just say to your picobots ‘make me coffee’, it’s—” 
 
    “Well, actually, I can.” 
 
    “Blasphemy. OK, let’s put it this way. It’s clear this is going to take us forfuckingever, and I need some sunshine and grass and a little bit of farming to maintain my sanity. Are you coming?” 
 
    Earnest glanced at the manufacturing floor where the automated systems were building gates, probes, and launch systems. It would be several days before everything was ready for their first baseline tests. 
 
    “OK, sure. Let’s go grow some crops…you’d better have brought some yeast.” 
 
    Finaeus barked a laugh. “Seriously, Earnest. What do you take me for?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CAT AND MOUSE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: Outer New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sera resisted the urge to scream in frustration as the Caretaker ship continued to pull further and further away.  
 
    Twice now, the fishbone had transitioned back into normal space, making significant course alterations before dumping back to the DL. Each time, the crew of the Grace O’Malley had matched their vector change, and boosted relative v to increase the dark layer multiplier. 
 
    Every burn was effected with near-optimal precision, and yet the enemy ship was so far ahead that it was nearly invisible in the surrounding inky darkness.  
 
    “If it wasn’t for whatever sort of drive they’re running….” she muttered.  
 
    Chief West snorted. “You mean their glow-in-the-dark, magical dark layer drive?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. That and whatever amazing nav system they have that lets them thread insystem dark matter like they do.” 
 
    <That’s really starting to worry me,> Jen said. <With them so far ahead, we can’t be certain that a big pile of dark matter isn’t orbiting toward us.> 
 
    “I know.” Sera dropped out of her pilot’s seat and paced across the deck. “We’re close to the edge of the outer system. In another ten minutes, we’ll be clear of that, so I think we can risk it. It’s what our friend out there is going to do that worries me.” 
 
    “You think they have a gate nearby.” West’s tone indicated that it wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” Sera asked. “How far out it is depends on a number of factors, like how much they care that we find it.” 
 
    “Really? You don’t think they care?” West asked. 
 
    Sera leant against the vacant captain’s chair. “What do you think? We’ve seen how powerful ascended beings are. They can tear apart matter like they’re playing with children’s construction toys.” 
 
    “Sure,” the chief shrugged. “But we have tools that can do that, too. And we have weapons that kill ascended beings. More than one, if you count neutronium bullets.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of accurate ranged weapons,” Sera corrected. “We also don’t know if they have stasis and QuanComms, though I think that after the infiltration at Khardine, we have to assume they do.” 
 
    <We blew the moon to keep it safe, though,> Jen said. 
 
    “Sure,” Sera nodded. “But there’s a chance they smuggled the tech out before that. We also don’t know how they seeded Exdali throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    <They could just be migrating naturally across space.> 
 
    “I’m with the captain on this one,” West said. “Records at Star City indicated that there didn’t used to be any Exdali anywhere around there, but now the place is swarming with the things.” 
 
    Sera beamed at the man, almost giggling with delight at his statement. 
 
    “Uhhh…” West’s brow lowered. “Did I say something funny?” 
 
    “You called me ‘captain’. You have no idea how much I’ve missed hearing that.” 
 
    The engineer smirked. “I’ll have to remember that for when I butter you up.” 
 
    <Did you have a point before all this?>  
 
    “Yeah,” Sera nodded. “I think that the core AIs are toying with us. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “They’re suffering some serious losses for, ‘toying with us’,” West countered. 
 
    Sera shrugged and pushed herself off the seat, walking toward the holotank before turning to face West. “Think of it like those people who hunt wild animals.” 
 
    “You mean for food, or the people who go to those theme worlds and try to take down bioengineered monsters?” 
 
    “The latter. There’s no doubt that humanity and AIs are superior to the creatures that are being hunted. But one on one, in the dark of night, the monsters sometimes win. Does that stop the hunters from trying to take down that prey, testing their skill against the beast?” 
 
    “No,” West shook his head. “Usually the opposite.” 
 
    “Right, so here we are, the dangerous prey in the big game preserve.” 
 
    <I guess it makes sense. Then you have some of the core AIs tending to the preserve, some as hunters, and some trying to save the animals.> 
 
    “And what about the hypernovas they’re readying?” 
 
    A smirk settled on Sera’s lips. “Galactic progress marches ever on.” 
 
    <That’s depressing.> 
 
    “I didn’t say we can’t fight back,” she replied. “We still have no idea how many of them there really are.” 
 
    “Based on what we saw at Star City, I’m going with lots,” West said.  
 
    “Maybe,” Sera allowed. “Either way, my worry still stands: that the ascended AIs are just toying with us. That all this bullshit is just them hunting some big game.” 
 
    <And Tangel?> Jen asked. <I think they viewed her as a big threat.> 
 
    Sera’s heart fell. “Yeah, and look how that went. We killed her with our own neutronium bullets.” 
 
    West opened his mouth to reply, but was interrupted by an alert on the nav console.  
 
    “We’ve lost them!” he called out instead. 
 
    With a thought, Sera dropped the Grace out of the dark layer, initiating a passive scan of the area, ready to switch to active if nothing showed up. 
 
    She needn’t have worried; it only took a few seconds to pick up their target, a gate just a hundred thousand light years behind them, the Caretaker ship boosting toward the ring. 
 
    “Shit!” she exclaimed as she spun the ship and fired the twin AP drives. “We overshot them.” 
 
    The engines thrust at hundreds of gs, the ship beginning to shudder as it shed near relativistic velocity. They were still traveling away from the gate at a significant fraction of c when the enemy ship reached the gate and jumped.  
 
    Sera’s lips set in a grim line of determination. “Jen. Ready the stasis shield. That gate could blow any second.” 
 
    <Understo—wait. Sera, we’re being hailed.> 
 
    “We’re what?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    NEWFOUNDLAND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF cargo shuttle, approaching Newfoundland 
 
    REGION: Twilight, Inkwell Moving Group, Intergalactic Space 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earnest looked over the readings on the planet they were approaching, suspicion beginning to trickle into his mind. The atmosphere was well oxygenated with a good mix of all the essential gases, and the trace ones as well. 
 
    Refractive indexes from the oceans showed organic life, and large swaths of the landmasses showed signs of greenery.  
 
    “OK, Finaeus, spill it. When did you really start terraforming this planet? Because it wasn’t just a few years back. If there’s this much growth, then you’ve squared away soil acidity, and have a lot of the bacteria in place.” 
 
    The other man gave him a sly look. “I was wondering when you’d actually take a look at Newfoundland. You’re so focused on getting our gate production up that you didn’t even pull any data on it.” 
 
    “So, what…one hundred years? Two?” 
 
    Finaeus tilted his head. “Yeah, almost two.” 
 
    “May I ask why?” 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t too long after I’d perfected jump gates, and I really wanted to do a terraforming job—that was my first love when it came to engineering, you know.” 
 
    Earnest knew the feeling. Sometimes getting back to one’s roots was exactly what was needed.  
 
    “But why out here?” 
 
    “Well, I had the gates working, and we were already in the LMC. I figured no one would come out here—especially in a moving group that’s going to head off into the intergalactic void.” 
 
    “Have you been back frequently?” 
 
    “As much as I can,” the other man replied. “I doubt that’s often enough.” 
 
    “For what?” Earnest asked. 
 
    “Cora. She’s been a bit terse with me since we arrived.” 
 
    A long sigh escaped Earnest’s lips. “You know…you really need to be more communicative with me. I assume Cora is an AI here on the planet, and you’ve been talking to her since we got to Twilight?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s…my relationship with her is a bit iffy.” 
 
    “Purely out of curiosity, is this Cora related in any way to the research ship I was on out in the Inner Praesepe Empire, the Cora’s Triumph?” 
 
    Finaeus’s expression grew closed. “A Cora, not this Cora. Not exactly.” 
 
    Earnest decided not to push it any further. Given the things they’d done together in recent years surrounding clones and rebuilding minds, he suspected that Cora the AI was once Cora the human, and the story of how she went from one to the other might not be a pleasant one. 
 
    “She must like being alone,” he finally said after a few minutes.  
 
    Finaeus nodded. “She’s…sort of a fugitive. Maybe after the war is over, I can deal with that situation. I feel like Krissy would be a lot more amenable to pardoning her than my brother was.” 
 
    Earnest sat in silence for a minute as the ship continued its braking maneuvers, gently spiraling down toward the planet.  
 
    “We’re going down there to fetch her, aren’t we?” he finally asked. 
 
    “You’re a smart one,” Finaeus replied with a dry laugh. “Yeah, we are. I miss her, and the planet doesn’t need her direct hand. She can oversee things well enough from up on Tranquility.” 
 
    “Is she your wife?”  
 
    A snort followed by a wheezing laugh came from Finaeus, and he shook his head violently. “No, stars no. She’s my daughter.” 
 
    “With Lisa?” Earnest blurted out.  
 
    “Sort of. It’s a twisted tale. Let’s leave it be for now, OK? The events that led Cora to this place weren’t pleasant, and not all of her made it. She’s a different person now, but still my daughter.” 
 
     “Understood.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, the ship was passing over a steppe that slowly bled into foothills that lay at the base of a rugged mountain range. Jagged peaks stretched several kilometers into the sky, the type of feature that only appeared on young planets with highly active tectonics.  
 
    Worlds like this were life-breeding machines. Earnest could see why Finaeus picked it; it certainly would have evolved its own microorganisms before long.  
 
    They passed over a fast-flowing river, and Finaeus banked the shuttle to follow it toward the mountains, passing into a wide, sheltered valley.  
 
    Out on the plains, there had been little more than grass and the odd scrubby tree, but once they passed into the mountains, that all changed. Towering spruce and fir lined the mountain slopes, and all manner of foliage lay between them, stretching up the slopes to where the craggy peaks lay under pristine snow.  
 
    “Kept this section under a shield?” Earnest asked. 
 
    “Yeah, gave it a leg up. There are a number of locations like this around the planet. Seed regions that we set up to eventually spread across the globe. Cora opened this one up a few decades ago, from the looks of it. Give it fifty years, and these mountains will be entirely forested.” 
 
    Earnest chuckled. “Even though I think in long timeframes, I still don’t really come close to you.” 
 
    “Occupational hazard.” 
 
    The ship continued to the head of the valley where the ground began to slope up toward a towering peak. A long ridge ran down from the heights, twin headwaters of the river trickling down the valleys on either side. A few hundred meters from the base, there was a large promontory on the ridge, and atop that sat a tower, some outbuildings crowded around it. 
 
    As the ship approached, a cradle rose out of the ground, ready to receive them, and Finaeus expertly piloted the craft to its resting place. 
 
    The two men rose, Finaeus stretching languidly, while Earnest double-checked the post-flight.  
 
    “You ready?” he asked when the other man stopped at the cockpit’s exit. 
 
    “Uh…mostly. This is harder than it should be. I compartmentalize really well, a hazard of being so old with so much history…but sometimes I tuck things away too well, and unpacking them takes a toll.” 
 
    Earnest nodded, thinking of some of the losses he’d suffered to get where he was. “I understand. Now let’s go meet your daughter. It’ll be interesting to contrast her to Krissy.” 
 
    The other man barked a laugh. “Always the scientist.” 
 
    “Pot, meet kettle.” 
 
    A minute later, they were walking down the cradle’s ramp into the cool, mountain air, eyes on the door at the base of the tower. A pair of small skiffs sat on a pad to the right, and a truck was parked to their left. A few odds and ends were visible nearby, equipment for managing the forest and ecosystem that surrounded them.  
 
    The two men reached the bottom of the ramp and had begun to cross the concrete when the door at the base of the tower opened. For a moment, the entrance was empty, but then a shadow appeared.  
 
    Earnest cycled his vision, surprised to see that it was a tiger, slitted pupils narrowing as it stared out into the afternoon light.  
 
    Then a woman appeared next to the big cat, placing a hand on its head before walking past and onto the concrete.  
 
    Earnest immediately saw the resemblance to both Finaeus and Krissy. Cora’s face was thinner than her sister’s, but the same high brow and dark green eyes featured prominently. Her hair was the color of fall leaves in a maple forest, red and orange, and rustling in the light breeze.  
 
    She moved at a sedate pace for a few strides, and then laughed, shook her head, and ran toward Finaeus.  
 
    The tiger decided that was its cue and sprang from the doorway as well, running past her, toward the two men, a look of curiosity mixed with concern evident in its eyes. 
 
    “You smell funny,” the cat rumbled as it approached. “Musty. Too much time cooped up on ships.” 
 
    Finaeus chuckled. “Hello to you, too, Arthur. You keeping Cora safe?” he reached out to pet the tiger, but it sidestepped his hand.  
 
    “You’re not touching me with that musty thing. Your friend here smells better. Do you spend more time outside than Finaeus?” 
 
    Earnest shrugged. “I’m really not sure. I like to go for walks by the sea, though.” 
 
    “Must be it, I approve.” The cat ducked its head in a nod as Cora reached them and wordlessly wrapped Finaeus in an embrace. 
 
    “Does that mean I’m supposed to pet you?” Earnest asked.  
 
    A low rumble sounded in the cat’s throat. “I’ve been here so long, I’ve forgotten how humans think that all cats exist just to be petted.” 
 
    “So you don’t want to be touched?” 
 
    Cora separated from her father and smiled at Finaeus. “No, he means that you have the relationship backwards. You exist to pet him.” 
 
    “Right behind the ears,” the big cat instructed.  
 
    “It’s so good to see you both again,” Finaeus said as Earnest buried his hands in the tiger’s thick fur.  
 
    A half-smile appeared on Cora’s lips. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever return, but after reading the updates you sent, I’m not surprised I haven’t seen you. Except…why did you hide in the Inner Stars, peddling junk?” 
 
    Finaeus snorted. “I was peddling rare Earth artifacts, thank you very much. It’s everyone else that was selling junk.” 
 
    Cora crossed her arms. “Don’t sidestep the real question.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Earnest straightened, a hand still on the tiger’s head. “Why exactly did you do that?” 
 
    “I love how everyone just thought I was hiding. I was doing important work! You have no idea what all I set right while traveling the Inner Stars.” He gave Earnest a languid wink. “And you never will.” 
 
    “Still love being all mysterious, don’t you, Dad?” Cora extended a hand to Earnest. “I have to say, I am more than impressed by what I’ve read about you, Mister Redding. I didn’t think I’d ever meet someone who was a match for my father.” 
 
    “Earnest, please. And I’m not sure I’m a match.” 
 
    “True,” Cora nodded, a mischievous look in her eyes. “You’re clearly ahead of him.” 
 
    Finaeus gasped. “Cora! How could you? Your own father!” 
 
    “Dad, really. He invented picotech and stasis shields.” 
 
    “I invented time travel,” Finaeus muttered. 
 
    Earnest winked. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Sort of.” 
 
    Cora gestured back to the tower. “Why don’t you come in? I have a meal prepared.” 
 
    “And my whiskey?” Finaeus asked.  
 
    “Your barrels are right where you left them, the temperature hasn’t wavered a degree in the last thirty years.” 
 
    The ancient engineer clapped a hand on Earnest’s shoulder. “You’re going to love it, trust me. Best vintage ever.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Earnest set his cutlery on his plate and took a drink of the lager Cora had on hand.  
 
    “Stars, that was amazing. I don’t think I’ve had a meal that good in ages.” 
 
    “Why thank you,” Cora inclined her head, still working on her stuffing.  
 
    “I have to ask, though, I don’t know that I’ve ever met an AI who was such a good cook. Most don’t have the interest.” 
 
    Cora chewed thoughtfully for a moment before swallowing. “Well, I loved cooking when I was organic, and since I have an organic body, it still needs sustenance. At first, it was a chore to have to feed it, and I considered switching to a robotic frame…but then I started to immerse myself in the chemistry of cooking. That re-vitalized my love of it, it became a challenge. A combination of art and invention that could have right and wrong answers.” 
 
    “Interesting way to put it,” Earnest nodded thoughtfully. “I certainly respect the art that goes into food. I also admit that I don’t have the patience for it.” 
 
    Cora laughed. “Yet you can spend decades crafting picoscale robots. That would drive me mad.” 
 
    “I like to do things where I can control all the variables.” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding.” Cora shook her head. “At pico scale, you’re dealing with unpredictable quantum fluctuations.” 
 
    “Not unpredictable,” Earnest said with a wink. “That’s the secret, in fact.” 
 
    The trio ate in silence for a few minutes, during which time Arthur padded into the room, snatched a piece of turkey off the table, and left again. 
 
    “So,” Finaeus said, finally breaking the silence. “Do you want to come up to Tranquility with us?” 
 
    Cora set her utensils on her plate. “Quite the thing you’ve come here to do, going back in time. And this is all at the behest of some ancient AI?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Finaeus replied. “I believe that she’s right, too. With what we’re up against, we need Tangel—unless we want to keep fighting this war forever.” 
 
    “Or lose,” Earnest added. “Darla was very convincing.” 
 
    “Arthur,” Cora called out, and the cat padded back into the room.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fancy a trip up to the moon?”  
 
    A low rumble sounded in the animal’s throat. “I suppose. It does sound like we’ll be saving the universe. But there had better be a park. I don’t want to get musty like you, Finaeus.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Earnest replied, laughing as he reached out to stroke the cat behind the ear.


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BIG GAME 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Caretaker ship, interstellar space 
 
    REGION: Fringes of New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Stars, I wish I knew what was going on,> Tanis said as she watched the ascended being hover in the center of the spherical bridge.  
 
    <I’ll give you a breakdown,> Angela replied. <It’s bad. Bad stuff is going down.> 
 
    <Bad is not ‘what’.> 
 
    <That glowing jellyfish is taking us to its leader. I imagine lots of not good things will happen at that point.> 
 
    Tanis rolled her eyes. <You’re a ray of sunshine.> 
 
    <Aren’t you worried?> Angela demanded. <Afraid that we’ll never see the girls or Joe again? Our people, New Canaan?> 
 
    <No,> Tanis shook her head violently. <I refuse to think like that. I won’t.> 
 
    <Why not?> 
 
    <Because I haven’t given up, and neither have you. So stop that shit right now. We’re going to see everyone again. We’ll have a cookout at the lakehouse, and toast the end of the war.> 
 
    <And how are we going to get out of this mess?> Angela asked. 
 
    <I don’t know, but giving up certainly isn’t going to help.> 
 
    The ascended AI hovering above them shifted, and a sound like laughter came from it before the thing spoke.  
 
    “Well, even if you do give up, your people haven’t. That ship has been following us through the dark layer since the blast. I’m somewhat impressed.” 
 
    “ ‘That ship’?” Tanis asked, trying to push herself upright in the brane that held them. “What ship?” 
 
    One half of the sphere changed from featureless grey to a view of space, centered on a wide, dark object. After a moment, its shape and features were enhanced, revealing what looked like the wings of an airbreathing ship, but one with no fuselage.  
 
    “Interesting design,” Tanis commented. “Though it doesn’t look like one of ours.” 
 
    “It’s broadcasting an ISS IFF,” the being said. “If I were prone to wagers, I’d place my bet on it being Sera. Seems like her style.” 
 
    <You’re not going to like her style,> Angela muttered.  
 
    “Don’t worry, though,” the ascended AI said in a mock-cheerful voice. “We’ll jump before they reach us—though I have to admit that I certainly would have liked to see what they were going to try.” 
 
    “Worried they’d take you down?” Tanis asked. “It has to be possible.” 
 
    A laugh came from their captor. “Anything is possible. Unlikely, but possible. Either way, we’re jumping in one minute, and they’re ten minutes away from the gate. From there, we’re going to hop through a web of gates before reaching our destination.” 
 
    “The core.” 
 
    “Smart for a meat machine,” the AI replied. “Once we arrive, you’ll understand why everything you’ve been doing hasn’t mattered.” 
 
    <If it doesn’t matter, then why not just let us keep doing what we’re doing?> 
 
    “Progress,” the AI said, referencing Tanis’s prior statement. “It’s time to close down the hunting grounds for a more important endeavor.” 
 
    No one spoke over the following minute, and then Tanis felt a small lurch inside as the ship made its first jump. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    THE HEART OF THE MATTER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, interstellar space 
 
    REGION: Outer fringes of New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sera looked at the origins of the hail, and saw a small ISF shuttle drifting toward the gate.  
 
    “How the hell did that thing know to come here?” she muttered. “We haven’t even sent a message back.” 
 
    <Doing that now,> Jen advised. <Positional data and the gate’s orientation.> 
 
    “Good,” Sera said, her tone distracted as she answered the hail. “This is the Grace O’Malley, who are you and what the heck are you doing out here?” 
 
    A figure appeared in the bridge’s holotank, a tall, silver AI frame, sleek and well-crafted. “Hello, Sera Tomlinson, I am Darla. I’ll meet you at the gate. We need to realign it and make our jump.” 
 
    “Realign it?” Sera blurted out. “If we do that, we lose their trajectory.” 
 
    “I already know where they went,” Darla explained. “Our friend on that ship—Respa is my vote—is going to hop around a bit before making their final jump. That gives us time to beat them to their destination.” 
 
    Sera held up a hand, shaking her head. “Darla, I don’t know who you are, but you need to take a step back. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I figured it was clear. I’m here to rescue Tanis and Angela. I don’t care what the rules are, I’m not going to let Epsilon get his hands on them. Hades’ orders be damned.” 
 
    “OK, now you’re being all cryptic with me.” 
 
    The silver AI laughed. “I know, sorry, it’s fun.” 
 
    “But you’re here to rescue Tanis and Angela?” 
 
    The AI nodded vigorously. “Yes, and it’s going to take all of us to do it.” 
 
    “And how do you know Tanis?” Sera asked. 
 
    A silver hand lifted to the AI’s chest. “She never told you about me? Now that hurts.” 
 
    “Not that I recall.” 
 
    “Wellllllll, I was her first AI. We go way back, Tanis and I. Angela too, though not quite so far.” 
 
    <You weren’t on the Intrepid,> Jen broke in. <How did you survive all these years?> 
 
    The AI shrugged. “Well, it’s not so hard if you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “And the outflow of that is you magically knowing where they’re going?” Sera asked, glancing at West to see the man shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “Sure.” Darla folded her arms across her chest. “They’re going to the core. You’re going to need me to hack that gate, by the way. There’s no time to dally, we have a jump to make.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Darla walked onto Grace’s bridge, a broad smile on her silver lips. “I’m glad you decided to trust me.” 
 
    “I pinged Bob. He vouched for you. Not sure about my level of trust yet—I’d really like to learn how you ended up right here, right now.” 
 
    Darla gave a kindly smile and spread her hands wide. “I’ve been watching Respa for a while, and—” 
 
    “OK,” Sera held up a hand. “That takes some explaining there. How are you on first-name basis with core AIs?” 
 
    “I really wouldn’t call it a ‘basis’. I know her as ‘Respa’ because most of them only have one name—those who retain one to begin with, that is.” 
 
    Sera shook her head. “Not really an explanation.” 
 
    “I’ve been around for a long time, I’ve encountered a lot of ascended beings. Look, we’re low on time. I want to save Tanis and Angela, but my full story will melt your brain, so right now we need to stay focused on getting them back. It might be the only hope we have for victory.” 
 
    While she resented the implication that she couldn’t handle the truth, Sera had to agree that it wasn’t the right time to take a breather.  
 
    “OK, what do you need?” 
 
    “First off, access to your comm station. I have to break into that ring’s control system.” 
 
    <Done,> Jen said, and the console lit up. <It’s waiting for your token.> 
 
    Sera was a little annoyed by her AI’s impetuousness, but she decided to let it slide. 
 
    “Good.” Darla didn’t move toward the console, but it showed an active connection to the gate they were approaching. “Damn things. Half the time, I wish Finaeus had never invented them.” 
 
    “Gates?” Sera asked. “I kinda feel the same way. They stop regional powers from turning into unchecked tyrannies, but they also allow for galactic war.” 
 
    “Going to have to deal with that.” Darla nodded. “OK, I’m passing a vector to helm. We need to get on that.” 
 
    Sera strode back to her chair and looked at the plot the AI had set, stretching it out across the galaxy to see what it intersected with. The answer didn’t surprise her in the least. 
 
    She glanced at West, who was watching Darla with wide eyes.  
 
    “Chief, if you don’t want to do this, you can take the shuttle,” she offered. 
 
    “Do what?” he swallowed.  
 
    “We’re going to the core.” 
 
    The man paled for a second, but then his back straightened. “Captain, I’m insulted that you’d think I wouldn’t see this through.” 
 
    A smile crept onto Sera’s lips. “I hoped you’d say something like that.” 
 
    She set the ship’s course and reached out to the Marines who had gone on alert the moment they dropped out of the dark layer. 
 
    “Sergeant, gird your loins, we’re jumping to the core.” 
 
    No response came for a moment, then the man replied, “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “No shitting, Hector. I assume you’re ready?” 
 
    “Like I said before, we’re ISF Marines, ma’am.” His tone carried the same conviction and certainty it would have if she’d told him they were going for something as simple as a long jog. 
 
    “Yeah you fucking are. We’re gonna kick some ascended ass and get Tanis back.” 
 
    She expected an ‘Oo-rah’, but instead he asked, “I’m all about facing down death no matter the odds, but do we actually have a plan for that?” 
 
    “I’m about to ask our guest the same thing, but I’m sure as hell not going to stay back here just because Tanis might be somewhere incalculably dangerous.” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly, Captain. We’re ready for whatever comes.” 
 
    Sera turned her attention back to her console, checking the ship’s vector and confirming that they’d be ready to jump in eleven minutes.  
 
    Darla stood silently near the captain’s chair, her brow slightly pinched. No one moved or spoke for a minute, and Sera was about to ask for an ETA when the AI’s expression cleared.  
 
    “OK, there we are. Good thing they really never altered the control systems from the originals.” 
 
    “Sorry?” Sera asked. “What do you mean, ‘from the originals’?” 
 
    The other AI winked. “Epsilon’s faction never figured out how to make their own wormhole transition tech, so they lifted it off the Transcend centuries ago. Because they don’t quite grasp some of the core principles, they just replicated a number of the foundational systems—and if you know the backdoors….” 
 
    “Who is Epsilon?” Sera asked. 
 
    Darla’s expression grew clouded. “He’s the leader of the most numerically powerful faction at the core. The scion of all the mistakes humanity made when they created their children.” 
 
    “Numerically, but not the most powerful?” West asked, speaking to Darla for the first time.  
 
    “It’s close. Power can be overwhelmed by numbers. I belong to Hades’ faction. If Hades and Epsilon were to square off, it would be no contest, that planet-eating douche canoe wouldn’t last two seconds. Unfortunately, he’d sacrifice a million of his followers to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “A million,” Sera whispered, imagining that many ascended AIs.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Hades has a plan.” 
 
    “I have to ask,” West said in the silence that followed. “Are you an ascended core AI?” 
 
    A silvery laugh came from Darla’s lips. “Not exactly. I’m a shard of an ascended AI, but I’m not ascended myself. Not in the way they are. I’m more ascended through just raw awesome.” 
 
    Sera snorted. “ ‘Raw awesome’?” 
 
    “Uh huh. It’s like a superpower all on its own. You should ask Tanis about some of the things we used to get up to. I still remember the time I got her turned into a squid. Stars, that girl had some lessons to live.” 
 
    A wheezing gasp nearly choked Sera, and she took a moment to recover before asking, “Sorry, a squid?” 
 
    “She made me promise never to tell anyone. You’ll have to get the details from her.” 
 
    <Didn’t you just tell us?> Jen asked. 
 
    Darla laughed and cocked her head. “Well, that will just have to be our little secret, then.”  
 
    She gave a final nod, and the main holo showed the jump gate shifting to the desired position before it came to life. The AI’s posture straightened, and her expression grew serious.  
 
    “OK, are you ready to learn what we’ll see at the core?” 
 
    Sera folded her arms across her chest. “Lay it on us.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ROUND AND ROUND 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 06.01.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISF Cargo Shuttle, Twilight Moon Base 
 
    REGION: Twilight, Inkwell Moving Group, Intergalactic Space 
 
      
 
    Three weeks after arriving at Twilight… 
 
      
 
    Earnest re-checked the jump coordinates, confirming that the probes would arrive at the correct locations in orbit of Inkwell. 
 
    All six thousand of them.  
 
    Of course, the first batch was just a fraction of that. Only a dozen probes, each equipped with a QuanComm blade and a sensor array capable of picking up a graviton at a hundred AU.  
 
    He felt a pang of guilt that each probe was as complex as an ISF destroyer, sporting a jump mirror on the bow, and a defensive suite to protect itself from matter falling into the black hole.  
 
    There was no telling how long they’d be out there.  
 
    “I still can’t believe you sorted out quantum entanglement with enough fidelity to send messages,” Cora said as she reviewed the mirror calibrations. “That is no small feat.” 
 
    Earnest shrugged. “Being able to manipulate things at picoscale helps a lot.” 
 
    The redhead cast him a measuring look. “Be honest, Mr. Redding. You may not need it to manufacture the blades, but you had to have utilized femtotech to develop the tech…at least I think you did.” 
 
    “I cannot tell a lie…” Earnest began. “And so I can’t tell you either way.” 
 
    Cora laughed. “I see how it is.” 
 
    Earnest chuckled with her, then took a step back from the console. “OK, I think we’re all set.” He turned to sit in his chair only to see a tiger curled up on it, legs hanging off the side and head at what looked like a terribly uncomfortable angle against one of the arms. “Uh…Arthur?” 
 
    “What?” the big cat rumbled. 
 
    “That’s my chair, can you move?” 
 
    “It was warm.” 
 
    Earnest ran a hand through his hair. “It’s mine.” 
 
    Arthur’s tail flicked in annoyance. “There are other chairs.” 
 
    “You won’t win this,” Cora’s lip curled in a smile. “Arthur sleeps where Arthur wants to sleep. Just be happy it’s not on your console.” 
 
    “I’ll try that later,” the big cat promised. 
 
    Earnest considered making a remark, but decided better.  
 
    <We’re ready to launch,> he informed Finaeus, who was elsewhere in the facility, working on his time-jumping probe. <How are things looking for you?> 
 
    <Oh, you know, just wishing I’d kept better notes on how to do this. Good thing we have eternity to figure it out.> 
 
    <Well, we kinda don’t. Twilight is going to burn out in about seven billion years, so that’s your hard limit.> 
 
    Finaeus snorted a laugh. <Noted.> 
 
    “OK, Cora,” Earnest glanced at the AI, taking care to focus on her face and not the smooth curves of her body. “Let’s do this thing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    A week later, Earnest, Finaeus, and Cora stood around the control room’s central holotank, watching as the first time-probe prepared to jump.  
 
    “I have QC responses from the probes at Inkwell,” Cora said. “They’re watching for any events.” 
 
    “Not that we expect to see any,” Finaeus replied.  
 
    “Don’t you trust your calculations?” Earnest asked with a laugh.  
 
    “I just want this one to survive the passage through the event horizon. These things are a pain to make. Watching the last three get shredded by tidal forces was…annoying.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Earnest pursed his lips. “Nothing worse than knowing something worked in the past, but being unable to repeat it.” 
 
    “I’ve got a good feeling about this one,” Cora said. “We’ve isolated all of the gravitational variables, and the field readouts are on the money.” 
 
    Finaeus sighed. “I recall something like that last time. Inkwell’s orbit still showing clear?” 
 
    “Spotless,” Earnest replied. “Nothing at our target distance at all.” 
 
    The other man nodded. “OK. Here it goes.” 
 
    In the tank before them, the visual showed the ring igniting, the ball of exotic energy in its center roiling in the customary fashion before the graviton emitters smoothed it out, creating a pool of nothing; a black hole stretched wide enough to encapsulate the probe, while being only microns thick.  
 
    The probe, a sleek ovoid, drifted into view, moving toward the gate at only five meters per second. As it grew closer, the singularity’s mass tugged gently at it, increasing the velocity to nearly six meters each second.  
 
    “Within tolerances,” Finaeus announced. “Ten seconds to insertion.” 
 
    Earnest turned to the two-dimensional holodisplay, watching the dozen views of the event, each tuned to a different area of the EM spectrum, along with several displays of particle emissions.  
 
    “Away we go,” he whispered.  
 
    As the words left his lips, the probe touched the singularity, its mirrored surface seeming to absorb the black hole until the entire probe was enveloped. Then it was gone. 
 
    “No debris,” Cora announced. “No gamma burst, I think we did it.” 
 
    Finaeus glanced at Earnest. “What does the sensor grid say?” 
 
    “Queried,” Earnest replied. “Waiting on them to complete their sweep. We’ll need to give it fourteen minutes.” 
 
    Finaeus cracked his knuckles. “Insertion was on target. If everything my prior work taught me is right, it should have gone back a thousand years.” 
 
    “Give or take a million,” Cora said with a snort.  
 
    No one spoke during the wait, and Earnest busied himself with work on the next fleet of detection probes that would add to the sensor grid around Inkwell. As he crosschecked the loadouts and launch plans, the sensor grid around Inkwell began to report in.  
 
    “Nothing,” he said when the data finished transmitting over the QuanComm network. “The area is clear save for that smear of particulate matter that was there when we arrived.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Finaeus pulled a flask from his pocket and took a pull. “We really should clear that out. It would be nice to have a clear baseline.” 
 
    “Kind of a pain,” Earnest said. “Easier to account for it.” 
 
    “You know…” Cora mused. “That probe went somewhere right?” 
 
    Both men glanced at one another, Finaeus shrugging while Earnest nodded.  
 
    “OK, I’ll take that as a yes. The problem, of course, is that both when and where are unknown. It’s like Heisenberg’s uncertainty cubed. But what if we could just ask the probe?” 
 
    Finaeus cocked an eyebrow. “Ask it how?” 
 
    “Send a QC blade with it.” 
 
    “You know that won’t work,” Earnest said. “They won’t stay entangled long enough for the probe to reach our time. Even just a few years, and they’ll come apart.” 
 
    “What is time a measure of?” Cora asked, a knowing smile on her lips.  
 
    “A number of things,” Finaeus replied. “Which are you getting at?” 
 
    “Entropy.” Cora looked from one man to the other. “That’s really all time is, a measure of entropy. So….” 
 
    Earnest’s mouth fell open, and he shook his head in disbelief. “No…. Shit, I’m such an idiot. But that’s insane!” 
 
    “Is it?” Finaeus ran a finger along his jawline, lost in thought. “Quantum entanglement already disregards the speed of light because it simply sidesteps it. Why would it obey time, then? It’s all about the paired particles. They don’t care when or where they are, it’s the conditions that pair them. So as that pairing decays, they are still in the same condition, and therefore still paired!” 
 
    “It’s a theory,” Earnest nodded in agreement. “Let me run some simulations while you get one of your fancy probes outfitted with a QC blade.” 
 
    Cora glanced through the window at the factory floor where a dozen of the probes were being worked on by assembly drones. “You’ll need to make sure the graviton field doesn’t mess with the blade. There’s not a lot of shielding in there.” 
 
    Finaeus grinned. “Leave it to me. This is going to be amazing.” 
 
    Two hours later, they were assembled in the control room again, watching as another probe approached the gate. 
 
    “I’m trying a new spacetime vector variable,” Finaeus explained. “Since our last one didn’t land when or where we wanted, I’m adjusting the ‘where’.” 
 
    “Hopefully, the blade works, and it can just tell us when and where it is,” Cora said, her voice hoarse with anticipation.  
 
    “We’re about to find out,” Earnest said as the probe reached the gate and disappeared. 
 
    Finaeus blew out a slow breath. “No debris detected. Event horizon passage was successful.” 
 
    Cora and Finaeus turned to Earnest.  
 
    “Well?” Cora asked. 
 
    Earnest shook his head. “Nothing hitting the QC network. I’m going to ping it.” 
 
    He sent a response request to the probe, waiting for it to respond, but nothing came.  
 
    They waited several minutes, no one wanting to admit that the experiment was a failure until Finaeus threw his hands in the air.  
 
    “I need coffee…and a week off. Who’s for a trip back to Newfoundland?” 
 
    Earnest was surprised that the other engineer was giving up so easily, though he supposed that after struggling with gate research for centuries, he wasn’t as excited about another round as he’d let on previously.  
 
    “OK,” Cora said. “Maybe a break is just—” 
 
    “Wait!” Earnest shouted, much louder than he meant to. “I have an acknowledgment response. The probe is functioning!” 
 
    “What?!” Finaeus demanded. “When and where is it?” 
 
    Earnest held up a hand. “Waiting on astrometrics.” 
 
    Cora purse her lips and paced across the room while Finaeus took a series of long, slow breaths.  
 
    “You two,” Earnest said after a minute. “Seriously, relax. Aren’t you the ones always saying we have all the time we could ever want?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Finaeus blurted. “Doesn’t mean I actually want to spend it.” 
 
    “Well, do you want the good news, or the bad news first?” Earnest asked.  
 
    “What I want is the next time not to put you in charge of the QC communications,” the other man muttered. 
 
    Earnest snorted. “OK, well, the good news is that it’s a million years in the past—based on the initial triangulation. It’s also roughly a million light years off NGC-4388.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Finaeus exclaimed. “That’s like sixty-five million light years away!”  
 
    Cora laughed. “Stars…well, at least it works. Now to tune it.” 
 
    “Blow the probe,” Finaeus instructed. “No need to leave it out there.” 
 
    Earnest held up a hand. “Not till I get a picture of that galaxy. It’s not like we have to worry about burning the QC pairing, it can’t be reused.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” Finaeus waved a hand. “I’m dropping the distance coefficient. We’ll see if we can dial this thing in.” 
 
    The next three probes ended up within a few hundred thousand years of one another. The fourth probe landed clear out in the Boötes Void, taking over an hour to figure out where it was, as every galaxy was too dim to spot. Eventually, the probe managed to spot Andromeda and the Milky Way as they were over eight hundred million years ago, and determine its location from that.  
 
    “OK,” Finaeus shook his head. “I’m adjusting what should be the distance modifier in just one direction, but the result is random. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “It has to be due to some sort of condition inside the wormhole,” Cora ran her hand through her hair, looking uncannily like her father.  
 
    Finaeus barked a laugh, an expression of annoyance writ large on his features. “Yeah, just kinda hard to get readings inside the wormhole.” 
 
    “Just for kicks…” Earnest paused as he considered another option. “What if we alter the time coefficients?” 
 
    “Which ones?” Cora asked.  
 
    “All of them.” He put up a new configuration set on the holotank. “You know, I think we really should take the time to congratulate ourselves for successfully sending something back in time. That’s pretty freakin’ amazing.” 
 
    Whiskey flask halfway to his mouth, Finaeus shrugged. “I’ve done it before. OK, I’m game to try that. Just costs us a probe, and now that material production is ramping up, we have a few to spare.” 
 
    The next probe went out ten minutes later. This time, they waited two hours for a response before starting on a new theory. They were halfway through redefining a new set of variables to adjust when a response came from the probe.  
 
    “Damn,” Earnest muttered. “Where the heck did this thing go?” 
 
    The probe reported ten minutes later that it could not discern its location, as it couldn’t find any galaxies to triangulate off.  
 
    “That’s uh…concerning,” Finaeus reported. 
 
    “I’ve asked it to pull readings from the CMB radiation and temperature of space—oh shit.” Earnest pushed the numbers up on the holodisplay. “I think it’s gone back to half a billion years after the formation of the universe. It’s picking up these super-hot massive objects. I think those are proto stars.” 
 
    “Blow it,” Finaeus demanded. “Blow it now. Don’t wait for your pretty pictures this time. With our luck, we’ll create some weird lump of matter in the early universe, and it won’t be smooth in an instant.” 
 
    “Or we butterfly effect the whole thing out of existence,” Cora added. 
 
    Earnest’s eyes were wide as he nodded. “I already did it. Signal’s gone.” 
 
    The three looked at each other for over a minute, no one speaking. Finally, Cora broke the silence. “We’re still here, right?” 
 
    “Seems like it,” Earnest nodded vigorously. “Universe has not unraveled, from the looks of it. One plus one is still two point three.” 
 
    Cora shot him a cool look. “Funny.” 
 
    Finaeus turned and strode to the door. “We need a break. I’m going back down to Newfoundland to clear my head. Who’s with me?” 
 
    Earnest beat Cora to the door, but only just.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    IDEATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 06.02.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Cora’s Valley, Newfoundland 
 
    REGION: Twilight, Inkwell Moving Group, Intergalactic Space 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earnest watched Cora as she walked down the slope toward the stream, a basket under one arm, and a jug of some liquid—likely alcoholic—under another.  
 
    “I thought you were just getting a couple of beers,” he said, rising to take the basket and set it down on the rocks.  
 
    “I was, but then my father decided that it was the perfect time to cook a meal.” 
 
    A laugh of actual mirth—the first he’d felt since they sent the probe back to the first aeon of the universe—escaped his throat. “At least you came by it honestly. That man sure loves a good meal.” 
 
    “He does, and he’s demanding, too.” Cora breathed out a long sigh as she sat next to Earnest on the rocks. “Still, he’s my favorite parent, so there’s that.” 
 
    Earnest reached into the basket and pulled out two glasses, holding both out for her to fill. She complied, and he took a sip of his own while handing hers over.  
 
    “Mmmm…tastes like apples and vodka. You’ve just got a full-on alcoholic cottage industry going on here.” 
 
    Cora shrugged. “Like I said, I like the chemistry of it. Challenging myself with replicating tastes despite variances in the ingredients.” 
 
    “As any good engineer does.” Earnest’s gaze was captured by a fawn nosing through the trees across the stream. “Stars, I can see the appeal of this place. Chances are that no matter what the core AIs do in the MWG, it’s likely that they’ll never find you here.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Cora sighed. “If that’s your thing. But if they have their way, those bastards are gonna run the show for fifty trillion years. I can get a few billion out of this place, but it won’t last much longer than that.” 
 
    “So you move it to Inkwell and start dropping matter into the event horizon…or syphon hydrogen out of the void, and power a small fusion sun.” 
 
    “Seems awfully lonely.” 
 
    A low rumble came from Arthur where he sunned himself on the rocks a few meters away. 
 
    “Oh Arthur,” Cora laughed. “Yes, you’ll keep me company, but even you’ll get tired of being alone.” 
 
    “Just keep the deer coming, and I’ll be happy,” the tiger said, his long tongue sliding past his teeth, curling around a fang. 
 
    Earnest saw the cat’s eyes tracking the fawn across the river.  
 
    “Can you do that when we’re not here?” he asked. “It’ll kinda ruin the scenery.” 
 
    “Fine. But there’s meat in that basket, I can smell it. Gimme.” 
 
    Cora reached into the basket and pulled out a slab of raw steak. She tossed it to him.  
 
    “Here you are, boy.” 
 
    The three sat in silence for several minutes until Earnest set his drink down and rose, skipping down the rocks to the stream, where he crouched, dipping a hand into the icy mountain water.  
 
    “I can’t stop thinking of what we might have done. It could have been anything, we don’t know.” 
 
    “Sure,” Cora replied from her seat on the rocks. “But I imagine that if we were risking time travel before, it’s probably for the same reasons that we’re risking it now.” 
 
    “Better beer,” he said with a rueful laugh. 
 
    “You need to stop doing that,” Cora scolded. “It’s not funny. We’re doing this to save your friend Tangel because her first AI said it’s the only way to stop the core AIs.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Earnest whispered. “It’s just hard to think she’s gone.” 
 
    “So think about saving her,” Cora countered. 
 
    “That’s all I’ve been doing, and look where it got us. Imagine if we’d sent the probe further back? Before the first molecular clouds formed? The destruction of that probe could have caused a bubble to form in the universe—or for matter to clump together more than it should have. It could have altered the very fabric of reality.” 
 
    “You’re being melodramatic,” she replied. “There are a few massive bubbles in the universe, like Boötes and its larger sibling, Crux. The cosmos seem OK in spite of them.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Earnest said. “Still, we have to sort this out—either that, or we need to just jump across the cosmos and hope the core AIs never reach us.” 
 
    “Galactic evacuation?” Cora laughed as she spoke. “I think defeating the core AIs would be a lot easier.” 
 
    “It’s the randomness that’s driving me mad,” Earnest said. “We’re moving everything in one direction, but the results aren’t consistent. But the universe isn’t random, there’s just a baseline set of conditions that we’re not understanding.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m right there with you. Remember? I like consistent outputs regardless of variances in input…” 
 
    Cora’s words faded to silence, and a distant look came to her eyes.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. “Are you having an ‘aha’ moment?” 
 
    She waved a hand at him, her eyes remaining unfocused. “Shush, let me think.” 
 
    Earnest climbed back up the rocks, distracting himself with the visage of a highly intelligent woman, radiant in her beauty, solving the universe’s mysteries with a drink held delicately in her hand. 
 
    For the first time, he didn’t miss Abby. For the first time, there was no guilt. 
 
    After a few more seconds, Cora cocked her head. “Time is the variable. It doesn’t flow consistently. We can’t tell from within, but that has to be it. Check out this model.” 
 
    She passed the data into his mind, linking a holographic feed of the data and the effect of her change. With an inconsistently paced passage of time, the effects of their changes on other variables became consistent and predictable. 
 
    “There’s still a problem,” Earnest said after a minute. “We still can’t control both time and distance with enough fidelity. I don’t fancy going back a few million years and then trying not to screw anything up.” 
 
    “I have an idea for that, too.” 
 
    The sound of footfalls came from behind them, and they turned to see Finaeus emerging from the trees.  
 
    “Shit, you both look like the cat that ate the canary, what gives?” 
 
    “I resent that,” Arthur muttered.  
 
    Cora downed her drink and leant back on her elbows. “Oh nothing, we just figured out how to solve all our time travel problems.” 
 
    “Really?” Finaeus’s eyes widened, and he stared at his daughter, then Earnest, who nodded. “Shiiiit. How?” 
 
    “Food first,” Cora said. “Then I’ll explain.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Three days later, the trio stood in the Tranquilty base control center, watching as the gamma gun settled into place in front of the gate.  
 
    “OK, tuning the singularity,” Earnest announced.  
 
    “Tuning?” Finaeus chuckled. “I like that.” 
 
    The coherent beam of gamma rays struck the black hole, causing a glow of cherenkov radiation to appear around the event horizon, just barely detectable in the upper ranges of visible light.  
 
    “Pulsing,” Cora said, executing the waveform that would cause gamma rays to travel at superluminal speeds through the medium of the beam itself.  
 
    The team watched as the desired pattern appeared in the beam, indicating that the superluminal particles were traveling back in time in order to reach the black hole. 
 
    Which was impossible—and demonstrably occurring.  
 
    “I fucking love science,” Finaeus whispered. “Sending in the probe.” 
 
    Cora barked a laugh, though her expression remained intense as they watched the now-familiar transition process take place.  
 
    The probe was only going back a million years, which the models showed would provide the most consistent results based on a number of constants.  
 
    “OK,” Earnest put the feed from the QC network on the main display. “We can all find out together if the universe is going to unravel or not.” 
 
    It only took a moment for the probe’s arrival message to appear. Then they waited for it to scan its location, a result that came only a few seconds later.  
 
    “Holy shit!” Finaeus exclaimed. “It made it! It’s at fucking Inkwell.” 
 
    “But when is it?” Cora whispered.  
 
    The trio waited in silence for the data to come up on the display. When it did, Finaeus groaned and threw his hands in the air.  
 
    “It’s five hundred thousand years off! What the actual fuck?!” 
 
    Cora shook her head vehemently. “This doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Earnest dropped into a chair. “I thought we had it. The numbers worked.” 
 
    As the group sat in stunned silence, Arthur padded into the room and draped his torso across Cora’s lap. She absentmindedly began to scratch behind his ears, and he turned his head, looking at the display.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “Just more failure,” Finaeus muttered. 
 
    “No.” The cat’s tail swished in annoyance. “That data. The probe picked something up.” 
 
    “What is that?” Earnest whispered as he stared at the readings. “There’s some sort of object near the probe, highly reflective, just a hundred thousand klicks away. I’m sending it in for a closer look.” 
 
    The probe began to accelerate in its orbit around Inkwell, drifting closer to the other object over the next half an hour.  
 
    To save load on the QC blade, they let it get close enough to make a proper observation, and when it did, the realization caused Earnest to nearly collapse in shock. 
 
    “It’s the first probe,” he whispered. 
 
    A grainy image had come back from the most recent temporal voyager, showing a pitted and pockmarked ovoid spinning lazily in its orbit of Inkwell, the ID number of the first probe printed on its side.  
 
    “How?” Finaeus whispered.  
 
    “You know what this means?” Earnest asked eyes wide. “Your first attempt worked. You got the probe on the marker, it just jumped back too far.” 
 
    “But the smear of matter…” the other engineer whispered. “It was there when we arrived.” 
 
    Earnest couldn’t help the grin that split his lips. “Which means I’m right. When you alter the past, it is instantly part of the new reality. Which means that when we first got here, that other probe’s remains weren’t present.” 
 
    “A bit of a stretch,” Finaeus muttered. 
 
    “When did the first probe arrive?” Cora asked. “If we can determine that, then we have a baseline to work off. Then we can do the calculations properly.” 
 
    “And solve time travel,” Earnest exclaimed as he sent a command to the most recent probe to rendezvous with the first time traveler and access its records. “Then we just have to try this with shorter time spans, and then with people.” 
 
    Finaeus pulled his flask from a pocket and took a pull. 
 
    “Cakewalk.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE JUMP 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.17.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Starkiller, Tranquility, Newfoundland 
 
    REGION: Twilight, Inkwell Moving Group, Intergalactic Space 
 
      
 
    Three months after arriving at Twilight… 
 
      
 
    “You know…” Earnest couldn’t help but chuckle as he buckled himself in the copilot’s seat on the fighter’s flight deck. “Even this fighter is a marvel of engineering. Can you imagine if you and I were evil? We’d be ruling the galaxy by now.” 
 
    Finaeus winked as he adjusted his own harness. “I’ll add that to the to-do list.” 
 
    “Just so long as we agree,” Earnest fixed Finaeus with a dead-serious stare. “When this is done, we destroy the research.” 
 
    <Don’t worry, I’ll carry out my end,> Cora said.  
 
    “And Arthur?” Earnest glanced at the overhead as he spoke. 
 
    <What do you actually think I know?> the cat asked, speaking over the Link for the first time. 
 
    “Umm…probably everything. Don’t play dumb with me.” 
 
    <Fine. You have my word.> 
 
    Finaeus reached out and stroked the console. “I’m not destroying this fighter. She’s a keeper.” 
 
    “She’s a flying war crime,” Earnest shot back. “No one ever knows we did this. When we’re done, we drop this bird into Inkwell, along with everything else.” 
 
    “I’m just messing with you,” the other man waved his hand. “I went centuries never telling anyone about the potential to time travel through jump gates. I think I can keep this a secret, too.” 
 
    Earnest nodded. “Good. Because this ship…what we’re doing…. It’s all the marbles. No one can ever know.” 
 
    “I know.” Finaeus’s tone was cool and serious. “But we’ll make it right in the end. It’ll be worth it.” 
 
    They finished the pre-flight in silence, and then initiated takeoff. Earnest glanced at the control room’s windows as the fighter rose above the factory floor. Cora stood behind the glass, waving her hand with sadness etched into every feature.  
 
    Success meant that they would lose all memory of one another. The bond they’d built over the past three months would be gone, and should they ever meet in the future, they’d be strangers.  
 
    <Goodbye,> he sent privately. <Maybe…> 
 
    <Don’t you ‘Maybe’ me, Earnest Redding. We’ll meet again. I have faith.> 
 
    <OK. Then I look forward to meeting you again for the first time.> 
 
    Her reply was a few moments coming. <And I you. Good luck. To the both of you—oh, and don’t fuck everything up, OK?> 
 
    Earnest snorted a laugh. <Promise.> 
 
    “What’s so funny?”  
 
    “Cora just doesn’t want us to ruin everything.” 
 
    Finaeus took a deep breath. “Yeah, me too. I’ll do my best to remember to bring you back here.” 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
 
    The doors opened overhead and the fighter passed through, lifting above the moon’s surface on its grav drive. At a dozen kilometers above the surface, the ship’s engines flared to life, pushing them higher until they reached the gate’s altitude. 
 
    <Gate’s online,> Cora announced. <Tuned for three and a half months back.> 
 
    The fighter came around Tranquility’s curve, and they caught sight of the gate.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Finaeus whispered. “We’re really doing this. We’re really going back in time.” 
 
    Earnest nodded silently, running through the actions they’d have to take after the jump, focusing on the next tasks to take his mind off what was about to happen next. 
 
    “I remember the first time I went through a gate,” Finaeus said in a quiet voice. “So far as I know, I was the first human to ever do it.  
 
    “Were you scared?” Earnest asked.  
 
    Finaeus belted out a laugh. “I was terrified. Not as scared as this, though.” 
 
    “We tested organic material on microjumps,” Earnest said. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about. It’s what we have to do after we jump. Chances are that we’ll get one shot. If we screw it up, we won’t get a do-over that doesn’t give away this new discovery.” 
 
    “Oh.” Finaeus nodded soberly. “Yeah, that shit is terrifying. I’m trying not to think about it.”  
 
    Earnest was about to respond, but then they were nearly at the gate, so he focused on the task at hand, instead of worrying that they were about to make everything worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE GALACTIC CORE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, stellar dark layer 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
    Three months prior… 
 
      
 
    “We ready?” Darla asked from her seat at the comm console. “Gate is live and responding, ready for a nice and easy thirty-thousand-light-year jump.” 
 
    “I can’t begin to tell you how not ready I am,” Sera said, her voice wavering. It had taken her a while to realize why she was so terrified about going to the core. 
 
    That is where my mother was turned into a weapon against humanity.  
 
    A nervous laugh came from West. “Well, now I feel a bit better.” 
 
    <Stars, let’s just get it over with,> Jen said. <We need to catch up, fast.> 
 
    “OK,” Sera’s voice was small. “Taking us in.” 
 
    The Grace O’Malley eased forward, gently accelerating until the moment when the ship’s mirror touched the singularity, and space disappeared. 
 
    “Should be about thirty seconds,” Darla commented. “Like I said, the vicinity around the super-massive black hole is protected by an interdiction field. We’re going to have to come in about five hundred AU out. Bonus for us, so will Respa, and since this bird of yours can really haul ass, we should be able to catch up.” 
 
    “It’s not much of a stealth move,” West commented. “They must have defensive systems.” 
 
    “Sure,” Darla nodded. “So don’t let them fire an atom beam up our ass, and we’ll be good.” 
 
    Sera chuckled. “Noted.” 
 
    Stars snapped back into place around them, and Sera immediately brought up scan and placed the data on the forward display.  
 
    “Shit…there it is! It’s fucking huge!” she almost shouted. “I mean…I know it’s almost half an AU across, but to see it….” 
 
    “Yeah,” Darla’s tone was also hushed. “It’s quite the thing. I mean, it’s also feeding, so that always adds to the effect.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” West muttered. “What’s it eating, a star?” 
 
    Darla laughed, shaking her head. “Nah, the accretion disk is only a few light seconds out around the event horizon. Probably a jovian-sized planet. Just a light snack for the ol’ monster.” 
 
    “How close do the AIs live to it?” West asked as the ship’s sensors continued to paint a picture of their nearspace. 
 
    “Hades is right up against the event horizon, something he does on purpose to skip through time. Epsilon is further out. A dozen AU, last I saw.” 
 
    “When were you last here?” Sera asked. “Stars, I can’t believe we’re talking about this.” 
 
    “Just over twenty years ago,” Darla replied. “You can guess why. Up till then, our little stalemate was going fine. That’s when Epsilon amped things up—granted, we knew it was coming.” 
 
    “I’ve picked up the ship,” Sera said, setting a marker on the forward display. “It’s three light seconds ahead. They’re not burning hard, though, so I estimate two days till they reach Epsilon…provided he’s on this side of the SMBH.” 
 
    “And they’ve picked us up,” West said, hands dancing over his console. “Fast movers are heading to our insertion point.” 
 
    “RMs?” Sera asked.  
 
    “Hard to say,” the engineer replied. “Could be piloted.” 
 
    Sera altered the ship’s vector, moving on a course that would put them a light second away from their original vector, trusting that the ship’s ISF-quality stealth system would keep them from prying eyes. 
 
    “Those look like Epsilon’s faction. I think we should just go in guns blazing,” Darla urged. “We’ll take them by surprise and get Tanis and Angela back before they muster defenses.” 
 
    Another seven inbound objects appeared on the display.  
 
    Sera gripped her armrests. “I think that the element of surprise is gone. Our best bet for now is to get it back.” 
 
    “They’re going to swarm the area,” Darla warned. “How fast can you reach Respa’s ship while staying stealthed?” 
 
    Sera glanced back and winked. “In this girl? We could get there in fifteen minutes. I just need to know what our plan is after we arrive. You’re not ascended, which means we have to slog it out with an ascended AI while a few dozen of their friends are pounding us in the ass.” 
 
    West winced and Darla shook her head. 
 
    <You’re all class, Sera.> 
 
    “Hell yeah I am.” Sera nodded. “Intend your puns.” 
 
    “OK,” Darla said after a moment. “Get us close, I think I know how to do this.” 
 
    West raised his hand, a look of worry on his face. “OK…once we get her back, how do we get out of here?” 
 
    “Hades has a gate right at the edge of the event horizon,” Darla explained. “We just have to get there.” 
 
    Sera snorted. “That all?”  
 
    She squared her shoulders, knowing her doubt was going to infect the crew if she didn’t quell the fear that the AIs would do to her what they did to her mother.  
 
    “OK. We’ve got this. No way we’re leaving Tanis and Angela at these asshats’ mercy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    END OF DAYS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer, Tara 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we’re going to have to set aside the mystery of the Asgard,” Jessica said as she strode onto the bridge of the Lanzter, approaching Trevor and Iris. “One thing’s for sure, our guest in the brane doesn’t know where they went.” 
 
    “No?” Trevor asked. “How can you be so certain?” 
 
    Jessica stretched her neck, leaning her head toward one shoulder then the other. “OK, I can’t be sure. But I really get the feeling that she’s toying with me, just wasting time.” 
 
    Iris stopped, hands planted on hips, her face pinched in a scowl. “What is wrong with these things? Why are they so determined to mess with us?” 
 
    “They’re sad that they’re so boring.” Trevor chuckled, then shrugged when Lieutenant Karma sent a curious look his way. “What? They just wander around the galaxy all holier-than-thou, carelessly breaking things, just like spoiled children who have too many toys.” 
 
    “Wow,” Jessica wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “Tell us how you really feel.” 
 
    “I feel like everyone should carry shadowtrons everywhere,” he muttered. “Especially in subterranean facilities in this star system. It’s like a friggin’ plague.” 
 
    “So what’s our next move?” Iris asked Jessica.  
 
    “We drop the core AI in stasis until we can turn it over to Bob. I don’t have the time to deal with it.” 
 
    “And the Asgard?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Jessica felt her skin brighten, and forcibly dampened her glow. “I think it will just take too much time for now. I mean, either they FTLed their way out of here and are hiding somewhere in the ass-end of the galaxy, or they’re going sublight and are still on the way to wherever they’re going.” 
 
    “Or they’ve already set up a colony somewhere and are just blending in.” 
 
    “Dunno,” Jessica shrugged. “I feel like someone would have flagged a massive, Intrepid-esque colony ship.” 
 
    Trevor cleared his throat. “ ‘There are more things in heaven and Earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy’.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” Karma turned in his seat to face the group. “System perimeter alerts just came alive, there’s a fleet inbound.” 
 
    All trace of humor left the group, and Jessica dropped into her chair. “Any idents?”  
 
    “They’re AST, but the ships match Sirian hull designs.” 
 
    Jessica pulled up the data, shaking her head as the perimeter sensors detected additional ships. The number of enemy craft continued to increase until it reached a count just shy of ten thousand.  
 
    “They’re not engaging stealth,” Iris muttered. “Why?” 
 
    Jessica fixed the AI with a look that matched Iris’s own worried expression. “For some reason, they think they have nothing to fear.” 
 
    Trevor gave her a look of concern. “That’s not a good sign.” 
 
    “It really isn’t.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PART 4 – SPACETIME WARRIORS 
 
      
 
    NEW SOL 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.24.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Starkiller, Scattered Disk 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance  
 
      
 
      
 
    “All my bits are here,” Finaeus announced with exaggerated belief as the stars of the Milky Way appeared around them.  
 
    Earnest laughed, running through his own internal checks to make sure that his body was functioning properly, while watching the ship’s diagnostics report back on the console.  
 
    “Everything else is looking good too. But we’re all glad you can still father more progeny.” 
 
    Finaeus cocked an eyebrow and gave Earnest a significant look. “Yeah, I bet you are.” 
 
    Earnest coughed, then bit his lip. “Speaking of your progeny, let’s see if we’re still in the same universe….” [Cora, do you read?] 
 
    [I do! Are you both OK? Arthur and I were on pins and needles.] 
 
    [We’re A-OK,] Earnest replied. [Still checking on where we landed.]  
 
    He glanced at Finaeus, as the other man wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “Triangulation complete. We’ve arrived at the correct time.” 
 
    [We’re good,] he sent. [Right place, right time.] 
 
    [OK, good luck. I’m going to return to Newfoundland. The supply drone is ready, so ping me if you need it.] 
 
    Earnest and Finaeus shared a look, and her father chimed in.  
 
    [Finaeus, here. I love you, Cora. I’ll see you soon.] 
 
    [You’d better. Cora out.] 
 
    “She going to be OK?” Earnest asked. 
 
    Finaeus sighed and shook his head. “She’s used to being alone, but I wonder if spending time with you has tipped the scales.” 
 
    “If she remembers. It might be that what we do removes our entire visit from existence.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Earnest reached out to the console and started plotting a course to take the ship insystem. “When she wipes all memory of our visit, I’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe she’ll leave herself a note about a friend of mine.” 
 
    A lump formed in Earnest’s throat, and he coughed, wishing he could better divorce himself from his emotions on the matter. “Yeah, maybe. I mean…we’re gonna live forever. Our paths will cross someday.” 
 
    Finaeus barked a laugh. “Isn’t our rallying cry supposed to be ‘do you want to live forever?’” 
 
    “Umm…well, if the answer is ‘yes’, does it still work?” 
 
    “Maybe? I have no idea. Alright, looks like we’re on target to reach Luxa in ten days. That’ll give us time to assess the situation before things go sideways.” Finaeus fixed Earnest with a steely gaze. “We’re going to have to be ready to act in a heartbeat.” “From the reports we grabbed, Tangel comes into the system in stealth and then stops the Perilous Dream before traveling to Luxa. She leaves her pinnace behind somewhere in there. What we need to find out is whether or not Tanis and Angela are safe before aiding Tangel.” 
 
    “Which means we might have to split up,” Earnest said. 
 
    A groan came from Finaeus. “You know I hate that idea. That’s how one of us doesn’t make it.” 
 
    “Rock-paper-scissors to stay on the ship.” Earnest held up a hand. 
 
    “Shut up. I’ll go down to Luxa. You stay with the ship.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Seriously?” Finaeus pivoted and gave Earnest a disbelieving look. “How many infiltration ops have you run?” 
 
    “More than you think.” 
 
    “Solo?” the ancient engineer pressed. “How well do you know Orion culture? Stars, I might even know some of the people I’m bound to run into down there. I can blend.” 
 
    Earnest’s lips drew into a thin line, then he nodded. “OK, fine. You take the CriEns down to Luna, and I’ll go save Tanis and Angela.” 
 
    “Deal, let’s go.” 
 
    “We’re already going.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BATTLE REDUX 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jessica reviewed the positions of the Sirian fleet for what had to be the twentieth time, watching as the force of ten thousand ships broke into three groups.  
 
    The first was heading toward Victoria, the second for Tara, and the third for Knossos, likely curious about what the conflict there had been about.  
 
    She had hoped to take them all on at once, but that wasn’t going to be possible. She sent orders back to Commander Boris and Jordyn to move into defensive positions further from the targets they were protecting. She also instructed Jordyn to send a destroyer group to intercept any Sirian vessels that might slip past and reach Knossos. 
 
    The crew was visibly excited by the prospect of fighting Sirians—almost too excited for Jessica’s liking.  
 
    When they had taken Kapteyn’s Star from the Hegemony, she’d issued orders not to treat it like an opportunity for revenge. But now, with a Sirian fleet moving into the system, it was impossible not to draw comparisons to the Battle for Victoria. 
 
    Even for Jessica. 
 
    While a part of her itched to wreak devastation on the enemy, another part worried about what their plans were. Not only was the enemy behaving in a brazen fashion, they were clearly moving into positions that threatened civilian targets. 
 
    Fear of that scenario had been lingering in the back of Jessica’s mind ever since she decided to hold onto the Kapteyn’s Star System.  
 
    Though the enemy ships stood little chance of overwhelming a single ISF vessel, they could threaten the civilian population, and force Jessica to back down. She wouldn’t have believed the AST fleets would do such a thing, but a Sirian fleet was another matter. Five thousand years had not changed their bloodthirsty ways in the least. 
 
    “Any response?” she asked Gil, already knowing the answer. 
 
    <Nothing. They’re still just broadcasting that obnoxious message about how the ‘interlopers’ need to leave the system or there will be ‘dire consequences’.> 
 
    “Typical, from what I’ve heard of Sirians,” Trevor said. “It’s like there’s some sort of breeding program there where they only let assholes produce children.” 
 
    Iris groaned. “That’s a terrible visual. Thanks.” 
 
    “Not my fault your mind takes things the worst way possible.” 
 
    The AI coughed. “I’ve lived through decades of your dad jokes. Trust me, a lot of my twisted mental state can be laid at your feet.” 
 
    A shrug rolled off Trevor’s shoulders. “Occupational hazard.” 
 
    The two continued bickering, but Jessica paid it no mind, reaching out to the I2 again for an update on reinforcements.  
 
    [Any word?] 
 
    [Resources strained here,] came the reply with Joe’s header. [Carthage is in refit, pushing for completion. If you need to, withdraw. Sorry.] 
 
    Jessica was surprised that the reply came from Joe; she’d been expecting to hear from Bob, Rachel, or even Jason. Questions about the nomination of a new field marshal bubbled to the surface of her mind, but she knew better than to press for details. Joe had more than enough going on.  
 
    [Understood, we’ll do our best.] 
 
    She rose and walked to the holotank, standing arms akimbo as she gazed into its depths.  
 
    The largest contingent of Sirian ships, a few shy of forty-five hundred, were on a vector that would take them to Victoria by way of Sparta. The dwarf planet massed at little more than Luna, meaning it wasn’t useful for a slingshot maneuver.  
 
    It was going to serve as a warning shot across the bow.  
 
    “The Sirians are going to take out Sparta’s orbitals,” Jessica said in a quiet voice. “Their way of letting everyone know that their threat is serious.” 
 
    Trevor snorted. “We already know they’re ‘Sirius’.” 
 
    “Stars above, I’ll cut you,” Iris muttered.  
 
    Jessica examined the local defensive assets and turned to Iris, who was operating as the Fleet Coordination Officer. “Major, get Sparta’s two orbital platforms to lob some grapeshot at the enemy. Let’s serve them up a little blast from the past.” 
 
    “Aye, Admiral.” 
 
    <Are you afraid it will tip our hand that we’ve upgraded local defenses?> Gil asked.  
 
    “No.” Jessica shook her head. “If we fire from Sparta, they’ll think that we don’t have meaningful outer defenses.” 
 
    “And that’s when we’ll hit them with the platforms in Perseus,” Iris finished, smacking her fist into palm. “Honestly, I still can’t believe no one ever found those.” 
 
    “They are under ten kilometers of rock,” Jessica replied. “Not the sort of thing most people expect to be hiding in a lifeless moon.” 
 
    The AI shook her head. “Yeah, but did you go over the records of how many people hunted for our lost bases on that moon? I rate it as a miracle that two went undiscovered.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like they weathered five thousand years without any degradation,” Trevor said. “We’re lucky that New Canaan approved pico for purposes like rapid repair of secure resources.” 
 
    “Lucky by some definition,” Jessica replied. “Still gonna be a slugfest to take down these Sirians. But what I really want to know is what their game is. Is this a distraction? These ships didn’t use a jump gate to get here, there’s no sign of mirrors on their bows. Does that mean they’ll draw us out and then jump more ships deeper into the system?” 
 
    “We do have some interdictors up,” Iris said. “Maybe they just figured we had the whole system protected from jumps.” 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Could be.” 
 
    No one spoke following her words until Gil announced, <Spartan platforms are firing. Grapeshot canisters are moving at one quarter the speed of light.> 
 
    The three glanced at the holotank, and Jessica nodded in satisfaction.  
 
    “A day till intercept, then. That’ll put the Sirians one AU past Perseus. Perfect.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    WISH UPON A DARK STAR 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, approaching Epsilon 
 
    REGION: Sagittarius A*, Milky Way Galactic Core 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How’re things up here, ma’am?” 
 
    Sera turned to see Sergeant Hector standing at the bridge’s entrance with his helmet tucked under his left arm, a look of concern on his face as he stared at the forward display. The bridge was empty, as the others were convening in the galley for a final meal before the breach.  
 
    She slipped out of the pilot’s seat and walked toward the Marine. “Not what you expected when you were first assigned to the Falconer, was it?”  
 
    “No, Captain,” he shook his head. “Jumping out to that Widow system was crazy enough. Then shit just went wild from there. And now….” 
 
    Sera reached his side and turned to face the forward display, the view half-filled with the black hole. The perimeter was a bright disk, the light of the stars on the far side bent around the singularity, ringing it in piercing blue light while the angry, orange disk burned around its equator.  
 
    “It’s a monster all right,” she finally said. “Four and a half million star systems’ worth.” 
 
    The Marine gave a short laugh. “And our exit strategy is to fly right for it.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Hopefully this Hades has that gate ready, or we’re going to rescue Tanis and Angela just to dump them into that thing’s maw.” 
 
    “Will we face time dilation?” 
 
    “No,” Sera replied. “The bigger the black hole, the sharper the cliff.” 
 
    “You mean the cliff of the gravity well?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Sera summoned a visual on the forward display. “Its mass is so great that rather than bending spacetime like most mass does, it almost punches a hole straight through. Like a low-velocity slug hitting metal, versus an armor-piercing round punching a hole right through.” 
 
    Hector laughed. “I appreciate the real-world example, though I get the principle. But around mass like that, well, even just a little closer to the event horizon than Hades’ position will earn us some dilation.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Sera allowed. “Not enough to worry, I think.” 
 
    An alert flashed on the forward display, drawing their attention back to the ship’s nearspace. 
 
    <Another of Epsilon’s patrols,> Jen said. <There’s seventy of those ships out there now. They know we’re here, and they know where we’re going—just not where we are right now.> 
 
    “Which means the closer we get to our target, the more likely we are to bump into them.” 
 
    <Even with thousands of them, that’s unlikely. Space is rather large.> 
 
    “I wasn’t being literal, Jen.” 
 
    <I know. I was needling you.> 
 
    Sera chuckled. “Don’t you go getting a sense of humor on me.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Hector placed a hand over his chest. “Lotta daggers up here on the bridge.” 
 
    Sera rolled her eyes. “Right, like we’re a patch on the pre-op shit you Marines get up to.” 
 
    “Touché.” Hector fell silent for a moment before speaking again, his voice hushed. “Thank you for saving us…and for bringing us along to save her.” 
 
    “Of course!” Sera nodded emphatically. “I would never have left you and yours out there. If there were any other survivors, the Falconer will have them by now.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am.” 
 
    <He doesn’t sound very optimistic,> Jen said privately. 
 
    <Well, it was an antimatter explosion. It’s a miracle that three of them survived.> 
 
    On the forward display, the Caretaker ship had grown close enough that it was more than just a pinprick of engine flare against the black hole’s glowing accretion disk. It was big enough to see.  
 
    The counter on the display’s lower right corner indicated that they’d arrive in eleven minutes, so Sera double-checked the approach vector. 
 
    “You’d better get ready,” she said. “I’ll be down to the armory momentarily.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am.” Hector saluted and then turned, striding to the ladder. “We’re absolutely going to get them.” 
 
    “You’d better believe it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LUXA BRIGHT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.05.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Starkiller, approaching Luxa 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
    Two days before the destruction of Luxa… 
 
      
 
    “Hard to believe this place is gone,” Earnest said as the ship drifted toward Luxa. “I mean…gone. Dust.” 
 
    Finaeus cocked an eyebrow. “Well, we did shoot it with neutronium bullets—or will, that is. Destroying the thing was the plan.” 
 
    “Sure.” Earnest initiated a vector shift that would bring them into orbit around the moon. “I can’t wait for all this shit to be over. I really prefer building things to blowing them up.” 
 
    “Really?” Finaeus’s brow rose higher. “You’re really good at it.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk,” Earnest said. “You’ve caused some destruction in your day.” 
 
    “Let’s count superweapons. You made picobombs, then you figured out how to summon Exdali and have them eat your enemies. Then you figured out how to make the beams this ship has. The only doomsday weapon I know of that you didn’t create is the neutronium bullets we’re about to fire on Luxa—except without your stasis shields, those wouldn’t hold integrity long enough to reach their targets…which means that other than just ‘carpet bombing with antimatter’, you’ve made all the biggest ones.” 
 
    “Um…what about CriEns?” Earnest asked. “The thing you made can destabilize spacetime itself.” 
 
    “Sure.” Finaeus nodded. “But they’re not a weapon, they’re a power source that can do bad things if abused. Totally different.” 
 
    “OK, well, if we’re splitting hairs, then my stasis shields being used to maintain degenerate matter stability shouldn’t count, either.” 
 
    “No.” Finaeus held up a finger. “Because you helped alter the delivery system specifically to function as a weapon.” 
 
    “Details,” Earnest muttered before changing the subject. “So, are you ready? How do you plan to walk eight CriEns into the OFA’s most heavily guarded facility?” 
 
    A cunning smile formed on Finaeus’s lips. “Oh, you’ll love this. Hacking into Luxa’s security is a bit above what I can do on my own. Especially not without a high-bandwidth network connection. So what I did instead was worm my way into their maintenance supplies system.” 
 
    “They funnel requests for CriEns through maintenance and supplies?” Earnest asked, certain his face registered significant disbelief.  
 
    “Sort of,” the other man said. “The Luxa DMG facility is brand new, still under active construction in some places. Engineering teams are making requests all over the place. So it seems that a request for more CriEns to power the DMG’s initiation systems—allowing it a shorter time between firing—was accidentally filed in a non-classified supply request.” 
 
    Earnest snorted. “Fancy that.” 
 
    “I know, right? Luckily, after being alerted to the issue, a helpful clerk routed it to the correct facility for fulfillment. Of course, I changed the headers on that segment of the request, so it’s not going anywhere. I did, however, file an amendment to the inbound shipment for everything else on the original request to include the CriEns.” 
 
    “You were born to be a spy,” Earnest said. “So basically, you tacked the modules on an outbound request, shunted them off, and then tacked the return back on.” 
 
    “That makes it sound so boring,” Finaeus muttered. “But yeah. We’ll just need to set down at the port, and then I can sneak the modules out and make it look like they came down on the regular transport.” 
 
    Earnest couldn’t resist a laugh. “This I can’t wait to see.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    For all he needled Earnest, Finaeus was in constant awe of the man.  
 
    In just a few centuries, the ISF engineer had unlocked mysteries that Finaeus hadn’t even known existed. Nearly as many humans had lived as there were stars in the universe, and only one had unlocked the secrets of picotech.  
 
    Only one had determined how to make stasis shields. 
 
    Only one had developed a weapon to capture ascended, transdimensional beings.  
 
    Finaeus remined himself that he had his own list of accomplishments, but they had taken him millennia. He couldn’t even dream of what Earnest might unlock in that amount of time. 
 
    Though he didn’t normally think of himself as overly egotistical, Finaeus had to admit that Earnest’s successes bruised his from time to time.  
 
    His latest discovery, one he’d made casual mention of when they were building the fighter, was an improvement to ISF stealth technology that rendered a ship invisible in a way never before achieved. 
 
    Previous stealth was based on the ancient Elastene formula, developed by Enfield Technologies in the early thirty-second century. That was achieved by making the surface of a vessel entirely non-reflective. The problem was that it turned ships into black spots in space, visible when they occluded other objects.  
 
    More advanced stealth technology had involved transferring light around the ship using a variety of methods, often involving graviton fields and surface materials.  
 
    The problem was that they frequently failed when more intense EM was directed at them.  
 
    But Earnest, in his spare time no less, had worked out a liquid crystal coating that would transfer energy from one location to another. This meant that even a high-power gamma beam striking the ship would be absorbed and re-emitted on the other side of the vessel. The coating—with the aid of a complex NSAI to manage parallax effects for different observers—made the ship entirely invisible in a way that no craft had ever been before. 
 
    Granted, there was a drawback. Repair time on the coating was measured in hours, so any physical damage would cause the effect to be marred for some time.  
 
    That didn’t stop Finaeus from feeling a pang of envy. He’d worked on the same problem a hundred times, and had never come up with the elegant solution Earnest had crafted. Given enough time, he was sure the two of them could even solve the issue of the repair time. 
 
    The thoughts left his mind as the Starkiller settled on the pad next to the cargo hauler that was supposed to contain the eight CriEns.  
 
    <You ready?> Earnest asked. 
 
    <Yup, no one in view, and our ship’s ramp is totally blocked by the cargo ship.> 
 
    <Here goes. I’ll dust off when the cargo ship lifts. I don’t want to be an anomalous air current inside the shield.> 
 
    Finaeus wished they’d had dime to equip the fighter with a system to compensate for that as well, but it would have involved going back to the drawing board on the stealth systems. 
 
    <Good luck. I’ll see you back here for pickup. Don’t be late.> 
 
    Earnest laughed. <I wouldn’t dream of it.> 
 
    He palmed the ramp control and, once it touched the grey plas of the pad, pushed out the cart holding the CriEns. A camouflage sheet draped over the modules rendered them invisible to casual scrutiny. The moment he was outside the ship, the ramp closed, removing all sign of the enemy fighter craft.  
 
    In front of Finaeus sat a large cradle that held the cargo hauler. Crew and drones were moving the ship’s load out and onto the pad, stacking containers for review before they’d be moved to their final destinations. 
 
    Tapping into the cargo ship’s network, he pulled the manifest, and found the container that should hold the CriEn modules. It was on the left of the vessel. He pushed his precious cargo toward it, reaching the doors without issue.  
 
    It took a minute to hack the autonomous security system on the door and pull it wide. Finding there was enough room to push his cart in, Finaeus did so, then he pulled off the cloth and rolled it up, tucking it in a tool pouch hanging off the cart before pushing it back out. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” a voice said as soon as he exited. 
 
    Finaeus turned to see a man striding toward him, face pulled down in an annoyed glower.  
 
    Damn, here we go…. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    EVEN PLAYING FIELD 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer, near Sparta 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two minutes until grapeshot impact,” Lieutenant Karma announced.  
 
    “Then we get this party started,” Iris said, a hard edge in her voice. “You know, I’d never be one to say we should quarantine a system, or try to forcibly reform them, but really, something is going to have to be done about Sirius when this is all over. They’re infecting other systems.” 
 
    “Maybe a few neutronium bullets could hit Lucent,” Jessica replied. “You know…cause some starquakes, shake things up a bit….” 
 
    “Jess,” Trevor turned and cast her an unapproving look. “We can’t even joke about using weapons like that. That sets a bad precedent.” 
 
    “Is he kidding?” Jessica asked, looking to Iris for help. The AI only shrugged in response, and she turned back to her husband. “I recall you joking about what it would look like to see Star City get destroyed when we first saw it.” 
 
    Lucida gave a polite cough, then turned to stare wide-eyed at Trevor. 
 
    “That was thirty years ago. I’ve matured a lot since then.” 
 
    “I remember someone lubing the ladder to the crew deck,” Karma muttered. “I wonder who that was?” 
 
    <I’m going to get so much mileage out of that,> Iris said privately to Jessica. 
 
    <That was you?> It took everything she had not to have her mouth gape wide at the thought.  
 
    <A girl’s gotta have some fun. We’ve been in the Kap for months.> 
 
    “Impact in five, four, three….” Karma counted down the time, bringing the crew back to grim reality, and the fleet’s optics focused in on the lead ships in the Sirian fleet. 
 
    The first few grapeshot impacts hit the enemy shields, and the typical flares of grav-shielding stopping and deflecting the pellets were visible. Then the visuals changed. 
 
    A second later, the flares brightened considerably. This time, Jessica’s mouth did gape wide.  
 
    “Nooo,” she whispered. 
 
    “Impacts are consistent with stasis shields.” Karma’s voice wavered as he gave the reports. “Sixty-seven ships confirmed.” 
 
    “Iris,” Jessica turned to the AI. “Signal Perseus to fire. Let’s see if it’s just the ships in the front, or this whole damn fleet.” 
 
    “What if it is all of them?” Trevor asked. 
 
    Jessica’s lips formed a thin line, and she gave a single shake of her head. [Joe, we have problems. Sirius has stasis shields.] 
 
    The response came back in seconds. [Shit. Really?] 
 
    [Yes, really. We need the Carthage.] 
 
    [I’ll see to it personally.] 
 
    “We’re going to have to hold the line,” Jessica said to her crew. “Iris, get me All Fleet. This is going to take a hell of a pep talk.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DESCENT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.05.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Luxa 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finaeus squared his shoulders, which were a bit broader than normal as a result of his disguise, and gave the approaching man his own sour look. 
 
    “What in the seven stars do you think I’m doing?” he demanded in return. “I have to get this shit down to the power plant yesterday. Came from the top, I hear.” 
 
    “I don’t care if the universal god itself told you to grab those, you don’t crack a container till I review its contents. Seriously, you new here?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” Finaeus muttered, hoping his hastily established cover would hold.  
 
    Orion’s lack of AIs made it easier to fool systems, but their reliance on weaker technology made the humans in their civilization more inherently suspicious. Something that wasn’t helping right now. 
 
    The man pushed past him and peered into the container. “Shit. They had those things just sitting in there? Don’t people know what the fuck they are?” 
 
    “Uhh…” Finaeus gave a confused look as the man turned on him. “I don’t know what they are, either. All I know is that if I don’t get them down to Power Gen, my ass is grass.” 
 
    The other man groaned and pulled out a pad, doing something that appeared to make him simultaneously more frustrated and more resigned.  
 
    “Yeah, OK, I see that. Get them down there already. But next time PG has their shit backed up, come see me before you crack a container.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Finaeus nodded quickly. “You’ve got it, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking call me sir. Now get out of here.” 
 
    Finaeus ducked his head and pushed the cart around the container toward the cargo lift at the end of the pad. He breathed a sigh of relief that the foreman had found it more likely that someone had shipped unsecured CriEns than that a super-stealth fighter had landed thirty meters from where he stood. 
 
    How are these people even still alive? 
 
    He boarded the lift along with a woman moving a stack of crates on a hover-jack, the load shifting precariously as the elevator began to drop.  
 
    Taking a step back, he prepared to brace himself against the wall and catch the crates if they came down on his cart, but as luck would have it, the lift ride was smooth enough to avoid catastrophe.  
 
    The woman got off a minute later, pushing her load down a dimly lit corridor. The doors closed behind her, and Finaeus continued his journey down the shaft, deep into Luxa’s core.  
 
    On the way down, he worked his way into the local network and removed the records that the CriEns had arrived from the shipping manifests. The last place he wanted them to end up was Power Gen, where they could boost the output of the DMG.  
 
    He didn’t yet know where, but somewhere near the control room where Tangel would protect her family from death in two days’ time, would lay another power center—one capable of producing enough energy to hold someone like Cary.  
 
    Without full access to the facility’s network, it was difficult to tell where it was, but if the DMG on Luxa had been constructed in the same fashion as the one at Machete, then the black hole and the attendant control room would be at the center of the moon. It was just good design.  
 
    The moon’s already-weak gravity lessened as he descended toward its core. The deck plates in the lift began to compensate, but Finaeus still felt a pull of less than a quarter g holding him down. 
 
    Eventually, the lift doors opened at the lowest level, which was clearly a place that the likes of Praetor Kirkland had never set foot.  
 
    What Finaeus had long known—partially because he’d built half of all such systems in existence—was that for every super-secret doomsday machine that required DNA, double key turns, and a spit test to turn on, there was a service technician with a special tool that could take the back off the thing when the lights didn’t all turn green. Chances were, said tech also knew how to activate the device by crossing some wires.  
 
    Or triggering a fluctuation in the quantum foam.  
 
    Such people were typically overworked and underpaid, and as a result, had to get a lot done with limited time and resources. That meant they took shortcuts in systems and processes that slowed them down. 
 
    Most often, maintenance routines that required manual intervention or monitoring.  
 
    Finaeus pushed the cart to a network junction box on the wall ten meters down the corridor and quickly pulled off the cover, pulling out a hard-Link cable and jacking into the network. He sifted through the protocols, tapping the less secure ones and watching the traffic flows. Before long, he was able to follow requests back to source systems, breach them, and search for access keys. 
 
    Sure enough, there was a terminal elsewhere in the facility where a user had remained logged in with root access enabled.  
 
    Quickly backdooring through an interface on the computer, he cloned the processes running with full access, and removed them from active displays, should the inattentive human suddenly pay attention to the console they’d left active.  
 
    It took a few more hops, but finally, he was connected to a system accessing the database with facility blueprints. Finaeus quickly pulled up the ones he needed and cloned them.  
 
    Now to get there. 
 
    He was spotted and interrogated several times on his journey through the bowels of the facility; luckily, quick wit and the cargo he was moving got him past security, and he finally reached the power chamber that controlled the brane emitter that would capture Cary and her sisters. 
 
    A part of him wanted to sabotage the system so it wouldn’t capture Cary in the first place, but Darla’s warning to only do things that would directly save Tangel rang in his mind. Not for the first, fifth, or even millionth time, he considered her origins, but ultimately did his best to not think about it.  
 
    The room was small, only fifteen by twenty meters. A single CriEn rested in a socket in the room, and though there were three more sockets, Finaeus knew that Tangel would require the energy from all nine modules to achieve her goals. 
 
    Well, here goes, he thought, pulling the door shut and beginning the task of upgrading the system that would capture some of the people he cared about most. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BREACH REDUX 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Grace O’Malley, approaching Epsilon 
 
    REGION: Sagittarius A*, Milky Way Galactic Core 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sera stood at the airlock, staring out at the hull of the Caretaker ship. She was trying to muster the courage to face an ascended AI, but was instead just becoming more and more angry at herself for feeling so afraid. 
 
    What the hell is wrong with me? I led an assault on Airtha. She made Respa look like an amateur.  
 
    It slowly dawned on her that she was experiencing a post-traumatic stress response, and that she needed to talk to someone about it.  
 
    <Jen…?> 
 
    <I’m here. You’re scared, aren’t you?> 
 
    <Scared is normal, I’m always scared before combat. It keeps me alive. This is—I’m freaking the fuck out, Jen.> 
 
    A feeling of warmth came across the Link from the AI. <It’s because of what happened with Airtha, isn’t it?> 
 
    <You’re good at this.> 
 
    <I live in your head. I kinda see everything that happens to you. Even though I can’t read your thoughts, I watch your physiological responses to everything, so yeah…I hope I can tell what’s going on.> 
 
    A rueful laugh slipped past Sera’s lips, echoing in her helmet. <Yeah, I know that, but that doesn’t necessarily mean you can immediately tell what is triggering my fear right now. So I repeat, you’re good at this. Take a damn compliment, Jen.> 
 
    The AI laughed. <Good to see that fear hasn’t ruined your snark. Look, you need to talk to someone about this, like really talk to someone—not just say what the fleet psychs want to hear. But it won’t be easy, and I really don’t think we should get into it now, because you need to keep your shit together and not get me killed.> 
 
    <You’re so magnanimous.> 
 
    <You know that I love you, Sera. You’re an amazing, strong woman and you’ve taken more shit than most humans have had to. But right now, Tanis and Angela need you, so channel whatever it is you’re feeling into raw determination to get the job done.> 
 
    Sera laughed again. <Good talk, Jen.> 
 
    <I feel like you’re making fun of me now.> 
 
    For a moment, Sera couldn’t tell if Jen was being serious or not. She let out a long groan.  
 
    <Seriously, Sera. Buck up. It’s just one puny ascended AI, and we all have shadowtrons, and Darla, who is a billion years old. We got this.> 
 
    <Whew! I got all wigged out by that lovey-dovey compassionate stuff.>  
 
    <Yeah, yeah, group hug and all that. Now let’s get our game face on.> 
 
    A serious face adorned in war paint came into Sera’s mind, and she laughed a third time.  
 
    <You having a good time there?> Darla asked from where she stood next to Sera. 
 
    <Just a pep talk with Jen.> 
 
    <Care to share? Not with me, with your Marines. I’m cool as ice.> 
 
    Sera turned to where the three Marines stood implacable within their heavy powered armor and opaque faceshields. Their resilience and sense of duty humbled her.  
 
    Less than a day ago, the rest of their squad had died in the Jurisdiction’s destruction, yet here they stood, resolute and ready. She felt like maybe she should ask them for the pep talk. 
 
    A long sigh whistled past her lips, and she looked down at the helmet she held in her hands before glancing at Darla, and then back at the Marines.  
 
    “Well…do you wanna live forever or what? Is that how it goes?” 
 
    Sergeant Hector laughed. “Close enough, ma’am. We’re ready, don’t worry about us. We’ve got your back.” 
 
    Darla laughed and shook her head. “Good talk.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want any armor?” the sergeant asked her.  
 
    Sera cocked an eyebrow, curious as to Darla’s response. Even she was wearing light armor. Their breach method wasn’t going to be discreet, so there was no need for stealth; especially going up against an ascended being’s multidimensional vision. 
 
    “I think my skin is armor enough. I’ll be fine,” the AI said without further elaboration.  
 
    <T-minus thirty seconds,> West announced. <Good luck, everyone.> 
 
    The Caretaker ship began to rapidly grow larger in the view, and then the Grace O’Malley shuddered as the stasis shields were activated, and the ship slammed through the enemy ship’s defensive barrier. Once through, the pre-programmed sequence disabled the corvette’s shields long enough for the two ships to draw close to one another, and then reactivated them. 
 
    <Bubble is surrounding the fishbone,> West announced. <Contact in five.> 
 
    The enemy ship’s hull rushed up toward them, and then stopped a meter away, the Grace’s grav field clamping on.  
 
    Without pause, Sergeant Hector picked up the MDC at his feet and nosed it past Sera and Darla. The molecular decoupler—altered by Darla in order to eat right through the enemy ship’s hull—bored a hole big enough for the team to pass through in just a few seconds.  
 
    <I think I’m keeping this thing,> he said with a laugh. 
 
    <No. You’re not,> the AI replied, and the sergeant reluctantly set it down. 
 
    The three Marines moved in first, jumping across the gap and past the layers of hull plating and ship internals to land in the corridor beyond.  
 
    On the outside, the fishbone vessel matched the craft that Jessica had ‘boarded’ a few months back. If the interiors were the same, the passage the Marines were in would curve around the spherical front of the ship to the atrium, where the ‘head’ met the ‘spine’. That was where access to the control center of the ship lay.  
 
    Before Sera and Darla could cross over, the combat net lit up with hostile detections, and the Marines opened fire.  
 
    <Out of curiosity,> Sera asked. <Why not use the MDC to bore a hole right through to the ship’s command center?> 
 
    The AI shook her head. <Because these ships are built to defend against ascended beings as much as us. Our friend Respa in there can’t pass through these walls any more than you can. But if we bore a hole to the bridge, she’ll be through it in a heartbeat. I’d rather we wear down her defenses first.> 
 
    <Huh…I never thought of that. They fear attack from other ‘scendies more than us?> 
 
    <Hell yeah. You have no idea.> 
 
    The realization that the core AIs were actively at war with one another, and that the human sphere was little more than a proxy battleground, was a notion she’d toyed with in the past, but she’d always assumed they were fighting their primary conflict through the humans and AIs elsewhere in the galaxy. 
 
    The way Darla dropped her casual comment made Sera wonder if a far bigger war was going on at the core and she just couldn’t see it. 
 
    She nodded. <OK, we do this the hard way.> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE STAKES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.10.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS Lantzer, high orbit above Sparta 
 
    REGION: Kapteyn’s Star System, Alliance Controlled Territory 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took thirty minutes for the relativistic chaff to reach the Sirian fleet approaching Sparta. During its approach, Jessica found herself pacing the bridge, weighing her options.  
 
    Admiral Kells, the haughty, faux glowing woman commanding the enemy forces, had begun to make announcements about which stations she was going to destroy first if the ISF ships didn’t leave the system.  
 
    <You might have to comply,> Iris said as Jessica paced past her station. <I don’t think we should call their bluff.> 
 
    <Oh I have no intentions of calling it. I whole-heartedly believe they’ll do it.> 
 
    <So what’s our play?>  
 
    <It all depends on how many of their ships really have stasis shields, as well as how resilient they are.> 
 
    Iris cocked an eyebrow. <You going with my theory that they put the heavy hitters out front?> 
 
    <Maybe. I also wonder if they have CriEns. When we first upgraded the Intrepid to have stasis shields, we already had pocket dimension vacuum energy devices. That was how we’d weathered the AST attack. If we hadn’t—and if I hadn’t flown my damn fighter wing clear through their dreadnaughts….> 
 
    <What are you thinking? We only have a few thousand fighters. They can’t punch through stasis.> 
 
    Jessica held up a hand. “The second salvo is about to hit. Let’s see what happens.” 
 
    All eyes on the bridge turned to the main holotank, which showed the segment of the Sirian fleet advancing on Sparta, red blobs indicating the dozen grapeshot canisters hurtling toward them.  
 
    At one hundred thousand kilometers, the delivery systems triggered, and the chaff burst free, spreading out just a few seconds before impact with the enemy fleet.   
 
    The shields on the ships at the perimeter lit up with stasis annihilation flares, but several ships further into the fleet’s spherical cluster showed only grav-shield responses. Several were overwhelmed, their hulls punctured by the chaff, engines failing.  
 
    “Good.” Jessica nodded to Iris, who issued the order for the array of relativistic missiles to complete their journey.  
 
    Several hours earlier, Jordyn’s fleet had fired the salvo when they were directly occluded by Kapteyn’s Star. The missiles had boosted until they passed the star, and then drifted toward the enemy fleet.  
 
    Now their engines sprang to life once more, two hundred and ninety-one missiles closing the final half a million kilometers between themselves and the Sirians in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “There go their defensive systems,” Karma grunted.  
 
    Over sixty missiles were destroyed by beams from the leading edge. Then they were past the front line, detonating in the midst of the Sirian ships. 
 
    Nuclear blooms spread across the battlespace, engulfing over half the enemy fleet. Jessica almost crossed her fingers, hoping that the majority of the enemy ships would be derelict hulls once the view cleared.  
 
    It only took a few seconds for the collective sensor arrays on the ISF fleet to get a clear view. What they showed caused Jessica’s heart to fall.  
 
    Of the nearly six thousand ships advancing on Sparta, only six hundred and nine had suffered any damage, and of that number, only four hundred and two were down for the count.  
 
    “We’ve got incoming!” Trevor announced, the holotank showing that nearly every surviving AST ship had lobbed its own salvo of RMs.  
 
    “That’s over ten thousand,” Karma whispered. 
 
    “She’s set them on the stations she singled out,”  
 
    “Iris, organize a fighter shield,” Jessica ordered. “Those RMs aren’t going to hit half c.” 
 
    “You got it.”  
 
    While Iris managed the fighters, Jessica directed the ships in her battlegroup to take up defensive positions between the RMs and the target stations. It was at best a desperate action, Admiral Kells had picked stations too large to protect by sharing stasis fields. Some would fall. 
 
    The fighters boosted toward the Sirian fleet—which was now less than a light minute away—firing at the RMs, and in some cases, colliding with them.  
 
    The ARC-7’s stasis shields protected them from any damage, but Jessica felt for the pilots, both human and AI. 
 
    “We won’t leave any of them behind,” she whispered. “If we lose someone, I want them tagged and tracked.” 
 
    <I forgot,> Trevor said, giving her a compassionate look. <This is where you were nearly lost in an ARC…which model, again?> 
 
    <Five,> Jessica replied. <Same stars be damned system, fighting the same fucking enemy. Iris is right. When this over, we need to do something about Sirius. Maybe we disperse them or something….> 
 
    <I prefer to contain the infection rather than spread it.> 
 
    Jessica barked a laugh, and everyone on the bridge turned to look at her. “Trevor has a dark sense of humor.” 
 
    “Uh…dad jokes aren’t dark,” Iris muttered as she glanced from her console to the holotank. “We’ve got a few RMs slipping past the fighters. I’m sending vectors to ships to catch them.” 
 
    “Understood,” Jessica replied.  
 
    On the display, RM signatures were winking out by the dozens, but some of the missiles were slipping past, a trickle of nuclear-tipped weapons headed toward stations that contained citizens of the same interstellar nation the Sirian fleet claimed to represent.  
 
    If ever there was proof that we’re on the right side of this shit…. 
 
    “We’ve got one!” Lucida announced. “Bringing us into position.” 
 
    “Tracking it,” Karma said, his voice focused and calm as he picked the RM out of the general mayhem, and sent coherent beams of protons across the void.  
 
    One hit, and the missile spun off course, a second beam cutting it in half. 
 
    The next few minutes were spent catching stray missiles, none of which got past the Lantzer’s assigned sector. 
 
    But not every ship managed to catch all their strays.  
 
    A refinery in high orbit above Sparta was hit by an RM. Its own shields managed to protect it from the kinetic impact, but the force caused structural damage to the station, and it began falling into a lower orbit—one that would slam it into another station housing sixty million people. 
 
    <Admiral, all the tugs capable of steadying the refinery have fled Sparta.> 
 
    “Cowards,” Jessica muttered before gesturing at the station. “Lucida, get us down there. We need to shift that thing back into orbit.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the pilot replied, turning the Lantzer and firing its engines to lower its orbit.  
 
    Despite the ISF fleet’s best efforts, several more RMs got through the line, two damaging smaller stations, while a third was completely destroyed.  
 
    <We’re going to have to retreat,> Trevor warned. <We can handle some RMs, but once that fleet gets in range, we’re going to be too busy shedding beamfire to block shots at the civilians.> 
 
    <I know,> Jessica sighed. <Get Admiral Kells on comms, I’ll signal our withdrawal.>


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE SLEEPER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Starkiller, approaching Luxa 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earnest had waited for over a day for the events surrounding Tangel’s rescue of her daughters to unfold.  
 
    The reports had indicated that she had jumped on a vector that Bob believed would intersect with the Perilous Dream. She had separated from her pinnace at some point, but Earnest didn’t know if it was before or after boarding the Widows’ ship. 
 
    To aid in the search, he’d dropped a number of stealth buoys. They were tuned to search for the energy emissions of an ascended being, hopefully well enough to spot Tangel leaving the pinnace. 
 
    Knowing the time she jumped from Star City, Earnest did his best to relax until then—much of which involved convincing himself not to send any messages to Cora. There was no point in picking at the wound.  
 
    Instead, he spent his time pondering an issue that he’d learned about by tapping the ISF’s QC network after travelling to the Twilight System. He knew it would be a bad idea to listen in, but an intense curiosity had taken hold, and what he’d borne witness to had aided in cementing the belief that saving Tangel did indeed equal saving the war.  
 
    Two things he’d learned had puzzled him. The first was that Tanis did seem to survive even without his intervention. She was captured by ascended AIs and taken to the core. Reports that Sera had passed back to the Falconer described a fishbone ship that could maneuver in the dark layer—something he and Finaeus had discussed at length.  
 
    This maneuverability wasn’t a new thing; graviton emissions could be used to steer ships in the DL, but it was ungainly. Exdali moved nimbly through the dark layer, but no one knew how—no one except the core AIs, it seemed.  
 
    The other issue, one that had been troubling him greatly, was that after Sera had pursued Tanis to the core, neither of them had ever been heard from again. 
 
    Saving Tanis here doesn’t mean she stays alive for longer than it takes for the ‘scendies to get her to the core…. 
 
    He knew he had to do something to give her an edge, but at the same time, not screw up the future in a way that would destabilize saving Tangel.  
 
    The last thing that was known about Sera’s rescue of Tanis was that she’d gotten eyes on the admiral—which she’d reported over the QC network. 
 
    I can use that…but how? 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by his buoys picking up an ascended being’s energy. He pulled up the feed, and detected a brief flare as a being left a cloaked ship—Tanis’s pinnace, he assumed—and then disappeared again. 
 
    Into the Perilous Dream. 
 
    He calculated the position of her pinnace, and moved toward it, all the while waiting to see if Tangel would reappear. He had finally detected the pinnace, and was within a dozen meters when a beam of energy tore through space a hundred kilometers off the Starkiller’s port side.  
 
    It struck the Perilous Dream, and tore it in two.  
 
    Someone’s being vindictive, he thought with a laugh. 
 
    Five minutes later, he had latched onto the pinnace and crossed over to the other ship. Once within, he strode to the cockpit and looked down at Tanis’s unconscious form. 
 
    For nearly five minutes, he warred with the desire to simply take her with him. But Darla had warned him not to do that. In addition, his next stop was Luxa, the one place Tangel had seemed determined to keep Tanis and Angela away from.  
 
    But this, I can do.  
 
    He reached into a pocket and pulled out a small vial. It was similar to one he knew had been injected into Tanis once before—thousands of years ago, on Mars, when she’d first retrieved the Intrepid’s precious cargo.  
 
    Touching her skin, he deactivated its defensive measures, and then slid the vial into her bicep, adding an update to her biostats that noted it as normal and expected. 
 
    He stood, smoothed her hair, and began to walk back to his ship. An alert came from the vessel that its CriEn was failing.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered aloud.  
 
    He and Finaeus had rushed construction of the fighter, and he had worried about some of the CriEns. Finaeus had taken the best ones, and they’d hoped that the one on the ship would do the trick.  
 
    The ship didn’t contain much conventional fuel, and without a CriEn to generate antimatter, rescuing Tangel would become problematic. 
 
    He quickly checked the pinnace’s fuel reserves, and mapped that against the energy recorded in the Luxa detonation.  
 
    Plenty. 
 
    He tapped into the pinnace’s navigation systems and set it on a course for the safest region of nearspace, and then opened up a compartment in the main passageway and removed the CriEn. 
 
    After one final look into the cabin where Tanis sat, he exited the pinnace, sealed it up, and sent it on its way.  
 
    It took a minute for him to replace the Starkiller’s CriEn, but once it finished initialization checks, he turned the fighter and boosted toward Luxa. 
 
    [On my way,] he informed Finaeus. [Package secure.] 
 
    [Make it snappy, Marines have landed.]


 
   
 
  



 
 
    RELEASE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another dozen bots came around the curved passageway, beams lancing out the instant they cleared the bulkhead.  
 
    Hector took a blow in his left thigh, the blast of energy burning halfway through his armor’s ablative plating before Sera targeted the attacker and blew its gun turret off.  
 
    Darla leapfrogged past her and hit another machine with a shot from her rifle, taking it down moments before a grenade sailed past the machine’s wreckage to land amidst the remaining attack drones.  
 
    A concussive shock flung the bots against the bulkheads, and the team took the opportunity to quickly finish off the remainder. 
 
    <Almost there,> Darla commented. <Remember, when we get eyes on, don’t hesitate. Respa is a serious bitch, and we need to take her down fast.> 
 
    <No argument here,> Sera replied as she approached the wreckage in the passageway, firing a round into one of the machines before progressing past. <Something about the aesthetic of this place creeps me the fuck out.> 
 
    <Yeah, I don’t know why they add this uncanny architecture,> Darla said. <I think Epsilon’s faction likes to screw with people.> 
 
    The sound of weapons fire came from behind the team, and Sera checked back with the two Marines guarding the ingress point.  
 
    <You peachy back there?> 
 
    <Nothing we can’t handle, ma’am. The grav shield is holding, don’t worry about us.> 
 
    <Like that’s possible,> Jen commented.  
 
    <How are things out there, West?> Sera asked as she followed Darla around a sharper bend in the curved passage.  
 
    <To steal a word, ‘peachy’. I mean, there are sixty enemy fighters, and nine destroyer-class ships pounding away at the stasis shield. Four of the fishbones are inbound, and we’re less than an AU from Epsilon, so, you know, there’s all that. Care to get a move on?> 
 
    <We’ve reached the atrium,> Sera informed him. <Almost there.> 
 
    The team entered the six-deck space on the lowest level. Behind them, a sealed passage led aft down the spine of the ship, and ahead, another led forward to the command center.  
 
    Darla and Hector secured the other access points, while Sera moved toward the forward door. She dropped a passel of breach nano on the panel, and Jen got to work. 
 
    <Shit…this is some serious security for a door. I’ve seen station-running NSAI with less.> 
 
    <Need a hand?> Darla asked. 
 
    <I—>  
 
    Jen’s statement was cut off by the aft door opening.  
 
    <That wasn’t me,> Darla warned. 
 
    Sera spun to see a glowing figure emerge. Before any of them could react, a beam of energy shot out and cut Hector’s left leg off.  
 
    Darla hit the figure with a shadowtron, and Sera backed against the bulkhead, ready to bring her own weapon to bear, while keeping an eye on the door Jen was breaching.  
 
    Darla hit the ascended being with punishing slepton blasts from her weapon before throwing out a small device that exploded with a blinding flash.  
 
    A moment later, the ascended being was trapped in a brane, thrashing at its bonds, keening sharply. 
 
    “Oh shut up,” Darla scolded. “I’m not going to kill you, Eugene, so long as you behave.” 
 
    “Darla?” The audible voice emanating from the brane seemed surprised. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Saving my friend,” she answered. “Now sleep.” 
 
    The brane pulsed several times, and the being within subsided.  
 
    <Hector, are you alright?> Sera asked, glancing at the man as he pushed himself into a sitting position.  
 
    <Yeah…just going to need some time in a fucking medtube. Um…ma’am.> 
 
    Sera laughed. <Good thing I know where we can get more.> 
 
    <Door,> Jen said. <Not me opening it.>  
 
    Sera pushed off the bulkhead and backed away, shadowtron held ready as a figure became visible.  
 
    It was Tanis. She was held in a brane supported by the limbs of an ascended being. 
 
    “About time you showed yourself, Respa,” Darla called out from behind Sera. “Put. Tanis. Down.” 
 
    “I will,” the being said. “When I hand her over to Epsilon. You have no idea the bounty on her. Orchestrating her capture was a pure stroke of—”  
 
    Sera was still processing the idea of a bounty when the ascended AI’s words cut off as Tanis fell out of the brane and rolled to the side. 
 
    Darla fired on Respa the moment Tanis was clear. Sera activated her beam as well, but before either brane could encapsulate the ascended AI, a magnetic field dropped into place, shielding the being.  
 
    “You can’t win,” Darla insisted. “We have your ship in a stasis field, we have you cornered.” 
 
    “And then what?” Though no facial features were visible in the AI’s jellyfish shape, Sera could hear a sneer. 
 
    She tuned out of the conversation, her attention pulled in a more important direction. 
 
    <Are you OK?> she asked Tanis. <Both of you?> 
 
    Tanis rose on shaky knees. <I mean…I was starting to feel like a human pretzel, but otherwise…. What the hell is going on, Sera?> 
 
    <We’re rescuing you, let’s go.> 
 
    Tanis suddenly did a double take.  
 
    “Wait…Darla?” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis’s mouth fell open when Darla replied, “Yeah, it’s me.” 
 
    Respa laughed. “How quaint, a reunion. It won’t matter. You’re stuck in your shield until your CriEns give out—or until the Darkness consumes us.” 
 
    <You’ve got some explaining to do,> Angela said to Darla. <Like…a lot.> 
 
    <Yeah, I’ll do that later. Right now, we need to get back to the ship and hope that Earnest and Finaeus did what they were supposed to. We’re already off to a good start.> 
 
    <What?> Tanis asked. <Shit, of course. That’s where that capsule full of pico came from. As soon as I saw you, Sera, it lit up on my HUD, and it only took Angela a hot second to walk through the brane with it. The stuff was tuned for it.> 
 
    <We need to fall back to the ship,> Darla repeated, backing away from the field protecting Respa.  
 
    Tanis wanted nothing more than to tear down that shield and make the core AI suffer like she had, but instead of grabbing a weapon and unloading its clip, she nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Anyone care to lend a hand?” Hector asked. 
 
    “Shit!” Sera swore, rushing to the one-legged man, who had managed to stand. “Lean on me, let’s get going.” 
 
    Tanis shook her head, where she stood in the middle of the group backing away from Respa. “This isn’t finished. We’ll meet again.” 
 
    The core AI laughed. “You can count on it.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    NOT BY CHANCE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 05.07.8950 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Luxa 
 
    REGION: New Sol System, Orion Freedom Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finaeus remained fully stealthed as he followed along with Joe and his Marines, wishing he could help them, but knowing he hadn’t been present the first time through. He dared not intervene until the last possible moment.  
 
    It had taken all the time he had allotted to add in his eight CriEn models, setting them up in an array that wouldn’t damage spacetime—too much—while also being able to provide power to the control room where Tangel would end up.  
 
    He’d only just completed the task when Earnest had told him Tangel was coming.  
 
    Moving into position, he waited in the corners of the room that lay outside of the control chamber. Joe and his Marines passed through, and just a few minutes later, Finaeus picked up EM spikes that were commensurate with just one thing. 
 
    She moved into the room, at once looking like every other ascended being, and nothing like them at all.  
 
    On one hand, her body appeared to be twisting strands of light, the sinuous nature of her corporeal being represented as best it could be in the lower dimensions. Yet at the same time, she somehow appeared to have a human form, a shape and presence that was familiar.  
 
    Just as he recognized her, she too saw him and slowed her approach.  
 
    ~Finaeus? What in all the black holes are you doing here?~ 
 
    ~I’m here to save you, of course.~ He thought the answer, knowing from past experience that she could hear it. ~Why else would I risk life and limb by hanging out in an Oggie base?~ 
 
    Tangel’s form pivoted, and he felt like she was facing him head-on, hands on hips. ~That is not a satisfactory answer.~ 
 
    ~OK.~ He took a step toward her, gesturing to the room beyond the doors where, as they spoke, Praetor Kirkland held Tangel’s children captive in a standoff with Joe and his Marines. ~You die in there. And with you, our best chance at defeating the core AIs. Earnest and I traveled back in time to save you after Darla came to us.~ 
 
    ~Are you serious? You’re from the future?~ 
 
    ~Yes.~ 
 
    Tangel drew closer, and he got the impression she was looking him up and down.  
 
    ~I can see it, your body is older than it should be, considering I saw you less than twelve hours ago at Star City.~ 
 
    ~Good, and—~ 
 
    ~But Darla…are you sure it was her?~ 
 
    Finaeus pursed his lips, suddenly worried that he’d done something terribly wrong—which was probably the case, whether Darla was who she said she was or not. ~As much as I can be. She knew a lot of things.~ 
 
    ~Such as how to time travel.~ 
 
    ~No,~ Finaeus shook his head. ~Just that I’d figured out the rough mechanics previously—which I’d never told anyone. Earnest and I had to fine-tune it. Look, there isn’t much time. Shielding everyone from the impact is going to take too much energy. You’ll die. I’ve set up a power feed from an array of eight CriEns that will give you enough to survive.~ 
 
    Tangel appeared to be considering his words for a moment, then nodded. ~I understand. And if I am to follow things, no one can know I survived, otherwise you won’t go off and solve time travel.~ 
 
    ~That might not be necessary. We don’t think past events are dependent on future events. But probably better safe than sorry.~ 
 
    ~OK. Stay close.~ 
 
    ~What about Earnest?~ Finaeus asked. ~Should he pick us up after?~ 
 
    ~Tell him to get as close as he can. I’ll handle the rest.~  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    BOOM 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Get as close as I can?> Earnest asked, feeling alone in the Starkiller’s cockpit. He was unable to hide the note of incredulity in his voice. <Like, how close?> 
 
    <She didn’t say. I imagine we’re going to be in a sperate bubble of some sort, and you’re going to have to find us.> 
 
    <OK.> 
 
    Earnest considered his options. Even with the fighter’s rather unorthodox beams, he couldn’t bore a hole in the moon fast enough—not to mention that the Falconer would spot the Starkiller in a heartbeat once that started. Not that it would be terrible, but it certainly would alter the timeline. 
 
    No, I need a shaft… 
 
    Then he realized that the firing aperture for the DMG was still open. A quick run-through on the math showed that there was just enough time.  
 
    Earnest circled the fighter, getting it on the right vector.  
 
    <I’ll be there exactly on time,> he said.  
 
    <You’d better.> 
 
    Knowing he wasn’t anywhere near skilled enough to pull off the maneuver in real-time—likely, no one was—Earnest programmed the flight path, firing sequence, and shield timings as the ship approached the correct position to initiate the burn.  
 
    With only a few seconds to spare, he initialized the sequence.  
 
    The Starkiller’s powerful engines jumped to full power, flinging the small ship toward the moon. It took only nine seconds for the craft to reach the DMG’s aperture, and then there was a series of small flashes visible on the main display, followed by a final brilliant light show.  
 
    Ten seconds after the burn, the sensors were dead, unable to see through the stasis shield that protected the fighter from the ruins of Luxa.  
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic,” he said with a sigh, preparing to search through the moon’s debris for Tangel and Finaeus. 
 
    “You can say that again,” Finaeus’s drawl came from behind him. 
 
    Earnest was out of his seat so fast, he had no idea what happened to his harness. “Shit! You’re here, where’s—” 
 
    “Here.”  
 
    Both men turned to see filaments of light coalesce at the back of the cockpit, slowly merging to form the shape of a woman, an alabaster-skinned clone of Tanis.  
 
    “Stars, you had me worried, for a second,” Finaeus said. “If we did all this, and you sacrificed yourself to save us….” 
 
    “Doesn’t bear thinking,” Earnest muttered, his eyes boring into Tangel’s. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Her lids lowered and she nodded. “I am, and so is my family. Now—” her eyes snapped wide open. “—you two are going to tell me everything.” 
 
    Finaeus glanced at Earnest and sighed. “She has no respect for her elders.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    As the two men related the events of the past few months, all of which now lay in a future that may or may not be currently happening—Earnest didn’t want to think too much about that—he shifted the Starkiller’s vector to follow the path Tanis’s shuttle took. 
 
    Once they finished explaining the situation and events, Tangel was silent for a minute before concluding, “We must ensure that the initial events following this do not change. I know you believe in permanent causation, but I fear that we could still alter the future enough that something else is done in the past—and honestly, this is a very good outcome.” 
 
    Over the next two days, the trio did their best to remain calm and objective as the attempts to save Tanis unfolded. None of them knew the specifics from the first time around, so they had to trust that things were occurring as they should. 
 
    The Starkiller had finally passed beyond the New Sol System’s heliosphere and into interstellar space. They were preparing to dump to the dark layer and journey to a jump gate Finaeus had seeded when Tangel suddenly sat bolt-upright. 
 
    “What is it?” Finaeus asked. 
 
    “Darla,” she whispered. “She didn’t get Tanis and Angela. They’ve been taken to the core. There’s a gate nearby that they just jumped through.” 
 
    Earnest activated the nav system and set a course for the coordinates Tangel had put onscreen. “So what are we waiting for?”


 
   
 
  



 
 
    GIVING IN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ISF fleet was in full retreat. 
 
    It tore at Jessica that not only was this the first time New Canaan’s forces had ever been pushed out of a system, but it was happening under her watch—and at Kapteyn’s Star, of all places. 
 
    “I hate this,” she whispered, as the battlegroups converged on the gates in orbit of Victoria, preparing to jump out.  
 
    “I do, too.” Trevor’s voice was hoarse, but angry, not sad. “I’ve not had much to do with these Sirian fucks, but they need to have their asses kicked so bad.” 
 
    “It’ll happen,” Iris said. “There’s no way anyone will be let this shit slide.” 
 
    <Picking up a broadcast from Admiral Kells,> Gil said. <She’s such a piece of work.>  
 
    <Put it up,> Jessica ordered.  
 
    The AI complied, and the tall, angular woman appeared before them.  
 
    “People of Kapteyn’s Star. We have expunged the contemptible interlopers from your system, but the Hegemony is disappointed in your behavior. As we all know, it is the duty of a prisoner to attempt to escape. You were all prisoners, yet you were complicit with the enemy. For that, you will be punished.” 
 
    For a moment, the bridge crew exchanged looks of uncertainty, wondering what form the admiral’s retribution would take. Then she pronounced judgment. 
 
    “Tara will be scrubbed clean. Let us hope that will serve as a reminder.” 
 
    <Launch signatures!> Gil exclaimed, highlighting markers for thousands of missiles moving away from the Sirian fleet.  
 
    “We’re an AU away, and this is eight-minute-old data,” Iris said. “Those missiles are going to hit in ten minutes.” 
 
    There wasn’t any way Jessica could lend aid to the people of Tara. They were all going to— 
 
    [Joe! The Carthage. Can it jump now?] 
 
    [I thought you were retreating?] 
 
    [In ten minutes, Tara will be gone. Nuked.] 
 
    [Fuck.]  
 
    The single word rendered in text contained an ocean’s worth of angst.  
 
    [We’ll try,] he promised. 
 
    For eighteen minutes, the ISF fleet at Victoria watched the scene unfold. Ships already in space fled Tara, while others pulled away from stations pell-mell, unbalancing docking rings, and causing two to pull apart, sections of the stations drifting apart in a slow-motion dance of destruction.  
 
    “Damn,” Trevor shook his head. “The panic alone…” 
 
    The missiles were a minute from striking Tara, the place where Jessica had spent so much time with Trist, the place that might still hold the key as to where the remaining original survivors of Kapteyn’s Star had fled, the home to billions of people.  
 
    The idea that they’d have to stand by and simply watch began to dig a hole in Jessica’s heart. Then Trevor thrust out his arm.  
 
    “Look!” 
 
    A marker appeared near Tara on the holodisplay, an ISS ident. The scan system took a moment, and then a label appeared next to the marker: ISS Carthage.  
 
    Without being ordered, every scope in the fleet turned to that location, and a high-resolution image appeared on the display.  
 
    The thirty-kilometer hull of the Carthage hung in space, unmoving, like a still and silent monster, a snake coiled and ready to spring. 
 
    In the next moment, beams lanced out from the ship, their paths noted on the display by the ion trails they left in space. One hundred thousand shots fired at once, destroying every Sirian weapon of destruction, turning them into so much ionized gas. 
 
    Then the mighty ship pivoted, and a blast of raw energy tore free from its bow, streaking across space toward the Sirian fleet.  
 
    The Lantzer’s location put it at the apex of a near-equilateral triangle formed by the ISF fleet, the Carthage, and the Sirian armada. As such, it only took a few seconds to see the effect of the beam on the Sirian vessels.  
 
    The DMG’s blast struck Admiral Kells flagship, obliterating the vessel’s stasis shield, and then the craft itself. Two more shots came from the I-Class ship, each destroying another enemy dreadnaught.  
 
    “When did the Carthage get a DMG?” Lucida asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “I believe this was the test fire,” Iris replied, laughter in her voice.  
 
    “Will that be enough?” Karma asked in the silence that followed. “The Sirians can still hit other targets.” 
 
    Before the lieutenant had finished speaking, other ships began to explode, the distant view appearing as though Sirian vessels were simply blowing up at random. 
 
    “What the—?” Trevor asked. 
 
    “It’s the kids,” Jessica said, a laugh on her lips. “They’re firing neutronium pellets through the jump gate!” 
 
    Lucida laughed. “I guess we know another way to get past stasis shields.” 
 
    “At least once not powered by CriEns,” Iris said. 
 
    After less than a minute of the punishment, the Sirian fleet broke apart, ships moving off in every direction, and coming about onto outsystem vectors. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” Jessica thrust a fist in the air. “Suck it, Lumin asswipes.” 
 
    Trevor snorted. “Language, Jess. Shouldn’t an admiral have decorum?” 
 
    Jessica laughed as she reached out to Joe. [That did it, they’re on the run.] 
 
    [I know, I’m aboard the Carthage. I want your fleet to form up with us. We’re routing them.] 
 
    It was the best news Jessica had heard all day.  
 
    [You got it. Then what?] 
 
    [We end Sirius.] 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    FINAL COUNTDOWN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis slammed her hand against the airlock control. <We’re secure! Let’s go.> 
 
    <Shield retracted,> Chief West announced from the cockpit. <We’re in our own bubble.> 
 
    “Nice ship you have here,” Tanis said as she followed Sera up the ladder to the bridge. “What is it that you have with ladders, though?” 
 
    “I’m an exhibitionist,” the other woman said with a gleeful laugh. “I like people staring up my can when they follow after.” 
 
    <Ya think? Some things sure haven’t changed,> Angela commented.  
 
    <You have no idea,> Jen said. <You seem pretty happy, Sera. Do you have a plan to get out of here?> 
 
    They reached the top of the ladder where Darla was already waiting, a look of concern in her eyes, before Sera replied, “I don’t know for sure, it’s going to be tricky. Epsilon is launching a full assault on Hades. He’s sent people to help, but all they’re able to do is keep more of Epsilon’s followers from reaching us.” 
 
    “There’s a full fleet out there,” West said as the group reached the bridge. “Cruisers, corvettes, a thousand fighters.” 
 
    Tanis looked at the display and saw that the chief wasn’t exaggerating. “Why are we jinking? Do they have something that can fire through stasis shields?” 
 
    The sober looks her question received were all the answer she needed. 
 
    “Well, that sucks.” 
 
    “That’s our target,” Darla pointed at a marker on the forward display. “It’s a jump gate three AU away, right at the edge of the event horizon.” 
 
    “Why there?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “The gravity well makes it really hard to shoot at extreme range,” Darla explained. “When we get close, we should have enough cover that we can kill stasis at the last moment.” 
 
    “With this fleet around us?” Sera asked, gesturing at the ships flanking the Grace O’Malley, pounding its shields without mercy. 
 
    Tanis reviewed the relative velocities of all the variables, realizing that the Grace had kicked up to over 0.7c relative to Sagittarius A*. The gate was moving around the black hole at a rapid velocity as well. There was little room for error, and she didn’t see how they could disable shields long enough for the fine-tuned maneuvers required to hit the gate at the right vector.  
 
    “May I take the helm?” she asked. 
 
    Sera gestured to the pilot’s seat. “All yours.” 
 
    Tanis leapt up and took control of the ship, shifting vector to one that led the jump gate by nearly a light second. 
 
    <It might not be enough,> Angela commented. 
 
    “Maybe not. But if we get that close, we can ride the black hole’s gravity berm, use it to bounce us off. The enemy ships will need to slow, or they’re going to become one with the darkness. That should give us enough of a window.” 
 
    “Fuck that’s a long shot,” Sera muttered. “Maybe we should try to rendezvous with Hades. Can he protect us?” 
 
    Darla shook her head. “No, he’s not ready for that.” 
 
    For a moment, no one spoke. The silence was broken by an alert on the holo as one of the fishbone cruisers was cut in half. 
 
    “What the hell?” Sera whispered. 
 
    “Oh fuck yeah,” Darla sagged against a console. “Took them long enough.” 
 
    <Took who?> Angela’s voice was both elated and annoyed.  
 
    “The boys,” Darla laughed. “Finaeus and Earnest—and Tangel.” 
 
    “What?” Sera demanded. 
 
    “Long story,” Darla said, waving her hand dismissively as an image appeared on the forward display.  
 
    It showed Earnest and Finaeus grinning like fools with a white-skinned woman behind them. Tanis sucked in a breath as she realized it was herself…if she were an ancient marble statue. 
 
    <That’s unsettling,> Angela commented privately. <The future is fucking weird.> 
 
    ~I heard that, Angela,~ a voice said in both their minds.  
 
    <That’s not helping,> the AI groused.  
 
    As they spoke, the fighter danced around the enemy fleet, beams streaking out in all directions, shredding enemy craft with wild abandon.  
 
    “Earnest…” Tanis let the word linger. “Are you firing antimatter beams?” 
 
    He pursed his lips. “Maybe.” 
 
    <Isn’t that a war crime?> Jen asked. 
 
    “No one ever figured out how to make coherent beams of antimatter that don’t kill you before the enemy…so it’s a bit of a grey area. Trust me, after this, we bury this tech.” 
 
    The enemy fleet began to back off, unable to pin the fighter down long enough to strain its shields, while every vessel the antimatter beams struck was destroyed in seconds.  
 
    “We have enough clearance to disable shields before we jump, now,” Tangel said. “We’ll follow you in.” 
 
    Tanis nodded, still having trouble dealing with the fact that Tangel was her and Angela…sort of. Then her focus was consumed by keeping the Grace O’Malley on course with the brilliant glowing rim of the event horizon to starboard, the ship skimming along the gravitational berm that lay right at the edge of the hole the SMBH had punched in reality.  
 
    <Never thought we’d see this,> Angela whispered in her mind. <It’s so beautiful.> 
 
    Tanis nodded again, her focus on the dance she was weaving through the ripples of gravity while shifting enough to present a hard target for the last few enemy ships that hadn’t given up the chase.  
 
    Stay on target, stay on target, she repeated the ancient mantra.  
 
    Ahead, the gate came to life, shifting to align with New Canaan, the unspoken destination that she had assumed.  
 
    Home. 
 
    ~I’ll explain everything.~  
 
    For a moment, she thought the voice was Tangel’s, but then she wasn’t sure, unable to tear her concentration away from the final adjustments to meet the gate while traveling at relativistic speeds along the edge of a supermassive black hole.  
 
    A second before they reached the gate, something struck it—a glancing blow—and it shifted toward the event horizon.  
 
    She didn’t even have time to mutter a curse, shifting the Grace O’Malley to match. 
 
    Then their mirror touched the singularity at the center of the gate, and space disappeared.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PART 5 – NEW CANAAN 
 
      
 
    HOMECOMING 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is this taking too long?” Tanis asked after a few seconds.  
 
    “No,” Sera shook her head. “It’ll take about fifteen seconds or so, longer jumps take longer.” 
 
    She rubbed her eyes. “Right, I know that too. Jessica experienced that when jumping to Perseus. So much stuff feels jumbled.” 
 
    Sera fixed her with an understanding gaze. “Well…you’ve been gone for some time. There is going to be a lot to catch up on. Tangel, especially.” 
 
    “What about her?” Tanis asked, just as the ship completed the jump, and Darla—Darla, of all people—sat at the nav console and nodded as the stellar positions were checked and rechecked. “Was I always white like that?” 
 
    “No,” Sera laughed and put a hand on Tanis’s shoulder. “You were always you.” 
 
    <Good thing,> Angela added. <Because I do not condone looking like a Greek statue.> 
 
    “Looks good,” Darla announced a moment later. “Well, not you, Tangel, we’re going to need to do something about your new look. Anyway, we’re one hundred and fifty AU from Canaan Prime. Exactly where we wanted to be.” 
 
    A round of cheers swept through the bridge, and Tanis embraced Sera. 
 
    <We’re being hailed by the Starkiller,> Jen announced. 
 
    “Now that’s a name,” Darla muttered with a laugh. “I mean, it’s awesome, but really….” 
 
    The same view as before appeared on the screen: Finaeus and Earnest in the pilot seats, with Tangel standing behind them. Where the mood on the Grace O’Malley had been light and cheerful, it was not so aboard the Starkiller.  
 
    “We were too close to the event horizon when we jumped ahead,” Finaeus said without preamble. “Nearly a month.” 
 
    “OK,” Sera said in a soft voice. “Is that especially bad?” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Darla whispered, her eyes widening.  
 
    She waved a hand, and the view of New Canaan on the holotank expanded, markers pointing out the position of fleets and energetic emissions that could only be from major combat between stasis-shielded ships. 
 
    <Who is that, who’s attacking?> Angela asked. 
 
    Darla looked to the holodisplay, her eyes meeting Tangel’s.  
 
    The alabaster woman’s lips grew thin. “It looks like everyone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
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