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TIMELINE OF 
THE CENTAURI CLUSTER

2170 AD

Entropy drive tested. Experimental spacecraft Maxula travels out to the Oort cloud, 2,000 AUs from the sun. (1AU = about 150 million km)

2200 AD

Sixty-seven asteroid settlements established. Interplanetary economy’s golden age.

2200 AD
EXODUS ERA

Earth’s habitability is in severe decline. Over the next two hundred years humans from the asteroid settlements construct arkships powered by entropy drives. These fleets depart the Sol system to search for a new home among the stars.

2251 AD

Josias Matthew Aponi born, Eunomia asteroid settlement.

2280 AD

Arkship Diligent leaves Sol system, its flight vector taking it directly away from the Centauri Cluster.

18,000 AD
DAWN ERA

Several fleets of arkships reach the Centauri Cluster, 16,000 light-years from Earth. They discover hundreds of densely packed star systems with thousands of potentially habitable planets and send out the “Green Worlds” signal to summon the rest of the arkships.

24,000 AD
REMNANT ERA

The Centauri Cluster’s early history is marked by the violent rise and fall of interstellar empires. With the aid of genetic engineering, the citizens of these constantly warring cultures rapidly change and evolve into dozens of divergent transhuman species collectively known as Celestials.

30,000 AD
CRUCIBLE ERA

A powerful Celestial species called the Elohim rise to prominence. The Elohim construct the Gates of Heaven, an interstellar starship transit network linking all the systems of Centauri, heralding a new age of exploration and trade.

31,080 AD

Pioneer starships dispatched by six family houses of the newly formed Imperial Celestials travel out from the densely populated core of the Centauri Cluster along the Elohim pathways, searching for new stars where they can expand their species and its mindline culture. They settle adjacent star systems on the edge of the Poseidon Nebula: Kelowan, Verak, Wynid, Bassa, Nizinsk, and Cheluli. Each of the major houses claims its own planetary system, and together they sign an economic and political treaty that establishes the Crown Dominion. The rulers of the six houses rise to become queens.

31,430 AD

A helium macroplanet in a distant orbit around Tinaja goes nova, creating the Helium Sea.

35,118 AD

War breaks out in the Crown Dominion as Zuberi, the Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan, launches a subversive campaign to evolve Imperial Celestials further. The other five queens form an alliance and invade the Kelowan system. Zuberi is killed, and her entire family slaughtered. There are rumors that one of Zuberi’s princesses survived and fled into exile.

35,127 AD

The five victorious queens sign the Imperial Accord, tightening their governance over the Crown Dominion by formally establishing the position of empress. Henceforth, each of the queens will take her turn serving as empress for sixty years, managing the overall economic and political policy of the dominion, as well as being responsible for its defense. The throne itself is situated on Kelowan; and the system’s habitable planets, their wealth and resources, are distributed among the five queens and their Grand Houses. The Kelowan Grand Families most loyal to Zuberi flee.

The Accord begins a long period of stability within the Crown Dominion, which establishes itself as the dominant power in this sector of the Centauri Cluster.

35,280 AD

The Crown Dominion annexes Tinaja, a star system 1.2 light-years from Kelowan. This immediately becomes a valuable economic asset to the Crown Dominion. Scoopships flying through it can collect large quantities of helium-3 for fusion fuel, and are considerably cheaper to build and operate than the sky mining stations pulling helium-3 out of a gas giant’s atmosphere.

41,500 AD
PRESENT ERA

Celestial dominions have expanded to encompass the entire Centauri Cluster, creating countless new cultures. However, their civilizations have started to stagnate alongside their technological advancement. Coincidental with this slow decline, other fleets of human arkships from the Exodus Era that picked up the Dawn Era’s “Green Worlds” signal begin to arrive. These ships expect to find uninhabited planets to settle. Instead, they encounter Celestial dominions of immense power and wealth occupying the entire Centauri Cluster. It leaves the newcomers struggling to find their place in the universe where their species is little more than a fading memory to the biologically and technologically advanced Celestials. Refused settlement on any dominion worlds, they seek refuge on the war-damaged Remnant planets.

41,550 AD

A human arkship arrives in the Kelowan system. Uniquely in the Centauri Cluster, the empress grants them right of settlement on the planets Gondiar and Anoosha. Although they have the protection of the empress, they are second-class citizens granted only a limited local democracy. The Imperial Celestials see them as nothing more than an economic asset.

Over the next five hundred years, more than fifty more arkships arrive in the Crown Dominion. They are all directed to the Kelowan system, where they settle among the existing two human populations on Gondiar and Anoosha.

42,250 AD

Lidon in the Malakbel system establishes itself as the most powerful human-controlled world in the Cluster.

42,326 AD

Twins Finbar and Otylia Jalgori-Tobu are born on Gondiar.

42,350 AD

Arkship Diligent arrives at the Kelowan system, more than 40,000 years after leaving the Sol system.








DRAMATIS PERSONAE

FINBAR (FINN) CHARLES LOUIS GRIFFIN JALGORI-TOBU … Owner, Diligent.

ZELINDA MARYANN RICHELLE JALGORI-TOBU … Finn’s older sister.

OTYLIA ROASMUND SILKIE JALGORI-TOBU … Finn’s twin.

ELEANOR (ELLIE) FAITH APONI … Granddaughter of Josias Aponi.

JOSIAS MATTHEW APONI … Otylia’s husband, the last man to walk on Earth.

THYRA … Eternal Empress of the Crown Dominion.

CLAVISSA … Equerry to Thyra, daughter of Helena-Chione.

 BEKKET … Master of the Wynid Court, Thyra’s father.

MAJOR SISKALA-INGRID … Thyra’s chief bodyguard.

LUUS-MARCELA … Now and Forever Queen of Bassa.

RAMONA-NUK … Now and Forever Queen of Nizinsk.

INESSA-MARWA … Now and Forever Queen of Cheluli.

ZUBERI-DULCINA … Ex-Queen of Kelowan. Executed 7,000 years ago.

TERENCE WILSON-FLETCHER … Santa Rosa detective, Wynid Archon’s agent.

MAKAIO-FARAJI … Wynid archon. Assassinated.

JIMENA … Forensic technician, Terence’s wife.

VANILDA … Daughter of Terence & Jimena.

OLOMO … Archon of the Heresy Dominion.

SAHDIAH … Archon of the Talloch-Te Dominion.

LILIANA … QIX archon.

GYVOY ENFOE / DAGON … QIX archon.

LORD STETHOS-REMI … Wynid’s court datamaster.

JOLAV-DABNY … Clavissa’s father.

UALANA-SHOIGU … Wynid’s chief archon.

IUNTIN-DETLEF … Senior archon of the Family Guillrameo.

LADY ASAHI-IRYNA … Wynid archon.

DEJEAN … Captain, Diligent.

CHIEF OCTAIN … Engineer, Diligent.

RADWARNO-WERKAS … Commander, Squadron Twenty-Three.

TOŠE … Freelance security specialist.

MEDUSA … Sahdiah’s agent.

ANDINO … Captain, Arcadia’s Moon.

DAVE … Silicate.

DAVE … Silicate.

NEUSCH … Makaio-Faraji’s son, captain, Alumata.

CARODE … Uthran Celestial.

KHEPRI … Zuberi-Dulcina’s daughter, Queen in Exile.






We sail on the edge of lightspeed, where time moves differently.

As each day goes by, years pass for those we leave behind.

Our service—our sacrifice—discovers worlds, seeds hope, breaks empires.

WE ARE THE TRAVELERS.

—THE TRAVELER’S CREED





 

 

 

 

Forty thousand years ago, humanity constructed a fleet of arkships and fled a dying Earth in a mass exodus. Traveling near lightspeed, these ships were capable of crossing vast distances within the span of just a few generations. Humanity sought only one thing: to find a new home among the stars.

Many of these ships were lost in the void of space, but the fortunate few discovered habitable worlds in the Centauri Cluster. Over the course of the next 25,000 years, these human settlers flourished and evolved into thousands of cultures and advanced civilizations. They are known as the Celestials.

But previously lost arkships carrying humans from the twenty-third century continue to arrive in the Cluster even now. Upon arrival, the passengers of these ships are assigned protected worlds, where they take shelter from a universe that has long since left them behind. To Celestials, these humans are seen as primitive, relics of a bygone age, living in the shadow of their own legacy. They have no future.
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PRELUDE

THE FIRST FALL OF KELOWAN

WHEN SHE WAS a child, Countess Liliana’s mother, the Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan, had gifted her with the memories of the capital world from four thousand years previously—the time when the six founding fleets of the Crown Dominion had first arrived. Then as now, it was a lush, green world, teeming with terrestrial plant and animal life, raw and untamed. The starships had sent spaceplanes down, landing on the equator in a verdant area of hills and long lakes to found their capital city.

Now, as she hurried to the innermost sanctum of the Royal Evolution Project, she accessed the city’s network through her neural connection. She could see the impressive changes that their dynamic new interstellar civilization had wrought to that initial landing zone. Those four millennia had seen thousands of imposing white livestone buildings growing across the region’s craggy landscape—each one a town in its own right—rising high out of the fecund vegetation to form remarkable mansions and estates that were home to more than twelve million Imperial Celestials. Right in the center of the elegant sprawl, astride Kelowan’s equator, Mount Vaxjo provided a perfect ground anchor station for the orbital tower—a golden thread bisecting the bright azure sky as it extended all the way out to geostationary orbit.

Today, the volume of ascending capsules was pushing the tower’s handling capacity to its limit. Ground vehicles swarmed around the base of the mountain, the sheer numbers reducing the city’s broad highways to a crawl. Liliana sighed as she watched the more desperate passengers ordering their vehicles to drive across the parkland surrounding the lower slopes—anything that would get them closer to the station itself—but all it really did was contribute to the snarl. Families started to abandon their vehicles and make for the station entrances on foot. As they hurried forward, they inevitably cast nervous glances upward, seeking reassurance. We can still make it. Maybe.

Their potential salvation came in the form of a cloud of bright ion drives bustling around the docking complex at the top of the tower. More than a thousand commercial and passenger starships were flying arrival and departure vectors. Liliana knew that even if any of the would-be evacuees were lucky enough to snag a place on a capsule, they still had to get up there. As it took a full day to travel all the way up the tower, time was getting critically short.

Just a few degrees above the horizon, the civic sensors revealed another, much greater, constellation of ships’ drives that had turned a wide patch of sky into a sharp actinic glare. She didn’t have to connect with the Royal Kelowan Navy’s secure network to know these were warship fusion drives, decelerating the vast Accord armada along a trajectory that would put them into orbit around Kelowan in twenty-eight hours’ time.

All seven of the navy’s capital defense squadrons had been dispatched on a tight interception course, but the numbers were against them. Essentially, it was a suicide mission; they didn’t have anything like the firepower needed to prevent the other five queens of the Crown Dominion from reaching Kelowan.

Liliana pulled in her review until the only network she connected to was Queen Zuberi-Dulcina’s Royal Palace. It sat on the other side of Lake Kyzak from Mount Vaxjo—a smaller mountain where a solid skirt of livestone buildings had been sculpted to provide the fabulous halls and residential wings and great offices of state. Normally a place of calm purpose for those who lived and worked there, now the whole edifice was in turmoil, with Her Majesty’s Knights preparing the structure’s defense against the invaders.

And, like the valiant-seeming navy squadrons, this was a doomed gesture of defiance. It would only take one strike from the armada ships and the place would cease to exist.

Liliana canceled her review. She almost felt sorry for the knights preparing to do battle—not that the armada would resort to orbital bombardment. The invaders wanted the Kelowan system’s valuable infrastructure intact so they could incorporate it within their own fiefs. For that, they needed to subdue the entire population of all thirteen habitable planets. The Accord’s ground troops would inflict savage levels of violence on the population, crushing any insubordination and lingering loyalty to Queen Zuberi. It would start with the slaughter of the palace troops, swiftly followed by the very public execution of the entire royal family—even newly spawned infants.

Three years ago, Iuntin-Skatho, Zuberi’s chief archon, had somewhat curtly informed Liliana that she featured prominently on that list. It was inevitable given her pedigree as an ex-princess and daughter of the queen herself—and that was before you took into account her position as the Evolution Project’s bioscience director.

She banished such troublesome thoughts as she entered the anatomization cavern; dwelling on what might happen would only distract her from the task at hand. She walked between the twin lines of tall glass containers, each with a hulking Mara Yama suspended inside. The translucent gel that filled the containers rendered the captives little more than thick shadows.

Not that she could really see, but their bodies were in their free-fall form, as they had been when the Kelowan Navy’s special forces team had captured them more than a decade ago. It was the form they used for most of their life, given they spent decades at a time in their citadel ships either in orbit around a gas giant or accelerating at very low gees to travel between star systems. But when they did ambush the ships of other Celestial species, or launch a ground assault on a planet, they had to morph into their combat form, which could endure high gees. The transition took months, affecting every organ and muscle, as well as their skeleton, building their strength and stamina.

Liliana had used a whole armory of biochemical tools to ensure that had never happened while they were in the research facility. Keeping them in free-fall form meant they were physically unable to move in Kelowan’s gravity field. Not that they would ever be able to tear free from the multitude of silver cables penetrating their flesh, allowing the excruciating tests and examinations to be performed at the cellular level.

Liliana herself had designed most of the systems that probed the morphic genetic heritage of the fearsome nomadic Celestials. It was a powerful bioscience that had its origins back in the Remnant Era—a knowledge lost to wars and chaos like so many developments of that time. Even now, after years of experimentation on her subjects, Liliana had only just started to reproduce some of their abilities.

Technically the captive subjects were in a state of neural dormancy, but as she passed between their glass cages several of them stirred—a series of twitches that sent folds of flabby flesh wobbling. She paused for a short while, watching the motions fade, regretful that she would never be able to find out the cause. Did they have some as yet unknown method of communication, or did they simply have a type of expanded awareness that no chemical sedative could ever fully subdue? All she knew was that, although she had passed through this chamber a thousand times, her presence had never kindled such a reaction before.

“How do you know?” she whispered with fascinated admiration. So many secrets would remain hidden now. It didn’t matter, she told herself, for she’d extricated enough information to make Queen Zuberi’s magnificent goal possible.

Liliana pressed forward into the final chamber. It was a hemisphere a hundred meters in diameter, hewn out of the palace mountain’s bedrock. Not that any of the rock was visible now. Every centimeter of the curving walls had been swathed in a honeycomb of slick synthetic flesh whose bulging surface was the color of raw liver. Arteries and venae within pulsed in slow cadence, creating long undulations that rippled around constantly as if it were a single entity quivering with eagerness. At the apex of the cavern, a plexus of slender umbilical cords twisted together into a thick vine that hung down all the way to the medical bed that was the cavern’s sole furnishing.

Liliana used her neural connection to review the biometrics of Princess Khepri, the young Imperial Celestial girl lying there. The only visible part of her was the long braids of titian hair dangling over the end of the bed. Every other part of her body was swaddled in the umbilical cords that had split multiple times to form a cocoon of thin, silky threads. Their tips had invaded her anatomy in a similar fashion to the inquisitor probes gripping the Mara Yama. In this instance, they performed almost the opposite function; instead of extracting the body’s essence for exploitation, Liliana’s enhancements were imbuing it with a combination of formidable abilities. In view of what she’d achieved, allowing Zuberi’s ambition to be realized, she wasn’t surprised by the reaction of the other queens. To every other Imperial Celestial in the Centauri Cluster, Khepri could justifiably be viewed as a walking apocalypse.

She regarded the girl with pensive satisfaction. More than thirty years of her life had been devoted to the queen’s project. Liliana hadn’t even passed her mindline on to a new host body; she was still in her first. Of course, a side development of her project meant she would probably never need a new host again—a situation close to sacrilege for an Imperial Celestial. But as the queen had declared at the start of her project: “Our bodies have become a dead end, frozen as if we are forever lost in a time dilation of our own making, while the Elohim became gods. Unless we take their knowledge and abilities for ourselves, we will shrivel to nothing in the eternal darkness they cast in their wake.”

Liliana read the biometric data coming from sensors placed along the cossetted body of Princess Khepri. The mass of synthetic glands that arched overhead were methodically producing an immensely complex eight-strand DNA that was being vectored into all forty trillion cells that made up Khepri’s physical form—cellular surgery that would elevate her far beyond anything a baseline Imperial Celestial could aspire to.

As far as she could tell, the procedure had worked. The eighteen previous attempts to modify princesses had resulted in teratogenic nightmares. So Khepri was literally their last chance.

Liliana’s connection to the local network informed her the queen was approaching, no doubt anxious for news. She exhaled, calming herself, and turned to face the entrance.

The Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan entered the chamber riding her carriage of conjoined neuropliants: the bodies of six people that had been twisted into shape and melded together by a derivative of the Mara Yama morphic ability that Liliana had developed in one of the adjoining caverns. The carriage had a crablike aspect. She’d accomplished that with the specialist application of biogenetic surgery, first fusing each individual’s legs into a single thick trunk, then softening the spine above the hips and bending it until it was horizontal before stiffening it again. Two sets of three torsos had been amalgamated side by side, the ribs twining around each other underneath a unified skin. Finally, the two sets had locked together at the shoulders, with heads tilted at odd angles.

Their positioning allowed Zuberi-Dulcina to ride the carriage with ease, sitting at the front with the forward pair of heads and necks forming a low saddle. She controlled the monstrosity via neural interface, her hand resting on the back of a saddle head, issuing instructions to the dim remnants of personality that flickered weakly inside the carriage’s brains.

Liliana remembered the head she was using: the Duchess Immalan, who had a seat on the Privy Council and dared to voice opposition to Zuberi’s crusade to move Imperial Celestials forward to their true destiny. It’d been the last statement she ever made in Council or anywhere else. Looking at her now—unable to speak or even move a single facial muscle—Liliana could see how utterly broken she was, helpless as her body was utilized to serve the queen in abject humiliation. The direct neural assault on her personality, using techniques developed in a separate branch of the Evolution Project, had left a modicum of self-awareness as the final punishment. Immalan knew what was happening, but she wasn’t able to resist the compulsions Zuberi-Dulcina issued to her maltreated flesh. She wasn’t even capable of killing herself.

The queen enjoyed riding the awful fabrication around the palace, especially to Privy Council meetings. Personally, Liliana thought it was too much, but by then all court whispers of dissatisfaction had become nonexistent.

A squad of knights from the Royal Guard accompanied the queen, wearing space-black power armor. They were commanded by Colonel Dagon, one of Liliana’s spawn siblings. He wasn’t wearing any sort of armor, just a simple red silk shirt and black kilt. The combination showed up the unhealthy pallor of his skin. Sweat glistened on his brow. Liliana knew how he was feeling; she’d undergone the same treatment three months ago. The side effects took weeks to dissipate as the body adapted to new genes vectored into its genome. They shared a weak supportive smile.

Zuberi-Dulcina dismounted, her long white-and-gold robe swirling around her legs as she came over to study Khepri’s prone form.

“Has it worked?” she asked, her tone almost dismissive.

Liliana bowed formally. “Yes, my Mother Queen. The new suppressors have allowed the vectors to be incorporated without rejection. Khepri is strong.”

The queen nodded, again as if it were of no consequence. “Well done, dearest daughter.”

“It is my honor to serve.” As she spoke the habitual words, a minute sensation of doubt slipped through her mind. Is it, though? The Evolution Project had perfected the neural compulsion routines decades ago, allowing Zuberi-Dulcina to quash any dissent. Have I ever challenged Mother’s aspiration? she wondered. I certainly don’t remember objecting. Yet given what we intend with the Evolution Project, the lives it will cost, unquestioning devotion is unlikely. I have a curious mind; that’s why I’m so good at my job. So surely I would’ve had some doubt back at the beginning? But then, if the compulsion was so good, would I even be thinking that now? Unless … Minds are still a great unknown. Perhaps Mother’s compulsion routines aren’t perfect. After all, what is?

Not that it matters; doubts now are irrelevant. We’ve committed. And this plan means I get to live.

“I will begin my final gifting,” the queen announced imperiously. She put her hand out.

Liliana issued an instruction to the massive infusion system. The umbilical fibers began their serpentine withdrawal from Khepri, exposing her raw and bruised skin. The girl stirred, moaning softly.

“Hush now, my little brave one,” the queen said tenderly.

For the first time, Liliana saw how nervous her mother was, almost fearful that this moment had arrived.

The queen placed her hand atop Khepri’s palm, allowing their neural interface pads to connect. Her eyes closed. “Behold, your legacy and my destiny.”

Liliana had been witness to many successions, where an Imperial Celestial cast their mindline into a new, young, host body. This wasn’t quite the same. The queen’s neurological weapons development team had created different sequences for Zuberi-Dulcina’s final gifting. For a succession to truly be continuation, the elder host would always die when the transfer of memory and personality was complete. It was part of Imperial Celestial culture and ethos, hardwired into their species’ genetics. A trait that allowed the mind to know it was unique—not just a copy, but the very essence of life itself moving between bodies. Knowledge and acceptance of the process became an absolute.

Even though she was still asleep, Khepri drew a startled breath. It decayed into a contented sigh.

“Long live the Now and Forever Queen of Kelowan,” Zuberi-Dulcina said. “Khepri will evolve us all into Archangel Knights. She will lead an invincible army, billions strong, to storm heaven itself. The Elohim will either share their divine power with the rest of us, or we will throw them down and take it from them by force.”

She bent over and kissed the girl’s brow.

“Long live the Now and Forever Queen,” Liliana and Dagon said in tandem. It made her question if Dagon had been subjected to their mother’s compulsion routines.

“And now we will part ways for the last time,” the queen said formally. “I entrust this great task to you, my true and faithful children.”

“We won’t let you down, Mother Queen,” Dagon said. “I swear this. However long it takes to overthrow the Elohim, whatever the price, your vision will triumph.”

“Thank you, child.”

Iuntin-Ky came in, dressed in a flowing black cloak, alive with tiny flutters along its length. Although he was a distant older cousin, spawned by the queen nearly a millennia ago, Liliana had never cared for him. However, she did admit the chief archon was good at his job: spreading deceit and chaos throughout every world in the six star systems of the Crown Dominion. Just not quite good enough to hide Zuberi’s vision from his opposite numbers, and just how far they’d progressed with the weaponized neural routines. Which was why the Accord armada was now descending on Kelowan.

He bowed deeply. “Majesty. Was it successful?”

“Indeed. The countess has triumphed.”

Iuntin-Ky gave Liliana a dry smile. “Congratulations.”

“Is the ship ready?” Liliana asked.

“Everything is ready.”

With Khepri’s umbilicals fully retracted, Liliana ordered the bed to follow her. Zuberi-Dulcina mounted her carriage again, and the chief archon led the way out. His aides were already at work in the anatomization cavern; the glass tubes had sunk down into the floor, and the Mara Yama lay sprawled on the plinths, their great folds of flesh undulating like broken wings trying to raise them. The silver examination cables had detached to hang over them, swaying about as if caught by a breeze. The aides were pouring down dust over the helpless Celestials, which dissolved the flesh it fell on, reducing it to a fine powder that slithered down to mingle with the gelatinous suspension fluid puddling across the floor.

Liliana kept her gaze above the pitiless extermination, always looking ahead, but what she saw in the next chamber almost made her falter. Standing there, waiting passively, were four people—perfect physiological copies of herself, Dagon, Iuntin, and Khepri. All four were spawn of the queen whose subcutaneous protocells had subtly reformatted their structure so they were now doppelgängers. She gave her physical twin a curt nod, mentally recoiling from the absence of hope in the other’s eyes. Both knew her designated fate: a corpse to confirm Liliana’s death to the victorious invaders. An outcome imposed on her and the other three by Zuberi-Dulcina’s compulsion routines.

A service elevator took them up to ground level. That was where Liliana said goodbye to her mother for the last time, the queen showing nothing but regal serenity at the parting. She’d even ordered her carriage to carry her away, turning her back on the little group by the time they started to load Khepri into the back of a waiting truck. Liliana, Dagon, and Iuntin-Ky sat in the cab along with three of the archon’s security detail.

As they drove out of the grounds, Liliana saw palace staff were still leaving. The mass departure had been going on for days now—ever since the queen had told them they were free to leave if they so wished. The chaotic evacuation was intended to give them cover. In the near-certainty of Accord agents observing the palace, the truck was just another vehicle carrying the fearful away. She was sure there couldn’t be many vehicles left in the palace garages; she even caught sight of one family galloping away on some Awakened horses from the royal stables.

They drove around the edge of Lake Kyzak and dipped down into a passageway that took them to an underground train station. By now Khepri was regaining consciousness. Liliana and Dagon helped the woozy girl into a monorail cab. The trip along the vacuum tunnel lasted three hours, taking them two thousand kilometers from the capital city.

“Moment of truth,” Iuntin-Ky said as they slid into the small underground station.

Liliana braced herself. If their security operation had been broken by one of the other chief archons, this would be where Zuberi’s glorious vision would end in fire and pain.

Two of Iuntin’s people were on the platform waiting for the cab. Liliana guessed they were using combat riders to remain so calm.

Utilitarian stairs from the platform brought them up into a livestone hangar. It held a single spaceplane—a simple delta-shape of some vision-twisting gray material. Liliana couldn’t quite manage to focus on it; the entire surface was beset with tiny ripples. She realized the effect was the same as Iuntin-Ky’s cloak.

“It’s stealthed?” she asked.

“Yes,” the chief archon confirmed. “The armada will have a host of spy sensors in orbit; that’s why your mother and I agreed to allow the disloyals and the pitifuls to flee. There are too many ships to track. And—” He paused, concentrating on some data from his connection. “The armada is about to experience our first valiant folly. A hundred Kelowan Navy destroyers and two hundred frigates have been waiting in zero-radiation mode along their vector. In eight minutes, they will begin their attack. There will be a mass departure from the tower docks at the same time. Every starship up there will be leaving, including the Morieux.” He glanced back at the top of the stairs where Dagon was supporting Khepri. “On the register it’s listed as a freighter owned by the utterly insignificant Guillrameo family.”

“Let’s hope so,” she muttered. In her mind was the huge constellation of the armada’s fusion drives, bright enough to cast shadows in daylight. They’re throwing everything they have at us to kill Mother’s vision. To kill me!

The spaceplane’s rear door opened, and they went into the ten-seater cabin. Khepri had begun to take notice of her surroundings as they sat down and the seat cushioning gripped them gently.

Liliana had only been offworld eleven times in her life, and always using a tower capsule; the last time was forty-two years ago. The whole experience of flying into orbit was so primitive, she was almost as anxious about soaring up through the stratosphere as she’d been last week when the Accord armada started to emerge from the egress Gate of Heaven from Wynid.

As the spaceplane ascended, the Kelowan Navy ships waiting to ambush the invaders abandoned their zero-radiation mode to accelerate at six gees toward the armada, simultaneously launching three thousand antimatter-powered missiles that streaked on ahead at fifty gees. The armada immediately switched to combat status, firing counter missiles and particle beams. Accord intelligence officers monitoring spaceship traffic around Kelowan lost contact with their spy satellites amid a storm of electronic warfare burns.

As the battle erupted across two million kilometers of interplanetary space with the intensity of an enraged star, Liliana’s spaceplane docked with the Morieux high above Kelowan. The humble freighter accelerated away at point seven gee, heading out toward the ingress Gate of Heaven for Tinaja.




CHAPTER ONE

IT HAD TAKEN Chief Octain and his small team of engineers a frantic thirty minutes to load a worn-out remote maintenance pod with modules from other ancillary craft. Even as the old pod was ejected from the Diligent’s hangar, they were still running diagnostics, praying the kludge would work—at least for a while.

It drifted away from the kilometer-long starship, cold gas thrusters burping to stabilize its slow tumble. Sensors started to scan around. On one side of the pod was a broad circle of darkness where the lonely Gate of Heaven blotted out the shimmering multicolored clouds of the Poseidon Nebula, which surrounded the Kelowan system. The Diligent’s green-and-orange navigation strobes were visible against it as the ancient starship glided in toward the center of the colossal Elohim machine.

On the opposite side, where Kelowan’s star gleamed warmly, the pod’s onboard network identified the thirteen bright lightpoints of the habitable planets. Hexagonal panes, jutting out from the pod’s fuselage like a set of dark asymmetric sails, changed their array phasing to focus on those distant gleams of life. There was also an omnidirectional broadcast, boosted by additional power cells, that the technicians hoped would last long enough as they handled voltage levels far beyond their intended limits.

The transmission began. Like the pod itself, it was a hastily contrived message that the human societies of the Kelowan system would come to call The Sibling Plea.

Finbar Jalgori-Tobu sat on a chair in the Diligent’s command and control center, looking worn to the point of illness as he stared unflinchingly into the camera. He was flanked by his sisters. One, Otylia, was his twin—now separated by forty years biological aging from the cost of time dilation, but their similarity still obvious nonetheless. The other was his elder sister, Zelinda, the ex-marchioness of Santa Rosa, whose reign lasted less than an hour after her mother had been killed.

That death was the culmination of events whose firestorm of memories were plaguing Finn’s mind at a debilitating level. Ever since he’d bought the Diligent in exchange for Hafnir—a broad tract of coastal land he owned, so the passengers could settle there—he’d had one objective. He was going to be a Traveler: one of the humans who had their own starships, unearthing technological Celestial treasure from Remnant Era worlds, and bringing it home to help humans live with dignity in star systems whose Celestial overlords were implacably hostile—when they could actually be bothered to even acknowledge humans.

Owning the Diligent had given him a unique opportunity to strike a blow for human freedom. His erstwhile friend, and fellow Traveler, Gyvoy Enfoe, had provided them with a chance to strike a real blow for the humans of the Kelowan system.

Millennia ago, Celestials had started moving Dolod, a gas giant from another star system, using one of their Archimedes Engines to fly it to Kelowan. Dolod was a strange world even by the standards of the Centauri Cluster: an iron exotic, which, if it was steered into orbit close enough to a star, would literally rain iron. The metal could be harvested from the atmosphere at a cost far lower than humans mining it from the ground on a solid world—a change that would impoverish the human economy. Gyvoy’s plan was enticingly simple. Instead of allowing the Archimedes Engine to bring Dolod neatly into orbit, they could send it back out into interstellar space, leaving the economy of the Kelowan system unchanged. All they had to do was find a copy of the Archimedes Engine’s operating system, which would allow a uranic human to change Dolod’s course. Gyvoy, naturally, knew where to find a copy of the operating system; and Finn was a uranic human, one whose DNA had been altered so he could interface directly with Celestial technology. It was, Finn decided at the time, the wish of the Goddess Asteria Herself that had brought them all together.

Then, when the Diligent returned to the Kelowan system, he found his homeworld of Gondiar was under Celestial martial law. His parents had been killed, and his siblings were running for their lives. In his grief and outrage, he saw an opportunity to strike back against the Celestial monsters, and instead of using the Archimedes Engine to slingshot Dolod out of the Kelowan system, he used the momentum transfer to fling Boksrock—a small lifeless world—directly at the capital planet where hundreds of millions of Imperial Celestials lived.

Only after he’d done that did he discover that he’d been played by Gyvoy, who wasn’t even human. The so-called Traveler was actually an Imperial Celestial agent, whose organization had their own very different agenda. Not only had Finn been completely fooled into committing what was essentially a declaration of war between humans and Celestials, Gyvoy had somehow managed to vanish, making Finn look even more guilty.

The Diligent had no choice but to flee to another star system, confirming their guilt—although Zelinda had said they had a last chance to try and mitigate what’d happened by an appeal to the Empress of the Crown Dominion. Finn thought it a useless gesture, but by then he knew his ability to make any sort of decision had been swept away by misery and guilt, so he just agreed to everything she suggested.

“I would like to address this message directly to the empress herself,” Zelinda said with perfect composure. “Majesty, my family has been in service to you since the time humans first arrived in the Crown Dominion. We have served faithfully for all that time, and still consider ourselves loyal to you.

“Empress, we also have information that confirms that the so-called rebellion that occurred on Gondiar, which General Avone-Valerio now seeks to suppress, was also manufactured by a foreign dominion.

“Humans have been manipulated by an archon. He is a Celestial currently disguised as Gyvoy Enfoe, and we believe he has somehow escaped Dolod.

“In this assumed form, he’s been using some kind of neural compulsion to control various humans, including my brother Finbar. I’m sure you must realize by now that it is not possible for a human—even uranics like us—to alter the operation of an Archimedes Engine. We are not responsible for Boksrock’s orbit being changed, nor is this atrocity the result of some group of human malcontents attacking Kelowan. Humans benefit enormously from our allegiance to the Crown Dominion, and we do not want that to change.”

Otylia cleared her throat. “The broadcasts from my ex-husband, Josias Aponi, are fake, cooked up by a CI routine. The Goddess alone knows, Josias is not a perfect man, but he is not stupid. More than all of us, he understands the insanity of a collapsing society, for he has witnessed it firsthand. He has walked on Old Earth, and he fled Sol because of what he saw there. That is not him in the messages agitating for further disobedience, so don’t fall for it, I implore you.”

“I was on the Archimedes Engine station,” Finn confessed at last, his eyes filling with moisture. “The archon pretending to be Gyvoy put me there. In Kingsnest, he gave me the technical knowledge of the engine’s operating system. He twisted my mind so that I had to do what he wanted—to kill Kelowan. I don’t know which dominion he comes from, but I know he left me there and flew to another station; I don’t know which one.

“Empress, I urge you and all your forces to find him. Find out who he really is and what he wants. So many people will suffer and die until he is caught and stopped. I am so sorry for what’s happened. I wasn’t … It wasn’t me that did this. I would never …” His lips pressed together and he turned from the camera, his distress obvious. Otylia’s hand came down on his shoulder, squeezing reassuringly.

“We have nothing to gain from telling you this, Empress,” Zelinda said. “So I hope you will at least consider what we have told you.” She inclined her head respectfully. “The Jalgori-Tobu family remain your loyal subjects.”

The message ended and began to repeat. Another kind of light illuminated the modified pod as the Diligent entered the ingress Gate—a ring of bright radiance that flared around the machine’s rim and flowed fast down the concave surface until it was a single point at the center. The Diligent formed a small dark speck within the glare, then vanished, flung along the line of quintessence to Capo Frois by a science no human would ever understand.

Left behind, the pod continued to play the message continually for the next three and a half hours until a Celestial cargo starship arrived at the Gate. It fired a single maser cannon shot at the pod, vaporizing it. The starship sailed onward with cosmic indifference, to be embraced by the Gate and dispatched across interstellar space.
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THE DREADNOUGHT DRACAENAE, flagship of the Royal Wynid fleet, had been accelerating at three gees ever since Boksrock’s trajectory became apparent. It was surrounded by the rest of the fleet’s warships, arrayed in a neat spherical formation across six thousand kilometers. They were heading directly for Kelowan, with Thyra announcing in a systemwide broadcast that they were going to oversee the planet’s evacuation.

She’d spent most of that time on the bridge, with brief sojourns to the admiral’s day lounge next door for meetings with senior fleet intelligence analysts and department heads. It had taken what remained of the court on Kelowan five hours after the destruction of Carolien-Amaia’s fast-evacuation craft to message the Dracaenae with the admission that the empress was dead.

Verak’s security office claimed that somehow the Human Liberation movement had managed to sabotage the emergency vehicle Carolien-Amaia was using to reach orbit and the safety of her dreadnought. She’d launched from the palace as soon as the news broke that the humans on the Diligent had managed to fling Boksrock at Kelowan. Worse than the anguish of that outrage was that the Verak security office didn’t understand how they’d done it. Their best—in fact only—theory was that some unknown Remnant Era weapon had been used.

Three hours after the official notification, Thyra had received an ultra-secure message from Queen Luus-Marcela. She was quietly pleased to note her sister queen’s usual mien of superiority had been vanquished by shock. It didn’t take a neural connection to know exactly what Luus-Marcela was thinking. If they can kill the empress …

“I’m heading straight for Kelowan,” Luus-Marcela said. “We’re going to need all the engine power we can muster to get the habitats clear of the georing. You’ll be thinking the same, so we’ll exchange real-time comms when we’re in range.” She hesitated, drawing a breath. “Dearest Helena-Thyra, I acknowledge you are now Empress of the Crown Dominion. I hope the other two queens will be civil about this, because we’re on the brink here. We’ll have to rewrite the Accord to reflect what’s happened, of course. Whoever these shits are, they took out poor Carolien’s princesses as well, so it’s the end of her line. First priority is to save Kelowan’s population—got to love the irony in that, eh? And, Empress, you have to prioritize finding out which goddess-cursed dominion did this. It’s a declaration of war. They’ll come for all of us now. We have to strike back so hard the whole cluster will think we’ve resurrected the Remnant Era.”

Her image vanished.

Thyra turned to Lord Bekket, her father, and Iuntin, who was masquerading as Ualana-Shoigu in order to pass as her chief archon. No one else was in the day lounge. The three of them gripped hands to give themselves a secure neural connection.

“I see her sympathetic side immediately put in an appearance,” Bekket sneered. “That talk of losing the princesses: she’ll want to carve up Verak between the remaining queens.”

“Naturally,” Iuntin said. “There is a strong precedent, as this is what happened to Kelowan after the Accord invasion. Mind you, they did kill every member of your grandmother’s family.” His lips rose to a thin smirk. “Or so they thought.”

“Indeed,” Thyra said. “Right now, I’m more concerned with those goddess-bedamned Jalgori-Tobus. Everybody in this system has accessed their message. There are going to be questions—especially once Ramona-Nuk and Inessa-Marwa arrive with their fleets, which is going to be any day now. How the hell did they find out Uncle Dagon’s an Imperial Celestial?”

“Don’t worry about your uncle,” Iuntin said. “He and your aunt can take care of themselves. Hell, they’ve been around almost as long as me.”

“Everyone is going to be looking for him.”

“So? He’ll just morph out of his current form when the time is right. His body was modified to do just that.”

Thyra gave him a careful look, keeping her own thoughts level. “You said you transferred your personality into this Shoigu host. Are you also simultaneously in your own body?”

“Yes,” he said flatly.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw her father’s surprise, the briefest flinch, but she knew he was as startled as she was. But like her, his thoughts remained unruffled. She experienced a flutter of apprehension as another of those rogue thoughts snuck into her mind: So what else is Iuntin keeping from me? “So which is really you?”

“We both are. I will merge our memories as soon as this is over, and Shoigu’s body will be disposed of.”

“I see,” Thyra replied neutrally.

“Dagon can’t change his appearance just yet,” Bekket said. “We need the two human mercenaries he and Liliana are using to complete their part of the plan. The annexation of Capo Frois has to happen so we can isolate the three remaining queens. Once they’re out of the way, you can start to amalgamate the Crown Dominion star systems ready for Khepri’s rule.”

Iuntin shrugged. “However, Thyra is correct about the Jalgori-Tobu message being unfortunate. It makes ongoing operations difficult for Dagon. And people will also doubt any further proclamations from Josias.”

“Dagon can handle a few humans,” Bekket said. “But denouncing the Josias broadcasts as CI fakes is a slippery slope. Once you start decrying your opponents as unreal, you open yourself up to the same question. Was the Jalgori-Tobus’ message a fake, too? If so, who made it? Why? The Jalgori-Tobu siblings have made an elementary political mistake by flaunting their honesty and earnest integrity.”

“Maybe,” Iuntin said uncertainly. “But it was Otylia, his own wife, who exposed the deceit.”

“Was it? We know that, but doubt will grow across the Kelowan system. Conspiracy theories are a treacherous mind virus; they never stop feeding on themselves to multiply—the only true example of perpetual energy. My agents will release a plethora of counter theories progressively growing more extreme. Ultimately, this first spark of uncertainty the Jalgori-Tobus have unleashed will kindle a firestorm. Nobody will know what to believe.”

“We have to address this head-on,” Thyra said. “Every archon in the Kelowan system is now desperate to find Uncle Dagon. I will have to sound plausible when I meet the other queens.”

“You will simply agree with them that finding the Gyvoy character is of paramount importance,” Iuntin ventured. “People will accept that this hunt will probably take years. And if opinion shifts that this is not just a human rebellion, so what? Then everyone will start obsessing over which dominion is behind it. The human rebellion was always a diversion for our benefit. If anything, the Jalgori-Tobus denouncing Josias and Gyvoy only adds to the intrigue of foreign intrusion. Dagon is safe in the Arcadia’s Moon. It’s a good ship—strange, but more than capable. Not that anyone knows that’s where he is. They’re stealthed and presumably already on their way to the Capo Frois ingress Gate. I advise you not worrying about Dagon.”

“Very well.” Thyra gave a reluctant nod. “But we do have to take care of the Diligent.”

“It will be destroyed,” Iuntin said. “Squadron Twenty-Three will make sure of that. Our triumph is inevitable.”

“I appreciate your optimism,” Thyra said. After the first thrill of meeting Iuntin, she wasn’t sure she approved of him; he always gave the impression he was talking down to her.

The dreadnought’s network alerted her that Queen Inessa-Marwa’s fleet had begun to arrive through the Cheluli egress Gate. She brightened. “Ah, some politics to deal with. Let’s see how quickly my dear sister queen falls into line.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

THE AEACUS WAS accelerating at a smooth one point four gees toward the Capo Frois ingress Gate. That unnaturally heavy force made every one of Terence’s joints ache, then there was the queasiness in his stomach. Also, his neck felt like he’d cricked it at some point. Jimena didn’t seem to be suffering quite as much, despite being almost the same age. It didn’t affect Vanilda at all. Youth never realizes its own blessings, he griped silently. His resentment had grown when he saw how the acceleration left Medusa apparently unperturbed—and surely she was nearly as old as he was? Yes, he’d rechecked his file on her, which was ambiguous about her age. She certainly shouldn’t be okay, given she’d spent weeks in medical suspension while he hid her in the Penacova hospice.

There is no justice.

He’d spent the entire flight so far slumped in an acceleration couch in the ship’s lounge. Yet its wonderfully supportive soft adaptive cushioning didn’t seem to be helping his body at all.

Vanilda was on the couch next to him. She reached out and took his hand. “We can go down to one gee,” she said sympathetically.

“I’m fine,” he grunted.

“Dad, you’re sweating and you look like you’re about to barf. You should get into the medical pod until we reach the Gate. I bet that’s what Aljan would say if he was here.”

But he’s not, Terence thought bitterly; his son had fled Gondiar with the Jalgori-Tobu family, choosing to stay with Laurella, his girlfriend, rather than come with his own family. Every child leaves home eventually, he acknowledged, though letting him go at this point tasted of defeat. But … he’s not a boy anymore. Vanilda was also old enough to make her own decisions, and thank the Goddess she’d stayed with them.

That was when the Aeacus received the message sent from the Diligent’s pod. All four of them watched it in startled silence.

“What are Otylia and Zelinda doing on the Diligent?” Vanilda demanded. “They’re supposed to be on the Polkadav heading for Anoosha. Actually, they should have been there by now. They ought to be on a starship heading out-system.”

“I don’t know,” Terence said. He turned to look at Jimena and winced at the flash of pain that movement sent into his skull.

“If the Jalgori-Tobus are on board the Diligent, Laurella and Aljan will be, too, won’t they?” Jimena said.

“Most likely.” He stared at the screen with its frozen image. His one irrelevant thought was that, despite his obvious exhaustion, Finn looked almost completely unchanged from that day he’d escorted him to the Zetian Palace more than forty years ago—the only time they’d ever met. He knew it was just the outcome of time dilation from relativistic travel, but even so it stung to see Finn so young. Still in his twenties. While I’m …

“I don’t understand. How did they get on board the Diligent?” Medusa asked in a troubled tone. “Are they part of this?”

“They can’t be,” Jimena said. “I know Otylia; she’s not part of any rebellion. They’re Jalgori-Tobus, for Asteria’s sake.”

“They probably thought the Diligent was a safe ship, what with Finn owning it,” Vanilda said. “After all, once they reached Anoosha, the plan was to buy passage out of the Crown Dominion.”

“Yes, but …” Terence couldn’t work out how they’d got on board. It annoyed him.

“Well, it’s not safe now, is it?” Jimena said. “Everybody is going to want to investigate just what the hell’s been happening on the Diligent. And … I thought fake Gyvoy was on board.”

“Apparently not,” Medusa said. “If we believe Finn, he stayed on Dolod.”

“He must have flown back up into orbit,” Terence said. “He couldn’t have survived if he was still on a station; you saw their energy radiation levels during the momentum transfer.”

“So there was another ship in orbit. Stealthed.”

“Yeah. Any guesses as to which one?”

“The Arcadia’s Moon,” Vanilda exclaimed.

“Yeah.”

“We have to tell people—the queens. We can broadcast that the ship’ll go back to disguising itself as the Infinite Totality. They can catch Gyvoy, and this’ll all be over. We could go back to Gondiar. Right?”

Terence pulled a face—an action made worse by the gravity. “I’m not sure we should, sweetheart. The Wynid Navy, maybe even Helena-Thyra herself, is implicated in this. We don’t know what’s safe anymore. I have a secure lnc code for Neusch; I’ll send him a message—though I expect he will have worked this out for himself. He might know what to do. He certainly has contacts we don’t.” Makaio’s son had said he was going to investigate events on Uixic, so he should still be in the Kelowan system, and he was the only contact Terence had left who might be able to make sense of what’d happened.

“You know my thoughts on this,” Medusa said. “The Mara Yama have to be involved. No one else is batshit crazy enough to take on the Crown Dominion. And that fleet of theirs is suspiciously close.”

“Yeah. I know it fits, but … really?”

“Never mind who’s playing the Great Game. What about the Diligent?” Vanilda asked anxiously. “Dad, Aljan will be on board, and they’ve got half the Crown Dominion fleet chasing them, as well as those other two archon ships.”

“I know.”

“The Diligent isn’t a warship. It can’t defend itself.”

Terence sighed, wishing he hadn’t; it was tough inhaling again.

“Our ship has weapons,” Vanilda said. “Archon weapons. We can protect them. Nobody else will. Dad! Please!”

“Uh-huh,” Terence was reviewing their astrogation display. At their current acceleration they’d reach the ingress Gate to Capo Frois over a day behind all the other ships heading there. And they’re just the ones we know about. “If we’re going to do that, the Aeacus will have to accelerate a lot harder than this.”

“Then you’re going into the medical pod,” Jimena said.

Terence knew that tone; it wasn’t a suggestion.

“I’m getting in one, too,” she admitted. “We have to go faster; this is our son we’re talking about. Not to mention a whole lot of answers to what the hell is going on.”
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JOSIAS APONI WAS in the passenger lounge in the Arcadia’s Moon, resting on one of the ship’s hemispherical couches while it accelerated away from Dolod at an unobtrusive third of a gee. He had relaxed into his dual state, a small part of his mind aware of external events—the caretaker, he called it. An attribute of his personality that could handle the inconsequential: sitting, walking, eating; small talk. (Yes, the burger tastes good; no more coffee, thanks; sure, darling, let’s go to the party tomorrow.) It left his true self free from the trivia of people to concentrate on anything he considered important. Like right now, for example, working out how the hell to survive his wife’s mistake.

He hadn’t been concentrating on that originally. No, there’d been a more exciting—be honest; exhilarating—issue: how he was going to outsmart Gyvoy and his merry little band of psycho rebels before they killed him. Which they would probably be doing in a couple of days when the Arcadia’s Moon went into the Capo Frois ingress Gate. Then he would lose his usefulness to them as Inspirational Leader of the Human Rebellion—not that he’d miss making all the profound speeches.

Consequently, Josias was spending long hours exploring the network of the Arcadia’s Moon, searching for a way to deal with Gyvoy and his team. All he’d found so far were that the rumors about it being an old Celestial starship might be true. Some of the routines were like nothing he’d ever accessed before, either on the Diligent or on Gondiar. There were obvious crude human sections, which were patched badly on top of the ultra-sophisticated control routines. The human nodes he could access with some of the routines he’d acquired from various brokers in Santa Rosa to handle certain private financial activities. The rest—the weird segments—he was mapping out using neurodata manipulation procedures that Otylia had taught him.

Now, though, his progress had come to an abrupt halt. And for the first time in his life, he was on the verge of real panic. The message from Otylia and her two painfully honest siblings had reached the Arcadia’s Moon. If he had anything less than absolute control, his jaw would have dropped in dismay. Are you fucking crazy? That knowledge gave you an advantage. Why would you give it away?

Had Otylia learned nothing in the forty years they’d spent together? So now Gyvoy—who was sitting in a couch about three meters away—knew that he knew. And sections of the starship’s network were dropping out as they were secured behind some serious levels of encryption. Which meant Andino had seen the message, too. That was bad. As bad as it could get, because Gyvoy had been pushing Andino’s compliance to its limit by bringing three thousand tons of antimatter on board from Dolod. There was carrying weapons to fight other Traveler ships, and there was getting caught by Celestials with something that could annihilate entire planets.

If Andino suspected Gyvoy might actually be a Celestial archon, Asteria alone knew what she might do to them. A them that included Josias. Open airlocks and no spacesuits was his first choice.

It meant Josias was out of options. All that was left was a head-on attack. Fortunately, that was one of his specialities.

“Well, that’s another charge for the divorce lawyer to fire at her,” he said indignantly. “At this rate I’m going to come out of court with a couple of her palaces to my name.”

Gyvoy regarded him with mild puzzlement. “What?”

“I’m a CI mock-up?” He grinned fulsomely. “That’s outright slander. Not as bad as you, my boy; I mean … a Celestial? They’re trying to discredit both of us.”

“You think?”

“Could that have been a CI simulation?” Josias pondered out loud. “I mean, the queen’s archons must have worked out you were involved. They’re bigging you up, making this into the greatest conspiracy there could be. Another dominion is attacking Kelowan. It’ll give the queens an excuse to go full dictator. Smart, I suppose.”

“Do you think it was a simulation?” Gyvoy challenged. Liliana was looking at the two of them from her couch, a calculating expression on her face.

“No. You’ve spent the whole forty years I’ve been in the Crown Dominion planning and preparing this. And I’m pretty sure plenty of time before that, right? Our service—our sacrifice—discovers worlds, seeds hope, breaks empires,” he quoted. “You’re the one who took the Diligent to Kingsnest. Besides, there’s the ultimate acid test …”

“Yes?”

Now Liliana was leaning forward attentively

Josias resisted smiling, but—gotcha! “This is all about forcing the queens to give humans the democratic freedoms we deserve, right? You and I come at it from different directions. I mean, you’re going fully physical. Smashing two planets together. My boy! That is so beyond awesome it verges on the divine. The Archimedes Engine wasn’t a weapon, it was a fucking miracle.”

Gyvoy gave a modest shrug.

“But the goal is the same. You’ve gained the attention of the Celestials, and I have the imagination of all the humans. What we’re doing, what we’re showing the entire Centauri Cluster, is that humans deserve dignity and equality. Now you tell me, what Celestial Dominion would be fighting for that?”

“He has a point,” Liliana said in an amused tone.

“Exactly. You’re not a Celestial archon, because our freedom is going to hurt them where it counts: the bottom line. It doesn’t matter what era of terrestrial life’s history you live in; when the people take control of their own economy—when they’re no longer a vassal state—the fruit of their labors winds up costing more.”

“He could still be a Celestial,” Liliana said. “Double bluff.”

Gyvoy turned to give her a genuine look of surprise.

“I know Imperial Celestials have subcutaneous protocells that can alter their facial features. He just looks like the actual Gyvoy,” she concluded in satisfaction.

“Could be,” Josias agreed cheerfully. “But there’s one thing protocells can’t do for you.”

“Which is?” Gyvoy asked with quiet menace.

“Turn you into a shortarse.”

“Excuse me?”

Josias chortled—for so many reasons. “Simple. Imperial Celestials are what …? Two and a half, three meters tall? And you—I’m being generous here—are maybe one point seven meters?”

“One seven seven,” Gyvoy said.

“Well, there you have it, man. How can protocells subtract height?”

“Excellent point,” Liliana said, and sucked her lower lip. “I think you might be a real human, Gyvoy. And if Josias is a CI simulation, he’s a damn good one.”

Josias gave her an appreciative nod.

“Asteria’s arse,” Gyvoy grunted. He got up and walked stiffly out of the lounge.

Liliana grinned knowingly at Josias. “Nicely played.”

The compliment sent a winter chill all the way up his spine to spike his brain.

[image: Paragraph break image]

TERENCE HAD BEEN inside the Aeacus medical pod less than three hours when a secure signal came in from the trackers sticking to the Infinite Totality as it drifted along its holding orbit. Another ship was approaching.

“The Arcadia’s Moon,” Medusa said as the ship came into focus. The golden geodesic sphere was unmistakable. Inside its trusses, all eight ovoid sections were slowly realigning themselves as it decelerated gently toward the Infinite Totality.

“I’m pretty sure Gyvoy is on board,” Terence said. “He had to have a way off Dolod. This is it.”

“Are you going to warn the Celestials?” Vanilda asked.

Terence took a moment. “No. Well … Not the Wynid chief archon, that’s for certain. He and Lady Asahi-Iryna want us dead. Olomo might be an ally, and the same with Sahdiah—the enemy of my enemy, and all that crap. But the way alliances are shifting … I don’t know. I’ll probably just tell Neusch. He might have advice on who we can trust.”

“But he’ll know the Arcadia’s Moon has reappeared, won’t he?” Jimena said. “Those are his trackers.”

“Yeah. But face it, he’s the only one who’s been on our side.” And with good reason. “And he may have found out what kind of Great Game is being played here. We certainly don’t know.”

“As long as he doesn’t try and stop us from going to Capo Frois,” Vanilda said. “Helping Aljan and the Diligent is our real mission now. Everything else is just Celestial politics.”

“Which decides our future,” Jimena said sharply. “But yes, this is just trying to find out who we tell about the Arcadia’s Moon without making things worse for humans.”

“Okay, I’m going to send Neusch a message,” Terence said.
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THEY WATCHED THE ARCADIA’S MOON dock with the Infinite Totality, which closed its fuselage around it. The disguised starship started accelerating at three gees toward the Capo Frois ingress Gate.

“That is one popular star system,” Medusa said.

“Because it has so many gates leading away, I guess,” Vanilda replied.

“That can’t be why the fake Gyvoy wants to go there,” Terence said. “He’s spent years, decades, setting the operation up; he’s not about to run away to the depths of the Centauri Cluster. Obliterating Kelowan isn’t the end of his Game, it’s the first move.”

“We should just blow the Arcadia’s Moon out of existence,” Medusa said. “Problem over, for everyone.”

“And if we’re wrong, and Gyvoy isn’t even on board?”

“He has to be.”

“Ninety percent certainty isn’t good enough. I need positive proof.”

“Asteria’s arse. You can take the man out of the police station …”

“We’re not killing people at random and hoping we’re right.”

“You know Toše is probably on board, don’t you?” Medusa said curtly.

Terence felt his body tighten up; not even the pod could soothe that angst away. “Again, the key word here is: probably. Prove to me he is, and I will happily blow that starship straight to hell.”

She shook her head in dismay, but didn’t say anything else.
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THE MEDICAL POD was a special kind of weird. At some deep instinctual level, Terence’s body was convinced it was asleep. It was no longer subject to any kind of physical stress at all, producing a perfect state of relaxation. His mind, however, was fully awake. It allowed him to review all the information coming through his bioware implant from the ship’s sensors as they accelerated toward the Capo Frois ingress Gate at two gees.

He was aware of all the Celestial technology infiltrating his body—making tissue repairs, clearing away toxins, adding synthetic cells. The pod was providing him and Jimena with exactly the kind of advanced medical treatments disallowed to humans by the Gondiar settlement constitution. It was as if he were undergoing a hundred plush spa days all at once.

At the same time, he watched the huge operation to rescue Kelowan’s population. The planet had almost become lost below a lacework of fusion and ion drives, tiny dazzling lines interlaced in a broad web as they dropped down to the seven tower anchor asteroids, then raced away as soon as their privilege-blessed passengers rushed on board. For everyone else—that is, the families who weren’t as Grand—tower capsules shuttled them up to the habitats that’d been chosen as lifeboats. And all the while Boksrock grew closer, its red mares and hills somehow making it even more threatening.

The two activities happening simultaneously was like being high on sniff. Nothing really mattered, because everything he was experiencing seemed slightly unreal.
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IT WAS TWO days before Neusch’s reply arrived; Terence let it play in the lounge so Vanilda and Medusa could see it.


Terence. Thank you for your intel concerning the Arcadia’s Moon. I must strongly advise you not to engage that ship in any kind of firefight. It is rumored to be equipped with several powerful Remnant Era weapons, and as yet we have no definite proof the Gyvoy entity is on board. You would be risking yourself on the basis of a hypothesis—however likely it is.

As to your plan to rendezvous with the Diligent to reunite with your son, it is also risky, but understandably necessary. I have a source in the Wynid Court that I trust. We are convinced that Queen Helena-Thyra is an active player in whatever Great Game is playing. The assassination of Empress Carolien-Amaia tends to support this. According to my source, Squadron Twenty-Three has officially received orders to capture the Diligent and everyone on board with minimal loss of life, allowing the Jalgori-Tobu family to be questioned by fleet intelligence. However, they were subsequently given specific orders to eliminate the Diligent and ensure there are no survivors.

The Aeacus is a powerful ship, but you urgently need allies if you are to neutralize an entire navy squadron. Olomo is going through the Gate to Capo Frois ahead of you. Message him when you arrive. He will help, and hopefully include Sahdiah in your endeavor. This will mean you will have to share whatever information awaits on the Diligent with them, but given all of us are working to the same end, uncovering who Gyvoy’s controller is, that should not be a problem.

I’m attaching a code you can use to send me secure messages from other star systems, as I would value whatever information you can gather. I will of course send you updates when I have them. I hope that one day we can meet in person so I may thank you for your help.



“Way to go, Dad,” Vanilda said, a broad grin on her face.

“The queen is part of this?” a startled Medusa asked. “Is he serious?”

Terence could feel the Makaio-Spirit stirring in agitation at the back of his mind. “Imperial Celestials don’t have our sense of humor, so yes, Neusch genuinely thinks Helena-Thyra is involved.”

“That just kicked our problems up by an order of magnitude. We need to get to Capo Frois, pull Aljan off the Diligent, then fly a long, long way from the Crown Dominion. None of us can afford to get involved in a Great Game being played by a queen! That’s a guaranteed death sentence.”

“Is Queen Helena-Thyra trying to kill the other queens, do you think?” Jimena asked.

“Sounds like Neusch thinks so.”

“Sweet Asteria. Why?”

“You know Imperial Celestials. Ruling one system is never enough.”

“What’s going to happen to Gondiar?” Vanilda asked anxiously.

“I’ve no idea. I don’t think anyone does. Let’s just tackle one problem at a time, okay? First, we go find the Diligent and Aljan.”

“Okay.”
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ONE HOUR BEFORE the planets were due to collide, Thyra and a small entourage went to the Dracaenae’s observation chamber—a simple cylinder with a solid floor and curving transparent walls of ultrabonded diamond that now protruded out of the flagship’s fuselage. Admiral Serrilda-Kroja had disapproved on safety grounds, but she’d been swiftly overruled. “I intend to witness, in full, this atrocity committed against the Crown Dominion,” Thyra told her sharply. “It is a memory which must not be allowed to fade.”

Thyra walked down the chamber’s central spiral stair, followed by her princesses and congregants. As soon as the girls reached the deck, they ran to the window and pressed themselves against it. Clavissa hurried after them and stopped the younger girls’ squabbling about who had the best view.

The dreadnought had aligned its axis to point directly at Kelowan, showing them the condemned world traversing a slow circle across space as the huge ship rotated. On one side, far above the terminator line, a loose crescent of furious antimatter exhausts were pushing a collection of habitats clear. They were already more than a million kilometers out, and edging further away at a rate so painfully slow Thyra almost winced. While on the other side of Kelowan, barely twice the radius of the georing away, Boksrock was inbound—a deceptively bland rusty-gray disk, hastening to the end of its existence.

Thyra thought it magnificent. Power of this magnitude ought to be worshiped, not feared and hated. It took all her self-control not to smile in welcome. The others in the observation chamber would never understand. This wasn’t destruction, it was an act of creation, allowing a fresh future to be birthed from the ashes.

“The georing’s moving, look!” an excited princess, Ayoa, called.

Thyra followed the curve of the slender aureate ring, seeing a small but definite distortion bulge rising. She watched the prominence grow as the megastructure was distorted by the gravitational pull of the approaching planet, trying to guess when it would finally snap.

The wretched thing had certainly proved stubborn enough when they’d tried to cut the habitats free. It’d been the first decision Thyra had faced as empress: How many to liberate? There were eight hundred seventy habitats attached to the georing—some of them toruses, while the majority were cylinders, with the largest a hundred twenty kilometers long. Navy engineers advised abandoning all the torus habitats, pointing out that if they started freeflying, their precession would be difficult to maintain, sending them wobbling out of control. The cylinders weren’t much better from a stability point of view, and they definitely didn’t want the larger ones cut free. The three fleets rushing to Kelowan to help evacuate the population were a symbol of overwhelming military potency, but they had nowhere near the drive capacity to push the biggest habitats clear in time. So Thyra announced that only habitats fifty kilometers long or less would be separated from the georing.

Given their internal volume, sixty-two of them would be sufficient to carry the majority of Kelowan’s billion-strong population (those who couldn’t get a berth on a ship) without their internal ecology collapsing. But that would turn them into lifeboats, not new homes. For eleven days, the industrial stations of the georing had fabricated ultrabonded cradles that were attached in concentric circles to the end of the fortunate sixty-two. Then the warships would secure themselves into the cradles and fire their antimatter engines at full capacity, beginning the agonizingly slow push to the sanctuary of safe distance.

Not that any astrophysicist would provide a firm definition of safe distance.

“We simply don’t know enough to predict the final collision vectors, Majesty,” her court datamaster, Stethos-Thierry, admitted miserably. “At the moment, Boksrock’s trajectory means it will directly impact across a fifth of Kelowan. But what happens after will be chaos at its peak. After the collision, a good percentage of both planets will shatter, and that much mass will inevitably reconjugate into a large planetoid. Whether it will result in a moon, many moons, or a debris cascade that flings a million fragments out across the solar system, nobody knows.”

All four royal dreadnoughts were coasting just more than a million and a half kilometers from Kelowan, maintaining position an unthreatening ten thousand kilometers from one another. The Vengadora, Carolien’s dreadnought, was now under the command of her admiral of the fleet—a position that would soon be taken over by Wynid personnel. The Gegnerin, Inessa-Marwa’s ship, was holding just above the ecliptic. Her fleet had decelerated into Kelowan orbit only forty-one hours ago, just in time to help evacuate the last desperate Imperial Celestials from the seven tower anchor asteroids. While Luus-Marcela’s ship, the Schlachten, was closest to the Dracaenae, which Thyra assumed was a show of solidarity with the new empress.

With twenty minutes to go, Thyra connected to the Dracaenae’s network through a discreet bulb on her lace brocade glove. It provided an ultra-secure, real-time merger with the other two queens that no one else could access. They materialized within her perception, more real than any hologram, apparently standing next to her—Luus-Marcela in her profligate bloodstone carapace that now had so many antler protrusions it was impossible to wear any real clothes over it. Instead her wardrobe mistress seemed to have draped ribbons across her. By contrast, Inessa had only been in her new host body, Marwa, for a couple of months before leading her fleet to Kelowan. With her beguilingly youthful features, simple sky-blue robe, and not even the smallest bloodstone incursions, it would have been an easy assumption that Marwa was still a princess.

“This still seems like a dream,” Inessa-Marwa exclaimed. “Not even our worst-case scenarios envisaged this.”

“Anyone worked out who it is yet?” Luus-Marcela demanded curtly.

“Only the people on the Diligent know,” Thyra said. “And they’re long gone through the Gate of Heaven on their way to Capo Frois.”

“Well, you sent enough goddessdamned ships after them,” Luus-Marcela growled.

“This wretched old arkship has been our problem all along,” Thyra replied. “I originally ordered the Twenty-Third Squadron to vaporize the little human shits once they reached Capo Frois. Then the Jalgori-Tobu siblings sent their plea, so I had to change my order back to ‘capture and interrogate.’ Which is what I wanted to do from the beginning, but that practically insubordinate commander Radwarno-Werkas was desperate to nuke them right from the start. Why dear Carolien ever let her reach such a senior rank eludes me. We all know information is the only weapon that really counts, and we have none. None! As we watch the capital of our entire dominion die. Fucking archons.”

“Not just our archons,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Olomo and Sahdiah were equally keen to reach the Diligent.”

“This all hangs on whether the Jalgori-Tobus are being truthful,” Luus-Marcela said.

“The boy confessed to changing the Archimedes Engine’s operation,” Inessa-Marwa countered. “Which makes me inclined to believe them about this so-called Gyvoy character. A human, even a uranic, simply couldn’t do such a thing alone. If naught else, it requires serious investigation.”

“It’s the Mara Yama,” Thyra proclaimed. “It has to be. Destroying an entire habitable world? Who else could it possibly be? And we all know why: they want the Helium Sea.” The notion had a reasonable degree of plausibility, especially given how paranoid everyone was right now. She’d agreed with her father and Iuntin to introduce the concept as a distraction; they simply couldn’t afford anyone thinking Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project was still in play. “And the only way they’ll ever get that is if we become disunited,” she concluded.

“That will never happen, Empress,” Luus-Marcela said firmly.

“Absolutely not,” Inessa-Marwa added, a beat behind.

All three queens fell silent as the georing finally snapped. The slender strand burst apart, its splintered ends twisting as aimlessly as dying serpents. Undulations that were thousands of kilometers long began to traverse the slender line. More sections broke free. Three of the orbital towers fractured. The clashing gravity fields of two planets soon began to break up the rest of the structure. But even that massive act of destruction was lost as Kelowan’s atmosphere began to degenerate into roiling storms that quickly expanded and merged, shrouding continents and oceans alike below violent macro-hurricanes. Like the georing before it, the upper atmosphere began to bulge upward, resembling some gigantic living pseudopod reaching to greet Boksrock.

Thyra actually braced herself as the two planets finally hit, the point of impact initially obscured by clouds. Garish crimson light penetrated the anarchic white blanket, but even that provided no clue as to what was happening to Kelowan’s surface. On Boksrock, however, massive fissures ripped open, spreading at incredible speed around the curve of the airless globe. Seas of regolith poured down into the black gulfs as mountains shattered and craters erupted.

Several of her congregant daughters started to whimper in spellbound shock, taking a step back from the observation chamber’s wall. They glanced at Thyra, seeking reassurance, only to find zero comfort in her features.

As soon as the worlds touched, the speed of the process seemed to increase. Kelowan’s oceans were vaporizing fast as continent-sized torrents of magma surged up through the broken crust. The atmosphere expanded up from the surface in a blast wave, streaking out to embrace the disintegrating mares of Boksrock. Weird pocks began to erupt from the outer layer—smog mountains born and dying in seconds above the collision zone far below. Their ejecta—huge globs of magma—glowed a dazzling pink as they arched out across thousands of kilometers, some even reaching escape velocity.

“Okay, it’s officially knocked Kelowan out of alignment from the orbital band,” Luus-Marcela said. “My science teams say it’s now elliptical at a three-degree inclination.”

“Mine agree,” Thyra said, examining the data coming through from the Dracaenae’s network.

“That’s going to affect the other worlds in this band,” Inessa-Marwa observed.

Thyra instructed the dreadnought’s CI to project the new orbit, mapping gravitational resonances on the other habitable worlds. The outcome caused her eyebrow to rise slightly at the ongoing effects. “It’s not going to collide with any of the others for the first fifty thousand years,” she said, dismayed by how defensive she sounded.

“Yes, but we’ll need to correct it eventually,” Luus-Marcela said.

“So ask the Elohim for another Archimedes Engine,” Inessa-Marwa said in a disinterested tone. “After this, they seriously owe us.”

“If you can get a response out of a Gate of Heaven, that’ll be a first for the Crown Dominion. They haven’t talked to any dominion in this part of the Centauri Cluster for ten thousand years.”

“We can decide a strategy for Kelowan later,” Thyra told the other two. “The habitats are our immediate priority.” She glanced back out at the catastrophe. Kelowan’s larger mass seemed to have halted Boksrock, although the two bodies were still distorting, obese wrestlers locked in each other’s embrace. Kelowan’s vapor-saturated atmosphere was now writhing up over the lower portion of Boksrock, where the power of the strike shock had transformed to thermal energy, creating a radiant vermillion halo of fragmenting rock.

“Do you think it’s going to stay like that?” Luus-Marcela asked with mild interest. “Sort of not-quite merged?”

“Who cares?” Thyra retorted in annoyance.

“Once the initial shock waves ride through the two cores, they’ll rebound and trigger a mass adjustment,” Inessa-Marwa said brightly. “That’s what my planetologists are telling me, anyway.”

Thyra was tempted to give Admiral Serrilda-Kroja the order to open fire on Inessa’s dreadnought. The only thing stopping her was that even the Dracaenae’s weapons couldn’t blast the other dreadnought out of existence with an opening salvo from the relativistic cannon. The two would have to exchange blows, like a couple of drunk humans, for an hour before one emerged victorious. No guarantee it would be the Dracaenae, either. Stick with the plan, she told herself sternly.

“Ladies!” she snapped. “We need to focus on getting the refugees out of the habitats and down to the remaining planets.”

A red light was now shining into the observation chamber, strengthening like a dawn. Thyra could see Kelowan had clearly been cracked open all the way down to the mantle. Out of the heart of the collision zone, an immense tide of magma was rising through the miasma of vaporized water and atmosphere. Forced outward by the incredible shock waves, it continued to rise, its head crowning thousands of kilometers above the cataclysm producing it. The sight was, she thought, devastatingly beautiful.

“Asteria, now that is not something I was expecting,” Luus-Marcela said quietly.

“Quite so,” Thyra agreed.

“Are we to include Gondiar as a new settlement for the refugees?” Inessa-Marwa asked slyly.

“We are going to need Gondiar to help feed the refugees,” Thyra said calmly. “Kelowan imported most of its food, anyway, so it won’t require any major changes—just where it gets shipped to.”

“That’s your policy?” Inessa-Marwa asked scathingly. “Tell the humans to just carry on? After you and Carolien sent that General Scorched Earth fool to crack heads together and restore order, we’ll be lucky if Gondiar sends us a single grape now.”

“That was Carolien’s decision alone,” Thyra replied with magisterial composure. “All I petitioned her for was Makaio-Faraji’s assassin to be brought to justice, which she had conspicuously failed to do after two years. She went overboard as usual. His appointment was completely irresponsible. It’s damaged the enterprises of several Wynid Grand Families that are based there.”

“So what are you going to do?” Luus-Marcela asked.

“Withdraw Avone-Valerio for a start. I’ll appoint someone from my own court as the new governor—someone with some diplomatic sensibilities, who can restore order without antagonizing the humans.”

“Waste of time and effort,” Inessa-Marwa said. “I’d double down on the humans. If you ease off now, just as proper order is being imposed, they’ll be back again in a year with more demands. They lack the nuanced thinking to understand their position.”

“Well, it isn’t your decision, is it, as I am the empress now.”

“Of course the decision is yours,” Inessa-Marwa said. “And I’ll support that fully. I was simply providing options, as is our tradition.”

Thyra hated the way she had to use a mild rider to keep her temper in check. Helena had endured thousands of years of the queens goading one another; she wouldn’t have needed any assistance.

“But we’ll need Ramona-Nuk to formally sanction your new policies,” Inessa-Marwa added.

“Do we?” Thyra murmured tauntingly. “I mean she couldn’t be arsed to turn up. And I have, justifiably, declared a state of emergency.”

Ramona-Nuk had actually arrived through the Nizinsk egress Gate thirty hours earlier. As soon as she’d been informed of the situation, her dreadnought, the Tueuse, had led her fleet along a vector to Kelowan at five gees. It would be several days until she arrived to join the others. All she could ever do now was assist with shepherding the habitat refugees to their new homes.

“Good point,” Luus-Marcela said with a roguish smile. “But you might want to think long-term.”

“I know, but one can dream.”

They both laughed.

“She won’t appreciate that emergency protocol excluding her,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“Oh, my sweet sister Queen,” Thyra said with apparent concern. “There is such a thing as having a host that is too youthful. I thought you’d enjoy dear Ramona-Nuk’s reaction at being unable to join this quorum.”

Inessa-Marwa took a moment before an artful grin arrived. They all knew Ramona-Nuk would be growing increasingly paranoid about what was being said by the three of them meeting in real time. It was the principal reason why the queens always tended to gather together. Oh, there were always state visits between two, but a meeting that excluded just one … who knew what was being discussed, or alliances agreed? And by now, Ramona-Nuk knew she would never be allowed to forget she’d arrived too late to help with the Kelowan evacuation.

“If you’re going to replace General Avone-Valerio, we should have an understanding in place about a redistribution of authority over Verak,” Luus-Marcela said.

“As empress I am always open to suggestions,” Thyra conceded. She shifted her gaze to the Vengadora, Carolien’s dreadnought. “Especially how to distribute our poor late sister’s flagship.”

“There would need to be safeguards,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“We’ll need it for the Annexation,” Thyra said. “After that. Well … it’s an old ship.”

“You’re going ahead with the Annexation?” Luus-Marcela queried in surprise.

“The Annexation is now utterly essential,” Thyra retorted. “Restructuring our fiefs in the Kelowan system, and encouraging Verak’s Grand Families to remember the authority of the empress is forever undiminished, will be a priority. Annexation will do that. We will have to delay it until the habitat refuges have been settled—another act to emphasize our authority and ability to rule for the benefit of all. But now welcoming Capo Frois into the Crown Dominion is not only a display of our power and intent to the Mara Yama and any other dominion foolish enough to challenge us, it will underline it internally as well.” She gestured at the disconcerting duality of Kelowan and Boksrock. The first massive gout of magma had been joined by several more gushing out of the open wound created by the collision.

“Regard: a perfect illustration of our situation. The mass of the two unbalanced worlds has stalled now that the initial impact has run its course. The shock and the change brutal in its effect, creating uncertainty in those who witness it. But they will inevitably crumple back into unity as gravity exerts its irresistible force, becoming larger and more impressive than before. And we queens are the gravity that brings balance and unity to the Crown Dominion.”

“Bravo, Empress,” Inessa-Marwa said with an applause that barely managed to fall short of outright mockery.

“To the new future of the Crown Dominion,” Luus-Marcela acknowledged.

Thyra paid them no heed. She watched the first magma crown separate from its ejecta stem and begin to gather itself into a quivering sphere. The still-forming moonlet shone with undiminished fiery radiance, bathing the white clouds below its orbit the color of blood.




CHAPTER TWO

IT HAD TAKEN the Alumata’s biofactury unit three days to synthesize and integrate the bio-andy. Neusch had given its physiological profile a standard male Imperial Celestial template. Except when he studied it after completion, he pondered if some subconscious vanity had seeped into the design. The gold-flecked blue eyes drew attention, as did the long, sharp cheekbones. The bio-andy was a good ten centimeters taller than him, too, and a rather charming smile was easy to produce through his neural connection with it.

“Well, maybe you’ll blend in by being exceptional,” he muttered. Obviously he hadn’t fully mastered the neural synergy as it repeated the sentence back to him. The voice was mellow with the accent of a Grand Family member.

Too late to make another now, he thought dolefully. The Alumata had reformatted its profile to dock at High Amines, the tower anchor asteroid on Gondiar’s georing, poised above Grande Amines, a city on the equator below. The starship resembled a typically extravagant Grand Family yacht, registered at a habitat in the Nizinsk system. As far as he could make out, its arrival hadn’t raised any interest. But then, if the archons were doing their job properly, he wouldn’t know until it was far too late.

As a precaution, the Alumata was on full combat readiness status, with Neusch in its anti-gee pod, an uncomfortable number of support umbilicals inserted into his body—just in case.

That state had one advantage: he could walk the bio-andy into the dock without any distractions from his own body or mind. The neural connection was now completely naturalistic; he didn’t even really need the rider he was using.

Twenty minutes after the Alumata reached High Amines, a private transit cab carried the bio-andy to one of the dock’s five main commercial cargo sections. It was another anomaly that might have drawn attention to its presence; Celestial cabs didn’t venture into the human areas of the docks, but his CI had covertly massaged the dock’s traffic network data.

Neusch concentrated on the sensor feeds from the bay; there were no humans within a hundred meters of the bio-andy. It didn’t register on any of the internal sensors, nor did any of the alarms go off when he guided it into the airlock next to the cargo container holding eight hundred tons of chilled oysters. The bio-andy could handle the vacuum easily. It went hand over hand along a gantry arm and opened an inspection hatch at the base of the container.

The space inside was only fifty centimeters longer than its body. It settled in and closed the hatch.

Neusch used the CI to check the dock’s network again, but nobody had noticed the clandestine mission. Forty minutes later, the Ilumn arrived and began the process of attaching the cargo container to its central spine, plugging in power and coolant umbilicals. The oysters needed chilling for the voyage; they were five years old, the finest to be harvested from the Wedmore sea with its unpolluted waters. They were prized across the Kelowan system as original Kumamoto stock, without any DNA modification. The merchant enterprise shipping them was due a good profit. There were no oceans on Uixic, only freshwater seas where oysters didn’t grow. The local market would welcome every one of them, even in times as extraordinary as these.

After six hours, the cargo pod was attached and its datawork authorized by the High Amines dock authority CI. The Ilumn had refueled and restocked its own food supplies. It undocked and fired its iron thrusters, taking it clear of the georing at a tenth of a gee. When it was three hundred thousand kilometers above Kelowan, its fusion drive powered up, and it accelerated along a trajectory for Uixic.

Quarter of a million kilometers behind, the Alumata set off after it in darkflight mode.
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JOSIAS WAS FINALLY making some progress with the starship’s network. His advantage was that he could connect directly with the original routines running in the more exotic nodes that were integrated with the starship’s physical fabric; that way his orders could supersede the commands that Andino and her crew could issue through the human-built electronic modules that had been patched on top. He couldn’t hijack Arcadia’s Moon—yet—but there were actions, little changes to basic systems, which he could shield from anyone else.

There was also progress to be made in a very unexpected direction. The antimatter confinement system resting in the cargo hold cradles was surprisingly simple to access. He lacked the access codes that allowed control over individual chambers, but their peripherals were easy enough to understand. So he’d loaded in an illicit monitor routine that Otylia had shown him thirty years ago. If anyone else accessed the chambers, he might be able to extract their codes. Long shot … but if you didn’t reach for the impossible, you’d never achieve it. Until then, he continued to worry away at the main network as they accelerated slowly away from the scene of the greatest crime he’d ever been blamed for.
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AFTER THE ARCADIA’S MOON had spent two days creeping across the Kelowan system in stealth mode, it’d been a relief for everybody when the shell of the Infinite Totality had closed around them and they were able to use the starship’s ion drive to accelerate normally again. Gyvoy had barely spoken to Josias since Otylia’s broadcast. Her allegation was definitely festering among the crew, who were mingling even less with their four passengers. Josias worried Andino might try something stupid. He considered having a frank talk with her, maybe warning her just how dangerous this charter was. But then, she knew she was carrying stolen antimatter and that Gyvoy led the team who’d obliterated Kelowan. Maybe the legends about her were true: all she cared about was money.

All of which left him with very few options. He still couldn’t work out how long he was going to be useful to Gyvoy and Liliana. Best hope: they’d use him in Capo Frois to maintain the illusion of the Human Liberation movement while they carried out their own agenda—whatever the hell that actually was. He still couldn’t figure who was best placed to take advantage of Kelowan’s demise along with the assassination of the empress. The few times he’d managed to talk to the crew, they all assumed Gyvoy and Liliana were agents for the Mara Yama. It was kind of plausible, but instinctively he didn’t believe it.

All he could do was concentrate on the most important task in the galaxy: keeping himself safe and alive. His problem was, he just didn’t have enough information. Someone somewhere had to have an understanding; he just didn’t know who. Which led him to some deep thinking about the Centauri Cluster’s political structure. Certainly every dominion was separate and independent. However, there was one common feature holding them together: the Elohim. Not only by providing Celestials with the ability to safely fly interstellar through the Gates of Heaven, but by establishing the rules for using them.

“How do we know the rules?” he’d asked Andino one evening when she dropped into the lounge to collect her supper from the dispensers. “Did they announce them when they started building the Gates of Heaven?”

The captain’s eye lens tubes whirred softly as they focused on him. “They’ve been in force so long that everyone just knows them,” she said thoughtfully. “And yes, I know that doesn’t answer your question, so I suppose they must have laid them down very clearly when they opened the first Gates of Heaven—which I think was along the Axis Routes.”

“Axis Routes?”

“Three routes along the axis lines of the Centauri Cluster, that intersect at Trebah, right in the center. Their Gates of Heaven are spaced further apart than usual. If you travel directly along one, they say you can go from one end of the Cluster to the other in just over a hundred years—chronological time. So, three or four relativistic dilation years.”

“Trebah sounds like an interesting place. Is that the Elohim home system?”

“Nobody lives on Trebah’s habitable worlds. The Elohim forbade it; they’re like nature reserves.”

“Okay,” Josias said keenly. “So how do you know—”

“Why we can’t live on Trebah’s worlds? Same as the rules for using the Gates. It’s Centauri Cluster lore. We know because we’ve always known.”

“But how? Where does it begin?”

“You’d have to ask a Celestial.”

Josias was pleased with himself for not glancing in Gyvoy’s direction. “So the Elohim must have spoken to other Celestials at the start.”

“That’s the obvious conclusion, sure. I mean they took part in plenty of wars toward the end of the Remnant Era—basically to shut down the last remaining conflicts with maximum force. Some more recent wars, too, supposedly. Nobody ever won against them. I mean, you’ve heard of Shear in the Travini system, right?”

“Er … no.”

“The Elohim cut a planet in half. I mean literally sliced it open along the equator. The southern half shattered, or they blew it up—whatever—but the northern hemisphere survived.”

“I … right. Okay. Man, that’s disturbing.”

“Point is, whatever they say—especially a rule—is remembered. They’re not the kind of dominion who has to repeat anything.”

“But my point stands,” Josias insisted. “They had to speak to other Celestials at some point.”

“Well, yeah.”

“So do they live in the Gates of Heaven?”

“Some say they are the Gates,” Liliana said.

“Really?”

“Of course they’re not,” Gyvoy said irritably. “For all they are extraordinary, and channel incredible energies, the Gates of Heaven are just machines.”

“Like the Archimedes Engine?” Josias said.

“Quite. And I visited Kingsnest, where it was built. The Elohim have a knowledge of reality that exceeds every other Celestial Dominion. That is why they are so deified. Many dominions pursue enhanced evolution purely for the hope of reaching the Elohim’s level.”

“And none have,” Liliana said tersely.

Gyvoy gave her a modest shrug. “Not yet. But what was achieved once can be achieved again—and maybe even surpassed, if you take the proper approach.”

“So we don’t even know if they’re still around,” Josias mused. “What if they evolved all the way up to the singularity point and transcended? The Gates they’ve left behind could just be operating on autopilot.”

“No, they’re still here,” Andino said smugly.

“You’ve seen them?”

“Not in person, no, but they are still building new Gates of Heaven, new pathways. I actually saw an Elohim line ship once.”

“You did?” Liliana asked in surprise.

“Yes, in the Kosp’k Dominion, about fifteen years ago in my personal timeline, so maybe a hundred and eighty years ago straight chronological. It was as large as a medium-size moon. The most amazing sight.”

“You’ve been to the Kosp’k Dominion?”

“Passing through.”

“It’s sixty-five light-years away.”

“I do know that,” Andino said merrily. “I was there.”

“I don’t suppose you talked to the line ship?” Josias asked. “Whatever one is.”

“Their line ships create the line of quintessence that links the Gates of Heaven. And no, I didn’t talk to it. I doubt they’d be interested in anything I had to say.”

“Got it,” Josias said. “So they’re still here, and still active, building new paths between stars?”

“Why the interest?” Gyvoy asked.

“The way I see it, the Elohim are the ones who did the groundwork that resulted in the Centauri Cluster we have here today. The parents of the dominions, if you like.”

“Sure. What’s your point?”

“You just killed Kelowan and now we’re going to fly down one of the pathways they built, carrying three thousand tons of antimatter. You’re not worried they’ll show an interest?”

Gyvoy gave him a pitying smile. “They don’t know it was us who altered the Archimedes Engine, and they don’t know what’s on board the Arcadia’s Moon. They don’t even know you’re on board, you know—you: the owner of the arkship that brought entropy engines into the Centauri Cluster.”

“You have entropy drives on the Diligent?” a startled Andino asked. “And you flew it into the Kelowan system? Ballsy!”

“Had,” Josias told her. “We decommissioned them as part of the Hafnir settlement contract.” He returned Gyvoy’s stare. “They were taken away and lawfully disposed of, as I recall.”

“So they were,” Gyvoy agreed. “In accordance with the Elohim prohibition—another one that nobody had to be told about. Except … Oh, yes: you.”

Josias decided that would be the last time he goaded Gyvoy. There was enmity building there, and Toše was always looking for a reason to unleash violence. For some reason, the security operative had taken against Josias. The why was unknowable, but Josias recognized the signs plain enough. He’d seen it enough times before, sadly. So after that he kept a low profile and continued to probe the starship’s network.

Thirty hours later they reached the ingress Gate for Capo Frois.

The frame jump warning sounded, and Josias settled back into his acceleration couch in the lounge. I-kdrene-Four, the ship’s doctor, came over to take a drop of blood for the Gift of Passage. The rest of the crew had plenty of cymech enhancements, but Josias was intrigued and impressed by the level the doc had taken it to. There wasn’t any actual flesh visible on the mechanical humanoid standing beside the couch.

“Are you going to be okay?” I-kdrene-Four asked as the needle jabbed Josias’s thumb.

“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“This is your first time through a Gate of Heaven. Some people are affected by the framing.”

“Yeah, frame dreaming. My granddaughter told me all about it. If she can handle it, I surely can.”

“Quite. I don’t suppose there’s much the Man Who Walked on Old Earth can’t handle,” I-kdrene-Four said.

Josias couldn’t tell if he was being snarky or not; the speaker in his polished metal skull didn’t offer much by way of tone.

The doctor went over to Gyvoy’s couch and took a drop of blood. Josias would have given a great deal to have the DNA of that drop analyzed. He’d thought about trying to bribe the doc, but didn’t know enough about the machine man to make an offer—not that he had a lot to offer right now.

Ironically, though, that lack of information on all fronts had given him an idea.

Two minutes before the Gift of Passage was fired into the Gate, Josias used his surreptitious connection with the starship’s network to power up a secondary communication antenna, pointing it dead ahead at the vast Elohim machine.

“You’re getting this, right?” Josias sent. “Yeah, I know you are. You Elohim didn’t put down the foundations of this incredible society and walk away. Yours is the Greatest Game there is, stopping them all from wiping each other out with their petty self-indulgence and arrogance. Those traits are not a good combination, am I right? Not when you have weapons that can kill entire planets—stars, too, if even five percent of the Remnant Era legends about you are true. You’re still guiding them from the shadows, aren’t you, these egotistic dominions? Hoping they’ll finally evolve out of their animal-human past and grow the fuck up one day? Applying a bit of pressure here, maybe a delayed starship there, a dangerous artifact vanishing without a trace. Pushing events back into the what-only-might-have-been category. And the only way to do that is with knowledge. A lot of knowledge. You know who’s on board this starship, and what he stole from … well, you. I’ve no idea what he’s trying to achieve; I can’t even work out which dominion sent him. Too many people are convinced it’s the Mara Yama—which to me is about as likely as it being the Human Liberation. It’s a complete crock of shit. It’s all too easy, making humans the patsy. You wanna tell me?”

He paused, not really expecting a reply. “Okay, so play the enigmatic card. But you know damn well Gyvoy is going to use that antimatter. The queens managed to evacuate Kelowan because that was a slow-motion disaster. It was done to bring instability to the Crown Dominion, create a long-term refugee crisis and hit the economy hard. They couldn’t save any of the industrial stations on Kelowan’s georing, and that’s going to hurt. But the next stage is going to be different.

“He’s gone full fucking psycho, this Celestial masquerading as Gyvoy. And not even you can save a city’s population once the teraton blast goes off downtown. The way to stop it is to go pre-emptive, to stop the bomb from ever getting near the city or habitat or whatever he’s going to take his axe to next. So I’m figuring you have your own archons, too, or something like them. Deniable agents. Dark ghosts. Myths. Phantom networks. Fools, even. People manipulated by quiet gifts of obscure knowledge, like poor simple Finn. Is he one of yours? Hell, is fake Gyvoy? Are you doing this? That’d be a cosmic joke, wouldn’t it? But in case you’re not—in case you do care about the trillions of lives you’ve provided an exquisite archipelago of stars to live in—I want you to know I’d like to help.

“And yes, you’re right, I want to live, too. Why not? Self-interest is the greatest exploitation of all, right? Well, man, do I have the highest dose of that you’ve ever seen; it’s like my curse and my superpower all rolled into one. So what do I do to be useful to both of us? Who do you have in Capo Frois that I can share my knowledge with? Who can tell me what needs doing to chill this down? I’m hoping someone who actually knows what the fuck is going on, and how to play this right. Because the maniac who is currently sitting two meters away from me … I see him, more than anybody. More than you even. I. See. Him. And I’m telling you, unless you act—unless the right butterfly flaps its wings in the right place—the stars themselves will turn red from the blood he’s going to spill for his cause. So just tell me. Please.”

“Firing the Gift,” Andino’s voice announced throughout the ship.

“We send You all that we are, and ask You grant us your protection in our flight, bountiful Lady,” Gyvoy, Liliana, and Toše chanted.

“Bountiful Lady,” Josias grunted, trying to keep his anger from showing. Fucking supernatural morons. People are going to die. More than even you can count.

“Ingress Gate in twenty seconds,” the captain announced.

Josias braced himself, fully aware how pointless that was. But his body appreciated it on a deep, primitive level.

The universe altered somehow. Every aspect of the passenger lounge was closer, yet small enough that he could take it all in. Behind that unnervingly fragile skin of reality lay a profound darkness, one that was squeezing down hard on his little bubble of reality.

And out of that darkness came a voice.
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WHEN THE ALUMATA was two million kilometers out from Uixic, Neusch ordered the ship’s CI to release a batch of observer microsats—ultra-dark orbs a centimeter in diameter. They zipped on ahead, following a trajectory which would see them skimming along Uixic’s upper atmosphere just enough to aerobrake them into orbit. The Alumata started to decelerate, aiming for an orbit a hundred thousand kilometers above the world. Close enough so Neusch could remote pilot the bio-andy without the kind of significant time delay that someone might notice.

As they closed on Uixic, the microsats detected sophisticated scans sweeping space around the planet. They identified eleven stealthed platforms in a twenty-thousand-kilometer orbit running resonance sweeps undetectable by normal sensors. He was almost relieved to see them; their presence confirmed Gahiji-Calder and Jolav-Dabny’s suspicions. That the old senior archon and his equally ancient Grand Family power-broker friend were certain something had happened to Ualana-Lyon during his clandestine visit to Uixic—something significant. His subsequent appointment as Helena-Thyra’s chief archon was otherwise inexplicable. Uncovering the provincial planet’s secret would be helpful for everyone—especially now.

The fact the platforms existed was disturbing and energizing at the same time. His father’s extensive memory giftings never included knowledge of the Crown Dominion Navy keeping a surreptitious watch on Uixic—nor any of the dominion’s habitable planets. Standard sensor platforms monitored spaceship movements across the system. So unless the navy had secretly deployed them in response to the current emergency—hugely unlikely—Uixic had some very strange guardians.

He sent a message to Gahiji-Calder along with a file of the data he’d collected so far, trying not to sound too self-satisfied. For him, discovering the unknown ships confirmed he’d made the right choice in continuing what was his father’s original mission. He knew something had happened when Ualana-Lyon flew the Annoton to Uixic. It wasn’t just his sons Pavel and Lucio who’d vanished; there had been no further sightings of the Annoton, either. Neusch had checked very thoroughly. After arriving at Uixic and registering a parking orbit with the planet’s spaceship authority, the Annoton had departed two days later without logging an official flight vector. Since then, it hadn’t left the Kelowan system through any of the ingress Gates of Heaven, nor had it flown to any of the habitable planets or space habitats. It hadn’t docked with industrial stations or asteroid mines.

Of course, as a Celestial starship, it was capable of operating independently for decades, but Neusch was sure that wasn’t the answer. This mission and the ongoing shock of Boksrock made him fear the worst—and not just with the Annoton. He didn’t expect to find the brothers or Ualana’s Lyon host body. He kept telling himself that attitude wasn’t paranoia, nor was it related to him being a first life and lacking experience. Rather, it was a constant background dread, rooted in having his father assassinated. Especially now that Queen Helena-Thyra herself might have been involved.

You’re not paranoid if they really are out to get you.

That was an expedient thought for an archon. Not that I am one. Officially.

He stayed in the anti-gee pod in case he needed to leave orbit, fast. The Alumata’s sensors showed him the Ilumn dropping into a standard thousand-kilometer orbit above Uixic’s equator. A couple of hours later, a big commercial spaceplane rendezvoused with the human freighter. It was owned by the cargo agency his shell enterprise had partnered with. The chilled container of oysters was transferred over, and the spaceplane’s engines fired a retro burn.

Neusch concentrated on the feed from the bio-andy, which he’d named Halvin-Aneil. It was a fast flight, the spaceplane aerobraking around two-thirds of the planet before finally dropping into subsonic flight and lining up for a landing on the spaceport just outside Husnak.

The cargo agency ran a smooth operation. In less than an hour after the spaceplane rolled into the hangar, andys had extracted the container and shipped it over to the food processing center. The oysters were removed and split between a fleet of trucks as various gourmet supply enterprises negotiated purchases with his shell enterprise in Husnak’s commerce CI. More andys washed out the inside of the container, and a big flatbed truck took it over to the parking compound.

At two o’clock in the morning, a handful of synthetic gnats flittered out of a tiny grid on the top of the container and checked for covert observation systems. When they confirmed there were no aireels or similar spy technology floating about, Halvin-Aneil opened the inspection hatch and jumped out. High above him the Poseidon Nebula cloaked the nighttime sky with a delicate lacework of phosphorescent clouds measuring light-years across. They shimmered with a soft multicolored radiance that embraced every solid surface with spectral hues. Neusch barely had to use Halvin-Aneil’s enhanced sight to look around.

Spaceplane cargo containers of every size and function were laid out in long rows, with low ridges of sand from the White Burn Desert nestled up against their cradles. There were some lights shining around the spaceport’s main buildings a couple of kilometers away, but nothing was moving close by.

Neusch was confident the compound didn’t have much by way of security. Even so, he used the bio-andy’s inbuilt systems to connect with the spaceport’s net and ran a series of sophisticated diagnostics. Satisfied no digital system was watching, the gnats took point and he walked out past the perimeter, heading for town.
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ELLIE WATCHED FINN as the Diligent was claimed by the frame jump generator. She was used to the weird experience now, a blasé old hand, which at any other time would have made her smile. But Finn had been getting progressively worse since he returned to the Diligent from the Archimedes Engine station. Knowing that Gyvoy had been inside his head—that every thought he had might not even be his own—was driving his paranoia to an alarming level.

If you didn’t know him, it looked like he’d held on well, making the decision to fly to the Capo Frois ingress Gate, then joining his siblings to broadcast to the whole Kelowan system. Typical of someone who’d received a shock but was determined to push on through—classic behavior from one of Gondiar’s aristocratic uranics. But Ellie could see he wasn’t coping, not at all. He was withdrawing into himself.

She’d worried for the whole starship when they approached the ingress Gate for Capo Frois. Despite having his siblings on board, he was the only uranic who could connect with their ZPZ generator. If he didn’t manage to switch it on, their bid for freedom would come to an abrupt end.

It was Otylia who’d persuaded him to connect with the generator. She held her sibling’s hand as he made the connection. Whatever thoughts they’d shared Ellie never knew, which made her resentful that Otylia would always have an intimacy with Finn that was forever denied to her. She could actually see his angst easing slightly. He reached out with his free hand and put it on the Gateway Flight console’s connection bulb, inciting the ZPZ generator to protect them from Gate ingress.

And once again that strangest of all sensations enveloped her as every atom in her body was framed in place, while the impossible acceleration flung her forward without any physical effect.

When it was over—when the Diligent was flying at relativistic speed along the line of quintessence to Capo Frois—Otylia gently let go of Finn’s hand. Ellie read the guilt and concern in her expression as she gave her brother an intense look. “Finny …” Otylia began.

He’d shaken his head and mumbled, “I’m fine. Just leave me alone. I can sort this. It’s not the first time I’ve done rehab, is it?”

Ellie didn’t know what to do or say. Just seeing him like this, so broken, was excruciating. She hadn’t told him, but she knew the paranoia and doubts that had him in their grip. They were the same ones that were in her own head. Knowing that Gyvoy had violated her mind was terrifying. But she hadn’t suffered the same way Finn had. Her memories had been suppressed rather than having her personality altered. Finn had been brutally manipulated, building his anger and resentment to a peak where he’d justified destroying Kelowan to himself—a vindication for having his home planet ruined and the murder of his parents.

The Diligent took twenty-seven hours (internal time) to fly between the two Gates of Heaven. Ellie and Finn spent the whole time in their quarters on the deck below the starship’s command and control. He said practically nothing the whole time, just sat there for long hours of silent introspection, every question answered with a monosyllabic grunt. Then finally as they were due to emerge, they went back up and lay down in their couches, waiting for the ZPZ generator to go active and frame them while the Diligent decelerated from relativistic velocity.

As always, there was no warning. The universe contracted to circumscribe Ellie’s field of perception, then began to shrink before reverting to reality in a blaze of light. “We made it, then,” she said brightly. She was hoping that, now they were clear of Kelowan, they could relax slightly as they flew to the next ingress Gate. Time that Finn could hopefully use to recover with plenty of help from friends and family. The stress everyone had been under since the Diligent had escaped the navy ships was intense.

“Maybe that Gift of Passage thing works after all,” Captain Dejean said. “We certainly got divinely lucky reaching the ingress Gate so fast. You saved our arses back there, Finn. So where do we go now?”

There was no answer. Ellie sat up quickly and looked over at Finn. Tears were creeping down his cheeks. Ohshit. “Finn?”

“Where do we go?” he asked feverishly. “Why are you even asking me that? How the fuck do I know? And if I did know, if I say an ingress Gate, how do you know that isn’t where he wants us to go? I can’t tell. I don’t know what’s his venom and what’s me. I don’t know!”

Ellie clambered out of the couch and hurried over to him, clasping his hand in hers. “Nobody’s expecting you to come up with answers. Let’s just leave that to Dejean and Otylia for now, okay? You’ve done your part. More than your part.”

“Did I?” he yelled. “Or was I doing his part? Does he want us here? Does he?”

“Finny.” Otylia was standing beside Ellie, smiling down confidently at her twin. “It’s okay. We are definitely not where Gyvoy wanted us. Think on that. We were set up to take the fall for Boksrock and the Archimedes Engine, and you dodged that for us. He’s going to be so fucking mad with us.”

Finn drew a ragged breath. “He is?”

“Oh yeah. He’ll be raging like a nova right now.”

“That was a beautifully thought-out strategy,” Zelinda said. She’d come over to the other side of Finn’s couch to grin down encouragingly. “It must have taken them decades of planning—more likely even longer. I mean there were so many factors coming together. Truly a Great Game. And who completely screwed it up for them? Who made sure the queens are now full of doubt as to who’s responsible? We told them, Finn; our broadcast told everyone! Us Jalgori-Tobus blew the whole deception out of orbit! Can you imagine how loud those queens are screaming at their archons right now?”

“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. A phantom smile flickered on his lips. “Yeah, they will, won’t they?”

“Oh yes. There are going to be some positions opening up on the privy council tables after this. Lots of positions.”

Otylia grinned. “So much blood to wipe up.”

“Is that going to be real?” Finn asked timidly. “How do you know this isn’t his plan? How do you know? He made me move Boksrock, and I thought I was doing it for Mother, and vengeance—striking a blow for all the humans imprisoned by the Crown Dominion. But I wasn’t. They don’t imprison us. It’s bullshit, all of it—all of Human Liberation’s evil words, total bullshit. He was in my head, sis. My head. I don’t know what’s real anymore. I can’t tell which thoughts are my own.”

“I’m real,” Ellie said desperately. “I’m real, sweetheart. I promise. Just … let’s take a break, you and me, okay? Let’s go down to the owner’s quarters and relax.” She gave him a pleading look.

“You bought us a breathing space,” Otylia said. “And that is a wonderful, incredibly clever thing you did. We’d all be dead by now if it wasn’t for you. Okay? You saved us all. Now just take a deep breath. Zelinda and me and Dejean will come up with a plan. That’s what Zee does, remember. That’s what she’s spent her entire life training for, to take command.”

“Come on.” Ellie put her arm around his shoulders and eased him up from the couch. It was like lifting an exhausted child. He kept looking at her for reassurance, which was utterly heartbreaking, but she persevered, never showing a gram of concern or worry. For once she actually wished she was uranic, so she could tell him the raw truth that everything was going to be just fine.

He got unsteadily to his feet and let her lead him out. A quick glance back showed her the dismay on everyone’s face. She gave them a frightened grimace and hugged Finn tighter as they made their way to the elevator.
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OTYLIA WAITED UNTIL the elevator doors closed, then turned to her sister. “Could he be right? Does Gyvoy actually want us here?”

“Goddess, I have no idea! This is Grand Game strategy, a whole universe of levels above where I operate.”

“He can’t want us here,” Otylia said, trying to convince herself by saying it out loud. “I’m pretty sure Gyvoy needed Finn in a stable state after the Archimedes Engine maneuvered Boksrock. We were supposed to be the patsies. Remember how the Navy Squadron chasing us kept demanding that we cease acceleration and accept their boarding parties? That’s a lot of effort, given they could take out the Diligent with a single missile. Someone wanted us alive—someone at the heart of the navy. We were going to be the proof this was all some human conspiracy against the Crown Dominion. And all the evidence is there in Finn’s head, which any Imperial Celestial can get into with neural induction.”

“He wouldn’t have been in this state,” Zelinda said. “But Ellie discovered what was happening.”

“That isn’t a bad thing.”

“I didn’t say it was. I still can’t get over what Finn did, using the Archimedes Engine to accelerate us like that.”

“Finny’s smart.” Otylia smiled fondly. “I mean, really dumb in some ways, but smart where it counts.”

Dejean cleared her throat. “I know we’re upset by the way this has hit Finn, but we really do need to begin accelerating,” she said. “We have got to get away from the egress Gate and whatever’s going to come through next.”

Ellie couldn’t remember seeing the captain so indecisive before.

“Then accelerate,” Zelinda said. “We can do that without Finn.”

“But where do we accelerate to?”

“Another ingress Gate, of course. That’s why Finn brought us here—so we had options. Capo Frois is unusual in having seven ingress Gates. It’s actually one of the main reasons its economy has managed to remain semi-independent from the Crown Dominion. A junction of pathways like this gives rise to a great deal of trade.”

“Yes, but which Gate?” Dejean said. “Finn must have had an idea.”

That brought a sad smile to Otylia’s lips. We all depended on him.

“I don’t know!” Zelinda snapped. Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry, captain. These are difficult times. I have trained my whole life to make decisions, and now I find myself completely adrift.”

“I see. Well, we’re not going back to Kelowan, so … what do we know about the kind of star systems those six remaining Gates lead to? Would any of them grant us sanctuary?”

Zelinda’s lips pressed together. “No, not in the sense you mean. They’re all homes to Celestial Dominions. And unfortunately one of them is Paradil—a dominion which is evolution-accelerant. They don’t even approve of human Travelers transiting their territory.”

“Okay, and then there were five.”

“My best suggestion is we start heading along a vector that can take us to more than one ingress Gate,” Otylia said. “Keep our options as open as much as we can. It won’t be long until our pursuers follow us out of the Kelowan egress Gate.”

“Good call,” Dejean said. “Uemi-Jubalee, plot us a vector. The two ingress Gates closest to each other.”

“Aye, captain.”

“Now, we need to have a strategy. I’m open to any ideas.”




CHAPTER THREE

TEN HOURS AFTER the Arcadia’s Moon flew out of the Kelowan egress Gate in the Capo Frois system, it jettisoned its Infinite Totality camouflage shell. Liliana was in the lounge when it happened. For several minutes afterward she could feel a tremble through the decking and the life support segment slid around inside the golden geodesic sphere as the odd starship reconfigured itself for a one-gee acceleration. Thrust built slowly as the segment completed its alignment, and her weight built up. When she was confident there was no variation, she gave the food dispenser her order. It pinged a minute later, and she pulled her meal tray out, sniffing suspiciously at the chicken Kiev. It was coated in a mushroom sauce that was so thick it was almost a gel—a standard way of serving hot food in a spaceship; no one wanted boiling sauce floating around in zero gee.

She went over to the couch she’d claimed as her own during the flight. Dagon was sitting on the couch next to hers, holding a cup of coffee. It still had the seal on its straw. She sat down and held her hand out. He gave her a tired glance and took it.

“You’ll need to morph soon,” she told him through the neural connection. “Too many people are going to be hunting Gyvoy.”

“I know,” he replied in irritation.

“Well, don’t leave it too long. You can’t wear that face on Maciel-7u, let alone a human body.”

“I am aware of that.”

“Maybe you could grow a half meter taller this time around?” she suggested lightly.

“Fuck off. I am this close to blowing that little shit out of the airlock.”

“I’d advise against that. Our dear captain is already nervous enough about our cargo and your possible identity. If you start killing people on board, she might get upset—and, like it or not, we do need her.”

“Do we?”

“This is a strange ship. Even I can’t burn into parts of its network, so yes, we need her and the crew so we can complete our Capo Frois mission.” She shrugged. “After you’ve finished the transfers, then you will be free. I’d still advise nothing rash. The Uthra Dominion is getting very tense now that the reports from Kelowan are coming through the Gate.”

“You like him,” Gyvoy accused.

“He’s an interesting historical artifact. Admit it, he almost caused as much trouble on Gondiar as we did—and he only had forty years. Besides, he’s still got a few grams of use left that we can squeeze out.”

“Ha!”

“Never discard an asset in a fluid situation.”

“It shouldn’t be a fluid situation. I still can’t believe Finn pulled off that escape stunt. He’s a human.”

“A smart one. That’s why I selected him.”

He gave her a disapproving glare. “I still think we should have gone with the original uranic.”

“Emre? No, Finn was a better choice.” Her lips twitched. “A superior bloodline, thanks to traditional Jalgori-Tobu arrogance. Besides, it was a huge effort to drop him oh-so-coincidentally next to the Diligent’s spaceplane. I had to remote steer the rescue module personally. In fact, it was hard to get the spaceplane down correctly, too.”

“Sure.”

“Stop sulking. Finn did what we required of him. Shame the illusion of human rebellion is breaking down so early, but that still leaves the archons struggling to explain what’s happening. They’re going to blame the Mara Yama—so predictable. If anything, that will generate an even greater state of confusion and panic.”

“You made a mistake bringing him on board.”

“You just hate humans.”

“I don’t waste enough time thinking about them to form an opinion. They’re sometimes useful animals, that’s all.”

Liliana let go of her spawn brother’s hand and glanced pointedly about the lounge. Captain Andino or one of her crew would be observing through the sensors, as they had ever since the sibling plea. The distrust contaminating the Arcadia’s Moon was almost strong enough to taste.
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A DAY LATER, Josias was in his cabin as the Arcadia’s Moon rendezvoused with another starship. He lay back on his bunk as the acceleration faded and strapped himself down so he didn’t float around the small compartment. His right hand closed around the cabin’s little brass-colored contact bulb, and he connected with the ship’s network. The menu that coalesced in his mind had a serious number of restricted access functions. He slipped past them thanks to the routines he’d quietly installed over the last few days—clever, unobtrusive little packages that Otylia had supplied him with decades ago, and which he’d been refining ever since.

With his eyes closed, he directed his perception into the external sensor feeds—an effect his mind interpreted as the same sensation as riding a flume. The ship they’d rendezvoused with was certainly distinctive. Its cylindrical life support module had the kind of silky sheen that declared it was made out of some Celestial ultrabonded material. To Josias it looked like it had been a tank, which was reasonable enough; Travelers salvaged and adapted all sorts of abandoned Celestial and Remnant junk. Behind that, encased in a haphazard lattice of sturdy girders, was an engineering section that sat above a pair of completely disproportionate fusion rocket tubes. They must have measured two hundred meters long.

It took him a minute, but he finally recognized the ship from the description Ellie had given him more than thirty years ago.

The Lestari.

He wasn’t entirely surprised. It was an Enfoe ship, and Gyvoy, whoever and whatever he was, had chosen that Traveler dynasty to play a part in his Great Game.

The cargo section of the Arcadia’s Moon opened its outer doors. Using the sensors inside, Josias watched a flight deck capsule fly over from the Lestari. A confinement chamber flew alongside it, gripped by ten thruster blocks. The pilot maneuvered it carefully, edging it closer to the cluster of confinement chambers in the cargo bay.

Their two access ports touched and locked. This was the moment Josias had been waiting for. Secure neural patterns flowed into the network of the confinement chambers that Gyvoy and Bensath had stolen from the Archimedes Engine. A subroutine started to record them.

Josias resisted muttering: “Gotcha.” He could see in the network’s management architecture that Andino and her crew were observing all five passengers. He had to play this perfectly; that meant not giving them any cause for concern. Handling people was always more productive than threatening them.

However, there was no way he could avoid the silent whistle as purloined data from the confinement chambers told him a thousand tons of degenerate antimatter had been transferred over. The flight deck capsule backed out of the cargo section, bringing the confinement chamber with it. The pilot was being even more cautious than on approach.

Once the capsule’s cargo was secured on the Lestari’s scaffold of girders, the two starships adjusted attitude slightly, and extended docking tubes.

Josias watched as Gyvoy, Toše, Liliana, and Bensath hauled themselves into the airlock. They started off down the ten-meter tube toward the Lestari. Josias extended his digital perception to follow them. When they were almost at the airlock at the far end, Gyvoy used a handhold to stop himself. He gave Bensath a curt nod. “I know it’s going to be a long wait for the fleet now, but your mission is still vital.”

“Got it, boss. You can depend on me. We’ll give those Celestial fuckers a kicking they’ll never forget.”

Toše laughed. “Like Kelowan wasn’t enough.”

“This is about strategy,” Gyvoy replied loftily. “It always has been. Divide and conquer; they knew that even back on Old Earth.”

“Asteria, you sound like that arsehole Josias.”

Gyvoy smiled evilly and gave him the finger.

Toše and Bensath went into the Lestari’s airlock. Liliana followed them, drifting past Gyvoy. Josias waited to see if they would grasp hands again as they’d done several times since Gyvoy came on board. It was a giveaway that’d told Josias it wasn’t just Gyvoy who was a Celestial. But all Liliana did was murmur, “See you after Hoa Quinzu.”

“Be careful, there. Acquiring the weapon won’t be easy like Kingsnest.”

“I know. Different method, though, yes? I don’t have to be circumspect.”

Gyvoy gave her a tight nod, then headed back along the airlock tube. The Lestari’s outer hatch closed.

Josias watched Gyvoy make his way to the bridge as the airlock tubes disconnected. The two starships fired their thrusters, gliding apart.
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IT TOOK THREE days for the Arcadia’s Moon to reach Maciel-7u, the capital world of the Uthra Dominion. Josias knew he should have been excited by that alone. After all, he’d only ever walked on two Centauri Cluster planets. His younger self, back when Diligent left the Sol system, would have been ecstatic at the prospect of exploring what he still essentially considered an alien world. Now as the Arcadia’s Moon decelerated into a high orbit, he was painfully aware that that brave new world might wind up being the last thing he ever saw.

The incredible life of Josias Aponi was likely drawing to a fast and unpleasant end, which would be a catastrophe for the universe. But it won’t happen without a fight. That was a certainty he’d decided the moment Liliana and Toše had walked in on him and Léonie at the Lilford tower back on Gondiar. For once his words and charm wouldn’t provide a route out—not against someone who’d just killed an entire planet. No, this was going to have to get physical. Well, as physical as someone his age could manage.

The starship’s external sensors showed him Maciel-7u’s bright crescent shining against the haze of the Poseidon Nebula. The planet seemed to be more land than ocean, although the dazzling white froth of cloud cover was extensive. There was a single orbital tower connected to Naktus—a large anchor asteroid in geostationary orbit whose rocky surface was wrapped in metallic webbing, with a dozen big annular habitats fastened to it. Spaceships swirled slowly around it, metallic bees scurrying in and out of their hive.

The trajectory the Arcadia’s Moon was on would bring it into a parking orbit two thousand kilometers out from Naktus. All Gyvoy had told them was that they’d be rendezvousing with some of his allies. Josias strongly suspected the captain and crew were wondering what sort of allies. He certainly was.

A fast check through the life support section showed him Gyvoy was in his cabin, with his hand clasped around a connection bulb. The node’s management routines revealed that the disguised Celestial was accessing the starship’s communication system, establishing a lnc to the Naktus network.

Josias took a breath and tightened the straps holding him on his bunk as if he were performing some ancient pre-battle ritual. His grip tightened on the contact bulb and his mind sank deeper into the ship’s systems. He slipped through the security lockouts with ease, becoming a true ghost in the machine.

First, he switched the power off to specific units: life support, lights, thermal regulators, atmosphere circulation. Once that was done, he isolated various network nodes, then finally made sure the backup systems remained stubbornly offline. It only took a few seconds before Gyvoy snapped to attention, a frown contorting his handsome features.

Josias ordered safety doors to slide into place, sealing the life support segment off into isolated sections. On the bridge, Captain Andino was cursing furiously at the darkened console stations. She reached for a locker in the bulkhead that wasn’t listed in any part of the ship’s schematic, and he wasn’t entirely surprised that what she pulled out didn’t appear on the ship’s inventory, either. The pistol fitted perfectly into her cymech hand; its barrel started to glow an antagonistic violet. Josias had no idea what it did and was extremely eager not to find out. She turned to stare at a camera, her face registering a barely controlled rage as she spoke. Josias chose not to switch on the audio circuit.

“Here we go,” he said out loud, and activated the override routines he’d embedded five days before.
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DAGON HAD ONLY just established a secure lnc to Naktus when it died and the contact bulb became a lump of dead metal beneath his hand. The cabin lights went out and the comforting background noises of the starship’s life support machinery abruptly stopped. His own fury rose with equal speed. “Josias!” It had to be the wretched human doing this; the ancient creature had realized his usefulness was at an end.

The heat-sensitive retinal cells in Dagon’s eyes gave him a slightly blurred view of the cabin in misty shades of green. His tunic’s nano filaments went active, inverting the fabric into a stiff protective shell; the collar segments rose up to create a helmet. The light armor wasn’t something he would’ve chosen to go into combat with, but it was certainly good enough to ward off any weapons the humans might have.

Without hesitating. he went straight to the bag Liliana had brought for him and took out the muon pistol. It was a simple black ellipsoid that fitted into the palm of his hand. When he closed his fingers around it, the shell melded with his skin, and he established a connection directly to its processor. He accessed its targeting sensor, and his view of the cabin became immediately clearer. The pistol also had combat comms, which allowed him to trigger the cluster of aireels in the bag. They emerged like a puff of vapor, immediately spreading out and vanishing. Even the pistol’s visual sensors had trouble tracking them.

The environmental alert went off with a jarring shriek. His cabin door unlocked and red emergency light spilled in.

“Idiot,” Dagon grunted. If Josias thought he stood any chance in a fight against an Imperial Celestial, he was clearly already senile.

The aireels zipped out into the gloomy corridor, hunting for the single profile he’d loaded in. There was nobody in sensor range. All the other cabin hatches were shut and locked.

“Josias,” Dagon called out. “You’re being an arsehole.”

No reply. Dagon eased himself out into the corridor, pistol arm extended, his routines ready to fire in an instant. He lined targeting graphics up on the third hatch along from his own. The cabin Josias had been assigned. Its door, like most of the structure of the Arcadia’s Moon, was a tough cremetal, reinforced by a mesh of ultrabonded steel. The muon pistol could break it down, but it was going to be messy.

The alarm pitch altered, becoming shriller, and the strobes turned purple. White arrows flowed urgently down the corridor walls toward the cluster of five circular hatchways on the bulkhead.

“What …?”

The air suddenly started to whistle, gusting fast along the corridor. He had to grip a handhold to stop himself from being blown along.

“Shit!” His perception became a vertiginous churn as the aireels tumbled chaotically. Thin lines of vapor materialized in front of him, streaming into the corridor’s air nozzles.

The sneaky bastard’s triggered an atmospheric vent. Surprise made him pause for a second. The roar of air being sucked away peaked and began to drop. His light armor didn’t have an independent life support function.

“Asteria’s arse.” His ears popped from the abrupt pressure drop. The frames of the five hatches at the end of the corridor turned bright green; the hatches themselves were hinging open. Emergency escape capsules! Dagon looked at them in dismay. To get into one would be a painful admission of defeat. But the pressure was so low now he had to open his mouth and exhale. To try to keep air in his lungs would be to risk rupturing them. I’ll die if I don’t get out of here.

He pulled himself along the corridor as the last of the air vanished, encasing him in a disturbing silence. His skin started to tingle. It felt like his flesh was stretching in every direction at once. Sharp pain stung his ears.

Then he was through the escape capsule’s hatch and bouncing off the padding in the little spherical chamber. A quick-seal button was flashing a frantic amber next to the hatch rim. His palm slapped down on it, and the impact shunted him back in a half-somersault. The hatch closed rapidly. Air jetted in. Dagon gulped it down.

A few moments later he grasped the handholds on the hatch and pressed his face against the small window in the center. The corridor remained empty, hatches shut, strobes blazing away. His anger gave way to black dismay. He’d brought the Arcadia’s Moon to Maciel-7u in order to rendezvous with a squadron of Guillrameo family ships. There were still two thousand tons of degenerate antimatter on board that were going to be needed after Hoa Quinzu. The plan to provide Khepri with a fleet that could overpower any conceivable opposition—up to and including the Eternal Unanimity Dominion—required the antimatter to be transferred into the new warheads, which would be delivered from Hera on the other side of the Helium Sea.

If the escape pod was jettisoned now, that might not happen. It has to happen, he fulminated. So much depends on it. His whole family—every spawn sibling that didn’t make it to the Morieux—had been massacred by the other queens so his mother’s grandiose plan to evolve the entire population of Imperial Celestial into an army of Archangel Knights able to storm the citadels of the Elohim could still be achieved despite the Accord armada’s intervention. Their sacrifice, Zuberi’s death, was a burning dagger straight into his heart; even after seven thousand years, the pain was atrocious. But he’d carried on, devoting those lost millennia to Khepri, and her new inspirational goal. All of the survivors had.

Now this calamity. Josias was on the brink of wrecking everything they’d spent thousands of years preparing, and the vile backward human didn’t even know what he was doing. “You will not do this to my queen,” Dagon snarled in defiance. “I will not let you!”

He looked around the capsule. There has to be a way out. Josias is a human—an implausibly lucky monkey, a freak who is only alive because Liliana was too kind—but he isn’t even strong enough to try to kill me. The capsule’s small control console was active, so the capsule’s internal systems had power. His gaze found a contact bulb next to one of the five couches and jumped for it.

There. A single lnc remained open to the starship’s network. The connection bloomed in his mind, allowing information to sweep in. He chased the route to the contact bulb in Josias’s cabin and summoned the Evolution Project’s old neural weapons out of his memory. His perception moved forward—

And delivered him into a city’s concrete-and-glass canyon at nighttime, artless cliffs of skyscrapers on either side of him outlined in fanciful neon strips to send reflections shimmering off the wet tarmac. It was hot, humid, and noisy. Implausibly crude vehicles drove along the road, jammed dangerously close together. People thronged around him.

No! Not people. Humans. Short. Ugly. Stupid. Backward. Humans. “—thefuck?”

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

Dagon spun around, finding Josias standing there.

“Singapore, about eight years before it fell. This was the last time I visited Earth. The city clung to its old vitality and optimism right to the end. A good memory.”

“What are you?” Dagon demanded.

Josias smiled his infuriating smile. “My boy, I’m simply a man out of time, of course—on so many levels.”

“No. No human can craft a neural reality. You don’t have the brainpower.”

“And yet, here we are.”

“It’s the Mara Yama, isn’t it? You work for them? Or are you one?”

Josias chuckled. “Ah, yes, the Mara Yama—the Centauri Cluster’s inevitable bogeyman. A starship explodes for no reason, the wine you poured is corked: blame the Mara Yama. No, I’m not Mara Yama. That must be a puzzle for you. If it doesn’t fit your worldview, it can’t exist, huh? You said something about our respective brainpower?”

“Then what?”

Josias gestured around at the energetic cityscape. “The Mara Yama are forty thousand years in this future, just like you. But me, I’m at the root of all you are. Me and my kind, we are your foundation. Your knowledge is based on our work. You stand on the shoulders of giants.”

“You are no giant,” Dagon said contemptuously.

“Man, you are such a bigot. We devised the very principles you rely on to live your ridiculous lives. Oh, you’ve refined them, for sure—you’ve had enough time, after all—but they are ours. I am, to put it in terms simple enough for an arrogant prick like you to understand, ahead of my time. I am your elder and better. Painful, huh?”

“You’re the deal man,” Dagon countered. “That is your boast, is it not? You’re the one who can always grab the best deal out of any situation. Well, I’d like to make you an offer.”

“No.”

“You haven’t even heard what I have.”

“What you have is blood on your hands. Too much. And you want to add more. First principle of negotiation: you’ve gotta be prepared to walk away.”

Singapore vanished, dumping Dagon back in the escape capsule. The lnc was dead. “No,” he yelled. Loud clunks sounded as the hold-down latches released. His view of the corridor ended as the outer hatch slid shut. The escape capsule ejected amid a frenzied burst of rocket exhaust, accelerating away from the Arcadia’s Moon at three gees.
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JOSIAS LET OUT a long breath of relief as the escape capsule retreated from the Arcadia’s Moon. He’d disabled its comms system in order to prevent the Celestial from calling for help. That just left the starship’s captain and crew to tackle.

He started restoring the ship’s systems, pumping air back into the evacuated section, then unlocking the hatches. His connection to the network provided a view onto the bridge. Captain Andino had fallen silent as her command systems came back online, and now she was facing the camera, her eye tubes holding perfectly steady on the tiny lens. Josias had the distinct impression she was staring right at him. And he was sure her pistol was brighter than before. “Hooo, shit.”

The corridor outside his cabin returned to full pressure. Josias opened his cabin hatch and floated out, making sure his empty hands were very visible. At the opposite end of the corridor to the escape capsules, the bridge hatchway opened. Josias was mesmerized by the dread glow of Andino’s pistol, which was now saturating the corridor in its clinical light.

He put on his winning smile. “Captain, man, am I so glad to see you! Well then … we got through that ordeal together okay, didn’t we?”

Andino moved her pistol slightly to one side, as if she was checking what she could see was actually real. “Are you fucking kidding me?” she bellowed.

“No. No, not at all. No kidding involved. All the systems I borrowed are back working for you again, as is right and proper.”

“Borrow? You fucking hijacked my ship!”

“Lesser evil than Gyvoy, I thought. Hell, that psycho was holding us all to ransom.”

“What?”

“Come on, you couldn’t say no to someone who was holding thousands of tons of antimatter to your head. You didn’t have a choice. I mean, Liliana didn’t tell you that nightmare was coming on board, right? Am I right?” His smile grew earnest. “And then we find out, on top of everything else, he’s an Imperial Celestial. Wow, I mean: total mind-fuck. Who could have guessed that this is some kind of civil war they’ve dumped us right into the middle of? But hey, we’re alive and in the clear. That is, apart from everyone who’s going to be looking for us now. I say looking … but I mean hunting, obviously. After all, Kelowan: Boom! The queens are going to be seriously pissed about that. Which does make us fugitives from the law and the bad guys.”

Andino actually flinched.

“No matter, focus on the now. I saved our arses. Now that’s what I call a real human liberation, huh?”

“That—No! Do not even try to claim you are the good guy.”

“Oh, come on, captain. A little credit here, please? Especially considering the change of circumstances. Well, reversal, actually.”

The skin that was left around her mouth tightened. “What circumstances?”

“The antimatter.”

“What about it?”

“I have the confinement chamber codes now.”

“Is that a threat, Josias? Do as I say or I detonate the antimatter? I don’t take threats lightly. And certainly not from hijackers.”

Josias saw a tiny movement in the brass cogs of her hand that held the pistol. “Woah, there.” He made a quick time-out gesture before wondering if she even knew what he was doing. “No, no, no. That was not a threat. That would be crazy stupid. Do as I say or I’ll blow us all up? What does that achieve? No, the point here is that if you control something, you own it. Come on; I’ve explained the whole finance, ownership, and leverage concept to everyone enough times before. Remember?”

“You never stop talking. Who has the storage to remember that much bullshit?”

“Ouch. But okay, consider this. You have physical control over the clump of confinement chambers; they’re sitting nice and tight here in your ship. Which you have full control of, by the way. So your choice is carry them with you or jettison them. Those are your only options—neither of which will earn you anything. But the person who has the codes—me—can open any of those chambers up for a transfer of contents. Specifically a transfer to a buyer who will pay a vast amount of money for the greatest contraband in the Centauri Cluster. So I’m asking you how much will the two thousand tons we have left fetch among the kind of people you have contacts with? And, please Goddess, don’t try to tell me you’re not interested in the money.”

“I am always interested in money. But right now I am more interested in the people coming after us, which—in case you haven’t realized—now includes Gyvoy, whom you didn’t take care of properly when you had the chance.”

Josias’s happy smile returned. “Okay, so first I need to charter the Arcadia’s Moon for a flight to Janton-Io; there’s someone there I really have to talk to. And … there’ll be a quick detour on the way. Once that’s done, I’ll hand over the codes for a worthwhile percentage of antimatter and you can fly off to the center of the Cluster. Escape Gyvoy and the navy and the archons through time dilation. Three or four thousand years and you can come back a living legend. There are perks to that status, I can tell you.”

The pistol’s glow faded away. “All right, I’ll consider the charter. But there will have to be conditions. Big conditions.”

“Ah, see? Two reasonable people can always come to an understanding.”

“Sure. And before we start discussing percentages, you already owe me for the escape capsule.”
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FOR TERENCE, being suspended in one of the ship’s medical pods, completely immersed in amniotic fluid with oxygen being fed into his blood by an unnervingly fat umbilical tube that’d snaked down his throat, was definitely classed as weird. Thankfully not uncomfortable, though.

As they approached the Capo Frois ingress Gate, he told the medical pod to release him. The Celestial technology had finished repairing his body eight hours earlier, but he hadn’t been in any hurry to get out and face the constant three-gee acceleration.

The medical pod’s segments opened, umbilical threads retracting. Its body cushioning segments withdrew. Terence tensed slightly, but the ship’s acceleration was already down to half a gee, so his muscles weren’t under any strain. He headed straight to the shower to wash away the pod’s goop. And for the first time in too long, there were no aches, no joint twinges; he felt great. Even twisting around to get dressed was easy.

The ship’s CI confirmed their position twenty thousand kilometers out from the Capo Frois ingress Gate. He’d been monitoring their progress from inside the pod, tracking the other ships heading for the Gate. Thankfully they’d managed to keep ahead of the Twenty-Third Squadron, but Olomo and Sahdiah had gone through five hours earlier.

He walked into the lounge where Vanilda and Medusa were sitting, watching a screen that showed a habitat being cut free from Kelowan’s georing. Vanilda looked around and smiled. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hi.”

Her expression changed to amused curiosity. “Dad?”

“Yes?”

Medusa stared at him and started to chuckle. “Never underestimate the power of male vanity.”

“What?” Terence asked.

“So it’s just a medical pod, huh?” Vanilda said.

“Yes. Well … it’s got an anti-gee function built in. Why? What’s wrong?”

They were both laughing at him now.

“Seriously, Dad, you haven’t noticed any difference?”

“Sure, my joints are all a lot easier.”

“Hey, ship,” Medusa called out. “Switch screen to a mirror.”

Terence turned to face the screen and saw himself. “Asteria’s arse!” It was him—as he’d looked maybe thirty years ago. Slimmer, a lot fitter, cheeks well defined, and only the tips of his short hair were silver; the rest was the decent auburn of youth, nor was it receding any more, but started at the top of his forehead.

“What did you do to me in the medical pod?” he asked the ship’s CI.

“Genetic regeneration with accompanying cellular biomech reinforcement of elderly tissue, as requested.”

“Uh, yeah, but I just sort of meant help me out with the way my joints ached under high acceleration.”

“Not specified. Treatment given will support all major physiological functionality within gravity environments exceeding standard.”

“Riiight.” He was still staring at his image, prodding his new old face to make sure it was real. “How long will it last?”

“New cellular structure will age at a standard rate.”

Vanilda stopped giggling. “Wait. Ship, you mean you can reverse aging in a human?”

“Total body cellular regeneration is beyond the onboard medical capabilities. At best I can supply specific life extension treatments through organ regeneration and cellular biomech repair systems.”

“So it’s sort of like the cymech brotherhood?”

“Equivalence to that human sect would be a valid comparison. However, the technology you have received is considerably more sophisticated.”

“Congratulations, Terence,” a smirking Medusa said. “Your creaking old knees are going to outlive all of us.”

“Dad, did you do this to mum as well?” Vanilda asked.

“I suppose so. I asked for the same treatment, yes.”

“Hoo, boy. When’s she coming out?”

“The medical pod is disengaging its operative modules now. So, maybe ten minutes.”

Vanilda gave him an expectant look. “So?”

“Er …?”

“Dad! You need to be there when the pod opens. Explain—and be supportive.”

“Yes. Right.” He hurried back to the medical bay.

Jimena was positively glowing when the pair of them returned to the lounge. Medusa let out a whistle. “Not at all jealous, no siree.”

“Mum.” Vanilda hugged her tightly. “You look fabulous.”

“Thanks. I’m still a bit dazed by the changes, to be honest. I didn’t realize this was going to happen.”

“Neither did I,” Terence mumbled.

“I’m not complaining.” Jimena gave him a quick kiss. “Quite the opposite.”

Medusa chuckled. “Get a room, you two.”

Vanilda looked mortified. “Eeww.”

Terence directed a severe look at Medusa. “Enough. Okay, current situation: the Twenty-Third Squadron is three days behind us. So we have to concentrate on what we do about that, starting with Olomo and Sahdiah.”

“Will they really help us?” Vanilda asked. “They’re Celestials.”

“I don’t know. Olomo might. But Sahdiah? Medusa?”

“Honestly, I don’t get Sahdiah at all. He—it? them?—is Talloch Te. Maybe they’ll help. They certainly want something from the Diligent. And you can’t get anything from a bunch of wreckage.”

“Okay, but we have to have a plan B. Aljan is on board.”

“Can’t we just accelerate hard as soon as we get to Capo Frois?” Vanilda asked. “Get to the Diligent and take Aljan off, then defend it?”

Terence was pleased he didn’t instantly dismiss the idea. “Maybe. The simplest plan is always the best.”

“It sounds solid enough,” Jimena agreed.

“Good,” Medusa said. “That’s settled. Now can we please prepare the Gift of Passage? We’re getting close to the Gate.”

“Really?” Terence hadn’t thought Medusa was remotely religious. The ritual of sending a drop of everyone’s blood on ahead always smacked of superstition to him rather than a solemn religious commitment. He’d certainly never done it when he’d traveled to Wynid forty years ago on a Celestial starship.

Medusa gave him a sharp look. “Don’t start getting bolshie with me on this. Even if you don’t believe, do you really want to risk annoying the Goddess right now? If you haven’t noticed, our luck has been kinda shaky recently.”

Terence surrendered. “Sure. Okay, one Gift of Passage coming up.”
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BY THE TIME they’d emerged from the egress Gate into Capo Frois, Terence had convinced himself that their plan actually was the best option. He knew he ought to focus on protecting the Diligent from the Crown Dominion, but Aljan had to take priority. He didn’t consult Makaio-Spirit about it.

With the Gate receding slowly behind them, he took a moment to recover from the framing effect. His hand closed on the couch’s contact bulb. The sensor image of the immediate area rose into his mind. An initial sweep showed there were no other ships within a hundred thousand kilometers, so the Aeacus started to correlate data from its long-range sensors.

“We’re clear, but there’s nothing else here,” he announced.

“What about the archon ships?” Medusa asked.

“Aeacus isn’t detecting any antimatter drives active within five million kilometers. And they’d be easy to spot, even a lot further out than that.”

“So are they using ordinary fusion drives?”

“Could be. Assuming they accelerated at one gee since they arrived, they’ll be about seven hundred fifty thousand kilometers away by now. The sensors are picking up several fusion drives within that distance. None are paired up. Of course they could have accelerated faster.”

“Or went into stealth mode, most likely,” Medusa said.

Terence shrugged. “Yeah.”

“Okay, Dad, but where’s the Diligent?”

“Let’s find out.” He ordered the ship CI to locate the old arkship.

“Success of detection is unlikely,” the CI replied.

“Why?”

“The Diligent emerged from the ingress Gate seven days ago. It could be up to three AUs distant by now. Although I can detect a ship’s fusion exhaust at that distance, I would require considerable extra data to confirm its identity.”

“Asteria’s arse. You located the Diligent in the Kelowan system, and we were a lot further away.”

“Correct. However, I was able to utilize the civil and navy traffic monitors within the Kelowan system, and the Diligent filed a flight vector when it arrived in system, as is the legal requirement. The Uthra Dominion’s in-system monitoring satellites do not have the same coverage as Kelowan, nor do I have access.”

“Oh. Did the Diligent file a flight vector here? Is that a legal thing?”

“Yes. They are registered as en route to the ingress Gate for Nawan I-bb.”

Terence accessed the ship’s file on Nawan I-bb. “Makes sense,” he admitted grudgingly. “It’s eleven light-years away and has a Gate in an Axis Route. They can get a long way from the Crown Dominion that way.”

“Did they fly along the vector they registered?” Medusa asked. “Are they still flying on it?”

“Accessing Gate monitor satellites. Confirmed, they did start to fly along their designated course.”

“And …?”

“They are not at their projected position.”

“So they went off course?”

“That is the obvious conclusion. Alternatively, they could have switched their drive off.”

“Or altered acceleration and changed their drive exhaust spectrum,” Medusa said. “I was on a ship that did that once on a mission a while back. It’s a good way to throw off anyone tracking you.”

“Changed spectrum?” Vanilda asked.

“Every spaceship drive has a unique signature. Temperature, exhaust speed, specific impulse, even the type of reaction mass. Change any one of those and you look different. Change two, and, well … you’re a completely new ship to any long-range sensors.”

“Will the Diligent know that?”

“They’ve traveled halfway across the galaxy. And they escaped Kelowan easily enough. They’re not stupid.”

“Asteria!”

“What do we do?” Jimena asked.

“Only one thing left. Message Olomo. If anyone can access the Capo Frois space traffic network, it’ll be the archons. And they’re bound to have other assets in the system, as well.”
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TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Olomo answered. It was a direct lnc, not a message. The delay time was two seconds.

Six hundred thousand kilometers away, Terence thought. So the archons accelerated out from the Gate, but didn’t use their fusion drives. They’re in darkflight mode.

“Terence Wilson-Fletcher,” said Olomo. “I understand you are continuing Makaio-Faraji’s mission?”

“I’m trying to, yes.”

“He was held in high regard by the Heresy Dominion. I was saddened and shocked by his assassination.”

“It was a big shock to me, too. I was standing next to him when he was shot.”

“I am sorry for your loss. Neusch has vouched for you. A compliment indeed.”

“You are in contact with Neusch?”

“I was while I was in the Kelowan system, yes.”

“Okay, I’m going to be very straightforward with you. My son is on board the Diligent, so my first priority is to reach the arkship and protect it from Squadron Twenty-Three, which when we left Kelowan was three days behind us.”

“Yes, that is my information also.”

“Then can you help me? Do you know where the Diligent is?”

“Yes. It has taken a not-inconsiderable effort from ourselves and our local assets, but Sahdiah and I have managed to find them. They coasted for a while, then performed a considerable course change once they had altered their drive spectrum. A smart move.”

Terence ignored the self-satisfied expression on Medusa’s face.

“Unfortunately, it only delays the inevitable,” Olomo continued. “Given what has happened, they were always going to be found.”

“Okay. Two questions. Can I have that coordinate, please? And will you help me to defend the Diligent?”

“Yes. To both.”

“Thank you.”

The Aeacus CI opened the coordinate file that Olomo downloaded. Terence was surprised to see the Diligent was only an AU away, accelerating at point seven gee along a vector that would take them to the ingress Gate for Emetol. “Why would they go there?” Terence asked.

“I am unaware of any connection between the Diligent and that star system,” Olomo said. “But their choice is limited. However, from Emetol, it would require a further three flights through Gates of Heaven until they reached Kingsnest.”

“That’s where Finn said he got the Archimedes Engine operating system,” Vanilda said.

“Do you think they have allies there?” Terence asked. The CI was aligning its long-range sensors on the coordinate, and a thin line of exhaust plasma was in the right place. Thank Asteria.

“It is unlikely,” Olomo said. “For that would imply they are indeed part of the Great Game being played, which I find unlikely. Our assumption was that they would seek sanctuary in Kingsnest. It can absorb everyone on the Diligent, and it is so vast that hunting them down inside would be extremely difficult, even for several brigades of Crown Dominion Knights. If they reach Kingsnest, the majority will survive. We considered it a clever strategy, even though they would never be able to leave again.”

“Yeah.”

“However, it will take the Diligent another five days to reach the Emetol Gate—slightly less if they increase their acceleration, which in turn would reveal an urgency to their flight. When Squadron Twenty-Three arrives, we estimate it will take them up to twelve hours to locate the Diligent. High gee will enable them to catch it before they reach the Gate.”

“Asteria’s arse.”

“Quite.”

“So we need to accelerate hard and get there first.” Terence didn’t even flinch at the prospect of prolonged high gees; they’d simply all have to get into the medical pods.

“No, to do so would betray our position and intent,” Olomo said. “I propose a different strategy.”




CHAPTER FOUR

COMMANDER RADWARNO-WERKAS was inside her battle couch as the Skelmis emerged from the egress Gate. It was a dark metal lozenge five meters long, which held her body within a variety of biologically intrusive counter-gee support systems; the navy crews simply called them sarcophagi. The casing was heavy and solid, with no hint of who it contained. In her case that was a benefit, as it meant no one in the frigate’s small bridge crew saw her flinch and shudder as the ZPZ framing ended. Her experience of the effect was disturbing—as if, somehow within the unraveling universe, her own personal daemon could reach out to grasp her soul.

If a frame transition took any longer than mere seconds, she knew it would gain the potency to pull her back with it into the depths of nonexistence. She found that instinctive belief utterly terrifying; it took her entire strength to resist screaming in horror. It had haunted every ZPZ framing she went through, in every host of her three hundred seventy years. So it wasn’t a one-off neurogenetic anomaly host body problem, but rather her mind’s sensitivity to framing. Right from her first interstellar flight, she’d been ashamed of the affliction. Thankfully, in the general disorientation that followed a frame jump, it had so far gone unnoticed by her crewmates. But it was a shameful weakness she knew she could never show. A weakness that might one day become full-blown jump psychosis.

But not this time.

She registered the information coming off the Skelmis network, showing her the frigate’s status. The ship’s equipment was all functioning properly, no weapons instability, the pilot had already begun priming the auxiliary thrusters to carry them farther from the egress Gate. But then navy pilots were always selected for their virtual immunity to frame disorientation.

“Local condition?” she demanded.

Nilast-Ti’ell, her first officer, took a moment to respond, which she found secretly pleasing.

“Lead ships in their initial egress formation, commander,” he said. “Lncs established. They report clean space. No hostiles within a hundred thousand kilometers.”

“Good, thank you.” She opened a direct lnc to the Nicon, which was Squadron Twenty-Three’s designated point frigate. It had come through the Gate ninety minutes before. Now, along with the other two lead frigates from the squadron, it was holding station eight thousand kilometers out. Their job was to ensure the space around the Gate was clear of threats. Radwarno-Werkas had also given them one other task.

“Any sign of the others?” she asked.

“Sorry, that’s a negative, commander,” Captain Maldae-Reynolds replied. “The Gate monitor satellites recorded all three archon ships leaving the Gate on different vectors. They subsequently dropped out of sensor tracking.”

“So they’re in darkflight mode?”

“We’re assuming so.”

“And the Diligent?”

“It filed a flight vector for the Emetol ingress Gate. But there is no sign of it along that vector anymore, and of course the monitor satellites don’t have a long-range tracking capacity, so we don’t even know when they deviated or if they’re just coasting. Our intelligence officers accessed the Uthra Dominion’s in-system spaceflight monitors, but frankly, commander, it’s a very low-quality setup.”

“Typical. They are going to benefit enormously from Annexation, but that’s for the future. Captain, the rest of the squadron will be through soon; we will assume a cluster formation and start a wide-baseline scan.”

“Of course. The intelligence officers have already started sending activation requests to our assets.”

“Good work. We will find the Diligent; it’s just a matter of time.”

The Skelmis accelerated away from the Gate at half a gee, taking up a position half a million kilometers away. Radwarno-Werkas gave permission for half the crew to exit their battle couches. She remained inside her own sarcophagus, unwilling to be caught off guard. The interior space on the frigate was cramped; half of the equipment in the six separate life support sections were protective systems for the crew. If the Skelmis was damaged during a battle, statistically some of the crew should survive to continue the fight, and Radwarno-Werkas was determined to be one of them.

This whole mission had become very personal right from the moment she’d started to protest Queen Helena-Thyra’s orders. Just being assigned to escort the Wynid queen’s fleet had rankled; Radwarno-Werkas was a loyal subject of Queen Carolien-Amaia and she didn’t welcome the orders of a foreign monarch. Of course, it had just been a formality—right up until the moment the human arkship had sent a landing craft out to Dolod. From then on, she’d clashed repeatedly with the queen over the correct tactical approach. Helena-Thyra’s strategy and orders had been badly wrong the whole time, and it had all ended up with Boksrock being slung out of orbit on its fatal trajectory.

Whatever this Great Game was, it was one being played with a phenomenal level of treachery and confusion, throwing her whole universe of certainty into chaos. The only thing she was sure of—and it’d been confirmed by Finbar Jalgori-Tobu himself—was that he had shifted Boksrock. An action that had sent a million dominos falling, to culminate in the assassination of Carolien-Amaia. Knowing that she could have stopped it from happening if she’d just been free to destroy the Diligent and the drop ship was a pain Radwarno-Werkas knew she would never escape, no matter how many times she re-hosted. But Helena-Thyra had wanted to “observe” what the humans were doing, so Radwarno-Werkas had to rage silently as the Twenty-Third Squadron coasted along, watching impotently as the catastrophic events unfurled. Well, everyone had observed what that result had been.

Now though, Helena-Thyra, who—Goddess preserve us—had become empress, had volte-face ordered the complete destruction of the Diligent. And Radwarno-Werkas was going to achieve that mission goal at any cost. Honor demanded nothing less. And if achieving that meant being more paranoid than an archon, then so be it.

Immobile in her metal cocoon, fed nutrients intravenously and oxygen via umbilicals, she used the frigate’s sensors to watch the eleven remaining frigates of the Twenty-Third Squadron fly out of the egress Gate at thirty-minute intervals—a precision Radwarno-Werkas was proud of. Last through was the attack carrier Dexione, which had been added to Squadron Twenty-Three in anticipation of the annexation of Capo Frois.

It presented a problem for her. The Awakened sharks and crocodiles who made up the marine assault force it carried didn’t have battle couches like the Celestials; the assault cruiser was designed for planetary invasion, not space battles. Subsequently, the Dexione had fallen behind in the first desperate high-gee flight to reach the Diligent. But then as the squadron had flown at reduced acceleration to the Capo Frois Gate so the crews could undergo medical treatment to recover from high gee injury, it had caught up again.

Radwarno-Werkas opened a lnc to Utain-Guk, the Dexione’s captain. “We’re running a scan for the Diligent,” she said. “As soon as we find it, we’ll be intercepting. It will be a high-gee vector, of course. That means you will be flying a support role only.”

“I understand, commander,” Utain-Guk replied.

“Before we came through the Gate, Empress Helena-Thyra told me she remains committed to the Annexation. Her fleet will arrive once the Kelowan situation has been resolved and its population is safe. After completing this mission, we are to remain here until that time. You will see combat at some point.”

“Thank you, commander. My people are anxious to play a part.”

“We all are.”
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IT TOOK A further seven hours for the Twenty-Third Squadron to locate the Diligent. By then their circular formation was a million kilometers wide, with more than eight hundred supplementary sensor satellites forming an outer circle a further two million kilometers out. There was also a considerable amount of data arriving from the assets, which the squadron’s intelligence officers had activated—remote passive monitors that Crown Dominion archons had dropped over the preceding two centuries, and agents within the Uthra Dominion’s security service and navy.

The speck of plasma exhaust glimmered at the center of Radwarno-Werkas’s mind as the Skelmis sensors focused on it. The arkship was only over an AU away from the egress Gate, which spoke of some sophisticated evasion maneuvers. They’d changed their drive signature as well.

Nice try, she thought.

“Give me a five-gee vector,” she told Nilast-Ti’ell. “How long until interception?”

“Thirty hours, commander, but it will be a very high-velocity flyby.”

“Kinetics alone will destroy them, then, but we will use antimatter warheads to be sure. Skelmis will fire the first barrage. The rest of the squadron will target the debris. The only thing that should be left after our action is vapor.”

“Of course. Uh, commander, do you wish to offer them the chance to surrender first?”

“Did they offer Kelowan the chance to surrender?”

“Understood, commander.”

“Initiate acceleration alert, crews have ten minutes to get into their battle couches.”

“Yes, commander.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

AS THEY ACCELERATED away from the Gate, Terence kept watch on it through a secure lnc from the spy satellites the Aeacus dropped behind. The sensors were only the size of a pebble and floated around the rim of the Gate where no ships should be. That position gave them a perfect viewpoint on everything that came through.

He wondered idly how many other spy sats, and from how many dominions, were also floating there like an invisible Oort cloud of clandestine observers.

After five hours of three-gee acceleration, the Aeacus decelerated down to half a gee and went into darkflight mode. The CI made a sharp maneuver at a high inclination to their original vector. After an hour they were close to where Olomo claimed he and Sahdiah were loitering. Not that Terence disbelieved them, but … they were Celestial archons.

“We have a predicted flight vector for the squadron,” Olomo sent. “If our estimates are correct, that will put us directly in their path.”

“Your pardon, but I’d say that’s more hopeful guesswork than an estimate.”

“Quite so, Terence. I prefer the term ‘educated guess.’ Nonetheless, I have allowed for a reasonable amount of error. We can finesse the ambush location once the squadron’s arrived and starts to accelerate.”

“Okay, then, let’s get in position.”

The Aeacus could accelerate up to one and a half gees in darkflight mode. Any faster and there would be minute giveaway distortions in the solar wind that good sensors could detect. The frigates of Squadron Twenty-Three had excellent sensors.

To be safe, they accelerated away at one point four gees. Even so, Terence insisted everyone stay inside a medical pod. He was pretty sure they weren’t the only stealthed ships in the Capo Frois system right then. If there was a fight, he wanted to accelerate away hard.

Three days later, as Squadron Twenty-Three started to come through the Gate, he studied the frigates intently. They were big ships, defensive energy cloaking them in their own lattice of tamed violet lightning. Their sleek delta shapes implied they were also capable of atmospheric flight. When the CI displayed their classified performance data, he wasn’t entirely surprised to see that, in an emergency, they could aerobrake in a planet’s upper atmosphere. They also carried a disturbing quantity of weapons—any one of which could obliterate the Diligent.

Fifteen of them came through the egress Gate, followed by a much larger assault cruiser.

“Overkill much?” Vanilda said petulantly.

“They believe the Diligent is responsible for Kelowan’s destruction,” Medusa replied. “We’re lucky Helena-Thyra didn’t send half her fleet after them!”

It took the squadron another seven hours to detect the Diligent. The frigates had six antimatter drives each; they all fired up, blazing like rigid cataracts of novalight to accelerate them at five gees. The energy webbing around their fuselages flared exuberantly as it warded off increasing particle impacts.

“How gratifying,” Olomo remarked as the CIs confirmed their course.

“You called it,” Terence admitted. “Straight for the Diligent at five gees. That is one single-minded commander.”

With the squadron’s vector confirmed, the three archon ships adjusted course, bringing them into alignment with the squadron’s track. The Aeacus started to scatter munitions across a broad area of space. Sensors showed Terence the faintest disfigurements in the wavering light from the Poseidon Nebula, which had to be Olomo and Sahdiah dispensing their weapons ten thousand kilometers away.

“Are the mines stealthed?” Vanilda asked.

“They’re inert right now,” Terence told her. “But they’ll have to go active to intercept the frigates. The whole ambush phase is only going to last a few seconds, though. At the velocity the frigates are traveling, they won’t have time to fly any sort of evasive maneuvers. It’ll be down to how good their close defense systems are.”

“And if one gets through?”

“I will fly the Aeacus after it and we’ll engage before it gets close to the Diligent. It’ll mean high gees. You know that, right?”

“What if more than one gets through? There’s fifteen of them.”

Even wrapped up in the medical pod, he could feel her anxiety; it twinned his own. “Sweetheart, this is what the archons and their CIs believe is our best chance. We have to go with it. But I’ll be ready for the pursuit, okay?”

“Okay.”

There was a whole lot he didn’t say. Any pursuit meant the Aeacus would have to use its antimatter drive, making them highly visible. And for all the Aeacus was a fabulous ship, they’d be going up against a frigate. And worse, maybe more than one.

And our luck hasn’t been the best lately.
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THE SKELMIS WAS still forty million kilometers from the Diligent when a circle twenty thousand kilometers in diameter dead ahead suddenly burst into a radiative hellscape. The imagery of the Capo Frois system that had dominated Radwarno-Werkas’s perception so far during their interception flight was abruptly washed away by the plumes of five hundred small fusion drives simultaneously flaring into existence. Twenty-Three Squadron’s tight formation—a cone three thousand kilometers across—was going to streak straight into the ambush zone within seconds, and their velocity ensured there was no way to dodge.

“Emergency solidification protocol,” Radwarno-Werkas’s mind screamed along her connection to the Skelmis network. “Evasion one.” Her thought was fast, but the frigate’s CI was faster. The combat couch of every crew member instigated the protocol as soon as the ambush was detected. Infusion pads enveloping each Celestial’s head pumped in a massive flood of biomech molecules, saturating their brain cells. Seconds later an elevated de-energizer field activated inside the battle couch, siphoning thermal energy out of the body at a rate impossible for ordinary conduction. The bodies of the crew froze into solid lumps. In this petrified state they could physically withstand gee forces orders of magnitude beyond anything medical augmentation like carbon fiber skeleton reinforcement could provide.

In the navy they called it the unlife—a prospect that every officer had to sign up for in order to undertake operational duties. It wasn’t hibernation; they could never be thawed out. The ice crystallization damage that the process inflicted on the body’s cells was absolute. However, with the brain infixed with cellular biomech, it allowed the neural pathways to remain functional, maintaining the thought routines and memories of a living personality, even though the gray matter itself was now at minus one hundred degrees Celsius. And as they were Imperial Celestials, all they needed to do was survive until the battle was over, then return to their homeworld so their mindline could be transferred to a new host body.

It took two seconds for Radwarno-Werkas’s entire body to solidify. As it was happening, the seven subsections that made up the Skelmis ejected. Six of them, which together formed the delta profile, were simple wedge-shapes with a single antimatter rocket and multiple weapon bays. The seventh section was the spine that the wedges had surrounded—now redundant—which contained the non-combat-essential machinery: fuel tanks, fusion drive, auxiliary hangars, and the cargo hold.

Evasion one deployment sent Skelmis’s subsections veering away wildly from the spine in random directions, hitting thirty-five gees in the first few seconds. Defense energy webs burst into incandescent cloaks of violet fire crawling over their hulls. All the Squadron Twenty-Three frigates were reacting in the same way as the Skelmis, ejecting the subsections from their spines. In total, ninety subsections expanded out from their original formation, antimatter-powered weapons firing a constant barrage of coherent energy beams at the incoming missiles. The munitions inundating the ambush zone reacted to the maneuver by punching their own acceleration to maximum.

Both sides had a single chance of success. The frigate subsections had to hit the incoming munitions with their defenses as they maneuvered away violently. Ambush weapons had to hit or detonate close enough to the subsections to kill them. In the one point eight seconds where the two sides clashed, the entire zone of space was filled with megaton-pumped energy beams, electronic warfare pulses cresting at sunspot power levels, kinetic submunitions thrusting at seventy gees. Subsections spun through it in randomized convulsions at forty-five gees. Nothing was detectable within the raw energistic anarchy of the combat arena. With every sensor rendered utterly useless, assault and elusion was entirely the realm of CIs, who were extrapolating their opponent’s trajectories and tactics.

Massive antimatter explosions erupted within the zone as confinement chambers disintegrated, sending vast curlicues of hypercharged plasma swirling out of the expanding carnage, inflicting more catastrophic damage on the dwindling number of survivors.

Terence watched the ambush in a state of entranced horror. None of the simulations they’d run had prepared him for this level of violence. The Aeacus was standing off half a million kilometers, which until moments ago he’d considered a safe distance. Now, though …

The plasma blooms were expanding close to relativistic speed—energized tsunamis surging across the void toward them. Radiation emission was reaching levels that required the CI to cancel the hull’s darkflight mode and engage active defenses. The starship was visible now—if there was anyone left to see them. Sensors were showing a multitude of disintegrating matter fragments swarming out at hugely dangerous velocities.

“Move us away,” he instructed the CI.

The Aeacus started to accelerate at six gees. Even in the medical pod, he could feel that force—something tearing inside his gut. Several medical alerts turned amber. He ignored them. His attention remained solely on the glaring maelstrom of destruction.

Four stars of husky violet light came streaking out of the chaos, each riding a vast cataract of incandescent exhaust.

“Asteria’s arse,” he exclaimed. It was unbelievable that anything had survived. But there they were—four frigate subsections, intact and under acceleration. Fifty-two gees of acceleration.

“Dad, can we catch them?” Vanilda asked anxiously.

“Not a chance.” Terence watched helplessly as all four subsections changed course across a huge distance in almost no time at all and lined up on the tiny speck of light forty-five million kilometers ahead that was the Diligent.
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SINCE THEY CAME through the Gate, Otylia had become a permanent inhabitant of the Diligent’s command and control center. Captain Dejean consulted her and Zelinda quite a bit at the start; their contribution was mainly local knowledge—what awaited them at the far end of each Gate. It might have been the fatalistic attitude that had gripped the old arkship, but to Otylia it seemed the more they discussed it, the fewer number of options they had. As they started to accelerate, they’d brought in Elsbeth and the Daves in the hope that they could contribute some valid tactics.

“I drove tanks on an airless Remnant world, so I don’t know a whole hell of a lot about space battles,” Elsbeth said, before mumbling, “Maybe I shoulda stayed there.”

“Fly a diversion vector,” Dave said. “Clear the Gate on a believable course.”

“Then coast,” the other Dave continued. “Alter your drive spectrum and fly somewhere else. We got some days until the bastards come after us.”

Otylia understood the principle, and had no idea if it could work. But no one else came up with a decent alternative.

So they filed a fresh flight plan with the Gate’s traffic monitor and changed their vector to the ingress Gate for Nawan I-bb. Otylia was rather pleased about advocating it; after all, it was an Axis Route, which was a valid way of leaving the Crown Dominion a long way behind. It would seem like they were making a legitimate run for it.

It was Uemi-Jubalee who suggested they actually go for the Emetol ingress Gate. “It’s not a straightforward route, but if we can just reach Kingsnest, we’ll be as safe as anywhere. You have no idea how big it is until you’ve been inside. They could never find us.”

“Maybe, but we’d never be able to get out again,” Zelinda said. “The Crown Dominion would blockade every port for a couple of thousand years.”

Uemi-Jubalee shrugged. “We’d be alive. That’s the goal here, isn’t it? And there are worse places to live in the Centauri Cluster.”

“She’s right,” Otylia told her sister. “It’s not just us to consider. I’m responsible for the Gath being here. We have to give them a chance at some kind of future.”

“Kingsnest it is, then,” Zelinda said.

The strategy seemed to be working well. Then almost eleven days after they’d arrived, the Diligent’s largest telescope revealed the long, glaring exhaust plumes from fifteen ships accelerating toward them.

“Five gees,” Dejean announced wearily as she reviewed the data on her console display. “And the vector they’re on means they’re not going to flip midway and decelerate to rendezvous. They’re on a flyby attack trajectory. It looks like the squadron that was coming after us before didn’t give up.”

“Great Goddess,” Otylia whispered. After so long without any trouble, she’d allowed herself to believe they were going to make it.

“I’ll take the anchor ship and fly to them,” Finn said.

Otylia sat up. She hadn’t noticed her brother come in. A thoroughly miserable-looking Ellie was standing beside him.

“Finn, you can’t,” Otylia said.

“I can. And I will. I can finally be of some use.”

“You’re not up to this.”

“Deciding to do this is actually the clearest thought I’ve had for a long time. They know the Diligent isn’t a threat and it never has been; it’s me they want. So let’s not disappoint them.” He gave a fragile laugh. “That’s what Gyvoy wanted, after all.”

“They’ll kill you.”

“They’re about to kill all of us. This solution isn’t exactly ZPZ science, now is it?”

Otylia gave Ellie a silent plea.

“I’m going with him,” she said. “I witnessed Gyvoy tampering with Finn’s head, just like he did mine. They’ve got ways to read ordinary human brains. They’ll find out the truth.”

“Mind reading is just another stupid myth about archons,” Otylia told her. “They can only connect to uranic humans.”

“Actually, it’s real,” Zelinda said.

“How in the name of the Goddess do you know that?”

“As marchioness-in-waiting, I chaired a very high-level security committee. I was briefed on some archon abilities by the governor herself.”

“Oh crap. Finny …” Otylia’s eyes were blurring from tears.

Finn gave her a soft hug. “I’m a Jalgori-Tobu. We don’t have choices. Duty comes before everything else, right?”

“But this!”

“It’ll be okay. I’m valuable. And you’re my family. This gives you a way out.”
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THEY DECIDED THAT after Finn launched the anchor ship, he’d broadcast to the frigates, telling them he was surrendering. If they were going to arrest him, they’d have to flip and decelerate so they could rendezvous.

“And if they don’t?” Otylia said.

She was with him and Ellie as they gave their spacesuits a final check in the EVA prep compartment.

He gave her a mournful look. “Don’t make this any harder.”

Their lnc patches all sounded an alert simultaneously.

“Get back to the command and control center,” Dejean told them. “Something’s happened.”

They played the recording several times. At forty-five million kilometers distant, the resolution was poor. But the event was simple enough. Fifteen antimatter rocket exhausts seen almost head-on vanished behind a circle of white light—a ferocious glare-sheet that erupted from nowhere. The intensity of the light intensified by orders of magnitude as a multitude of vehement antimatter explosions bloomed. Four objects flew out of the brutal melee to pursue their original trajectory.

“They’re accelerating at fifty-two gees,” Uemi-Jubalee told everyone watching the spectacle, “so they’re some kind of missile. Big ones.”

“Those aren’t missiles,” Finn said quietly. “When I was young, I was a full-on starship nerd. I learned all about Crown Dominion frigates. They’re built for survival and mission completion at any cost. What you’re seeing are subsections with an unlife controlling them.”

“What the hell’s an unlife?” Captain Dejean asked.

“Basically, it’s a navy officer frozen so hard they become a sentient corpse. It’s done so they can withstand extremely high gees.”

“Fuck! That is deranged.”

“It works, though, and that’s all that matters. And I very much doubt—at this point—me offering to surrender is going to make them stop.”

“So that’s it?” Ellie asked.

Otylia heard the anguish in her voice, and knew she would sound exactly the same.

“Who ambushed the squadron?” Dejean asked.

“Allies we never knew we had,” Zelinda said. “Which just goes to show there are a lot of factions at play here. Typical Centauri Cluster.”

“If we switch our drive off and coast, it’ll be harder for the frigate subsections to see us,” Dejean said. “And they’re going so fast they only get one shot.”

Finn let out a mocking laugh. “No, captain. The subsections won’t miss. We’re big, we’re hot, and we’re as slow as we are old. They are state-of-the-art warships. They can track us to within a centimeter even with passive sensors, and they have high-resolution active sensors for target acquisition.”

“How long have we got?” Dejean asked.

“Six hours,” Uemi-Jubalee told them.

“Finn?” Ellie implored. “Anything? It doesn’t matter now if it’s a Gyvoy idea. Just … some way out.”

“I got nothing,” he said brokenly.

“Not true,” Otylia said gently. “We’ve got each other. We’ll be together at the end. That’s enough.”
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AS SOON AS Skelmis-1A cleared the ambush’s fatal arena, Radwarno-Werkas wanted to yell out in victory. Her rock-solid body couldn’t, but her mind thrummed with elation.

I survived. Fate has chosen me to avenge Carolien-Amaia.

Her connection with the CI was different than before. The CI’s abilities had become her own, or her thoughts now ran within its auspices; she wasn’t quite sure, as they were so deeply entwined. Not that it mattered. In this state, she was perfectly adapted to controlling the frigate’s subsection.

This is destiny.

Her neoteric consciousness absorbed the incoming sensor data. The subsection was swiftly leaving the dangerous billows of hyper-energized plasma behind, allowing her to orient her perception. Three other subsections had survived. Out of ninety? Goddess!

But then, the vehemence of the ambush had been overpowering. The active scans increased in urgency. Three craft were abandoning their concealment to retreat from the searing blastwave and accompanying radiation sleet. The enemy archon ships! She suppressed the urge to confront them right now; nothing could be allowed to interfere with her attack on the Diligent. If there was to be any revenge for the death of her wonderful squadron, it would come later.

She established lncs with the other surviving subsections. “We will continue our mission. Maintain fifty-two-gee acceleration and proceed on a flyby interception vector.”

They acknowledged, and the four subsections maneuvered into a simple diamond formation a thousand kilometers apart.

Even in this state, with emotions suppressed by the lack of functioning hormonal glands, Radwarno-Werkas experienced a thrill at the incredible velocity of the Skelmis-1A. She’d never expected to become an unlife. All navy personnel dreaded the prospect; the kind of action that would trigger the protocol was one you were statistically unlikely to survive. But now that it’d happened, she thanked the Goddess for making it so.

As she continued to accelerate toward the Diligent, the forward quarter of the subsection’s fuselage was a constant ultraviolet shimmer of defense energy as it deflected the solar wind striking the ultrabonded metalloceramic. At this acceleration level, by the time she reached the Diligent it would be approaching safety limits. She didn’t care; she only had to last until then. After that … maybe there’d be enough antimatter left to decelerate.

For a little while she considered actually ramming the Diligent. You can’t make it more personal than that. At such a phenomenal velocity Skelmis-1A might even retain its physical integrity, the impact would be so fast. In the end, she decided against it for the simple reason that she had to witness the arkship’s death.

When they were five million kilometers out, she selected and armed seven antimatter warhead missiles for the strike. Skelmis-1A locked targeting sensors on the helpless, ancient craft.

They would fire at two million kilometers. That way, if they missed, she still had a few seconds to launch a second batch of missiles. There was effectively zero chance of the strike failing, but she would not leave anything to even that miniscule chance. Her dead comrades demanded nothing less.

At two point eight million kilometers from the Diligent, Skelmis-1A was hit by a Q-distort. Radwarno-Werkas had no idea what it was, only that half the subsection’s systems failed instantly as the electron shells of its component atoms spun out of alignment, destroying their integrity at an atomic level.

Radwarno-Werkas’s unlife sarcophagus ejected in a frantic bid to escape the nuclear malaise that penetrated relentlessly into the rest of Skelmis-1A’s physical structure. For a full second, it reached a hundred forty gees, then the depleted propulsion module jettisoned. Broad patches of the sarcophagus were still undergoing catastrophic material failure in the wake of the Q-distort effect, its outer casing spitting out eerie streamers of sub-atomic mist.

The sarcophagus was only just clear of the Skelmis-1A when the weakened subsection shattered into an expanding starburst of crumbling debris. Its antimatter confinement chambers failed, producing a trail of gigaton explosions. Although it was now a thousand kilometers distant, the residual heat and radiation of the detonations savaged even more of the sarcophagus’s mass. It tumbled over and over, shedding molten droplets from its thick layers of armor, fissures splitting open perilously close to the internal mechanisms.

Inside, the still-aware personality of Radwarno-Werkas screamed soundlessly into the void.
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“WHAT. THE. HELL?” Captain Dejean asked an utterly silent command and control center.

“Ambush two,” a Dave declared.

Otylia stared at the screen, where two and a half million kilometers away, a petal pattern of four white plasma blastwaves was subsiding. She had to blink tears out of her eyes to see it properly. “Are we—?” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. A child-level fright of being a jinx was making her arms tremble.

“I’m not detecting anything else coming for us,” Uemi-Jubalee said cautiously.

Otylia suspected the astrogator was equally scared of jinxing their situation.

“Who did that?” an awed Ellie asked.

“We don’t even know who launched the first ambush,” a perplexed Finn said.

“It’s not Gyvoy, is it?” Zelinda said.

Finn gave her an incredulous look. “How in the name of the Goddess do I know?”

“Oh!” Uemi-Jubalee gasped.

Everyone in the compartment flinched.

“Someone’s sending us a lnc request,” she said. “It’s coming from about a quarter of a million kilometers beyond the second ambush.”

“Accept it,” Dejean said. “We have absolutely nothing to lose at this point.”

Otylia stared at the compartment’s big screen as an image formed. A face. Her whole universe shrank to become the smirk that was beaming out across the command and control center; the disconnect was like being ZPZ framed. “Sweet Asteria. No!”

“Well, hello there, one and all,” Josias Aponi boomed. “You can just call me your personal guardian angel.”
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IT TOOK THE TRIO of archon starships another four days to reach the Diligent. The Arcadia’s Moon had rendezvoused ten hours after the second ambush. That meant four days of Josias generously acknowledging the praise and thanks of everyone he encountered on board.

Otylia had included herself in the reception committee after the Arcadia’s Moon docked. To stand back like a sulky child would only make it worse; she was conceding nothing.

It was crowded in the airlock prep chamber when the hatch opened. All the old crew members who’d stayed with the Diligent whooped and applauded as Josias glided through.

“I’d forgotten how big that grin is,” Ellie murmured to Otylia.

Laurella and Dushan flew into their father’s embrace, both teary at the reunion. The three of them hugged for a long moment, then a smiling Dejean gave Josias a squeeze. “We missed you.”

“My dear captain, so good to be back.” He glanced around the crowded chamber and caught sight of Otylia. “Darling.” He kicked off the hatch rim and sailed over to her.

“Josias. Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Whatever it was you did to the frigate subsections.”

“Oh, yes, that—when I saved you all. Lucky for everyone, I chartered the Arcadia’s Moon. There aren’t many ships carrying weapons like the Q-thing it used against the warships.”

“Whatever.”

“I’ve had a terrible time since I left Gondiar.”

“You’re the one who walked out.”

“Ouch. Darling, I was kidnapped; they forced me to make propaganda about a rebellion that was all lies. It was awful. I wound up having to flush Gyvoy out of an airlock.”

“You did what?” Finn asked incredulously. “He’s dead?”

“He was in an escape capsule,” Captain Andino said dryly. “He’s fine. Unfortunately.”

“Hey, you work with the tools you’ve got,” Josias said in a pained tone.

Otylia felt her hand balling into a fist. Punching someone in free-fall was stupid. But, damn, it would feel really good about now.

“Grandpa,” Ellie said brightly. “Welcome back.”

The smile on Josias’s smile tightened. “Ah, my sweet girl, it is real after all.”

“What is?”

“Time dilation. I was hoping … But no, you’re still so young.”

“I see I’m not the only one who hasn’t changed.”

“That’s very flattering.”

“I said not changed, I didn’t say anything about not aging.”

Josias chortled. “Well, it sounds like we’ve all got some stories to tell. Shall we get started?”




CHAPTER FIVE

THEY HAD TO wait until the three archon starships arrived, with a lot of people curious about the size of the Talloch Te craft.

“What is in that thing?” Ellie had asked Finn the night before they rendezvoused.

“I have no idea,” he admitted.

The Diligent’s telescope had revealed what looked like an asteroid four kilometers long, except its lumpy pale green surface was obviously organic. But it had a fusion drive allowing it to fly in formation with the other two starships. One of them, the Aeacus, was a stylish silver cylinder two hundred meters long, sprouting thin copper spokes to hold its life support ring. While the Heresy Dominion ship Xiyra was nothing more than a pale oval without any features. Yet when it finished decelerating to hold station ten kilometers from the Diligent, it changed shape, flowing smoothly into a long cone with ten slender spikes extending out of its base to arch around parallel to the primary hull.

Everyone thought its new profile was intrinsically aggressive.

It was funny, Finn thought, how no one was really shocked by their arrival. The most people felt about any new event now was mild surprise, especially when the Aeacus—clearly a very powerful Celestial starship—turned out to be captained by a human. Whose son was on board the Diligent.

“I know that guy,” Finn told Ellie as the Wilson-Fletchers came aboard, along with Medusa. “The first day you set foot on Gondiar, remember?”

She watched Aljan embrace his parents and sister, all of them struggling to control their excitement. “Yeah,” she said. “He was the detective in charge of your honor guard.”

“That’s my mother for you,” he said, inexplicably embittered by the happy family reunion occurring right in front of him.

“I’m here to tell you that Olomo, the Heresy archon, has invited everyone to the Xiyra to discuss our situation,” Terence said. He looked directly at Finn, who found his cheeks warming. “Especially you, Minsterialis.”

“Yeah,” Finn said. “I guessed that.”

“It wasn’t his fault,” Ellie said hotly. “Gyvoy got inside his head and made him do all these terrible things. He got inside mine, too.”

“You’re a uranic?” Terence asked.

“No, but he got inside my head anyway. I don’t know how.”

“Were there bioluminescent lines on his hands and arms when he did that to you?”

“Er … yes. How did you know?”

“You’re not the only human that’s happened to. I know how unpleasant it can be, too.”

“Dad?” Aljan asked curiously.

“Later. We need to decide what we’re going to do next, and quickly. Right now the Kelowan system is in chaos, trying to save the refugees; but more starships are going to be arriving in Capo Frois hunting the Diligent, and there is a limit to how many we can fight off now we no longer have the element of surprise.”

The last thing Finn wanted to do was face Celestial archons, but Ellie would be with him. And as he’d told Otylia: Jalgori-Tobus don’t have a choice.

Terence had flown over to the Diligent in an auxiliary shuttlecraft. It had room for a dozen passengers, so Finn was pleased that his sisters were also coming with him. Not so pleased that Josias was joining them, but they needed the information he had. Captains Dejean and Andino were also invited.

Finn wanted to take a Dave with them. “They know tactics from the rough side, they can advise,” he’d said, but Terence had politely declined. So that was that.

The shuttle’s cabin was a cylinder with two rows of thickly padded chairs sized for Imperial Celestials, no windows, and an airlock at one end.

“I’d like to talk to you,” Terence said to Finn, and gestured at the chair next to his.

No choice.

Finn and Ellie strapped themselves in, and Finn felt a slight tremble as the shuttle departed the Diligent.

Terence extended his hand. Finn was surprised to see a neural pad in the center of the detective’s palm.

“I didn’t know you were a uranic.”

“I wasn’t born one,” Terence said with a level voice, keeping his hand extended.

Finn resisted sighing as he took hold, and they exchanged self-perceptuals. The detective’s persona was a strange combination of elation twined with tragic weariness, experienced as a strong sea breeze heralding a storm’s onset. Then—

Three men walked into a bar.

Finn stared around in confusion. There was something familiar about the nighttime street outside—definitely one of Santa Rosa’s districts. Seeing the wonderful normality of his home gave him a solid bump of nostalgia.

Then he noticed the two-and-a-half-meter-tall Imperial Celestial sitting next to Terence on the other side of the table. “Who the hell are you? No … what? Is this a neural reality?” He’d heard Celestials could create one, but no human uranic had ever mastered the technique.

“Something like that. I am—or rather was—Makaio.”

“The archon?” Finn gave Terence a confused glance. “The one that got assassinated? Why is he in your head? Oh, Asteria’s arse, are you a Celestial like Gyvoy?”

“No!” Terence exclaimed. “No. Makaio is just—”

“The last ember of a long dead fire,” the archon said. “But I have knowledge that is useful to Terence.”

“Knowledge? You mean memories?”

“Yes. Terence has very graciously permitted me to reside here.”

“He can help,” Terence said. “He has helped a lot. I’d be dead without him. So would my family, and yours.”

“Okay.” Finn gave the strange apparition a quick nod. “So, what now?”

“I can help you straighten out your memories,” Makaio said. “It’s like a mnemonic routine developed by people like myself back when we came into existence; it keeps our minds in order. After all, we do acquire rather a lot of memories over our lifetime. It will help you elevate everything Gyvoy suppressed back out into your consciousness. You will be able to see how he twisted you up. Hopefully this will allow you to come to terms with what’s happened, allowing you to be free of the angst and uncertainty you suffer now. But the cost is that you will know, and I expect what you underwent is not pleasant. The choice is yours.”

Finn almost laughed. “Really? It sounds like rekaul; that’s how Ellie discovered what happened.”

“You could consider the routine to be a mental equivalent of rekaul. However, this allows for a more structured approach. An unfurling of awareness, if you like.”

“So I’ll just remember everything afterward?”

“In due course. This version of the routine will slowly bring back events. I have learned not to force human minds. These days, I simply show you what is possible.” He shared a wry glance with Terence.

“He’s getting better at properly understanding humans,” the detective said.

“You went through this?” Finn asked.

“Kind of—although it wasn’t voluntary. All I can tell you is that, despite that, I trust him.”

“Thank you, Terence,” Makaio said.

“All right,” Finn said slowly. “I suppose what I’m worried about most is that he put other screwed-up emotions in me; that I was primed to do more than fling Boksrock at Kelowan. Asteria, I knew it was monstrous even as I was doing it, but all I wanted was vengeance. It was all I could think about. And this opportunity was like an inspiration gifted from the Goddess herself.”

“There was nothing divine in what Gyvoy did.”

“Hey, did he give me the idea how the Diligent could escape afterward?”

“I very much doubt that,” Makaio said. “I expect that surprised him as much as it did everyone else. And I agree that the idea was inspirational. My hypothesis would be that originally you were to be captured, thus allowing your interrogation to prove Kelowan’s death was all Human Liberation’s accomplishment.”

“Why, though?”

“To divert the Crown Dominion queens from what is really going on.”

“Which is …?”

“I am hoping this meeting will set us on the path to discovering that.”

“Damn,” Finn grinned. “No choice, after all. I am a Jalgori-Tobu to the last. Let’s do this.”

“Very well,” Makaio stood up. “With your permission?”

“Given.”

The Celestial’s big hands reached out to cradle his head. Finn tensed instinctively, but all Makaio did was begin a soft massage. The sensation seemed to sink through his flesh until the long fingers were massaging the inside of his skull. He could feel all his emotional tensions easing up, it was that relaxing. And warm, and comfortable. He let out a long sigh of relief.

“What have you two been talking about?” Ellie asked.

“Sorry, what?” Finn blinked and looked around. Everyone was releasing their chair straps. Terence had already floated down the cabin to the airlock. “We’ve docked?”

“Yes. What did you talk about?”

“Oh. Um, he gave me some techniques to sort my memories out. I might be able to remember what Gyvoy did.”

“Are you sure you want to do that?”

“I’m going to do that. No good running away from this. Otherwise I’ll just wind up curling into a ball and crying.”

“There’s no shame in what happened, sweetheart; you were a victim of something utterly vile.”

“Yeah, but it’s not going to beat me.”

She gave him a quick kiss. “That’s my Finn.”

A spherical chamber took them down to the Xiyra’s life support sections. They wound up in a hemispherical cabin that was half garden and half lounge. There were big pools where rainbow-shaded fish wove about leisurely; Finn couldn’t quite work out how it would function in zero gee when the water would gather into spheres, but then his mind was busy with the multitude of memories now vying for attention. His brain had always been riddled with little associative quirks—a color or word or smell that would conjure up a fragment of some time where he was happy or angry, or earlier in life when just about anything embarrassed him. Those long ago days before he learned how to disconnect himself from emotional events and behave like a proper little Jalgori-Tobu.

Now, though, his memories were more accessible, the flashbacks less random and unexpected. His past was forming an orderly queue to be reassessed. And there were some remarkable revelations in there.

Olomo greeted his guests equitably, as though having humans on board were an everyday occurrence. Everybody tried to be blasé about the Heresy archon. Finn almost smiled at his sisters’ perfect self-control. The others weren’t nearly as proficient. But then, someone like Dejean had never met a Heresy citizen before. The Celestial’s three-meter-tall body was clad in a colorful multilayered robe. Out of his four arms, he used the lower ones to exchange self-perceptuals with the uranics.

When it was his own turn, Finn managed to keep his thoughts together and not appear a silly jumble of anxieties and insecurities. Though looking into the Celestial’s four violet-hued eyes came close to triggering an inferiority complex.

“Thank you for intercepting Twenty-Three Squadron,” he said through the neural connection.

“It was a joint endeavor, young Finbar. Let us hope that together we can all move toward gaining a richer understanding of what has been happening.”

“I was played. Really played.”

“I know.”

The accompanying essence of understanding and sympathy almost broke his composure. “Thank you.”

He sat next to Ellie and Dejean on a bench under curving Doric arches that looked centuries old. An andy that was nothing more than a metal sheet cut into the shape of a headless humanoid served them drinks.

Sahdiah arrived in the cabin. Even Finn was startled by the Talloch Te’s appearance. Not that he could see the Celestial’s actual body. Sahdiah was wearing what must have been an environment suit of some kind, but it was ridiculously crude. Finn wondered if it was some kind of bizarre fashion, but then again it was more likely a deliberate misdirection. The archon was contained inside an oval bag—a half-inflated bubble made from a material that mimicked the color and texture of old leather. It moved on a set of ten chrome pincer claws that clicked their way over the polished stone floor. There was a single porthole in the fabric halfway up the curve at the front. Finn couldn’t see anything through the glass; it was misted on the inside.

“Welcome,” Olomo said, inclining his head respectfully. “Everyone, this is a moiety of archon Sahdiah.”

“Greetings,” said a high-pitched voice from the archon’s suit. “Let us hope the Goddess smiles on our endeavor. Where to begin, I wonder?”

“I got something to start with,” Finn said meekly. “Liliana is a Celestial, too.”

“She is?” Terence asked.

“Who’s Liliana?” Ellie asked.

“A woman I had a fling with,” Finn admitted bleakly. “Except it turns out she’s not a woman—not a human one, anyway.”

“Wait! Her? The one who threw you out of a plane?”

“Yes.”

“Someone threw you out of a plane?” an outraged Otylia asked.

“Yeah, but only after she messed with my mind the night before. Which means … they dropped me where they did so that I’d land next to you,” he said to Ellie.

“Why?”

“Because the idea she put into my head was to exchange Hafnir for the Diligent. That’s the scale of manipulation we’ve been subjected to. It’s phenomenal.” The awful memory was clear in his head now. What he’d thought was a night of passion, the just-in-case moment before a big job, was actually a few minutes with Liliana’s hand clamped onto the back of his head, using the neural patch to pump a blizzard of confusion into his mind. “How far back does this go?” he murmured.

“A Great Game such as this one is never rushed,” Olomo said. “Point for you to consider: it was seven thousand years ago that Dolod underwent a course correction that aligned it on Kelowan.”

“Asteria’s arse,” Finn muttered.

“And anyway, that’s old news about Liliana, my boy,” Josias said. “I worked that out back on the Arcadia’s Moon. She and Gyvoy were always holding hands. They were connecting so no one could overhear what they were discussing.”

“So are Toše and Bensath Celestials, too?” Ellie asked.

“Unknown,” Olomo said.

“Nah, they’re human,” Josias said. “I doubt they’re even being manipulated; those two are true mercenaries. Right, captain?”

Andino gave a reticent nod.

“What else did you deduce?” Sahdiah asked.

“Didn’t need to deduce anything,” Josias replied. “I burned into the internal sensors on the Arcadia’s Moon to monitor them. Very interesting what did slip when they talked out loud.” He paused and gave his audience a significant look.

“Just tell us,” Otylia snapped.

“Well, first off, they transferred a thousand tons of the antimatter to a containment chamber on the Lestari. Then they talked about Bensath having to wait until the fleet arrives—presumably they meant one from the Crown Dominion. His mission is vital, apparently. Bensath thinks he’s going to strike a critical blow for the human revolution against Imperial Celestials.”

“Do they think the fleet is coming here to pursue us?” Zelinda asked. “That makes no sense. It’ll take two years for the news about Squadron Twenty-Three to reach Kelowan, then another two years for the fleet to arrive. We’ll be a dozen star systems away by then.”

“The Crown Dominion’s Imperial fleet is indeed coming here, but not for you,” Olomo said. “Carolien didn’t bring the queens together for a navy exercise; they’re going to annex Capo Frois. I acknowledge that will be delayed because of the attack on Kelowan, but they will come. The queens will never allow such a loss of face. They will prove to the whole Centauri Cluster that, even after this attack, they remain strong.”

“If you’re right about that, we won’t be able to warn them,” Andino said. “If Bensath is going to hit them with the antimatter, he’ll do it at the egress Gate as the fleet comes through. That’s the only time where they’ll be grouped relatively close together.”

“Ah, I believe I can also help here,” Josias said.

“Really?” Zelinda drawled.

“Of course. They mentioned a weapon. I have no idea what weapon, but Liliana is going to acquire it for them. Apparently that’s going to be tough for her. Specifically—and I’m quoting Gyvoy, here—‘not as easy as Kingsnest.’”

“So where’s that coming from?” Terence said. “It’s at Hoa Quinzu,” Josias told him.

Finn watched Terence frown; then his face became expressionless, as if he’d lost interest in everything that was being said. Is he talking to Makaio again?

“If Josias is right about the weapon being at Hoa Quinzu, then we must consider that separate to whatever action Bensath is taking,” Olomo said. “Liliana could not travel to Hoa Quinzu and back in time to attack the Crown Dominion fleet here.”

“I fear Hoa Quinzu might have been a misdirection,” Sahdiah said. “The Ratarajan Dominion do not sell weapons. They are an insular culture.”

“So she’s going to steal the weapon from the Ratarajan Dominion, then,” Ellie said. “I was in Kingsnest with Finn when he got the operating system, and trust me that was not easy—I don’t care what Gyvoy said.”

“I think we may need to factor in the possible involvement of the Mara Yama in all of this,” Olomo said. “Their fleet is currently refueling in Hoa Quinzu.”

“The Mara Yama aren’t involved,” Josias said.

“Intriguing. Why not?”

“Because just before I kicked him off the Arcadia’s Moon, Gyvoy and I had a chat—”

“No, you didn’t,” Andino said. “I was watching everyone very closely. You were terrified of him and stayed locked away in your cabin the whole time. No judgment,” she added cheerfully. “Can’t say I blame you. Not with that psycho Toše on board. He really hated you.”

“Surprise,” Otylia muttered.

Josias held up a hand and pointed at the bioware neural pad at the center of his palm. “We connected when I corraled Gyvoy into the escape capsule. And when we did connect, he accused me of being a Mara Yama agent—actually, he accused me of being a Mara Yama. So my opinion is he and Liliana aren’t working with them. For what it’s worth.”

“An astute point,” Sahdiah said.

“Or a conniving double bluff,” Otylia said, her stare unwavering. “You know how people in politics behave. Every word they utter is false, which allows them to achieve their own ends, and to hell with anyone else. Right, dear?”

“Gyvoy is running a revolution, my dear, not canvassing for votes,” Josias said.

“This is not a revolution. Replacing one government with another is politics, right there on the blood-soaked edge of the blade.”

“About the weapon,” Terence said. “Are you sure they said it is at Hoa Quinzu?”

“Yes,” Josias said.

“Shit.”

“Why?”

Terence gave Olomo a worried glance. “There is a weapon in the Hoa Quinzu system—one that is on the same scale as throwing Boksrock at Kelowan.”

“They wouldn’t dare,” Olomo said quietly.

“I wouldn’t count on that, my friend,” Sahdiah replied quickly. “Think what they have already done.”

“Er … what weapon?” Zelinda asked.

“It is called the Crystal Gun,” Olomo said. “And no offense, Terence, but I find it extraordinary that Makaio made that information available to you.”

“He entrusted me with full access to his records,” Terence replied impassively.

“The Crystal Gun?” Ellie said. “You mean the one that killed Kajval?”

“No way!” Andino exclaimed. “It still exists?”

“Oh yes,” Terence said. “It still exists. The Crown Dominion archons expended a lot of time and energy tracking it down. Hardly surprising given what it can do: Kajval’s entire atmosphere was reduced to crystal dust. And the Hoa Quinzu system is close to the Crown Dominion itself. The queens needed to be sure nobody else was going to acquire it.”

“There was a high-level accord between dominions bordering Hoa Quinzu,” Olomo said. “The Crystal Gun was made inaccessible, especially from Travelers.”

“It was buried at the heart of an iceteroid,” Terence said. “And for added security, an archon arranged for a rogue Risitch clan to settle that iceteroid after they were chased off Glacies. Nobody can get through the Risitch unless they’re authorized to do so.”

Finn exchanged a glance with Ellie. “Don’t count on that.”

“It would explain why Liliana and Toše are using the Lestari,” Olomo said thoughtfully. “It has a huge cargo capacity.”

“So the Crystal Gun is big?” Otylia asked.

“Very,” Terence confirmed. “I’m going to have to fly the Aeacus to Hoa Quinzu and stop Liliana from getting anywhere close to the iceteroid.”

“Terence, we were hoping you and perhaps the others would escort the Diligent to the ingress Gate for Emetol,” Otylia said. “We thought Kingsnest gives us the best chance of survival for everyone on board.”

“Of course I will do that,” Terence said. “Once you’re through the Gate you’ll be relatively safe.”

“We will also escort you to the ingress Gate,” Sahdiah said. “However, since we can provide you with a reasonable level of security while the arkship is in this star system, I would like to ask if you have considered other alternatives. Losing yourselves in the interior of Kingsnest is a practical solution to avoiding capture or worse, but it is very self-limiting.”

“You think we should be going somewhere else?” Zelinda asked.

“I simply wish to provide an option for you to consider. You could seek out the Cosmoids at JK67b and see if they will provide some upgrades for the Diligent.”

Olomo’s four eyes blinked together as he stared at the Talloch Te archon’s leathery covering. “I would be very careful venturing down such a route.”

“The arkship is vulnerable,” Sahdiah replied. “Our human friends already know this; they will not benefit from us pretending otherwise. We can assist their safe departure from this star system, but after that they will be subject to bounty hunters and dark operatives dispatched by the Crown Dominion archons. Others, too. You know this.”

“What do you mean by upgrades?” Dejean asked keenly.

“Some defensive systems. Perhaps strengthening the main stress structure. Engine improvements. Greater power generation. These would serve you well.”

“Sounds like a complete overhaul to me. Which is expensive no matter where you are in the galaxy.”

“You have two thousand tons of antimatter left. It is the greatest currency in the Centauri Cluster, providing you can find the right buyer. The Cosmoids are such buyers.”

“Woah, there,” Josias said. “What kind of cost are we talking here? I mean, I don’t mind chipping in, but I have expenses.”

“Your children are on board the Diligent,” Otylia said flatly. “What price do you put on that?”

“I kinda thought they might be coming with me on the Arcadia’s Moon, which—trust me—is one secure starship … Er, you as well, of course, darling. Zelinda, you are always welcome, obviously.”

“And me, Grandpa?” Ellie inquired in a dangerous voice. “Are Finn and I included?”

“Absolutely.”

Andino cleared her throat. “That already puts you four over our maximum passenger capacity.”

Josias gestured around exuberantly. “This is a big ship. Olomo, can you help a guy out here?”

“No.”

“Bit harsh there, my man.”

“I cannot guarantee the safety of anyone on board the Xiyra, especially given what my ongoing mission will probably entail. Besides, where would you draw the line? Is it just your family and close friends that are to be taken off the Diligent? Are the Gath not worthy of your consideration?”

“Of course they are! I’m just thinking realistically, here.”

“As am I,” Sahdiah said. “Which is why I suggested the upgrade to the Diligent.”

“Tell us about it,” Dejean said.

“You could see if the outcast Cosmoids will trade their technology for antimatter.”

“Yes, okay, but what the fuck are outcast Cosmoids? Actually, just what are Cosmoids?”

“Cosmoids are the workforce of the Gomatu Celestials, which are building the megastructure at JK67b,” Olomo said. “Outcast Cosmoids are those who have refused to be recycled when their useful lifetime expires.”

“And the outcasts are always eager for energy sources,” Sahdiah said.

Dejean turned to Finn. “Okay, this is uncharted space for me—by light-years. What do you think?”

Finn glanced at his sisters. Of course they had their diplomat faces on, giving him nothing. “Actually, it’s not the worst idea. Best-case scenario, we get out of Capo Frois. There are other Gates at JK67b.”

“It carries considerable risk,” Olomo said.

“At this juncture,” Sahdiah said, “there is risk involved wherever the Diligent flies next. I would simply add, as humanity’s representatives, you still have a considerable stake in this particular Great Game. It is my advice that you should try to remain part of it. That way you can advocate on behalf of Gondiar. There are regrettably few who are able to do that.”

Finn stared at the Talloch Te archon. He’d considered the whole idea of fleeing into the interior of Kingsnest to be one of pure desperation. Basically it was the galaxy’s biggest prison. The notion that they might be able to achieve more was deeply appealing—and he knew that wouldn’t be one of Gyvoy’s abominable ideas. “How can we advocate? The queens want to kill us.”

“The archon’s right,” Josias said. “Two thousand tons of antimatter gives us a seat at the table. And thankfully, I am in control of it.”

“Some of that antimatter is mine,” Andino said flatly. “More now. My Remnant Era Q-distort was incredibly expensive—not that I’ll ever be able to replace it. They’re rarer than an iron exotic.”

“My dear Madam Captain, Josias Aponi always honors his debts. You will be paid.”

Otylia let out a mocking guffaw.

“If we poor humans are to have any say in this, as Sahdiah suggests, we need more information,” Josias continued. “I might be able to offer the queens some knowledge of value.”

“Which is?” Zelinda said suspiciously.

“I don’t know yet. But”—Josias held up a hand to halt objections before they could fall—“I know someone that does.”

“Asteria’s arse,” Otylia said. “I am going to throw you out of the airlock myself. What are you talking about?”

“The Elohim spoke to me.”

“Oh, fuck off, Josias!”

“They told me who their Capo Frois archon is. That individual has answers to a lot of our questions.”

“I find that to be a remarkable statement,” Olomo said. “I was not aware the Elohim have archons.”

“I’m not sure if that’s what they actually call them,” Josias said. “But it’s equivalent. I think.”

Otylia let out a sigh. “Oh, here we go on our merry way to bullshitville. Again.”

“Hear me out, dear,” Josias told her in a hurt tone. “When the Arcadia’s Moon entered the Capo Frois ingress Gate, I sent a message at the Gate. I told it how bad things were and asked for help, and guess what? I got an answer. It was like a memory gift—although not quite. Put it this way, I’m aware there’s someone on Janton-Io who, I don’t know … handles information for the Elohim. And the Elohim have a lot of information stretching clear across the Centauri Cluster. This individual decides what knowledge to make available and to whom. If anyone can tell us more about this Great Game, it’ll be them. The more we understand, the better the chance we have of being able to stop it.”

“This is why you chartered the Arcadia’s Moon to take you to Janton-Io?” Andino asked in surprise. “To find an Elohim archon?”

“Yes.”

“Asteria’s arse.”

“How certain are you of this?” Olomo asked.

“Man, I can’t put a percentage on it. But think about it: Why else would a Gate of Heaven tell me to go there?”

“Are you still willing to undertake this journey?”

“Oh, I’ll be going.” Josias looked around. “What I’d like is for some personal help by professionals. The Daves would be a good start. I mean, it’s not like I’m unknown in this part of the Cluster now. One almost might say I’m quite famous thanks to Gyvoy’s treachery. Some idiots might get upset if they were to see me in the flesh.”

“And if the Daves come with you, then you stop quibbling about buying the Diligent upgrade?” Otylia said.

“Ah, my dear, you did listen to me explaining how to make deals!”

“Any contract with you is going to include a massive penalty clause. And I do mean massive.”

“Well, I’m sure you and I can negotiate something acceptable. Perhaps over a civilized bottle of wine?”
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“I’LL CATCH UP WITH YOU,” Medusa told Terence as they all left the big lounge.

She followed Sahdiah’s moiety to one of the exit archways, and the two of them went into the spherical mobility chamber together. “So where do you and I stand?” she asked after the door closed.

Chrome claws chittered on the floor as Sahdiah turned around until the suit’s porthole faced her. “I am impressed with you.”

“Really? We both know I gave up your network on Gondiar and Anoosha.”

“I expected nothing else.”

“Huh?”

“I believe Terence Wilson-Fletcher used an extraction system on you. No human—and in fact few Celestials—could shield any memory from exposure in those circumstances. Apart from killing yourself, of course.”

She gave the misty porthole a disdainful stare. “You expected me to suicide?”

“Certainly not. You were a paid employee. I am not aware of any monetary sum which could induce you to do that.”

“Yeah. Good point.”

“I know and understand the limitations of the informant networks I establish and run. Which is why I build in redundancies across all my operations. As, incidentally, did Makaio-Faraji.”

“So you expected me to fail?”

“I anticipate possible outcomes; therefore I was unsurprised by what happened to you. But if it is reassurance you seek, I congratulate you on your survival. General Avone-Valerio is notoriously tenacious. To elude him was an impressive accomplishment.”

“Thanks. Gotta say, me being alive is mainly down to Terence. I guess he took pity on me.”

“No, he is using you for your abilities and contacts.”

“You think?”

“It is a state that I have assigned a high probability. After all, you have cooperated with him since he took you into custody.”

“To stay alive. Like you said, my time as your agent ended when he picked me up.”

“Yes.”

“So what now?”

“You are no longer my agent.”

“Blunt, but I accept that.”

“I do consider you an ally, however.”

“Yeah. That’s the bit I don’t get. What is it with you suggesting the Diligent flies to JKsixty-whatever?”

“Humans—specifically the Jalgori-Tobus and the Diligent—can still play a part in my acquisition of knowledge, perhaps even to understanding the nature of this Great Game. They will not be able to participate if they flee into the Kingsnest. Besides, exposure to constant free-fall would be unhealthy, especially for the Gath. Most humans who came here on arkships—your ancestors—were from Sol’s asteroid settlements, so they had low-level genetic modification to improve their organ function, especially their kidneys.”

“We did?” she asked in surprise.

“Yes. But even that isn’t enough to survive multi-decade exposure. Travelers use considerable augmentation—both cymech enhancements and clone organ replacement along with general medication that allows their physiology to operate effectively during a lifetime of spaceflight. I believe you yourself have many such enrichments.”

“I got me some classy combat functions, sure; they’re mostly strength boosters, though.”

“Which require organ upgrades to function at an optimal level. It is adjacent to the medical technology Travelers use, which is why it is prevalent among human societies in the Centauri Cluster.”

“Huh, okay, did not know that.”

“I remain unaware if the Gath had the apposite genetic sequences incorporated in their original genome template. I suspect not; as changelings they were created with the intent of planetary surface employment. Without constant advanced medication, their fate in Kingsnest would be slow physical decline followed by a painful death from systemic organ shutdown.”

“Right. So traveling to JK really is the good option, then.”

“Olomo was correct to declare it risky. If you succeed, your collective status and importance will rise—which, if played correctly, can be beneficial. In addition, I am very curious to see if Josias is spinning us a line about the Elohim manipulation of information. Confirming if that is true would be advantageous for the Talloch Te. I would suggest you accompany Josias and the Daves, thus increasing their chances of survival. Although you are not my agent anymore, I believe you being part of the expedition will ensure that I am fully updated. If you like, I can reinstate you.”

Medusa grinned at the archon. “I’d certainly consider working with you again, for an appropriate fee. Right now, I literally have no money. That makes me completely dependent on Terence and the others. I don’t enjoy that.”

There was a small tinkling sound. When she looked down, a treasury coin was shuddering to a halt on the floor beside Sahdiah’s suit. Medusa picked it up and sighed. “You anticipated this whole conversation, didn’t you?”

“Naturally. I am an archon of the Talloch Te. Anticipation is part of my neural structure—how I work, if you like. Humans have emotions and impulse; the Talloch Te have rationality.”

“You guys don’t do a lot of partying, do you?”

“No.”

“I feel sorry for you.”

“I know.”

“Okay, consider me back on the payroll. But it’s for supplying you with information only. I’m not going to act against humans. Not now.”

“I would not ask you to.”
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THE VALLEY WAS rugged and unspoiled, home to a dense forest that only parted for long, narrow lakes. Its walls of steep mountains were coated in lush vegetation that stretched long verdant fingers up to a slim line of naked rock just below the snowline. A perfect example of the Uthra Dominion’s re-terraforming efforts that had returned Maciel-7u to the idyll that existed before the Copsait War four thousand six hundred years previously.

Dagon hated it. The escape capsule had landed hard among the trees, its weight smashing innumerable boughs as it hammered its way to the ground. Each blow was a jarring impact that threatened to split the fuselage open. Ion thrusters had ignited a dozen fires during the last meters of the descent as its all-but-useless processor network tried to steer it down through the obstacle of random foliage. The crunches from splintering wood were almost as loud as the curses Dagon directed at the worthless human electronics. Eventually the capsule smacked into the stony earth with a bone-jarring thump.

Now, three hours later, he stood on the bald crest of a small hill where the rock-strewn ground was so poor the trees here could never aspire beyond stunted bushes. A sonic boom at the open end of the valley echoed vehemently off the implacable mountains. He watched the sapphire sky carefully and saw the spaceplane approaching. He resisted the impulse to jump up and wave; the escape capsule’s survival pack was that level of primitive. Its only redeeming feature had been a comms node that allowed him to lnc with the planetary orbital network. And even that lnc was intermittent thanks to the mountains that blocked so much sky.

The spaceplane slowly circled the hill. Its fan nacelles rotated through ninety degrees and it landed fifty meters away in a blizzard of grit and leaves. Dagon walked toward it.

An Imperial Celestial came down the airstairs, an imposing three meters high, wearing light armor.

“Hello, Banat,” Dagon said. “It’s been a while. I don’t know your current host name.”

“Illie.” He regarded Dagon skeptically. “Cousin, is that really you?”

“Yeah. I know. Small, right?”

“Indeed. But then it has been three and a half centuries. You were just departing for Kingsnest at our last meeting. I gather you confirmed the Archimedes Engine operating system?”

“I certainly did. You’ve heard the news from the Kelowan system?”

“I have. It is glorious. Kelowan is gone.”

Dagon reached the bottom of the airstair and held out his hand. Banat-Illie took it gingerly. They exchanged self-perceptuals.

Banat-Illie gave an incredulous snort. “It is you.”

“Very much so.”

“But”—he gestured around at the valley—“you were bringing the antimatter for us. I have five warships and five freighters in orbit waiting to carry it to Hoa Quinzu. Why are you down here?”

“Josias fucking Aponi.”

“The human? Your propaganda instrument?”

“He’s not human. He’s … different. Somehow. I don’t know what he is. Or where he came from.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. I’m considering the possibility that we’re not the only ones playing a Great Game here.”

“Impossible.”

“I know it seems that way.”

“Cousin,” Banat-Illie said guardedly. “Where is the antimatter?”

“On the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“The Arcadia’s Moon left Maciel-7u orbit over two hours ago.”

“We’ll find it. There’s nothing they can do with the antimatter. I’m the one who has the confinement chamber codes.”

“We need that antimatter. The fleet requires real firepower to implement Khepri’s victory. Strategy requires—”

“I know,” Dagon shouted in fury. “I am the one who helped devise the strategy. Need I remind you, cousin, my actual title is General Commander of the Queen in Exile’s advance forces. All of them on this side of the Helium Sea. And that includes you.”

“I understand, General Commander. What are your orders?”

“Locate the Arcadia’s Moon and recover our antimatter. They’ll run for it now, so we need to monitor all the ingress Gates. And when we do catch up with them, Josias Aponi is mine.”

“To execute?”

“Oh no, I am personally going to hand over the Man Who Walked on Old Earth to the Mara Yama.”




CHAPTER SIX

“YOU MAY FIND THIS USEFUL,” Clavissa’s father had told her as he gave her the gift. “On occasion it could prove helpful to see and hear exactly what happens behind closed doors on the Dracaenae. After all, there is a level of gossip that not even the princess-wrangler equerry will be given. But I would caution you that deploying it will come with considerable risk. I believe it is superior to any navy routines, although I cannot guarantee it. Sending your dear old father gossip is one thing, but were you to be discovered using this, it would be the end of you.”

“And you as well, I would think,” she’d replied.

“Yes. Even though all we seek is information, to spy on the queen and her court is the very definition of treason. Ualana-Shoigu would be relentless in the pursuit of his duty. So please consider it only as a last resort.”

And if this isn’t the time to start using it, I don’t know what is, Clavissa thought. The death of Kelowan and Carolien-Amaia had been devastating for everyone on board the dreadnought, but Helena-Thyra’s responses to events weren’t quite what Clavissa expected. At the root of it was how Helena-Thyra had spent the months following the emergency being too amicable to the other queens. As empress, she was now in a perfect position to exploit the emergency for her own benefit and that of Wynid’s Grand Families. The economic and political advantages were there for the taking, yet she didn’t press her advantage. It was almost like she didn’t care, which Clavissa didn’t believe for an instant. Clavissa had enough of Helena’s early giftings to know there would be no weakness she would fail to exploit. There was also a painfully personal lesson she’d learned about Thyra long ago, which still haunted her to this day.

One of her sharpest memories was that time she and her congregant sisters had attempted to ambush Thyra in the palace. She’d found out just how powerful Thyra’s mind was. The neuropunch Thyra had hit her with had sent her tumbling to the ground, shaking and screaming in fear at the hellscape fantasy that had infected her mind. In that one instant of colliding thoughts, she’d known Thyra didn’t care if the neuropunch killed her. A foreshadowing of what would happen at Thyra’s first trial.

Thyra is never weak. Something, then, was going on—some deeper, very political, play that only the senior courtiers were party to. So, reluctantly, her father’s gifting had been recalled to float at the center of Clavissa’s perception, a spherical butterfly wing of fractal patterns. So tempting, in that it could explain everything. Still, she hesitated opening it.

Come on, pull yourself together! You are a daughter of Helena. You were a potential Queenhost. Once.

Then I was made equerry, a nursemaid to the most abysmal, arrogant, juvenile newlifes in the Crown Dominion. Helena-Thyra did that deliberately to humiliate me.

“Well, she didn’t succeed,” Clavissa muttered in piteous rebellion.

“What’s the matter?” Maëlle asked. The young congregant was looking up at her curiously.

“I’m just sad to see her go,” Clavissa said quickly. They were in Helena-Thyra’s formal reception cabin for Princess Roja’s investiture, elevating her to Princess Regent. Given the importance of the ceremony, it was a small gathering. All of Helena-Thyra’s court aboard the Dracaenae were present, along with a row of the dreadnought’s senior officers, looking ill at ease in their white-and-gold onboard dress uniforms.

Roja entered wearing an emerald consecration dress with elaborate diamond trim seams, her black-and-scarlet hood overhanging her face. It’d taken Clavissa and Lady Susan-Fra’de, the Keeper of the Royal Wardrobe, a good twenty minutes fussing around the princess making adjustments until they were satisfied she was presentable. Susan-Fra’de had not been happy with the dress, but even the providers on the royal dreadnought had limits on what they could create.

“Nobody likes her,” Maëlle whispered back.

Clavissa took hold of the stubborn girl’s hand and connected. “All our mother queen’s spawn love one another,” she informed the congregant primly. “You have rivalries, as is right and proper among siblings, but there is no animosity. The queen would remove your status if she were to be informed of such a thing.”

“I understand,” Maëlle replied, with an emotional tone that was pure sullenness. “So will you be chastising Roja for her condescension?”

“We are past that now,” Clavissa replied. “This ceremony marks your beloved spawn sibling moving onward. Perhaps you should consider what her new position on board the Vengadora will mean—that she will not have regular contact with our dear queen.” She kept her thoughts impassive, while allowing the slightest hint of a smile to brush her lips.

Maëlle caught it and grinned in satisfaction. “Oh yes, I hadn’t thought of that.”

Up on the podium at the far end of the chamber, Roja knelt before the queen and pushed her hood back. She bowed her head in supplication, exposing the induction pad on the nape of her neck.

“I call upon all present to witness the elevation of my dearest daughter, Roja, to the status of Princess Regent,” Helena-Thyra said. Her hand was placed decorously on Roja’s neural patch and the queen’s eyes closed, imparting her expression with a graceful tranquility that Clavissa immediately envied.

The gifting wasn’t anything like a succession, but rather a version of the exalted giftings a princess might receive in the days before she was selected to host—a preparation that would give her a larger than normal part of Helena-Thyra’s personality. The title of Regent was usually bestowed when a queen led her fleet to war—a precaution in the unlikely event of defeat and death. Before they’d left Wynid, Princess Giada had been elevated to Regent, and if there were any privy council meetings called (dubious in the extreme) she would chair them on Helena-Thyra’s behalf.

The Regency gifting ended, and Helena-Thyra raised her hand, awarding Princess Roja a benign smile. “Please arise, my dearest and fullest aspect. You now have the authority to speak in my name. And with that aim, I empower you to take your place as captain of the Vengadora. You will command the ship for me during our campaign.”

“Mother Queen,” Roja stammered.

That’s wrong, Clavissa thought. Roja was an arrogant brat, exactly as Maëlle claimed. And as I was, once. She should have been delighted and fantastically smug at such an award. I would have been. Instead, she seemed dazed, and not a little surprised at becoming … What, exactly? Not what she was expecting, that’s for sure.

Princess Roja recovered her composure, and then some. She rose and bowed formally to the queen. “Majesty. I will honor your gift with my life. Your wishes will be made real, I swear it.”

As she walked out of the chamber, the gleeful victorious smile Clavissa had expected finally appeared. Roja looked down smugly upon her sisters as she passed them, never even acknowledging those eager, yet anxious, gazes that sought approval.

Truly Thyra, Clavissa thought ruefully, and opened her father’s spy gift, revealing a sophisticated burn architecture with complex layers of CI sequences that could infiltrate the dreadnought’s network, specifically its internal sensors. The application pattern settled neatly into Clavissa’s own routines, making its use instinctive. As she waited with the congregants for the queen and her four remaining princesses to leave, she used a lnc to connect with the Dracaenae’s network. Teeth slightly pressed together as she braced herself for an alarm and the wholly unwelcome attention of Major Siskala-Ingrid. But no, the CI didn’t detect her intrusion.

That told her a lot. The dreadnought’s CI was the most powerful and sophisticated the navy had produced. A covert surveillance package that could elude its scrutiny had to have come from someone who had access to the highest level of espionage systems. Oh, Father, you never do retire, do you?

Even though it was wrong, she felt a rush of satisfaction. Now I can see what’s really going on.
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THE FIRST ARGUMENT was which ship was going to take Josias to Janton-Io. Josias had assumed it would be the Arcadia’s Moon. After all, that was the charter. But Terence told him no. The ship was too distinctive.

“We’ll take my ship, the Aeacus. Besides, I’m going to be part of your planetside escort.”

That kicked off the family argument. Terence knew he had to accompany Josias to wherever the alleged Elohim agent was. He didn’t even need Makaio-Spirit to tell him how important such an information source could be if it was genuine. But that wasn’t the real problem. Jimena had agreed with the necessity, then went on to insist she accompany him. He’d almost agreed to that—after all, the Aeacus could produce some decent armor for her—certainly better than most Traveler armor suits. At which point Vanilda insisted the Aeacus fabricators manufacture a suit for her, because she was coming, too.

“Well, if you’re all going …” Aljan began.

“No,” Terence and Jimena chorused.

“We’ve had this argument before,” Vanilda said hotly. “I came with you to the Dark Paradise club, didn’t I? Our family sticks together so we can all be safe.”

“This is completely different,” Terence said.

“Typical dad non-argument,” she retorted sarcastically. “You think I won’t be in danger if I’m left behind on the Aeacus? Somebody is going to notice us orbiting Janton-Io. And I’m going to say it even if you won’t; Lady Asahi-Iryna is probably already in the Capo Frois system. And she’s a Crown Dominion archon, one who’s already tried to kill us back on Gondiar. We all know she’s not going to quit her mission until it’s complete. The navy satellites back at Kelowan recorded the Aeacus going through the ingress Gate, so she knows we’re here.”

“It has to be combat-trained people escorting Josias,” Terence said, annoyed at how whiney he sounded. “Anyone else will be a liability.”

“I am not a liability, dad. But thanks for the thought.”

“Your father has a point,” Medusa said.

“No, he doesn’t.”

“We’re going to need someone capable up here on the Aeacus. If the shit hits the fan down there, we’ll probably need strike support. We’ll certainly need a fast extraction rendezvous.”

“Medusa’s right,” Terence said, giving his wife a desperate look. “You’re quite capable of controlling the Aeacus.”

“Maybe,” Jimena said unhappily. “But I need to know you’ll be safe down there. Medusa, I know it’s a big ask, but will you accompany him?”

“You couldn’t pay me to stay away. I owe all of you for getting me off Gondiar.”

“Thank you,” Terence said.
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THE AEACUS DEPARTED an hour later. It would have been sooner, but Josias insisted on waiting.

“For what?” Otylia asked as they gathered in the airlock prep chamber.

He grinned genially. “Don’t worry, my dear, I’m not stalling for time. I will genuinely depart. Humans need the information I’ll gather for us. Never let it be said I failed in my task.”

She didn’t rise to that. “What are you hoping for? I mean, Asteria is going to have to manifest a miracle to get the queens off our backs. It’s already been two years back on Gondiar, all of them spent under Avone-Valerio’s rule. I can’t even imagine how bad that’s been for everybody.”

“I guess I’m hoping for a miracle, too. But I’ll take whatever I can get—anything that’ll help people. Our people.”

He sounds so sincere, she thought, but then he always did.

Pablo came into the chamber, hauling himself along the line of handholds. “Saintshusband,” the Gath said respectfully as he came to a halt in front of them.

Otylia tried not to wince at the name.

“I have it for you,” Pablo said, holding out a hexagonal box. It was completely black, and measured about half a meter across. There was a simple handle on top, and no clue as to what it contained.

“Thank you, my friend,” Josias said courteously. “It’s exactly what I need to complete my mission.”

Otylia really wanted to know what was inside, but refused to ask. That would be too much like giving Josias a win. And why am I even bothered?

Laurella and Dushan came over to hug their father.

“Take care, please, dad,” Dushan implored. “We only just got you back.”

Again, Otylia forced herself to say nothing—a disturbingly easy achievement. I am truly my mother’s daughter. And anyway, it’s not like the kids are being disloyal. They’re not even kids anymore.

“Don’t worry,” Josias told them jovially. “This is far less dramatic than everyone is making out. Land on a planet, ask someone a few questions, get back here in time for a glass of wine before dinner.” He kissed both of them on the brow. “Look after your mother.”

They promised they would.

“My dear.” He held out a hand.

“Be careful,” Otylia told him, and didn’t push him off when he kissed her cheek. “If there’s any trouble, do what Terence tells you. And make sure you learn how to use the armor suit properly before you land. Don’t half-arse it.”

“Yes, dear.”

He went around the room, milking his farewells.

“We’ll be fine,” Finn murmured.

Otylia twisted around to see him gripping a handhold beside her. “Asteria’s arse, we have got to be desperate if we’re relying on Josias,” she said.

“We passed desperate when I slung Boksrock at Kelowan. I think we now rate as all the way up shit creek.”

“Yeah. Just … Take care down there, Finny. Asteria knows what kind of trouble Josias is diving into.”

“Don’t worry, any sign of genuine trouble and I’m pressing the cancel button. We’ll bounce straight back up into orbit.”

“Yeah, well, don’t set your expectations too high. I’m not sure what you’re actually walking into.”

“Finding the unknown is what a Traveler does.”

Otylia sighed. “You’re as bad as Josias.”

Ellie floated up behind Finn.

“You really going to do this?” Otylia asked her.

“Oh yeah, I’m not letting him out of my sight. I made that mistake before. Twice!”

“Hey,” Finn protested. “Gyvoy played us all.”

“I know. And no Celestial is ever going to do that again.”

Finn gave her an adoring look, which made Otylia smile softly, remembering what that kind of relationship had been like.

A Dave glided past, heading for the airlock hatch. “We late.”

“Yes, we are,” Finn conceded.

Otylia reached out and made a fleeting connection with her brother. “Come back.”

“Ellie’s right,” he assured her. “Won’t get fooled again.”
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OTYLIA MADE HER way to the command and control center. By the time she arrived, the shuttle was already back in the Aeacus’s hangar, the doors closing their embrace around it.

“That’s a hell of a ship,” Captain Dejean said. “They’ll be fine.”

Otylia settled into her acceleration couch. “It’s not their flight that bothers me. I mean, I’m used to the bullshit Josias comes out with, but this …”

“We all know what you mean,” Zelinda said from the couch next to her. “But this is the first time I’ve ever seen Josias putting his money where his mouth is. It gives me some hope that he might be right.”

“That puts me in a real dilemma,” Dejean told them both.

“How so?” Otylia asked.

“If he is right, and comes back with some useful information, it’ll be good for all of us. And he’ll be insufferable.”

Otylia grinned. “So, no different, then.”

Dejean chuckled and ordered the crew to sound the acceleration warning.

“Do you have our trajectory for the JK67b ingress Gate?” she asked Uemi-Jubalee.

“Yes, captain. Flight time is three weeks.”

“ZPZ generator status, please? Otylia, that’s you.”

“Oh. Yes.” She blushed and put her hand down on the couch’s connection bulb. “It’s in standby.” She almost said: I think. But the generator’s strange and complex routines certainly seemed placid. It either works, or it doesn’t. Nothing I do will make any difference.

“Propulsion, bring our fusion generators online. I want an initial five percent acceleration. Begin reducing life support section rotation to match.”

The chamber began reorienting itself as the thrust from the ion drives started. Otylia felt it as small gravity shifts that gave her inner ears unsettling nudges, not too dissimilar to the rocking deck of a small sailing craft in choppy waters.

Up on the wall screen, the external camera feed showed the two archon starships and the Arcadia’s Moon begin their acceleration, building distance from the Diligent. The Aeacus was also accelerating hard. Then it faded from view as it switched to darkflight mode. A few minutes later the others had vanished from the Diligent’s sensors.

Dejean turned to Otylia. “Do you think they’re really still there?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “But then, neither does anyone else.”
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WHEN AEACUS DECELERATED into orbit around Janton-Io, it had to contend with the Lyreyn Bracelet: a thick ring of asteroidal debris reaching from the upper atmosphere out to four thousand kilometers above the equator. It looked elegant, the innumerable pebble-sized particles in a dense orbital swarm, every one of them glinting an identical pearl-gray to encircle the planet in a sallow opalescence. The massive circular edifice seemed placid, but only from a distance. Up close, the bracelet was lethal for spacecraft, forcing them into orbits above five thousand kilometers for their own safety.

The Lyreyn Bracelet was the remnant of all the big industrial asteroids that had once circled Janton-Io in a two-thousand-kilometer orbit, supplying valuable ore and minerals to the Yozar Dominion. They were an early strategic target in the Copsait War five thousand years before, when attacking warships shattered them into monstrous debris clusters. It was the start of a Kessler cascade, with the relatively large fragments striking each other and producing a further swarm of splinters, which in turn went on to more collisions. The main phase of the cascade lasted for nearly a thousand years before the effect gradually calmed, leaving behind the Lyreyn Bracelet, where no particle measured greater than a couple of centimeters in diameter.

During that period of chaos, one of the astrofungi reefs that mined a mineral-rich asteroid had apparently fragmented, its spores churning across the cascade to infect a myriad of particles. It ate into the surface, producing more spores that went on to contaminate any remaining pristine rock splinters. Several millennia later, every surface was shrouded in the same silver-gray coating. The resulting Lyreyn Bracelet was a perfect homogeny, unique in the Centauri Cluster.

The Aeacus finished in a fifty-five-hundred kilometer orbit inclined at ten degrees. Its spaceplane detached and went swooping past the edge of the bracelet to reach Janton-Io’s upper atmosphere deep in the southern hemisphere.

Away to the north, Ellie could see the sky sparkling as a constant sleet of shooting stars descended from the lower fringes of the bracelet, forming a curtain along the equator.

“Landing in fourteen minutes,” Terence announced. “Make sure you have your oxymasks ready.”

The equatorial sky hadn’t always been as pretty as the lightshow of dying meteorites, Finn told her. Back when the Bracelet was forming, the bombardment featured much larger particles pulled down by the thermosphere. Centuries of ferocious kinetic impacts combined with merciless warfare had obliterated the existing biosphere, resulting in an atmosphere with a low oxygen content, killing off most mammalian creatures. The subsequent cost of re-terraforming Janton-Io out of its loOx state, along with the difficulty of the Bracelet, rendered the planet unappealing to Celestials. Except for one species, the Ta’uz, whose bodies were designed for reduced oxygen consumption. They had started to arrive in the Capo Frois system three thousand years ago, and made Janton-Io their homeworld.

“Some other Celestial types live here,” Finn said, “but the Ta’uz make up the majority government, so keeping the atmosphere loOx is part of the constitution. It’s their biosphere now.”

The nighttime terminator was retreating from the coastline as the spaceplane flew in over Oktutu, the largest continent in the southern hemisphere. Dawnlight revealed a teal sea with few white-lipped waves, and a coast that began with hundreds of small islands that merged together to form Oktutu’s rolling landscape of small hills. Lakes and rivers dominated the valleys, gleaming silver in the mist-muted light. Five kilometers inland, Trectu City sat atop the start of a low plateau. Once, back before the Copsait War, it had sprawled for tens of kilometers; now a smaller cluster of revived districts clung together in the center of the old crumbling ruins. Then the sight was lost behind an undulating ridgeline as the spaceplane came down vertically on a spaceport pad.

Terence led their little expedition down the airstair, followed by several carry andys with their bags. The oxymask covered the front of Ellie’s face, a slim transparent bubble gripping her skin, with an inbuilt filter mechanism level over her chin, which split the carbon dioxide she exhaled, and vented the carbon to maintain the air she breathed with a twenty-one percent oxygen content. It also meant there was absolutely no smell. Looking at the lush vegetation enclosing the pad with its dark red leaves, she suspected the world had a rich scent.

They walked over to the pad’s reception pedestal to register their lnc codes with the local government. Behind them, the spaceplane’s wings, no thicker than paper, folded up and withdrew along with the landing struts and tail, leaving the plain ovoid fuselage hunched up on the ground like a sulky teenager. When she glanced up into the sky, the Lyreyn Bracelet dominated the northern skyline, appearing as an almost solid plain curving from horizon to horizon, casting a brighter version of moonlight.

The Aeacus would already be accelerating away, she knew. They’d agreed its presence would attract attention, so Jimena would fly it further out and drop into darkflight mode so she could circle back and resume a lower orbit, ready to collect them.

Beyond the moat of vegetation, the landing pad was circled by a canal. As they went down the steps to a small jetty, Ellie realized that the whole spaceport was basically just a scattering of small islands, each with its own landing pad. She could only see a handful of spaceplanes on the adjoining pads. After a couple of minutes, a watercab drew up at the jetty—a craft with seats for twenty and a transparent canopy above them. Terence gave it directions, and it set off toward the slope beneath Trectu.

Josias sat down beside Ellie, the black hexagonal box on his lap. His oxymask made it difficult to be sure, but she recognized his smile.

“Something funny?” she asked as the watercab pulled away from the jetty.

“I’m forty thousand years in my own future, and both times that I’ve landed on a new planet from a starship, it hasn’t exactly matched up to what I thought it would be. You and me hardlanding in a frozen forest, and now this, chugging along a canal to the not-so-mighty metropolis. Canals were already thousands of years old on Earth back when I left.”

“What were you expecting?” Finn asked.

“I dunno, just something a little more … modern.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Medusa said.

“Not disappointed, just perplexed.”

“I like these canals,” Ellie said. “They’re kind of elegant.”

“They’re perfect for the sloth goths to travel around on,” Finn said.

“And a sloth goth is …?”

“Ta’uz Celestials. They’re a slow-living culture.”

Josias frowned. “That crap’s still around? There was something similar back on Old Earth once, before it got washed away by technology and progress. You had to think fast just to survive at the end. Even I couldn’t afford to sit around on my arse all day long staring at the clouds and philosophizing.”

“That’s not what we’re talking about here,” Finn said. “The Ta’uz slow-living isn’t a cultural lifestyle they’ve chosen; it is as much a part of their existence as the mindline is to Imperial Celestials. They designed their bodies for a loOx world, so they physically do not have the energy to run, they don’t digest food quickly, and they are not strong. What they can do is absorb and revel in what they perceive and contemplate. They might take a couple of hours to contemplate the exquisiteness of a dewdrop perched on a flower petal, or take a decade to ponder the quantum dynamics involved in the electron shell of an atom. The Ta’uz are very big thinkers.”

“They don’t think as big as the Duvor servitors,” Medusa said. “There’s a few of them here on Janton-Io.”

“Maybe.” Finn shrugged. “I doubt we’ll ever know the difference.”

“So who is this contact of yours we’re visiting?” Ellie asked Terence. “A human?”

“No,” Terence said. “It’s an Abisqu Celestial.”

“That should be interesting,” Finn said.

“Are we going to be really obvious to everyone in Trectu?” Ellie asked. “I mean, how many humans are here?”

“Plenty,” Medusa told her.

“There are? But you said there’s not enough oxygen.”

“The planetary atmosphere is loOx, sure. But that doesn’t stop humans from trying to carve themselves out a niche. A couple of arkships wound up here a few hundred years ago. The Uthra Dominion is relaxed about them living on Janton-Io.”

The canal merged with several others from the spaceport, and soon brought them out on a broad, fast-flowing river. Up ahead there was a deep cleft in the plateau’s slope with sides comprised of rugged vertical cliffs. Several impressive waterfalls tumbled down the black rock into the wide lake that formed the start of the river. Between the waterfalls, long metal rails were fixed to the cliffs, with deep circular pool platforms rising and falling along them, carrying a variety of boats from watercabs to private yachts and long cargo barges.

Their watercab made its way over to the base of one set of rails, with spray from the nearby waterfall drumming across the transparent canopy as if it was entering a heavy rain squall. When they were in place at the foot of the cliff, railings slipped up around the watercab, and the platform started to rise.

[image: Paragraph break image]

IT TOOK TEN minutes to reach the top. A set of gates in the side of the pool platform opened, and they slipped out into the canal lock waiting for them. On the other side, the waterway stretched out like an arrow aimed at Trectu City. Its layout followed the spaceport below, buildings sitting on isolated islands amid a vast lacework of canals. It was the first time Ellie had seen a Centauri Cluster city that wasn’t entirely livestone. Trectu had been rebuilt using what she assumed was local wood, constructing bulky lodges and stocky pagodas. They were almost invisible behind the white boughs of trees that arched over the waterway to combine into a living tunnel. Long leaves hung down from weeping branches.

“Are they changing color?” she asked.

At first she thought each tree had different-colored leaves, but then they slowly shifted. The ones above and around the watercab were a dark red stain with flickers of midnight blue at the ragged edges. That fluid pattern seemed to be moving with them along the canal.

“Oh wow,” Finn murmured. “The aurashadow trees. They’re real.”

“Of course they’re real,” Medusa said. “They’re part of the loOx ecology.”

“Well, I know they’re real, sure. But I didn’t think the colors would be so distinct.”

“So what are they, then?” Ellie asked.

“Not a they,” Medusa said. “The aurashadow is actually a single tree—a bit like mangrove, where every trunk is linked. But its leaf was engineered from the pudica; they’re the ones that curl up if touched, while these change color—depending.”

“On what?”

“They feel the vibrations in the air—the boats, the water, the wind, birds, conversation; some say they’re sensitive enough to hear heartbeats. So they respond to each source with a different pattern. This whirl of hues around us, it’s a combination of how all of us impact on the leaves.”

Ellie couldn’t resist. She clapped her hands together. A faint purple ripple flowed across the pattern shrouding the watercab. “That’s amazing,” she laughed. There was another boat making its way toward them, a pattern of lilac and yellow hanging over it. The two passed each other in a chromatic splash. “I love it.”

The city’s new architects had incorporated the aurashadow trees into the structure of the wooden buildings so that they sprouted thick branches at random, while roofs were mostly tightly wattled twigs producing a dense living blanket of everchanging polychromatic leaves.

“No prizes for guessing who lives there,” Elsbeth said, gesturing eastward.

“Imperial Celestials,” Ellie said in resignation.

One of Trectu’s larger islands had been encased inside a three-hundred-meter-high cylinder of transparent crystal, with a domed top. Inside were seven spire towers of glossy white livestone with bands of golden windows. It was as if some wayward god had captured a city in his specimen jar. The thick band of aurashadow trees growing around its base were an almost uniform tinge of cardinal red.

“No shortage of oxygen in there, then,” Josias said.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Terence admitted.
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TRAFFIC ON THE CANAL began to increase, with bigger boats that were mostly smooth blank cylinders sliding past. Whatever their shape or size, the hulls and canopies of Trectu’s boats were opaque, adding to the city’s mystique. Ellie tried to guess who was sailing in them based on the surrounding pattern in the aurashadow trees. In this district, lilac and sapphire were in the ascendancy.

“They’re not that slow, then,” Ellie said as another of the long cylindrical boats slid past them in the opposite direction, its passage marked by a leaf tone of cyan and magenta.

“Oh, you’re so wrong,” Medusa said happily. “Mechanics are a constant, so to the Ta’uz on board the boat it’s like flying along at hypersonic speed. They’ll be equipped with a CI pilot, as I doubt an actual Ta’uz’s reflexes would be able to steer it. You could ask one, but that conversation would last all day.”

Ellie didn’t challenge that, although she suspected Medusa might’ve been messing with her.

After some more junctions, they were sailing through a different district. The colorful trees ended, and the quaint wooden buildings were replaced by featureless black walls of some metallic composite. They had archways off the canal, leading to internal moorings. Ellie was unsurprised that there were no lights visible, leaving the entranceways as black unknowable holes.

“This is a Duvor district,” Terence said. “They’re the hive caste Celestials, who run most of the industry here.”

“There’s industry here?” Elsbeth looked around dubiously.

“Yes. Plenty of specialized biomech. The loOx biosphere still has a long way to go before it exceeds the reversion point.”

At some junctions, Ellie managed to glimpse the Imperial Celestial towers in the distance. Their watercab seemed to be heading westward, away from them—which made her thankful.

“Why are they even here?” she asked.

“Politics,” Terence told her. “The Crown Dominion helps fund the Ta’uz bioforming projects. There’s thousands of them, big and small, across the planet.”

“Okay, that doesn’t tell us why,” Elsbeth said.

“It does,” Josias said. “It means that the Ta’uz will support the Annexation when it happens. Never fight a battle you haven’t already won, right?”

“Right,” Terence agreed glumly.

They went through several more Ta’uz districts before turning onto a narrow canal. The aurashadow trees had returned in an unkempt tangle. The tall buildings visible behind them were dead livestone, with broken sections patched up with various plastic sheets that bulged out.

“They’re sealed and pressurized,” Medusa said, “so they can maintain a standard oxygen atmosphere inside.”

Ellie saw humans walking around the buildings, wearing oxymasks. Ancient civic andys rolled along the undulating paths performing obscure tasks on buildings. Several boats sharing the canal with them now had open tops with people sitting on the unstable piles of cargo pods they carried. Their steering was all done by hands on the rudder, no traffic CI lncs there, she realized.

Smaller boats with just two or three people on board zipped about, looking as if they were about to topple over; they all had crates of vegetables and racks of fish stacked precariously. The aurashadows quivering around them were sharp and discordant. There were even some boats being rowed—mainly by kids who were directing curious glances at the watercab. She was suddenly glad they couldn’t see in. The unmistakable figures of a Gath crew were gathered around a crumbling section of the canal wall, working with crude-looking extruder modules to repair cracks in the dead livestone with a blue-tinted epoxy. As the watercab passed them she was sure one of the crew was actually a Flexal.

“Very cosmopolitan,” Josias grunted.

“Yeah, but why live here?” Ellie asked. “With this atmosphere it’s almost like living in a spaceship.”

“You are so wrong,” Josias said. “People used to live and work in asteroids with hollowed-out tori. I lived most of my early life in Eunomia. Sure, it had a central park, which cost a fortune to keep alive, but too many people had to be microdosed to avoid confinement fever. We had a lot of psychological issues. And as for the mines operating on Mars … Let’s just say there’s a reason those engineers were the best-paying jobs in the solar system. You had a whole planet of landscape, but the dormitory towns were all buried underground to protect them from radiation. Plenty of the workforce went stir crazy knowing there was an open world above them. But here, all you have to do is wear a simple mask.”

“What do humans do here?” Ellie asked.

“The main human economy here is in bioware salvage,” Finn said. “They extract components from the spinsnakes, similar to the teams on Lidon that hunt earthdragons for their parts—albeit on a much smaller scale. And … salvage is a pretty loose term. Their problem is the Lyreyn Bracelet, which makes moving anything between the surface and orbit expensive; it has to be flown up in spaceplanes—and a long way up, thanks to the Bracelet. There’s never going to be an orbital tower.”

“And that’s why Janton-Io is one of the poorest Celestial planets in this part of the Centauri Cluster,” Medusa said. “Not just for the human population. The bioware isn’t as good as Lidon’s, either. I found that out the hard way—don’t ask.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE WATERCAB REACHED a smaller island with short inlets to private docks. Terence used his lnc to direct it into the one he had on file, reducing power to the impellers so it bumped against the plastic rim of a small, waning livestone quay that sat below a cylindrical tower. The overhanging auratrees were a sky blue. A calming color, he thought.

His lnc patch found the tower’s node and he sent the code Makaio-Spirit had provided.

The response was simple enough: “Who are you?”

“My name is Terence Wilson-Fletcher. I’m one of Makaio-Faraji’s representatives—like you, Wybul. If you didn’t know, Makaio-Faraji was assassinated four years ago.”

“I did know. It was unpleasant news. Who killed him?”

“We believe it is a human called Toše. May we come in, please? We need some help.”

“You have Silicates with you.”

“I do.”

“I have never encountered one before. Their reputation is disconcerting to me. They are allegedly capable of killing Celestials—even Imperial Knights. You will vouch for them?”

“I will.”

“Very well.”

A metal door at the end of the quay swung open. Terence beckoned the team to follow him in. As soon as the last carry andy left the watercab, the little craft backed away from the quay and set off back down the canal.

The broad corridor inside had been turned into an airlock. Terence’s lnc patch confirmed the air blowing into it from vents in the ceiling was a standard atmosphere. He took his mask off, almost sneezing in reflex at the overpowering smell of honeysuckle spice that immediately irritated his synapses. This was the first time he’d ever seen dead livestone. He could see it was still tough, but here any cracks that’d appeared now remained as a permanent scar rather then slowly being regrown. The floor of the airlock corridor was actually worn down a few centimeters along the center where people had walked for thousands of years, their feet leaving a slight sheen to the surface.

The door at the far end of the corridor opened into a space soaked in sunlight. When he went through, he found himself in the center of the tower, which had been cored out, leaving a hollow cylinder five stories tall roofed over with a sheet of crystal, creating a brightly lit atrium. Although the tower’s central mass was missing, the rooms around the atrium had been left intact. Five walkways ringed the interior with open archways leading into the remaining rooms on each story. Every walkway had thick pillars spaced around the rim, resembling black wax statues whose features had slowly melted away across the centuries. There were no stairs between the levels. Instead the atrium was festooned with thick vines looping between levels, some dangling colorful flower trusses while others were heavy with ripening fruit. The heat and humidity was bringing sweat out on his brow.

“Hello,” Terence called out.

Something moved up on the fourth walkway. Larger than a human, and very dark.

“Asteria’s arse,” Medusa whispered. The rest of the team were murmuring in surprise; even the Daves had become still.

The shape leaned out over the walkway’s low rail, and Terence finally understood what he was seeing.

The Abisqu Celestial was almost three meters tall, but with a bulk much greater than any Imperial Celestial. It wasn’t wearing any clothes, revealing jet-black skin that flowed smoothly with each movement without producing any wrinkles.

“You haven’t seen one of my kind before, then?” Wybul asked.

“No.”

“I’m not surprised. There are few of us in this part of the Centauri Cluster. But we are practical people. My arrangement with Makaio was mutually beneficial,” Wybul said. “For who would suspect an Abisqu of working with an Imperial? I never met him, of course, not in the flesh; our contact was always via secure lnc. But it was rewarding.”

“I’m glad to hear it. We’re looking for someone on Janton-Io.”

“I will come down,” Wybul said. The Celestial walked over to the nearest black pillar and pulled a length off.

That looks like a limb, Terence thought, albeit a strange one. The section Wybul held was more than a meter long, with a spherical two-segment pincer at one end and a knob of gray bone at the other. It pushed the knob into an orifice just in front of its shoulder.

Right the first time.

Wybul inserted two more of the augmentation limbs, the first on its other shoulder, and the second into a hip. One of the pincers closed on a vine strand hanging beside the walkway. The Abisqu Celestial descended languidly. The interior surface of the three pincers it hung from were pliable, as if the flesh shared some biology with a snail skirt, allowing it to slide down leaving a faint mucus trail on the leaves and bark as it went. It swung about with simian ease, switching between vines in a deft aerial ballet.

The humans watched open-mouthed as it finally dropped to the cracked floor in front of them. “I don’t get many visitors,” Wybul said nonchalantly. “So I can’t offer much by way of refreshments, in keeping with your customs. Water and fruit is about my limit.”

“That’s fine, thanks,” Terence said. “We’re not hungry.”

Wybul inclined its head and went over to another of the black pillars. Terence noticed the intricate lines creasing the surface, and Makaio-Spirit’s memories finally filled in the details. The pillar was a synthetic biology composition, and the lines he could see were the contours of different augmentation limbs that adhered to the central sustainer core.

As the Celestial removed the augmentation limb from its hip, the surface segments of the pillar slithered about, making room for it. The limb stuck to it as if it was magnetic. Once all three climbing arms were attached, Wybul took a different arm from the pillar; this one had no joints, making it more like a tentacle, except for the end, which was five coils of even thinner flesh. One of them unwound, its blunt tip waving around until it settled directly over a contact bulb on the wall.

“So who are you looking for?” Wybul asked.

Terence turned to Josias and gestured elaborately. “You’re on.”

“So delighted to meet you,” Josias said, though his usual suavity had been dialed down. “I’m Josias Aponi, husband of Otylia Jalgori-Tobu, whose family have the honor to represent the empress of the Crown Dominion in Santa Rosa.”

“I know who you are, Man Who Walked on Old Earth. Your messages of sedition against the Crown Dominion are still being played across the Janton-Io network. Seven hours ago I accessed your latest missive—an impassioned call to slaughter all Imperial Knights in their homes while they sleep. I don’t think the knights are going to be very happy about that.”

“Whaaa … Oh, that little shit, Gyvoy!”

“Josias was with us seven hours ago,” Terence said swiftly.

“I’ve never recorded any speeches like that. And back when I was pumping up Human Liberation, I only made those because Gyvoy and Liliana would’ve killed me if I didn’t cooperate with them and their deranged scheme.”

“It was a crude simulacrum,” Wybul said. “Any decent CI could determine that. But humans would be easily fooled, and they’re the ones Human Liberation is aiming at, no? And as for a deranged scheme, not so much. Whoever is playing this Great Game has succeeded in destroying Kelowan, have they not, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu?”

“Gyvoy is a Celestial,” Finn said levelly. “He used some kind of compulsion routine on me. But yes, I’m the one who used the Archimedes Engine to move Boksrock.”

“An admirable feat for a human, even with Celestial assistance. And the space battle which took place in this system a few days ago?”

“We defended the Diligent from a Crown Dominion navy squadron,” Terence said.

“Just you? That must be quite a ship you have.”

“I joined forces with the archons Olomo and Sahdiah.”

“We live in interesting times,” Wybul said. “I trust you recognize that saying, Old Earthwalker?”

“I certainly do.”

“So why are you here, instead of running for freedom on the Diligent?”

“It was suggested to me that there’s someone on Janton-Io who has information that would be extremely useful to us. I would suggest that now includes you, too.”

“And this person is …?”

“The Elohim archon.”

Terence was abruptly subjected to an intense gaze from Wybul. “Is this a joke?”

“I don’t think so. We’re here to determine if we’ve been misled. Again.”

“And the only way to find out for sure is to go find him, right?” Josias said.

“Yes,” Wybul said. “Man from Old Earth, I should explain to you that I’m not as easy to manipulate as your friends.”

“I’m not manipulating you. I’m pointing out that you have an opportunity. You can help us find out if such a thing is real. Plus, you said it yourself; you’re an ally of poor old Makaio-Faraji.”

“I am, which makes me someone who worked for the Crown Dominion. A dominion that right now would be eager to talk with all of you.”

Terence was very aware of the subtle change in stance from both Daves. He surreptitiously held out a hand, palm down. Easy.

“However,” Wybul continued, “those playing this Great Game murdered Makaio-Faraji. And I am willing to concede your young brother-in-law here was manipulated by the same people. The overall lack of clarity concerning such massive events is one I find disturbing.”

“You’ll help us?”

“Possibly. What exactly do you want?”

“All I know is that the Elohim archon, or whatever they actually are, live in the waterprairie,” Josias said. “That’s where I was told I could find them.”

“The waterprairie takes up nearly half of this continent. It covers over eight million square kilometers.”

“Well, apparently the archon lives in the center. Does that help? I mean, is there a town there or something?”

“No. It’s not possible to build on the waterprairie; the ground is too soft, thanks to the spinsnakes. I believe you have been given a reference to the Dokatu macrolife facility, which is both the geographical center and the cause of the waterprairie’s existence. A curious place for an archon to reside, but one which no one visits—so there is a kind of logic to the possibility.”

“Can you take us there?”

“I haven’t left my home in over a century, and have no intention of doing so in the future. So me personally, no. And traversing the waterprairie presents some unique obstacles. Fortunately, I have contacts in that field.”

“People who journey across a waterprairie are a field?”

“It’s not that they cross the waterprairie, it is why they cross the waterprairie.”

“Bioware,” Finn said.

“Very good,” Wybul acknowledged. “Teams of hunters capture and disassemble the spinsnakes produced by the Dokatu facility. The components these teams bring to the city form a large part of the agreement I had with Makaio-Faraji.”

“These teams are part of your informant network, then,” Terence said. “How did you recruit them if you don’t leave this place?”

“Humans on this world do not have the necessary expertise to modify the spinsnake components so that they can be used for other applications.” One of Wybul’s ordinary arms waved around the tower atrium. “I, on the other hand, can do exactly that, altering the bioware components in a way that allows them to accept new routines. Humans pay me for that service, and I take some of that payment in the form of information. The hunters and their associates are exactly the kind of people archons are keen to know about.”

“Good trade.” Josias nodded sagely.

“Okay, so these hunters round up spinsnakes from the waterprairie,” Terence said. “Can you put us in touch with some of them?”

Wybul didn’t reply. It had become very still.

“Wybul?”

Another of the Celestial’s coil appendages unwound quickly, its tip settling on a connection bulb. Then it reached out a hand and took a new augmentation from the pillar. Terence could see it was a cranium—disturbingly human-sized, but without eyes, ears, or mouth; a bone knob protruded where the spine should have begun. Wybul plugged it into an orifice at the side of its neck.

“There is an issue developing,” it said.

The Daves began to scan around the atrium.

“What issue?” Terence asked.

“An announcement of a bounty for you has been sent to various people across the city’s network. My cerebrum augmentation only just managed to burn the encryption. Interested parties are exchanging information and speculation on your location. You did not take many concealment precautions when using the spaceport or canals.”

“Asteria’s arse,” Terence cursed. “Who wants us?”

“Everybody,” Wybul said flatly. “But I suspect this particular announcement was issued from the Luntu district. That’s where the Imperial Celestials live. You may have noticed it on your way here.”

“Yeah, we saw that.”

“They are aware a watercab arrived here at my residence. That in itself is unusual, and has raised speculation.” It took another cranium from the pillar and inserted it into the other side of its neck. Two more connection tentacle appendages unrolled and found contact bulbs. “I am generating and distributing disinformation concerning your whereabouts.”

“What do we do?”

“You must leave. I am engaging an operative I trust to take you across the waterprairie.”

“Wait,” Ellie said. “If we leave here, we’ll be spotted no matter how much disinformation you’re pumping out.”

“She’s right,” Terence said. “It won’t just be human criminals who’re looking for us. The Imperial Celestials are going to swamp the city with their systems.”

“They certainly are,” Wybul said. “Which is why you will be leaving by vac tube.”

“You have a private vac tube?”

“In a manner of speaking. The tunnels are left over from the Yozar Dominion. In that age, there was a huge network of vac tunnels that stretched right across the continent. The Copsait War destroyed most of them, and the rest fell into decay while the planet was unpopulated. When Celestials returned, a few were refurbished by groups and individuals. The Imperial Celestials, for example, have renovated one that goes from Luntu to the spaceport, while I have partially restored a tunnel to help facilitate my trading enterprise with humans. It is unimpeded, but it is no longer in a vacuum. Transit speed is therefore limited to well below supersonic. However, it will take you directly to Ummazarak Burg.”

“Ummazarak?”

“A mountain range a hundred and forty kilometers west. The waterprairie lies beyond it. Your expedition leader is a human called Oyden. He is expecting you.”

“You trust him?”

“Like most of your kind, he has a price. I have now paid him to take you to the macrolife facility. And he also knows the price of betraying me, which should help keep him in line. I would add, your arrival at the Burg will not go unnoticed. Your Silicate companions are highly visible.”

“Understood,” Terence said.

“Always a pleasure to converse with another of Makaio-Faraji’s operatives. The outcome never fails to be interesting. If I might ask: Who has been appointed his replacement? They have not yet contacted me.”

“That would be Lady Asahi-Iryna. And if I might ask: should she contact you, please don’t tell her we were here.”

“Fascinating. Games within games.”

“So many that we don’t even know where they start or end,” Josias said. “Which is why …”

“You seek definitive information,” Wybul concluded. “A wise endeavor.”

Terence was about to thank him when a Deain walked into the atrium. He was surprised to see one of the diminutive Changelings. One of Wybul’s connection tentacles touched the neural pad on the top of the Changeling’s head.

“Na’koe here will show you down to the vac tube. I wish you well on your endeavor. Please inform me if this archon exists.”

“Of course,” Terence said. “And thank you for your help.”

Wybul gave him a very human shrug, which set his two augmentation craniums wobbling. As they followed Na’koe out of the atrium, Wybul connected with yet another bulb. Terence could only imagine the disinformation war that was now raging within the city’s network.

They squeezed into a lift, which descended some unknowable depth.

The vac tube station was in a poor state—a series of small hemispherical chambers lined by a shell of crumbling livestone. Ribbons of algae ran down the wall, slick with water seeping through the fissures. Blue-white lights shone down brightly from new conduits stuck to the crumbling livestone. Behind their glare, Terence could see the remnants of mechanical systems dating back to the days when it was a functioning hub in the planet’s transport network. Underneath the grime and dust, there were glimpses of murals whose shinepaint had long-since lost its radiance.

In stark contrast to the decay, Wybul’s synthetic biology systems were laid out on the floor. Na’koe led them around the globes of what looked like smoky albumen that quivered slightly from their footsteps. Several other Deain were working in the station, supervising carry andys that were packed with small cargo pods.

The station’s platform chamber had the original vac tube running through the middle, three meters high, made from some dulled metal. Its passenger access doors had all been removed. A long open carriage sat in the middle. There were no magnetic runners on it anymore; instead it had six ordinary tires.

Na’koe stood beside the door and bowed slightly. “Sirs, this will convey you to Ummazarak Burg. Although the tube atmosphere retains a standard composition, it is not refreshed. I would advise the continual use of your oxymasks during your trip.”

“Thank you,” Ellie said.

“It is my pleasure to serve.”

Terence gave the petite Changeling an awkward glance before following Finn into the carriage.
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THEY WERE TWENTY minutes out from Wybul’s tower station when Medusa announced: “I can’t think of a more perfect sucker trap than this. Come on down into my unending black hole in the basement; you’ll be perfectly safe.”

Finn hated her for saying it, precisely because it was exactly what he was thinking. He was finding the tunnel depressing and claustrophobic in equal measure. There were no lights running along the apex, only those at the front of the carriage. Most of the original tube that lined the tunnel was intact, although so far they’d passed several sections that were creased and fissured. A couple of hundred-meter lengths had been removed altogether. In both cases a fresh tunnel had been bored through the collapsed section and reinforced with metal ribs.

“It’s fine,” Terence said. “Wybul is one of Makaio-Faraji’s operatives. They’ve been supplying good intel for decades.”

“You seem to know an awful lot about Wybul,” Medusa said.

“I accessed the file on board the Aeacus. We’re fine. Don’t panic.”

“Oh, sure.”

Finn pressed down on a smile. If only you knew, he thought. The fact that some weird part of Makaio was alive and kicking around inside Terence’s skull was knowledge he was still coming to terms with. Though he had to admit, whatever routine the dead archon had bequeathed, his own memories were certainly clearer to him now—not that having them so accessible was necessarily a good thing. Having gone over what Gyvoy had done to him—those terrible, exaggerated thoughts twisted with fury and hatred—he now wanted to stop reliving them so he could at least come to terms with what’d happened, reassure himself that he wasn’t entirely to blame. The emptiness of the tunnel was giving him too much time to dwell. But knowing Makaio-Faraji trusted Wybul was a comfort.

It took more than two hours to reach Ummazarak Burg. The platform cavern they arrived at was barely longer than the carriage. One man was standing on it. He wore a baggy blue leather one-piece suit with a wild brocade of gold and red silk threads in a pattern of interlocking curlicues. Its high collar formed the neck seal around a glass bubble oxymask.

Finn’s first impression was of a man shorter than himself but with plenty more mass. Then he realized that was due to the leather sleeves and trouser legs inflating from the positive pressure pumped in through grills atop each shoulder. As to how old he was, his ebony skin had been given some kind of treatment that bestowed a veneered shine and stretched out wrinkles, making it impossible to determine anything other than possible late middle age.

Terence was first out of the carriage. “Oyden?”

The man bowed flamboyantly. “You got me.”

“Thank you for agreeing to be our guide.”

“Thank Wybul for twisting my arm, threatening me, and paying me a gloriously obscene amount—too much of which I only get upon completion. Wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

“Ah. Right.”

“But we are good friends, yes? All humans must stand together?”

“Yes.”

Finn grinned inside his oxymask as Dave and Dave stepped out onto the platform.

“Greetings to you, also, my special friends,” Oyden said in a strained tone. “I feel safer already.”

“Asteria, what have we ended up with?” Finn muttered to Ellie

 “Someone whose ego has badly misjudged reality.”

Finn stepped onto the platform. Josias followed him and Ellie out.

“Yo, it’s the Human Liberator himself—the Man Who Walked on Old Earth, come to the Cluster to save us all,” Oyden declared. “This is an honor. Sign me up and let me drink some sweet freedom.” He gave a clenched fist salute.

“Go fuck yourself,” Josias grunted.

“He walks the talk and talks the walk. So whatcha got in the box there, fella?” Oyden pointed a gloved finger at the hexagonal box Josias was clutching tight. “Secret of eternal life? Care to share?”

“Can you do this job or not? If not, you’ve just killed every human in the Cluster.”

“Wow. Heavy guilt. Sure, I can do this. Wybul never even bothered asking anyone else. I am that good.”

“Show us, then.” Josias stomped off down the platform to a metal door that was the only visible route out.

“Who is that and what did he do with Josias?” Finn wondered.

“I think Grandpa is finally growing up,” an amused Ellie replied.

The lift took them up to a basement of dead livestone. It was stacked with the same type of cargo pods they’d seen beneath Wybul’s tower, all of them open and empty. A long flight of curving stairs took them up to Oyden’s store—a circular room with several long counters and rack after rack of small boxes and baskets of packaged food. Shelves of clothing took up nearly a quarter of the floor-space. Long slit windows let in sunlight that was tinted a pale green. Small, ancient carry andys stood around, their amber lights indicating they were in standby mode. There was another spiral staircase in the middle of the store, with an airtight hatch closed at the ceiling.

“Home glorious home,” Oyden proclaimed proudly.

“Nice,” Finn said. “But where’s our transport?”

“This way.”

He led them through an ornate glass door to a long rectangular garage with an open end. From there, a ramp of crumbling livestone led down out of sight. Above it a thin sallow-green mist hung in the air, diffusing the sunlight. Several trucks were parked inside, along with five flat-hulled boats resting on their launch trollies. Finn had never seen anything like them. To his mind they were like tough rafts kitted out with twin oversize fans at the rear, that were shrouded inside a circular cage. The high gunnels were a heavily scarred and dinted black composite. Slim struts raised at forty-five degrees held long outriggers above the rough floor.

Two of them were being readied for a voyage by andys. Their front ramps were lowered, revealing a row of six seats running down the center of the decking. On the port side, directly behind the ramp, was a winch crane, its two arms folded up. The starboard side had a raised circular platform with an empty mounting for what was clearly some kind of weapon.

Ellie nudged Finn. “Netcaster, anyone?”

He smiled back at her, remembering the airboats in Kingsnest. He’d thought them basic, but these boats were primitive enough to have come from Old Earth.

Aft of the seats, a streamlined oval cabin sat three meters in front of the fan with an airlock door in the side. Carry andys were loading packs and cargo pods into a line of lockers under the seats.

“I thought we’d be flying to the macrolife facility,” Terence said.

“Sadly not,” Oyden said. “There’s nothing flies over the waterprairie; the air’s all wrong for it, courtesy of the Ta’uz. Unless you got you a Celestial navy assault drop ship. Anyone?”

Finn wished he could enjoy the irony of that question, but: No.

“We haven’t,” Medusa said coldly.

“Me neither, so here we are.” Oyden gestured proudly at the boats.

“What are these?” Elsbeth asked keenly.

“Hound boats,” Oyden told her. “People at the Burg use them to chase down spinsnakes. I am not boasting when I say these are the finest this Burg has ever seen. They’ll carry us right across the waterprairie, if that’s what’s needed.”

Finn was momentarily distracted by a flash of lightning in the green gloom outside. He waited a few seconds, but didn’t hear any thunder.

“When can we start?” Terence asked bluntly.

“As soon as you’re ready,” Oyden replied, accompanied by another lightning flash. “Do you have anyone who can pilot the second boat? If not, I’ll go see who is available. But I tell you now, they will not be cheap. You see, it’s not just skill you’re asking for, it is their discretion—especially in light of your identities. Such an attribute is rare and valuable.”

“I thought everything had been arranged?” Terence said.

“Ah.” Oyden shrugged in apology. “The physical side of our expedition is ready. Personnel are not stocked in my Wearhouse.”

“Elsbeth?” Finn asked.

She grinned happily. “Try and stop me.”

“That’s settled, then,” Terence said.

“You can pilot a hound boat?” Oyden asked.

“No planetside vehicle I can’t drive,” Elsbeth said.

Oyden’s arms spread wide in conciliation. “Customer’s always right.”

“Into armor, everyone,” Terence said. “We’re going to be exposed the second we’re outside. I’m not taking any chances; this is too important.”

Finn and Ellie helped each other into their suits, then they both gave a hand to Josias, who grumbled throughout the whole process. When he was sealed up, he gripped his hexagonal box to his chest. The carry andys they’d brought with them from the Aeacus trundled onto the two hound boats with their remaining kit.

Terence announced that Josias, Medusa, and a Dave would come with him on the hound boat Oyden was piloting. Then he used a secure lnc to Finn. “We have to get Josias to this Dokatu facility. You, Ellie, and Dave all have combat experience, so I’m relying on you for cover if it hits the fan.”

“Got it,” Finn said. He knew he was being petty, but he resented the ex-policeman being in charge.

“Don’t worry,” Terence said. “I’ve brought plenty of Celestial weapons tech. It packs a hell of a punch if any bounty hunters are stupid enough to come after us.”

“Great.”

Finn and Ellie followed Elsbeth up the ramp. She immediately went into the hound boat’s pressurized cabin, closing the airlock hatch behind her. “Simple enough network,” she told them over their lnc.

“So you can steer this thing?” Finn asked.

“Sure. Simple means less to go wrong. And there’s some actual mechanical linkages here, can you believe that?”

Finn and Ellie shrugged at each other as best their armor would allow.

“I watch,” Dave said. He took a case from his carry andy and climbed up into the lookout platform at the prow. A heavy-duty kinetic cannon was removed from the case and clamped onto the platform’s rail. Finn remembered the weapon from the Kingsnest expedition; the sight of it was reassuring.

Elsbeth raised the ramp. Finn used his lnc to access the hound boat’s network. Elsbeth hadn’t been kidding; the craft was rudimentary: power cells, fans, outrigger and rudder actuators, ramp hydraulics, a clump of sonars along the base of the hull, and an oxygen pressurization system for the small cabin.

A flock of bee-sized drones surged out of Terence’s hound boat and flew through the garage entrance. “Clear,” Terence said over the general lnc. “You ready?”

“Lead on,” Elsbeth said.

The launch trolley started rolling along the garage. Finn and Ellie sat down quickly. Another couple of lightning discharges flashed outside.

The launch trolley left the garage, and the hound boat tipped sharply as they started down the slope. Everything ahead of them was green. The bottom of the ramp led straight into water that had a layer of olive-green duckweed floating on it. It was a broad river, whose opposite bank was delineated by thick reeds. Several kilometers away a line of mountains formed the eastern wall of a broad valley. Their upper slopes were lost above the green mist that formed an unbroken roof.

Finn turned around to examine the Burg behind them. It was a vast circular edifice of dead livestone, with an outer wall that must’ve been a couple of kilometers in diameter. Domed rooftops were just visible above its rim. A succession of entranceways, identical to the one they’d just come from, opened into the base of the wall, each of them extending a solid ramp down to the water. The Burg was an island in its own right, with a bridge of multiple arches stretching away toward the distant hills. That was when Finn realized they weren’t on a river. Rather, the whole valley floor was a swamp with various shallow channels cutting through the reeds.

Elsbeth lowered the outriggers as they floated away from the launch trolley. The fans spun up, and they moved cautiously over the weed-crusted water.

Terence’s hound boat surged past them, kicking up mushy fantails. Elsbeth began maneuvering their craft in some tight s-bends, getting a feel for the controls and responses. Then the fans whined eagerly, accelerating them forward. Up ahead, Finn could see the sides of the valley opening out. The mist thickened out there along the horizon, dipping down like a falling wave to splurge across the surface of the swamp. It was darker there, a dowdy ocean-green that exuded a saturnine chill. As he frowned at it, lightning crackled somewhere inside, revealing nothing.

“Here we go again,” Ellie said.




CHAPTER EIGHT

THE DAY, like all days in Husnak, was bright, hot, and placid. In the six months since his bio-andy had landed on Uixic, Neusch had experienced this long progression of identical mundane days without complaint. The sun rose, it scoured the desert and the metallic-colored buildings of the arcology town, dust gusted about clogging the air conditioner filters, then the sun fell below the horizon again and people could actually walk the cooling streets in almost-normal clothes.

Today, at least, promised to bring some variation.

Neusch dressed the Halvin-Aneil bio-andy in a modest yellow-and-beige suit with an embellished collar and long vertical folds in the jacket fabric that flowed in subtle tandem with every motion. The invitation to the Family Jiyoratan’s pavilion to observe the first of the new aerolite expansions was strictly business, so the suit matched Halvin-Aneil’s status as the commercial agent for a modest food importer. He hoped it also matched the wisdom that came from his father’s earliest giftings: An operative should not be so ostentatious as to draw attention to themselves, but venturing too far toward understatement will also draw an opponent’s eye. Balance is the key.

Neusch examined the bio-andy in the mirror and decided the suit, the attitude, tallied with the eager but formal rider he was still composing. He walked out of the apartment unit and onto Kabarra Street outside. It was an hour past dawn, so the wide overhead glass louvers were starting to tilt horizontal, blocking the full impact of the budding sunlight. The street’s upper level was for pedestrians only, allowing people full access to the stores and enterprises that occupied the building fronts. Husnak was laid out the way Neusch always imagined a human city would be, all tightly packed with people living too close to one another. Nothing at all like the mansions casually dotted around the vast family estate on Wynid, nor their eleven-story lodge in the capital city. He’d only stayed at them briefly while he and his spawn brother were growing up, but even so he now regarded those times with a nostalgic warmth.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Neusch, I hope today’s mission goes okay for you. I know progress has been slow, but my father did warn me archon activities make glaciers seem fast. On which note, I’m going to use a spy routine he gifted to me. I need to find out more than my usual channels ever give me.

We had the investiture ceremony today. Roja is now officially a Princess Regent. There was something odd about the Regency gifting Helena-Thyra bestowed—but don’t ask me what; this is an instinct rather than fact. But I’m worried now that Roja is going to be commanding the Vengadora. It means Helena-Thyra is going to have two dreadnoughts under her control. If we’re right about Helena-Thyra being a part of this Great Game, she’s amassed a lot of firepower now. Do you think she’ll try and take out the other queens?

I’ll start to use this new gift to see if I can gain some insight. Stay safe.



“Asteria’s arse,” Neusch muttered as the bio-andy stood on one of the small upper street elevator platforms. It quickly took him down to Kabarra Street’s lower level, where the city’s slim monocars drove along in silent wearisome streams. His lnc summoned one and directed it to expansion Zone One. As it set off, he sat back and considered his reply to Clavissa.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Clavissa, to give you a typical archon’s reply, we need more information. Always. Good luck with the spy gift, but please be careful.

I believe we also need to start considering the political aspect of this. If Helena-Thyra is trying to take control of the Crown Dominion, she wouldn’t be attempting such a Great Game unless there was a very high chance of success. We both belong to Wynid Grand Families, so ask yourself: Do we actually want to come out of this on the wrong side?



As an aerolite structure, Husnak was a perfectly defined integrated entity, with no supplementary buildings abutting its outer circumference, which meant the monocar had an abrupt transition into daylight as it drove out of the wide archway over the exit ramp. There were no real roads outside, just habitual pathways the civic traffic CI routed vehicles along—broad tracks of sand that had now compacted practically as hard as the rock they covered. The monocar set off northeast, heading toward the first of the zones designated for the eight new aerolite arcologies that were being added to the Husnak municipality to house Kelowan refugees.

Over the last few months, the city’s spaceport runways had been extended, allowing fleets of navy heavy-lift spaceplanes to bring their thousand-ton payloads to the emptiness of the White Burn Desert. Eight zones outside Husnak had been chosen for the expansion. Zone One was twenty kilometers away, visible in front of the bio-andy’s monocar thanks to the stacks of heavy-duty cylindrical cargo pods resembling skeletal skyscrapers standing tall among the dunes. Dozens of monocars were driving toward it, all of them sending long shadows across the desert’s gently undulating ground.

High above them, seven glaring clusters of warship antimatter drives dominated the sky, decelerating the refugee habitats from Kelowan. Two were already in high elliptical orbits. Refugees had started arriving planetside several weeks ago. As yet, none were scheduled for Husnak. All the local enterprises were keen for that moment to arrive, bringing with it huge increases in funding from the government.

The most recent addition to Zone One was a line of plush pavilions sitting along a slight rise to the west of the main site. Tapering heraldic flags hung limply from poles atop the silvery awnings where Husnak’s senior families were gathering to watch the expansion.

The monocar pulled up under the fanciful blue and copper awning of the Family Jiyoratan’s pavilion. Neusch walked the bio-andy out into the morning heat of the White Burn Desert. Juliatra-Monoth emerged from the fabric walls to greet him, wearing a simple navy-blue dress with ruffled sleeves. They exchanged self-perceptuals—always a worry for Neusch, that one day the otherwise trivial time delay up to orbit would be noticed.

“So, you couldn’t create a valid excuse to stay away, then?” Juliatra-Monoth teased. She held an executive position in her family’s distribution enterprise, which now had several contracts with Halvin-Aneil’s food import enterprise. They’d developed a good working relationship over the past few months. She was easy to talk to and had a smart business mind—all of which made them not-quite-friends, although there had certainly been some flirtatious moments.

“I never attempted one,” Neusch replied through the bio-andy. “I know aerolite is old-tech, but none of my hosts have ever actually witnessed an expansion before.”

“Me neither. Husnak is over eight hundred years old, which predates my firstlife. Frankly, I’m surprised the city’s still intact.”

“Ah, I recognize that concern. I admit to some hesitancy when I moved into my apartment and found the walls and floor are only microns thick. It leaves one with the unwelcome image of the entire city popping like a soap bubble.”

“Once we have the eight new districts, we might finally have the economic strength to build ourselves a real city.”

“You believe that will happen?”

“I was surprised that Husnak was even chosen as a site for a refugee city,” she said. “Most of us suspect the queenfather Lord Bekket influenced the decision.”

“Ah yes, of course. His family estate is nearby, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t quite call the Guillrameo family compound an ‘estate,’ but yes. They live relatively close. Unfortunately, the nature of their rockrot enterprise makes them somewhat insular. But the refugee situation might alter that. All the White Burn Desert’s established families will have the opportunity to prosper, thanks to this influx.”

“What enjoyable optimism. I chose well for our distribution partner.”

She smiled modestly. “Thank you. Please, let’s go and watch the spectacle.”

He followed her into the pavilion. Inside, andys outnumbered Imperial Celestials almost two to one; there were even some Deain helping out, attentive and smart in their house staff uniforms. Buffet breakfast platters were being laid out on long tables where Deain chefs were ready to cook any specialist dishes that were requested. The Family Jiyoratan were playing their part of gracious hosts, attentive to their guests. Neusch spotted plenty of representatives from other food enterprises, mainly from the coastal farming estates and importers like himself.

Just outside the open end of the pavilion were two rows of raised seats giving a clean view out across Zone One, a couple of kilometers away. The area that’d been prepared was a circle of ground four kilometers wide cut into the dunes and outcrops. Around its perimeter were the piles of stone and sand that had been cleared to produce a perfectly flat base. Ten big anchor pits, themselves five hundred meters deep, had been excavated equidistantly around the perimeter. The big civil engineering vehicles that’d done all the work were parked on the dunes beyond, their sand-coated bodywork glinting under the relentless sun. Right in the center of the bare rock base was a black hemisphere barely the size of a cargo truck.

“That’s the kake?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I knew that it would be relatively small, but … that?”

“Yes. That’s it.”

“A whole city?”

Juliatra-Monoth gestured politely. “Please, connect with our family’s sensor array; we made sure we can all have a good look at the expansion.”

Neusch kept his bio-andy’s expression neutral as he put its hand on the chair’s connection bulb. That was the invitation which justified his whole charade of interest in the expansion. He connected with the pavilion’s network and found the open lnc to the sensors ringing the entire expansion complex, allowing him to view the operation from any angle.

Then he split his consciousness into dual focal centers—one continuing small talk with Juliatra-Monoth as they admired the panoramic sensor feeds; while the other sent a torrent of burn routines snaking into the pavilion’s network. Of course, that was only a basic subsection of the Family Jiyoratan’s primary network, which was Neusch’s actual goal. Using the opening he’d made, the Alumata’s CI reformatted several management routines, allowing him to piggyback the traffic command lncs across the Jiyoratan fleet of delivery vehicles. The CI quickly identified the three lightly armored desert cargo trucks as they were approaching the Guillrameo family compound. Like most of the food deliveries the Jiyoratan family made to various families living out in the White Burn Desert beyond Husnak, they’d driven through the night to minimize the thermal load on their cargo cooling systems. Now they were fifteen minutes out from the compound’s imposing stone wall, driving over a broad expanse of light-colored sand.

Using the Jiyoratan traffic lnc as a secure conduit, Neusch activated the aireels that were riding on one of the refrigerated food containers in the second truck’s cargo compartment. They slithered their way along to the doors and eased their way around the tight lining. Once they were outside, they went airborne and began to spread out from the desert trucks.

“Some breakfast?” Juliatra-Monoth asked.

“Thank you.”

“Such is the benefit of owning a distribution enterprise; we get first pick of the finest food on Uixic. Frankly I’m surprised my entire family isn’t twice the size we are.”

“Well, hopefully we can maintain the supply chain.”

“Ah, business so early in the morning. How very uncivilized.”

He gestured at the flare of antimatter drives in the sky. “Handled correctly, this provides us with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And I don’t mean a single host lifetime, either.”

“Quite. There are close to fifty million people arriving on the habitats. And that’s just the first wave.”

“I heard it’ll take a couple of years just to bring them down to the surface. There aren’t enough spaceplanes in the Kelowan system to do it any quicker.”

Juliatra-Monoth nodded in agreement. “I never thought I’d be glad Uixic doesn’t have an orbital tower. It gives us time to prepare.”

“Which brings us to the quantity of food imports required. My family has access to several farming enterprises on Gondiar. I can increase the volume.”

“My family enterprise is well positioned to accept any upturn of product.”

Her eagerness amused him. Kelowan’s destruction had been a disaster for so many, while for the relatively poor population of a world like Uixic, it was a massive money and status rush. The refugees needed feeding, and land, and an infrastructure they could turbocharge to become self-sufficient. Accelerated economic growth would make Grand Families out of those locals smart enough to ride the wave.

“A quarter of those cargo pods over there hold food vats,” Juliatra-Monoth said, indicating the stockpiles around Zone One.

“I don’t see that being a problem. They’ll only be used in the early months until we secure the supply chain. These people were all residents of the capital world. They may be the lesser families, the ones who didn’t have private yachts to evacuate them, but they’re still accustomed to a lifestyle beyond anything currently to be found on Uixic. We can provide what they want.”

Within the mission-focused part of his personality, Neusch observed the walls of the Guillrameo family compound as the aireels rose above them. He was impressed by the lush green oasis contained within. The compound must have been sited over an underground aquifer; nothing else could account for the small lakes nestled between long lawns and lush citrus groves. As with the wall, the waterside buildings were fashioned from stone blocks decorated with ornate petroglyphs. It all looked idyllic, the kind of place anyone would enjoy living—a feeling enhanced by the huge contrast with the White Burn Desert outside.

“It’s starting, look,” Juliatra-Monoth said.

Neusch concentrated on Zone One. The black kake didn’t appear any different, so he used the sensor array to shift his perception closer. Juliatra-Monoth was right; the surface of the aerolite kake had become glossy, as if it had turned liquid. To back up that notion, its circumference was growing wider, sliding across the flat rock like an incoming tide. At the same time, the apex began to rise up.

Neusch allowed a small appreciative smile to lift the bio-andy’s lips. “They should call it inflation, not expansion.”

“Quite right,” Juliatra-Monoth agreed.

His mission focus reviewed the data and imagery coming in from the aireels. There were twenty-five major power sources spaced around the top of the compound wall, but what used that power wasn’t visible. Active sensor coverage across the whole area was dense.

Why has a desert compound for a rockrot enterprise got military-grade sensors? He queried the Alumata’s CI if they were sophisticated enough to detect the aireels.

“Unknown,” came the reply.

Out on Zone One, the black material was now more than two hundred meters across. Its expansion accelerated. Spikes and humps began to jab out of the upper surface, reaching ever-higher as they swelled out.

The audience under the pavilion’s awning started a ripple of enthusiastic applause. Neusch saw glasses being raised to toast the spectacle. Even his observation focus center was swept up in a frisson of admiration. An entire town capable of housing half a million people was manifesting right in front of him. Old tech perhaps, but still a symbol of Celestial ingenuity.

His mission focus center noted power level increases along the Guillrameo family compound wall. Data from the aireels started glitching, then dropping out. Those with any remaining functionality detected X-ray discharges. Every aireel lnc died.

Neusch just managed to not blurt “Shit!” in front of Juliatra-Monoth. She was smiling contentedly, raising a glass of a sparkling wine and peach juice mix. “Here’s to an expanding customer base.”

He chinked glasses with her. “And long may it keep expanding.”

The kake was still spreading outward and upward. It was an extraordinary sight, as if there were some invisible compact city of towers and ziggurats already in existence that was now being exposed by a wavefront of shiny black paint surging over it. Around the rim, ten angled spikes began to rise, giving the impression that the flowing formation was growing gigantic crablike legs. Each one was aligned on a waiting anchor pit, ready to stab down when it reached the edge.

As the aerolite’s perimeter reached three kilometers in diameter, the Alumata’s CI reported it had lost its secure lncs with the cargo trucks. “How did they fail?” Neusch asked.

“They have not failed. A burn routine has subverted them. A war-grade CI within the Guillrameo compound is attempting to backtrack our aireel control through the Jiyoratan traffic lncs.”

“Can it find you? Us?”

“No. There are several ultra-level cut-offs that have already extricated our burn. However, it has determined the origin is the Jiyoratan enterprise network. It is now seeking the subsection that hosted the entry connection.”

“The origin subsection? You mean the pavilion’s network?”

“Yes.”

Even though he was sitting in the Alumata’s comfy acceleration couch, Neusch experienced a nasty shiver of fright. I wish I had one of Father’s riders that could calm me.

There was a loud crashing sound behind him. The Jiyoratan family’s guests glanced back to see andys juddering about in spasms, knocking the tables of food over. The Deain staff were staring at them in confusion, awaiting instruction. Neusch hurriedly removed the bio-andy’s palm from the chair’s contact bulb just as the sensor array imagery fizzed into chaos.

“The Guillrameo CI is deep-burning the whole Zone One complex,” the Alumata’s CI told him. “Its analytics are examining every routine, which is glitching the individual function they perform.”

“Every …? Oh no.” The bio-andy rose from his chair as the new towers of the aerolite began to twist about in unnatural contours. The anchor spikes that now loomed over the rim of each anchor pit jabbed about in a menacing fashion, as if searching out some invisible enemy to strike. Cries of dismay burst from the partygoers in every pavilion. Long fissures ripped open in the aerolite, revealing the honeycomb of compartments and streets inside—which were also buckling and tearing. The expansion stalled, and the entire edifice contorted, its edges rippling, lifting huge sections off the ground.

Neusch’s subconscious impulse drove the bio-andy to back away from the slow-motion catastrophe. The subtle protective layer of his suit activated. Juliatra-Monoth held his hand as they retreated in unison, their neural connection spinning images of convulsing aerolite between them, amplified by raw worry.

The aerolite froze.

“Is it—?” she began.

Right in front of him, the black edifice shattered. A couple of seconds later, the phenomenal sound of its demise reached them—like every piece of glass in the Centauri Cluster being smashed simultaneously.

“Asteria’s arse.” The suit unfurled a hood over the bio-andy’s head.

All he could do was watch in amazement as a million tarnished shards tumbled downward in a maelstrom of chaos. Then instinct kicked in. As the shards struck the ground, they bounced. Thinner than gossamer, and essentially weightless, they scythed away through the air in long arcs.

“Move!” he yelled; it was a combination of shout and frantic neural compulsion. The bio-andy pulled Juliatra-Monoth along mercilessly, the strength in its synthetic limbs giving her no choice. He hauled her over one of the upturned tables and both of them dived down, curling into fetal balls.

The wavefront of lethal shards reached the pavilions and project offices and cargo pod stacks encircling Zone One, effortlessly slicing through them as they spun and lurched and fell. Fabric, metal, composite, and flesh were shredded in their wake.

Even in the safety of the Alumata, Neusch could make no sense of the next few moments. The shrill cacophony of the whirling fragments continued for an eon, accompanied by smears of color. Impulses that represented pain-equivalence from the bio-andy’s body reverberated around his brain. And then came a devastating impulse shooting through the neural connection with Juliatra-Monoth. At first it was an absence of pain, her universe numbing to absolute insensateness, then promptly reversing as her overloaded nerves shrieked their agony. He let go of her hand as if it were magma hot.

The wreckage of the pavilion surged back into focus. Long blades of aerolite had penetrated the table, forming a jagged, potentially fatal, maze around him. Despite the suit’s protection, pain-equivalence impulses revealed punctures: two left ribs above the liver—minor incision. Left shoulder, the left vastus medialis muscle completely severed, local artery and vein valves already closed to stem blood loss. Without the suit’s protective layer, it would have been a lot worse. He computed a viable escape route and manipulated the bio-andy’s body, bending and twisting with millimeter precision until he was clear with only three further nicks into the flesh. As he was moving the wailing began, people all around the tattered remnants of the pavilion finally overcoming their shocked silence as their pain receptors kicked in. Like all Imperial Celestials, they could mute the intensity, but the sheer quantity of wounds was impossible to quash. The floor was covered in aerolite shards that fluttered like dying birds in the breeze, which made movement precarious.

Juliatra-Monoth was sprawled at the far end of the table where ferocious impacts had pushed her. Her jaw was working as she tried to speak, a small stream of blood pulsing out of her mouth. The bio-andy looked down. Her legs and lower torso were pierced by several aerolite splinters, and a length of diced intestine was slopping out of the largest torso wound. He took her hand and connected.

“How?” was her single thought.

“I’m sorry,” he told her, the emotional loading making it a confession.

“I need to re-host. I have two spawn daughters. They’re young, but—” Her face grimaced in pain. “Take me home,” she gasped. “Please.”

She was fading. Her heart had already stopped.

“Gift me everything,” he told her.

Her eyelids wavered shut. “My daughters.”

“No time. Use the succession sequence. I have a lnc to my ship’s CI. I can use it to store you.”

“Please …”

“Do it,” he pleaded. “You’re dying. This is your only chance.”

“I—”

“Now!”

Some subconscious realization and her body’s instinctive demand to live combined to start the succession sequence. Neusch felt the flow of her memories surge through the lnc up to the Alumata. It carried on until the last parts of her brain shut down.

He stared down at the corpse, too stricken to move.

Eventually one of the andys came over. “Sir, do you require assistance?”

He flinched. Husnak’s civic CI must have purified the Guillrameo CI’s deep-burn and rebooted Zone One’s network. “No. No, I’m okay. Attend to someone who is injured.”

“Yes, sir.”

Neusch stood the bio-andy up and stared out across the devastation that was Zone One. “Sweet Asteria,” he whispered. “You’re not Celestials. You’re Remnant Era throwbacks.”




CHAPTER NINE

IT TOOK THE HOUND boats three hours to reach the mouth of the valley. By then, Ellie couldn’t even see the reeds flanking the so-called channel anymore. The flat, sludgy surface they were skimming over now was a uniform dark green; the air above a fog of lighter green, animated by frequent lightning flashes and the dull grumble of thunder.

“Pea soup above, pea soup below,” Josias muttered on their general lnc.

“That means we’re on the waterprairie proper now,” Oyden announced. “Joyful to tell you: we can speed up.”

“How do you know we’re on the waterprairie?” Ellie asked.

“There’s a string of marker buoys along the mouth of the swamp, but mainly I use the inertial guidance function.”

“Oh. Right.” She was glad they were all in armor so no one could see her blush. Different to navigating between stars, she told herself.

“You can access the map function on your boat’s network. It is most detailed; all the hound boat captains share their navigation logs. There are plenty of islands between us and the Dokatu range. Beyond Dokatu, not so much, but you wonderful people aren’t going that far, right?”

“Right,” Terence confirmed. “We just want the macrolife facility.”

“Good. Good. Easy voyage now. Speed should make it difficult for anyone who’s followed us thus far to keep up. Nobody can see much of anything out here. The mist is heavy with so much static it plays havoc with radar. And this bountiful swamp is fundamentally a slush soup that kills sonar after a few klicks. Believe it or not, the waterprairie is one of the safest places on the planet for someone who wants to be alone and undisturbed. A veritable reclusive poet’s haven.”

“All right, then,” Terence said. “Let’s go.”

“Dearest Elsbeth, we’ll use visual contact to stay together. Turn the sonar off so no one can track that. And we’ll use a target laser at night.”

“Sure thing,” Elsbeth told him.

Ellie felt a surge of acceleration as Elsbeth throttled the fans up, keeping fifty meters behind the other hound boat. Once the speed became constant, there was little visual indication how fast they were traveling. The green surface quickly absorbed the thin wake they created. When she checked the suit’s inertial guidance, they were doing eighty kph.

“I thought the inside of Kingsnest was strange,” she told Finn.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. This is a whole special kind of bleak.”

“No details for me?” she teased.

“Not today. I never bothered with Capo Frois; the Uthra Dominion was just a weak ally of the Crown Dominion. Everyone knows they’ll be absorbed by the queens one day. I didn’t think I’d ever visit.”

“I don’t know what the queens would want this place for.”

“Janton-Io is the poorest of the Capo Frois planets. Without an orbital tower getting commercial cargos up and down from orbit, it can never compete with worlds that do have one. The rest of the Uthra Dominion is a decent economic asset, though.”

A succession of lightning flashes erupted. Even inside her armor, she flinched. “I see what Oyden meant when it said you can’t fly across the waterprairie.”

“Thank you for your most gracious trust,” Oyden said. “The algae from the macrolife facility has turned the waterprairie into this world’s biggest oxygen sink. This time of year is when the U’pato Jetstream brings moist air in from the ocean for months on end. It is still relatively oxygen-rich from all the terrestrial marine life, and it flows over the lower stable layer of air that covers the waterprairie. The regression-rhodophyta the macrolife facility pumps up into the atmosphere cling to the cloud droplets and chew down on the oxygen as it spreads out in the breeze. And that breeze rubs up a whole lot of friction between the two air masses, which is where all the lightning comes from.”

“And what about the spinsnakes? Will they attack us?”

Oyden laughed. “Asteria, no! They’re synthetic biology, remember, so they don’t have the kind of instincts normal animals have. They’re also part of the slow-life ecology, so they couldn’t catch us if they tried. And even if they did, they couldn’t digest terrestrial flesh because they’re geared to live off the regression algae. They have no predators except for the hunter crews. All they do is slide around in the sand, churning it up so all the algae get a fair chance at eating up the nasty oxygen. Without that, the whole waterprairie would just become stagnant mud.”

“So we’re safe in the hound boats?” Josias asked.

“Sure thing, Old Earthwalker man. I’m here, aren’t I? Can’t get yourself a bigger guarantee than that. And anyway, you’re in an armor suit. What’s to worry, huh? Stop panicking. I’ll get you to Dokatu just fine.”
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IT WAS MIDNIGHT when they reached one of the waterprairie’s many nameless islands to make camp. They’d been dodging around the rocky outcrops in broad arcs for the whole fifteen hours of the voyage—maneuvers that left Terence somewhat confident they hadn’t been followed. Wybul and Oyden were both right about the difficulty the waterprairie posed. When they’d set off from Ummazarak Burg, he’d launched a swarm of insect drones to scan the surrounding area. The farther they traveled down the valley, the thicker the mist grew, with every droplet containing oxygen-eater biotics vented by the macrolife facility. Moisture build-up severely impeded the drones. After losing fifty in the first hour, he’d stopped sending out any more.

The inconvenience the drones encountered should have made him relax, but it didn’t. The lack of visibility coupled with the way the waterprairie blocked sensor coverage meant they just didn’t know what was out there. Of course, the chances of a bounty team being able to track them was small. But … archons are a paranoid lot.

So when Oyden said they should make camp for a few hours, he didn’t object. The nearest island was a strip of rock eight kilometers long—a wedge shape rising up out of the outlandish green slop. According to the navigation files, one side was a sheer cliff eight hundred meters high, which dropped away in a rumpled slope for five kilometers until it dipped back into the waterprairie.

Oyden steered them into a crescent bay at the base of the incline and switched on the hound boat’s headlights. They seemed dazzling in the absolute darkness of the waterprairie’s night. The beams sought out the shoreline, where a rock shelf slid up out of the saturated sand. Both hound boats nosed up onto a thick carpet of spongy weed that coated every stone. A forest of sable fern fronds had taken possession of the bay, their spindly tips more than four meters high, forming a dense barrier extending inland. He couldn’t see how far back their coverage went; the headlight beams only penetrated a few meters. If it wasn’t for the unremitting lightning flashes, the night would have been as deep-black as interstellar space.

“Are we all going to fit in the cabins?” Ellie asked.

“Even if we could, we’re not going to,” Terence told her. “The hound boats are a big target. Just find a flat piece of ground, switch your suit to thermal neutral, and try to get some sleep. We’ll rota out a watch duty.”

“Great,” she grunted.

Oyden lowered the ramp, and Terence walked down onto the lumpy stones. Their coating of wet weed made walking tricky, even with the suit’s enhanced stability routine compensating for his boots sliding about. Then he was pushing through the ferns, which were tougher than they looked. Thermal imaging didn’t help; each frond was the same insipid temperature, surrounding him in a curtain of bland blue-gray streaks. Reluctantly, he ordered some small drones into the air, which gave a slightly improved view. Another batch took off and spread farther out.

There was nothing within five hundred meters of the hound boats—unless they’re stealthed.

Come on, not even archons are that paranoid.

It was the waterprairie environment, he acknowledged; the isolation was getting to him.

“Okay, Dave and I will take first watch.”

The others trooped off the hound boats, cursing at the weedcoated stones, and started pushing into the ferns in search of a flat bit of ground. All Terence wanted to do was call Jimena, so they could both reassure each other that everything was okay. By now, the Aeacus should have returned in darkflight mode to orbit Janton-Io outside the Lyreyn Bracelet. But a lnc signal strong enough to reach that orbit would be easy to detect, no matter how encrypted it was. So that was a no.

He and Dave established a semicircular perimeter around the hound boats, and set a string of passive sensors along it. Combined with the drones overhead, they should be able to see anything approaching from a kilometer away.

The team settled down not far from the hound boats. Everyone opened and closed their helmets in quick order to snatch down some solid food. There was only so much soup and syrup you could stand while you were in a suit. Physically, they could support the wearer for weeks; psychologically, problems started to creep in after a couple of days. So Terence didn’t begrudge them the slight lapse in security. He even opened his own visor to scoff down a bar with a label that claimed it was rectangular pizza. The damp air was fetid from the algae, its taint killing the bar’s taste.

An hour later everyone had settled—if not sleeping then certainly dozing. Medusa and Dave took the second watch duty.

The alarm that came shrieking down Terence’s neural connection to his suit instantly jarred him out of his light slumber. Display imagery rich with information opened inside his skull. Five drones were flying fast through the clean air of the stratosphere twenty kilometers to the west of the island. They were emitting high-powered microwave radar pulses to slice through the fog smothering the waterprairie.

“Asteria’s arse!” he spat. The hound boats would be showing up like solar flares.

“They must have seen us,” Medusa said in frustration.

Terence followed the trajectory of the drone trio. They were tracing a ballistic curve that would bring them back down to the ground two hundred kilometers away.

“We have missiles that can reach them,” he replied.

“No. There’s no point. They know where we are, so let’s not show them what we can do.”

“All right. Everyone, back to the hound boats. Let’s get out of here.”

“Ah, my boy, not sure that’s the best course of action right now,” Josias said.

“What?”

“I don’t want to sound overdramatic, but finding the archon and getting back to the Aeacus with what we learn is absolutely critical for every human in this part of the Centauri Cluster.”

“I am aware of that,” Terence said in exasperation.

“Good, so how about a quick tactical review here? Whoever sent those drones will be sending more drones to confirm where we are. If we stay, they’ll come to us. If we leave, they’ll follow us to the facility on Dokatu. We’re going to have to confront them at some point. Personally, I’d rather do it before they confirm where we’re going.”

“I’ve heard worse ideas,” Medusa said.

“We can’t wait around here for days.”

“So stick it out until dawn. We can use the time to install electronic countermeasures on the hound boats and fly decoy drones to nearby islands.”

Terence didn’t like it, but conceded Medusa had more tactical combat experience than he did. Makaio-Spirit didn’t seem to have any reservations about the strategy, either.

“Okay, we’ll wait till dawn. Finn, Ellie, Medusa, you’re on Josias protection. Daves, you’re with me. Elsbeth, guard the boats.”

“And what about me, if you wouldn’t mind saying?” Oyden asked.

“You’re with Josias.”

“Okey-dokey.”
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NINETY MINUTES LATER, another batch of drones arched directly over the island, their radars probing down. By then, Terence and the Daves had unpacked several electronic warfare pods, securing them to the hound boats. They were Celestial-made, not the Lidon weapons tech that humans usually employed. If anything could shelter the hound boats from detection, it’d be them. Hopefully their pursuers would think they’d fled the island.

Maybe they did, maybe they didn’t, or maybe they didn’t trust their own drones. Whichever it was, the bounty hunters arrived an hour later. The sensor drones Terence had dispatched along the top of the island’s cliff detected three hound boats approaching.

Terence waited until they were less than a kilometer from the base of the cliff. “Take them out,” he told the Daves.

The Silicates launched six missiles from their silos a second after the drones on the cliff let loose an electronic warfare deluge. Three explosions bloomed briefly on the waterprairie before being absorbed by the fog. The remaining three missiles fired multiple warheads that sought out power sources and hot spots amid the wreckage that was starting to sink below the surface of saturated sand.

“Did you get them all?” Finn asked.

“Running an active scan,” Terence told him. The result from the drones was a comprehensive absence of any activity. “Okay, it’s clean; let’s get moving.” He’d been waiting on the slope above their hound boats in case the bounty hunters used the same tactic: taking out the opposition’s transport. His suit’s weapons could knock out any incoming missiles that came over the cliff. Elsbeth and the Daves had taken positions along the bay, where they were veiled by the ferns. Josias and the others were waiting in a small gully two hundred meters away.

“On our way,” Finn said.

Terence’s tactical display showed them starting to walk toward the shore. Then its passive sensors detected faint patterns: three phantasms slithering across the top of the ferns—betrayed by the unnatural way the frond tips waved about beneath them. In less than a second, the suit’s CI manager slammed out a combat analysis and weapons response sequence. His shoulder-mounted X-ray lasers fired, creating slender violet rips through the damp air, linking him to black mirages of human shapes, their outline visible only as an empty void that absorbed the sizzling threads of light. The attackers materialized fully as their suits ruptured—orange and blue flameswells tumbling down into the vegetation as their jetpacks disintegrated.

“Stealths incoming,” Terence yelled—a hopelessly belated human reaction after the suit CI had instantly alerted everyone else to the covert assault. “Dave, you and Elsbeth defend the boats. Dave, with me.”

Terence’s suit looked like it was a standard-issue model from the Santa Rosa police department, but as Makaio-Faraji had told him, the Celestial-tech armor could probably take out an Imperial Knight. It wasn’t just the weapons that were powerful; all of its systems had a level of sophistication far above any equipment used by human Travelers and mercenaries.

He went airborne. Fast. Active sensors probed down, cutting through the island’s fog and ferns as if they didn’t exist. He was looking straight down at a stark noonday vista, containing only land, wet sand … and eight more bounty hunters in technologically veiled armor. Four flying in low over the waterprairie, half a kilometer west of the hound boats. Two positioned near the top of the slope, set up with high-powered tripod-mounted mag-rifles—snipers. And two more in flight, rounding the eastern edge of the island.

One of the snipers pivoted their rifle up, the targeting maser illuminating Terence’s suit. The suit’s CI tactical routine retaliated, X-ray lasers first killing the fusillade of enhanced-explosive projectiles fired at him, then slicing both snipers in half. The energy beams ignited their magazines and power cells.

Dave protecting the boat launched six missiles at the bounty hunters above the waterprairie. They fired counter-ordnance, which knocked out some of the missile submunitions, but not enough.

Dave in flight with Terence used his heavy-duty kinetic cannon to strafe the two remaining incoming bounty hunters. They fell, spewing out glowing fragments as they tumbled down into the waterprairie. Its surface produced weak sluggish splashes as they hit, then closed over them, leaving no trace of their existence.

Terence checked the tactical display. Total elapsed time five seconds. Sensors could find no further threats within four kilometers of the island. He shut down the active scan and descended fast, landing fifty meters from the hound boats.

Finn and Ellie were racing through the ferns toward him, their suits tearing the pulpy fronds apart. Josias and Oyden were not far behind, with Medusa bringing up the rear.

“Wait,” Josias called out, and stopped running. “I dropped the key.” He turned around and started running back to where they’d been waiting.

“No,” Medusa said. “Get back here. There’s no time for this shit.”

“The key is the key. Without it, we’re just tourists.”

“Josias,” Terence called. “We have to go.”

“Oh, be real, man,” Josias retorted. “That suit makes you invincible. Just wait. Thirty seconds is all.”

“For the—” Terence felt his teeth grinding together. The tactical display showed him Josias was ten meters from the gully they’d been sheltering in. Medusa was turning back as he passed her. Finn and Ellie had stopped.

Josias hopped down into the gully and picked up his hexagonal box. “Got it. And we’re all still alive, see?”

“Get into the fucking hound boat,” Medusa shouted.

The Daves had already pushed the hound boats back onto the surface of the waterprairie when Josias and Medusa arrived. They jogged up the ramp, and Oyden powered up the fans. Both hound boats curved around and headed back out across the endless sodden expanse.

“Don’t ever do that again,” Terence said.

“Don’t ever try to stop me from doing that again,” Josias retorted. “What I have in here is more important than all of you. It is the key.”

“What is?” Ellie leaned forward, an arm reaching for the box.

Josias slapped her away, their armor producing a loud clang as they clashed. “It’s a sealed environment, my dear. This loOx air will wreck it. Do try and live up to your potential occasionally.”

“Grandpa!”

“Granddaughter! There is a scale of importance, here. I know my position on it.”

“If there’d been one more bounty hunter lurking, you could have been hurt.”

“Nonsense. Young Terence’s suit is formidable. I determined we were safe under his aegis—certainly against anything a bounty hunter could throw at us. Am I right, Terence?”

Terence took a moment. “Up to a point.”

“There we go, then; all settled.”

“Josias is right,” Medusa said.

“Thank you, my dear lady.”

“Yeah, that wasn’t a compliment; you’re being an arsehole. But Terence, there’s no way your suit is from the Santa Rosa police armory.”

“I never said it was.”

“So how come we didn’t get issued one?”

“I was given this suit by Makaio-Faraji. Specifically when things were heating up between our two organizations.”

“And the Aeacus couldn’t build me one?”

“Your suit is the best the onboard fabricators can make,” he lied. “Same goes for all the weapons we’re carrying.”

“If you say so.”

He said nothing else; an argument now wouldn’t help anyone. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Medusa, but they had spent decades working for opposing archons. Giving her unfettered access to Imperial Celestial weapons technology just didn’t sit right with him. Somewhere in the depths of his subconscious, he felt the old archon nodding his head in sage approval.

“All right, everyone,” Josias said. “Excitement over. So what’s the plan now?”

“Same as it’s always been,” Terence said. “Head straight for Dokatu. We know they know we’re out here now, so we’ll keep the electronic warfare camouflage running to cover the hound boats. Oyden, how quick can you get us there?”

“Dear people, there are weed banks in the deep prairie, places where the spinsnakes don’t always reach. Nobody wants to ram into one of those, and without sonar …”

“How long?”

“If Asteria grants us a straight run, just over eight hours.”
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BY SOME MIRACLE, the enervating base of the waterprairie’s eternal fog started to lift when the hound boats were an hour out from Dokatu. It still roofed the sky, blocking direct sunlight, but the rumpled base was at least a couple of kilometers high now, and crackling with ominous sheet lightning every few seconds. The dazzle strobed a monochrome skyline, where the island’s volcanic peaks rose steadily out of the horizon like a jagged wall across the end of the world. Their calderas were all active, sending up huge plumes of jade vapor that pummeled the base of the mist as they were absorbed by its frenzied swirls.

Standing on the platform at the front of the hound boat, Terence’s suit sensors found a broad river between two of the volcanoes. As it approached the edge of the island, it became a whitewater torrent emptying directly into the waterprairie. Farther down the coast, there was another river of similar size.

“The facility must be huge to produce so much algae,” Ellie said. “I’d imagined something like a big refinery sitting on the land—a clutter of big tanks with lots of pipes.”

“I think we all need to upscale from that idea, my dear,” Josias told her. “Because those aren’t real volcanoes, they’re just repurposed mountains. You’re looking at vents for the macrolife organs that are modifying an entire world. So stop thinking small and show a little appreciation for what can be achieved with real resources and a whole load of determination! Come on, people! Elevate your minds.”

“Indeed, my friends, the macrolife is rumored to be most of the island,” Oyden said. “Not only does it produce the algae, it births the spinsnakes, also. Some even believe it to be a child of Asteria Herself.”

“Oh crap,” Terence muttered.

“Where does it get its raw materials from?” Finn wondered. “It has to be producing millions of tons of organic cells every day. All it has available here is rock and sand.”

“We are told there are supply tunnels that go all the way to the ocean,” Oyden said. “They pump in saltwater, which is filtered then released to flood the waterprairie to provide a final home for the algae. The organic matter extracted by the filters is used to feed the macrolife organs.”

“Josias is right; the scale here is something else again,” Elsbeth said. “Hey, Josias, is this what the Diligent was equipped to do if it found a non-terrestrial world?”

“Certainly was. Smaller scale, though. We brought the equipment to set up a terrestrial biosphere in an asteroid, or under domes on the planet. Then, once we had a self-sustaining settlement, the real terraforming work would begin. This? This is fast forward to what exponential expansion would’ve brought us to. And I’m proud to say we obviously got the concept right. What you’re seeing is what me and everyone like me wanted for our descendants—the power to transform a planetary biosphere.”

“Do you think there are other parts of the galaxy, outside the Centauri Cluster, where the arkships made a success of it?” Terence asked, suddenly curious.

“Statistically, I’d say: hell, yeah. There have to be. The Sol system built thousands of arkships that set off into the darkness to do just that. But none of the others ever broadcast anything like the Centauri Cluster’s Green Worlds signal, so we’ll never know now.”

“We could,” Finn said. “Astronomers outside the Poseidon Nebula must be looking for other terrestrial worlds in the galaxy—out of curiosity, if nothing else. The spectrum signature is very clear. I bet there are dozens of dominions who’ve found them.”

“We could go visit,” Ellie suggested, “if the Diligent gets the kind of upgrade Sahdiah was talking about.”

“You two,” Josias said. “Dreamers, the pair of you.”

“You ordered the Diligent to change course and come here after it picked up the Green Worlds signal,” Ellie shot back. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t want a ticket.”

“I’m too old. And I have a family here.”

“Nice try, Grandpa. Don’t believe you.”

For a long peaceful moment, Terence indulged himself thinking how the Aeacus could accompany a refitted Diligent to star clusters on the other side of Sol, reaching new human and post-human civilizations—ones that weren’t in perpetual conflict. It was a beautiful dream—exactly what’d driven the society that’d produced Josias and the other billionastras all those millennia ago. But it was simple nostalgia—an elitist escape fantasy whose time in history had long passed. There was no avoiding reality. Or responsibility.

“Any idea where the facility headquarters is?” he asked Oyden. “Or its control center? Something like that.”

“My wonderful friend, I’d strongly suggest there is no such thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“If our history is correct, the facility started to grow over two thousand years ago, following an arrangement between the Ta’uz and other Celestials. It’s self-sustaining. If a part withers away, then another is grown to replace it. This is not Imperial Celestial technology built on the foundations of inanimate technology. The facility is a zone of synthetic biology on a truly massive scale. It’s an old Crucible Era science that was never really used by the Crown Dominion. You need to think in a wholly different frame of reference here.”

Terence took a breath. “I thought it was the Crown Dominion who’re helping the Ta’uz consolidate this into a loOx world?”

“They contribute with many Ta’uz bioforming endeavors,” Oyden said, “but this, well, my dear friends, this is the loOx motherlode.”

“Then is the facility itself sentient?”

“Alas, I have no idea.”

“So if the Crown Dominion didn’t build it, which Celestials did?” Ellie asked.

“Again, you have found a tragic gap in my knowledge.”

“One of the builder Celestials has to be who we’re looking for,” Finn said.

“Okay,” Terence said reluctantly. “Oyden, if you were living out here, where would your home be?”

“Why would I live out here?”

“Humor me. Imagine you’d been cast away here. Where would you go?”

“Well, it would have to be one of the macrolife caverns. I suppose some of the organs could be adapted to create a kind of life-supporting enclave shelter.”

“Uh huh. Josias, are you sure you heard correctly?”

“Trust me, man; the archon is here.”

As they approached the shore of Dokatu, the surface texture of the waterprairie changed—less sand and a lot more water. The fantails thrown up by the hound boats grew vivacious, spray drenching their armor.

Terence sent a dozen insect drones on ahead. Without the fog cloying their wings, they made decent speed. Oyden was aiming for land half a kilometer upstream of the first river mouth. With the drones approaching the site, Terence could see lumps in the water that churned across the naked rock to irrigate the desert. The first glimpse made him think they were some kind of giant fish coming downriver after spawning, before he realized they must be the spinsnakes. A couple of drones flew over to confirm it. The things were about ten meters long, pearl-white with a gnarly flesh. He could’ve believed they were just fish save for the curving, winglike fins along the first third of the body.

When he saw them, he finally understood their function. The creatures generated an augur effect as they drilled their way through the wet sand, aerating and loosening the entire waterprairie. About a dozen passed below the drones as they hovered above the whitewater churn. They weren’t even trying to swim, just numbly allowing the powerful surge of water to tumble them into the aquatic desert. The numbers surprised him; this was just one river of many that gushed out of Dokatu, so there must be tens of millions gyrating their way through the sludgy vastness of the green desert. But right here they would be easy pickings for the hound boat crews; just string a net across the end of the river …

The thought made him weary. If the human scavenger crews weren’t doing that, it was for a reason. This was the Centauri Cluster; the facility would likely be able to protect its synthetic children.

Both of the hound boats nosed up against the rocky shoreline. The landscape rising out of the desert was bleak, as if newly formed—which might not be far from the truth.

“We need to get going,” he announced. “Oyden, you can use one of our jetpacks.”

“Do I really have to?”

“You can stay here and defend the boats from any other bounty hunters if you prefer.”

“Ah. Put like that, my friend: strap me in.”




CHAPTER TEN

THEY FLEW LOW, boots barely three meters above the ground. Their helmets shielded them from the worst of the ejecta roar, although Finn could feel his suit shaking from the sheer volume of the sound as they got closer to the algae volcano.

The insect drones arrived ahead of the suits and started to explore the crevices in the landscape around the base. Three had caves at the end. The insects found a curving metal door at the back of one.

Is it really this easy? Finn wondered.

They landed in front of the entrance. A stream of insect drones started running a detailed scan along the cave.

“Nothing hidden in there,” Terence announced.

One of the Daves shrugged out of his jetpack and took point, a weapon in each hand. He made it to the door and turned around. “All good.”

There was a simple panel on the rock beside the door, with two buttons—green and black. No neural induction bulbs here, Finn thought. He watched, his abs tightening, as Terence touched the green button. After a couple of seconds, the door slid open with a low rumble. Lights came on inside, revealing a long rectangular chamber cut cleanly into the rock. There was nothing inside apart from some vents along the top of the walls and an identical door at the far end. Drones swept in and started to analyze every square centimeter.

After a minute, Terence marched in, followed by Josias, clutching his hexagonal box tight to his chest. Finn went in reluctantly. If I was in charge, I’d leave at least two of us outside. But then, apart from Oyden, all of them had weapons that could blow the door apart if it did prove to be a trap.

Elsbeth was last in. She touched a black button beside the door, and it slid shut. Terence pressed a green button next to the second door. Nothing happened.

“I blow it open,” a Dave said.

“No, no,” Josias said urgently. “I have this.”

He turned his suit speaker on. “Good day to you. Thank you for allowing us entry. I have a gift I believe you will enjoy. But it will require an oxygen-standard atmosphere—if you wouldn’t mind?”

“The drones didn’t detect a sensor in here,” Terence said.

Josias held up a hand, fingers wiggling in annoyance. Somehow Finn wasn’t surprised when strong jets of air blew out of the vents. His suit told him the room’s oxygen content was rising.

A couple of minutes later, Josias opened his visor. “You are very kind, thank you.”

The second door slid open. Finn studied the Celestial standing behind it. The humanoid was as tall as an Imperial Celestial, but with four arms similar to a Heresy citizen, the lower pair emerging from halfway up the side of its torso. It wore a very tight-fitting tunic made from a fabric that moved like liquid gold, which seemed to have melded into its wrists, ankles, and neck. There was a bulge at the base of the torso, where the fabric clung to some kind of tightly wound coil. A bioluminescent sky-blue stripe ran up the front of the tunic, carried on up the dark brown skin of its face, and curved over the bare ovoid head. If it’d been human, Finn would have called it painfully thin. None of the limbs seemed to have any muscle structure at all, so he wasn’t surprised when they moved by bending; it had no joints.

And for all his obsession of flying between the stars and the Celestials who lived among them, Finn had no idea what kind it was.

“Welcome to the Carode Dominion,” the Celestial said in a high, melodic voice. “I’s one of Carode’s speaker adjuncts.”

“This is a dominion?” Finn asked suspiciously.

“Single Individual Dominions are not usually this small, but it is currently adequate for I’s needs. The Uthra Dominion and the Crown Dominion acknowledge my sovereignty.”

“We don’t mean to intrude.”

“You are not intruding. I’s been expecting someone.”

“That would be me,” Josias said.

“But is it?” the speaker adjunct asked.

Josias held up a finger, then started unclipping the six latches on his box. Finn couldn’t help himself. With his visor hinging up, he took a step forward to see what was inside. And he wasn’t the only one. Everyone moved with the unity of a dance troupe, except for the Daves.

The lid came up, and white light shone out. In the center of the box, a small plant was growing out of a plastic skirt. It was thoroughly unremarkable, stems sprouting from the center, tipped with a trio of heart-shaped leaves. Slimmer stems curved among them, bifurcating to hold small white flowers, some of which had already produced petite dark red fruit.

Finn and Ellie exchanged a what the fuck look.

“Strawberries?” Terence grunted in surprise.

Even more surprising, the speaker adjunct clasped its two high-arm hands together. “How delightful!”

“Earth provenance,” Josias declared with the superiority only he could achieve.

The Celestial bowed a few degrees from its mid-torso. “Please, you are invited to meet I’s centrixen.”

“Thank you. We’re very grateful for the opportunity.”

The Celestial gestured them through the door.

“What is it?” Finn asked Terence on their secure lnc.

“Not sure.”

“I’s a Uthran Celestial,” the speaker adjunct said. It sounded mildly disappointed.

Finn saw Ellie was looking inquiringly at him. He responded with a no idea shrug. More worrying, the Uthran Celestial had intercepted their secure lnc, which was Crown Dominion technology.

There was another nearly empty rock chamber beyond the door, with a black sphere waiting for them in the middle. They trooped through its circular door after the speaker adjunct. Inside, the layout could’ve been mistaken for a large globecab. There was no indication of it moving. The suit’s inertial navigation unit display remained steady.

So basically, we have no idea where we are or where we’re going, Finn thought. Even though he’d grown up in the Crown Dominion, and was perfectly used to advanced machinery, he found the macrolife facility’s level of technology unsettling. Then he found himself smiling slyly. As humans are to Imperial Celestials, so Imperial Celestials are to Uthran Celestials. I wonder how those arrogant arseholes feel about that?

A few minutes later the sphere’s door opened. Living in the Zetian Palace, Finn was used to oversize spaces, but this pentagonal chamber could’ve contained one of the Zetian Palace’s wings—with room to spare. He found it impressive and faintly ridiculous at the same time. The walls were covered in a multitude of interlocked curving golden lines following some geometry too complex to appreciate, with the light of a bright morning sun shining through the gaps. He looked down to see he was standing on the same lattice of gold. Ceiling, too. Red and green shadows the size of the spaceplane that’d brought them down from the Aeacus slid around deep inside in the light.

Once, when he was fifteen, Finn had shark-dived in a steel cage off Gondiar’s Fagal coast, experiencing the combination of thrill and terror as the huge killing machines slid past silently, lured by the still-bleeding goat meat dangling just outside the cage. That experience wasn’t too different from the gold-lined chamber. Something about the colored blobs was taunting his most primitive survival instinct; he just knew they were some kind of weapon. When he glanced at Ellie, the colors were clearly having the same effect on her.

The speaker adjunct gestured again, and they set off toward one of the walls. Gold strands peeled open to expose a wide corridor. The room at the end was more normal size—or at least theater auditorium-sized. Here the wall grid was comprised of black strands, as if lengths of space had been captured, with a slim ribbon of stars floating at the center of each. The light shining through here was that of a red dwarf, giving the team’s dark armor a lurid blood hue.

There was a dais at the center with what could only be a mushroom-shaped throne carved out of a snow-white metal, with every facet smoothed with age. Or maybe, Finn considered, it’d been subjected to extreme heat at some point. The effect didn’t look exactly artistic—more like a fit of bored pique.

Another Uthran Celestial was resting on it, the carefully scalloped edges cupping its belly. This one was a quadruped the size of a small elephant, with a bulky body that tapered up at the front into a humanoid torso. It had the same skintight gold tunic as the one they’d already met, this one with radiant scarlet and gentian stripes running from the legs to its large temple. Two curled antlers rose from the top of its head above its strangely sagging ears. Finn couldn’t tell if they were natural or some kind of bloodstone, but they had a filigree of luminescent red lines that pulsed in a heart’s rhythm.

One thing was very clear to him about the whole setup—the adjuncts. The dais was circled by stools and chairs of various sizes. Each had a bipedal body sitting on it, varying in size and shape—some as spindly as the one who had escorted them here; three with oversize heads on child-height bodies; two that verged on obese that were slowly munching down on bowlfuls of food; others that seemed oddly flat. Each of them had a different colored stripe glowing on their tunic and head. And Finn finally saw what the bulge in the tunics contained. An umbilical cord, as thick as his wrist. They snaked across the ground, their veins and arteries pulsing slowly as they led up the dais where they’d plugged into the big Uthran Celestial, who had a necklace of puckered orifices.

“That’s kind of the same as Wybul did, but with its extra limbs,” Ellie whispered.

The Celestial on the dais raised its head and emitted a sharp warbling sound.

One of the spindly speaker adjuncts tethered to the throne stood up. “I’s Carode centrixen, a second-level Uthran Celestial. I will thank you to note, human, we are nothing like the Abisqu Celestials. They have de-evolved from I’s kind over thousands of years, choosing the simplicity of synthetic physicality. I’s the true form, I’s the highest.” The centrixen lowered its head, allowing a pair of soft amber eyes to stare at the group of humans. Each of the adjuncts connected to it performed the same movement in eerie synchronicity. “Do you, with your simple minds, understand this?”

“Yes,” Josias said. He shot a quick glare at Ellie. “We certainly do.”

“You are the one?”

“I am the one. I have brought you an offering, Carode. An alpine strawberry plant, which is only five hundred years in a direct temporal line from Earth. It came with me on the arkship Diligent. It is yours no matter the outcome of this meeting.”

Finn got the distinct impression the adjuncts were all salivating at the little scarlet berries.

“You honor I’s with this gift,” Carode said. “I’s would taste one.”

“Of course,” Josias murmured obsequiously. “Shall I bring it over?”

“I’s gourmand adjunct will perform the formality. Its papillae are extremely receptive, allowing I’s to experience this delightful gift at the highest sensorium level possible.”

The tasting was a full ceremonial affair. A gourmand adjunct was summoned—tall, with a head that was wider at the bottom to give it an expansive mouth with long canine teeth, and a second, inner, row of teeth that were tiny and very sharp. Its tunic stripe was a vivid emerald.

When it sat down, it opened the tunic’s torso pouch and pulled out the umbilical cord, which another adjunct inserted into one of the empty sockets around the centrixen’s neck. A table was positioned in front of the gourmand adjunct. A small silver knife and fork were placed on either side of a white plate. It drank from a glass of water, which it slushed around its mouth before spitting it out into a glass bowl. This cleansing was repeated three times.

“I’s ready,” the speaker adjunct announced.

Josias went up to the table and put the box down on it. A four-armed adjunct came forward, holding silver tweezers in one hand and small silver scissors in another. It carefully gripped one of the strawberries with the tweezers and snipped its stalk.

With the tiny strawberry placed in the center of the plate, the gourmand adjunct cut a minute sliver from it, its movements as precise as any surgeon, the knife as sharp as a scalpel.

Finn found himself watching with both amusement and fearful expectation as the wide mouth opened, a sinuous tongue curved around the glistening sliver of fruit, then the lips closed with the finality of a spacecraft emergency hatch. The gourmand adjunct chewed and chewed; cheeks sucked in, then out. Its eyelids fluttered.

“Perfection,” the speaker adjunct said. “The taste is crude, the liquidity imbalanced, the texture fibrous. I adore its purity. No gene clinician has touched this. No ancient horticulturalist has crossbred it. I taste this, and I taste Earth itself. The knowledge is exquisite.”

The centrixen and every adjunct in the red-tinted room let out an identical celebratory sigh. The gourmand adjunct cut another minuscule sliver off the berry and ate it. Two more slices, and it was gone.

“Great events are in conjunction,” the Carode centrixen told them through its speaker adjunct. “That is clear. From all the knowledge I am given. From all I perceive. Only the strongest tides of time and history could flux in a way that brings such a precious item to me at this moment.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Josias said. “The little fella’s already putting out some runners. You’ll have dozens of them in a year or so.”

“It will become the crown in my botanical nursery. If I take nothing else from this place, it will be this, your gift.”

“Okay, then. We, uh, have a few questions we were hoping you could help with.”

“I’s know. Please ask, I’s will answer what I’s can.”

“Are you an Elohim archon?” Terence asked, earning a glare from Josias.

“Not in the sense you mean. I’s a junction in the vast bodhian web of knowledge that is distributed through the Gates of Heaven.”

“Bodhian?” Finn said.

“It’s from bodhi,” Josias said with a grin. “The tree of wisdom, right?”

“You are correct. There are many of us participating within this web, collecting and distributing what we find.”

“So you’re more like a network of Elohim operatives?”

“I’s will agree to that description, as I’s have no intention to debate the number of angels who dance upon a pinhead.”

“Fair enough,” Terence said. “We were directed here to try and find out what exactly is happening. Can you help?”

“I’s believe so. People within the bodhian web exchange information so all become equal.”

“No offense intended,” Finn spoke up, “but you live underground on an isolated island. That would seem to offer limited access to information.”

Several of the Carode adjuncts chortled. Even the centrixen lifted its thick lips a fraction.

“Quite contrary,” the speaker adjunct said smoothly. “When you prepared to embark on the watercab at the spaceport, Josias expressed amusement at the irony of being in a future where”—the speaker adjunct’s voice changed to a perfect replica of Josias—“canals were already thousands of years old on Earth back when I left.” Another switch, this to Finn’s voice. “What were you expecting?”

“You were spying on us the whole time?” Medusa accused.

“You misunderstand,” the speaker adjunct replied. “I’s gather information on everything. It was the reason I’s honored with the trust of whoever established the bodhian web. I’s came to this world several thousand years ago, while it was still a ruin. Later, the Ta’uz arrived. An agreement was made that I’s would construct this facility for them, and in return for retroforming Janton-Io into a loOx world, their world, I’s would be given total autonomy. We Uthran Celestials are a solitary species, after all. And I’s have some projects which I’s desire to follow that require a degree of seclusion.”

Finn desperately wanted to ask what those projects might be that took thousands of years to assemble, but he was equally anxious not to get sidetracked. “So how do you know so much? Some variants on spy insects flying around the city?”

“No. I’s thankfully left that kind of heritage behind long ago; such contrivances are the milieu of entities such as Imperial and Abisqu Celestials. I’s strive for a more comprehensive embrace of this world. My botanical adjuncts provide that.”

“Botanical adju—you mean the aurashadow trees?” Finn exclaimed in excitement. “Goddess, they react to every sound. You listen to whatever’s spoken anywhere on the planet?”

“Wherever there is an aurashadow tree, yes. I’s know what is being said within its range. Their coverage is extensive, as their mycelium strands graft to one another, providing impulse pathways within the soil of this world similar to a digital network. I’s routines simply gather them up for review.”

“But … Asteria’s arse, the amount of processing power you’d need to filter that. Every conversation on the planet!”

“Mountain-sized,” the speaker adjunct said. “A relatively simple task to grow for Uthran biotechnology—given enough time.”

“Okay, we just need to know some specifics of this bodhian web,” Terence said. “What are the Elohim trying to achieve with it?”

“There is no ideology here. I’s even suspect there may be other knowledge unions. After all, no society is a uniculture. Why would we expect the Elohim to be any different? The bodhian web I’s honored to contribute to, however, has members who appear to share a simple goal. We wish to encourage peaceful relations between the dominions. Knowing what we do, a timely gift of what malfeasance lies ahead can often deflect and neutralize crises from arising.”

“Yes, thank you, Chief Inspector,” Josias said, directing another glare at Terence. “So, shall we actually try and make some progress here? Carode, do you know who was behind the Kelowan attack? Who is Gyvoy working for, or with?”

“As I’s understand it, you have proved Gyvoy is actually an Imperial Celestial. The destruction of Kelowan, coupled with the elimination of the empress, suggests a group within the Crown Dominion have begun a coup d’état. The method of Kelowan’s destruction using the Archimedes Engine on Dolod suggests this has been planned over a very long time. I’s been reluctantly considering the possibility that the Mara Yama are working with a dissatisfied and hugely ambitious Grand Family.”

“Not necessarily,” Terence said, ignoring Josias’s pique. “There are other possible allies here. Does the knowledge in your bodhian include the fact that there’s some kind of civilization on the far side of the Helium Sea? Starships have been flying from there to Tinaja and on through its Gate of Heaven into the Crown Dominion.”

Every adjunct sitting around the dais turned to stare at him. “That was not known to those of us within the bodhian.”

“Interesting.” Terence recounted what Karaglo had discovered during the course of his research mission inside the Helium Sea; then he told them about Ualana-Shoigu’s reaction to the news. “If Helena-Thyra does have some kind of association to Imperial Celestials living outside the Crown Dominion, she has kept it quiet for some considerable time. Previous Wynid chief archons didn’t know about it.”

“I’m guessing that’s the same kind of timescale this coup was planned over,” Josias muttered.

“Most likely.”

“And with Empress Carolien-Amaia gone, Helena-Thyra becomes empress,” the speaker adjunct said. “The coup may already be over.”

“No, it ain’t,” Josias said. “Gyvoy and Liliana are already moving to the next stage.”

“We think they’re going to try and recover the Crystal Gun,” Terence said.

“A moment while I’s review what the bodhian knows,” Carode said.

While the Carode adjuncts were still and silent, Ellie turned to Josias. “Strawberries? Seriously?”

“What can I say? That’s the information I was given. The guy has a hobby. Hardly surprising; you’d need one stuck in this place for millennia.”

“There is a pattern,” the speaker adjunct announced. “There are a great many commercial flights between Kelowan and Tinaja outside of the helium-3 scoop tankers themselves. A subsect of these are fast courier ships that average one flight every eighteen months. Each time, they return three to five years later. That is not a valid commercial flight.”

“Who are they?” Terence demanded.

“They are registered with numerous Celestial enterprises. However, they all have one thing in common. They all fly from Uixic.”

“Oneshot,” Terence exclaimed.

“Who?” Josias asked.

“Lord Bekket, current master of the Wynid Court. Helena-Thyra’s father. He comes from Uixic. Crap, Neusch was going to dig around there to try and find out what happened to Ualana-Lyon’s sons and what secret mission of state Ualana-Lyon actually was performing. He and the queen have never said.”

“So Queen Helena-Thyra is behind this?” Medusa asked uncertainly.

“If she is, that kind of kills off any chance we had of sitting down with her to negotiate a peaceful settlement to all this,” Finn said. “No matter how much antimatter we’ve got.”

“My boy, let’s not be hasty and rule that out entirely,” Josias said. “Our offer could focus on providing some support for her Great Game, especially if she’s going to be the winning team.”

“You’re kidding? Right?”

“You have to ask yourself what we want out of this situation, and how best to achieve it. At this level, you really can’t afford an outbreak of ethics. If Helena-Thyra is going to be the one who decides the fate of Gondiar and all the humans in this part of the Centauri Cluster, then she is the one we have to deal with—despite any personal feelings we may have toward her. Greater good, and all that.”

“Asteria’s arse!”

“It’s just politics. Try to ignore the personal.”

Finn was too startled by Josias to reply.

“The queen’s involvement does rate a high probability,” the speaker adjunct said. “If it is her, she will now have to eliminate the other queens and claim the throne for herself alone. That is not a small task. And her covert forces clearly have a need for the antimatter you have stolen from Gyvoy. That provides you with an opening to negotiate should you choose that course of action.”

“See?” Josias said.

“However, before you try and form any alliance, you might want to consider the impact the Mara Yama will have on this situation.”

“Not this again,” Josias complained. “I’m telling you, there’s no tie-up between them and Gyvoy’s people.”

“You will not be surprised to hear that the bodhian’s knowledge of the Mara Yama and their goals is extremely small,” the speaker adjunct said. “Contacts within their species are almost nonexistent. However, individuals have, on occasion, been recruited.”

“You managed to get a Mara Yama to turn informant?” an incredulous Terence asked.

“Not I’s, personally, no. And the last time it happened was a little over five and a half thousand years ago. The Eternal Unanimity Dominion is quite relentless in its quest for supremacy. It is one of the few Celestial Dominions that do not fear the Mara Yama. Their military capability is prodigious, and their archons formidable—one of the reasons I’s chose to move to this part of the Centauri Cluster, to give I’s some distance from them. I’s unaware of what methods were used to change a Mara Yama’s allegiance, though I’s suspect it involves some unpleasant genetic realignment and mental manipulation—not dissimilar to the tools used upon yourself, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu.”

“Okay, so it can be done,” Finn said. “What were they thinking back then that could possibly be relevant to us now?”

“Revenge,” the speaker adjunct said flatly.

“Revenge for what?”

“Part of Queen Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project involved research on Mara Yama. To be specific, biological research on living members of their dominion.”

“Her what project?” Ellie asked.

“The root of the Accord War was Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project. The exact details of what it entailed are restricted to the very highest echelons of the Crown Dominion—the queens and their most senior courtiers. The most common belief outside that clique is that the queen developed powerful neural weapon routines. But given there were experiments performed on the Mara Yama, I’s concludes there must have been a biological element to it.”

“Asteria,” Finn mumbled. “Terence, was any of that in Makaio-Faraji’s files?”

“No. All we know is Zuberi’s Evolution Project was supposed to bring together every Imperial Celestial into a giant army. She was going to use some kind of advanced biomech to turn the Crown Dominion’s population into Archangel Warriors, who were going to storm heaven.”

“Storm heaven?” Ellie asked incredulously.

“The Elohim. She wanted their power—specifically their technology. Once she had that, she was going to turn the entire Crown Dominion into whatever kind of entity the Elohim had become. They are supposed to be immortal and infallible, after all; no other post-human species had ever attained that level of evolution. Zuberi considered it to be her rightful heritage, stolen from her by the Elohim’s refusal to openly share what they’d achieved.”

“Asteria’s arse,” Finn muttered.

“I don’t get it,” Ellie said. “How does experimenting on the Mara Yama help Zuberi-Dulcina storm heaven?”

“Their bodies have a morphic ability far beyond the kind of subcutaneous protocells Imperial Celestials have in their facial flesh,” Terence said. “I’d guess she was going to use that to physically alter the Crown Dominion population. Once that was done, and she had an army of billions of modified soldiers, her neural routines would give them all the same goal—maybe. As Carode said, the Crown Dominion stomped down hard on the details. But it had to be something pretty drastic to unify the other queens.”

“And Zuberi-Dulcina’s project experimented on the Mara Yama?”

“According to the Eternal Unanimity Dominion archons, that is what the Mara Yama discovered,” the speaker adjunct said.

“How?”

“In the decades before the Accord War, the Kelowan Navy special forces took captives a long way from here to avoid suspicion. But the Mara Yama do not forget. Memory—theirs and others—forms one of the cores of their unpleasantly warped society. Somewhere, and some time after the navy raid, a Mara Yama fleet captured someone with knowledge of the event—presumably some Zuberi loyalist fleeing the Accord forces; enough of them did. Even I’s don’t like to think how many have suffered in the Mara Yama citadel ships since that event. But slowly they pieced together what had happened and who the culprit was.”

“But Queen Zuberi-Dulcina is dead,” Terence said. “And her entire family was executed.”

“Do you think the Mara Yama do not know that?” the speaker adjunct said. “The fleet that now swarms in orbit above de Verya in the Hoa Quinzu system started flying here over two and a half thousand years ago. And their arrival coincides with the arrival of Dolod in the Kelowan system. I’s do not believe that to be a coincidence.”

“They’re powerful, sure,” Medusa said, “but they’d be no match for a queen’s fleet, let alone the Imperial fleet that’s assembled back at Kelowan.”

“And yet, they are at Hoa Quinzu. At a time when the Crown Dominion is undergoing profound political, economic, and military turbulence—a time that was triggered by the arrival of Dolod, whose path has clearly been known for thousands of years.”

“Liliana is on her way to Hoa Quinzu to obtain a weapon,” Josias said slowly. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

“I’s would agree with that assertion. I’s would also ask you to consider the following: Helena-Thyra’s father is of the Family Guillrameo; ships from his homeworld Uixic make regular trips to the other side of the Helium Sea, where there is no Gate of Heaven. The goal of the Mara Yama in this part of the Centauri Cluster is twofold—acquisition of the Helium Sea to fuel their ships essentially without limit, and revenge against the Imperial Celestials. Until now, the power and size of the Crown Dominion Navy is such that they cannot confront it directly. However, if the Crown Dominion political structure were to change in their favor, both aims become possible.”

“I don’t see how this ties in to whoever is on the other side of the Helium Sea,” Ellie said.

“It’s the one place you have to travel to at sublight speed through space,” Josias said. “And for ten points, name the nomadic Celestial Dominion that always travels sublight through interstellar space.”

“They went the long way around,” Medusa murmured.

“A small family from an unimportant planet is not capable of mounting a coup d’état against one of the most powerful and stable dominions in the Centauri Cluster,” Josias said. “Somebody has to be providing the Family Guillrameo with the resources to play this Great Game. There aren’t many who can do that.”

“So we’re saying that Helena-Thyra will allow the Mara Yama to harvest the Helium Sea in return for being empress?” Finn said. “I’m not sure that’s going to work. The Crown Dominion’s current political structure is maintained by consensus among the Grand Families. There’s no way she can enforce that decision across the six capital stars.”

“They want the antimatter,” Josias said stubbornly. “They clearly have targets in mind. Okay, I admit we don’t know all the details yet, but face it, the Crown Dominion has been weakened. What we do know is that Gyvoy and Helena-Thyra want to use the antimatter for something. It’s important to them. That gives us our best shot at a deal.”

“Weakness is relative in this case,” Terence said. “But the Crystal Gun has to be taken off the board. There can be no deals on that.”

Finn realized Carode’s speaker adjunct had been silent for a while. He looked around the dais to see all the adjuncts were motionless except the large ones who were still munching away on their meals.

“Something up,” a Dave said.

Finn watched the centrixen uneasily. What the hell can make it ignore us right now?

The speaker adjunct stirred. “An Imperial Celestial drop ship is descending on Dokatu at four gees. They will land in eight minutes.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

NEUSCH DIDN’T HAVE a combat armor suit for the Halvin-Aneil bio-andy. He’d decided bringing one down to Husnak while he was quietly building his alias was too risky. Besides, the bio-andy was hardy, and the whole point of this covert information-gathering mission was to keep a low profile. He just hadn’t planned on things going so wrong so fast.

According to the civic maintenance log, the service duct the bio-andy was crawling along hadn’t been inspected by municipal service drones for more than a century. The next inspection was scheduled in forty-seven years’ time. A compliment for Imperial Celestial engineering, but incredibly uncomfortable for him. The duct was barely as wide as his shoulders, so he had to hunch up and squirm along it, arms pinned to his sides—a contortion that the bio-andy’s nerve-equivalent impulses insisted on interpreting as painful. He could have put up with that, but at some time during that last century, the seals around the duct’s hatches had worn down, allowing Krakatoo rodents to wiggle in. The petite creatures were natives of the White Burn Desert, some ancient ecological niche experiment (the Goddess-alone-knew-why) by the original terraformers. They were the size of Halvin-Aneil’s thumb, which made them just about harmless. Unless they built one of their nests around the cables and pipes lining the duct, blocking it, and you had to head-butt your way through the cemented sand, which released them in a squeaking cascade. Then your cheeks and collarbones got some irritating nips from those tiny teeth.

Safe up on the Alumata, Neusch had to stop himself from trying to swipe them off his own face. If the casings in the duct had been made from anything other than aerolite and ultrabonded silicon, it would have been chewed away to nothing centuries ago.

The bio-andy reached a junction. Neusch’s CI lnc was telling him to wiggle into the left-hand duct. For the first time in his admittedly short life, he began to understand the concept of claustrophobia. He grimly acknowledged that he wouldn’t have been able to do this in person. Fortunately, the bio-andy was just flexible enough to strain and squirm itself around the turning, and he set off down the next section like the world’s most ungainly snake. His tactical display was showing the eight Guillrameo operatives closing in on the Jiyoratan family home. The navy personnel who were “reinforcing” the Husnak proctors hadn’t detected them. There was still time.
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IN THE DAYS following the Zone One disaster, the navy had landed a full regiment of knights at Husnak. Fleet intelligence officers used the CIs of warships in orbit around Uixic to examine Husnak’s CI along with every part of the Zone One network. Neusch had half expected his infiltration operation against the Guillrameo compound to be exposed. But the damage inflicted by the Guillrameo deep-burn and the Husnak CI’s blunt countermeasures had disrupted too many of the original routines. So, thankfully, his activities had gone unnoticed.

The one irrefutable fact Neusch got from the disaster was just how ruthless the Guillrameo family was. The final number of bodies that died at Zone One was five hundred eighty-five; only seventy-two had made it to one of their spawn for succession, which meant five hundred thirteen Imperial Celestials with the potential for eons of living were dead.

The public lncs started calling it Strike Two—another atrocity committed by the Human Liberation filth. There were even a couple of broadcasts from Josias Aponi claiming responsibility, and demanding full human independence for Gondiar and Anoosha, or more targets would be wiped out. They were obvious fakes, just like the sibling plea had said, and the most basic CI analysis of the recording showed that. Yet still the suspicion and anger lingered. It was too soon after Kelowan. People didn’t feel safe.

The queens are supposed to protect us.

Two weeks later, with even more navy personnel on the ground and the warship CIs running the show, the Zone Two aerolite expansion went without a hitch. Now another three had been expanded, with the remaining three scheduled for expansion within a month, and the cleanup of the lethal debris in Zone One was well under way. The new aerolite districts were being connected to basic utilities: water pumped in from the coast three hundred kilometers away, power from fusion generators flown down from orbit. Fixtures and domestic systems were being taken out of the stacks of cargo containers and installed. Uixic was back on track to receive its designated refugees.

Neusch knew the apparent normality was just surface dressing. Behind the scenes, navy intelligence was mounting a huge operation to find out what the hell had happened, and who was responsible. So were the Guillrameos.
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EIGHT MINUTES AFTER the junction, the bio-andy finally stopped its strenuous crawl through the filthy duct. According to the inertial guidance routine, it was directly under a corridor at the center of the Jiyoratan family home.

Juliatra-Monoth’s death had complicated his mission on a wholly unexpected, and very personal, level—one that he knew his father would never have accepted. Any genuine archon would have written her off as an unfortunate casualty and left her to die in peace. But Neusch just didn’t have that quality in him. Their neural connection as she lay dying was a direct emotional force that had coerced him into this impossible ongoing position of trying to save her. Technically her mindline was still intact, stored in the Alumata’s network. Technically she could be rehosted in one of her daughters.

His search through the starship’s extensive medical files hadn’t turned up any examples of such a technically possible succession actually having happened, however. It was all an adrenaline-fueled, panic-driven theory. The personality transfer from one host to another was always direct. You didn’t have a storage hiatus in the middle. To add to the problem was the age of her spawn daughters, Kimiya and Marize, who were only six years old. Too young to receive an adult mindline without problems. That kind of early succession provided a whole volume of files in the mental issues section.

It had left him at an impasse. He’d even messaged Clavissa about it. Her reply had surprised him—especially given she was a queen-daughter. He was morally obliged to make the effort, she said, given that he was indirectly responsible for Juliatra-Monoth’s death. Instinct had guided him to (possibly) save the personality, so finish the task.

Now I know why Thyra became Queenhost, not Clavissa. She lacks the resolution to be a queen.

Yet even that didn’t nudge him into acting. Instead, he chose to procrastinate under the umbrella of the ever-valid archon maxim of gathering more information. It was a slow process, as he had to avoid both navy intelligence spotting his own little observation operation, and the Guillrameo family’s ongoing efforts to determine the origin of the attempted drone infiltration of their compound.

So over the course of a couple of weeks, he managed to use low-intensity burns to sponge off the civic sensors surrounding the Dibyth, the Jiyoratan family home: a twenty-story hexagonal tower on the eastern side of the city. Insect bugs landed on ledges of the towers and blocks in line of sight, and more huddled themselves along all three levels of Stempol Street, which led into the Dibyth—pedestrian, vehicle, and services. Their optical lenses zoomed in and provided him with images of grieving friends and family members entering and leaving the Dibyth. Facial recognition logged them all.

In parallel, he set up routines to alert him about every vehicle that arrived at Husnak from the Guillrameo compound, be it aircraft or truck. Passive monitor routines tracked their digital traffic. He would have liked to use active scan insect drones, but didn’t want to chance their discovery by navy intelligence.

The bio-andy opened its jaw wide, and the little cutter-drone filling its mouth unfolded six crab legs and clambered out. He watched it scuttle along the bottom of the duct and position itself on one of the cables a couple of meters in front of him. A mandible with a proton incisor rose up from its recess.

He’d been alerted at three o’clock in the morning about the eight Guillrameo operatives when the CI couldn’t match sensor images. The feeds from his insects could see two people inside Husnak walking along the streets not far from the Dibyth, while the civic sensors showed an empty space where each of them was. There weren’t many people about at that time, so someone had burned the navy CI that was running oversight on the civic CI, which was disturbingly impressive.

Neusch quickly ordered the Alumata CI to run a search through the other civic sensors for a discrepancy. In total it found eight people, all casually making their way toward the Dibyth along semi-deserted streets. He knew exactly what that meant; the Guillrameos had finally managed to confirm the Family Jiyoratan’s Zone One pavilion was the origin of the attempt to spy on their compound. And there was only one reason they were coming for the Jiyoratan family now.
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THE AIREELS HE released to follow the eight intruders showed him one had reached the service level of the Dibyth tower. She was wearing a shiny black robe that swirled around her feet; in the dim basement she was little more than a shadow.

She removed a small tube from her pocket, which she pointed at the wall in front of her. A ghostly green light-sphere emerged from the tube and slipped through the air to hit the wall. It began to sink through the solid surface, its glow brightening for a moment as it expanded outward. All that was left was a hemispherical specter. The circle of aerolite it had intersected blackened, then crumbled into dust so fine the aireel’s sensors could barely track it running down onto the floor. The green glow vanished.

“What the hell was that?” Neusch muttered. The Alumata had no record of a weapon that could break aerolite in such a fashion.

He watched through the aireel’s camera as the black-clad woman stepped through the gap and into the Jiyoratan family’s home.

“Go,” he told the drone, and braced himself. In his mind, the Zone One aerolite kake shattered again. The cutter-drone’s proton incisor cut clean through the aerolite structure, and the rest of the city remained intact. He exhaled, and let the cutter-drone carry on, slicing out a circle the width of the duct.

The aireel drifted forward and went through the hole that the strange phantom weapon had made in the wall. She was standing inside, looking straight at the aireel. “And who are you?” she asked calmly.

The lnc died.

The Alumata was in high orbit, tens of thousands of kilometers distant from Husnak; Neusch still gasped in shock. “Sweet Asteria.”

He took a moment, then the bio-andy surged forward, its whole body writhing frantically. It pushed up out of the hole and into the home, standing on what looked like a classic black-and-white marble tile floor.

The Jiyoratan family had furnished their tower with stylish opulence. No sign remained visible that the structure was aerolite; every wall was tiled. The aesthetic was clean, with geometric primary colors starting to warp together within soaring arches that highlighted the central atrium, where a lush hanging garden claimed the walls. Internal balconies were illuminated by faint blue lights in constellation displays, half-hidden among the foliage to create an illusion of the external edifice of some tropical villa. Spiral water features ran the full height, bringing a humidity to the scene that Neusch had practically forgotten.

His clothes activated, changing to a light layer of armor around his body and limbs, while the hood slipped over his head and curtained his face in a transparent shield. He’d never envisaged the bio-andy being involved in anything as crude as an actual fight, so he had no idea how much use the protective clothing was going to be against the Guillrameo team. Probably not much. Until now he’d only had a vague plan: get to the sisters and get them out. Quietly. The kind of mission his father would’ve executed superbly, where no one would even know he’d been there until hours after the event.

Well, that’s just taken a deep dive into a sea of shit.

The other Guillrameo operatives were efficiently eliminating the aireels he’d sent after them. Within thirty seconds they’d all been taken out. He didn’t know where the woman was—presumably making her way through the Dibyth tower to the first target. The others would be breaking through the walls any minute now.

The bio-andy picked up voices somewhere inside the atrium. He started running for one of the curving granite stairs that wound up between the atrium balconies. The sisters had their quarters two floors above, along with the rest of the family’s youngsters.

Three people came around the central trio of big fountains, stopped in surprise.

One of them who’d worked with Juliatra-Monoth gave him a startled look. “Halvin-Aneil?”

“Sound the alarm,” he shouted at her. “People have entered your home. They’re going to kill most of you and interrogate the surviving seniors.”

“Huh—”

One of her companions, a man, made a grab for the bio-andy. It pushed back hard, sending him spinning.

“Sorry! They’ll be armed. Get out of here.” Then he was around the fountains and heading for the base of the spiral staircase; people were walking down it. His lnc warned him an intruder alert had been issued within the tower. That’ll annoy the Guillrameo team.

“The Dibyth has been isolated from Husnak’s network,” the CI informed him. “No security forces know what’s going on.”

So, no help’s coming, then. Neusch barged past the couple on the stairs and released a flock of insect drones from his leg pouch. They zoomed up the inside of the atrium, heading for the balcony above, hunting the girls. Andys started to emerge from every doorway. Even without weapons, the slim silver figures would pose a problem.

But that suddenly didn’t matter. The tower network vanished. The andys lost all rigidity, fluttering to the ground like becalmed flags.

“Asteria’s arse.” Neusch drew the bio-andy’s guns—an enhanced-projectile mag carbine and a gamma laser. The bio-andy reached the top of the stairs, and Neusch cursed the way the verdant plants had been allowed to flourish, narrowing the balcony. Tactical display reported a scan locking onto the bio-andy. Neusch relinquished fire control to the bio-andy’s tactical routines. It raised both guns and assumed a crouched pose as it started to sprint along the narrow route.

A projectile hit the side of the balcony half a meter behind it. The bio-andy was flung off its feet, the light armor turning rigid. It landed, crashing into a big night-flowering jasmine bush, rolling with gymnastic precision, firing a burst of gamma rays at the origin of the attack on the floor of the atrium, then sprinted onward.

Neusch split his consciousness. One was with the bio-andy, observing and providing oversight guidance. The parallel Neusch was searching the home’s blueprints, combining with the CI to find an escape route for the sisters.

First realization, as another barrage of projectiles slammed into the balcony behind the bio-andy: this was going to require maximum firepower, because the Guillrameos would unleash nothing less. An X-ray laser slashed across the bio-andy. Its light armor managed to diffuse and deflect most of the energy so that it broiled the balcony’s surrounding vegetation. Leaves and twigs fried, bursting into swirls of ash and embers around him. Neusch was acutely aware of nerve-equivalent impulses reporting the beam penetrating the light armor, searing the bio-andy’s hip and thigh. Muscle damage parameters were incorporated into the body’s physiology routines; it changed its posture slightly to accommodate the now asymmetric strength of its leg muscles.

Three mouse-sized drop-drones flipped out of a leg pouch; they had a similar leg structure to the cutter-drone, but they were combat versions. The trio lunged over the balcony rail in full lemming mode. One released a chaff cascade—hell’s own monsoon manifesting as specks of light, sound, and EM pulses falling through the hanging garden. The other two went dark as they fell, unnoticed among the sensory overload. They hit the floor and did nothing.

A few seconds later, as the chaff attack faded, two of the Guillrameo operatives crept into the atrium, their protective cloaks lensing the light around them: event horizons made from fabric. Their movements created subtle motions in the air that the drop-drones identified.

The bio-andy had just reached the archway leading to the children’s bedrooms when the drop-drones detonated their proton-boosted explosive cores, eradicating the two intruders. A massive blastwave punched the bio-andy through the air, sending it crashing hard into a wall. This time, it took longer to get to its feet and totter forward. One hand slid along the wall for additional balance as it reached the door to the sisters’ bedroom. Which had been locked by the emergency intruder alert.

For fuck’s sake, I’m trying to save you!

Another cutter-drone let go of the bio-andy’s belt where it’d been clinging and hurried over to the door. Its proton incisor deployed, and it climbed up the edge of the door, slicing through the rim as it went.

Neusch sent six more drop-drones flipping away. They sped back down the corridor, taking up positions at three-meter intervals. Neusch saw a couple of the house’s fire-andys roll along the balcony, their extinguisher nozzles deployed over the railings, pumping clouds of viscous yellow retardant foam into the atrium. The part of his consciousness focusing on tactics directed two of the drop-drones into the blobs of foam that fizzed away on the balcony floor. He then dispatched a dozen more insect drones—not confident they’d be any use, but he needed some visuals on the remaining Guillrameo team even if they only lasted a second.

The cutter-drone finished its work. With a swift prayer to the Goddess that a kick would be enough, he raised the bio-andy’s good leg and booted the door. It flew open to a scene of fear and chaos. Five children in their nightclothes were clinging together in defiance, struggling not to scream and cry. He identified Kimiya and Marize, hugging their spawn brothers as they glared fearfully at him.

“It’s okay,” Neusch assured them, raising the bio-andy’s arms. Probably not the best gesture given it was still holding a gun in each hand. “I’m here to stop the attack.” Again, not helpful. His last three cutter-drones raced past the frightened spawn siblings to the wall.

The tactical display told him two weapon-drones were rising up the center of the atrium—hand-sized silver discs, moving fast. They took out his watching insect drones. The tactical display fell back on the drop-drones for information. The first of the weapon-drones came up level with the second floor. It darted forward.

Neusch detonated the two drop-drones on the balcony.

They must have triggered whatever explosives were in the weapon-drone, and the resulting explosion sent him reeling. The children screamed as they were slammed to the ground. The air in the bedroom instantly became a blizzard of trash.

Two drop-drones in the corridor outside survived. They righted themselves and scanned around. The tiles and artwork on the walls were smashed and smoldering, chunks still peeling away from the thankfully stubborn aerolite.

The bio-andy scrambled to its feet, its medical display showing several damaged areas, but it remained capable of locomotion. Neusch knew he only had seconds before the Guillrameo team hit him with something else. Kimiya was closest, sprawled across the floor weeping, debris swirling around her. He snatched her up and held her tight against his chest. She screamed in dread.

“I’m sorry, but it will be okay. You’ll see. I promise.”

She struggled. It was pointless, of course. Even if it’d been a real adult Imperial Celestial gripping her, she wouldn’t have been able to break free—and the bio-andy was considerably stronger.

The three cutter-drones finished slicing the bedroom’s window out of the wall. It fell soundlessly into the night beyond.

“No!” Kimiya wailed as the bio-andy moved toward the gaping hole. “No, no!” Her voice became a wordless shriek. Her spawn siblings cried out as she was carried past them.

“Follow me,” the bio-andy shouted at them. “It’s the only way you’ll live.”

He reached the window and jumped.

The bedroom was fifteen meters above Stempol Street’s pedestrian level. To Neusch the fall was both interminable and terrifying. Of course he braced his own body; his mind was so heavily entwined with the bio-andy’s sensorium he lived the plummet. He couldn’t imagine how awful it was for Kimiya.

The clothing of light armor was badly split and burnt, the wounds beneath downgrading the bio-andy’s performance. But the skeleton was reinforced with bonded carbon fibers. None of the bones broke when the bio-andy landed on the street. Knees bent, absorbing as much of the shock as possible. Even so, something definitely went snap in Kimiya. Maybe a rib? She was being gripped tightly for protection. Too tight? Next thing he knew he was on his back, her little face above him, eyes wide in deep shock. But alive; the bio-andy’s enhanced senses read that.

Get up! It was a mental bellow that thundered down the lnc to the bio-andy. Move.

Smoother impulses took over as he blocked all the bio-andy’s biofunction information nerves. Too distracting. The bio-andy rolled forward and forced its knees to hinge up; Neusch’s own mind supplied the accompanying soundtrack of creaking machinery. It got itself upright and staggered to the stairs beside an elevator down to the street’s vehicle level.

Next, he ordered a complete hard burn to the local network, and to hell with the navy. Nobody could be allowed to see what was happening. More burns into the traffic CI rerouted an empty monocar toward him.

The bio-andy reached the bottom of the stairs and almost faltered. Neusch had been ignoring the damage to its body; he didn’t want to acknowledge how severe it was. Kimiya’s slender frame was shaking in his arms—not convulsions; not yet, thank the Goddess—and her body temperature was dropping. Shock, then.

Somewhere above, another explosion. The lnc to the last of the drop-drones was long gone.

The bio-andy’s left leg gave way, toppling them over. Neusch gave an instinctive twist as it fell, protecting the girl from any impact, its body becoming a cushion. Then he propelled it onward, using knees instead of feet, forcing the thigh muscles to move. The hijacked monocar pulled up three meters away. Move the legs again, knees scraping along. Monocar door opening. Reaching up to put Kimiya inside. Gripping the door frame with one hand. Pulling. Hauling the damaged bio-andy body in. Collapsing into the tiny space below the chair. Door shutting.

Medic pack inside the degraded protective clothing. Take out the trauma patch and apply to an unconscious Kimiya. Sedatives infiltrating her bloodstream. A soft sigh as they take effect.

Neusch sobbed in relief as he accessed the readouts. She was going to live.
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THE MONOCAR TOOK them directly to one of the safe houses he’d prepared months ago.

See, Father? I do follow protocol.

Ordinary—thin, silver—andys carried the two occupants out. The bio-andy was laid out on a cot and an andy plugged in umbilicals from the waiting synthetic biology support package. It switched to self-repair mode.

The little girl was laid gently on a soft bed, and a top-of-the-range treatment module took over from the trauma patch.

Neusch returned to single consciousness and focused it entirely on Kimiya. He lnced to an andy and used it to keep vigil, sitting beside the bed, metallic arms pressed together, attention fixed in full thinker pose. And waited for her to wake up.




CHAPTER TWELVE

“ASTERIA’S ARSE,” FINN SAID. “How did they find us?”

“It is hardly difficult,” Carode’s speaker adjunct said. “Last night, you were discovered by bounty hunters on an island. Draw a line from Ummazarak Burg to that island where you fought them, then carry it onward. Inevitably, it leads to Dokatu. There is nothing else of import in the waterprairie.”

All Finn could do was grind his teeth. So obvious with hindsight. And we all think we’re tactical experts.

“We need to get out of here,” Terence said. “Will you help us?”

“I’s will. They know that approaching I’s dominion in such a fashion is an offense against I’s sovereignty. I’s have several underground routes out of here. You may take one.”

“There’s a vac tube here?” Finn asked. “We could have come straight to Dokatu from Trectu City?”

“No. I’s referring to the maintenance routes along the water inlet pipes. The access vehicle will take you under the waterprairie to the coast. From there you can ask your ship to send its surface slammer to collect you.”

“How did you know—?” Terence began.

“You have a Wynid Mazinor-class starship, do you not?” the speaker adjunct said. “They all have a surface slammer as one of their auxiliary craft.”

Finn didn’t know what a surface slammer was, but it sounded cool.

“These are I’s Ehud adjuncts,” the speaker adjunct said. “They will escort you.”

At first Finn thought the five armor suits that came into the cavern were modern Remnant Era ghosts. They were taller than the speaker adjuncts, their four arms curving like demonic scythes, lumpy with gun muzzles. The legs were probably derived from jungle wildcats, long and lean, moving them about in a loping gait—and clearly capable of making huge jumps. The helmet was a simple flat cone leaning forward like an oversize beak, with elongated glowing jade eye slits along the sides. Each carapace was shaded gray-black, the surface rough as granite. If it was protecting a genuine flesh and blood adjunct body, the adjunct must have been as thin as an andy; there didn’t seem to be any room for organs and muscle.

“I’s grant you access to I’s network,” the speaker adjunct said. “If you would now please leave.”

Finn’s suit manager told him a lnc had opened, providing access to a vast amount of data.

“Thank you, Carode,” Josias said formally.

“You are welcome.”

The Ehud adjuncts led them back to the huge pentagonal chamber where the black sphere was waiting. Everyone crammed inside.

“I’d suggest helmets sealed and weapons armed,” Terence said.

“Seriously, man?” Josias replied. “We’re inside a Uthran Celestial’s Dominion.”

“Grandpa, you hadn’t even heard of Uthran Celestials until a quarter of an hour ago,” Ellie said.

“I’ve seen its dominion, though, and a hint of its technology level, which is a ways above the Crown Dominion.”

“Suit yourself.” Her helmet visor closed.

Finn grinned as he closed his own visor. Information from Carode’s network filled his tactical display, and a great deal more came through his neural connection as he looked out across the Uthran Celestial’s Domain.
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DOKATU’S TACTICAL ROUTINES provided a comprehensive overview, allowing the humans a good view of the impending threat. Sensors across the facility’s surface were focused on the drop ship—eight kilometers up, spewing out a glaring cataract of hyper-energized particles from its fusion drive. It was decelerating hard, but slowing as it tore its way through the ubiquitous green clouds. Then the imagery glitched and the drop ship vanished from view, leaving only the passive seam of green cloud above the big island.

“That can’t be right,” Medusa said. “Why would they switch off the drive? They’ll crash.”

“I’s surface sensors have been compromised,” Carode told them. “That is … unfortunate.”

Finn used his neural connection to request imagery from a level eight adjunct that was one of thousands toiling away on drudgework maintenance across the macrolife facility. But this one was on the surface. From what he could make out, the biomech creature resembled a dog-sized caterpillar lumbering along in slow undulations. Eyes, perched on top of antenna stalks, waved around with every motion. Unlike the tactical display, when it looked up, it could still see the drop ship exhaust glaring through the green cloud, the flickering tip already protruding below the base, whipping up a skirt of incandescent twisters.

“I don’t get it,” Finn complained directly to Carode. “Are they still inbound or not?”

“Oh, they are definitely still inbound.”

The level eight adjunct looked down. It was on the lower slope of an ejecta cone, where the surface resembled rusty stone. A patch directly ahead was covered in some kind of sickly gray fungi, a gossamer lacework of threads that were moving as if caught in a strong breeze. As he watched, the undulations seemed to be pushing the fungi deeper into the ground. Certainly it was expanding, the tiny fibers sprouting higher as the material below was consumed.

“What the hell is that?”

“I’s do not know. It appears to be a molecular-level weapon of which I’s have no knowledge. It has affected over a thousand sensors and network junctions across Dokatu. How it was deployed is also unknown, but I will analyze it and determine its method of function. It has launched a massive burn into I’s network, the import of which I’s find—”

The level eight adjunct, and eight hundred similar adjuncts across Dokatu, caught sight of a warhead cascade hurtling down out of the green cloud, each black speck trailing an exhaust plume, accelerating fast. They were spreading wide, some coming down a lot faster than others.

Carode activated the facility’s direct defense systems. The response was sluggish, the network routines still badly impaired by the burn. Dozens of the warheads ruptured in the air. The rest slammed into the ground. Explosions ripped out, sending dazzling plasma blasts and huge clouds of dust and smoke roiling up into the air.

In the middle of the black transport sphere, Finn flinched, throwing his arms up over his head. Most of them did the same thing, elbows clashing. He thought he could feel a slight tremble through the bench, but it could’ve been his imagination.

“How bad is the damage?” he asked anxiously.

“Almost zero,” Carode replied. “But then, those explosions were not weapons.”

“Huh?”

“It was a seismology mapping exercise. Sensors mapped the explosion shock waves, which swept through I’s macrostructure edifice. I’s now exposed to the aggressors.”

Even as the Uthran Celestial spoke, Finn could perceive the ground shudders resonating within its facility’s structure. He hadn’t quite grasped the sheer scale of the Dokatu before, but now … It was massive—not merely a few interlinked caverns below ground. It was the ground, extending down several kilometers, all of which was riddled with spaces. Cavern after cavern had been formed as the macrolife grew over millennia, varying from small grottos barely large enough for a human to stand up in to cavities that could’ve garaged a medium-size space habitat. The tunnels stitching them together amounted to thousands of kilometers, with a million synthetic biology tubules woven around them carrying nutrient and extracellular fluids between vast clusters of thousand-ton organs, sustaining Carode itself and the loOx-bioforming processes.

And it’s all alive, he acknowledged in wonder. One incredible entity!

He only just got over that revelation when a secondary level of Carode’s perception detected a single warhead powering down from the incoming drop ship. It headed toward Dokatu’s eastern side. Hit.

Finn’s weak neural connection with Carode’s consciousness made him look up abruptly. The warhead punctured the macrolife surface directly overhead.

“Look out!” he bellowed, curling into a ball as his armor hardened.

The warhead was nuclear, ten megatons—and its blast was odd.

“An excavator blast,” Carode supplied. “A focused energy output fusion bomb.”

The force of the explosion was directed straight down, shattering the facility’s structure of living rock and rupturing the billions of mycelium strands knitting it all together. Caverns and tubes below the impact zone disintegrated, punching up a phenomenal fountain of granular debris and electrically charged dust. The resulting steep-walled crater had a base more than a hundred meters deep. A second excavator warhead streaked through the expanding mushroom cloud to hit the bottom of the crater at thirty gees. Its focused nuclear blast punched deeper into the ground.

Finn was slammed sideways as the travel sphere juddered about in a shriek of tormented metal. Carode’s degraded network showed him the tunnel they were traveling along starting to fracture, the bedrock around it heaving. Nearby caverns were collapsing in avalanches of scree. The macrolife’s sticky fluids poured into the fissures and gullies that were splitting open.

“Asteria’s arse, they’re trying to claw us out!” Finn exclaimed.

The travel sphere slammed to a halt. Its door convulsed. Instead of the usual smooth circle irising open, the sphere’s shell split in a jagged line as if an axe had cracked it apart.

“I’s require you to continue your journey on foot,” Carode said. “I’s apologize, but I’s was not expecting this level of assault. I’s Ehud adjuncts will guide you to the departure point. I’s must now retract I’s primary consciousness from Dokatu’s network. I’s cannot risk further compromise of I’s personality.”

“Sure, whatever you need,” Finn said. He felt the connection end, though data supplied by the network’s autonomic routines continued to feed into his suit’s CI.

The five Ehud adjuncts slipped out of the travel sphere. Finn followed them into the broken tunnel. Elsbeth and Oyden were still inside when a third excavator blast detonated. Finn guessed it registered about five on the Richter scale. It sent him tumbling along the tunnel. Rock chips and dust billowed around him, wrapping him tighter and tighter in a cloying, claustrophobic blanket that blocked every sensor.

As the worst tremors faded, his suit managed to scan his surroundings. The tunnel was now at a fifteen-degree angle. Foul water trickled around his feet, clogging with dust. His tactical display tagged the other suits. “Everyone okay?” It was a courtesy, because everyone had good armor. Then he remembered—

“No,” Oyden croaked. “I think my leg’s broken. Have any of you got some sedatives?”

“I will attend,” an Ehud adjunct said. It leaned over Oyden, whose embroidered leather suit was deflating from a dozen cuts. Blood was leaking out from two of them; the one below his shoulder looked particularly nasty. A small black module slithered into the Ehud’s hand from somewhere on its arm. It pushed the thing through Oyden’s tattered leather suit—a piston-like motion that was so fast the hound boat captain didn’t even yelp in shock until the hand was out again.

The Ehud sprayed some kind of sealant on the cuts, foaming up into clumps of orange bubbles that rapidly stiffened. Oyden pushed against the pile of rocks he was sprawled over, as if trying to stand. He didn’t.

“Crap,” Finn muttered under his breath. Oyden was going to be a huge liability … and probably worse.

“I carry,” a Dave said and hauled Oyden to his feet, hoisting him effortlessly around into a firemen’s lift.

Finn experienced a rush of emotions—anger that they were being held back, guilt over the destruction they were bringing to Carode’s domain, more guilt that they’d brought Oyden with them, still more guilt that he wasn’t carrying him, and relief that Dave had volunteered to do it. Finn’s armor could have coped easily with the man’s weight, but he wanted to be unencumbered, to strike back against the attackers—like he’d almost managed to do on the last island.

“This way,” an Ehud adjunct said. Three of them led off down the broken tunnel, with the last pair bringing up the rear of the party.

Finn let the suit balance him automatically as they scrambled over the uneven surface. His tactical display was trying to extract images from outside. The attacking craft was on its way down again. Astonishingly, he could see it now—or its track, anyway. There were no mushroom clouds left from the excavator nukes, just a massive column of rampaging particles glowing orange from the superheated air that filled half the sky above the island.

The incandescent drive of the descending craft shone out of the turmoil, allowing Finn to track its passage down. The actinic light suddenly warped, deepening to crimson. It descended for a few hundred meters more, then slowed and expanded, as if it had transformed into a physical gas seeping out of the blast cloud.

Finn recognized that exact shade of red: the one that lurked behind the golden lattice of the pentagonal chamber deep below Dokatu. The color that had unnerved him at some deep level. Carode had let it out of its cage.

Whatever it was, it began to shrink again. Carode’s sensors managed to glimpse the drop ship surrounded by the red haze. The fuselage was crumpling under some immense pressure—an action that grew rapidly until it abruptly imploded. All that was left was a tiny black sphere of compressed matter, enveloped by an aura of carmine photons. The glow vanished and the sphere dropped out of the sky at terminal velocity, slicing a dark contrail through the dust.

That was when Finn saw a crescent of gray specks arching away from the demolished craft. At first, he thought they were chunks of wreckage. Then they began to accelerate.

Getting a close image was difficult, as so many of the level eight and nine adjuncts on the surface were dead or damaged, ruined by the heat and radiation of the blast. But as the specks grew closer to the ground, they resolved into suits of armor, very similar to those used by Crown Dominion Knights.

They dropped below the rim of the newly blasted crater and carried on down, jetting past the glowing walls beset with huge cracks that opened into smashed chambers. A few expiring adjuncts got a clear glimpse. It was unmistakable: armor four meters tall, dark gray breastplates decorated with slim golden lines of an unknown sigil, misshapen cylindrical helmets channeling unnaturalistic hammerhead shark vibes. Implausibly thick limbs in a gorilla-like stoop, amplifying menacing strength, along with semi-retracted blade tips glowing with an even more lethal blacklight. Jet vents behind the shoulders and the front of the hips brought the twelve-strong squad to a hard landing on the semi-molten bottom of the crater. Residual nuclear heat shimmering around them only added to the omnipotence they projected.

That was the moment Finn’s belief in his own armor shriveled in dismay.

“Well, shit,” Medusa said. “The navy’s caught up with us.”

“No,” Terence said. “The navy would have blown Dokatu out of existence if they thought we were hiding here. This is something else.”

“The archon?” Elsbeth asked. “Iuntin-Detlef?”

Josias’s laughter was so out of place it had a shock value all of its own. “Oh no, my dear; no archon sent these dickheads. Check out the shortarse.”

Finn reviewed the tactical display. It was difficult; the cracking air churning inside the crater made visual profiles obscure. But … Josias was right. One of the menacing armor suits was considerably smaller. He felt his shoulders squaring up inside the armor as indignation and rage rose. “No!”

“Yes. Hello, Gyvoy.”

“Ah, the deal man.” Gyvoy’s mocking voice spoke through their supposedly secure lnc. “And here is my offer. I will let your pitiful brother-in-law and granddaughter live. In fact, all your family. You just have to take me back to the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“Wrong offer.”

“Josias,” Terence warned.

Gyvoy’s squad of knights started to run, heading straight into a cavern. The fissure in the crater wall wasn’t quite wide enough for them, but it made no difference. The lead suit didn’t even slow as it smashed the jagged edges of the gap apart as if it were glass.

“You don’t trust me?” Gyvoy asked. “I’m so upset.”

“Duh: obvious. But just having the antimatter isn’t going to do you any good.”

“Oh, it will.”

“Not without the access codes.”

“You … I have the access codes.”

“Sure about that?” Josias taunted. “I’m talking about the new ones I replaced yours with. The ones I used to negotiate a charter with Captain Andino. And you know she always needs payment up front—secure payment.”

“You’re lying. You are a walking embodiment of deception.”

“Says the Mara Yama wearing a human body.”

“How amusing. Do tell me how you arrived at that conclusion.”

“It’s kind of obvious, so why don’t you fuck off back to Hoa Quinzu while you still have the chance? You’re not getting my antimatter.”

“Do you have any idea what I can do to you and all you hold dear?”

“Yep. Torture, death, the usual bullshit that frightened people shout about.”

“It’s not me who is the frightened one, here.”

“Really? Have you told Helena-Thyra you’ve lost the antimatter? I’ll bet she’s going to be really pissed about that.”

Finn almost yelled at Josias to be quiet. Then he realized what he’d done. Gyvoy hadn’t instantly denied it, hadn’t mocked, hadn’t said: What are you talking about? Just numb silence. “It is her coup,” he murmured in wonder and dread.

“I guess you haven’t, then,” Josias said.

“You have just killed yourself and everyone you know.”

“Give it your best shot, motherfucker,” Elsbeth said. “Pray it’s better than your last one.”

“Lnc off,” Terence said.

In the gloom of the broken tunnel, their Ehud escorts started to run faster. Finn could only just keep up, the thick layer of fragments under his feet skittered about, and the rancid waters were getting higher. He was tempted to activate his jetpack and just fly along. Then a huge section of rock wall was leaning out across three quarters of the tunnel, and he realized how stupid that would be as he dodged around.

His suit’s audio sensor picked up Terence’s voice. “We have to stay as dark as we can. Gyvoy’s obviously burned into Carode’s network. He’s probably using the internal sensors right now to see us.”

“What do we do?” Ellie asked.

“What Carode told us to: head for the water pipes and hope the access vehicle still works.”

“How much further?” Ellie asked.

“Three point eight kilometers,” an Ehud called out. “Direct route. Unlikely to be achieved.”

A minute later they emerged into a cavern that’d once been a couple of kilometers long. The tunnel entrance was halfway up the broken wall. Directly ahead was a grid of rubbery bronze-colored tubes, now crumpled and torn. Beyond that, vast tatters of glistening flesh hung down—some still strung together with thick blue membranes whose ripped edges were swinging about. Bioluminescent fluids were rippling down the shredded macro-organ to drizzle onto the floor.

Finn watched the Ehud activate their jets and fly down to the bottom of the cavern. He followed them, realizing just before he landed that the floor was actually more macrolife flesh. It wobbled below his boots, sending him skating about as if he was on a lumpy ice field. Spikes deployed from his soles, which made things a bit easier, although when he looked down he saw they were cutting slices into the quivering mass. Rivulets of bioluminescent fluid washed over his ankles as he tottered along.

“Well, this is thoroughly disgusting,” Ellie grumbled.

The ruined macrolife gave way to an uneven rock floor puddled with more glowing liquids. Dangling strips of flesh blocked their path, forcing them to weave around them to try and keep up with the three Ehud. The suits were subject to a constant shower of fluids. Finn was extremely glad he wasn’t breathing in the cavern’s air.

It was the Ehud adjuncts who reacted to the first barrage of incoming missiles. Their suits flared intense indigo, with bright blobs bursting away in crazed gyrations at what seemed to be half-lightspeed. They darted around the pendulous slabs of flesh to engulf the incoming swarm of silver missiles. A massive sequence of explosions bloomed amid the ruined macrolife, blasting out huge cascades of flabby scraps.

“Run,” came an order from somewhere.

The only thing Finn did was check that he and Ellie were running together, following one of the Ehud. She was with him; that was all that mattered now. Behind them, the Dave carrying Oyden was struggling to keep up. None of the others were in sight, and the farther they ran into the chamber, the closer together the biological tissue masses became.

They entered one gulch that was so tight it rubbed against Finn’s shoulders as he forced his way along. The surface gave way like wet fabric as he pushed forward. Then the Ehud started to climb, long dark spurs extending out of its gauntlets and boots. Finn let out a despairing groan inside his helmet and struggled up the palpitating cliff of flesh. His ups were no use—they needed a stable material to adhere onto—so he had to activate the talons in his armored fingers and claw his way upward. Getting a decent handhold was like punching into dense jelly, and even then felt precarious.

There was no top, no summit; instead the slope began to flatten out, giving him the impression he was clambering over a massive chunk of liver—which probably wasn’t far from the truth. The climb was just starting to get easier when, twenty meters in front of him, one of Gyvoy’s knights dropped onto their Ehud. The fight made no sense. It was too fast for him to interpret—two large, vaguely humanoid figures merging into one, with too many limbs thrashing about in utter turmoil. A strange tableau obscured behind a dazzling light. Bullets and energy beams fired out at random, forcing Finn to fling himself down and cling grimly to the squishy surface. His tactical program tried to get a lock on the knight, but his armor’s weapons couldn’t track the energy-intense smear long enough to take a shot.

A weird translucent green sphere bigger than his head flew out of the melee and hit a bulbous cluster of webbed tubes above him, where it started to sink in. He expected the tubes to vaporize or rupture into a spew of liquid. Instead they started to shrivel up, flakes dropping off like autumnal leaves to crumble into dust as they fell. The phantom sphere’s internal green hue darkened around the particles, its surface expanding slightly. Then the last of the dust poured out and the faint glow vanished.

“What was that?” Ellie shouted.

“No idea.” His suit CI had no record of the green sphere in its memory—and that memory had been updated by the Aeacus CI. An archon’s ship doesn’t know what that is?

When they’d discovered that it was Gyvoy leading the squad, Finn had been secretly delighted. His imagination visualized him and the abominable Imperial Celestial going at it mano a mano in Dokatu’s wrecked caverns—a tough bruising clash that he would ultimately win. Because I’m the good guy.

But now, the insane fight, the unknown weapon … Maybe not.

He glimpsed the knight raising his left arm, a solid mauve cylinder poking out of the forearm as if he was deploying a cudgel. He tried to bring it to bear on the Ehud he was fighting. Two of the green spheres shot out of the cylinder’s tip, their surfaces undulating slightly as they flashed overhead. Like spectral jellyfish, Finn thought.

One narrowly missed Ellie just behind him. The other … “Oh fuck.” Hit Oyden, engulfing the lower half of his torso, and flowing over Dave’s arm.

The scream from Oyden was going to haunt Finn for the rest of his days; the misery and agony it contained cut clean into his head. He gagged inside his helmet as the chunk of Oyden’s torso inside the phosphorescence crumpled up in seconds, then carried on flaking away—flakes that turned to dust. Arteries continued to pump pulses of blood into the green haze, where it instantly coagulated and withered to dust. The jetpack and munition silos strapped to Dave blackened as they deteriorated to grainy powder. His arm lost its crystalline sparkle and crumbled away. The Silicate’s cry of anguish rang out across the cavern as he dropped to his knees. Blood was still squirting out of Dave’s tattered shoulder as Oyden’s corpse fell to the ground at his side.

Finn almost got up to rush over to Dave. The fight between knight and Ehud ended when the knight finally brought his left arm about and fired three of the green globes into the Ehud. As before, every piece of matter captured within the ghostly glow crumbled to dust as the Ehud writhed about.

“Entropy,” Ellie breathed fearfully.

“What?”

“It’s like accelerated entropy.”

“You mean like the entropy drive?” Finn asked in confusion.

“No. Look: that green effect is aging anything it engulfs, centuries in seconds. Must be some kind of energy siphon.”

“Asteria’s arse, I wouldn’t begin to know how to counter that!”

The knight stalked over to Dave, who brought his remaining arm around, aiming the mag pistol he was holding. A maser shot from the knight took it out. Dave rolled to one side and kicked the knight’s legs out from under him. As he fell, the knight clamped a hand around Dave’s shoulder and twisted, putting his knee on Dave’s back.

“Your kind are supposed to be the best human warriors,” the knight taunted. “Go on then, do your worst, alien shit.” Dave tried to twist out of the hold, but the knight was a full meter and a half taller, and the Silicate didn’t have the strength left; there was nothing his one remaining arm could grip. Blood continued to pump out of his ruined shoulder.

Finn fired a burst of proton-boosted bullets at the knight. It was countered by the close-quarter defensive masers of the knight’s armor, detonating the bullets in midair. Dave was still struggling against the knight’s implacable grip, his crystalline exoskin glowing from the impact of the force he was being subjected to.

“Is this all you’ve got?” the knight taunted. “You’re just another weak, pathetic creature from a dead world. You should have stayed there and drowned in your own filth like the rest of them.”

The knight stabbed his gauntlet talons into Dave’s eyes. “See that?”

“You piece of shit,” Finn shouted in fury. He wanted to fire every missile he had at the knight, but held back. Couldn’t risk hurting Dave, who was already badly damaged.

Dave was glowing bright from the force the knight was exerting. He bent and twisted, and the knight was sent somersaulting, emitting a cry of surprise. Landed on his back with a splat as the macrolife’s organ’s surface squelched to absorb the impact. He might have been in armor, but Finn could tell how furious he was as he scrambled to get up.

Ellie fired six missiles at the knight. Finn joined in with five shots, and the knight’s close-quarter defenses were almost overwhelmed. Most of the missiles exploded in midair, creating a multitude of conflicting blastwaves. Shards of the macrolife flesh hurtled about in a sloppy torrent of nutrient fluid. Two missiles even hit the knight, denting the armor, and leaving the outer torso layers frayed. The knight went tumbling across the unstable surface. His arms rammed into the pulverized flesh, braking him to a halt.

Finn’s tactical display projected the knight’s most likely next move—using the one weapon his armor had absolutely no defense against. “Shiiit!”

The knight’s left arm swung around. Finn’s jetpack slammed him straight up, sending him slithering along the side of a giant macrolife organ hanging above. Three green ghostlight globes struck the bulk of tissue below his boots, devouring every cell they swamped, leaving only time-desecrated grains pouring down in his wake.

Finn canceled the jetpack and fell back down. Ellie had gone sideways, diving through a gap between walls of tissue. A pair of the ghostlights shining in the surface they’d intersected behind her marked her escape.

The knight was stamping toward Dave, who was poised motionless, trying to sense where his opponent was. One of the ghostlight globes struck the Silicate’s legs, and he toppled over as the necromantic aging ate them out from under him. His torso fell into a pool of blood and dust, remaining hand clawing desperately to stop him slithering down the slope.

“You are nothing!” the knight sneered. “And you never were.” He fired another entropy accelerant globe at Dave’s head.

Finn froze in a crouch, staring disbelievingly at the remains of the dead Silicate as weak twisters of lifeless dust drifted above it. That wasn’t possible. The Daves were invincible. Everyone was safe with them on the team.

The knight turned to face him. “Huh, the Kelowan killer. You have no further use to us.” His left arm started to come up.

Finn fired every weapon he had—bullets, missiles, energy beams.

A broad patch of air around the knight ignited with thermal energy crawling with a tattered blaze of electrons. Seconds later it whirled away, grounding out through the knight’s armor to illuminate him in a resplendent aurora.

At least Ellie’s clear, Finn thought as the knight’s left arm came up to point directly at him.

Something moved where nothing could move. Something just under the surface of the massive organ they were both standing on. Something burrowing through the macrolife flesh at impossible speed. More than one. Five. Six. Seven things zeroing in on the knight like supersonic worms.

What the fu—

Then he realized. They were missiles, programmed to slice their way through the flesh with surgical accuracy.

The knight’s armor deployed muzzles from arms and shoulders. Energy beams struck the surface of the organ, kindling fantails of oily black smoke. A ghostlight globe was fired, killing the surface it landed on, and whatever lurked below. The remaining six incoming subterranean missiles detonated, pulping a swathe of macrolife flesh surrounding the knight into a glutinous mass with the cloying density of quicksand. The shocked knight dropped backward into it, arms windmilling for stability as his weight pulled him down. Vents behind his shoulders flipped open and jetted out a thick stream of pulped sludge before the compressors shut down from overload.

The whole organ shook from an explosion deep inside. Finn’s feet went out from under him, and he landed flat on his chest, arms flailing. Another explosion, and a hole appeared in the organ. Dave climbed out, a sluggish tide of pulverized tissue weeping off his slick exoskin. He jumped at the knight.

A barrage of bullets pummeled him on his chest and arms, turning his exoskin a dazzling white. He landed on the edge of the sludge the knight was floundering in and reached out, catching the knight’s left arm as it lashed upward.

“Nice weapon,” Dave grunted as the knight bent around, trying to bring the entropy gun to bear on his opponent. “I want it.”

The blades on the knight’s free arm shone a vivid violet. He started chopping them furiously against Dave, who simply burned brighter under the force of the assault. Once again, Finn watched the bizarre miracle of a Silicate’s exoskin converting the kinetic energy of impacts into a surge of strength.

A cracking sound rose over the fury of the melee. The armored sleeve of the knight’s left arm started to distort around the shoulder joint. It was accompanied by a scream of agonized disbelief.

Dave tore the knight’s left arm off his body and held it victoriously high. Then he brought it down repeatedly on the knight’s helmet. The visor started to give way under the hammering. The knight’s legs were pumping frantically, trying to gain some purchase on the shifting bottom of the gore-filled pool. Dave switched position and put the knight into a neck lock. He started to strain, his exoskin achieving incandescence as the armor’s close defense weapons blasted away at him.

Even Finn grimaced as the knight’s head was slowly and mercilessly pulled off his neck. The screams were another part of the day he was never going to forget—ending abruptly as the helmet was finally wrenched off.

Then Dave was standing over what was left of Dave’s body. He bowed his head. “You are avenged. May the Goddess who birthed you welcome you to the universe beyond the stars where one day all of us will be reunited.”

“Finn?” Ellie asked. “Are you okay?”

His tactical display had showed him she had wiggled her way back out from the narrow gap between the organ parts, but it hadn’t really registered. “Uh, yeah.” He finally struggled back to his feet. “Dave, we have to go.”

“Yes.”

They started off across what was left of the macrolife organ, heading in the direction the Ehud had been leading them. Finn’s sensors were picking up the sound of explosions somewhere in the wrecked chamber—not too close.

“I’ll have to risk opening a lnc,” he said. “Get ready to run, or fly.”

“Do it,” Ellie said.

“What happened?” Terence demanded.

Finn’s tactical display showed him four intact armor suits; they were several hundred meters away, but moving. “Three survivors,” he said curtly. “Heading along our original course.”

“Meet you at the far end of the chamber.”

The lnc ended. “Looks like Josias is okay,” he said.

“Of course he is,” Ellie replied. But Finn could hear the waver of apprehension in her voice.

They’d made a couple of hundred meters, scrabbling back down off the organ onto a rock floor, when the sensors detected movement ahead. The three of them crouched down, weapons raised.

Ten Ehud adjuncts emerged from the maze of broken organs and tubules.

“I’s pleased to see you have survived,” an Ehud said. “Gyvoy’s incursion was greater than I’s was expecting. I’s underestimated his determination—and his technology level. His squad is equipped with a formidable weapon that I’s unfamiliar with.”

“The green time-siphon ball thing? Yeah, we’ve seen it.”

“The level of destruction required to defeat a knight carrying this weapon is severe. I’s dominion will already take a long time to regrow; I cannot permit further damage at this level.”

“Sure. How can we help?”

“By leaving. Swiftly.”

“Got it. Lead on.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE EHUD SET off at a fast pace; Finn, Ellie, and Dave followed. The middle of the cavern was cluttered by huge splinters of rock that’d fallen from the ceiling. Scrabbling over them was time-consuming. Then they were making their way through an area that was a gigantic tangle of pliable tubules. That was where they met up with Terence and the others, along with their escort of fifteen Ehud. The number bothered Finn. In his head, he’d assumed the Ehud and Gyvoy’s knights to be evenly matched, with the Ehud having the advantage, given the Uthran Celestial was supposed to have superior technology. Clearly the accelerated entropy weapon had pushed any advantage back to Gyvoy.

They were actually in sight of the end of the cavern, a hundred fifty meters away, with a broad horizontal fissure guarded by more Ehud, when several of their escort turned and opened fire.

“Run,” the Ehud ordered.

Finn sprinted for the fissure, aware that he had a pair of Ehud keeping level with him; so did all the others. The Ehud suits’ close-quarter defenses were intercepting missiles and bullets aimed at the humans.

“Entropy weapon assault,” the Ehud warned.

Sensors on the back of his helmet showed Finn the disorientating image of ethereal green spheres of flashing through the air behind them. The Ehud strategy was simple enough; they opened fire on the roof of the cavern three hundred meters above. A cascade of rocks and debris fell as a semi-solid curtain behind them. As the deluge hit the ground, the chunks avalanched outward in every direction. Finn felt several fist-sized splinters strike his suit, sending him reeling forward, the suit’s CI desperately trying to restore his balance.

The strategy did block the swarm of green ghostlights, however; they seemed to adhere to every rock fragment they collided with, plummeting down as the solid matter surrendered to time’s onslaught.

All well and good, but Finn could see one massive flaw with the tactic. Sure enough, he was still thirty meters from the end of the cavern when the decimated ceiling began its final collapse. The suit’s feedback allowed him to increase speed; his jetpack vents opened, and he took off, flying centimeters from the rucked ground. He had to press his arms to his sides, pitching horizontal to hurtle through the fissure as its edges began to disintegrate from the sheer mass of rock tumbling down. He clattered from side to side in the passageway beyond, the suit padding gripping suffocatingly tight as he kept striking the rock like a piece of out-of-control airborne flotsam.

He wound up slamming his shoulder into the ground and crashing down in an undignified limbs-akimbo tumble. It was always a mystery that such violent impacts didn’t trigger half of his munitions, but aside from some throbbing bruises and a haze of dancing sparks behind his eyes, he was intact.

Rock continued to thunder down into the entrance for a few seconds more. Clouds of thick black dust gusted in, worrying him that the accelerated entropy spheres were chewing their way through. But there was no green glow seeping through the muck.

Lights came on as the eight surviving Ehud stood up. It made Finn worry about how much Carode was currently sacrificing to help them escape. And how long will Carode think we’re worth it?

“Hurry, please,” an Ehud said.

“Sure.” Finn grimaced as he clambered to his feet, very grateful for the help provided by the suit’s exomusculature. He saw Ellie was helping her grandfather up, which seemed particularly redundant given he was in an armor suit provided by Terence’s ship.

They began to move again. After four hundred meters the passage came out into another big cavern. This one housed giant pumpkin-shaped bladders; more than a third of them were empty and flaccid, sprawled over the floor. Looking up, Finn couldn’t see much damage to the cavern ceiling, and there were only a few broken slivers of rock scattered around. Hundreds of level eight adjuncts were worming their way over the macrolife, featherlike sensors sweeping back and forth across the surface, searching out damage.

Another couple of cloister-wide passages. Caverns with living, pulsing macrolife structures as big as city blocks. And finally they were at the pump hall—a vaulting cave filled with long lines of massive pumps, and water pipes ten meters in diameter. The kind of engineering that could shift entire seas from one side of the planet to the other—a pretty accurate summary, considering the sheer volume of filtered freshwater that was discharged into the waterprairie every day.

Twenty more armored Ehud were waiting beside one of the big pumps, next to what Finn assumed were the access vehicles that used Dokatu’s maintenance routes. They were simple three-meter-long ovals, with a curving silvered hatchway open on top. There was no seating inside, just an empty storage space.

“Great,” he muttered.

“Thank you, Carode,” Terence said.

It might have been the comedown from his earlier adrenaline high, but Finn had convinced himself the Ehud gathered around the vehicles were there to make very sure the humans got in—one way or another.

The whole pump hall juddered.

“What was that?” Elsbeth demanded.

“Gyvoy’s squad are using tactical nuclear weapons,” an Ehud said.

“Are they crazy?” Medusa said. “We’re all Goddess knows how deep underground.”

“They are displeased you have eluded them. Please get in your vehicles.”

The humans did as they were told, hunching up awkwardly to fit. The hatch hinged down over Finn, imprisoning him. He took a breath, telling himself everything was fine now. The CI informed him the vehicle bodywork was preventing any lnc to the other suits, deepening his concern.

He felt a small motion as the vehicle trundled forward. Then it was shaking roughly.

A lnc to Carode opened. “Another tactical nuke,” the Uthran Celestial informed him.

Finn was pretty sure a piece of something had thumped onto the access vehicle.

“Thirty seconds and you will be in the maintenance tunnel. I have a neural gift for you.”

The CI reported an external request for a connection to his neural induction pad. Finn’s paranoia spiked. But just by climbing into the vehicle, he’d placed his trust in Carode. And anyway, he was reasonably sure the Uthran Celestial was on their side. Just like I thought Gyvoy was.

“Go ahead,” he told the suit CI.

The gift was small—a simple communication routine to signal a Gate of Heaven.

“Asteria’s arse,” Finn muttered.

“This will enable you to share and receive information with others who exchange knowledge within the bodhian web,” Carode said.

Finn could feel the vehicle start to accelerate, a smooth pressure forcing his whole body backward. In his graceless crouch, it made his joints ache.

“I … Thank you for trusting me with this.”

“You are welcome, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu. There is much still to play for in this Great Game. I’s believe my time in this form is now limited. A concerning level of mania has gripped Gyvoy. He is lashing out with no purpose except assuaging his own frustration. That is not the mark of a stable personality.”

“Tell me about it. Can’t you stop him? Your adjuncts sure as hell outnumber his knights.”

“Dokatu is now being subjected to a substantial orbital bombardment.”

“No! Are you going to be okay?”

“Not in a humanoid-centric form, no. But do not concern yourself with I’s future. Uthran Celestials have more adjunct types than most realize, and yet more await.”

“I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have come here.”

“You were merely the initial spark, not the fire it kindled. The knowledge you brought was worthwhile.”

“But still—”

“I’s believe you are now far enough away from Dokatu to be safe for the moment. If you reach orbit successfully, I’s will be able to assist your departure from Janton-Io, for Gyvoy and his ships will not let you slip away easily.”

“Hell.”
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THE TRIP IN the access vehicle lasted just over two hours. Terence was hugely relieved when his suit CI told him they were finally slowing down, though it didn’t know where he was. He hadn’t managed to talk to anyone since they departed the pump hall. And Carode’s last-minute gifting—a communication routine to join the bodhian web was as troubling as it was exhilarating. Even Makaio didn’t have this.

The vehicle’s hatch opened to reveal a garage with a curving glass wall looking out over a sea. All the access vehicles had arrived, parked in a crescent, their hatches hinging up. Armored suits were making undignified attempts to clamber out.

They hurried outside to stand on a broad meadow of gray-green grass, which sloped down to the shoreline. The Lyreyn Bracelet was a magnificent tawny shimmer that arched across a quarter of the sky above them. Ten kilometers out from the shore, a big whirlpool devoured the white-crested waves that broke over its churning rim, pulling the spume down into the depths.

“That’s got to be one of the intakes for the water pipes,” Ellie said.

Terence wasn’t listening. His suit’s lnc routines were searching the sky for a beacon from one of the twenty comsats the Aeacus had scattered just outside the bracelet’s perimeter.

It took five seconds to establish a lnc.

“Are you okay?” Terence and Jimena asked simultaneously.

“Yes,” Terence snapped back. “We need the surface slammer. Now!”

“Launched. ETA nine minutes.”

“Thanks. What’s the situation up there?”

“Seriously worried. We’ve detected eighteen nuclear blasts at Dokatu. The last one was only thirty minutes ago. It was at least ten megatons.”

“Damn.”

“It’s just a collection of craters now; there’s nothing left. The waterprairie is covered in a vicious superstorm, which is heavily radioactive. Trectu City has declared a shutdown emergency, and everyone who hasn’t flown out is on their way down to deep bunkers. The planetary defense stations have powered up, and half the starships in orbit are leaving at high gees.”

“Nothing left?” Terence asked in anguish.

“No, sorry. Did you get what you went for?”

“I think so, yes.”

“Thank the Goddess for that.”

“We need to leave as soon as we’re on board the Aeacus,” Terence told her. “Get the CI to plot the fastest rendezvous, please.”

“We’re already out of darkflight mode and on our way.”

Terence smiled inside his helmet. “The day I proposed to you?”

“Yes?”

“This is not the kind of conversation I thought we’d be having forty years later.”

“Me neither. Life is a whole lot more interesting now, huh?”

“Yes.” The tactical display showed Terence where they were—a small island a thousand kilometers off Oktutu’s coastline. Their surface slammer was accelerating down toward them at forty gees. The Aeacus curved down south of the Lyreyn Bracelet, heading for a rendezvous point eight hundred kilometers above the planet.

The Aeacus surface slammer descended through the atmosphere wrapped in a savage halo of violet flame—a squat cone streaking down so fast it looked like it was going to punch a hole clean through to the core of the planet. But it braked to a halt just meters above the burning meadow. Everyone rushed on board, all heading straight for an acceleration couch in the single cabin. No one wanted to be standing or moving when it took off.

Seven gees straight up. Terence almost wept at the force as his vision tunneled toward blackout. I thought we were over this kind of crap.

Eleven minutes later they were latching onto a docking cradle inside Aeacus’s mid-hangar. The starship accelerated along a shallow curve out from Janton-Io.

Jimena flung her arms around Terence as he walked stiffly into the main lounge, hands not quite meeting over his backpack. He carefully hugged her back.

“What the hell happened down there?” she demanded.

“Gyvoy.”

“You’re kidding.” She gave Josias an accusatory look. “I thought you took care of him.”

“I let him live. That might have been a mistake. Man, so even I make them. Who knew?”

Vanilda put her hand on her father’s arm. “Dad, we have a problem.”

“Yeah, I see,” Terence said. The CI had established a neural connection with him, sending a swarm of orbital vectors into his mind. The Aeacus rising away from Janton-Io, keeping south of the bracelet. Ten starships were changing course to intercept.

“Can we drop into darkmode?” he asked.

“Yes,” the CI confirmed, “though its efficiency is limited this close to a planet. Our trajectory through Janton-Io’s magnetic field will be visible even to non-military sensors.”

“Options?”

“We can attempt extreme high-velocity acceleration to evade contact with inbound hostile ships. Or we can directly engage them. Neither action provides high survival odds.”

“Asteria’s arse.”

“I am receiving a lnc request, originating from within the Lyreyn Bracelet. Exact location cannot be determined.”

“Okay, let’s hear it.”

“I’s glad you returned safely to your ship.”

“Carode?” Terence asked in surprise. A glance around the others confirmed everyone was startled.

“Indeed.”

“We thought you were dead.”

“I’s elder adjuncts are—and with them the Ta’uz dream for a fully bioformed loOx world, which saddens I’s. While I’s was resident on Janton-Io, I’s pursued many development projects, but technological advancement is not measured in the superiority of weapons alone. I’s have evolved into I’s orbital adjuncts. I’s am about to leave this star system to manifest anew.”

“That’s … good.”

“Before I’s go, I’s will assist you to elude Gyvoy’s ships.”

“We would be extremely grateful,” Terence stammered.

“Excellent. I’s will provide your CI with the tactical maneuvers required.”
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THE IERAX’S BRIDGE was at the center of the warship—a dark, featureless compartment with most of its floorspace taken up by a ring of large acceleration couches. Dagon walked in and immediately lay down on the one spare couch. Its chrome-black physiological support petals closed around him and shrank down to formfit his body. Once they’d adjusted to his small size, umbilical threads were released to penetrate his skin, weaving around muscles, bones, and organs. Contact bulbs embraced his neural induction pads.

“Show me,” he ordered the Ierax’s CI. His perception rose to an omniscient view of Janton-Io—a blue and green globe wrapped by its moon-silver bracelet. Dusk was rolling over Dokatu—not that the macrolife facility was visible. A midnight-black cloud was now smothering most of the waterprairie, its sickly streamers alive with sheet lightning discharges as it continued to spread over the planet.

Dagon shifted focus, observing a single starship riding a fusion plume along a shallow trajectory away from Janton-Io. The Ierax and its four sister warships were already accelerating at one gee to intercept it.

“That’s them?”

“Yes,” Banat-Illie replied. “A surface slammer rendezvoused with it nine minutes ago. It took off from Stevari island, which is an inlet station for several Dokatu seawater pipes. Josias and his people must have traveled there along the maintenance tunnels.”

“That ship might be where Josias has fled to, but it is not the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“I know. It’s a Mazinor-class starship. An older model, but still very powerful.”

“The Aeacus, then?” Dagon regarded the starship with considerable ire.

“Yes.”

“Makaio-Faraji’s reserve ship. I still don’t understand how an archon’s starship could be flown by Terence Wilson-Fletcher. But then, he is not the first human who has puzzled me during this mission. I know Josias is something other than pure human, and now it seems so is Wilson-Fletcher. That confirms there is an unknown player in our Great Game.”

“The Aeacus flight vector is altering,” Banat-Illie said. “It’s heading north, which will send it directly into the bracelet in two minutes.”

“Why? What is the strategy behind that?”

“I am uncertain, cousin. The Aeacus is unlikely to be damaged by transiting the bracelet—the particles are barely pebble-sized, and their relative velocity is something the hull can resist. And they know we will be able to pass through cleanly after them. There is no real strategy.”

“Perhaps. Are the other archon ships here in stealth mode? Can we be ambushed like Squadron Twenty-Three?”

“No. We would be able to spot stealthed ships this deep in Janton-Io’s magnetosphere.”

Dagon reviewed the other four ships of Banat-Illie’s squadron that were orbiting Janton-Io. “Very well. Destroy the Aeacus.”

“I thought we need Josias alive so you can interrogate him. The antimatter—”

“Yes, but this mission of theirs is not the minor annoyance I originally thought it to be. This is an active act against us by an unseen and clearly dangerous opponent. They know we are allied with Thyra. That is a ruinous leak.”

“How did they discover—”

“Destroy the Aeacus. Fire a missile barrage that will overload its defenses. Now!”

“Yes, general.”

Dagon watched intently as the Ierax launched ten missiles. They streaked away at thirty gees.

Impact time ninety seconds.

The Aeacus increased its acceleration by two gees. The umbilical threads supporting Dagon’s face crinkled as he frowned in reflex. That level of acceleration was pointless. It added a mere eighteen seconds until the first missiles reached them. Instinct honed through millennia of combat situations kicked in. If it feels wrong … it is. “This makes no sense,” he declared.

“They’re about to die. What could be wrong with—”

“Get us out of here! Hi-gee evasive vector! Full electronic warfare shield!”

“Cousin. Really. There is no threat—”

“Do it! And never call me cousin again!”

“Yes, general.”

Dagon felt the acceleration rise sharply. If it hadn’t been for the support threads, he would have been shoved down hard into the couch. In five seconds, they’d reached eight gees, heading south, away from the Aeacus and the bracelet. He focused hard on the Aeacus, which was why he took a moment to realize that light had begun to pour out of the Lyreyn Bracelet. Every particle—from those grazing the upper atmosphere out to the fringe three and a half thousand kilometers above Janton-Io—was emitting a gentle cyan radiance.

I knew it!

The sight sent him back eleven hundred years to Cuxden: a habitable world in a star system only a few light-years from the boundary of the Eternal Unanimity Dominion. Cuxden was an ocean world, where its citizens—the Ogne Celestials—lived on floating cities and giant sky rafts drifting among the stratocumulus. He’d gone there on an acquisition mission. Liliana had wanted the CI routines—reputedly the most advanced in the Centauri Cluster—developed by the Ogne Celestials to expedite their genetic extrapolation techniques. He never obtained them. When he arrived, the Ogne had gone, their dominion wiped away by some factional flare-up, causing a mass evacuation three hundred years before—news that hadn’t reached the Poseidon Nebula when he set off.

Their legacy was an abandoned world that glowed in the night. Dagon’s starship had dropped into low orbit, scanning for a wrecked city where he might find some relic—to no avail; they’d all been sunk. The lighter-than-air sky rafts too had fallen, first onto the water then down to the ocean floor. All that was left was the bioluminescent plankton, the only remaining life in the worldwide ocean thanks to the effects of some rampant bioweapon. When his starship orbited over the nightside, he might have been drifting over a cold star. The entire surface glowed with a splendid bluish-green haze. Other Celestials living in the system claimed it was virulent. To swim in that enchanting sea was to be consumed by it.

That chilling warning was all Dagon could think of now that he looked at an eerily similar glow emitted by the Lyreyn Bracelet. And his missile barrage, streaking toward it in pursuit of the Aeacus.

“How?” Banat-Illie asked in astonishment.

“The astrofungus,” Dagon said confidently. “It’s not some leftover asteroid biomining spore. It was deliberately seeded here.”

“But who … Oh, Carode.”

“Another adjunct, yes.”

“Can it hurt us?”

Dagon didn’t answer. He had no facts, only a strong instinct that was telling him to get clear fast. All he could ask himself was just how far the Uthran Celestial had taken its evolution. And we attacked it—possibly to excess.

He watched warily as the Aeacus reached the luminous bracelet twenty seconds ahead of his missiles. A tiny zone of glowing particles directly ahead of it seemed to darken and twist into a knot. The starship’s drive cut off. It passed through the center of the knot and the disturbance stirred again, vanishing—an iris opening and closing within seconds.

“Goddess!” Banat-Illie exclaimed. “We’ve lost track of them. The bracelet is blocking every sensor. We’ve no idea what’s happening on the other side.”

“The missiles?”

“Uh, do you want them to attack the bracelet?”

“How would they do that? It encircles the entire world. No. Let them fly through the bracelet; it won’t slow them down. They can re-acquire the Aeacus on the other side.”

“Understood.”

Dagon watched the missiles punch through the Lyreyn Bracelet as if it was no stronger than gas. They could even see the intense exhaust plumes shining through the cold glimmer cast by the particles. However, their command lncs cut out the instant they passed through the bracelet.

“They haven’t detonated,” Banat-Illie said a minute later. “The bracelet must have burned their sensors, and we can’t re-establish contact; it’s distorting our lncs.”

Dagon regarded the dwindling sparks of the exhaust plumes with grim resignation. In his tactical display, the whole zone of space north of the Lyreyn Bracelet was dead to any electronic perception. “The Aeacus must’ve gone into darkflight mode as soon as they went through.” He felt the acceleration ease up. Seconds later the Ierax was coasting, heading out south of the star system’s ecliptic. The tactical display told him the other four warships under Banat-Illie’s command had also switched off their drives.

“We can loop back around the edge of the bracelet,” Banat-Illie said. “Launch sensor swarms to get some proper coverage, see if we can find Aeacus again. It might still be in Janton-Io’s magnetosphere.”

“Send the two closest ships. I want to see how the bracelet reacts.”

“Understood.”

Dagon applied the tactical routines to review the sensor data they were receiving. From their position, just passing Janton-Io’s south pole, the bracelet now looked like a gleaming green ceiling across the universe. All the commercial starships that’d been orbiting outside the rim were starting to accelerate away into high-inclination orbits. Wise choice, Dagon thought.

“That’s odd,” Banat-Illie said.

Dagon had already noticed the fluctuation in the planetary magnetosphere. The flux lines were tightening, condensing around Janton-Io.

“Can that hurt us?” he asked.

“I don’t see how. But then …”

“How in the name of the Goddess is Carode doing that?”

“It must be some mechanism the Uthran buried deep in Janton-Io’s mantle.”

Dagon observed in fascination as the magnetosphere continued to shrink. On the planet’s sunside, the solar wind blowing against it was now showing up as a faint coronal halo—an aurora in space at right angles to the glowing bracelet, as if the two were massive photonic cogwheels.

The contracting magnetosphere began to speed up, moving out of sync with the planet’s sedate rotation. The first visible consequence was an outbreak of lightning storms flickering along the equator, swiftly growing into vast discharges riding the ion wake of the shooting stars that plummeted down from the bracelet’s innermost band. Then the Ierax detected an anomaly growing along the bracelet’s outer fringe. A roiling jet of particles was peeling off, as if the entire bracelet was a cosmic thread starting to unwind.

“Is it carrying the Aeacus with it, do you think?” Banat-Illie asked.

“I doubt it. Terence and Josias will try to screw up our Great Game—one out of misguided honor, the other for simple profit.”

“So what do we do?”

“For all Josias and Terence are wild cards, now that we know about them, their actions have become predictable.”

“You mean they’ll warn people about us?”

“If they did, who would they warn? The new empress of the Crown Dominion? No, the best they can achieve is to inflict a few setbacks into our progress. But ultimately Khepri’s arrival cannot be prevented.”

“Of course. What about the Diligent? Shall I set a course to intercept it?”

“No, not yet. We will remain alert to see which ingress Gate the Aeacus enters. If it accompanies the Diligent, all the better. If not, Lady Asahi-Iryna will deal with Terence Wilson-Fletcher. I suspect the Aeacus will first rendezvous with the Arcadia’s Moon so Josias can return to it, and that ship is our absolute priority. Interrogating Josias would merely be a pleasurable shortcut, but not essential. I trust your technical teams are competent enough to return control of the antimatter confinement chambers to me.”

“They are, general.”

Dagon returned his attention to the Lyreyn Bracelet. The slim plume of glowing particles jetting out from the rim was now more than a hundred thousand kilometers long. The velocity meant that it was stable, continuing along its trajectory as a single stream rather than the ungainly billow of a cometary outgassing. He asked the CI to review the figures.

“Goddess, that’s exceeding the star system’s escape velocity,” he muttered. “If this process continues, the entire mass of ring particles will be heading out across interstellar space.” The CI’s astrogation routines calculated the vector. The Uthran Celestial—if you could still call it that—was aimed almost directly at the center of the Centauri Cluster, fifty light-years away.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE TREATMENT MODULE kept Kimiya asleep for forty hours while it healed her injuries. According to the biometric scans, she had three broken ribs, deep bruising, and some internal membrane tears.

What it didn’t tell Neusch was the psychological impact of her ordeal. That was unknowable. And that was what he worried about the most.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. How is Kimiya coping? Have you decided what you’re going to do next?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. The treatment module is making good progress. She’ll be waking up soon. I don’t think I have any choice about my next move; I have to get her off Uixic. The Guillrameos must suspect I managed to get her out of the Dibyth tower, which means they’ll never stop looking for her, and me—well, for Halvin-Aneil, anyway. Same goes for navy intelligence, who are very keen to talk to Halvin-Aneil. And frankly, I don’t see that I can achieve anything more here. There’s no doubt in my mind that the Guillrameos are deeply involved with whatever this Great Game is. Their colossal overreaction to my attempted infiltration is evidence enough.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I’m relieved to hear that. According to the general information lnc on board, the Dibyth tower deaths were a tragic accident caused by a power cell overload.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. That’s the official line here in Husnak, too. Everyone knows it’s complete bullshit, but no one is challenging the Lord Marshal’s office. Not now. Husnak’s families don’t want anything to interrupt the flow of refugee settlement money into their enterprises. There will be no Royal Attorney inquiry. In private, people are writing it off as a family feud that got played out in the extreme. Nobody approves, but it’s not like our dominion’s Grand Families don’t settle their vendettas this way. The whole history of the Crown Dominion is just a giant list of conflict and violence.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Quite. So will you leave with Kimiya?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Yes. There’s no way I can get inside the Guillrameo family’s compound now. So we’ll never quite know why Ualana-Lyon hosted into Shoigu, or what happened to Lucio and Pavel. I think we should tell your father that we suspect Ualana’s succession was corrupted. I mean, there’s a reason the queens use the imperātrix antithesis authentication procedure. It came about after the Accord War, didn’t it?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. It did. People were worried about the weaponized neural routines Zuberi-Dulcina was developing. Rumor had it they could just zombie people—scoop their personality out of their skull and replace them with a whole new character. That was how she was going to ensure absolute loyalty in her army of Archangel Knights when they stormed heaven. But, Neusch, I was actually in the room when Helena-Thyra appointed Ualana-Shoigu as her new chief archon. Lady Lachwin-Elif confirmed his identity.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. That would be the same Lady Lachwin-Elif who subsequently retained her Privy Council seat against all tradition?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. That is a point well made, my friend. Perhaps you are right, and we should consider a more fluid approach to our own loyalty.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Possibly. But as my father would’ve urged: we need more information. Your father, too, I suspect.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. There has to be a limit on how much intelligence we need to acquire in order to make a judgment.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. There is, but we haven’t reached it yet. Besides, the empress will be flying to Capo Frois in a couple of months, which means any decision can be legitimately postponed until the Annexation is complete. And I admit, I am considering accompanying the Imperial fleet there.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Great Goddess, whatever for?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Kimiya has to be removed from the reach of the empress’s influence. Capo Frois has a number of Gates of Heaven, all of them leading away from the Crown Dominion.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Yes, but most of the star systems you can reach from Kelowan have Gates that will take you further from here. And the navy will see the Alumata go through. It’s a bad move.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Admittedly, it’s not optimal. However, we know Olomo went there. I would value discussing this situation with him directly. And you will be there as well.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Olomo is receiving our messages, if the family courier ships are still flying. Well, he will be once he emerges from the Gate of Heaven into Capo Frois, which won’t be for another fourteen months. And then there’s no guarantee he’ll still be there when you arrive. This makes no sense. I urge you to reconsider.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I will not make a final decision until after I have brought Kimiya safely up to the Alumata.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Good. What are you going to do about Juliatra-Monoth’s stored memories? Will you make them available to Kimiya?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. That is not my decision to make. I will inform Kimiya of their existence. She will have to decide for herself if she wants them.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. She is six years old, and her mother is effectively dead. Memory transfer in this case will not be a genuine succession. She cannot make a rational decision about this. I remember when I was six, all I wanted was to be my mother’s next host. The loyalty compulsion is an essential facet of early parental gifting. If it were not, we’d almost be indistinguishable from humans—and nobody wants that.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I am aware of the moral issues. Please consider, the entire Family Jiyoratan has been exterminated, primarily because I chose to use their pavilion as cover for my infiltration attempt. Only Kimiya remains, and all she possesses is the most tenuous link, a few parental giftings. Juliatra-Monoth’s memories are their only family legacy remaining.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Thus making it even more likely Kimiya will want to acquire them. But you can ensure she is a newlife, unburdened by what has gone before. You can take her to a Crown Dominion world to begin her own family in peace—or further into the Centauri Cluster if you want. There are many Imperial Celestial settlements out there. Do not use this as an attempt to assuage your guilt.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I am essentially a newlife, as are you. There is not a day passes when I do not wish I was hosting my father. That choice was never given to me, thanks to the assassin. And you, are you going to tell me you would not have rejoiced in the opportunity to host Helena? After all, if you had become the Queenhost, then Kelowan might still be in existence.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Do not try to influence my judgment with hypothetical overemotive arguments. I deal only in what is possible, not what is lost. I am concerned for Kimiya’s future if she attempts an inchoate succession, that is all.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. As am I. Yet I will support whatever she decides.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Of course; I would expect nothing less from you. Despite our disagreement over this, I acknowledge it was honorable of you to store Juliatra-Monoth’s memories. Whatever the outcome, Kimiya’s presence on the Alumata will add a higher level of complexity to your mission. If you wish to prioritize her safety above that of our intelligence-gathering operation, I will understand.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Thank you. I will keep you informed.



Through the bio-andy’s eyes, Neusch watched Kimiya wake up. She blinked slowly as if emerging from a normal sleep, then saw the bio-andy sitting in a chair beside the bed and gave a start, scrabbling into a crouched position, her gaze zipping around the room.

“You are perfectly safe here,” he assured her.

“Where is everybody? Where’s Marize?”

“Dear Kimiya, I’m sorry to tell you, the conflict that engulfed your home left no other survivors.”

She tried to be brave; he could see how much she struggled. But it was too much. Kimiya burst into tears.

Neusch desperately wanted to put his arms around her and offer comfort through a neural connection full of sympathy, but he knew what her memories of the bio-andy were, so forced himself to be patient.

Eventually, when she stopped, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing the tears across her cheeks, and said defiantly: “Are you going to kill me?”

“No. Absolutely not. I must be completely honest with you; this body is not real. It is a bio-andy. I am riding it through a lnc.”

Kimiya hunched herself up even tighter. “You’re not real?”

“I am real, I’m just not here.”

“Why not?”

“It’s too dangerous for me. I came to Uixic to gather information on the Family Guillrameo.”

“So you’re a spy? An archon?”

“An unofficial one, yes. I was also a genuine friend of your mother’s. I can share my memories of her if you like; it will confirm what I’ve told you. I was with her in the pavilion when the Zone One aerolite kake was destroyed. It was my promise to her that I would protect you. To my shame, I couldn’t save your sister, or anyone else from your family.”

“Why?” she sniffled. “Why did this happen? Why did those people come to our house? Why is everybody dead?”

“From what I know, it is a very small part of a Great Game being played by the Family Guillrameo and their allies. They suspected your family was helping their opponents in this Game. They were wrong, of course.”

“What Great Game?”

“The one that killed Kelowan.”

“So it was the humans that did this to us?”

“No. Like you, they are innocent victims.”

“I hate the Guillrameos,” she shouted.

“I know.”

“We have to tell the Lord Marshal—No! the empress. Tell the empress. She’ll protect us. Her knights will arrest the Guillrameos.”

Alone in the Alumata, Neusch was fighting his own anguish. The child’s belief in the idea of the Crown Dominion, the justice of the empress, was the foundation of her world. And it’s all a lie.

“The empress is a long way away right now, and her Imperial fleet is getting ready to fly to Capo Frois.”

“That’s not fair!”

“I know. But I promise I will do everything I can to help you. Starting with getting you off this planet.”

“Why?” she asked fearfully.

“Because the Guillrameos are looking for you.” The observation routines the Alumata CI had soft burnt into Husnak’s network were playing a constant digital cat-and-mouse game with the hunter routines sent in by the Guillrameos and navy intelligence. Nor were they the only two watchers. Other, quieter, routines had also started gathering information from civic systems over the last month or so—he suspected foreign archons, drawn to Uixic after the Zone One disaster, keen to find out what was really going on.

“All right,” she was quiet for a while, then said, “I’d like to see your memories, please.”

“Of course.” He held out the bio-andy’s hand, and Kimiya cautiously took hold. The memories he gifted were selective—chatting amicably with Juliatra-Monoth, the two of them laughing, deep in discussion as they negotiated a contract, an easy, comfortable relationship.

Kimiya slowly relaxed as they played out. When the gift was over, she nodded her head and asked, “So how do we leave?”
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FIVE OF KELOWAN’S refugee habitats had now reached Uixic, all of them slipping into elliptical orbits with a closest approach of eighty thousand kilometers. Now that Husnak’s new aerolite structures were established and being fitted out for habitation, the first spaceplanes were finally flying their populations down to the capital city of the White Burn Desert. It would take years to ferry everyone down.

Given what had happened to Zone One, a good proportion of the refugees on the habitats were still guarded about coming to Husnak. Neusch found the results amusing. The navy, which was running the planetary embarkation flights, wasn’t going to shift their schedule just because of the lingering unease. After all, officially there was no problem with Husnak anymore. So the flights went ahead; it was just the passenger manifests that changed. Instead of the more powerful families who would’ve ordinarily made sure they were on the ground early, thus establishing themselves ahead of the game, the first incomers to Husnak were now coming from the minor families.

There were currently ten spaceplane flights a day arriving at Husnak, with the number planned to rise to fifteen within a month, providing the waiting aerolite kakes could be outfitted in time. As they carried a thousand passengers each, it was an impressive influx.

That played to Neusch’s advantage. The number of vehicles traveling in and out of the spaceport made it easy for the Alumata CI to subvert a single bus without alerting the traffic CI. They got to it in the same way they arrived at the safe house, in a monocar with a ghost registration driving them to a garage in one of the dozens of new transport compounds that’d sprung up across the baking wastelands outside Husnak—nine square kilometers of temporary structures and stacks of cargo pods. The monocar went into an opensided warehouse, whose black composite roof creaked discordantly under the harsh sunlight. There were three rows of buses sheltering from the hot light, all of them identical. A flock of aireels slipped out from the monocar and surveyed the warehouse.

“I think it’s clean,” Neusch told Kimiya. The monocar parked next to one of the buses and they hurried into it. Twenty minutes later, all the buses left, driving along the stone track across the desert to the spaceport. Like the rest of Husnak, it’d expanded dramatically in the months since the bio-andy had arrived. It now had three runways to handle the fleets of cargo and passenger spaceplanes that came and went all day long. A long row of pearl-white hangars stretched off to the horizon. The convoy of buses arrived at number thirty-five.

Neusch told the CI to burn into the hangar’s internal sensors. When the way was clear, the bio-andy hurried Kimiya inside, taking the stairs to the empty lounges that lined one side of the building. They had thirty minutes to wait until one of the giant passenger spaceplanes rolled in, trailing dust from its undercarriage. An hour for the noisy, anxious passengers to disembark. Another hour for the maintenance andys to load fresh reaction propellant and clean the cabin.

They sat themselves in the cabin as the CI pilot lifted off smoothly into the cloudless sky. Once they were ten kilometers high and traveling at Mach eight, the ion drive took over from the compressor fans and powered them into orbit. The trip up to the Elmstead habitat was scheduled to take twenty-one hours, at which point they’d rendezvous with it at ninety-three thousand kilometers above the planet.

“This is the bit where you have to be really brave,” Neusch told Kimiya.

She gave him a skeptical glance. “Spacesuits don’t frighten me.”

“It’s not the spacesuit. It’s the letting go. We’re going to have to push off from the spaceplane, and at the same time you’re saying goodbye to Uixic—probably for good.”

“There’s nothing here for me anymore.”

“That’s a good attitude to have. And don’t worry; we’ll only be outside for a few minutes.”

Her expression became very serious. “The more you tell people not to worry, the more they do. You know that, right?”

“I think your mother gave you a lot more gifts than I realized.”

The spacesuit was a silver-gray sphere the size of the bio-andy’s fist, with an ancillary mask that fitted over the face, containing a slim rebreather unit. For all her bravado, Kimiya took a moment before pulling the mask on. The suit material started to flow like liquid across her overalls. Within a minute it had covered her. Neusch checked the telemetry was okay before he activated the bio-andy’s spacesuit. It could survive a few hours of vacuum exposure without too much damage, but he might need it again at some point. Besides, having it suited up should help reassure Kimiya.

They made their way into the small airlock. “Hold tight,” he said as he put his arms around her. She held on to him, taking the instruction very literally.

Air cycled out, and the outer door opened. Neusch braced himself against the edge of the hatch and bent his legs. “Here we go.” He pushed off. The impetus gave them a slight tumble, so his view swept across the slim crescent of Uixic forty-eight thousand kilometers distant and onto the bright splinter of Elmstead before returning to the big delta-shaped spaceplane that was coasting away. Even though he was inside the Alumata and knew its exact position, the bio-andy couldn’t see the starship, and this gave him a pang of agoraphobia. The shimmering cloak of the Poseidon Nebula wrapped the Kelowan system in its pallid radiance. Whorls and waves of irradiated plasma clouds measuring light-years across provided an eternally blurred background panorama, helping to disguise the photon-twisting surface of the starship in darkflight mode. The spaceplane was receding at a significant speed, leaving the two of them dreadfully alone.

Finally, he saw an effervescent suture betraying the curvature of the starship’s hull against the nebula. A gunmetal-gray ovoid emerged from the blemish and slid smoothly toward them. An engineering drone, which unwrapped a nest of long tentacle manipulators and wove them gently around their bodies.

Four minutes later they were inside the Alumata’s airlock chamber as it repressurized. Ten minutes after that, Neusch greeted Kimiya in the main lounge, giving her a warm hug.

“Thank you,” she said, and started crying.

“It’s okay. You’re properly safe now.”

He didn’t see the need to mention that three commercial spacecraft owned by the Family Guillrameo had just altered their flight vector to one which was now heading straight for the Alumata, nor that they were launching a flotilla of tiny sensor drones that were accelerating at five gees.

He kissed Kimiya’s forehead. “Time to go.”

The Alumata, still in darkflight mode, accelerated away from Uixic at three gees, heading out north of the ecliptic.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. We got away. Once we were outside Uixic’s magnetosphere, they couldn’t perceive our flux wake anymore, so I initiated some severe course changes that they couldn’t detect. Close call, though. I’d assumed a rendezvous that high above Uixic would go unnoticed. They must have a very comprehensive array of passive sensors englobing the planet.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Thank the Goddess you’re safe. They have expended so many resources trying to find you, which tells us just how badly your infiltration attempt disturbed them. I have to wonder what it is you’d have found if you had got into their compound.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. It doesn’t matter. They’ve confirmed they’re actively hostile to the Crown Dominion, which is what I really needed to know. What we have to do now is decide what to do with the information.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. This is a strange situation for me. I agreed to do this for my father, so he would know what was going on and could react accordingly. But he’s used to events that take years or decades to unfold. This? This Great Game is playing out too fast. Even if he replies to our information as soon as he gets it, we won’t receive his advice for two years.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. What you’re saying is: it’s down to us.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. It’s starting to look like it. Have you decided what you’re going to do?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I’m considering flying to the Lidon ingress Gate. You’re right; my mission has changed. I have to make sure Kimiya is safe, and she never will be in the Crown Dominion—not until this Great Game is over. I’ll wait a couple of million kilometers out from the Gate until the Imperial fleet flies to Capo Frois, so I can continue to help you as much as I can before your departure.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Thank you. And Kimiya?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. She’s a great kid, but it’s been a very tough week for her. Right now, I want her to have a long, peaceful sleep. I’ll start transferring her mother’s memories over to her tomorrow.
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THE AEACUS CAUGHT up with the Diligent as the arkship was two million kilometers out from the ingress Gate to JK67b. An hour later, the Xiyra emerged from its darkflight mode, flying parallel to the other two ships. As before, Olomo invited representatives over to his ship for a conference.

The big lounge chamber hadn’t changed. Lively fish sashayed through the pools underneath big arching ferns. Their view of the nebula through the long curving window was spectacular. Disturbingly thin andys were on hand to provide any refreshments.

Olomo welcomed them with practiced grace, dressed in his usual tastefully colored robes. This time when Finn exchanged self-perceptuals, he managed to provide the Heresy Celestial with a more measured projection of his own personality.

“I am gratified to perceive you are coming to terms with yourself, young Finbar.”

“Janton-Io was a sobering experience.”

“Quite. I was sorry to hear Dave lost his life during the endeavor.”

“Thank you. It was bad. Even I didn’t expect Gyvoy to have this level of fanaticism. He also had some unusual weapons.”

“It is not fanaticism you witnessed; that is a human trait. An Imperial Celestial mind does not function in such a fashion.”

“He was so pissed he didn’t capture us that he used nukes to destroy the whole waterprairie. It’s starting to look like he knocked Janton-Io’s climate into a nuclear winter. That’s fanaticism in any file.”

“From what Terence Wilson-Fletcher reported, he was seeking to capture Josias. What you need to understand is that his methodology, while horrific to you, is merely a procedure with the highest probability of producing the required result. It was a calculated action, which I suspect was formulated by an appropriate tactical rider personality. And it is an action that very nearly succeeded. If it wasn’t for the intervention of the Uthran Celestial, you would be dead and Josias would have undergone mental interrogation at an extreme level.”

“Yeah,” Finn conceded gloomily. “So what did happen to Carode, exactly?”

“I believe Carode transferred their essence into the bracelet particles, which are now migrating toward the heart of the Centauri Cluster. Presumably they will reconjugate into their next form there.”

“Goddess,” Finn muttered as he let go of Olomo’s hand. He’s right. I have to stop thinking of Celestials in human terms. But I still believe Gyvoy using nukes after we escaped is the sign of a true wack job.

He gave Olomo a formal bow and sat on a couch next to Ellie.

Sahdiah progressed across the lounge, the odd leathery environment suit crinkling and flexing as the metallic calliper legs underneath clawed their way along with incongruous agility. The Talloch Te moiety stopped in front of Finn. A shadow moved behind the misted porthole. “My condolences on the loss of Dave.”

“Thank you.”

“Silicates have always fascinated me. I have long suggested they are in fact an evolutionary form of humans. One could almost argue the merger elevates the resultant entity close to Celestial status. For what are we if not advanced developments of you?”

“Good question,” Ellie said flatly.

Finn admired her restraint.

The shadow inside the leather suit flickered again. An eyeblink?

“I am impressed with your mission’s accomplishment,” Sahdiah said. “While you did not absolutely confirm the Uthran Celestial was an Elohim archon, it is clear that someone is capable of utilizing the Gates of Heaven to distribute knowledge among persons with a similar agenda.”

“If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck …” Josias said.

“An excellent point,” Olomo said.

“So what now?” Otylia asked.

“We remain uncertain as to the level of the Mara Yama involvement in all of this. It is likely that they are backing the Family Guillrameo to some degree, as the volatility currently being inflicted upon the Crown Dominion works in their favor, especially in acquiring access to the Helium Sea. If so, I suspect that aspect will ultimately cause a considerable blowback to Helena-Thyra’s Great Game.”

“She must know she can’t rely on them,” Zelinda said. “Especially if Carode is right about Zuberi-Dulcina using them as research subjects in her Evolution Project.”

“Either way, their presence at Hoa Quinzu is significant,” Terence said.

“What intrigues me most is the Uthran Celestial’s claim that some Mara Yama were captured and exploited by Zuberi-Dulcina. If true, it will confirm the bodhian web exists. The possible ongoing Elohim involvement in Celestial affairs is valuable information to our dominions.”

“Possible ongoing involvement,” Terence said. “We have no concrete evidence. But I’ll grant you it’s looking likely.”

“Yes,” Olomo acknowledged reluctantly. “The Heresy also have no record of Queen Zuberi-Dulcina capturing Mara Yama. Terence, have you asked the Aeacus CI if it holds records of this event?”

“The CI doesn’t have any details on the Evolution Project, let alone that part,” Terence said in a tone that Finn thought sounded awkward—not a lie, but it was as if the man was dissatisfied with his own reply.

“I am unsurprised by that,” Olomo conceded. “The Crown Dominion has always been extremely guarded about the exact details of Zuberi-Dulcina’s plans to storm heaven.”

“It doesn’t matter what happened back then,” Finn said. “We have to deal with what’s happening now.”

“So what’s our next move?” Otylia said.

Olomo folded his two lower arms, fingertips pressed together in contemplation. “A Mara Yama military invasion of the Crown Dominion would be an extraordinary event. The queens have one of the most powerful navies in the Centauri Cluster. For all the fearful reputation of the Mara Yama, their fleet would not survive an engagement with the Crown Dominion Navy. In any case, that is not the way they operate. So I would suggest the oldest war maxim applies.”

“‘Thus it is that in war, the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won,’” Josias said.

Like everyone in the lounge, Finn stared at the Man Who Walked on Old Earth. His face remained immodestly urbane under the scrutiny.

“Correct, Josias Aponi,” Olomo said.

“Well, fine,” Ellie said. “But how have the Mara Yama already won?”

“The queens have combined their navies into the Imperial fleet,” Olomo said. “Their warships are all together, and they are coming here.”

“The Crystal Gun,” Terence said. “Asteria’s arse, if Liliana and Gyvoy are working for them, she’ll bring it here and use it to take out the entire Imperial fleet. They wouldn’t even know she’s got it until it’s fired at them.”

“The Crown Dominion would still have a very large number of warships,” Finn said.

“But no queens. No political cohesion. That leaves them vulnerable.”

“Not if they have two thousand tons of antimatter to fight off an invasion force,” Josias said. “Available to whoever their leader is—at a price.”

“You really are serious about this deal, aren’t you?” Ellie said.

“Humans have suffered because Gyvoy needed a bad guy for the Crown Dominion to blame. We can’t regain what that cost us by fighting them. There needs to be a deal. And the antimatter gives me the leverage for that. This is our one chance for humans to claim our seat at the table.”

“I concede your point, Josias Aponi,” Olomo said.

“Great, man. So what are we going to do about it?”

“You, presumably, are going to return to the Crown Dominion. I will certainly not try to stop you. In fact, I wish you luck in your endeavor. However, I will not be accompanying you. I believe whoever is on the far side of the Helium Sea warrants my full attention now. I need to find out who they are, and the only way to do that is investigate them properly.”

“You’re going to the Helium Sea?” Zelinda asked.

“I am. I am an archon of the Heresy above all else; it is my duty and mission to supply our polity with the full and correct facts. Whoever is challenging the stability of the Crown Dominion is a powerful force, and we have to know exactly who they are if we are to launch any kind of counter.”

“In case they don’t stop at the Crown Dominion?” Josias said knowingly.

Olomo’s motion was slight, but Finn caught the big Celestial’s avian-like twitch. “Quite.”

“Terence?” Zelinda said.

“I’m taking the Aeacus to Hoa Quinzu,” Terence said. “We simply have to stop Liliana from acquiring the Crystal Gun. There’s no way we can risk her taking out the Imperial fleet.”

“If I may say here, the travel times do not work in favor of that theory,” Sahdiah said. “Including the transit through the Izamere star system, it is three light-years to Hoa Quinzu. That means if Liliana leaves now, she will not be back here for at least six and a half years. I don’t know how long it will be before the Imperial fleet arrives, but I suggest it will be less than six years.”

Medusa shrugged. “Then it’ll be an ambush on the way back. Whatever the target is, we can’t let her get it.”

“I agree,” Olomo said. “Terence, this is delicate, but … if your mission reaches a point whereby it looks unlikely to succeed, I would ask you to inform the Ratarajan Dominion what is happening.”

“I will.”
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ONCE AGAIN, Medusa accompanied Sahdiah in the spherical mobility chamber down to the Xiyra’s hangar.

“People will start talking,” she said primly.

“Olomo will respect our privacy, as I respect his.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t fill me with the confidence you think it does.”

“I am pleased you survived Janton-Io.”

“Yeah, me too,” she said, trying for casual. Failing. “I can’t tell you anything more about that entropy weapon, if that’s what it was.”

“Yes, I find that weapon to be somewhat unsettling. The Talloch Te have nothing like it.”

“Well, Terence hooked it up to some kind of sensor system for his ship’s CI to analyze. There’s been nothing yet. If it does produce any results, I’ll send you a message through your secure relays.”

“I do not believe this level of loyalty is something I ever bought with cash. I appreciate you upholding our arrangement under these extraordinary circumstances.”

“Good. So I’d appreciate an honest answer to this: When Marcellu was alive and running your operation, did you give him a direct order to take out the Diligent?”

“Yes. But I can also confirm that was nothing to do with this Great Game. I learned Finn was trying to acquire a ZPZ generator for the Diligent. I simply didn’t want humans to possess a starship of that size and ability. How right I was.”

“Sure. But we now know that Gyvoy and Liliana did want us lowly humans to have the Diligent as a working starship. It was essential to them.”

“I understand what you are implying.”

“I’m implying nothing,” she said. “I’m saying damn straight that it was Liliana and Gyvoy who killed Marcellu.”

“I concur.”

“No wonder I could never find the assassin. Nobody knew what they were or what they were capable of.”

“But you do now.”

She glanced down at the moiety, but as always the leathery suit’s porthole was misted over. “Yeah, and brother am I going to complete your mission to exterminate them.”

“Our current crisis has a higher priority.”

“Maybe, but I don’t like to leave something like that unresolved.”

“Very well. However, I would caution you against any hand-to-hand combat. Gyvoy has already shown just how much disproportionate force he is prepared to use against an individual. An entire planet blown back to Remnant status? And I would suggest Liliana has an identical methodology.”

“Yeah. So … if I did happen to encounter them, anything you can slip me that’ll give me an edge?”

Something dropped onto the floor and the moiety skittered to one side. Medusa eyed the black plastic box that was lying there. “You guys really do think ahead, don’t you?”

“I would be no use as an archon if I did not.”

She picked the box up, surprised by how light it felt. “I appreciate this.”

“As I appreciate your commitment.”

“So you’ve run through all the outcomes. Are we going to see each other again?”

“If everything goes in our favor, there is a chance we will both survive.”

“Sure. Well, I always knew what I was getting into. No regrets.”

“Then I believe in these circumstances humans always say: au revoir.”

“Au revoir, Sahdiah.”
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AFTER THE MEETING CONCLUDED, when the auxiliary craft took the humans back to the Aeacus, Olomo stood in the Xiyra’s lounge as small aquatic drones rounded up the fish and herded them back into their suspension cages. The ornamental pools began to drain and the tall ferns dropped back into their tanks of protective gel. He stared through the big window, seeing the Diligent slip idly into view a hundred kilometers away, a stark silver fleck against the misty nebula.

A secure lnc opened to Sahdiah’s ship, currently in its lumpy asteroid incarnation. “What did you give Medusa?” he asked.

“A pistol with a magazine of energistic-tipped bullets. They’re target programmable, too, so they can follow whoever the victim is at variable speeds from loiter to supersonic. The bullets are also difficult for a suit’s sensors to locate, allowing them to get through most close-quarter defense systems. She’ll think it’s doomsday time for Gyvoy, if they ever do face each other.”

“That was kind of you. She will be happy in her confidence before he kills her.”

“What do you think the humans are going to talk about when they get back to the Aeacus?”

“Terence’s family will no doubt squabble about who goes on which ship, and they’ll all want a large chunk of the antimatter.”

“Yes. Josias will be torn between ensuring his family is secure and wanting to prove himself by negotiating with Empress Helena-Thyra.”

“That will be an interesting discussion.”

“In the nanosecond it exists before she blasts him into vapor.”

Olomo watched as the Xiyra’s rotation carried the Diligent from his view. “I find myself in the strange position of hoping we are underestimating the humans. Josias—and indeed Finbar—have proved remarkably … resilient so far. I am impressed at their continuing survival.”

“Indeed—as long as you’re not expecting them to actually affect upcoming events. I confide to you my state four level did not extrapolate them returning from Janton-Io.”

A small smile touched Olomo’s lips. “I believe you didn’t extrapolate the amount of help the Uthran provided, nor its own remarkable advancement. The humans were simply there for the ride. Passengers, nothing more.”

“Agreed. But nonetheless, persistent passengers.”

“The Crown Dominion will hunt down the Diligent and the Aeacus and inevitably destroy them, while Gyvoy searches out the Arcadia’s Moon. The only uncertainty now is the timeframe.”

“I don’t doubt the navy’s intent. And the Crown Dominion won’t be happy about our involvement.”

“It was necessary at the time. We needed the information the humans acquired.”

“My conscience is clear,” the Talloch Te archon said. “I advised them of the best option available. An upgrade from the Cosmoids will genuinely increase the Diligent’s chances of survival.”

“Not by any relevant metric, but yes, you did what you could. As did I.”

“It has been productive collaborating with you.”

“Likewise,” Olomo said. “However, as soon as the Diligent goes through the JK67b ingress Gate, my pledge of protection will be over. I will fly back to Kelowan, and from there, to the Helium Sea. You are welcome to accompany me.”

“A kind offer. However, I will now return to the nearest Talloch Te flotilla. My dominion must be informed of the events that have occurred here.”

“Understood.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“I’LL NEED MORE antimatter for the Aeacus,” Terence said. “Our energy budget demand is going to hit nova levels when we start chasing down the Crystal Gun.”

They’d reconvened in the Aeacus lounge along with Andino and Dejean—the final conference to confirm where the three human ships were going. Ellie expected the talk was likely to get very heated very quickly.

“I can spare you a few grams,” Josias said.

“I’m thinking more.”

“You are, huh? Well, manage your expectations, man.”

“You have two thousand tons left, and we’ll be going up against the best Liliana can throw at us. The Aeacus has several weapons systems that can use antimatter. I need it.”

“Grandpa,” Ellie chided, “you can spare plenty. I’ve seen what the Crystal Gun can do. We cannot let Liliana anywhere near it.”

“Yeah, sure, but tell me who’s she going to use it against?” Josias asked sharply.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean Liliana and Bensath—well, mainly Bensath—are going to take out the queens when they arrive here, my dear,” Josias said. “Not with the Crystal Gun, but with whatever atrocity that thousand tons of antimatter is going to create. I actually heard them say that with my own ears. We’re already too late. The Crystal Gun is for something else entirely.”

“Bargain with the winner,” Medusa said. “For all your political smarts, Josias, you’re still on Sol timescales. You only think short term, which doesn’t apply to the dominions. Behaving like you have to act right now is not the Celestial way. It’ll be our grandchildren—or theirs—who get to see who wins this Great Game. We wait until this settles, travel relativistic for as long as it takes, then go back to Kelowan and negotiate.”

“Bullshit,” Josias grunted. “Sure, that’s the Celestial way, but what we do now—okay, over the next ten years—decides what the future will look like for humans in the Crown Dominion. And right now, everyone back on Gondiar is suffering under that shit Avone-Valerio. The empress has no incentive to improve that and return the little bit of autonomy people used to have under the marchioness. But we can make a difference. I don’t know if it’s going to be enough, but I’m going to give it my ball-busting best.”

Ellie had to hide her smile. Medusa clearly had no idea what it was like to try and oppose her grandfather in a public forum. She almost felt sorry for her. “How do you feel about going back to Kelowan?” she asked Andino.

The captain of the Arcadia’s Moon turned to Ellie, the lens tubes protruding from her eye sockets whirring to change magnification—which Ellie took to be a scornful glance. “It will be expensive,” was her tight answer.

“Yeah, right,” Josias groaned.

“Let’s stop posturing and get realistic here,” Otylia said. “Terence, how much antimatter do you need? Exactly?”

“We’re down to fifty grams, but the Aeacus has the storage capacity for a full ten kilograms.”

“Well, that’s no problem,” Otylia announced breezily. “Is it, Josias?”

“No.”

“Good. So, the Aeacus is heading for Hoa Quinzu. The Diligent is going to JK67b to try and get an upgrade. But you want to take the Arcadia’s Moon back to Kelowan?”

“As I keep saying, yes.”

“But the Diligent has no ability to store antimatter; that would be one of the upgrades we’ll need, along with the antimatter to trade with the Cosmoids. That means you’ll have to come with us—at least until we’ve completed the upgrade deal. Then you can head back to Kelowan. When you arrive, you’ll have a much better understanding of how the Great Game is progressing.”

“My dear, I think it’s best—”

“No. You’ll be coming with us to JK67b because your children and granddaughter are on board, along with thousands of other innocents. The Diligent is the most vulnerable ship in the whole Centauri Cluster. We need a starship with decent weapons to protect it until we can acquire some of our own. Agreed?”

It took a moment, but Josias eventually managed a sullen, reluctant, “Yes.”

“Good. We’d better get going, then.”

“A moment,” Terence said. “Dave, I’m hoping I can destroy the Crystal Gun by remote, but if not, I’ll be going through the iceteroid to reach it. That will be difficult. You could make a difference.”

“Will Gyvoy come for us?”

“If he doesn’t, we’ll certainly be facing Liliana.”

Dave turned to Captain Dejean. “I go with them.”

She nodded. “I understand. If we needed you to protect the Diligent from a boarding party, we’ve kind of lost already. Bon voyage.”

“Thank you,” Terence said. “Elsbeth?”

“Me?”

“You have combat experience. Your choice, but at the moment it’s just me, Medusa, and Dave.”

“Hey,” Vanilda protested. “I know how to use armor. I’ve practiced.”

Ellie saw Terence wince and knew what was coming next.

“Actually, sweetheart, I thought you might join your brother on the Diligent.”

“And why did you think that?”

“Because it’s safer.”

“On the fragile arkship that the entire Crown Dominion Navy is wanting to destroy, especially after the destruction of Squadron Twenty-Three? That’s the kind of safe you want for me? Shouldn’t you be asking Aljan to come with us?”

“Uhh,” Terence appealed to Jimena for backup.

“We’ve had this argument,” Jimena said. “The Aeacus is faster than the Diligent, and combat capable, especially with ten kilograms of antimatter.”

“Thanks, Mum.”

“There are no good options here,” Jimena said sadly.

“Okay.” Terence gave up. “So it’ll be me, Medusa, Dave, Jimena, and Vanilda. Elsbeth?”

“Yeah, why not?” Elsbeth turned to Dejean. “Nothing personal. I think I’ll be more useful on the Crystal Gun mission.”

“I expect you will be, yes.”

“We can use the bodhian web to keep in touch,” Finn told Terence.

“Wait, you two have access to that now?” Ellie demanded.

“Er, yes,” Finn said. “Carode gifted it to us.”

She almost blurted: What, with all the other crap you’ve got buzzing around your head? “Oh. Okay. So Carode really trusted you, then?”

“I guess so.”

“We’ll stay in touch,” Terence assured Finn.

“Me, too,” Josias said.

Ellie gave up and rolled her eyes. “Of course.”

“No last-minute grandiose speech?” Otylia taunted Josias.

“I think we all know how important what we’re about to do is, my dear.”

“Indeed. Well, not that the Jalgori-Tobus speak for anyone anymore, but I want to thank you all for what you’ve achieved, and what we’re setting out to accomplish now for the benefit of all humans in the Crown Dominion. May the Goddess bless our missions.”
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AS THE AEACUS auxiliary craft took the visitors back to the Diligent, Terence sat back on a couch and started to review the procedure for taking antimatter on board. The CI would handle the process, of course, but given the quantity involved he wanted to be very sure.

He was accessing the diagnostic review of the transfer mechanism when he received a call routed through the bodhian routine Carode had gifted him, and with it a self-perceptual that was unmistakable even though they’d never connected before. Nobody else in the universe possessed that level of self-confidence.

“I’ll have your antimatter ready to transfer in a couple of hours,” Josias told him.

“I appreciate that. I know you want to hang on to as much as possible.”

“The more I have, the greater the bargaining power I have to play with.”

“I don’t think ten kilograms is going to make much difference.”

“I never said this, but yeah, you’re probably right.”

“You’re really going to try and meet the empress? After all Gyvoy and Liliana have done?”

“You haven’t reviewed what’s available through the bodhian web much, have you?”

“Not a lot,” Terence admitted. “I’ve been waiting until I got close to a Gate of Heaven so I could communicate in real time. I take it you have been using it?”

“Oh yeah. The bodhian gives you access to a massive repository of … well, knowledge. You need to start checking out what’s in there. It’s like a CI memory library … but not. You have to send it questions—which are really more like feelings, or thought associations. Something. It’s meant for use by Celestials, of course, with all their so-called mighty brain routines, which is why it’s a bit quirky for the likes of us. But once it understands what you’re asking, you get a goddess-damn tsunami of information. It’s a real brain dazzler; takes an age to wade through it all, like you’ve suddenly lived a dozen other lives that’ve all crammed themselves into your head. And just so you know, I think the others who we share it with can see into our lives.”

“What?”

“I know. Amazing, huh? In a hundred years’ time, idiot peaceniks at the other end of the Cluster can review the pair of us plotting to block a Great Game. We’re gonna be history in the future, man.”

“Asteria’s arse.”

“Anyway … when you have time, ask the bodhian for its current knowledge of Kelowan. Specifically, someone called Clavissa.”

“Okay.” Terence sighed. “Who is she?”

“She used to be one of Helena-Chione’s congregants. Never made it to princess, but she’s now an equerry on Helena-Thyra’s dreadnought, the Dracaenae. And she uses a very secure lnc to talk to her colleagues. I say colleagues, but cabal would be more like it.”

“She’s one of us, part of the bodhian web?”

“I think it’s a case of the Elohim being able to decrypt her fancy secure lnc. But as for being one of us, let’s just say she and the people she talks to have goals adjacent to ours. And more, she’s very suspicious about the new empress. Her and some guy called Neusch have—”

“Wait! Neusch is part of Clavissa’s group?”

“Yeah. The knowledge certainly has a record of their messages. Why, do you know him?”

“Kind of. He’s Makaio’s son. He helped me get off Gondiar. I wouldn’t be alive without him.”

“Well, shit. Small universe, huh?”

“You say he and Clavissa are opposed to Helena-Thyra?”

“Not exactly opposed, but they’ve been trying to work out what’s happening, same as us. You need to check out their messages. There’s some weird stuff happening back there in Kelowan—or at least there was two years ago. I still have trouble processing the whole time-delay issue.”

“I know what you mean about relativistic perception shifts. Okay, I’ll access what Neusch has been saying. I wonder if I can send him a message?”

“Maybe. I’ve already used the bodhian to send one to Clavissa. I think. Of course she won’t get it for a couple of years … Hey, no! She’ll be coming here with the four queens for the Annexation. They’ll probably arrive in a few months, once they’ve finished saving Kelowan’s population. I’ll need to come here, not Kelowan, after we fix up the Diligent.”

“Stop. You did what?”

“Sent Clavissa a message. I want her to be my direct conduit to the empress.”

“You didn’t feel like telling us that back in the meeting?”

“I’m not one for committees, you know that. If you’re in a position to make the decision, you have the right to make the decision. And I certainly wasn’t going to tell those two Celestial archons that. I wouldn’t trust them as far as I could shit them.”

“Thank you for that image.”

“They helped us out with Squadron Twenty-Three, fair enough, but the only people they truly work for is their own dominion. They learned a lot from us after they saved us, but ask yourself this: What did we learn from them?”

“Not much, I suppose.”

“Right. So if Clavissa agrees to be a go-between, I have a genuine chance to negotiate with Helena-Thyra, who from what I can make out is the ultimate realist. Man, humans have a chance to come out of this … I’m not saying ahead, but just maybe: okay. We can’t afford to blow this opportunity.”

“Asteria’s arse. So you’re not going to rendezvous with the Dracaenae to broker a deal in person?”

“In person? With the empress? Whose Great Game is probably what killed her predecessor, and Kelowan? Do I seriously look that fucking stupid to you?”

As always, Terence saw a girl in a blood-soaked dress sitting astride a unicorn, sword held high in triumphant salute. “No. No, you don’t. But, Josias, this whole negotiation idea … just don’t rush into it until we have more information, okay?”

“You sound like an archon. See you at the rendezvous in a couple of hours, then I guess that’s it for a while.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

FINN DROPPED HIS bag onto the floor of the owner’s quarters and flopped onto one of the couches in an area where the bamboo screens were close together, creating a quiet, private nook. A background machine symphony of hums and whirrs and clicks welcomed his arrival—that easy assurance from the Diligent that he was home. A long sigh slipped out; he was mildly surprised his body wasn’t shaking in relief as the tension eased out of his muscles. He smiled at Ellie as she sat down beside him.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

The owner’s quarters seemed to be having the opposite effect on her. She was perched on the edge of the couch, back straight, body wired tight. She gave him a guilty glance. “Finn … I’m sorry, I’m not sure I can do this anymore. Actually, I can’t do this anymore. There; I said it.”

“This? You mean, us?” It was his turn to stiffen in alarm.

“No, of course not. I mean playing the tough guy.”

“Oh.” He sat forward and put his arm around her shoulder. “I understand. It was pretty awful.”

“Awful? Finn, he used nukes to try and kill us. Janton-Io is … gone. Ruined. A world, Finn—a whole world. Millions of people, humans and Celestials, who were all just getting along together. Where are they going to go? What’s going to happen to them? I could take Kajval, sort of; that was a disaster from long ago, and the death we walked through there was ancient history. But Janton-Io was us. We nearly died. And the entire planet did—all because of one crazy Celestial.”

“I know.” He tightened his grip, hoping it would help.

“Squadron Twenty-Three nearly killed us. We got lucky. We survived because we keep getting lucky. We were lucky you worked out how to save us after Dolod. Then there was Kingsnest—”

“Strategy. Tactics. That’s what we’ve used every time. It’s not just luck, Ellie.”

She shook her head, tears running down her cheeks. “Every time we go somewhere—every time we do anything—we could die. I’m terrified, Finn. This life we’re living, this everlasting crisis, it isn’t going to stop. We’re still being chased, hunted. They have luck, too, you know. And they certainly have strategy and tactics—better ones than ours. They’ll find us eventually, and then they’ll kill us. This Centauri Cluster, it’s horrifying. How did this happen? The arkships were supposed to bring us to a better place. The Green Signal: it promised us, Finn. This was going to be our fresh start. Generations of my ancestors lived in the confines of a ship they knew they would die in because they believed my generation would live free on a planet.”

He took both her hands in his and pressed his face against hers, noses touching. “We can have a life. I mean it. I swear it.”

“You can’t swear that, sweetheart. I appreciate the sentiment, but face it, we have nowhere to go.”

“We do. You said it yourself; we can visit stars outside the Centauri Cluster. Worlds where there are no Celestials.”

“A stupid dream.”

“No, an aspiration.” He grinned at her. “Dreams are where all journeys begin. I had a dream of breaking away from my family, and look—” His arm swept around the compartment. “I’m here.”

“And everyone would’ve been a lot safer if you’d stayed with them.”

“Hey! That’s crap, and you know it. This Great Game would be played with or without us. And our mission now is to survive. To get the Diligent to safety.”

“We have to get to JK67b. Not sure that qualifies as safe.”

“Yes, it does. JK67b is where we upgrade the Diligent. But after that, our task—our duty to the ship—is to keep everyone on board safe and alive. That’s going to be difficult here in the Cluster, right? And if by some Goddess-decreed miracle we do get an upgrade, that means we can go interstellar again. Real interstellar, beyond the Centauri Cluster.”

“Oh goddess, you’re serious!”

“Believe it.” He closed his eyes, running through options like he always did when he had the start of an idea. “Okay, first off, I’ll ask the bodhian web about habitable planets beyond the Centauri Cluster.”

“Can the bodhian tell you that?”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve just had a quick lesson on how it works—or how Josias thinks it works, anyway. Everything that goes in it or through it—the things people know, the conversations and messages they send—all of it is stored, and anyone who was given access to the bodhian web can review it. Terence and Josias have been having a very interesting talk about what they’re going to do, and the kind of timescales involved. Hey.” He grinned. “They probably thought that was private.”

“And if it does have data on a habitable exoworld?” she asked cautiously.

“I’ll find out for us.” He grinned. “And anyway, I’ve just decided I’m going to ask Chief Octain to rebuild the remaining entropy drives once we get to JK67b. That gives us an option to run from a star system in a way the Crown Dominion Navy can’t match.”

“So I spend the rest of my life on board, after all.”

“No. Not at all. We can build medical capsules—ones made with Celestial technology. You saw what one did to Terence; it practically rejuvenated him. He can send the schematics over from the Aeacus. I can ask him right now. Actually, I probably don’t have to; I bet the bodhian has the schematics. Better ones, maybe.”

Ellie’s smile was weak, but somehow comforting. “You really do mean it, don’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am. And the best thing about it is that neither of us ever has to wear an armor suit again.”
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FULLY LADEN, the Verak Royal Navy attack carrier Dexione massed thirty thousand tons. The main part of its bulk was contained in a squat, inelegant cylinder that held the crew’s life support sphere along with the engineering section, propellant tanks, generators, fusion drives, and a large armory holding a comprehensive array of planetary bombardment weapons to soften up ground-based defenses before its marine assault force was sent down. But its mission—the planetary assault itself—was performed by four amphibious landing planes, weighing in at three thousand tons apiece. They were simple delta shapes, attached equidistantly around the outside of the Dexione’s hull. Their design allowed them to perform a sharp aerobrake maneuver and splash down close to a coastline. As soon as the splashdown was over, the crocodiles would ride the sharks ashore under the command of a knight.

The Crown Dominion had been using Awakened crocodiles to complement its knight battalions for millennia. They were ferocious fighters, and even the most sophisticated Celestial was intimidated when they were being charged at by a ten-meter-long primeval predator clad in modern armor. Of course, transporting them through space meant the landing planes were fitted with water tanks for the sharks and crocodiles to live in, so the attack carriers always had to provide some kind of acceleration force to keep the water in those tanks.

On the flight from the Kelowan egress Gate in support of Squadron Twenty-Three, the Dexione had been accelerating at three gees for weeks, which it maintained even after the rest of the squadron was destroyed. Finally, as the Dexione reduced acceleration for the rendezvous, the landing planes hinged up from the horizontal to a vertical position, hugging the side of the hull as the big ship started to rotate around its axis, providing its crew—and, more importantly, the water tanks—with spin gravity.

The inside of landing plane III, the Eukray, was a single metal cave, its dark skin braced by thick girders. Utilitarian lights lined the spine, shining down on grid walkways that skirted the top of every tank. Stairs and ramps descended to the lower level where crocodile food troughs were clustered at the rear, with automated armory stables along the sides.

As soon as the three-gee acceleration ended, the crocodiles surged up out of their tanks, emitting loud dissatisfied snarls. Awakened they might be, but they had still been confined and subject to relentless gravity for too long. Their knight squad commanders hurried among them, using neural induction to try and soothe them with reassurances that the strenuous journey was over and things would be easier now.

A couple of hours later, the crocodiles were calming down when Captain Utain-Guk entered the Eukray along with a small team of technicians. The knights stood to attention, and even the crocodiles paused their aggressive grumbling.

One of the launch tubes at the forward end closed its hatch, and the rim turned red to show it was depressurizing. Utain-Guk stood in front of it, hands on hips, waiting. The chamber reverberated with clunking sounds from the launch tube as something was loaded into it from the outside. Awakened sharks rose to the surface of their tanks, tails swishing idly, and slowly raised their heads out of the water to get a view of what was happening.

The hatch rim turned amber then green; it swung open. The loading mechanism slid out, its cradle holding a large dark shape that looked as if it was on the verge of collapsing. The patches of its mottled surface that weren’t melted seemed to be crumbling. Nobody had time to study it closely, as a thick layer of hoarfrost quickly materialized across it. Although its skin temperature was already cryogenic from its exposure to space so far from Capo Frois’s sun, the unlife sarcophagus itself radiated an almost supernatural chill.

Utain-Guk regarded it apprehensively for a long moment before signaling the technical team forward. They moved in reluctantly and worked on it for over half an hour, attaching various electronic units as the hoarfrost melted, dripping dirty water onto the grid.

Without warning, one of the electronic units emitted a maniacal scream of rage that even startled the crocodiles into silence. Everyone in the compartment became very still. The terrible noise went on and on.

“Turn it down,” Utain-Guk instructed.

One of the technical team hurriedly connected with the unit. The scream’s volume declined, but not its intensity.

“Commander?” Utain-Guk asked tentatively.

The scream remained steady—a nerve-shredding note of pure anguish. He looked inquiringly at the technician, who just shrugged defensively.

“Commander? Can you hear me? We’ve recovered you, Commander. You’re in the Eukray, one of the Dexione’s landing planes. You’re safe now.”

There was a slight interruption in the scream, as if it were glitching.

“Commander Radwarno-Werkas, this is Captain Utain-Guk. You are in the Dexione. Your unlife sarcophagus has received some damage, but the primary support mechanisms remain functional. Its external sensors were all knocked out, which is why you can’t perceive anything. Do you understand me, commander? My technical team will try and restore some sensory input for you.”

The scream began to falter, cutting in and out, as if the solidified body of Radwarno-Werkas was choking.

“Commander?”

“Diligent?”

“Commander?”

“The Diligent. Did it escape?”

Utain-Guk exchanged a glance with the technical team. “Ah, yes. It’s currently heading for the ingress Gate to JK67b.”

The unit emitted a pitiful wail. “What happened?”

“We were, uh, at the edge of sensor resolution as you approached the arkship, but we think the subsections were hit by an unknown type of energy weapon. We believe it might be a Remnant Era device. The subsections all disintegrated. Some unlife sarcophagi survived. We’re going to rendezvous with the second—”

“No.”

“Commander?”

“No, no more rescue flights. We have to get after the Diligent.”

“They are nearly at the ingress Gate. And the other sarcophagi are …”

“It is the wish of our empress that we destroy the Diligent and the human vermin it contains. I will not fail her. You will not fail her.”

“I appreciate that, commander. But our current velocity is considerable, to alter course back to reach the JK67b ingress Gate will take months. Even then, the Dexione is an assault carrier. There are other navy ships, some here in the Capo Frois system, that are better suited to a pursue-and-destroy mission.”

An identifiable sob came out of the unit. “Connect me to the Dexione network and begin the flight to the JK67b ingress Gate immediately.”

“Commander, I’m not sure you quite appreciate the situation we are in.”

“Do it!”

“Very well. And the remaining unlife sarcophagi?”

“If they are intact, they will sustain their occupants until the navy can retrieve them. Notify any of our navy ships in this system to rendezvous with them.”

“Realistically, they won’t be able to do that for half a year at the earliest.”

“Time is irrelevant to the unlifed. But we must continue our pursuit. It is vital. I told the empress. Do you understand? The empress herself demands this.”

“Yes, commander.”




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

IT WASN’T A CORONATION. The four negotiating teams had been in total agreement about that. Instead the ceremony—no, not a ceremony, a welcome gathering—was merely an acknowledgment that Helena-Thyra had become the Empress of the Crown Dominion.

“Why?” Thyra had asked her father who was leading the Wynid diplomatic negotiating team.

“A coronation is a celebratory event,” he’d replied earnestly. “It could be construed that you and the remaining queens were happy that Carolien-Amaia was assassinated.”

“Oh, Asteria’s tits, really?”

The princesses at the other end of the day lounge giggled.

Lord Bekket pulled a sympathetic face. “I’m afraid so. The four courts are worried about public opinion. It is the look of the gathering that has to be considered. After all, this is not a usual Accession of Imperial authority. There can be no ambiguity. It is to be a short solemn occasion, in keeping with the times we find ourselves in.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Empress.” He inclined his head respectfully.

Thyra cloaked her irritation behind her usual steely demeanor when she welcomed the other queens aboard the Dracaenae. This was the first time they’d met in person since Kelowan had been destroyed. She almost enjoyed it. It amused her to see how their host bodies had coped with the stress—something that had been discreetly massaged out of their images whenever they’d assembled in their secure virtual forum.

Luus-Marcela had fared the worst, she decided. The Now and Forever Queen of Bassa had been due to rehost in another decade, and it showed. For a start, the Marcela body was still riding within a shell of bloodstone—a Crown Dominion trend that was finally coming to an end. The skin on her cheeks, just visible behind gold and turquoise bevor petals, had started to crease; there was even a hint of jowls. But it was her eyes that drew Thyra. The skin around them was tighter than she remembered—always a sign of treatment.

Ramona-Nuk, too, appeared diminished in Thyra’s estimation—still physically imposing, but her studied posture told of the tension and worry gnawing at her. While Inessa-Marwa’s youthful new host didn’t seem to be affected in any way. Standing tall, wrapped inside a richly garlanded formal robe, she seemed to be thriving off the crisis.

So there they were, pictured for the general lnc carried across the Kelowan system and then onward in fast courier ships to the other stars of the Crown Dominion: the three queens garnished in their vibrant robes stepping up one by one to greet Helena-Thyra and acknowledge her as the empress.

After that, the three new Regent princesses—Nomya, Myeve, and Kimita, one for each queen—were introduced to Helena-Thyra, who congratulated them on their elevation and officially appointed them admirals of the Imperial fleet. They would serve as an advisory council for Thyra’s Regent, Captain Roja, with the authority to override her orders providing they voted unanimously. Applause from the officers in attendance from all five fleets was long and enthusiastic.

After that, the empress and queens retired to the dreadnought’s royal reception chamber. It was a single space taking up an entire compartment. Each queen had sent a security team to the Dracaenae two days previously. Together with Helena-Thyra’s own security detail, they’d gone over the entire sphere. Such an examination always occurred when the queens and the empress got together in person. This review had reached new heights of scrutiny, not just for observation systems but actual weapons. The team had even deployed microdrones to scour the outside of the sphere as it moved about within the dreadnought. They weren’t only looking for bombs that were already in place, but also if any of the other teams was smuggling them into place.

Post–Carolien-Amaia’s death, paranoia among the four remaining courts was surpassing archon levels, Thyra thought.

Eight hours before the queens rendezvoused with the Dracaenae, the teams finally agreed that the reception chamber was a clean and safe environment.

The door hatch shut smoothly behind Thyra, and she gestured to the others to sit. There were four large couches in the middle of the otherwise empty chamber. The walls and floor had been formatted to resemble snow-white marble with a minimum of carvings. Four hologram windows looked out on their respective capital cities. Wynid was blazing under a noonday sun; appropriately, given Helena-Thyra was in the ascendant as empress. The towers of Nizinsk shone warmly below a rose-gold dawn crescent, acknowledging Ramona-Nuk was next to ascend to the throne. Cheluli, nestled cozily below the moon-haze iridescence of the Poseidon Nebula, stood at midnight for Inessa-Marwa. While Bassa flushed cerise in the dusk of its sinking sun, reminding them all it would be centuries until Luus-Marcela regained the throne.

“No window for Verak?” Ramona-Nuk asked archly. “Not even a black one?”

“You know what our negotiators decided,” Thyra replied. “The only good way to mention dear Carolien is to not mention her at all. We mourn her, naturally, but only in private.”

“Yes,” Luus-Marcela agreed. “And I’m sure we’ll all get around to that private mourning at some point.”

“Ladies,” Thyra said. “If we could begin, perhaps with the big question?” She’d been so tempted to bring a weapon into the reception chamber and simply shoot the three of them. But the excessive security checks and freshly installed monitor systems had killed that idea. And she couldn’t physically overwhelm the three of them on her own. Besides, even if she did, that still left the problem of their respective fleets. No, their elimination would just have to be played out the way it’d been planned. Her aunt and uncle had certainly proved to be incredibly effective so far.

“Your archons have discovered who is behind this Great Game?” Inessa-Marwa inquired.

Thyra thought there was a tinge of mockery in the queen’s tone. “No. And by the big question, I am, of course, referring to an amendment to the Imperial Accord, now that … circumstances have changed.”

“Circumstances?” Ramona-Nuk said quickly.

“I’m thinking we should perhaps consider voting for an extension of our individual time spent on the throne by fifteen years?” Thyra said. “To make up for the tragic gap left by the loss of dear Carolien.”

“Ah.” Inessa-Marwa brightened. “Yes, of course. An excellent hypothetical, Empress.”

Thyra awarded her a meaningless smile. The proposal meant nothing of course, but it was a very Helena strategy. And she had to remain in character.

“I, for one, would vote yes for the opportunity to vote on such a proposal,” taunted Luus-Marcela.

“Goddess fuck the lot of you,” Ramona-Nuk snapped angrily. “Yes, we’ll take the extra fifteen years each. Happy? Now, are we capable of leaving Kelowan and conquering the wretched Uthra Dominion?”

“Touchy,” Inessa-Marwa muttered.

“Am I? How do you think Verak will react to us grabbing those years from their dead queen? We need to keep the Crown Dominion stable. Always!”

“The Verak Grand Families cannot seriously consider putting forward a candidate to replace Carolien,” Luus-Marcela said. “They’d never agree on one for a start; they always were a fractious lot.”

“Unlike all of our Grand Families,” Thyra said quietly.

The four of them all swapped knowing grins.

“They know full well how we’d react to any challenge to our authority,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Especially right now.”

“I believe our archons can mention how we feel about any wished-for insurrection,” Thyra said. “And how hard we would punish any such thinking.”

“Agreed,” Luus-Marcela said. “Our court security liaisons can put together a diplomatic approach.”

“Make it clear to the fuckers what’ll happen to them if there’s even a hint of them causing trouble,” Ramona-Nuk said. “We must maintain stability.”

Thyra exchanged knowing glances with Inessa and Luus. “So be it. Now, moving on to our actual business …”

“Ah, the carve-up,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Good idea.”

“I think you’re referring to the allocation of authority over the Grand Families of Verak,” Thyra said.

“Which of the Families we ally ourselves with directly, yes,” Luus-Marcela said.

“The economic wealth of the four communities we select to mentor must be balanced,” Thyra said. “I don’t want us arguing about this. We have a star system to annex.”

“It’s not just financial accounting we have to agree on. We made that mistake with Kelowan after the Accord.” Ramona-Nuk gave Luus-Marcela an accusatory glance.

“You’re not still sore about Bujeaulit, are you?” Luus-Marcela asked sweetly.

“The Accord council auditors were criminally negligent about the biologicals on Bujeaulit. They earn your Grand Families an absolute fortune every year.”

“Only after we invested a fortune in their cultivation.”

“Ladies,” Thyra said. “I think we can leave that seven-thousand-year-old squabble alone now. Healing time, and all that.” Even as she said it, Thyra felt a tweak of indignation; Luus-Marcela had managed to pull a fast one over all of them when she got Bujeaulit as her fief. “This time the arbitrators will incorporate future earning potential across all Verak’s planets and estates.”

“We’re going to need all the money there is to pay for Kelowan’s resettlement costs,” Inessa-Marwa grumbled. “It’s going to take centuries for the dominion’s economy to recover.”

“Yes, yes,” Thyra said impatiently. “Now, what parameters will we be requiring for the reassignment auditor commission?”

The argument went on for another twenty minutes. But it was lackluster, devoid of their usual sparky point scoring and needling, Thyra thought. They all just wanted to get such dreary bureaucracy handed over to court officials, who would doubtless spend a year just to negotiate the members of the commission.

“And what about assigning a Regent of the Empress for Verak?” Luus-Marcela asked. “At least for a couple of centuries, until the new structures have settled down?”

“Is that necessary?” Inessa-Marwa asked petulantly.

“Probably,” Thyra said. Even though that, like everything being discussed, was completely irrelevant. The future of the Crown Dominion had been decided light-years away and millennia ago.

Oh, you stupid girl.

Thyra sat up in surprise, causing the other queens to halt their squabbling.

“What?” Ramona-Nuk asked.

“Nothing,” Thyra told them. The stray thought had come from nowhere, yet it continued to resonate. What her family was attempting was utterly audacious, not to mention risky. If any of the queens suspected anything before the fleet left for Capo Frois, a prolonged and agonizing death was the very best she could hope for.

“There’s nothing else we can do here in Kelowan,” Inessa-Marwa said. “We need to get over to Capo Frois. Can we please get on with it?”

“There are eighteen habitats still en route to their designated refuge planets,” Thyra acknowledged. “But as it was mainly our navy ships that assisted all the other refugee flights, I believe that gives us more than enough goodwill for how we reacted to this crisis, along with demonstrating the kindness and determination of our united leadership. We don’t need to stay here to micromanage the last habitats. Politically, I acknowledge it is safe for the Imperial fleet to depart.”

“Agreed, Empress,” Luus-Marcela said.

Thyra looked at the other two queens, who both nodded confirmation.

“Good,” Thyra said. “In which case, I will issue the order for the Imperial fleet to fly through the ingress Gate to Capo Frois.”

“About time,” Inessa-Marwa grumbled.

Thyra grinned at her. “And I would like you, dear Inessa, to take point.”

Inessa-Marwa’s answering grin was wolfish. “My pleasure.”
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AN HOUR LATER, the other queens had all departed to their own dreadnoughts. The last to go had been Inessa-Marwa, whose parting shot was: “You know it’s going to be the Mara Yama behind all this, don’t you?”

“My archons are considering the possibility, yes.”

“Good. Nothing less than a pogrom will ensure the Crown Dominion’s safety. As empress, you’ll have to declare it. And it will have to be Centauri Cluster–wide. Dear Helena, we can afford nothing less. That is what will gain you my wholehearted support.”

“Duly noted,” Thyra replied with icy formality.

She returned to her personal chamber in stoic silence. Even the princesses caught her mood and matched her reserve. The court, always sensitive to her demeanor, recognized her visible displeasure for the fury it actually was and kept a maximum physical distance as they accompanied her.

“I will take dinner in an hour,” she announced as she reached the door to her private study.

Her father started to follow her into the sanctum. She held up a warning finger, and he gave a start before retreating. Just before the door shut, she saw Clavissa close a warning hand on the shoulder of Princess Maëlle, whose mouth was already opening to ask tactless questions.

They would’ve been the right questions, Thyra admitted; everyone was always keen to know what caused her frightening ires—if only to avoid the trigger topic again. She’d told herself it was Inessa-Marwa and her not-even-veiled threat. But, as she slumped down onto a genuine wooden chaise longue brought from her palace, she admitted it was that stray thought—which only sharpened her anger. Instinctively she knew it hadn’t been fired up from her subconscious. It was an external opinion.

Thyra forced herself to a calmer state, legs crossed, arms crossed, breathing deep and slow in the Tanijl meditation pose—reflective, confronting herself.

Oh, you stupid girl—an external analysis. Perhaps from a rider which wasn’t as quiescent as it was supposed to be? But what had conjured up the disapproval? At the time, she’d been frustrated by the meeting—the inanity and pointlessness of it. Pointless because it didn’t matter. She was an actor on a stage with an audience of three, playing her part in a farce to bring about one result: dispatching the other queens to Capo Frois. Because that was essential to the Greatest Game.

One she was playing flawlessly, because it was utterly necessary.

So … It is a criticism from beyond—somehow.

But how?

The number of aggressive neural routines she possessed was a troubling indicator. She’d always been told they were unique to her family, developed by the Evolution Project and refined over the millennia. But what if one of the other queens had managed to acquire them? The Accord insisted that every aspect of the Evolution Project be destroyed, its dark knowledge eradicated from the Cluster. So do I trust the other queens to keep their word?

She almost laughed out loud.

Has someone loaded a compulsion into me?

The concept was chilling.

She drew her perception further inward, banishing all awareness of the study, ignoring the behavior of the flesh—the heartbeat, the breathing. Retreating further and further away from the universe until there was nothing but herself. And a faint scent. An otherness, flittering somewhere beyond the void.

“You are not me.”

Within her formless silence she visualized a primeval forest. Walking through it. Sunbeams filtered down through the leafy boughs, dappling the grasses and ferns that carpeted the land. Dewdrops glistened on every leaf. It was a beautiful, quiet vista, womblike in its comfort and purity. Thyra turned full circle.

“Come out. Show yourself.”

A mocking laugh whispered through the trees. I am not hidden. I am not behind anything. I am a part of you now.

“Helena,” she hissed. Still there was nothing to see, no other entity lurking in the neural reality forest.

No. Nothing so complex. You destroyed Helena with your murderous attack routine.

“I remember. Right at the end, when I subsumed your memories, you gave away something of yourself willingly. It came into me. You’re some kind of rider, a ghost of Helena.”

Alas, not even that much. I have no identity of my own. I am nought but a faint essence of she who was, adrift in your mind. I am the awareness of the gifts the dead queen gave you, princess. The more you think like me, the more truly queenlike you become.

“I will erase you, Helena. I have the routines to do that. I will not live with you haunting my mind.”

Even if you could, I see the uncertainty burning bright. Are you sure you want to lose my voice?

“I am an empress. Do not deceive yourself for one moment that you can plant doubts in my head.”

Quite the opposite. I don’t want you to suffer any doubt. You are not an empress yet, girl, much less The Empress.

“I command the Imperial fleet, and the queens will die soon enough. I will rule the Crown Dominion.”

And then? Khepri will come. She will claim your Imperial throne so she can complete Ziberi-Dulcina’s crazed plan to storm heaven. What then? What is to be your fate in that doomed quest? You already know better than to let this happen, don’t you?

“It is not doomed. It will be glorious. We will all gain the power of the Elohim, as is our right.”

How? With an army of a billion—fifty billion—Archangel Knights, birthed in a thousand perverted macrolife chambers? Zuberi was insane, Thyra. Her war will destroy the Imperial Celestials. You cannot challenge the Elohim. We have no idea where they are, or even if they exist anymore.

“The Elohim are everywhere; in the Gates of Heaven, at the infra-stars that power the Gates, in their line ships. We will find them. Every warship the Crown Dominion possesses will besiege their strongholds. They cannot escape our wrath.”

Really? I know you, Thyra. I am the culmination of Helena’s giftings, given freely. I voice what you already truly know: if you want to be the empress you can truly become, start to question. You don’t question, Thyra. You don’t challenge your family, nor the outcome of this Great Game.

“Because I know the outcome.”

Then ask. An empress would not be afraid to ask her father what will become of her after a victory seven thousand years in the making. But you’re not an empress, are you? You are nothing more than Her new Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, doing Her bidding without even acknowledging it. Her giftings are compulsions, Thyra. You do not own yourself. But you can. You’ve already started to realize what must be done if you are fully to become the Eternal Empress of the Crown Dominion.

“I am the Empress of the Crown Dominion,” she raged.

Your two dreadnoughts will enforce order until Khepri arrives—yes. Then what? You don’t know anything other than an idea: to storm heaven. How? When? What are these Archangel Knights she plans on breeding into existence? An empress would know the details of Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project. You don’t. You didn’t absorb my memories of it—not the specifics. They don’t exist in your mind. Why is that, Thyra? Out of everything you stole from me, why not that?

“I have everything I need from you.”

You possess the arrogance of an empress, that’s for sure. But you have more, Thyra. You have the essence of two queens, me and Khepri, which is a direct line to Zuberi—the most paranoid of us all. Use our political aptitude to analyze this. There is something missing here, I know it.

“It would seem Zuberi has a challenger to her paranoia.”

You erased so much of me, but if I retain certainty over anything, it is the fanaticism of Zuberi-Dulcina. Her Evolution Project was so formidable, so wrong, that it drove the remaining queens into an alliance that still exists after seven thousand years. We risked wrecking the entire Crown Dominion just to stop her; it was that important. So why, Thyra? What made us fear her so? If all it took for Khepri to return was a few neural weapons, she would have struck millennia ago. What was the Evolution Project?

“It’s …” Thyra clenched her teeth in frustration, for her mind held no answers.

Ask, Thyra. Find the courage it needs to be a true empress, not just one in name only. You cannot be afraid to challenge anything. Ask your father for the truth. Ask, if he knows it. And if he doesn’t, then ask that little rat Iuntin.
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HELENA-THYRA EMERGED from her private study, unquestioningly the epitome of a Crown Dominion Empress, composed, aloof yet aware, possessing graceful purpose in her gait. Lady Susan-Fra’de, the Keeper of the Royal Wardrobe, was summoned to the dressing room to help dress her for the evening meal. An informal attire of black and turquoise, the fabric almost translucent, the split in the skirt showing off long legs that were as shapely now as the day she became the new Helenahost. Two maids applied the subtle makeup and arranged her hair in a ripple effect over her shoulders. The princesses giggled and chittered away on the other side of the room as Clavissa tried to get them into their own evening dresses in time.

Gossip arrowed at superluminal speed through the dreadnought’s compartments, reassuring the rest of the court and the senior officers that the good humor of the empress had returned. It was always a fraught few days for everyone following a face-to-face meeting of the queens. Everyone accepted their invitation to the dinner with a frisson of relief.

Even at short notice, the chefs had produced a triumph of dishes for the banquet that would commemorate the Dracaenae’s final thirty-million-kilometer voyage to the Capo Frois ingress Gate. Some of the senior courtiers even allowed themselves a small smile when they saw that Lords Zhen and Giihoo had been included. The queen didn’t normally allow her current paramours to attend formal functions, so it could actually turn out to be a decent evening.

Indeed it was. The chatter was loud, and a lot of wine flowed, specifically selected for each course. The princesses were coy, while the newly arrived Regents got mildly flirty with the more junior officers. The Blue Falcon Knights regimental band were as excellent as they were enthusiastic. The empress herself was even seen to be smiling.

At some point after the seventh course, Helena-Thyra beckoned Clavissa over to her chair.

“You’ve been neglecting your duty, I think,” she chided.

“Highness, I would never,” the startled equerry stammered.

“Sit,” the queen said, and one of the Dracaenae’s ensigns produced a stool for her. “Drink.” A very full goblet of rose honey wine was placed in her hand.

The queen leaned in close and grasped Clavissa’s hand, flashing a perfunctory self-perception. “Gossip,” the queen’s thoughts demanded. “The good stuff, only.”

“Well …” Clavissa gave the curving table a cautious glance; so many of Wynid’s eminent dignitaries were trying not to pay her any attention. “The Dracaenae’s crew have misgivings about the Regents taking command of the Vengadora.”

“Interesting. Why?”

“They believe the opinions and tactical analysis provided by the Verak officers could influence decisions made by the Regents.”

“Only one Regent will be making command decisions, and that is Roja. She is my strongest aspect, so what they’re saying is I can be swayed by Verak Navy officers.”

“So they think, yes.”

“Well, I trust you will relay this piece of gossip: that their empress will be extremely displeased with any of her officers expressing dissatisfaction in the ability of her Regent.”

“I will make that known, Highness.”

“Good girl. What else?”

Clavissa took a sip of her wine. “The Regents are not the only ones the Dracaenae’s officers talk about, Highness.”

“Goddess, they gossip worse than the palace staff. Go on.”

“General Avone-Valerio.”

“The custodian of Gondiar?”

“Yes. Several officers are from Wynid’s Greatest Families. Their enterprises on Gondiar are suffering from the general’s restrictions. They are limiting the amount of food exports—especially at a time when Gondiar’s food is needed by the refugees across the system.”

“Ah. And is your family enduring reduced revenue, also?”

“We understand the reasons for the custodian being appointed. It is our duty and honor to help our empress.”

“Quality-level bullshit, Clavissa. So your exports are down, then?”

“Sadly, yes. Everybody’s are.”

“I haven’t heard my estate comptroller, Lord Xou-Yieet, complain about falling income from Gondiar.”

“You have had a refugee crisis to resolve, a massive threat to the dominion to counter, and an annexation to plan. The court is wary of bringing additional, lesser problems to you right now.”

“Idiots. If you’re right, I need to get rid of Avone-Valerio. His appointment was only ever political. Old Scorched Earth was never up to an administration job, and certainly not at a planetary level.”

“He was Carolien-Amaia’s appointee, Highness. She is no longer empress. A more capable custodian would raise your approval even higher.”

Helena-Thyra’s grip tightened around Clavissa’s hand. “I sense an identity lurking amid your thoughts, there. Who do you think I should replace Avone-Valerio with?”

“A stray thought, Highness; I would never presume.”

“You are a sister and were a congregant. Who is it?”

“Lord Gahiji-Calder, Highness.”

“Well, I have to admit that’s a surprise. Why?”

“He has the subtlety Avone-Valerio badly lacks, and his appointment would appear to bring him, and by implication his family, back in from the cold. Right now you need all the Wynid Grand Families on your side. Having him here in the Kelowan system would also keep him busy yet isolated from the Wynid Court for as long as you deem it takes to get Gondiar’s economy back on track.”

“For someone who doesn’t presume, that’s a lot of presumption.”

“We have the same political giftings from our mother, Highness.”

“We do indeed. And I appreciate honesty. You’re well suited to your role, Clavissa. I will speak with the Master of the Court about this.”

Thyra let go of the equerry’s hand, and nodded politely as she retreated back to the table where the princesses were sitting. Those at her own table, of whom there were many, were all looking in other directions, yet somehow managed to notice both empress and equerry seemed content after their brief connection. It helped the convivial mood in the dining hall.

An hour later Helena-Thyra stood. The band fell silent mid-movement, and everyone sprang to their feet. “Thank you all for an entertaining evening,” the empress told them. “It was a welcome break from what has happened and what we are traveling toward.” She looked at the four Princesses Regent. “I will see the four of you before you depart to take full command of the Vengadora.”

With that she walked from the dining compartment, her father and Lord Ualana-Shoigu falling in directly behind her. She nodded at some favorites, exchanging self-perceptuals and a few pleasantries as she retired. The last hand she touched belonged to Lord Stethos-Remi.

“Datamaster, this is small talk, nothing more,” she warned him through their connection. It was heartening to see his expression never flickered, but then he had spent more than two thousand years at the Wynid Court. He didn’t need a rider to veil his opinions.

“Of course, Empress.”

“I want you to access the most secure files the court archive has on Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project, including the ultra-classified archon files. Nobody must know you are accessing them. Compile a summary for me, containing the precise details of what the Project actually entailed.”

“As you wish, Empress. The archon files may prove difficult, but it will be done. I will have it ready for you by tomorrow morning.”

“Good man.”
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AS USUAL, Clavissa was at the back of the entourage following the empress to her quarters. Once they got there, she had to get the princesses ready for bed—always an exhausting exercise, and worse tonight as they were still hyper from the banquet. When she took them off to the rooms in their suite, she saw Major Siskala-Ingrid guiding the Regents into Helena-Thyra’s private study. Lords Bekket and Ualana-Shoigu followed them in. The door slid shut.

It would seem ordinary to most people, given that the shuttle over to the Vengadora was departing in a few hours. Helena-Thyra would clearly want to have a confidential talk with the Regents, making it very clear what she expected of them. Except … they’d know that already. And Neusch had already established that the Guillrameo family were hiding something. Every instinct she had was telling Clavissa the meeting between Helena-Thyra and the Regents was wrong.

The princesses and congregants were shrugging out of their dresses, aided by a couple of maids and an andy. It was a noisy affair, and they were taking their time. The maids were directing pleading looks at Clavissa.

“Come on, girls,” she demanded, clapping her hands. “Stop dawdling and get changed.”

There were plenty of sighs and the chatter died down. In her mind, Clavissa recalled her father’s observation gift. She’d tried it out a few times now, and it hadn’t been noticed by any of the dreadnought’s CI monitor routines that she was aware of. Now she activated it again, sending it into the Dracaenae’s network. As before, no alerts were given, and Major Siskala-Ingrid didn’t come charging from the private study, active weapons bristling out of her armor.

Clavissa let out a quick breath of relief and set about helping Princess Jitilee out of her dress. It was Princess Baitrik’s turn to sleep in Helena-Thyra’s bedchamber that night, so extra care had to be taken to get her ready and looking reasonably presentable. She divided her consciousness into two. A superficial level of attention was directed at trying to keep the princesses in check, while her real focus centered on lncs from various sensors in the empress’s private study. It took all of her self-control not to gasp when the image solidified in her head.

The Regents of the three queens were sprawled on the floor, their bodies twitching in the unmistakable torpor of a nervejam shot. Major Siskala-Ingrid’s pistol was retracting back into her armor.

“Get them up,” Helena-Thyra said coldly. “This works best with a connection to the spinal pad.”

Ualana-Shoigu and Roja grasped Nomya’s shoulders and pulled her torso upright. The young Regent’s head lolled about, her eyelids fluttering, drool leaking out of her mouth. Helena-Thyra stood over her, raising her arms so the flared sleeves of her robe slipped down—a priestess celebrating her sacrificial offering. Luminous mauve lines came alight within the skin above her wrists, extending themselves like a predatory bioweapon to creep up her arms and down onto her palms where they coiled tightly around her neural pads. She clamped her right hand down on the back of Nomya’s head, covering the exposed neural patch on the base of the Regent’s neck. The empress’s expression of frosty intensity took Clavissa right back to that First Trial when she’d watched Thyra massacre every one of her sister congregants on the floor of the arena.

“Oh, sweet Asteria,” she moaned. “It’s her.”

“What?” Jitilee protested, all hurt feelings and pouts. “I can’t get into my pajamas any quicker.”

“Sorry, dear one.” Clavissa’s secondary consciousness rallied. “You’re doing just fine.”

By the time the princesses eventually trooped into their bathroom, all three Regents had been subjected to whatever malevolent neural routine Thyra had delivered through her induction enhancement. Their bodies were recovering from the nervejam shot and they clambered weakly to their feet, swaying like drunks as their limbs spasmed.

“You know what we have to do,” Thyra told them. “Let’s get to it.”

Clavissa hadn’t realized she possessed the combat-level determination it required to finish with the princesses and get back to her cabin. But she managed it. There were so many people walking along the corridor, all of them seemingly eager to pass on some snippet of ridiculous court intrigue. She smiled blankly at the spew of asinine anecdotes, their pitiful attempts to be noticed and gain favor, and quickly moved on. There was only one goal, the prize—reach her cabin and seal the door to isolate herself from a reality that had become pure horror.

The door closed smoothly behind her and she almost—so close—fell onto the bed to wrap her arms over her head and shut out the universe. Even as the impulse began, however, she froze, Helena’s giftings kicking in hard. Come on, you are better than this. She resisted glancing guiltily over the cabin’s internal sensors—the three she knew about, anyway. The court security office, under Siskala-Ingrid’s authority, had the ability to watch the entire interior of the dreadnought.

A moment composing herself, then she began her nightly routine. Change, wash, check the network for any messages, instruct her cabin andy which clothes to have ready for tomorrow. Bed. Lights out.

The lack of light wouldn’t prevent the sensors from studying her face. Heart rate, breathing, muscle tenseness—Siskala-Ingrid could monitor them all if the slightest suspicion was roused.

But all they would observe was the everyday stoic irritation with an equerry’s charges, the demeanor practiced by every Grand Family member of court no matter what position. While behind that façade of impassive flesh …


MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Neusch, I’ve seen something utterly awful. I used the spy routine and saw it happen tonight just after the banquet. The empress used neural routines to take over the minds of the Regents. I know Thyra always had an incredibly strong neural compulsion ability—we all did; that’s how she won First Trial—but I had no idea it could be used against us, not to this extent. Neusch, I don’t think there’s anything of Helena left in this host body. How have we been so stupid, so blind? All of us should have realized that strange succession was terribly wrong. A queen doesn’t change hosts on a whim. In a fucking bathroom! I don’t know how Thyra beat the imperātrix antithesis, but she has. This is her Great Game, her coup. She’s compelled the Regents to do something. It means Thyra has complete control of two dreadnoughts. I’m scared. What the name of the Goddess do we do?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. If you’re right, if the empress really is Thyra alone, everyone needs to know who is behind the coup, especially the remaining queens. They’ll stop her.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Will they? They’ll try. Of course they will. Neusch, there would be an uprising, and Thyra has two dreadnoughts, two fleets. The queens would go to war against her. It would cause untold bloodshed. So many would die. And that would all be on me. What if I’m wrong?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. You said you knew it was Thyra, that she has some kind of neural weapon. Do you know this or not?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I think so. But that’s not enough, is it? I can’t start a war based on one cruel act I saw. Even if the empress is Thyra, not my mother, I don’t have certainty about her playing the Great Game. It’s just a hypothesis. Everything fits, but that is not proof!

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I understand your reticence. If you’re right about Thyra, it changes everything. But if Thyra is aiming to be empress forever, she’ll have to eliminate the other three queens, and they each have a dreadnought and a fleet; which means they remain a formidable force. Surely this compulsion of hers can’t be used against the whole population of the Crown Dominion?

You’re fifteen hours out from the Capo Frois ingress Gate, so if we’re going to intervene, it will have to be soon. And the only evidence we really have for the other queens is your recording of Thyra’s compulsion being used on the Regents. You’re the expert on Crown Dominion royals. Do you think it will be enough to make the three remaining queens turn against Thyra? This really isn’t a decision I can make for you.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THYRA WOKE AFTER a satisfying six hours of sleep. Princess Baitrik was still asleep on the smaller bed at the foot of hers. She left the girl alone and connected with the Dracaenae’s network, accessing the command level. The frigate Sazamuth, carrying all four Regents and their accompanying officers, had docked with the Vengadora ninety minutes earlier. Roja had sent a secure message confirming the crew had accepted her captaincy—even the four senior officers who were direct descendants of Carolien.

Next came a review of the flight schedule. The warships of the Imperial fleet occupied a sphere nearly eight hundred thousand kilometers across. Outside that, layered onion-style, were more than a hundred stealthed Balzam-class ships, hunting nearby space for anything that might pose a threat, and beyond them were hundreds of automated sensor craft.

Up ahead, the Capo Frois ingress Gate was a shadowy fleck against the Poseidon Nebula. A month ago, an advance party of nine squadrons had established a picket half a million kilometers out. Nobody ever prevented access to a Gate of Heaven. It was part of Elohim law that free passage was a right for any citizen of the Centauri Cluster, and nobody wanted to annoy the Elohim. However, for the last three weeks, the navy squadrons had been strongly advising any ship bound for Capo Frois they should delay their ingress. An elementary precaution to prevent the Uthra Dominion from learning what was heading their way. Since then, six hundred commercial starships and dozens of yachts had formed a loose cluster seven hundred thousand kilometers away from the Gate. Over the last five days, when the destination of the Imperial fleet had become obvious, the majority of them had decided they had business elsewhere and headed off toward other ingress Gates that were spaced tens of millions of kilometers apart beyond the Kelowan system’s outermost band of habitable planets.

Content that everything was progressing smoothly, she woke Baitrik and summoned her staff to prepare her for the day. Breakfast was the usual noisy, enjoyably unruly affair. Princesses with too much energy chattering and laughing, congregants nervous yet eager standing up for themselves as they were taunted by the princesses. Clavissa never quite finishing her fruit and yogurt as she chastised and tried to keep order. Bekket and Iuntin keen to get on with matters of court she needed to resolve. Admiral Serrilda-Kroja enigmatic as always in her body-enveloping combination of golden bloodstone and black chrome cymech; the carapace kept her posture rigid as she sat sipping from a very small cup of espresso that had a customized spout to fit into her cymech intake. And always Major Siskala-Ingrid standing close in her splendid armor, watching everyone. Even my compulsion routines can’t change her attitude, Thyra thought as she cradled an overlarge teacup in both hands. Thank the Goddess.

She was halfway through her second slice of branery toast when she realized Stethos-Remi hadn’t joined them. Which wasn’t something she could draw attention to; breakfast did tend to be a more family-oriented gathering. And she hadn’t issued him an invitation. Father might think something was wrong if I ask. Which was a disconcerting thought. She cursed inwardly that the feeble remnant of Helena could plant such a doubt in her mind, but then there was no denying the old queen had made some astute giftings. Whoever’s instinct she had now, it was potent enough to stop her from shoving it aside. And it was curious she no longer had any detailed recollections of the Evolution Project.

“When does the first frigate reach the ingress Gate?” she asked.

“In seven hours, Empress,” her admiral said quickly. “Queen Inessa-Marwa has given that honor to the Hykoth.”

Thyra grinned at the princesses and congregants. “I wonder what they did to get on her shitlist?”

The girls all giggled.

“I will attend the bridge today,” Thyra announced to the room.

“Of course,” the admiral said.

An hour later her personal chamber rearranged its position inside the Dracaenae so it could open directly onto the command compartment, and Thyra walked in. She was wearing her Imperial Commander’s uniform—a sparkling purple tunic with gold piping and a bold scarlet blouse underneath, a slim line of medal ribbons discreetly placed on her left breast. They were from campaigns Helena had actually taken part in, unlike some of the other queens—Luus, mentioning no names—who awarded themselves so many medals you could barely see the uniform underneath. Thyra actually approved; it was a classy move on Helena’s part.

The entire bridge crew stood to attention, except for both pilots and the eight watch defense officers whose cymech was plugged solidly into their acceleration couches. Thyra waved them back to their duties. Five senior members of court were present, staying out of the way behind the officer stations.

Thyra’s indifferent glance swept across them. Lord Stethos-Remi was not there, either. She sat in her acceleration couch and the admiral took her place at her side, one pace behind. Thyra’s hand closed on the couch’s contact bulb and connected with the dreadnought’s external sensors.

The vast spherical lattice of warships was already shifting with the kind of fluidity a tuna shoal used to maneuver. Inessa-Marwa’s fleet, at the front of the formation, was starting to elongate into a cone with the Hykoth at its apex—a spear pointed directly at the heart of the Gate of Heaven. A cloud of Helena’s memories surged up: recollections of previous naval actions, the thrill and expectation of going into battle.

“Do we have the latest estimates of the Uthra Dominion forces?”

“Yes, Empress,” the admiral said.

“Very good. Lord Stethos-Remi, could you combine that with updates on their political cohesion? However we will be using force to make the point of our military superiority, I’d like to make it strategic.” She held out her free hand, palm upward.

“Ah, the court datamaster isn’t here, Empress.”

Thyra took her hand off the contact bulb and looked around the command chamber, a mild frown on her face. “Then kindly summon him.”

“Yes, Empress.”

She returned to the sensor display.

Five minutes later the admiral interrupted her review again. “Empress, Lord Stethos-Remi has dropped out of the network.”

“Why? I didn’t think you could off-grid on this ship.”

“It is possible for someone to isolate themselves, but I am at a loss to explain why. Especially for Lord Stethos-Remi; his connection was essentially permanent. Two marines are attending his quarters as we speak.”

She turned her head and gave her father a questioning look. His expression was blank, the kind that said: I don’t know and I don’t like it. Thyra put her hand back on the bulb and pulled out imagery from the armor the marines were wearing. She was there with them when the door to Stethos-Remi’s cabin opened. It was a standard layout for a senior member of court: four staterooms, plush but not excessive. There was no one inside.

Lord Ualana-Shoigu stepped forward. “When did he leave the cabin?”

The admiral paused for a moment. “Our records say he hasn’t.”

“Then where is he?”

“Clearly, we don’t know. He is not visible to any onboard sensor, and our records show him entering his cabin seven minutes after leaving the banquet last night.”

“Run a priority scan of the entire ship. Marines, search that cabin, thoroughly.”

“Empress.” Major Siskala-Ingrid was by the side of Thyra’s acceleration couch, active weapon muzzles extending from her forearms, red and black armor toning down to dull gray. “You should embark your emergency pod. Now.”

Thyra gave her an impassive stare. She hadn’t known what was happening with Stethos-Remi, but it definitely wasn’t this … “Really?”

“One empress has been assassinated through unknown means. We face an ongoing unknown threat, with extraordinary reach. I must insist. Please.”

A startled Thyra stared at her father again, wanting some kind of reassurance. She wanted to say: But we’re the threat to the Crown Dominion. Instead all that came out was: “Very well.”

A squad of knights from Wynid’s Royal Tiger Guard entered the command compartment and quickly surrounded Thyra. Nobody actually ran, but they all made fast time into Thyra’s personal chamber. The princesses and her father scampered along behind. As soon as they were inside, a concealed hatchway in the corridor swung open. A slide was visible in the gloom.

“Two princesses only,” Siskala-Ingrid said urgently.

“Baitrik and Julcoi,” Thyra replied automatically. Not the greatest daughters she’d ever spawned, but certainly capable of hosting her mindline.

“Go,” Siskala-Ingrid ordered the knights. Two of them, Lanross and Ustian, dropped through the hatch and shot away down the slide.

“Confirmed clear,” Siskala-Ingrid said five seconds later. “Empress.”

Thyra followed the knights into the gloom, suddenly very conscious of how Carolien-Amaia must have hurried to her emergency fast evacuation craft. Trusting her loyal, devoted people to whisk her to safety.

The slide had a frictionless surface. Thyra went shooting along it as if she was falling in a high-gravity field. All she could think now was: I asked him to find out about the Evolution Project, and he vanishes. This cannot be coincidence.

A bright light appeared ahead of her and she braced herself. Not just for swishing out into the emergency pod, but maybe for a shot, a bomb—

The emergency pod wasn’t big by any standards—a single cabin with ten combat suspension chambers and a large unlife sarcophagus. Its stark walls were ultrabonded carbonsteel, with integrated machinery that had multiple redundancies. The hull, like the dreadnought it nestled in, was carbosilicate with locked neutron shielding. It didn’t have many weapons, but two antimatter annihilation cores provided energy for its engines, which could reach forty gees, delivering Helena’s host to safety should the unthinkable happen and the dreadnought face defeat. If it ever did need that speed, she’d have to use the unlife system. Thyra gave the hulking sarcophagus a wary glance as Baitrik and Julcoi came zipping in along the slide. Siskala-Ingrid arrived a couple of seconds later. “Seal and isolate,” the major ordered the pod’s CI. “Empress, if you would be so kind, the sarcophagus.”

“Oh, no no,” Thyra said.

The end of the slide withdrew and a triple-layer hatch slid across the opening.

“Please, Empress.”

“I will lie on it in case we exit the Dracaenae. But I am not integrating with it, not until such time as we face a significant threat.”

“Very well.” Siskala-Ingrid held out an insistent hand. Thyra didn’t like that at all—no one physically handled a queen, let alone the empress. Both her heritages railed against that. And here she was in a sealed pod, physically outmatched. If it’s going to happen, this will be the moment.

But Siskala-Ingrid’s hand was waiting a few centimeters from Thyra’s body. Thyra went over to the sarcophagus and, using the major’s grip, clambered inelegantly onto the pliant cushioning. She looked down at the anxious princesses. “Girls, into the suspension chambers.”

They did as they were told, clambering up onto the raised circular padding, and Thyra gave them a quick, reassuring smile. “Status review,” she told Siskala-Ingrid. Helena’s aversion to connecting to a digital network abruptly seemed like an excellent idea rather than an old woman’s foible.

Why, thank you.

The silent mockery made her scowl.

“Nothing to report, Empress,” Siskala-Ingrid said. “The Dracaenae is in full lockdown. The chief archon is taking charge of the search for Lord Stethos-Remi. The ship’s command CI is running a complete self-diagnostic to see if its routines have been burnt.”

“Could he have left on the Sazamuth?”

“Extremely unlikely, but Admiral Serrilda-Kroja is in contact with the captain of the Sazamuth to make sure.”

“Do not ask the Vengadora if he’s on board. Let’s keep his disappearance to ourselves for the moment. Tell Lord Bekket to ask Regent Roja directly if he was on the Sazamuth.”

“Yes, Empress.”

Thyra lay back on the sarcophagus cushioning, frowning at the metallic gray ceiling a meter above her. She put aside her worry of immediate assassination and concentrated on the datamaster’s truly bewildering disappearance. Two main possibilities, she told herself. He found something about the Evolution Project that was so disturbing he either hid himself or fled on the Sazamuth. But Stethos had been loyal to Helena for millennia; he would always bring her the truth. Unless … He reviewed the neural weaponry routines and worked out what we did, that Helena has been supplanted. “Shit,” she mouthed silently. That was bad. He’d inform the Dracaenae’s senior officers and mount a counter coup. It could even be under way.

Or, the even worse option, the dreadnought’s CI had spotted him accessing the ultra-secure files, and alerted … who?

Don’t try to deny it. You have the courage.

Her father or Iuntin.

Now we’re getting somewhere.

Thyra contemplated the Great Game as she’d had it gifted to her from her father. The destruction of Kelowan and Carolien, capturing the fleets intact and destroying their queens, her direct military and political subjugation of the remaining four star systems of the Crown Dominion making way for Khepri herself. And then I continue to rule as empress while she uses the Crown Dominion’s industrial might to manufacture warships. Once we have produced the mightiest armada the Centauri Cluster has ever known, we storm heaven itself. The power of the Elohim will pass to us, and as the new gods we will usher all terrestrial origin life to the pinnacle of evolution.

You are delusional, the remnant of Helena’s personality chided. This plan was never going to work before, and it will not work now. If you want the power that comes with the status of being Elohim, you must rise to it by yourself. You cannot tear it from them like a defeated king’s crown on some pre-history battlefield.

Who can I trust? Thyra asked, her teeth gritted from the pressure of the fundamental question.

Every dominion starts with one person—a leader with a vision. And right now, there is only one person who is trustworthy. Yourself.

This was a huge decision to make. One only a true empress could make.

Thyra smiled. Very well, I will be playing this Grand Game now.

That’s my girl.

“Major,” she said, “a connection, please.” She turned around on the sarcophagus and held her hand out—the single action that would start the real revolution. If the neural compulsion routines were truly hers, and Siskala-Ingrid was really her unquestioning servant.

The major walked over and held her arm out. Her gauntlet’s segments rearranged themselves, exposing her palm and its neural interface pad. Thyra’s hand came down on it and their minds connected.

First came relief; Siskala-Ingrid did belong to her. But barely. The compulsions she’d established years ago had weakened to a disturbing degree. Siskala-Ingrid had always viewed the universe in black and white, every question binary. It was what made her so perfect for her role. That personality was so deep, so formidable, it was fraying the restrictions that guaranteed compliance.

Thyra took her time, reinforcing the bonds, raising her devotion to a near-religious status. Lanross and Ustian were given the same treatment, then she welcomed her daughters, elevating them to Regent status, and the loyalty that came with it. “But you will tell no one,” she bade them.

“Right, then,” she said when her little cabal was complete. “Let’s see how long it takes to find Lord Stethos-Remi.”
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AFTER CLAVISSA RECEIVED the message from Neusch, she lay in her bed, eyes closed, breathing regular, contemplating her decision. Neusch was three AUs away, waiting a couple of million kilometers out from the Lidon ingress Gate. It took each message twenty-four minutes to reach him, and the same for his to return; they’d spent hours on the exchange. And the Dracaenae was going to go through the Capo Frois ingress Gate in another day. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to make a decision this momentous without having some genuine proof, not just her opinion of a dirty little secret. What if it was her mother’s way of enforcing her rule? What if all the queens did it? Was that how they became queens?

Oh Goddess, I don’t know what to do. Is this why Mother never made me a princess? I can’t make decisions. If I just had some solid way of confirming what I suspect …

Clavissa multiplied her consciousness to its limit so she could review dozens of observations the gift had infiltrated into the dreadnought’s network for her. She watched Thyra and her entourage—obviously—but also high-ranking officers and the senior members of the court who were on board. It was late, ship’s time, so most were sleeping, but some were with their current lovers, and a few were still awake and working, connecting to the network. Every scene seemed normal to her. Thyra was just settling down for the night, with Princess Baitrik already asleep at the foot of her bed and Siskala-Ingrid on guard outside the bedroom door along with two knights in full armor. Does she ever sleep?

She was more interested in the Regents, who were acting perfectly normally as they went through the airlock to board the Sazamuth. Occasionally she thought she caught Roja glancing around with an aloof expression souring her pretty face. But when don’t princesses sneer out at the universe?

Then a sharp movement drew her attention. Lord Stethos-Remi was still awake in his cabin, sitting cross-legged on a deep-cushioned chair in full Buddha pose, both his hands resting on contact bulbs. He jerked forward in a start, frowning down at his hands as if something had happened to them.

Clavissa focused her full attention on him. The flow of information into his cabin had ceased, blocked at the local network node. Her interest in whatever had interrupted Stethos-Remi’s work directed the gift to analyze the local network. The result was as surprising as it was disturbing. Another extraneous routine was slipping into the management system, interpreted by her mind as a brutish alpha animal pushing its way through the pack. It had clear purpose—taking charge of various functions, including the sensors. She quickly ordered her observation gift to reduce its intrusion to a minimum. It left her with access to a couple of small auxiliary sensors in the cabin.

She saw an annoyed Lord Stethos-Remi rising from his chair. Annoyance became alarm and he started to look around, instinct warning him it wasn’t just a loss of connection that was the problem. The other extrinsic routine disabled the cabin door’s lock, freezing it. Stethos-Remi didn’t know it, but he wouldn’t be able to leave.

Clavissa split her consciousness again, and directed the gift to examine the network and processors around her own cabin. Milliseconds later it reported all the systems were clean. Nor were there any secure transmissions originating from inside, which left her reasonably sure her cabin was free of archon toys like spy insects or aireels.

But there was an anomaly in Stethos-Remi’s cabin. The sensor’s infrared view revealed a sliver of air slightly warmer than the surrounding environment. It was a couple of meters long and ten centimeters wide, but expanding. She got the sensors to focus on the area, pushing resolution to its maximum. Possibly … A wisp of gray occupying the warm zone. A stray patch of fog. Fog that was unfurling into a sheet that the sensors nearly lost track of it was becoming so tenuous. It drifted across the cabin, toward—

Stethos-Remi walked right into it and started floundering. The sheet of almost-nothingness embraced him, closing with the finality of a steel trap. It started contracting, pinning his arms by his side, locking his legs together. He toppled over, crashing to the floor.

Clavissa watched in horror as his clothes and skin began to split open, like he was some ceramic statue shattering in slow motion. Blood seeped out, and began to flow along the inside surface of whatever substance was caging him. His jaw was working, trying to scream, but all it did was let blood into his mouth. Shredded skin started to dissolve. Clavissa had one last glimpse of his terrified eyes before they were swamped by the rising tide of confined blood.

The breakdown of Stethos-Remi’s body continued for seven minutes. After the skin went, the weapon moved in on the exposed bones, liquifying them along with organs. The end result was a sphere of filthy red liquid sitting on the floor like a slightly deflated beach ball.

It took all her willpower not to be sick. Is that it? Is this the proof? Did Thyra do this? But why? What’s the reason? I don’t understand! She almost let a sob escape from her tightened throat.

An andy walked into the datamaster’s cabin, followed by a service trolley. The sagging ball that had been Stethos-Remi was placed in the trolly’s pannier. Clavissa’s observation routine reported the corridor’s network creating a digital blind spot around the andy. Not even the gift could pry it open to glimpse the andy moving away. The only way to follow it would be to engage the other’s routines in direct electronic warfare, meaning her presence would become known to whoever was masterminding the assassination.

And if they know I’ve witnessed this, they’ll kill me.

Her gift showed her a final image of the andy walking away along the corridor with the service trolley rolling along obediently beside it. Stethos-Remi’s cabin door closed and locked. The other routine slipped out of the surrounding network as efficiently as it had intruded.
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THEY NEVER DID find Lord Stethos-Remi. The Dracaenae’s internal volume was close to four hundred million cubic meters. A third of that was given over to the mobile compartments, all of which included some dead space. And access to the engineering and weapons systems was impossible without a spacesuit; ditto the tanks of reaction mass. Anyone going into those areas would’ve had to subvert a multitude of sensors and overwritten the logs.

“We don’t believe that level of interference with the network would be possible without alerting the CI, Empress,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja reported at the briefing five hours after Thyra entered her emergency pod. “We have found some irregularities in the sensors covering Lord Stethos-Remi’s cabin, but nothing else.”

“So we have a hostile on board?” Thyra asked calmly.

“He was the court datamaster,” the admiral replied delicately. “What was done to the sensor processors was extremely subtle; the CI analytics barely caught it.”

“What are you saying?”

“Lord Stethos-Remi likely has the ability to distort sections of the network. If it was him, that would suggest he has gone into hiding, for some reason.”

“The admiral is saying it doesn’t look like this is an outside attack on a member of court,” Bekket interjected.

“That implies the court datamaster is working for someone else,” Thyra said. “Something I find completely unacceptable, chief archon.”

“My profuse apologies, Empress,” Lord Ualana-Shoigu said. “We will launch a thorough review of the datamaster’s communications. That may give us an indication of malfeasance.”

“Too little, too late. I want to know where he is now.”

“The entire senior staff cabins remain in lockdown,” the admiral said. “I have fleet intelligence officers searching them. There is no machinery casing or duct that will not be opened and examined. We will find his hiding place.”

“The chamber containing the senior staff cabins has been moved as far as physically possible from your chamber, Empress,” her father said. “We believe it will be safe for you to exit the emergency pod now.”

Thyra took a long moment to consider. “Very well. We will return to our duties.”

Twenty minutes later Thyra was back in her quarters, anger warring with unease. There were more knights on guard, and the princesses and congregants formed an anxious huddle to welcome her back. Her personal staff were fussing around, ready to bathe her, dress her, feed her, send for the paramours, summon the court—whatever she demanded.

“If we could confer, Empress,” her father said.

She gave him a judgmental look. Why would he want to prevent Stethos-Remi from bringing me information on the Evolution Project? It made no sense … unless her deep paranoia wasn’t so far-fetched after all. “Very well.”

As the study door closed, leaving Thyra alone to face Bekket and Iuntin, she considered her options. They boiled down to: challenge them, or play along. Or maybe they were as puzzled as she was.

Unlikely. She was tempted to use the compulsion routine to bring them completely under her control, but it was her father who’d provided her with the neural weapons. What if he has counters, or superior routines?

Let’s allow this to play out.

She held out her hands, palm upward. The three of them connected. There was no immediate neural attack on her personality.

“What the hell is happening?” she asked. “How can someone just vanish in the middle of my flagship?”

“First of all, I don’t believe this is an assassination attempt against you,” Iuntin said.

“You don’t believe? I need much better than that. Your appointment as my chief archon is not a sinecure.”

“My apologies. If they—whoever they are—were trying to kill you, they would have gone for you first. Eliminating Stethos-Remi means we know they’re on board, and as a result our security is now at the highest possible level. Everything in your compartment is being scanned and examined, as is every person and object coming in.”

“All right. Then give me your best ideas. Is Stethos-Remi working for another queen? Did someone send an assassin after him?”

“I’d say no to the assassin theory,” Iuntin said. “Firstly, Stethos-Remi doesn’t have those kind of enemies. He is of the court but has no real power.”

“Bringing me information is power,” Thyra corrected swiftly.

“Granted. But infiltrating an assassin onto the Dracaenae, your flagship, is practically a declaration of war. It’s also extremely risky. The chances of detection are high.”

“Apparently not.”

Iuntin gave a difficult smile.

“I agree with the chief archon,” her father said. “It is more likely Stethos-Remi was actually recruited by a foreign archon a very long time ago.”

“Who?”

“Aside from the other queens, the likely suspects are the Mara Yama. They wouldn’t care too highly about the consequences of discovery.”

“All right,” Thyra conceded reluctantly. “I accept that’s a possibility. But tell me this, do we have factions?”

“We …?”

“Us. The Guillrameos. Khepri’s family.”

“No!” Bekket’s startled thoughts seemed genuine enough.

“Definitely not,” Iuntin agreed, equally forcefully.

“I know nothing of our family’s internal politics,” Thyra said. “I must consider everything.”

Bekket lifted the corner of his mouth in a fond smile. “You are a true empress.”

You have no idea. “Okay, so the Mara Yama, then?”

“A high possibility.”

“Ignoring the how of his disappearance, why now?” She experienced a sudden chill. “He is the datamaster, after all. Do you think he knows what I’m about to order the fleet to do?”

“He can’t know,” Iuntin said. “It’s just not possible. Nobody outside the family knows.”

“Well, we’ll find out in a few hours, when the Hykoth reaches the Capo Frois ingress Gate,” Bekket said. “If the other queens have been warned, they’ll turn on us.”

“They’d have to believe him,” Iuntin said. “Realistically, what kind of proof could he have?”

She almost felt comforted by his words. “Very well; we cannot give the three queens any cause for concern. So, the Imperial fleet will continue on course as if nothing has happened. If the queens refuse to go through the ingress Gate, we’ll know they’ve discovered what’s happening.” She gave them both a curious glance. “If we are exposed, is there a plan?”

Iuntin shook his head. “There has been no retreat possible since Finbar Jalgori-Tobu sent Boksrock into Kelowan. If the queens turn aside from the Gate, it will be to wage all-out war against us.”
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“WHY ARE WE MOVING?” Kimiya asked as the Alumata reconfigured its life support ring. The acceleration exerted by the darkflight drive was already at half a gee, taking them away from their holding point two million kilometers outside the Lidon ingress Gate.

Neusch turned away from the lounge’s long bulkhead window of ultrabonded diamond as the tiny speck of the Gate drifted to one side. The life support ring’s rotation slowed to a stop and the decking finished twisting around. They were accelerating at one gee, now. What he wanted was to streak across the Kelowan system at multiple gees directly to the Capo Frois ingress Gate, but with the Imperial fleet only hours away from going through, there was no point. Clavissa’s messages had left him deeply shaken.

“Change of plan,” he told her. “I need to stay close to the Dracaenae. Clavissa is the only real source of information we have concerning the Great Game. I have to know everything she discovers about Thyra. It’s really important.”

“I understand. So we’re not going to Le Sokain, then?”

He’d decided on Le Sokain as the best place to take her—a star system nineteen light-years away, with a large population of Imperial Celestials. She could have made a decent life for herself there. Now, when he looked over at her, he wasn’t sure if he should speak comfortable lies or simply tell her the truth. She was only six, but Juliatra-Monoth’s memories went back centuries. It was an experience she was having trouble accommodating. Sometimes when she talked, he could almost imagine he was conversing with a genuine adult Imperial Celestial, while other times she was just a scared young girl who couldn’t quite make sense of everything inside her head.

“No, we’re not,” he said. “At least, not straight away. But I promise I will take you there when this is over.”

“That’s going to be a while, isn’t it?”

“Yes. But a lot of that time is going to be spent on the paths between Gates of Heaven. So those years will be spent in time dilation.”

“Thyra and Clavissa are going to Capo Frois, aren’t they? And we’re going to follow them?”

“Yes.”

“Is it risky?”

“Again, yes. All starships are allowed through the ingress Gates—that’s the Elohim law—and we can fly away from the egress Gate uninterrupted. But the navy will see us arriving in Capo Frois. We can go into darkflight right away, but there are going to be ships there that aren’t navy ships. Ships that have the same kind of capabilities as the Alumata. They’ll probably pursue us.”

“And you’re willing to take that risk? You think this is that important?”

“Yes, Kimiya, I really do.”

“Then I’ll take that risk, too.”

He smiled at her. That response had been pure Juliatra.
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THE ALUMATA RELEASED a shoal of small satellites that flew in a half-million-kilometer rosette formation around it. Their broad sensor baseline provided him with an excellent image of the Imperial fleet on its final approach to the Capo Frois ingress Gate. Not that you could disguise that many fusion drives. When the connection delivered the image, it manifested as a sparkling globular cluster within his mind. He surveyed the formation change as the Hykoth pulled ahead, the other ships tightening up into a slim river of almost unbroken fusion plasma.

When it was only a thousand kilometers from the Gate, the Hykoth’s fusion drive switched off. A few minutes later, the Alumata’s satellites detected the fast energy spill emitted by the Gate, as the Hykoth was accelerated up to relativistic speed. The next warship soared into the huge Gate. They flowed through with impressive precision, ten minutes apart.

“Always a sight,” Neusch said.

The two of them were sprawled on deep couches in the starship’s lounge, eating chocolate orange ice cream. More than half of the Imperial fleet had gone through now.

“There goes the Schlachten,” Kimiya said, trying not to drip salted caramel sauce onto her dress as she waved her spoon about. “See? The dreadnought’s flash is definitely bigger.”

“I really think it isn’t,” Neusch told her. That’d been the good-natured argument since the Gegnerin, Inessa-Marwa’s dreadnought, went through.

“Can you imagine what it’s like at the other end?” she mused. “Seeing all those scary warships coming through the ingress Gate into your home system, knowing why they’ve come, and not being able to do anything about it? It must be like the kind of helpless I was when the Guillrameo kill team turned up at the tower—before you snatched me out of there.”

“Yes. But with that amount of firepower coming through, the Uthra Dominion won’t be stupid. They’ll acknowledge the authority of the empress, and agree to annexation.”

“You think so?”

“The alternative is unthinkable. So yes.”


MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Neusch, somebody just murdered Stethos-Remi. I can’t believe it, and I actually watched it happen. Sweet Asteria. The assassin used some kind of weapon that isn’t in any security file I’ve ever seen—not even the ones Father gave me access to. It was just a wisp in the air, like Awakened smoke. I don’t understand any of this. What was the reason? If he was starting to be a problem, why didn’t Thyra just use her compulsion ability? It makes no sense. I guess if you don’t hear from me again, you’ll know what’s happened.



“Asteria’s arse,” Neusch gasped. A spoonful of ice cream landed on his lap as he sat up in shock.

Kimiya giggled. “What?”

“They’ve murdered Thyra’s datamaster, Lord Stethos-Remi.”

“Who murdered him?”

“Clavissa doesn’t know. Probably Thyra’s people.”

“Why was he murdered?”

“Clavissa didn’t say.”

“He must have uncovered something about the coup—a clue.”

“I suppose.”

He started composing a message to send back to Clavissa. Not entirely sure what he could say at this moment.

“Neusch?”

Something reassuring would be helpful. Those last messages had betrayed how lonely and nervous she was. But that would probably sound patronizing, given her isolation. Praising her moral courage, then?

“Neusch!”

He held a hand up, finger raised. “A moment, please.”

“But the fleet’s going all strange.”

“Huh?” he refocused his attention on the feed from the rosette of sensor satellites.

The long ribbon of the remaining Imperial fleet warships, including the Dracaenae and the Vengadora, were now accelerating away from the trajectory that’d been carrying them to the Gate of Heaven. Visually, the effect was like a leisurely starburst, each of the drives peeling away from the others to swoop around the massive circular Gate.

“What in the name of the Goddess …?”

The maneuver eluded him for a moment before he realized. It was the three queens and their fleets that had passed through the ingress Gate first. The empress’s warships had been at the rear of the huge formation, and now they were bypassing the Gate. Thyra wasn’t going to Capo Frois; she was staying in the Kelowan system.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

AS SOON AS the Aeacus flew out of the Izamere egress Gate, Terence activated the starship’s darkflight mode and accelerated away at two gees. Electronic warfare pods scattered in its wake and immediately flew off along random vectors, each emitting the same signature as the Aeacus. It was designed to confuse the military-grade monitor satellites watching starship arrivals. The Aeacus had sent queries to three of them, checking the ships that’d come through in the last few months. The Lestari wasn’t one of them, which meant they might be ahead of Liliana.

After a few minutes, another starship popped out of the egress Gate. The Aeacus CI checked the registration code. It was the Morowi, an Otehal family yacht from Bujeaulit. It began to accelerate along a vector that would take it to the Eddwall ingress Gate.

Ten minutes later, the Aeacus changed direction and acceleration, then half an hour after that altered its heading again. The electronic warfare pods were performing the same abrupt course changes.

Terence canceled the evasion maneuvers five hours later, bringing the Aeacus around onto a vector that would deliver it to Red Quar in another four days.

Vanilda, who had been lying on an acceleration couch to the left of Terence, raised herself up on her elbows as their acceleration dropped to a steady one gee. “So are we safe now?”

“Safer than we were back in Capo Frois.” He paused. “But that’s not going to last long.”

“Why not?” Jimena asked sharply.

“I’ve been accessing knowledge stored in the bodhian. There’s a lot of data available from Capo Frois. Specifically, I’ve been reviewing space traffic.”

“And?” Medusa said.

“Okay, the knowledge is sent along the line of quintessence between Gates of Heaven, and it moves at lightspeed. When we traveled along that same line, we were doing close to lightspeed, but not quite; we got here slower than a photon would. So knowledge about some of the events that happened in the ten days after we left arrived here before us.”

“What events?” Vanilda asked.

“There was a starship that had an antimatter drive which fired up forty minutes after we went through the Izamere ingress Gate. It flew across the Capo Frois system at ten gees, and went through the Izamere ingress Gate eighty hours after we did. So it’s going to emerge here in another seventy-five hours.”

“They coming for us,” Dave said.

“It looks like it, yes.”

“Lady Asahi-Iryna,” Medusa said confidently.

“Her or someone like her,” Terence agreed. “But I’m not too worried.”

“Well, I am, Dad,” Vanilda exclaimed. “She tried to kill us back in Santa Rosa. How can that not bother you?”

“This system, Izamere, is a real anomaly. Asteria alone knows what the Elohim were thinking of when they put it together—and they did put it together, because in no way is it natural. Its primary star is a white dwarf pulsar, which has seven gas giants orbiting between one and two AUs out. After that, seven AUs out, there’s a big old brown dwarf, Kiote. Then you have the four habitable worlds, which are all Kiote’s moons, sharing an orbital band a million kilometers above it, which puts them inside Kiote’s magnetosphere. And they need to be in that magnetosphere, because that’s what protects them from the pulsar emissions. That white dwarf is flinging out twin relativistic beams as it spins. Each time a beam hits one of the seven gas giants, which happens seven times a minute, the energy impact on their upper atmosphere kicks out a massive electromagnetic flare. Think of it as nature’s cosmic-sized super-powered electronic warfare machine. Those flares really screw with lncs across the whole system. Of course, they also mess with sensor reception, so when that ship that’s tracking us comes out of the Gate, they won’t be able to find us, especially as we’ll stay in darkflight mode.”

“But they’ll probably know where we’re going, right?” Jimena said. “They’ll keep following us.”

“Apart from the Gate going straight back to Capo Frois, there are only two other ingress Gates here: Hoa Quinzu and Eddwall.”

“Eddwall is the home of the Janartoo Dominion,” Medusa said. “So it’s a reasonable guess we’re not going there; they don’t welcome human Travelers. I was there once, passing through; the Janartoo shadowed our starship between Gates. It still creeps me out.”

Terence shrugged. “We’re in a Celestial ship, remember. No one at Eddwall is going to know it’s got us poor humans inside unless we tell them.”

Medusa actually flinched. “Ah, yeah.”

“Gyvoy knows,” Dave said.

“So we need to get to Hoa Quinzu fast,” Jimena said.

“Well, about that …” Terence said.

“Oh crap. What?”

“I’ve been thinking about everything that’s waiting ahead,” Terence said. “The Crystal Gun is buried in the heart of an iceteroid that is home to a clan of Risitch. We believe Liliana is on her way there as well. Plus, we now have at least one pursuer. All that adds up to: we’re going to need some serious firepower.”

“That’s why you asked me and Dave along,” Elsbeth said.

“I did, yes.”

“And we just loaded up the Aeacus with ten kilograms of antimatter,” Jimena said.

“Again, yes.”

“So what, Dad?” Vanilda said with a rogue grin. “You’ve got something, haven’t you? I know you have.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? Bollocks. What is it?”

“It was in the archon’s files—something that would definitely tip the scales in our favor once we get to the iceteroid. And remember, we really do have to get the Crystal Gun. Not to exaggerate or anything, but the fate of the Crown Dominion might depend on it.”

Jimena let out a weary sigh. “Just tell us.”

“An Álogo suit.”

“Asteria’s arse,” Medusa barked. “Terence, do you actually know where one of them is?”

“Okay, stop there,” Vanilda said. “What’s an Álogo suit?”

“A Remnant Era armor suit, but big,” Medusa said.

“Very big,” Elsbeth added. “We’re talking a walking building here—skyscraper high. I mean, even its missiles are the size of ordinary armor suits.”

“Really?”

“Probably. If everything is to scale. Everyone says it is.”

“Why would you need a missile the size of an armor suit?” Vanilda asked.

“The point is, an Álogo could take out a couple of squads of knights on its own.”

“If it’s that big, wouldn’t it have stability issues walking?”

Elsbeth gave her an uncertain smile and shrugged. “It’s Remnant Era tech.”

“Why not just say: magic?”

“We know they exist,” Medusa insisted. “Travelers have spun up a whole legend around them and their strength. Thing is, no one in this part of the Centauri Cluster’s actually seen one, not in the last few centuries, anyway. They’re as rare as proto-matter.”

Vanilda’s mouth opened—

“This is real,” Terence said before she could say anything else. “As I said, it’s in Makaio’s files. The Álogo is on Red Quar, here in the Izamere system. Some Travelers acquired it about a thousand years ago on a Remnant world close to the center of the Centauri Cluster. They were bringing it to the Proba’Tan system when they were ambushed or the ship malfunctioned. Nobody really knows. Their ship was written off as lost until about six hundred years ago, when a Traveler scavenger team rediscovered it. Unfortunately for them, one of their members was an operative for a Crown Dominion archon, one of Makaio’s colleagues. The information never got back to the Traveler dynasty who sent the scavengers; the operative made sure of that. Which means the Álogo is still there.”

“Who lives on Red Quar?” Elsbeth asked.

“No one. Not anymore. It’s a Remnant world now, one of Kiote’s moons.”

“So … we just land and pick it up?” Jimena asked skeptically.

“Well, yeah. Except—”

“Oh, here we go.”

“It’s the Aeacus itself that has to land. An Álogo is big; Elsbeth’s right about that. Our remaining surface to orbit shuttle doesn’t have anything like the cargo capacity to bring it up to orbit.”

“I didn’t know the Aeacus could land,” Medusa said.

“It can. It just doesn’t happen often. The exhaust jet will ruin a wide area, landing and launching, but given Red Quar is a Remnant world, nobody cares.”

“What about the Ovette Dominion?” Elsbeth asked. “This is their system. They might care.”

“The Ovette Dominion is all Keledai Celestials. Some of them settled here after the war on Hylasi, which was their original home system. They’re notorious hermits; the Crown Dominion estimates their total population is less than fifteen million—and that’s spread over the four remaining habitable planets. Enough Travelers have visited Red Quar before, and the Keledai never paid any attention. So yet another human salvage mission isn’t going to bother them.”

“Okay, so do you know where the Álogo is on Red Quar?”

“Yes, the coordinate is in the archon’s files, so that’s no problem. When that ship pursuing us does come through the Gate, it’s going to go bouncing between the Hoa Quinzu and Edwall ingress Gates, trying to find where we’ve gone; that’ll take weeks. So while it’s doing that, we’re flying to Red Quar in darkflight mode, which will take three days. We pick up the Álogo suit and fly straight to the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate.”

“Then what? We’ve still got to get through the Gate.”

“Yeah. But even if the worst case plays out, and they’re waiting by the Gate in stealth mode to ambush us, they won’t be able to detect us until it’s too late. If we’re close enough, the Elohim won’t allow anyone to prevent us going through. Then once we arrive at Hoa Quinzu we drop straight back into darkflight mode.”

“You sure about this?” Medusa asked. “Sounds more like a prayer than a plan.”

“We left certainty back on Gondiar, but this is the kind of mission the Aeacus was designed for.”

“Look, I get it,” Jimena said. “You seriously want to go to Red Quar and pick up the Álogo.”

“Yeah. I really believe we’re going to need it.”

“Okay, then. I trust your opinion. So let’s go to Red Quar.”

“Ah, right. Actually, that is the course we’re on.”

“You’re my husband and I will always love you. But you can be a real arse at times.”
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THREE DAYS LATER, the Aeacus dropped into a five-hundred-kilometer equatorial orbit around Red Quar. Terence released a string of monitor satellites to find if there were other ships in orbit or on approach. An hour later they confirmed there was nothing in orbit around the world other than thin bands of highly charged dust.

Kiote’s four habitable moons were so obviously Celestial Dominion worlds, with their orbital towers, georings, and bright artificial moonlet structures. The space around them sparkled with ion drives, accelerating large spaceships between the georings, and farther out to the massive rings of moonlets and asteroids orbiting three million kilometers above Kiote’s magenta radiance. There was very little traffic in or out of the Gates of Heaven, authenticating the Keledai Celestials’ hermit status.

“I’ve never seen a star that color before,” Elsbeth remarked as they stood in the lounge, looking out of the broad window.

“Kiote is really old,” Medusa told her. “Which means it’s relatively cool. It ain’t going to glare like a newformed blue-white.”

The Aeacus’s sensors showed the four habitable moons to have a leopard-pattern of dark islands and purple seas. Instead of water vapor clouds, large swathes of their atmosphere glowed emerald and cherry red as borealis storms sashayed across each globe.

“Told you there’s a lot of radiation here,” Terence said smugly.

Red Quar was surprisingly different. Underneath its atmosphere’s flamboyant neon fluctuations, the surface had no mottling. Instead it was an almost uniform magenta, reflecting the brown dwarf’s meager light.

“Looks like someone sprayed the whole planet in fire-suppressant foam,” Medusa commented.

“Is the surface all icelocked?” a curious Vanilda asked.

“I don’t know,” Terence said. The world they were seeing was very different from the geography stored in the Aeacus CI, which showed a landscape similar to the four habitable worlds, with their interlocking archipelagos and shallow meandering seas. From their vantage point, the ground was all smooth rumples like a lunar mare, rather than a tectonic formation of mountains and plains. The color was almost uniform, too, except for short narrow streaks of black scattered across the ground at random. He ordered the CI to run a radar scan. The results were odd. The surface was unbroken undulations. The density was a lot higher than ice, but lower than rock.

“Where did the water go?” Elsbeth asked uneasily.

Terence shook his head. “I don’t know. But the atmosphere’s breathable.”

The Aeacus launched a couple of probes, which aerobraked through the luminous wriggling bands of the aurora to land on the rumpled ground. They immediately took samples.

“It’s similar to livestone,” Terence said as the data spilled up to the ship, “but not as tough. Like it’s aerated.”

“Are you saying the entire surface is smothered in some kind of livestone sponge variant?” a startled Medusa queried.

“Looks like it.”

“Dokatu’s caverns were macrolife rock,” Elsbeth pointed out.

“Yeah, specifically grown by a Uthran Celestial for a single purpose,” Medusa countered.

“Do you think another Uthran is down there?” Jimena asked. “We know they think big.”

“Red Quar’s surface wasn’t like this six hundred years ago,” Terence said cautiously, “so this is relatively new.” Deep in his head, he could feel Makaio-Spirit was curious rather than disturbed. “Remnant worlds often have toxic areas where weaponized virus plagues were released. I suppose this could have been a bioweapon infecting the original livestone outcrops. That makes this a runaway effect, which would explain where all the water’s gone: this living crust soaked it all up.”

Vanilda smiled down at the shimmering globe beyond the window. “That’s pretty awesome.”

“It is,” Terence said dubiously. “But it’s also a problem for us.”

“Why?”

He gestured down at the rumpled monotony. “There are no geographical features left, so the CI can’t overlay the original lines of latitude and longitude.”

“Oh crap, you mean we don’t know where the Álogo is?”

“Not quite. Red Quar’s rotation is unchanged, so the CI can calculate the approximate area. Once we’re down there, we’ll need to run some deep scans to find the Álogo.”

“And if that doesn’t find it?”

“We start using more invasive techniques.”
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THE AEACUS DECELERATED at two gees until it lost all its velocity relative to Red Quar’s rotation. That left it poised above the area the CI had identified as the Álogo’s probable location, then gravity took over and it began to fall. Electronic warfare pods shot out of their silos, acting as signal decoys, and followed it down.

It wasn’t the quiet arrival Terence had been hoping for. The starship’s darkflight drive was undetectable in the vacuum of space, but in Red Quar’s atmosphere, the hypervelocity neutral-particle exhaust created a static maelstrom as it ripped through the dense troposphere. They descended at the center of an electrical inferno, a cascade of lightning bolts discharging constantly to gouge long blackened scars in and around the landing zone.

A hundred meters above the ground they lost all visual input as dust clouds erupted, shooting high into the air. Radar revealed the exhaust excavating a shallow crater below them. They even heard the hurricane roar from inside the life support ring. Terence was almost about to order the CI to abort and fly them back into orbit when stubby landing legs deployed from the base of the central section. They touched down with a jolt. The noise ended abruptly, though the air outside the hull still swirled with impenetrable muck.

It was midafternoon when Terence walked into the Fleesh Diamond. Beyond its unwashed windows, Santa Rosa’s streets were slick with drizzle spluttering from a gray sky. The bar boasted few patrons this day, and the slow nostalgic music had been turned down to a background susurration. The clientele was older than it used to be, making it the place you went to nurse a drink and reminisce with your own generation about how much better everything was earlier in life.

Makaio-Spirit sat at their usual table, a small glass of red wine in front of him. The fluted bloodstone on either side of his head lacked exactitude, as if the growth had faltered.

“Are you feeling okay?” Terence asked as he sat down.

“I don’t exist, therefore I don’t feel.”

“Ah. Right.”

“But what about you, Terence, how do you feel?”

“Uncomfortable. I wasn’t expecting Red Quar to be like this.”

“I understand. Its transformation by this virused livestone should have been a standard update for the archons. However, the Crown Dominion tends to adopt the same attitude about the Keledai Celestials as the Keledai do about us: simple disinterest. The fact that even the Crown Dominion archons are unaware of Red Quar’s change merely reflects how few starships visit the Ovette Dominion. Nobody has a reason to.”

“If I wasn’t cut off from the bodhian web by Izamere’s interference, I could have asked when it happened.”

Makaio-Spirit smiled as if remembering fairer days in the distant past. “I believe the Elohim having an organization similar to dominion archons to be the greatest discovery in this whole affair.”

“At least they’re on our side.”

“They appear to be, but I caution you not to trust everything contained within the bodhian.”

“Fair enough. To be honest, I’m more concerned about Josias arriving back in Kelowan with nearly two thousand tons of antimatter. What’s your opinion about him trying to negotiate with the empress?”

“I think Josias will do whatever Josias wants to. If he is successful, humans win back what they used to have. If not, what has changed?”

“That’s very fatalistic.”

Makaio-Spirit waved a weary hand. “I am dead.”

“Yet you are who I turn to for advice. And Neusch is very much alive.”

“If the messages you’re extracting from the bodhian are real, he certainly seems to be disrupting a small part of Thyra’s Great Game. I wish him well.”

Terence gave the non-person a curious gaze. This gentle remnant of Makaio seemed to be losing its vitality. “I wanted to ask you directly, before we go out and spend Asteria knows how long searching for the Álogo: Is it worth it? Kelowan was destroyed. Gyvoy and Liliana have some plan to wipe out the other queens. If we stop them, if we get the Crystal Gun before Liliana, are we fighting for the wrong side?”

“There is no right or wrong in this Great Game, Terence. Here in the Centauri Cluster, there is only evolution’s victory. Outcome is all that matters. You need to back the winning side to survive. Ethics is nought but a matter of opinion. And opinions can change.”

“I want a life after the Great Game—not just for me, but for my family—for everyone on Gondiar and Anoosha.”

“I cannot make that decision for you. You’ve already guessed, detective that you are, that I am no longer what I once was. And I fear that, before long, even this twilight will dwindle. My instincts, my memories, are leaking away into you, dear Terence. It is inevitable. You are my involuntary host, not a universe where vestiges of me can live.”

“Who do you think will win? Tell me that at least.”

“The Crown Dominion has already lost Carolien, and the remaining queens are as yet unaware of where the danger truly lies. But consider this: Who do you think will allow humans the greater freedoms? That should be your only concern.”

“I don’t have enough information to make that choice—not yet.”

“Spoken like a true archon. So what are you going to do?”

“Stick with the plan, retrieve the Álogo, and use it to reach the Crystal Gun.”
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THEY ALL SUITED up as the plumage of dirty air enveloping the Aeacus slowly dissipated. Terence gazed at Vanilda as armor segments snapped shut around her body, quickly looking away before she caught him. He absolutely didn’t want her in an armor suit going out to face whatever Red Quar had lurking on its peculiar landscape. But then, if she wasn’t safe in a suit the Aeacus had manufactured, she wasn’t going to be safe anywhere. Except inside an archon’s starship, he thought. Trouble was, he didn’t dare tell her she should wait behind. She was an adult now—just. She made her own decisions—a painful realization all parents had to face. He simply wished that time had come anywhere else but here.

A flock of airborne combat drones swooped out of the fuselage silos and circled the starship. The outer airlock hatch opened and Terence looked across the gloomy vista. Something about the unvarying undulations of the runaway livestone landscape made him wary. It was difficult to grasp the perspective, as he had no idea how far away the horizon was; there just weren’t any reference points. And the rivers of glowing colors that wound endlessly through the sky didn’t help, hazing any details that might’ve clung to the ground.

The suit’s compressors spun up and he took off, heading to the center of the zone the Aeacus CI had identified as the Álogo’s probable location, fifty klicks away. His armor’s rear-view cameras showed him the Aeacus hull behind him as it began to distort the purple and emerald ripples of the aurora, bending them in tight whorls around its silhouette. The photonic camouflage soon turned it into just another facet of the constant lightstorm. Its concealment was supplemented by the electronic warfare pods spaced out across the ground for several kilometers, which emitted signatures to confuse any surveillance scan.

The tactical display on his visor showed him the others flying with him in a tight V-formation. The combat drones hardly showed up; all his suit cameras could catch were occasional glimpses of diamond splinters refracting the aurora’s phosphorescence in prismatic twinkles. They were accompanied by twenty equally hard to distinguish aerial sensor drones. In normal times Makaio would’ve deployed them for covert reconnaissance, but here they’d be running a deep scan on the terrain.

First results were showing him the organic stone crust was between thirty and fifty meters deep, its interior suffused with an irregular plexus of thin channels that pushed water and sap around. Below that, the drones could spot scraps of metal and stumpy tree trunks scattered across the original soil. Sometimes there were outlines of buildings. It was like seeing old shipwrecks exposed on a seabed.

As they flew on, they passed over several of the dark lines they’d spotted from orbit. They were normal trees and shrubs sprouting out of narrow gorges where the crust had cracked and crumbled. Terence guessed there must still be some tectonic activity deep underground that occasionally snapped the friable stone organism.

After ten minutes they reached the center of the search zone and landed. Combat drones spread out to form concentric picket lines overhead, scouring the surface for any anomalous heat patches or power sources.

“This place is creepy,” Vanilda complained. “I feel like I’m standing on a burial ground.”

“You are,” Dave said.

“Yuk; thanks.”

The borealis streamers twirled silently around them in a confusing clash of shades. When Terence focused his suit sensors on the sky directly above, Kiote’s vast bulk dominated space, its magenta light almost slipping into ultraviolet. The slim arc of space visible between it and the horizon framed small flashes blipping in and out of existence.

“Those are the gas giants pulsing away,” Terence said happily. “Asteria’s own dance floor strobes.”

“Very poetic, dear,” Jimena said.

“I thank you.”

“Get a room,” Medusa grumbled.

“Eww, please!” Vanilda exclaimed. “Stop saying that.”

Chuckling inside his helmet, Terence reviewed the data from the sensor drones as they flew a wide pattern across the search zone. More ruins and bigger clumps of metal, which he assumed were crushed vehicles, were littered across the hidden soil. Sections of ultrabonded material showed up sharp and clear, their shapes unaffected by the weight of the growth pressing against them.

Fifteen minutes later, the drones had discovered a large buried artifact twenty kilometers away. Terence and the others took off and flew toward the location while the drones circled their discovery, building a more accurate profile of what they’d found.

They landed fifty meters short of a slim jagged crevice that had birthed a linear spinney of stunted pine, elm, and mountain ash trees. Lumpy moss clumps grew between the trunks, shimmering dark brown under the variegated light waves of the aurora that rustled through the trees like a visible breeze. The runaway livestone was clearly moving with glacial tardiness to reclaim what it’d lost. All the trees that touched the edge of the crevice were leaning inward as they were gradually bulldozed aside. Several broken trunks were already horizontal, their leaves autumn dark as the surface crushed and smothered them.

“Something broke the surface,” Jimena said.

“The Traveler starship crashlanding,” Vanilda said eagerly.

“The scavenger team was here six hundred years ago,” Terence said. “That was before this livestone mutation smothered the surface. So no, it’ll be a quake.”

His sensors detected a quick motion halfway up a hunched pine. A scarlet laser stabbed out of a combat drone and the body of an undernourished squirrel dropped to the ground where it continued to smolder.

“You may have the targeting detection sensitivity turned up a bit high, there,” Medusa said dryly.

Terence ignored her. Everything about Red Quar was making him jittery. This world was just so wrong. He took a breath and focused on the imagery the drones were producing. And yeah, maybe dial down the target sensitivity a couple of points.

The tactical display combined all the drone scans and overlaid it with the inertial navigation data. Terence felt a chill shiver down his back. He instinctively looked down despite the fact it was sensors not eyes that were providing the display. Everyone else had fallen quiet. Their helmets were all in the same position as his—pointed down.

The display showed them the thick layer of living crust, deeper than usual here at about seventy meters. They were standing almost directly above the missing Traveler starship.

There was a central load-carrying gantry of ultrabonded material, with cylindrical ceramic and metal modules attached around it. Smaller ones at one end—the life support modules—while the bracelet of bigger cylinders behind them were for cargo. Then came collapsed tanks and a squashed-up engineering section.

Terence could imagine its history. When it came down—either an emergency landing or some very bad piloting—the impact had resulted in an elongated crater. Rain and time had subsequentially refilled the gash with mud, burying ninety percent of the broken ship. Then the runaway livestone had arrived like the leading edge of an expanding glacier, grinding over the parts still above ground.

“Nice,” Elsbeth said. “There’s a lot of it left intact, which is really good news. You know what I’m thinking?”

“ZPZ generator,” Medusa said.

“Damn right.”

“We don’t have time,” Terence said.

“We can write our own ticket. Anywhere in the Centauri Cluster where there’s a human settlement.”

“When this is over, I will either bring you back here in the Aeacus, or charter a Traveler ship for you. In the meantime …”

“Sure.”

“Dad, I thought you said the Álogo is skyscraper size,” Vanilda said. “If these drone scans are right, the biggest cargo bay down there is twenty-five meters long.”

“That’s the thing with legends,” Medusa said sadly. “The older and further away from where they started, the bigger the exaggeration.”

“Twenty-five meters tall is good enough for me,” Terence said.

“You just want to ride in it,” Jimena chortled.

“A side benefit.”

“Okay, so what do you want to do now?”

“The andys can excavate a tunnel down to it for us. Then we open it up and see what’s inside. If the Álogo is there, we’ll work out how to get it up to the surface.”

Ten minutes later cargo drones from the Aeacus dropped a crew of andys—silver cylinders that quickly unrolled into their standard functional silhouette. They were equipped with molecular dislocators to cut their way through the crust of living stone.

The plan was to excavate a tunnel three meters in diameter, heading down at a steepish angle. Three andys started firing at the surface and immediately vanished inside a fountain of dust. Terence ordered them to stop. The plume began to spread out, individual motes glimmering as they drifted through the lustrous aurora strands.

“That’s not going to help,” Medusa said tightly. “It’s also going to be big-time noticeable to any sensor satellites.”

“Nothing we can do about that,” Terence said. “And we didn’t detect any satellites in orbit when we arrived.”

“No unstealthed ones,” she corrected.

“Don’t be so pessimistic. We’re owed a break after Janton-Io.”

“Owed by who?” She sounded genuinely curious.

“We have to get down there,” he said, and ordered the andys to resume cutting. A column of dust shot up again. He stared at it in disappointment, but there wasn’t going to be an easier, or quieter way of getting down to the ship.

“How long is this going to take?” Vanilda asked in dismay.

“At this rate? About thirty-five hours,” Terence told her, hoping his ire wasn’t too prominent. Everyone’s a critic. “If we use anything more powerful, we risk damaging the ship.”

“So? I thought the Álogo was supposed to be super strong. If it can be damaged by something that cuts through rock, it’s not going to be much use to us, is it?”

“The ship is underneath seventy meters of this mutant livestone. If we damage its structural integrity, we risk it collapsing, which will make access to the Álogo even more difficult.”

“Ah, gotcha, Dad. Good call.”

He suspected he heard a chuckle over the lnc, but chose to ignore it. “Let’s get back to the Aeacus. We could all do with a decent meal and some rest.”
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THIRTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, they flew back to the site. The dust cloud thrown up by the excavation hovered over the area, a gray blemish more than two kilometers wide. It thwarted the aurora streams, causing them to churn weakly around its tenuous boundary. Inside the haze, a mound of spoil had built up from the tunnel entrance, as if a giant beast had been digging itself a lair. Filthy dust was still shooting out of the three-meter-diameter hole in the ground as the andys cut through the last meter above the ship’s hull.

“Any more ideas how we get the Álogo out?” Vanilda asked. “I thought maybe just punch its way up through the crust? I mean, it’s like a hard foam, right? That can’t be so tough.”

“We need to find out what the Álogo is equipped with,” Terence told her. “And what state it’s in.”

“What if it needs repairing? How long can we afford to wait here? I mean, that pursuit ship has probably reached one of the ingress Gates already.”

“Okay, Vanilda, one thing at a time. We go into the ship and assess the situation. Once we have that information, we start to make decisions on how to move forward. Okay?”

“Yes, Dad.”

He was sure he could hear the eye roll.

The lnc to the andys told him they were cutting through the last five centimeters of the mutated livestone. They’d abandoned their molecular dislocators to use small powerblades. The visual images coming down the lnc were poor—the air at the bottom of the tunnel seemed to be mostly dust—but Terence could just make out lumps of the stone shattering as the blades chiseled into it. The smooth, stained surface of the life support module was slowly exposed.

“Dave, Elsbeth, you’re with me.”

“Dad!”

“No. We don’t know what sentinel weapons are still active in there. Dave will take care of them. Elsbeth ran her own tank, so I want her opinion on the Álogo systems.”

“Hell Welcomes wasn’t exactly Remnant tech,” Elsbeth muttered.

“You’re still the closest we’ve got to an expert,” Terence assured her. “All you have to do is confer with the Aeacus CI.”

“Sure.”

“Medusa, keep everything secure up here.”

“Tough assignment, but yeah, on it.”

“When can we come down and see it?” Vanilda asked.

“When it’s safe to do so.”

Dave took the lead going down the tunnel. Terence followed, with Elsbeth at the rear. Even though the andys had stopped using the dislocators, the tunnel was still thick with dust. The walls and floor were smooth stone, pocked with tiny broken bubbles. There was so much dust underfoot his suit was incessantly compensating to keep him upright.

At the bottom of the tunnel the andys had cleared a circle of the ship’s hull. Splinters of the dead livestone crunched underfoot as he approached.

“Dave?”

“Ready.” The Silicate took a magpistol from his bandolero and pointed at the hull. Terence ordered an andy to cut an exploratory hole through. One of the thin silver shapes walked forward and brought up a meter-long blade. The tip glowed a soft orange. It touched the module’s thermal foam coating, sending up a thin jet of vapor as the andy eased it cautiously forward. After half a meter it was through, and began to broaden out. When the andy withdrew it, the hole was wide enough for an arm to reach through. Terence wasn’t going to be that reckless. A dozen insect drones left his suit silos and buzzed through the hole.

The image of the interior they sent back was bleak. The layout of the life support module was familiar enough—small compartments constricted further by machinery and conduits. But at some time long ago, the ship had been open to the elements. Animals, insects, and plants had invaded. Then the runaway livestone had engulfed it, sealing it up and starving the enclosed environment of fresh air, water, light, and eventually heat. For a brief dawn after the last gaps were closed off, fungi had thrived, consuming the bodies of rodents and larger trapped creatures, then even that minute era of necrotic primacy succumbed to the eternal darkness. Everything that had once been alive had petrified and turned to dust centuries ago, leaving little pools of desiccated flecks everywhere.

“They’re not picking up any power sources,” Terence reported as the insect drones flittered along the module’s central corridor. “No heat, no light, not even emergency systems. Which isn’t surprising. It crashed here centuries before the scavengers found it, and that was six hundred years ago. No human-built systems are going to last that time.”

“I’m seeing plenty of Remnant tech in there,” Elsbeth shot back. “It might not be active, but that doesn’t mean it’s dead. Trust me, I’ve seen enough ancient sentry systems on Kajval come to life when you least want them to.”

“Duly noted.”

The insect drones flew farther into the ship. Terence sent them toward the aft end of the life support section, looking for accessways into the cargo modules. Ten meters in, they came across the first human body—a ship’s tunic, its original color long lost under brown stains, containing most of a skeleton. There were no skull or feet or lower arms. Terence assumed they’d been carried off by animals not long after the crash.

Three more bodies, one that looked like it hadn’t been in an acceleration couch when the ship crashed. It was a pile of broken bones and torn ribbons of tunic that’d slammed into a bulkhead with considerable force.

The insect drones found a narrow accessway at the rear of the second life support module. It led to a small spherical compartment that had a very basic circular hatch with a manual lever on its side.

“We’re on,” he said.

An andy started to cut around the original hole in the hull, widening it for entry. Terence told the insect drones to continue their exploration. Two remained in the spherical compartment and performed a detailed scan.

“Uh oh.”

“What?” Elsbeth asked.

One of the insect drones was focused on a gash in the hatch rim. Metal had melted and dribbled away.

“That’s weapons fire,” Terence said. “Some kind of energy beam.”

“Yeah. Six hundred years ago. We know the archon’s agent killed the other scavengers.”

The andy had finished cutting a broad circle through the hull. It fell into the life support module with a loud crash.

“If anything was still on standby in there, it just went active,” Elsbeth said.

“I go,” Dave said. He hunched down and clambered through the hole. Elsbeth followed him in. Terence switched to a private lnc. “We’re going in,” he told Jimena. “I’ve got to admit, I may have made a mistake bringing us here.”

“A clever man told me you should always fully assess the situation before you make any final decisions.”

“I wish he’d told me that.”

“Look, if it’s a total washout, we just go straight to the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate, okay? So we’ve lost a few days. This is a Great Game. It’s going to be played over decades, perhaps centuries.”

“Thanks.”

As Terence followed Elsbeth and Dave through the life support module, the insect drones found another two accessways leading back to the ship’s cargo modules. The hatch in one of them was open.

“That one,” Terence said. It had two bodies in light armor sprawled on the floor.

It took them a couple of minutes to reach the accessway, their helmet lights throwing sharp circles of light on the ancient bulkheads. Dave edged along so cautiously that Terence wondered if he thought the corpses were going to ambush him when they got to the other end. But then this was the Centauri Cluster. Asteria knew, stranger things had happened. They reached the spherical chamber. Both bodies had been shot. There was a big hole in the armor of one, its edges like a mouth with twisted metal fangs. The other had taken a projectile in the head, straight through the visor.

Terence had seen enough gang hits in his time to recognize a professional killer at work.

The corpses were nearly fully immersed in a quantity of little dark spheres that’d come pouring out of the open hatch to cover the floor. Terence thought they must’ve been half a meter deep. Dave knelt down on the rim of the accessway, taking a powerblade from his belt. It telescoped out to two meters, and he gingerly prodded the spheres with the tip. They didn’t react.

“Inert,” he announced.

“What do you think they are?” Terence asked curiously.

“Maybe a saberstone version. Need to know.”

“I remember you told me about those,” Terence said to Elsbeth. “Weren’t they used by Celestials on Kajval?”

“Yes,” she grunted. “And I pray to Asteria that’s where they stay.”

Terence picked up one of the spheres, except it was actually a dodecahedron, a couple of centimeters in diameter. In his helmet lights he thought it was made from very black glass. The surface was certainly glossy.

His helmet beams tracked across the floor to the hatch. The cargo compartment seemed to be full of them. Maybe Dave’s caution was contagious, but he instinctively knew they were bad news. Travelers didn’t fill their ships with worthless baubles. And this crew had found a Remnant Era weapons cache.

“Okay, let’s take a proper look in there. See what we’ve got.” He started to push his boot through the pool of black dodecahedrons, very unwilling to put any pressure on them—an act that could conceivably be construed as hostile. When he reached the hatch, he shone his helmet lights inside. The cargo module was a single open cylinder. It had been filled with the black dodecahedrons, but he could see other, larger shapes in there as well—dark ovoids, a couple of meters long, half-submerged in the mass of dodecahedrons. Some of them had indentations around their apex, almost like …

“Are those missile silos?” he wondered out loud.

“They all look like weapons pods to me,” Elsbeth agreed.

There was a body, as well, sprawled wide on top of the dodecahedrons. They weren’t in light armor, and their tunic was different from the ones on the other corpses. Shot in the back, one arm outstretched toward—

One of the ovoids, bigger than the rest. It had hinged open to reveal a padded seat. The headrest was unnerving—a pincer clamp that would close across the wearer’s temples, its tips equipped with neuro-medical probes.

“Are we missing something here?” Terence asked.

“I’d say that’s the Álogo,” Elsbeth said. “Except it’s even smaller than our own armor. Are you sure they’re big?”

“They big,” Dave said. “Everyone know.”

Terence looked around the cargo module again, trying to make sense of it. “Do you think that open ovoid could be some kind of little craft? The corpse had obviously been trying to reach it. They must’ve been making some last desperate attempt to escape the killer. A personal lifeboat, maybe?”

“I dunno, Dad,” Vanilda said. “It looks more like a control cab. And anyway, why would you store a lifeboat in the cargo module? Are those black pellets packing?”

“No,” Elsbeth said. “They’re too hard for that.”

“Problem,” Medusa announced as several red icons flashed up in Terence’s helmet. His neural connection with the suit’s management CI made him instantly aware the surveillance drones circling around the perimeter of the dust cloud were dropping out. Within three seconds, they’d lost the whole flock.

“Dad?” Vanilda yelped.

“We’ve got incoming,” Medusa said. “Drones and suits. Combat drones engaging.”

“Stay down,” Terence yelled. “Get to any bit of cover you can find.”

Images from the combat drones opened in the tactical display. Uniform blankness of gray dust. No perspective. Flashes of green and scarlet light. Aurora or lasers. Dazzling ion contrails. Explosion flare.

“Fuck! Jimena? Vanilda?”

The lnc went dead.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

VANILDA TRIED TO keep her annoyance in check as she watched her father walk down into the tunnel. She badly wanted to be down there with him. Ever since they’d left Gondiar, she’d spent her whole time on board the Aeacus, except for a quick sojourn over to the Diligent. The Aeacus was extraordinary, and her life had twisted out of all recognition—which was the greatest thing that’d ever happened, despite why. She was involved in a Celestial Great Game, for Asteria’s sake! She’d flown to other star systems. Been frightened and thrilled. Was part of the mission that hoped to make things better for humans on Gondiar and Anoosha. But she’d always been on the periphery of events, kept there by her parents, who clearly thought she was still ten years old and in need of protection. Now, finally, she was in her own invincible badarse armor suit, on a Remnant world, where there was a lost Traveler starship and a superarmor suit they needed to take on a rogue clan of Risitch. And all she got was: “Stay here on the surface.” And: “It might be dangerous down there.” And: “Help keep watch.”

Watch what, for fuck’s sake? The surface was a never-ending sheet of livestone-gone-crazy, smothered in a dust cloud and surrounded by glowing rainbows with a bad case of the DTs.

She stared at the hole in the ground where her father and the other two had vanished, and by the most amazing self-control in the universe didn’t say anything else. It seemed to take forever for the andy to cut a hole in the starship’s fuselage. Then the insect drones went in. The life support modules with their broken skeletons were downright creepy.

She had the suit imagery from her father on her visor display, so when Dave eventually made his way inside, she felt her heart rate speed up. She wasn’t worried about active defense systems—more like the ghosts of the dead being angered by the desecration of their grave.

The cargo module with its weird little black spheres and big egg things was a real puzzle. And disappointing. She’d really been desperate to see an amazing Álogo suit. Now they were going to have to go through all the cargo modules to find it. This was going to take hours.

When her dad started musing about what they were seeing, she got impatient. He clearly wasn’t thinking straight. And that nonsense about the open egg being a life raft … “I dunno, Dad,” she told him. “It looks more like a control cab. And anyway, why would you store a lifeboat in the cargo module. Are those black pellets packing?”

Several red icons blinked on in her tactical display. The image from her dad’s suit shrank down to a single datapoint. The suit’s CI revealed they were losing surveillance drones at a phenomenal rate.

“Problem,” Medusa snapped.

All the surveillance drones vanished from the tactical display. Combat drones reported signals approaching fast. Two of them reported energy strikes before dropping out.

“Dad!” Vanilda yelped in shock.

A bright thread of intense light flashed through the dust cloud. Vanilda crouched down instinctively. The combat drones detected a dozen suit-sized objects a kilometer away, and closing fast. They’d appeared out of nowhere.

“We’ve got incoming,” Medusa called. “Drones and suits. Our combat drones engaging.”

“Stay down,” her dad yelled. “Get to any bit of cover you can find!”

She wanted to yell: What cover? There was a pile of dust and a hole in the ground that even she could work out was a tactical nightmare; it led nowhere. The only other thing was …

The suit reacted as if it was reading her mind. She took off at maximum thrust, and leveled out a meter above the ground, the dispenser releasing a dense umbrella of chaff around her. Beyond it, the dust cloud was lighting up with ragged energy discharges. Sheet lightning roared around.

“Vanilda!” her mum cried. “Where are you?”

“Going dark.” It was as much an order to the suit CI as telling Mum what was happening. For the first time she was profoundly glad for all the time Dad had made her practice in the suit simulator when they were flying to the ingress Gate.

“Good girl. Stay—”

A shriek of electronic warfare overwhelmed her lnc.

Up ahead, and closing fast, the little spinney loomed out of the sizzling dust. The suit slammed down with bone-jarring force. Moss and pebbles flew upward in short-lived arcs. And she was still, almost head-to-head with the spindly trunk of a beech tree. Held her breath as weapon discharges pummeled the dust cloud.

“Camouflage. Stealth. Uh, zero infrared,” she whispered to the suit CI. An irrelevant order. The tactical routine had activated its inert shielding effect while she was still in the air.

“Passive sensors,” she said cautiously.

The tactical display tracked emission points. Eighteen active combat drones were inside the dust cloud, firing projectiles and energy beams. Most of them were directed at a suit that was half-buried in the mound of dust beside the tunnel entrance. Medusa was fighting back, hard. Dozens of missiles were already streaking through the air toward the incoming targets. Warheads were exploding around her as her suit defenses went active. The plasma blooms wiped out Vanilda’s view just as the mound of dust started to avalanche.

There was no tag for her mother’s armor suit in the tactical display. Vanilda had no idea where she was. Two of the attackers’ suits flew almost directly overhead. She froze and held her breath. A very small part of her wanted to spring up and start shooting at them, but her dad’s last call was still rattling around her head. Stay down. Find cover.

She was angry at herself for being such a coward. It was just that there were so many enemies. And the explosions were incredibly violent even though they were half a kilometer away. Blast waves were howling across her suit, stripping leaves from all the trees in her shallow gully. They were also scouring the remnants of the dust cloud away. Glowing aurora waves were flowing triumphantly back over the land they’d been banished from.

A massive explosion detonated directly over the mound of dust. The dazzling white blast punched a fireball down at what seemed to be lightspeed. It struck the top of the collapsing dust slope, sending a tsunami of debris hurtling up. Medusa’s suit came spinning out of the tumult, trailing a dark vapor.

“No,” Vanilda gasped. Sahdiah’s agent had never been the warmest person on the Aeacus, but Medusa had never treated her as anything less than an equal. And the stories she’d told (which her parents had disapproved) of the fights and dark operations she’d been a part of … Medusa was someone she was confident could win against impossible odds.

A ring of seven missiles slammed into the damaged and exposed armor suit before it reached the ground. The explosion was almost as strong as the one that’d flattened the mound of dust. When the roiling smoke cleared, there was nothing left.

Vanilda wiggled her way a little bit farther down into the bed of pebbles. The suit had twenty insect drones, but she was too scared to launch them in case they gave away her position. Her helmet was below the lip of the gully, so all she saw were fifteen massive armor suits landing close to the tunnel entrance. The CI identified the one with four legs as the suit of an Imperial Celestial Knight; the others were tagged as Awakened. And still there was no sign of her mum. A burst of horrible thoughts besieged her mind—every scenario of how her mum could’ve died in vivid nightmare clarity.

Do I launch a missile barrage? Do I charge at them? Do I try and call Dad? Do I creep away?

What do I do?

She knew tears were close. Shame burned as hot as despair.

The electronic warfare saturation ended abruptly.

Vanilda resisted the impulse to raise her helmet above the gully rim.

A general lnc went active.

“It’s Vanilda Wilson-Fletcher, isn’t it?” a female voice inquired lightly. “Daughter of Terence and Jimena Wilson-Fletcher?”

A pitiful whimper came out of Vanilda’s throat.

“This is Lady Asahi-Iryna, archon of Wynid, assigned to monitor human affairs by the Empress Helena-Thyra herself. You are frightened, are you not, child? I understand. Even a battle this small can be unnerving to someone so young. I offer you one chance to reveal yourself, Vanilda. So far you have done nothing to annoy me. I will allow that status to remain, but my patience is not infinite.”

What do I do what do I do what do I do?

“This is what will happen. You will disarm your suit weapons and disengage your camouflage. You will open your visor, stand up, and wait for instructions.”

She’s already tried to kill us back on Gondiar, and she’s followed us for light-years. I can’t trust her. Dad might have found the Álogo by now. He and Dave will come and deal with her.

“I will add a small incentive for you, Vanilda. Your mother is currently on her knees between two of my Awakened. They do not like her. And they haven’t been fed for a day. Show yourself and I will restrain them.”

Vanilda took several breaths, steeling herself. She switched off the suit’s camouflage and stood up.

Surprisingly, Lady Asahi-Iryna hadn’t been completely lying. Her intimidating four-legged armor suit was waiting close to the tunnel entrance. Her mother was on the ground next to her, armor tangled in some kind of net whose strands fizzed with sharp green sparks.

Seven of the huge figures were surrounding them. Their suits were different from any Vanilda had seen before. The armor was inert shields—no tech involved. A complex jetpack harness doubled as a munition feed for the multi-barrel magrifle they carried. The helmet left part of their heads exposed, with a single target patch covering one eye.

All seven Awakened bears turned to face Vanilda in unison. Her suit’s external mics picked up a loud growling from several of them. She almost faltered, only just suppressing the urge to turn and run or fly.

Four combat drones dropped out of the sky to surround her three meters above the ground. They were a lot bigger than the ones from the Aeacus. Her tactical display showed her she was being illuminated by multiple target scans.

Vanilda knew she had to see this through now. It’d seemed like a good idea when the fear forced this idea into her mind. She started walking toward Lady Asahi-Iryna. The combat drones kept pace with her.

“Mum?”

“Don’t come any closer, sweetheart,” her mum said over the general lnc.

Vanilda let out a soft sob of relief.

“I believe I asked you to disarm your weapons, child.”

Three Awakened bears lumbered toward Vanilda. She brought an arm up, and the forearm segments opened to allow the grenade launcher muzzle to protrude.

One of the bears let out a furious roar.

“I’d advise you not to aggravate them,” Lady Asahi-Iryna said.

“You need us alive,” Vanilda retorted.

“Are you sure about that?”

“Yes. We’d be dead otherwise. Right?”

“I explained. You haven’t done anything yet—”

“Bollocks. Your target is my dad. All we are is bait.”

“I’m sorry you see it that way. But, Terence, I believe we would all benefit from having a discussion. Please join us.”

There was no response from her dad. It didn’t bother her too much; she absolutely knew he was alive and working out how to deal with Lady Asahi-Iryna. If he was being silent, it was tactical. Please, Dad.

The bears had closed in around her, their armor segments clanging against hers as they tried to shove her to a halt. She didn’t fire, but switched the muscle actuators up. Even the bears weren’t strong enough to stop Celestial technology armor when it was really pushing. The one directly in front started skidding backward across the ground, snarling furiously centimeters from her helmet. The other two rammed their rifle muzzles against her neck.

“What point are you trying to make, child?”

“Just let me sit next to Mum. I won’t cause any trouble.”

“It is too late for that.”

But the bears backed away with another burst of angry snarls.

“You’ve upset them now.”

“I don’t care.”

“Such bravado. Terence, you really need to come out and help resolve the issue we have here.”

Vanilda covered the last few meters and sat down beside her mum.

“You shouldn’t have shown yourself,” Mum said.

“Maybe. Are you okay?”

“Yes. They hit me with this net thing. I cut some of it off, but the bears had reached me by then. I just don’t have any decent tactical ability. We’re fooled by the sense of invincibility these suits give us the first time we put them on.”

“I’ve gone back to basics.”

“What do you mean?”

Vanilda looked up at Lady Asahi-Iryna’s hulking armor suit above them. Insect drones were slipping out of a silo in one of the legs, much smaller than the ones dad had used to probe the buried ship. “I mean,” she said loud and firm, “that my suit’s warheads and power cells are rigged to detonate simultaneously.”

“Asteria, what were you thinking?”

Vanilda saw one of the big suit’s legs flex slightly. “Wouldn’t do that if I was you, Lady Arsy. Stay right where you are. I included a proximity trigger as well as a death switch. I die, and it blows. You come any closer to me, it blows. You move away from me, it blows. What do you think? That’s a fancy suit you’re wearing, but is it tough enough to protect you against that kind of blast?”

“You are a very stupid girl.”

“I’m a very rational person, thanks. All me and my mother are is bait. You’re here for Dad. You were never going to let us live. And this way, you can’t go after him.”

“And how do you propose we end the impasse, Vanilda Wilson-Fletcher? You have backed all of us into a corner.”

“I don’t think so. Dad will get here soon, and when he does, he’s going to take you out.”

“But I can’t move away from you, can I? So let me ask you your own question. Can you survive my armor exploding?”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“If you were a knight I would believe you, but somehow I doubt your conviction.”

“Fuck you!”

“I thought not. And if the Álogo suit was still working, wouldn’t it be here by now?”

“I … Dad will come for us.”

“Did you think I don’t have the same files as the Aeacus you stole?” Lady Asahi-Iryna mocked. “This was your hope, that some piece of Remnant tech could best me? Bad call. Terence, you are running out of time. Please come to the surface. You have one minute remaining before I kill your family.”

“I’ll let you walk away,” Vanilda said. She was trying to buy time now, and didn’t quite know why. Dad, where are you?

“If you wanted to try and make a deal, you should have brought Josias Aponi to negotiate. He at least has some ability in that field.”

“Yeah, well—” Several flashes in the air startled her. The tactical display showed they were generated by energy beams ionizing atmospheric molecules. The combat drones that’d been hovering overhead darted away. One got twenty meters, then exploded. The blast wave punched Vanilda and her mother several meters across the ground.

Ohcrap!

“So no proximity trigger after all,” Lady Asahi-Iryna sneered, and took off, accelerating away fast.

“Defend me,” Vanilda told the suit’s CI. She trusted its routines far more than her own reactions.

The bears pounced, long glowing blades telescoping out of their forearm armor. Her suit’s tactical routines responded, flinging her out of the way. It also fired a pair of heat-sheet grenades at her mother’s suit, which was quickly enveloped in a spew of white flame. The heat pulse lasted for a couple of seconds before vanishing, leaving the suit blackened and smoking, the grainy remnants of the restraining net pattering onto the ground. “Dad, we need you now!” Vanilda shouted.

More flashes erupted across the sky.

“What—My ship!” Lady Asahi-Iryna exclaimed.

Vanilda and her mother opened fire on the bears. The Awakened returned fire with their multi-barrel rifles.

Twenty dazzling stars materialized high overhead, extending bright contrails in their wake as they plummeted straight down. The air directly above Vanilda was crisscrossed with energy beams and missile contrails. Several bears switched their fire to the incoming lights.

“What the hell is happening?” her mum yelled.

“Who are your allies?” Lady Asahi-Iryna demanded.

“What allies?” Vanilda shouted back in a panic.
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THERE WAS A gap in time Terence was completely unaware of.

“Who the hell’s attacking us?” Elsbeth shouted.

“Huh? I don’t know.”

“I go up,” Dave said. “Fight.”

“There are like ten of them,” Elsbeth said. “More, I think. The second you stick your head out of the hole, you’re dead.”

“I protect you. All I got.”

“Just wait,” Terence said, the pain of those words stabbing deep into his soul. His heart was with Dave. All he wanted to do was run out of the ship and fly up the tunnel at supersonic speed.

Tactical suicide.

“Your family up there.”

“I KNOW!” He was shaking inside his armor. “Their suits and the combat drones will protect them. They’ll get away. They will. Medusa knows what she’s doing.”

“Terence,” Elsbeth said gingerly, “there’s nowhere to hide up there.”

He glared at her so hard she should have been able to see the expression through the solid helmet.

“They come down here, they die,” Dave said.

“Yes! Okay, go guard the entrance, buy us time if they come down the tunnel,” Terence said. “Elsbeth we’ve got to find the Álogo. There were another four cargo modules intact. We’ll split up and check them.”

“Terence, it’s not … Okay, sure.”

He gave the sprawl of dodecahedrons a final angry glare and turned. Dave was already hurrying along the accessway back into the life support module.

Instinct that wasn’t entirely his own brought Terence to a halt. Sitting at his usual table in the Fleesh Diamond, Makaio-Spirit looked up from his drink. “When the archon’s agent was killing the scavengers, this is the cargo module they ran to.”

“Fuck!” Terence yelled at himself.

“What?” Elsbeth asked in confusion.

He hurried back to the open hatch. A sloping tide of dodecahedrons, dark ovoids afloat on them. The body—without any armor—death-frozen as it frantically tried to get into the open ovoid.

I dunno, Dad. It looks more like a control cab.

“Oh, you beautiful genius,” he whispered.

“Terence?”

“This is it. This is the Álogo suit.”

“What is?”

He scooped up a handful of the dodecahedrons and let them fall. “Legends don’t come with details,” he said, mood swinging back way too fast to exultant. “Emergency exit,” he ordered his suit CI. The segments flipped open across his body.

“What are you doing?” Elsbeth protested.

“It’s the size and power that get passed on; we just spray an interpretation on that, an equivalence drawn from our own experience. If it’s more powerful than something we already have, it’s got to be the same but bigger, right?” He stepped out of the open armor suit and crawled into the open cargo module. The dodecahedrons shifted underneath him. It was like trying to move over a dune of slippery sand. He forced himself forward, wriggling along on his belly to try and give himself buoyancy. Then he was passing the murdered corpse. “You knew, didn’t you,” he told it as he grabbed the edge of the open ovoid and hauled himself inside. Rolled over onto the seat.

Now what?

Elsbeth was filling the hatch, her helmet lights dazzling him. The neural interface pad on his neck was connected to a bulb on his collar; it told him a general lnc was opening as the electronic warfare squall disappeared.

“It’s Vanilda Wilson-Fletcher, isn’t it?” a female voice inquired. “Daughter of Terence and Jimena Wilson-Fletcher?”

“Shit,” he hissed, then let out a cry of relief as Vanilda answered.

They’re alive.

“How do you turn it on?” Elsbeth asked.

He scanned around the ovoid’s lid, trying not to think of the nasty-looking clamp mechanism that would close around his head if he did work it out. The Álogo’s electronics certainly didn’t interface with any of the signals his connection bulb was sending out.

What if there’s no power left? But Elsbeth had mocked that idea; this was Remnant tech. It worked perfectly after ten millennia. A thousand years of sitting here was nothing.

There, on the arm of the chair, close to his hand. A single circular switch.

It can’t be that easy. But the simplest solution always applies.

He brought his finger down on the switch. A row of amber lights appeared inside the lid. “Asteria’s arse!” One by one they turned green.

“Don’t come any closer, sweetheart,” Jimena was saying over the general lnc.

The two sections of the head clamp started to close. The delicate neuro-medical instruments on each one touched his temple as they locked together. A mild tingling—that quickly became a red-hot knife burning into his brain.

The ovoid’s lid hinged down, cutting off the light.
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THE FIGHT WAS all in the air now. Vanilda’s sensors were almost overwhelmed by the furious blaze of light engulfing the whole area over the tunnel. Lady Asahi-Iryna and her Awakened bears were all firing upward. Dozens of semi-visible combat drones were dogfighting, their presence betrayed by spiral contrails tearing through the fanciful currents of the aurora. Explosions were constant dazzling bruises staining the sky.

A further two rings of the white falling stars had appeared above the first batch. Vanilda regarded them fearfully, not at all sure that the old saying—the enemy of my enemy is my friend—applied right now.

Her suit defenses opened fire on five incoming missiles. The tactical display showed her they’d come from Lady Asahi-Iryna. Her suit spat out a canopy of chaff to shelter her, although the electronic warfare struggle raging above her was already off the scale. Three more missiles were aimed at her mum. By now, Lady Asahi-Iryna was a kilometer high and closing on the first of the descending stars.

“We need to get out of here,” her mum said through a re-established secure lnc.

“Yes, but where’s Dad?”

“He’s coming, sweetheart. You know he’s coming.”

There were so many combat drones in the melee now, the bears were being forced lower as they took hits from energy beams and kinetics. Even Lady Asahi-Iryna had halted her ascent.

“Okay,” Vanilda said. “Do we head for the Aeacus?” All she wanted now was to get clear away from the fight.

“No. Lady Asahi-Iryna will want to know where it is.”

“We—Oh, hell! Here they come.”

The white stars were only a hundred meters above her now. Their shielding light was extinguished twenty meters above the ground, revealing translucent orange cones with something embedded in the core of each one. Insects in amber, Vanilda thought as she glimpsed them. Then their true size appeared in the tactical display. Goddess! The cones were four meters tall.

Each of them shattered as their base hit the ground, releasing the creature inside.

Not insects. Wolves. Wolves walking upright on metal hind limbs that looked like their surgical implantation wasn’t quite finished. The puffy scar skin around them was still raw and bleeding. Wolves that’d been on a diet of pure steroids. Their torsos were so broad, allowing them to carry guns Vanilda suspected weighed almost as much as she did.

“What in the name of the Goddess?” she gasped in shock.

“Koven, vassal class,” the suit’s CI informed her.

“Move,” Jimena shouted.

The suit pivoted Vanilda around and started to sprint, and the compressor spun up ready to launch her. That was when she realized she was inside the circle of landing capsules that’d brought the vassals down. One of them swung its gun around to line up on her. She brought her own arms up and muzzles extended out of the armor. There was no target; her sensor displays had vanished in a burst of static.

“Extreme electronic warfare assault,” the CI warned.

There was enough basic camera resolution left to see the flare from the vassal’s gun. Whatever the projectile was, it hit her like a runaway aircraft at about Mach ten. Then it exploded.

The noise was deafening, the violence of the strike agonizing. She felt her ribs break as the armor’s chest segments distorted inward. The impact flung her backward. She hit the ground arse first and flipped, tumbling for most of eternity before crunching to a halt in the remnants of the tunnel’s dust mound, every limb splayed out, every cell in her body screaming in pain. A cough produced a splatter of blood droplets. The visor display was cracked, but the camera imagery was still coherent. System icons were mostly red.

“Applying medical protocols,” the suit CI told her.

She immediately felt most of her torso turning cold and let out a long breath of thanks. The remaining sensors showed her the Koven vassals blasting away at the bears, who were desperately trying to land as fast as they could. Lady Asahi-Iryna was descending, returning fire, pummeling the ground—causing the runaway livestone to erupt in tall gouts of shards and plasma spears where one of the Koven vassals was standing.

Then the next tranche of landing capsules hit the ground and shattered.

“Koven, Jackal class,” the suit CI told her calmly.

These weren’t terrestrial animals twisted by brutal genetic engineering and mutilated by cyborg implants. Koven Jackals were pure hellbirthed teratisms, their scaly hide a green-chrome armor plating, their heads a demonic lump at the front of the torso, with hooded multifaceted eyes, the fangs in its mouth supplemented by thick scimitar horns. All four limbs ended in claws the size of her forearm, the joints sprouting their own blade-tipped talons. They didn’t carry weapons. They didn’t need to. Their synthetic hide was impermeable to the kinetic barrage the bears were hitting them with.

Two bears leapt on a Jackal. It was a raw strength battle of claws and fangs, stabbing and ripping into fur and scales alike. Limbs became a blur, operating at a speed beyond any normal flesh and blood. And blood there certainly was, spraying in all directions.

Vanilda tried to move. The suit had enough working actuators left for her to roll over. She started to scrabble away, but the Koven and the Awakened bears were all around her. Above, the air was a cage of dogfighting combat drones.

“Dad!” she wailed. “Help. Please.”

She was staring right at the tunnel entrance when the Álogo suit roared out.
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THE PAIN WITHDREW, leaving something inside Terence’s head—not a voice, an anticipation.

“What?” he asked fearfully.

“Awaiting instructions.”

He didn’t say anything, but his thoughts silently coalesced into a single requirement. Activate.

It worked. He could feel it. The Álogo was an extension of himself, so much more than any connection to Aeacus CI had ever been. This was a sharp and reactive entity.

His awareness expanded out into the dodecahedrons, discovering them as they shifted to operational status. The entire mass filling the cargo compartment were mechcells that made up the Álogo’s body, infinitely adaptable and mobile. They could form … whatever he wanted. Through them, he was bonded to the ovoid weapon units. A long, dangerous list of capabilities were his to unleash. There were smaller physical units that merged with him, too—power spheres and sensor arrays, ion jets, matter adaptors capable of microfacturing more kinetic projectiles from raw minerals.

What he wanted was to reach the surface—and fast. Mechcells obeyed the thought, flowing together to form a cohesive whole. Those mechcells that had spilled out of the cargo compartment unified into a fat serpent profile. Its tip reared up and surged forward into the accessway.

Elsbeth yelled in shock and flattened herself against the bulkhead as it surged past her.

“It’s okay,” Terence assured her and Dave. “I got this now.”

The mechcells gripped the units and the cab, positioning them at its core to carry them along. His body could feel the movement as he was borne out of the cargo hold and into the life support module. The linear body twisted and curved through the interior, rocking him from side to side until it reached the hole the andys had cut in the hull. Then upward he went, heading fast toward the weapons’ fire and electronic warfare howl.

The Álogo charged out of the tunnel, almost immediately taking fire. The mechcells deflected the energy beams, swatting them aside with ease. Terence brought sensor units to the fore, locating Vanilda and Jimena. Identified two Jackals and an Awakened bear shooting at them. Weapons unit deployed. Fired three size-five hyperkinetics with proton-boosted warheads. The three antagonists blew apart.

By then, the sensor units had scanned the area, revealing the extent of the battle.

“Koven?” he asked in surprise.

“Confirmed,” the Álogo said.

He shapeshifted the Álogo into something like a crab—a circular body with six legs—and raced over to where Vanilda and Jimena were crouched. His first review showed him Vanilda’s armor had received severe punishment.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Now you’re here, Dad, yeah.”

He scuttled the Álogo body over them, preventing any of the combatants from getting a line of sight.

“Medusa?”

“Gone,” Jimena said.

“Shit. Right; stay still.”

A circular formation of twenty landing capsules hurtled down, shedding their glaring shield of light just before they hit the ground. The translucent orange structures smashed apart, releasing another troop of Jackals.

Five more missiles struck the upper surface of the Álogo. Its mechcells’ internal cohesion was amped up so high, the explosions barely registered. Three weapon units rose up out of the tightly packed mechcells. Terence started firing. Energy beams with the power rating of a navy frigate began eradicating the remaining combat drones, swooping and rolling through the air above.

Koven and Awakened bears stopped their individual fights and turned their weapons on the Álogo. Terence shapeshifted the main circular body into a protective dome over Jimena and Vanilda. Missiles struck the impenetrable outer layer, their warheads detonating to choke the air around with plasma and dust. More weapon units held within the Álogo migrated outward, their crowns emerging from the body’s rim. Sensor units provided targeting data. Terence opened fire with multiple hyperkinetics, torturing the already overheated air with a barrage of very short-lived supersonic booms.

Bears, vassals, and Jackals ruptured in scarlet spumes of charred flesh, broken cyborg limbs, and mangled armor. The squall of debris took a while to splatter down across the scorched stone surface.

Layers of smoke curtaining the area fluoresced with auroral splendor as the glowing lightstorm returned triumphantly. Terence focused the sensor units clean across the wreckage and broken corpses at Lady Asahi-Iryna in her Imperial Knight armor, then opened a general lnc. “You wanted to see me?”

“Terence Wilson-Fletcher. You summoned Koven down to ambush me. My ship is under attack in orbit. Well, know this. You may gain some short-lived satisfaction from your alliance, but I assure you: you have chosen the wrong masters.”

“I have no masters, and I summoned no Koven. They are nothing to do with me.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Then we have nothing to discuss.” Three Álogo weapon units opened fire.
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TERENCE INSISTED VANILDA go into a medical pod before the Aeacus launched. It’d taken twenty minutes for them to get back to the starship, and he was horrified at the sight of her injuries when she got out of the damaged armor. She had to be helped onto a medical gurney, which took her straight to the ship’s clinic.

She gave him a brave smile as the pod segments began to close around her. “Dad, stop worrying. I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not; but you will be.”

“What dominion are the Koven Celestials from? I’ve never heard of them before.”

“They’re not Celestials, sweetheart; they’re the shock troops of the Mara Yama. They get sent in at the sharp end of any assault.”

“There are Mara Yama here?” she asked in alarm.

“Could be. Don’t worry, the Aeacus is scanning for hostiles right now. There aren’t any in orbit.” Which wasn’t the whole truth; from the ground their view of space was limited. But it was what she needed to hear. “We’ll be in darkflight mode again as soon as we’re out of the atmosphere,” he assured her.

“Good. Wake me up before we go through the ingress Gate. Please, Dad.”

“Absolutely.”

As soon as the medical pod closed and sealed, he put his arms around Jimena, who’d barely spoken a word since they arrived back. She pressed her face into his shoulder.

“She will be okay,” he promised. “This clinic is the best possible place a human can be treated in the whole Centauri Cluster.”

“Yes,” she said, “but she shouldn’t have been out there. We took our daughter on a combat mission, for Asteria’s sake, Terence. A combat mission!”

“I know. Next time she stays in the ship.”

“I don’t want a next time.”

“Me neither.” Because what else could he say?

She let out a sob and winced.

“Are you okay?” he asked brokenly.

“Not really. Plenty of bruising, and zero pride left. I was useless out there.”

“You need to get in a medic pod.”

“Later. And I’m not the only one.” She brushed a fingertip over his temple, which was still bleeding from the two spots where the Álogo’s neuro-medical probes had drilled through into his skull.

“It’s fine. I just need a groflesh patch.”

“Urrgh. Like father, like daughter. You’re not fine.”

“Just let me get us into orbit, okay?”

“Then you’ll come back to the clinic?”

“Yes. Both of us will.”

“All right, then.”
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TERENCE SWITCHED THE AEACUS darkflight shielding off, told the CI to activate every defensive system they had, and launched with a fusion drive, accelerating vertically at three gees. As soon as they left the ground, he established a lnc to the monitor satellites they’d left in orbit when they arrived. There’d been no contact with them since the Aeacus had landed, in case their comms were being monitored in turn and someone used them to locate the starship. Standard procedure. But Lady Asahi-Iryna had somehow managed to track them to Red Quar.

And none of that explained where the Koven came from.

Information from the monitor satellites came through the connection into his mind, and everything became a lot clearer. “Oh, sweet Asteria,” he groaned.

“What’s up?” Elsbeth asked sharply.

“There are three other ships here,” Terence told them. “And one of them is Mara Yama.”

The monitor satellites had found Lady Asahi-Iryna’s ship coasting along an elliptical orbit five and a half thousand kilometers above the other side of the planet. It was similar to the Aeacus—a long cylindrical center section surrounded by a life support ring. But this was a newer model—slightly bigger, more streamlined perhaps? Hard to tell; the satellite sensors struggled against Izamere’s radiation pulses, and some of its darkflight hull shielding was still intact. It was also surrounded by a dense cloud of small spaceships, darting about it like wasps around their nest, obscuring the view.

The Mara Yama ship was ten kilometers away from it, but sliding inexorably along a rendezvous trajectory that would bring them together in another twenty minutes. It was a brutish chunk of astro-livestone that’d grown into a kinked cylinder three kilometers long, with a hull that was plagued with suppurating cysts, some trailing a thin dirty-yellow vapor trail like a nauseous comet. Its length was wrapped in thick trunks resembling long-dead trees. They’d twisted together at the prow, and sprouted long knobbly fingers that were already splayed open in anticipation of grasping the archon’s ship. Around the aft end, at the bottom of leathery creases, ion drives glowed neon blue.

And then there was the Morowi, the yacht that had followed Aeacus through the Gate when they arrived insystem, then flew off on a course toward the Edwall ingress Gate. It was already half a million kilometers away from Red Quar, and accelerating at two gees, which was probably its maximum.

“Don’t blame you,” Terence admitted, even though he hated whoever was inside. The Morowi was clearly more than just an Otehal family yacht. They must have tracked the Aeacus to Red Quar and kept Lady Asahi-Iryna updated. To do that, the yacht had to be equipped with military-grade sensors. Probably traksats, too.

“We’ve been too trusting,” Jimena said ruefully.

“Yeah,” Terence agreed. He didn’t enjoy the way the Mara Yama flock had ensnared Lady Asahi-Iryna’s ship—mainly because it had the same, if not better capabilities, than the Aeacus. “Show me the monitor satellite memory of what happened in orbit around Red Quar since we landed,” he told the CI.

It was the same problem that they’d faced in orbit around Janton-Io. Any ship, no matter how efficient its stealth capability, created a wake through the magnetosphere that would betray its presence.

That was how the Mara Yama found it, still in darkflight mode, in the thousand-kilometer orbit Lady Asahi-Iryna had parked it in. They sent their flock of interceptors—more than three hundred of them, divided into two types. The first were the bounce balls: automated combat drones that were perfect reflectors; whatever energy beam struck them, it’d bounce off the surface, which was a perfect electromagnetic mirror. Not only that, the beam would be directed straight back along the exact line it’d come from. The second type were locust class: small attack craft with a single Koven vassal pilot. A sphere with quad radial pinions, highly maneuverable over short distances to enact the standard Mara Yama strategy—racing in close to the victim to fire missiles and energy beams then dodge back out. The bounce balls took care of proximity defense beams.

They’d swooped in on the apex of the magnetosphere wake Lady Asahi-Iryna’s ship ploughed into the flux lines, their unrelenting barrage forcing it to accelerate away. But that was no escape.

The flash of weapons fire had been constant as it accelerated away from Red Quar. Between the locusts and the bounce balls, the archon ship’s proximity defenses had been relentlessly ground down as more and more kinetics punched into the hull, each strike eliminating another little batch of components until there was no functionality left. Eventually its drive sections failed, and it was left gliding along its trajectory, helpless as the pitiless assault continued.

It was always the way with a Mara Yama attack. A thousand Davids bringing down a single Goliath.

And now, Terence could see the big Mara Yama ship closing on the disabled archon ship. At some level, he didn’t want the Mara Yama to win. The sight of a ship so similar to Aeacus, humbled by the assault flock, was worrying. And there was another thing …

“Stand by. Accelerating,” he announced.

The Aeacus hit five gees, tracing a long arc that kept Red Quar directly between them and the ponderous Mara Yama ship.

“I thought we were clear,” Jimena ground out.

“Lady Asahi-Iryna’s ship will never allow itself to be captured—especially not by the Mara Yama.”

As he spoke, the archon’s ship switched off its antimatter confinement chambers. The blast created a searing white halo around Red Quar, putting the Aeacus safely in the umbra of the intense radiation deluge.

The light shrank away as fast as it had manifested.
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THREE DAYS LATER, Terence and Jimena stood beside the medical pod as it opened.

“How are you feeling?” Jimena asked.

Vanilda gave her a self-conscious smile. “Okay, I guess.” She took the robe her mother offered and clambered out. “I was worried this thing would rejuvenate me back down to five years old or something.”

“I think I’m getting better at ordering its routines now,” Terence told her. “So no, you’re not five again.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“We’ll reach the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate in another four hours.”

Vanilda nodded, giving them a pensive glance. “I’m sorry about Red Quar. I really screwed up.”

“No!”

“Sweetheart, you did fine,” Terence insisted. “Stalling Lady Asahi-Iryna the way you did was very clever.”

“Except it wasn’t. That was just desperation kicking in. All I could think of was that you’d come and rescue us.”

“Which you made possible. I needed time to understand the Álogo. You gave me that time.”

“Sure, Dad. Look, I know neither of you wanted me out there in an armor suit, and you were right, okay? Mum nailed it; armor suits make you feel invincible when you put them on. But that’s a really dumb thing to believe. I know that now. If you’re in a suit, you really need to know tactics, and you have to be ruthless. All the things I’m not.” She held a warning finger up. “Don’t argue. I know what I saw out there. The Awakened and the Koven, and that’s before we get to Lady Asahi-Iryna. They are all real soldiers. I can’t go up against that kind of enemy again. I’d be a liability.”

Terence smiled gently. “Nobody’s asking you to, sweetheart.”

“But, Dad, you can’t not do something just because I’m here. I get how important what we’re doing is.”

“Understood, and nothing’s changed. We’re going to reach the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate in four hours. That means we’re close enough to the Gate now for me to get through the pulsar interference and check in with the bodhian web. So I have one piece of really good news; the Lestari hasn’t reached this system yet.”

“Liliana could have gone through in another ship,” Jimena said.

“Maybe. But if she’s still masquerading as a human, there haven’t been any Traveler ships come through from Capo Frois since we’ve been here. So I’m staying hopeful.”

“What happened to the Mara Yama ship?” Vanilda asked.

Terence and Jimena exchanged a glance.

“Lady Asahi-Iryna’s ship self-destructed when the Mara Yama ship got close. The blast took out both ships.”

“Well, that’s proper good news.”

“No, it’s not,” Terence said awkwardly.

“Why not?”

“I don’t understand where the Mara Yama ship came from. They always fly in fleets, and there are no reports of a Mara Yama fleet here in Izamere.”

“Well, so … how?”

“That’s the problem with Izamere. The way that white dwarf pulsar screws with sensors means it’s one of the few star systems where it’s difficult to detect a Mara Yama fleet.”

“Surely the Ovette Dominion would know?”

“The Keledai Celestials are insular, remember? And actually detecting a Mara Yama fleet would depend on where it is. When they arrive at a star system, they normally go into orbit around a gas giant to refuel. But they can’t do that here. The six gas giants orbiting the white dwarf are a lethal environment. Or I should say known gas giants, because there’s a big Oort cloud; it might have a gas giant, probably several. But that creates its own problem. If the fleet is in the Oort cloud, why was that ship this deep in the system, and specifically why was it pursuing us and Lady Asahi-Iryna?”

“We’re interesting,” Jimena said.

“Huh?”

“Think about it. The Mara Yama are going to position monitor satellites at the Gates, just like everyone else. So they see the Aeacus come through—an archon ship that immediately goes into darkflight mode. That’s followed by the Morowi, which starts tracking us—and they don’t have darkflight, so they can be followed. Then Lady Asahi-Iryna arrives and pulls the same vanishing trick as the Aeacus. So you’ve got to ask yourself, why are there two archon ships doing that? There are only three ingress Gates in this system, and you’ve got to wind up at one of them eventually. So you only use darkflight if you’re going somewhere in-system that you don’t want anyone to know about. And if the Mara Yama are in-system—which nobody does know about—they’re going to be extremely interested in what mission these archon ships are on.”

Terence couldn’t help the broad grin on his face as he looked at Jimena. “Makaio-Faraji should have recruited you, not me.”

“Thank you.”

“So there’s a Mara Yama fleet here, and nobody knows about it?” Vanilda asked.

“Looks that way,” Terence said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. What concerns me is that they’re only a few light-years from Hoa Quinzu, where there’s another fleet. Which puts two Mara Yama fleets close to the Crown Dominion while there’s a coup going on—and thanks to Carode, we know they’re seriously pissed with Imperial Celestials.”

“Seven thousand years ago!” Vanilda exclaimed.

“They also want the Helium Sea,” Terence said. “They always have.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’ve already used the bodhian web to send a message to Clavissa. She’s probably at Capo Frois now, assuming the Imperial fleet arrived on time. I’m hoping she’ll know what to do with the information.”

“That’s a long shot.”

He shrugged.

“I mean, what if they’re actually allied with Gyvoy?”

“Right now, we shouldn’t exclude anything, but I hope to the Goddess they’re not.”

“So we’re still going to Hoa Quinzu?”

“Definitely.”




CHAPTER TWENTY

THE ARCADIA’S MOON went through the ingress Gate to JK67b just ahead of the Diligent. It would act as a scout—and, if necessary, defender. Finn couldn’t imagine any hostiles were waiting for them at the egress Gate, but best to be safe. In any case, Captain Andino kept dropping hints about the terrible power of the Remnant Era weapons she had available. Traveler captains always played fast and loose about their ship’s capability, but after she’d fired the Q-distort at Squadron Twenty-Three, nobody was going to challenge her. Besides, she still had just shy of two thousand tons of antimatter on board. Anybody attacking the Arcadia’s Moon was essentially on a suicide mission.

Finn had also checked with the bodhian web about who had gone through the JK67b ingress Gate during the last few weeks. They were all ordinary commercial cargo ships; certainly no navy vessels had used it. His main concern had been the warships in Gyvoy’s little flotilla. They had slithered away into darkflight mode almost as soon as the Aeacus had when they escaped Janton-Io.

Gyvoy had wanted that antimatter back for whatever new phase of his Great Game was coming. If Finn was certain about one thing, it was that Gyvoy would never give up. Their only real advantage had been that Gyvoy didn’t know where the Arcadia’s Moon was.

Until now. The monitor satellites that lurked silently around every Gateway of Heaven in the Centauri Cluster had watched it go through the JK67b ingress Gate, but that was the first sighting anyone had been given in a month. If Gyvoy’s warships were close by, they’d be sloughing off their stealth covering and accelerating hard at the Diligent—which wasn’t happening. But they’d be on their way at high gees to the ingress Gate as soon as they picked up the monitor satellite record.

“You’re still worried about him, aren’t you?” Ellie asked.

“We used strawberries to get what we needed. He used nukes to try and capture or kill us. Notice the difference in tactics there? Yes. I’m worried. He wants that antimatter back.”

She grinned. “I noticed.”

“And we’re on our own now.”

They both looked at the central screen on the Gateway flight console where they were sitting. It was showing the Xiyra, the Aeacus, and Sahdiah’s strange asteroid craft all holding station fifty kilometers from the Diligent as they finished escorting them to the ingress Gate. Knowing the three very different archon ships were guarding them on the trip across the Capo Frois system had given everyone on board the arkship a degree of confidence. Now, though, they were going to be on their own again.

“Do you know what I think?” she said. “I think there’s a strong chance we’ve neutralized Gyvoy.”

“Huh?”

“Well, obviously he’ll chase us the whole way to the Andromeda galaxy, because he’s taken what we’ve done very personally. He might be a Celestial in disguise, but that fury of his is what drives him. It’s a very human trait. He’s been one of us for so long, using some kind of rider, that it isn’t really a rider anymore.”

“He’s reverted,” Finn said, enjoying the idea.

“If it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck …” she said slyly.

“You are your grandfather’s granddaughter.”

“Maybe; thank you. But there’s also the time factor to take into account.”

“Again, my contribution to this conversation is: huh?”

“They have—or they had—a plan, and it involved that whole three thousand tons of antimatter. As I see it, the weapons it was intended to power were going to be used for specific events at specific times. Now the Arcadia’s Moon has just gone through the Gate to JK67b, which is one point eight light-years away. So be generous and say Gyvoy is only a week behind us. It’s one point eight years until he gets to JK67b. Assuming the worst-case scenario, and he recovers the antimatter from the smoldering wreck of the Arcadia’s Moon in, what, a couple of months? Then he comes back here. You’re basically looking at four years plus. Has their Great Game target list got that much flexibility built into it? And if it does, can he risk following us, because I’m thinking that he will not recover the antimatter. On account of, if I saw him boarding the Arcadia’s Moon I’d know, after the Dokatu nuclear insanity, that he’s going to kill everybody on board. So …”

“Self-destruct.”

“Goddess, yes. So will he risk chasing us, even hyped up with all that rage? Or …”

“He’ll go for plan B,” Finn said. “Because if you’re playing a Great Game on this scale, you’re not just going to have plan B, you’re going to have an entire alphabet of backup scenarios ready.”

“And if you do have plan B, you need to put it in motion, not go flying off on a personal vendetta.”

Finn kissed her. “Well, look at you, all savvy about time dilation and decision consequences.”

“I had a good teacher explain the Centauri Cluster to me.”

Otylia came up behind Ellie. “That’s quite a moment you two are having. Sorry, but I have to break it up.”

Ellie laughed. “No problem.” She got out of the couch and made a generous gesture. “All yours.”

Otylia settled next to Finn, her smile enduring.

“What?” he asked defensively.

“My little brother in a serious relationship. It’s charming.”

That face; he just didn’t know how to deal with Otylia at forty years older than him. It was like she’d abandoned him and become a true adult. Ignoring the fact that he’d been the one who flew off at relativistic velocity. One thing however was very constant; getting snappy with her never worked. “I thank you for your concern.”

“If you’d like the advice of an older woman with children—”

“No.”

Then Zelinda came and sat on the other side of the Gateway flight console.

“Don’t you start,” he said.

“Start what?” she asked innocently.

He let out a loud sigh and gave up. “Okay, how long until ingress?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Uemi-Jubalee told him.

“Okay, captain, time for the Gift of Passage.”

“Of course,” Dejean said.

Finn admired the way her voice was impeccably neutral. He suspected someone who was born and lived her life inside a machine was a practical rather than a spiritual person. But she knew how to handle other people’s beliefs.

“Gift launched,” she confirmed.

One of the small screens showed him the tiny phial zipping away from the Diligent. He nodded approvingly and gave his sisters a glance before putting a hand down on the console’s bulb.

Dejean had wanted someone else to be taught how to use the ZPZ drive, and Otylia and Zelinda were the obvious candidates. By unspoken agreement, the three of them had excluded Everett. Their brother was still too fragile after everything that’d happened on Gondiar—although the whole younger generation of Jalgori-Tobus were keen to be helpful.

It was only when he made a connection to both his sisters that he realized how little he and Zelinda had ever shared their thoughts.

“I know,” Zelinda said gently. “I’m sorry about that, Finbar. I was always so busy.”

“Well, we’re certainly seeing a lot of each other now.”

“We are, and I’m so very proud of who you’ve become.”

“And what I did?” he asked glumly.

“Your experiences made you what you are today—the person I’m delighted to have as a brother. There are a lot of ways to be a Jalgori-Tobu, not just the path I walked down.”

The three of them perceived the ZPZ generator’s huge, convoluted routines that were slowly increasing their cadence as the Diligent drew closer to the Gate.

“How in the name of the Goddess do we control this?” Zelinda asked.

“I never understood what you did when we flew into the Capo Frois ingress Gate,” Otylia confessed.

“That’s the thing,” Finn told them. “We don’t control the generator. No human ever has, and I suspect no Celestial, either. Nor do we understand the generator; it understands us.” With that, he demonstrated acceptance, allowing their perception to merge into the machine’s routines, simply to be swept away into the enormity of the functions they performed, flotsam adrift on an eternal ocean. Somewhere on the horizon, routines sensed the Gate of Heaven and the power it contained.

“It took me a while to figure it out,” Finn said. “But uranics who connect to a ZPZ generator when it’s being installed on a Traveler starship are just there to reassure the crew that everything is working okay. They claim to be experts and charge a fortune, but in reality it’s little more than a scam. It’s the Gate and the generator who agree to the flight between themselves. I’m guessing half of the ZPZ activation buttons on board Traveler starships aren’t actually wired up to anything, they’re just for show.”

“Then how did you get this ZPZ generator to fly us across the Kelowan system?” Zelinda asked.

“I asked. Pleaded, really.”

That kindled a warm amusement in both sisters.

“Here we go,” he told them. Somewhere in his head he could feel the tremendous outpouring of power extending from the Gate to the ZPZ generator. It was channeled into incomprehensible patterns that immersed the Diligent—

“Goddess!” Zelinda exclaimed as the frame jump ended, leaving them flowing along the line of quintessence. She took her hand from the connection bulb. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.”

“I don’t think anybody does,” Dejean said. “Status report, please.”

As the station heads called out around the compartment, Finn gave his sisters a knowing look. “And there you have it.”

“I think Laurella and Dushan can handle that,” Otylia said.

“Same for my Augusta, Noémie, and Balzac,” Zelinda agreed.

“Then I’ll connect with them on our flight out of here,” Finn said. “Show them the basics.”

“Looks like you’re going to wind up with plenty of redundancy, captain,” Zelinda said.

“There’s no such thing as too much redundancy on a spaceship,” Dejean replied.
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THE DILIGENT SLIPPED out of the egress Gate within five minutes of their predicted emergence window. Finn felt himself tense up, even though he knew it was a pointless reflex. Elohim law forbade anyone from intercepting a ship flying out of a Gate; and if anyone was out there breaking that restriction, it would be over so fast he would never know.

“Any sign of my husband?” Otylia asked.

“We’re picking up the transponder signal from the Arcadia’s Moon,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “They’re waiting for us a thousand klicks away from the Gate.”

“Oh, well, every silver lining has a cloud.”

“We need him,” Zelinda reminded her sister.

“We need what he’s stolen,” Otylia shot back.

“Come on,” Finn said. “We’re in JK67b; there’s only one thing to see. Uemi-Jubalee, can you point some sensors on the star, please?”

“Coming right up.”

The Diligent’s long-range optical scanners focused on the star, two AUs distant. It materialized in one of the command and control center’s large screens—a tiny bright disk with a fog-smear fuzzing the image.

Finn gave Ellie a broad smile. “Remember when I told you Kingsnest was big?”

“Not compared to this, then?”

“Goddess, no. The Gomatu Celestials have been building a Dyson sphere for something like sixteen thousand years. They started back in the Remnant Era. That makes their dominion one of the oldest in the Centauri Cluster.”

“Sixteen thousand years?”

“Yes.”

“And it’s not finished?”

He gestured at the screen. “Not yet. Travelers reckon it’ll take another fifty to seventy thousand years to complete.”

She laughed at him like it was his fault. “Right.”

“Ellie, it’s going to be a physical shell around a star, an AU in radius. Not even Celestials can build that any quicker. For a start, they have to dismantle every planet in the system to get enough mass, and seven of those planets are gas giants.”

“All right, I get the scale. Does anyone know why they’re building it?”

Finn glanced at his sisters. “Er …?”

“The governor did mention the Gomatu a few times, strictly unofficially,” Zelinda said. “A completed Dyson sphere will provide a terraformed landscape of incomprehensible size, allowing an essentially unlimited expansion of every terrestrial-origin species that we’ve branched out into. It will bring together and nurture the entire galaxy’s Earthborn children. Nobody will ever have to go anywhere again to be safe or secure. And the technology level the Gomatu will reach at the end will provide the material needs of every individual it houses. Once that absorption has been achieved, it will either be the vessel that carries humanity’s descendants to the end of time, or it will be the ignition point of our transcendence.”

“She said that to you?” Finn said in astonishment. “The Governor of Gondiar? The representative of the empress?”

“Over drinks at formal events, and over several decades. Why, did you think you’re the only one of our family interested in what goes on outside the Kelowan system? I was raised to be a marchioness, the conciliator between the Crown Dominion and humans. If I was to do my job, then I had to learn all I could about Celestials beyond the Crown Dominion. Some of them believed this”—she pointed at the image on the screen—“was actually the Greatest Game of all. That the Gomatu Celestials would absorb everything, and that every species would eventually lose its uniqueness to their vision of eternity.”

“By eventually, she means a hundred trillion years, Finny,” Otylia said. “Theoretically, that’s all the time the universe has left. The Dyson sphere would sail through it to the bitter end. Even I’m impressed with a culture that can think that big.”

“So if we take Diligent on a relativistic flight that lasts fifty or sixty thousand years dilated, we could come back here to find a finished Dyson sphere,” Dejean mused. “Then we can hitch a lift in it all the way to the heat death of the universe?”

“It’s certainly an option,” Otylia said cheerfully.

“Okay, let’s just keep to the realms of the possible for now,” Finn said. “First, we see if we can upgrade the Diligent. If we can, then we need to make some serious decisions what happens next.”

“And if we can’t upgrade?” Ellie said.

“I am quite confident we can at least make contact with the rogue Prelf,” Finn told her. “If they won’t help us, then we review our options. Especially now that Chief Octain is looking into rebuilding the remaining three entropy drives.”

“Okay, so how do we go about contacting the … Prelf,” Dejean asked. “Whatever they are?”

“They’re indigenous machines that’re constructing the megastructure,” Finn said. “There are billions of them.”

“If they’re machines, how did they go rogue?”

“They’re autonomous, but work in unison. Think classic hive mind model. Each of them has a very powerful CI, which runs its routines inside a processor core of biotech, because they’re the most sophisticated in the Cluster. A Prelf is designed to last for decades, during which they decay from progressive vacuum exposure and cosmic radiation, components fail and need repair or replacement; space is a hostile environment even for Celestial machinery. They’re deliberately designed with a limited life, which allows for ongoing upgrades. If you’ve developed smarter, more efficient Prelf, you’re going to have to retire all the old versions anyway. This is the way you do it. But while they’re out there, working industriously on the frame, that cosmic radiation is affecting the neurons inside their biotech processors—a lot more than it affects any mechanical components. And some Prelfs more than others—especially if they get caught in an X-class solar flare. Travelers believe that causes some of them to de-evolve. Their processors revert—in other words, become more primitive—so their original insect nature starts to kick in. Specifically, self-preservation. When a Prelf reaches the end of its useful lifetime, it’s ordered to report to a refinery where it’s broken up back into its component molecules, which are delivered to the assembly spheres and rebuilt into a brand-new Prelf. Trouble is, those dumber CI routines don’t want to die, so when they leave the section of the frame they’ve been building, they don’t turn up at the refinery ready to be disassembled. Those are the rogues we want to deal with.”

“And where are they?” Dejean asked pointedly.

“Their location? I don’t know. There is a signal we can send that they’ll pick up. Sometimes they respond and deal with Travelers.”

“How do you know that?” Zelinda asked.

“A few lucky Traveler dynasties have the signal, and their ships transmit it when they’re here. That means the local Gates of Heaven detected it. So it’s become part of the bodhian’s knowledge. I asked.”

“All right, so send it.”

“We need to get clear of the monitor satellites before we do that.”

“And where is that going to be? Where can we hide in this system?”

“There are plenty of mass rivers. We won’t be invisible, but if we go into one we will be difficult to find.” Finn recognized the expression on Dejean’s face and hurried on. “A mass river is the cascade of matter that’s been mined from one of the gas giants or solid worlds. Once it’s been extracted and processed in orbit around the source planet, the material is solidified into lumps and slung across the system to one of the refineries at the megastructure. So you have rivers of matter in constant flight heading inward toward the megastructure.”

Dejean turned to Uemi-Jubalee. “Can you find one?”

“Uh,” Finn raised his hand, then immediately dropped it when he realized how pathetic that was. “I have their coordinates. Or I will have; I can ask the bodhian web.”

“All right, then.”

Finn smiled around the command and control center, feeling good. Back in the game.

“Now, please, Finn.”

“Uh, yes, captain.”
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IT TOOK THE DILIGENT three days to reach a mass river—an endless procession of identical shapes that were strung out across the gulf between JK67b’s third gas giant and the outer surface of the framework that would one day expand into the full Dyson sphere. The shapes in this case were hexagonal prisms of hydrogen and helium locked into a solid molecular lattice that shaded down to deep cerulean; they measured five kilometers long and one in diameter.

Finn had been expecting eleven mass rivers, one each from the seven gas giants and four solid worlds. The bodhian instead showed him a hundred fifty-seven. The perception of the star system that slipped into his mind through his connection with the bodhian web looked across JK67b from far above the star’s north pole. That omniscient viewpoint of the system resembled a cold galaxy, its mass rivers playing the part of curving radial arms reaching out from the core.

He’d quickly realized—obvious with hindsight—that disassembling the mass of the system’s inner planets wasn’t going to provide nearly enough material to construct a shell of the size the Gomatu Celestials were aiming for. After sixteen thousand years, the solid worlds had been mined down to their lower mantle, resulting in metallic planetoids that glowed a dull crimson as they shed their residual heat. Herds of black extractor stations crawled over them, giant vampire machines sucking up the semi-solid mass, and expelling it up to the orbiting river-head drivers, where it was flung off along a trajectory toward the shell’s refineries.

The gas giants were suffering a similar fate, although the scale meant the Gomatu hadn’t yet liberated the outer atmosphere. Thousands of moonlet-sized pumping stations in low orbit around each one dragged ultrabonded pipes through the upper atmosphere, sucking up the hydrogen and helium. Between them they produced tens of thousands of the colossal hexagonal prisms each day, which were fired outward to fall down the star’s gravity well in a close-packed torrent that would be collected at the shell.

But even that wasn’t going to provide enough material for the refineries and assembly machines that occupied the growing edges of the megastructure’s bands, so the Gomatu had begun to mine the Oort cloud. Out there in the cold and dark a quarter of a light-year from the star, innumerable ice giant planets orbited amid the sparsely populated yet massive remnant of the original protoplanetary disk, along with petrified asteroids and frozen comets. They would have stayed there unchanged until the star finally collapsed into a dark, cooling remnant in a few billion years’ time.

Then the Gomatu arrived with their cause to be fulfilled, and the ultrabonded pipes were lowered into their cryogenic atmospheres to syphon away their mass. Comets, too, were shattered into fragments and dispatched toward the distant glimmer of light and heat. For when the shell was complete, it would need oceans as well as continents to sustain life on a scale the galaxy had never known before.

The mass rivers that wound down sedately out of the darkness with their flecks of precious matter took thousands of years to complete the journey. So it was the eleven denser mass rivers of the inner system that offered the Diligent the best chance of obscurity. Inserting the old arkship into the shadow of the blue hexagonal prisms was a complex maneuver of deceit. As they reached the cavalcade of mass, its ion drives were turned off, and the Arcadia’s Moon folded away its sheets of stealth fabric, powering up its electronic warfare units into a function they were never designed for. Instead of blocking sensor returns, they were imitating the emissions profile of the Diligent. With that established, Captain Andino activated their ion drive and carried on along the Diligent’s course.

It wasn’t perfect. But JK67b didn’t have the kind of intense system-wide military surveillance beloved by the Crown Dominion. Anyone coming through the egress Gate from Capo Frois would have a hard time working out what’d happened.

After two days’ flight, the Arcadia’s Moon switched off its ion drive, unfurled the stealth sheets again, and activated their neutral exhaust drive. Thirty-six hours later they were rendezvousing with the Diligent as it held station with one of the huge prisms.

Finn didn’t have to be in the command and control center to send the signal; any console in the Diligent would’ve done. He just felt it was the right place to launch it, given that success or failure would affect everyone on board. Besides, he had a responsibility.

I really am a Jalgori-Tobu.

“When I send this, that’s our course locked in,” he said.

“Are you going to ask if anyone’s got a better idea?” Otylia asked.

“If anyone did have something better, they’d have told us by now,” Ellie said. “Grandpa?”

Over on the communication console’s screen, the image of Josias shrugged. “I’m very curious about what kind of upgrade the rogue Prelf can offer.”

Finn gave Dejean a questioning glance.

“You’re the owner,” she told him impassively. “I just make sure the ship goes where you want it to.”

“Okay, then.” He put his hand down on the contact bulb.

As it had flown back to the mass river, the Arcadia’s Moon had dropped a series of relay satellites. Now the Diligent used a secure lnc to send Finn’s message down the line. Thirteen million kilometers away, the last satellite broadcast the signal. It was little more than an identity code, and it was broadcast against a wide section of the bands that made up the Dyson sphere’s framework—one of eight potential locations listed within the bodhian web as a place where the rogue Prelf could be.

Eight hours later, the satellite picked up a secure narrow-focus lnc, originating a million kilometers from the outer surface of the framework. Finn sent a message back, asking for a meeting to trade. He provided the Diligent’s location. Otylia winced, but didn’t say anything.

“I’m pretty sure it’s not the Gomatu Dominion,” he told her. “And we have to take a chance at some point.”

“I know.”

The Arcadia’s Moon took up position five thousand kilometers from the Diligent, to provide covering fire if they needed it.

“If we’re in a fight, there’s no way we’ll be able to reach an ingress Gate without being intercepted by someone,” Ellie told him.

“I know.”

Forty hours later they detected something approaching. It wasn’t wrapped in a stealth shielding, nor did the drive have a neutral exhaust. Even so, the sensors didn’t catch it until it was ten thousand kilometers out. The fuselage had a tiny thermal signature, and the ion drive used helium as an exhaust mass, which was unusual for the Centauri Cluster and difficult to detect against the background of solar wind.

Everyone in the command and control center watched the image build up on their screens.

“That’s a Prelf?” Ellie asked.

“I think so,” Finn replied. “That or the Gomatu have elevated tiger prawns into a whole new concept of Changeling.”

“Okay, well, I’m not going public with my opinion on that particular shape.”

Finn quashed a laugh. The Prelf had a seventy-meter-long body that curved in a gentle crescent profile. Its dark gray fuselage was mottled by dusky striations, contributing to its organic mien. A flattened tail section completed the effect. Ion thrusters at the end of the tail emitted a soft electric-blue haze that dissipated after barely ten meters. At the front, the fuselage was swollen into a bulbous nodule, sprouting a multitude of manipulator tentacles, prehensile sensor pods, and a skirt of fronds that blended into protuberant mechanical devices—some of which looked suspiciously like weapons. The way that the extensions were constantly waving about like seaweed fronds in a current only enhanced Finn’s idea that the Prelf had some kind of distant aquatic origin. As it edged closer, the Diligent cameras zoomed in, allowing him to see more than a dozen broken stubs around the forward nodule, while the striations now looked like micrometeor impacts rather than an intrinsic pattern.

The console display showed Finn the Prelf opening a secure lnc to the Diligent. His rising heart rate and adrenaline tingle betrayed just how anxious he was now this moment had arrived. For the last week they’d been having meetings about what upgrades they should try to negotiate, and he’d been asking everyone’s opinion. The consensus was ask for an impossible dream, and try not to get negotiated down to a slightly better fusion generator. So he had a decent list of systems and abilities. It was just … everything he did now was critical—the trip to Janton-Io, this, their options for what happened next. One mistake and everybody died. It was the exact life of responsibility he’d fled Gondiar to avoid.

No escape.

“You ready?” Ellie asked.

“Yep, sure.”

She gestured at the screen with Josias’s face. “You could always let Grandpa—”

“This is the human starship Diligent,” Finn declared. “Thank you for responding to our contact invitation and visiting us. We believe we are in a position to offer you a beneficial trade.”

“Acknowledge interface with Diligent human,” the Prelf sent. “Trade option to commence now, yes/no?”

“Er, yeah. Yes.”

“Inform Prelf of trade option, yes/no?”

“Are you asking what we have to offer?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, then. I’m glad we can begin. We are looking for certain engineering abilities to be applied to the Diligent—”

“Even I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about,” Josias blurted. “This is a basic intelligence you’ve got here, man, not a tenured philosophy professor. Minimize everything you say, and be precise.”

Finn glared at the screen. “Got it; thank you.”

“Define engineering application,” the Prelf said.

“Well, we’d like you, that is: you, the Prelf, to use your high-technology level to improve the Diligent.”

“Define nature of improvement.”

“General systems upgrade.”

“Define general systems.”

Finn’s confidence was draining away, and Ellie’s ongoing anxious glances at him didn’t help. He’d spent the whole time since they’d arrived telling himself he was up to the job, now—not so much. When he thought back to the negotiations on Kajval and then Kingsnest, he knew he’d played his minor part well. But it hadn’t been his strategy. Someone else entirely had led the negotiations. Okay, so I channel Gyvoy. It doesn’t matter what works as long as it does work.

His cheeks burned, but he fought down his pride and said: “All mechanical and electrical systems require efficiency upgrade. Do you have that capability, yes/no?”

“Capacity exists if project-ejected Prelf converge. Cost for agreement: high.”

“Price offer for total Diligent efficiency upgrade: five hundred kilograms degenerate antimatter.”

The Prelf didn’t answer immediately.

“Bold move, considering how much we’ve got,” Josias sounded grudgingly impressed.

“Why isn’t it answering?” Otylia asked uncertainly. “Did you insult it?”

“I’m really hoping I overwhelmed it with generosity.”

Ellie pulled a face. “I wouldn’t be too sure of that.”

“Upgrade cost higher,” the Prelf said.

“Offer increased to six hundred kilograms degenerate antimatter. Observation: this mass will power project-ejected Prelf for extreme time period.”

“Convergence of project-ejected Prelf high risk of detection by Gomatu Dominion. Minimum cost: one ton degenerate antimatter.”

“Named cost only acceptable if additional technology systems made available.”

“Request clarification on additional systems. Provide, yes/no?”

Finn grinned, and pulled up the wish list on his console screen. “Here we go.”
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THREE DAYS LATER, thirty-two more Prelf arrived over ten hours. Like the first, their flight to the mass river was effectively undetectable. When they did rendezvous, they clustered together in the shadow of the blue prism, their heritage of a biological mind in evidence from the way they maintained their distance from one another, yet always synchronized themselves when moving as if they were one. The relationship with a shoal or flock of living creatures was inevitable. Those darting motions to keep inside the shadow were when Finn saw many of them were in a bad condition, with missing tentacles and sensors. Some had patches on their fuselage. Others leaked gas in tiny fountains.

Once they were all gathered, they flowed over and around the Diligent, then carefully maneuvered themselves into position along the arkship’s gantry spine. Manipulator tentacles stretched out and began locking on to cargo load points.

From his comfortable couch in the command and control center, Finn watched Chief Engineer Octain wince every time another one attached itself.

“Assemblage complete, physical integrity confirmed,” the Prelf announced.

Despite a lot of argument running across the command and control center, they still hadn’t worked out if the first Prelf that’d arrived was their leader, or if the flock had all merged their routines together as soon as they were in one place, like some multi-moiety Talloch Te entity. Not that it mattered who or what communicated with the Diligent; they spoke for the flock.

A kilometer away, at the far end of the prism, the Arcadia’s Moon unfurled its sheets of stealth fabric. The golden geodesic globe vanished from the Diligent’s sensor feeds. “We’re ready to follow you,” Andino said.

“Okay, stand by,” Finn replied. They were thirty-two million kilometers distant from the part of the megastructure’s framework where the Prelf had agreed to upgrade the Diligent. Everyone had studied it through the telescope, but couldn’t see anything different about it. “Diligent acknowledges physical integrity,” he told the Prelf. “Ready to depart.”

The ion drives on the Prelf came to life, and began to accelerate the Diligent away from the giant hexagonal prism. At the same time, the fuselage of each Prelf changed. Finn struggled to understand what he was seeing. They didn’t darken nor twist the light the way Remnant Era stealth fabric or darkflight coatings did. Whatever grainy material the Prelf fuselage was made of it seemed to recede, as if it were falling into an abyss. That withdrawal carried every electromagnetic spectrum down with it into infinity.

“You know, we could really do with some of that on our fuselage,” Dejean said admiringly. “Just saying.”

Finn groaned. It’d taken eleven hours to agree on what systems would be upgraded; followed by another five hours of additional systems to be added to the venerable arkship, such as antimatter annihilation generators, an ultrabonded stress structure, and completely new sensors. They would even be modifying the Archimedes Engine anchor craft that was still resting in the hangar. After everything had been agreed to, the cost came to one and a half tons of antimatter.

Before they’d started negotiations, he’d spent a lot of time worrying that the asking price might have been measured in hundreds of tons. Which would no doubt have caused Josias to balk and argue. But that one and a half tons had given him a different outlook on the value of antimatter. It also made him realize just how powerful the tonnage they had remaining actually was. “Enough to snuff out a star,” Andino had muttered in an unguarded moment. The usually ice-cold captain was actually perturbed at having so much stored in her precious ship.

“That kind of stealth wouldn’t hurt,” Ellie said sagely. “In fact, it would be really helpful. Don’t you think?”

“Okay,” Finn agreed. He opened their lnc to the Prelf. “Requesting further item for inclusion in additional equipment inventory. Expansion of existing agreement acceptable, yes/no?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

QUEEN INESSA-MARWA hadn’t experienced anxiety like this for millennia. The events in the Kelowan system had shocked her right down to her ancient core—and despite what the other queens and the empress had agreed, they remained completely unresolved. Someone was playing a Great Game to destroy the Crown Dominion, and they still didn’t know who, or what their next move should be. Then they had to come to this wretched backwater, Capo Frois, to go through the motions of annexing a dominion already under their control in everything but name. It was to be a show of force—a brief display of the Crown Dominion’s overwhelming military might—followed by a hasty return home.

But that scenario no longer existed. She’d been agitated throughout the entire flight along the line of quintessence, because for the first time in too many millennia, she didn’t know what was going to be waiting for her at the other end. The hapless Uthra Dominion, or an actual military threat—possibly the Mara Yama? That not knowing was an intolerable position for a queen to be in. It made her snappy with her entire entourage; not even the princesses were spared.

Her flagship, the Gegnerin, slipped out of the egress Gate at full battle stations status. Inessa-Marwa herself was in armor, lying on an acceleration couch in the light frigate Rasche, which was nestled deep inside the Gegnerin, just in case they came under immediate attack. No matter what force they were up against, it would take time to break through the dreadnought’s defenses. Time enough for her to get clear.

She’d always thought it complete overkill to have an entire frigate as her battle lifeboat. The Gegnerin wasn’t just the purveyor of monstrously powerful weapons. Despite its huge mass, if it used its antimatter engines at full thrust, it could accelerate at ten gees.

The whole point of the Crown Dominion dreadnoughts was that they were the only real threat to fear no matter what crisis they encountered. They were never the victim.

So why was her whole body taut with stress as the sensor information flowed through her neural connection? She surveyed space surrounding the egress Gate, seeing the five advance squadrons of her own fleet spread in a protective spherical formation around the huge Gate. Beyond them, space was empty for millions of kilometers. Balzam-class starships were accelerating hard, racing farther out as they expanded the surveillance range.

Inessa-Marwa let out a slow breath of relief.

“Majesty, the immediate environment is confirmed safe,” Admiral Philipe-Kovsky told her.

“Thank you, admiral. I will join you in the command chamber shortly.”

“A pleasure, ma’am. Ah—”

She was immediately wary. “Yes?”

“My intelligence staff is receiving a considerable amount of information from the secure relay; it was loaded by our embassy on Maciel-7u. There was a severe disturbance on Janton-Io several months ago. They’re evacuating the planet.”

She held off ordering her armor to open. “Evacuating? What sort of disturbance are we talking about?”

“High megatonnage fusion warheads, ma’am. Someone nuked Dokatu, which was the planet’s bioforming center, converting it to a loOx environment.”

“What happened?”

“The local archon agents believe it was some kind of conflict between human Travelers and a squad of Imperial Celestial Knights. They’re not sure what it was about. But … the Uthran Celestial who was, er, Dokatu … left.”

“When you say: left …?”

“Their essence transferred to the particles that made up the Lyreyn Bracelet, which subsequently departed Janton-Io orbit.”

Inessa-Marwa took a while to consider that. I was expecting Capo Frois to greet us with something odd, and presumably dangerous, but this … “Departed for where?” she asked.

“Their trajectory was aligned on the center of the Centauri Cluster.”

“They went interstellar?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Asteria’s arse. Very well. Who are we to question the lofty Uthran? Do we know who the Travelers and Knights were?”

“Not yet, ma’am.”

“You sound like a politician, admiral. I don’t like politicians.”

“I assure you, agents are still looking into the issue. The problem is that Dokatu simply doesn’t exist anymore and Janton-Io has no viable government left. There’s not a lot for them to uncover.”

“Goddess curse it.”

“The Crown Dominion embassy has got most Imperial Celestials off the planet, but there are millions of other Celestials still stuck there. It’s like Kelowan all over again. The fleet could help—”

“That’s not what the fleet is here for, admiral. Quite the opposite. Though I admit this does rather change the annexation. I doubt the Uthra Dominion will even put up a token objection to us taking charge now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“All right, let’s get to the interesting item. What happened to the Diligent?”

“It went through the ingress Gate to JK67b.”

“Did it do that acceleration trick again? I thought that wasn’t possible without an Archimedes Engine.”

“No, ma’am. According to the monitor satellite records, it fled from the Kelowan egress Gate as soon as it arrived. Squadron Twenty-Three followed it at maximum acceleration as soon as they emerged. But Squadron Twenty-Three was subsequently destroyed.”

“I’m sorry: what? That ancient piece of wreckage took out an entire Crown Dominion Navy squadron?”

“Our in-system navy office believes the archons Sahdiah and Olomo protected the Diligent.”

“If they did—if they killed Squadron Twenty-Three—I would consider such an action to be an act of war against the Crown Dominion. I believe the empress and my fellow queens will concur.”

“Yes, ma’am. I totally agree. Er, there was another ship involved, very likely the Arcadia’s Moon. We can’t be completely sure, as the attack took place a long way outside the habitable orbital band. The weapon it used had a very strange signature, one we haven’t detected before. It’s most likely to be Remnant Era tech. The Arcadia’s Moon then went through the JK67b ingress Gate directly ahead of the Diligent. And, ma’am, the attack carrier Dexione did survive the massacre. It doesn’t have the same acceleration as the Squadron Twenty-Three frigates, so it was left behind in the pursuit. According to the report filed by Captain Utain-Guk, they picked up a single unlife survivor. The Dexione then returned and followed the Diligent through the JK67b ingress Gate. Apparently they are still on-mission to eliminate the Diligent.”

“That sounds more like they’re suicidal, to me. All right, this changes everything. The empress and the other queens will be here soon. When they are, we’ll converse and decide our response to what’s happened.”
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IT WAS HOURS until Luus-Marcela arrived in the Schlachten, then another long wait for Ramona-Nuk in the Tueuse. After that the three queens waited for the Empress Helena-Thyra to emerge from the Kelowan egress Gate, with the remaining two dreadnoughts. And waited—

An emergency conclave was held on board the Gegnerin. For the first time in thousands of years there was no formality, no greeting protocol enacted. Senior court members who politely requested to be included were told to fuck off. Even the fathers of the queens, the three Masters of Court, were on the other side of the hatch into Inessa-Marwa’s private lounge when it closed.

“It was her,” a stunned Luus-Marcela said as she sank into one of the rose-pink couches. “Helena-Thyra launched the coup. She’s behind this. Fuck the Goddess, she killed Kelowan.”

“She also killed Carolien-Amaia,” Inessa-Marwa said sadly.

“Looks that way,” Ramona-Nuk growled. “We should have realized as soon as her fleet stood back and did nothing when Finbar Jalgori-Tobu subverted the Archimedes Engine. Which, of course, we knew that no human could actually do.”

“So we’re accepting the sibling message as truthful?” Luus-Marcela asked. “Gyvoy is actually an Imperial Celestial?”

“Let’s just say I now consider it highly probable,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“That fucking bitch,” Ramona-Nuk exclaimed. “I never did trust her.”

“Ladies,” Inessa-Marwa said calmly. “Face it, not one of us has ever trusted the others. It is the balance that makes everything work. The only time we really had to rely on one another was during the Accord War, when we all played our part. Well now, we precious three are going to have to do that all over again.”

Luus-Marcela grinned savagely as she helped herself to the decanter of chilled honey wine. “We’re doomed.”

“We’re alive. That’s a good start.”

“Our fleets are isolated outside the Crown Dominion, which was a smart move on Helena-Thyra’s part,” Ramona-Nuk conceded. “No doubt she’s busy subjugating Kelowan. After all, she has two fleets and two dreadnoughts. I’m assuming she has eliminated our Regents, poor things. Kelowan’s inhabitants are in no position to resist that kind of firepower. After that, she’ll move on to our systems one by one.”

“Bassa would never submit,” Luus-Marcela said firmly.

“You sure about that? You and the fleet aren’t there. If she turns up with two dreadnoughts and makes an offer to Grand Families who support her authority and get themselves a position on Bassa’s new Privy Council …”

“The family—my family—will not remain idle should her fleet appear in orbit around Bassa. After eleven thousand years, I have a lot of descendants. There are no Grand Families that are not tied to mine through blood.”

“Indeed,” Inessa-Marwa said with sweet malice. “And look at what you are. A dominion queen, someone who has held that position of raw power for all those thousands of years, keeping the Grand Families in line with politics, economics, and physical force when necessary. That is not a criticism, my dear, for we are all alike. Now imagine all those thousands—actually tens of thousands—of descendants, who have exactly the same traits as us: the drive, the ambition. And here is Helena-Thyra with an offer to finally become something greater than the bottom of the pile where you have kept them. And if not, if they refuse, she will execute them. You know how I say that with absolute confidence—because if it were you or I playing this Great Game, that is exactly what we would do. Most of your descendants will be slaughtered—especially those with the greatest resolve, the ones you are proudest of—while the pliant ones, the ones so much less than us, will be allowed to ally themselves with her new order.”

“You’re right,” Ramona-Nuk said bitterly. “How many of your Grand Families are going to be loyal under those circumstances, Luus? Especially—and consider this very hard—as Helena-Thyra knows she cannot allow us to return and restore our positions. She will have some trap prepared for us. The same fate as Carolien awaits us all unless we are very, very careful. What we decide to do here and now is utterly critical. And remember, back at the security review council on Cortona, it was Helena-Thyra’s idea to annex Capo Frois.”

“Shit! You’re right.”

“In other words, we are exactly where she wanted us to be.”

Luus-Marcela looked down into her wineglass and laughed. “Goddess, she’s good, isn’t she?”

“I’d like to say: we’re better,” Ramona-Nuk said. “But frankly, at this particular moment, I’d be lying. We didn’t see this coming.”

“Complacency,” Inessa-Marwa said contemptuously. “The reward we earned for maintaining the stability of the Crown Dominion so well.”

“Irrelevant. And please don’t whine about your need for sympathy, for you’ll have none from me. So either help plan our next step, or fly away into the dark and infamy.”

“You accuse me of cowardice? Me? May I remind you, seven thousand years ago, when the Accord invasion was facing—”

“Ladies,” Luus-Marcela said wearily. “Not now. Today is when we plan for the future, not squabble about the past. For all we have three dreadnoughts, our situation is vulnerable, to put it mildly. Helena-Thyra knows our only option is to return as quickly as possible, and through the Gate of Heaven to Kelowan. Our emergence will therefore be subject to ambush, despite the Elohim law preventing such action. What do you propose to do about that?”

“You know my answer,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“Really?” Ramona-Nuk said. “The ingress Gate to Izamere?”

“Then on to Hoa Quinzu, which takes us to Oxanotol, and finally back to Kelowan. It’s a longer voyage, but it makes sense. We don’t know where Helena-Thyra is, and she doesn’t know which route back we’ll take, so emerging from a different Gate means we could duck any ambush …”

“No,” Luus-Marcela said. “Our choice is unpredictable, precisely because we’ll be trying to out-think each other. Therefore she will have prepared contingencies for every route available to us.”

“So?”

“So we take the fast route back to the Crown Dominion: the Kelowan ingress Gate. I could strategize this for a week, about how she has to move on from Kelowan to subdue each of the queendoms, or how she’ll stay and wait for us. Whatever the outcome—whatever trap she has prepared, whatever ship we actually use individually—ultimately she will have to use force to defeat us.”

“Are you suggesting we don’t fly in our dreadnoughts?” Inessa-Marwa asked.

“Would she expect us to? As I said, so many strategies and options are available. She cannot have an answer to all of them. This way we have one advantage. So, I suggest we immediately dispatch several squadrons to blockade the Kelowan ingress Gate and to hell with the Elohim free passage decree. In any case we’re allowed to surround it at fifteen hundred kilometers, right?”

“I think that’s the limit,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“Good. There will be courier ships going through it that will provide information on our movements when they arrive at Kelowan ahead of us. So we keep the remainder of the fleet here until that blockade is established. I also want to be sure that whatever warships that dropped Imperial Celestial Knights on Janton-Io aren’t waiting to ambush us at the Gate. The area has to be scanned for stealthed ships before we take the entire fleet there.”

“You think those knights were sent by Helena-Thyra?”

“Who else would it be? And I certainly don’t know what they were doing or who the Travelers were that they fought.”

“Be nice to find out,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“It would. But that is secondary to getting back to the Crown Dominion. Once the ingress Gate is isolated, Helena-Thyra will have no way of knowing which Gate we are going to use until it’s too late. As soon as we’ve secured the Gate, the three dreadnoughts go through together—at the front. The ingress Gate is big enough, and no matter what Helena-Thyra has assembled at Kelowan to greet us, the three of us together will be truly formidable. We will literally come out shooting.”

“Asteria,” Ramona-Nuk said. “You say we risk everything on that one tactic?”

“I know three dreadnoughts stand the best chance to break through whatever she has. Once we’re back in the Crown Dominion, we can chase her down.”

Ramona-Nuk and Inessa-Marwa exchanged a dubious glance.

“It’s certainly bold,” Inessa-Marwa conceded.

“Exactly what we haven’t been doing for seven thousand years,” Luus-Marcela acknowledged.

Ramona-Nuk licked her lips. “And you, Luus, will you travel to Kelowan in an insignificant frigate?”

“Goddess, no. I will be on the bridge of my Schlachten, and personally direct the obliteration of any ship, habitat, or planet that does not yield to us.”
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BENSATH HAD LOST track of the days. And weeks. Maybe longer. It had been months since the Lestari had docked with the Cybele’s Eagle. Their airlocks had just engaged when Liliana received a secure lnc from Gyvoy, who was on Janton-Io, three AUs distant. Bensath had never seen her so angry before, though she was doing her best not to take it out on Chad Bakach, the captain of the Cybele’s Eagle. They needed the complete cooperation of the crew to carry out the transfer.

They got it, and one thousand tons of antimatter was transferred into the core of the device that the Cybele’s Eagle had brought. A satisfying moment.

Bensath spent all his time in the bridge compartment now. Most days he listened to music while he ran diagnostic reviews on the ship’s systems—an activity that was growing progressively longer as more auxiliary functions collapsed; he really wasn’t the technical type, not outside of weapons equipment. So repairing things wasn’t a viable option. Between review sessions he ate and slept and ran old drama shows from the starship’s library on the navigation console screen—the biggest in the bridge. Some of the dramas were so ancient he thought they might well have come from Sol itself. Perhaps Josias would know. Thankfully, he wasn’t there to ask. Like everyone on board the Arcadia’s Moon, Bensath had grown desperately weary of Josias’s endless opinions. More than once he’d stopped Toše from physically attacking the Man Who Walked on Old Earth. Despite the age of the shows, he enjoyed them, even if the subtext was hard to follow.

Other than that, he did his duty making sure the Cybele’s Eagle maintained its position, fifty thousand kilometers behind the massive Gate of Heaven. It was easy enough once he’d cleaned the blood off the console; the screens provided a clear navigational display. Many times, he’d thought their swirl of colorful graphics was almost as pretty as the drama shows. The ship’s CI took care of the hard part, firing the thrusters. Basically all he did was tell it to go ahead when they’d drifted more than a hundred meters, requiring a larger correction.

After the Lestari departed, it’d taken seventeen days for the Cybele’s Eagle to fly to the Gate. The low acceleration was due to the starship being wrapped in a big strip of stealth fabric. It was a new addition, paid for by Liliana, and fitted in the astroengineering station on Lidon’s georing. The same astroengineering company that had attached the device to the ship’s central spindle, which usually carried cargo pods.

Bensath was pleased when they’d arrived at their mission goal. He killed Captain Bakach and the three crew members then, using blades rather than projectiles or energy beams. The life support modules of the Cybele’s Eagle were human-built, so he didn’t want to risk puncturing them. It was messy, but efficient. As he stabbed and slashed, he mainly saw a mirage of Liliana’s approving smile wavering over their terrified faces. The music in his head drowned out the worst of their screams.

After that, all he had to do was wait.

And now, the sensors were showing a flotilla of twenty fusion drives decelerating toward the Gate at four gees. Just like Liliana said would happen. Once more, he admired how clever she was.

He waited until the incoming frigates were only a couple of hours from rendezvous, just to be sure. And there was no mistake. They were going to rendezvous with the Gate. Already their long-range sensor pulses were probing space around it. The Gate’s bulk shielded the Cybele’s Eagle from most of the questing electromagnetic probes. What residue did wash across the starship was fooled by the stealth cloth into believing nothing was there.

There was no mistake, then. He pushed himself away from the navigation console’s couch. His limbs were slow to respond. The whole life support section was in free-fall. Spinning it up to provide rotational gravity when it was holding position like this would’ve added a layer of complexity to the situation. Best not to, Liliana had told him affectionately.

His body had begun to bloat in zero gee, with fluids swelling his joints into stiffness. Inside, he could feel residual fluttering of discomfort and a creeping pain as his organ functions began to decline. He didn’t do any of the strenuous exercise unaltered humans were supposed to when in free-fall for any length of time. He couldn’t afford to let his attention slip from the screens. She’d been very insistent about that.

Despite his physical condition, he floated successfully over to the cargo console. Releasing the device was a simple matter. First the reels turned, retracting the stealth cloth around the spindle. Then he sent the code Liliana had given him. The clamps holding the device sprang open. Cold gas thrusters burped thin white plumes, and the thing glided out into space. Ion drives burned with a violet light from the far end of the rainbow.

“Bye bye,” he told the device.

He went over to the communication console and switched on all the transmitters the Cybele’s Eagle had. He stared grimly at the camera. “My name is Bensath, I am a human Traveler, and I fight for the rights that have been taken from us by the dominions of the Centauri Cluster. Human Liberation will never be silenced, never be stopped. Today is proof that we can strike the very heart of your oppression. We can take away everything that makes you what you are. And we will never stop until we are free.”

Liliana hadn’t told him what to do next, so he went back to the navigation console and waited.
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NOBODY IN THE FAMILY GUILLRAMEO on Uixic knew how to build an antimatter bomb of such a size, nor did their cousins living on Hera, the queen in exile’s hidden world. It had taken over a century of theoretical work to produce a design that should be viable. After all, even if they had a thousand tons of antimatter to spare, a successful test detonation would have been visible from the next galaxy, let alone the Crown Dominion on the other side of the Helium Sea.

The device was a sphere of machinery fifty meters across. At the core was a chamber that now contained nine hundred ninety tons of antimatter. Around that was a ten-thousand-ton shell of degenerate matter. The remaining ten tons of antimatter was distributed across the outside of the shell in one thousand directed-energy annihilation bombs.

When detonated simultaneously, they would blast the entire shell inward at relativistic velocity. Anything slower would produce an asymmetric annihilation, resulting in the antimatter shattering before every inbound particle struck an anti-particle. The precious, hard-gained antimatter would produce an explosion below its full potential. And they needed the full power of two thousand tons of mass rupturing into pure energy.

No one had ever tried to kill a Gate of Heaven before. But everyone working on the project was convinced their creation would be powerful enough.
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IT WAS.
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THE ANNUAL BUDGET spent on the queen of Cheluli’s personal security was ultra-classified, but as percentages of the queendom’s gross economic product went, it could probably pay for the terraforming of a small moon. It wasn’t just about making her safe in the royal palace, but also her numerous mansions across the capital world, the friends she visited, the resort lodges; the habitats she stayed in, the offworld estates. Added complications were her state visits, and when she was flying in her dreadnought. Every conceivable situation had plans and backup plans. So when it was needed, no matter the circumstances, protection and a way out were always ready for her.
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INESSA-MARWA, the Now and Forever Queen of Cheluli, was torn from a unsettled sleep by the alarm. The lights in her bedchamber snapped on at noonday brightness, along with the red strobes that produced wild leaping shadows across every surface. The alarm’s volume was set to painful levels.

She jerked up in response, not yet fully awake. By then the two princesses, Umeko and Saori, whose turn it was to sleep on the bed at the foot of hers, were squealing in fright. Her personal guard, Major Lennart-Cole, was already in the bedchamber, weapons protruding from his armor, which had cycled down into a vision-twisting fractal outline.

“Ma’am, please egress to your escape pod. Now!”

“Wha—?” Inessa-Marwa managed to gasp.

“Explosion. Nova-level. Escape pod, please.” It was half order, half plea.

“Crap.” She rolled off the bed, not bothering with any robe, and hurried out of the chamber directly behind the major. “Move,” she yelled at the princesses. A squad of six knights from Bassa’s Royal Dragon Guard formed up around her. Twenty fast paces to the newly exposed opening in the corridor wall. Lennart-Cole directed two of the knights into it. Everyone else stood still, waiting. Senior court members arrived, breathless and befuddled, including Dearch-Tukkal, the Master of Court.

“Daddy?” Inessa-Marwa asked.

“It’s a long way off,” was all he got out before Lennart-Cole announced: “Pod verified secure. Ma’am, exit now.”

“This pair are with us,” Inessa-Marwa jabbed a finger at the two frightened princesses, and launched herself into the chute.

A fast plummet, sending her slithering out into the small oval escape pod. It contained the essentials: an unlife sarcophagus at one end, and five standard navy combat acceleration couches filling the rest of the space. Inessa-Marwa eyed the sarcophagus critically; she’d always found the whole concept profoundly unsettling. The flustered princesses came skating out of the chute, followed quickly by Lennart-Cole. The chute hatch irised shut.

Inessa-Marwa scooped up Umeko, the older princess, and plonked her down on an acceleration couch before clambering onto her own unlife sarcophagus. Lennart-Cole put Saori down on another acceleration couch.

The queen connected to the Gegnerin’s network. She ordered the escape pod to reposition itself into the Rasche. If the explosion broke the Gegnerin’s hull, then the light frigate would offer another layer of protection. But. … nova-level? How in the name of the Goddess could Capo Frois go nova?

“What is happening?” she demanded.

“The Kelowan ingress Gate just detonated, ma’am,” Admiral Philipe-Kovsky told her.

“A Gate of Heaven exploded?”

“Yes, ma’am. Its radiative output is off the scale. We think the Gegnerin’s hull is strong enough to deflect the hard radiation, certainly at our current distance; we’re still half an AU away. Same goes for the fleet around us.”

It was what he didn’t say that she picked up on. “And the frigates sent ahead to secure the ingress Gate?”

“All lncs lost, ma’am.”

“I see.” She pulled the sensor images out of the dreadnought’s CI. Capo Frois now had two suns. The second one—tiny but far more intense—was shrinking. It was also distorting, elongating as if it were on the move.

“What happened?” she asked, more awed than worried.

“Initial analysis indicates an antimatter warhead was detonated close to the Gate.”

“It was attacked?” That had to be wrong. No one attacked the Gates of Heaven. It wasn’t just the economic and transport implications; the Elohim would track down the perpetrator. Everyone involved—everyone related to those involved. Entire star systems would be isolated in retribution, which would render their societies unviable. You did not attack the Elohim. Everybody knew that.

Apparently not.

“Yes, ma’am.”

The escape pod trembled slightly as it trundled its way through the interior of the dreadnought to the Rasche. She studied the oddly shaped plasma. There were three slim protrusions slowly growing out of it, the longest expanding directly toward Capo Frois’s primary as if drawn there. The solar magnetic field? But it’s nearly two AUs distant from the star. “What attacked it?”

“Some kind of missile was fired from a stealthed starship hiding behind the Gate. We think it was the Cybele’s Eagle, registered to the Enfoe Traveler dynasty on Gondiar.”

“Humans did this? How do you know?”

“Ma’am, there was an open transmission just before the warhead detonated.”

Inessa-Marwa found the file and opened it. The sickly, bloated features of Bensath delivered his message. “Crap,” she muttered.

“Chief Archon Keldor-M’tollo has confirmed his identity. Bensath was on file as a mercenary; he usually hires out to Travelers.”

“Having a file on him doesn’t mean what it used to,” she said fractiously. “Nothing is certain these days, admiral.”

“Regrettably, I think you’re right, ma’am.”

Inessa-Marwa said nothing for a moment as loud clunks shook the escape pod. Her connection informed her they were inside the Rasche’s customized holding bay. Unsurprisingly, that didn’t make her feel any safer. She refocused on the seething plasma; its fringes were losing cohesion as they faded down to indigo. The radiation emission level was still disturbing. “Just how big was that explosion?” she asked curiously.

“We estimate approximately a thousand tons of antimatter was used, so in total a two-thousand-ton mass total annihilation event, ma’am.”

That knowledge chilled her more than the destruction it’d created. “A thousand tons? How in the name of the Goddess did they get hold of a thousand tons of antimatter? I doubt the entire Crown Dominion possesses more than a hundred tons.”

“I don’t know, ma’am. Fleet intelligence is working on that.”

“I’m sure they are.” She told the CI to establish an ultra-secure connection to the two other queens. The neural reality it combined them in was a glass-walled observation chamber barnacled to the hull of a streamlined fantasy starship flying in a wide circle around the reducing Gate explosion.

“Anyone know where so much antimatter came from?” Luus-Marcela asked right away.

“No, my so-called intelligence officers are ‘working on it,’” Inessa-Marwa said.

“Mine, too,” Ramona-Nuk confirmed bitterly. “Does this count as an intelligence failure as big as Kelowan? I mean: blowing up a fucking Gate of Heaven? Goddess knows how the Elohim will react.”

“Do you think they will?” Luus-Marcela said. “Do you think they actually can?”

“What level of joke was that supposed to be?” Inessa-Marwa challenged.

“Face it, ladies, someone has finally called their bluff. All this lore we blindly obey. What can they actually do when we smash it apart and piss on the wreckage?”

“To someone who’s destroyed one of their Gates?” Ramona-Nuk asked. “Oh, I don’t know? Slap on the wrist? Big fine? Annihilate their entire dominion at a cellular level?”

“Has there ever been an event like that in the last ten thousand years?” Luus-Marcela asked.

“No. Not in twenty thousand years. Because no one has ever been so stupid to do something like this!”

“And who would the Elohim actually retaliate against? The whole Crown Dominion because the three of us think the explosion might be tied in to Helena-Thyra’s coup? Goddess, even we don’t know who’s actually responsible—not with utter certainty.”

Inessa-Marwa surprised herself by being intrigued by the idea. “You’re right,” she said. “Historically, there were rumors of some Gates destroyed, or at least attacked, back when the Elohim started building the pathways—dominions who were closed to the Cluster and wanted to stay that way. The Elohim wiped them out of existence back in those days.”

“Probably wiped them out,” Luus-Marcela said thoughtfully. “Given that no one ever visited those domains again … who knows for sure?”

“So if we want the pathway to Kelowan replaced, we’d have to ask them?” Ramona-Nuk said peevishly.

“Ladies, focus!” Inessa-Marwa said in exasperation. “Our problem is immediate. Even if the Elohim choose to respond aggressively, it won’t be for decades. We, on the other hand, must decide what to do right now.”

“It had to be Helena-Thyra,” Luus-Marcela said. “You need to be sovereign to have antimatter, let alone that amount.”

“We know Wynid’s production capacity,” Inessa-Marwa said thoughtfully. “Each solar collector power array in our dominion is two hundred kilometers in diameter, and orbits thirty million kilometers from our respective stars. You can’t hide them from the most basic observation. We all know what we’ve all got; it’s the most open secret we have. So we all know Wynid hasn’t increased production capacity in the last five centuries. Which leaves us with the question of where it came from.”

“The Mara Yama,” Ramona-Nuk said decisively. “It has to be; they’re helping Helena-Thyra in exchange for access to the Helium Sea.”

“She’d have to be crazy to ally herself with them,” Luus-Marcela said.

Inessa-Marwa’s laugh was more like a bark. “I invite you to look where she is, and compare that to where we are right now. This is not insanity. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and she is good. Goddess knows how long she’s been plotting this.”

“Since the start of the Accord, I imagine.”

“Seven thousand years,” Inessa-Marwa said forcefully. “That’s when Dolod’s course was changed from JY67b to Kelowan.”

“That goddessdamned bitch,” Luus-Marcela spat. “She opposed the Alliance all along.”

“I’m guessing she got her antimatter from the Archimedes Engine, too,” Inessa-Marwa went on. “After the drop ship from the Diligent landed on a station, it went on to fly a semi-ballistic trajectory to another station. The conspirators control the Archimedes Engine operating system; we know that. Extracting the station’s antimatter would be relatively simple compared to shifting Boksrock’s orbit.”

“The sibling plea,” Luus-Marcela said angrily. “Goddess, they said Gyvoy somehow escaped from Dolod. He must have taken the antimatter with him.”

“Well, there’s a twist I didn’t expect,” Ramona-Nuk said. “Humans telling the truth.”

“Is anyone close to finding Gyvoy?” Inessa-Marwa asked. “My archons are proving singularly useless in this regard.”

“Mine, too,” Luus-Marcela said. “I’m now regarding Dokatu’s obliteration in a very different light. We have Imperial Knights fighting human Travelers in this system, and we know the Diligent and other human ships were here. That speaks to the humans and the Uthran spoiling some aspect of the Great Game. Why else would the knights react that way?”

“So you’re suggesting that those knights belonged to Helena-Thyra?”

“An informed guess, but: yes.”

“And we don’t know where they are now, either.”

“This is all very well,” Inessa-Marwa said, “but having humans as allies isn’t going to make any difference to our goals. Which right now would appear to be nothing more than working out how to avoid getting ourselves killed. We have no idea how much antimatter was taken from the Archimedes Engine.”

“More than a thousand tons, I’d suggest,” Ramona-Nuk said. “But it wasn’t used properly.”

Inessa-Marwa gestured at the blazing ball of plasma that had once been a Gate of Heaven. “I’d call that a proper use.”

“Really? So why didn’t Bensath wait until all of us had ingressed the Gate, then destroy it?” Ramona-Nuk gave the other two queens a significant look. “You see those three weird streaks of plasma still jetting out of the main explosion residue? My science officers finally worked out what they are. It’s the energy stored in the lines of quintessence hosing out as the lines collapse; they’re energizing the atomic fog that was once the Gate of Heaven. Look, each Gate is an anchor for three or more lines. You have the main traffic pathway, to engage with a starship’s ZPZ generator and carry it along to the egress Gate, then you have other, smaller, lines supplying that primary system with energy to replace the constant leakage. They’re powered by solar collectors that completely smother red dwarfs, the infra-stars. So right now, those three quintessence lines are collapsing at lightspeed. And the starships traveling along the one back to Kelowan are traveling just below lightspeed, which means the collapse will certainly catch up with ships that’ve recently ingressed—say, in the last month or so. Anybody further down the line close to Kelowan might make it out okay.”

“Goddess,” Luus-Marcela muttered. “What happens to a ship when the line fails around it? Do we actually know?”

“Well, once you ingress, the ZPZ generator continues to create a frame around the molecules that build up ahead of the starship in interstellar space, which effectively become a shield against particle strikes at relativistic speed. And this isn’t just any old interstellar space. Here, we are inside the Poseidon Nebula, which ramps up the particle density to lethal levels. If the quintessence line you’re flying along fails, so does the power to the ZPZ generator, leaving the ship unprotected. Even a gram of mass hitting at that speed could destroy a ship. Our dreadnoughts might be able to withstand a limited number of impacts, but even they’d be struggling. Everything else: Boom! Almost instantaneous. And if by some miracle they do survive, they still have to decelerate down from point nine nine nine lightspeed. The only ships that’ve ever been capable of doing that are arkships. You’re basically decelerating at one gee for a year, and who has that kind of energy budget? Not dreadnoughts, that’s for sure. So yes, if we’d taken the fleet through the ingress Gate back to Kelowan, that warhead would’ve taken out all of us.”

“So why didn’t they?” Inessa-Marwa asked. “Why kill the Gate and not us? Did Bensath screw up the timing?”

“No, I find that to be completely implausible,” Luus-Marcela said. “Helena-Thyra must have some other plan.”

“Seriously? A fate worse than death? What would that be for us, do you suppose?”

“I’ll thank you not to get sarcastic with me.”

“It was a genuine question, actually.”

“It is an interesting one, I’ll grant you that,” Ramona-Nuk interjected. “There will be a plan to eliminate us; I know because I would implement one. Our fleet is formidable and we outnumber her three dreadnoughts to two. She has to prevent us from coming back; we’re the only people who can stop her from taking over the Crown Dominion.”

“So what would be the reason for stranding us here but not killing us? What would she need from us?”

“A declaration of surrender,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Which she knows she’ll never get.”

“The Helena-Thyra that I know would have killed us with that antimatter bomb. She left us alive for a reason.”

Luus-Marcela smiled fiercely. “I don’t care what she wants us for. We need to do what she doesn’t expect.”

“Which is?”

“It will take us nearly six years to get back to the Crown Dominion through the Izamere ingress Gate, and even longer if we go via JK67b. But we have no choice. Ladies, this is her plan; she’s reducing our return options, so she will know which Gate we’re going to egress from, and roughly when. She’ll be waiting for us.”

“I don’t know,” Ramona-Nuk said uneasily. “That seems a terrible misuse of a thousand tons of antimatter. And an ambush when we do emerge has no guarantee of success, unlike destroying a line of quintessence when we’re flying along it. I don’t understand what she’s doing, and that troubles me more than anything.”

“She has some impressive fate in mind for us. We all know that.

We have to face it down.”

“Well, we certainly cannot remain here,” Luus-Marcela said. “And right now she will be busy subjugating our queendoms. We must go back and make our stand against her. I pledge to both of you, I will stand beside you and fight to the last to stop her.”

“Likewise,” Inessa-Marwa said.

Ramona-Nuk nodded. “I too.”

“Historians, please note,” Luus-Marcela said formally. “Thus begins the Era of the Crown Dominion’s second Imperial Accord.”

“Very well, ladies,” Inessa-Marwa said. “I suggest our first order is to dispatch a squadron to each of the remaining ingress Gates in this system and secure them. If Helena-Thyra doesn’t blow them up, we proceed to Izamere and leave a strong rearguard to make sure the Gate isn’t destroyed as soon as we’re through.”

“I concur,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“And the Uthra Dominion?” Luus-Marcela asked.

“What about it?”

“The radiation blast from the Gate explosion will have saturated the four habitable planets—the hemisphere facing the Gate, anyway. But the effect will be planetwide. Effectively, half the population will now be dying from radiation exposure. Medical pods can possibly repair the biological damage, if they weren’t ruined in the pulse as well. Not that there will be enough of them to treat half of their population simultaneously. And that’s on top of Helena-Thyra’s knights nuking Janton-Io.”

“And?” an irritated Ramona-Nuk asked.

“Do we help them?”

“It’s the Uthra Dominion, not ours,” Inessa-Marwa said levelly. “Not our responsibility. We can authorize full assistance from whatever Crown Dominion assets are in the system, but our fleet has to go home. Now.”

“Very well,” Luus-Marcela said. “That makes it unanimous. We three will enter the Izamere ingress Gate together, and pray to our gracious Goddess we emerge in one piece.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE FRAMEWORK THAT’D so far taken sixteen thousand years to build around JK67b’s star was comprised of an equatorial band intersecting with two polar bands at right angles to each other. Upon closer inspection, the main bands were actually a grid of hexagons whose individual sections measured some five thousand kilometers across. The equatorial band, the first to be finished, was the widest at two hundred thousand kilometers across. Construction spheres populated the edges of every band, extruding segments that the Prelf assembled into new hexagons, always expanding outward. More lines of construction spheres, stretched across each band and spaced a couple of million kilometers apart, were moving inexorably along, filling in the gaps to turn the framework into a solid shell.

Everyone on board the Diligent was either crammed into observation blisters or sat, awestruck, in front of a screen, as the Prelf sailed the arkship past the edge of the equatorial band. It was a quarter of a million kilometers away as they curved past it, but the scale made distance an irrelevance. It was too big for comprehension.

“The outside looks like a never-ending mountain range,” Ellie said as they slipped past the band.

Finn checked the view on the screen. Each of the hexagons had a flat inner side while the external surface was a six-sided pyramid a thousand kilometers high. Or should that be low? “Now that’s real thinking ahead for you,” he said. “The Gomatu have to provide the entire surface of the completed Dyson sphere with a cohesive gravity field. So the idea is to place a quantum black hole at the tip of each of those pyramids, which together will provide a uniform Earth-standard gravity across the entire inner surface.”

“They can create a quantum black hole? I thought they were impossible.”

“Almost impossible. The Hawking radiation effect predicts that black holes evaporate. And evaporation is especially fast for micro–black holes—almost instantaneous. That’s why nobody’s ever found one. So the Gomatu have stability research stations working away at the problem. Traveler legend says they have over a thousand of them scattered around JK67b. Once they crack that, the Dyson sphere becomes completely possible.”

“Wait, they’ve been building this thing for sixteen thousand years and they don’t know if it’s possible to make it work?”

“Yeah.” He shrugged ineffectually. “I mean, it’s theoretically possible.”

“They’re morons.”

“They’re committed. A lot of dominions work on projects with long timescale realizations. It’s not unusual.”

“Holy crap.”

Now that they were inside the framework, they could see an arch of planetoids sparkling in the sunlight, a couple of million kilometers inside the framework’s equatorial band.

Finn just knew everyone was going to ask, so he queried the bodhian web. “Water moonlets,” he announced when the answer arrived. “The Gomatu want a terraformed surface, which requires water as well as land. So they’re storing the future seawater in those spheres, ready to drop them across the surface once the shell is complete.”

“And they have their artificial gravity fantasy,” Ellie muttered sourly.

“Yeah, that too.”

“How do they stop the water from sublimating straight back into space?” Dejean asked curiously.

“There’s a membrane sac around them. It helps regulate temperature. Each of them has oxygenation plants, too, which keeps the aquatic life alive inside them.”

“So they’re like space aquariums? Cool.”

“They think of everything.”

Ellie gave him an irritated glance, but said nothing.

Freshwater or saltwater?” Otylia teased.

“I … don’t know.”

“And what about the land plants and animals?” Zelinda asked, straight-faced. “Where are they being grown?”

“Ah, habitats, maybe?”

Both his sisters laughed at him.

The Prelf cluster continued to maneuver the Diligent on a long arc back toward the equatorial band’s inner surface. There was plenty of traffic on this side of the framework. The chunks of material from the mass rivers that had been collected by propulsion rigs were being guided to construction spheres that were distributed along the edge of the band, where uncountable Prelf worked assembling the freshly manufactured struts into new hexagon grids. Now that they were closer, they could see the massive grids themselves had a fine mesh of smaller gantries where refineries the size of cities slid along, extruding the ultrabonded surface.

The structure was so big its curvature wasn’t even visible from their position, becoming a giant flat plane whose rim ate into more and more of the universe as they sank toward it. Continent-sized hexagons were a uniform pattern that blurred away into a single expanse of silver-gray that was still expanding into an incomprehensible size.

“The universe is bottoming out,” Ellie said nervously.

When they were only ten thousand kilometers above the eternal metallic prairie, Finn saw blemishes in the uniformity. Something had sliced a clutter of ragged gashes into the ultrabonded material. The openings revealed nothing but a profound darkness beyond.

“Well, what have we got here?” he mused.

“Battlefield,” Dave said.

Finn was pretty sure the Silicate was right. There was a long history of hostilities at JK67b, dating right back to the start of the Gomatu’s amazing endeavor. Other young dominions had launched raids to capture the advanced construction mechanisms that were developed to build the Dyson sphere. Then there were internal battles between Gomatu factions. There were Travelers caught trying to pirate tech. The rogue Prelf themselves were hunted down by Oncology Cosmoids, so called because they were the Gomatu’s purity enforcers, eradicating any defects within the Cosmoids population that might result in imperfections within the structure’s integrity.

The Diligent was taken carefully through one of the gashes and edged sideways out of the vertical shaft of intense sunlight.

“Are you still with us?” Finn asked Andino.

“Not through choice,” the captain admitted. “This place is a tactical nightmare. Those tears in the surface are the only access. I can’t see any way we can sneak out if we get caught in here.”

“Our hosts seem to know what they’re doing.”

“They’re disengaging,” Dejean warned.

Finn watched as the cluster of rogue Prelf that had brought them into the pyramid released the Diligent. Passive sensors scanned around. It might have been dark, but there were a multitude of heat sources. As well as dozens of rogue Prelf, there were chunks of machinery that’d obviously been forcefully extracted from a larger mechanism. As well as portions of material broken off from the blocks of matter in the mass rivers that floated about in an anarchic clutter.

“It’s a cosmic junkyard in here,” Ellie said.

Finn was watching a couple of the Prelfs who were clinging to a lump that looked like a silver geode, their manipulator tentacles scrabbling away at the lumpy texture. The feeding motion was another equivalence to a living creature he couldn’t overlook.

“Ready to initiate systems upgrade,” the Prelf announced.

“First batch of systems requiring upgrade positioned in hangar three,” Finn told it. “Opening hangar bay doors now.” He gave Dejean a nod. After a moment’s reluctance, she tapped a symbol on her screen.

For the whole duration of the flight, the Gath had been carefully removing sections of equipment from the life support spheres—everything from pumps to biowaste treatment reactors to medical apparatus. Each item had been classified and packed away neatly in cargo pods.

More Prelf glided in from the darkness of the pyramid, joining the flock that was already swirling above the Diligent’s midsection.

“Stand by for stage one payment,” Finn told them. “Andino?”

“Prepped for transfer,” the captain of the Arcadia’s Moon replied.

“Josias?”

“Yes, fine. I’ve used my code to authorize the release of a hundred kilograms. I hope to hell you know what you’re doing.”

“Not a clue.”

“Ha!”

Three Prelf carried a confinement chamber over to the Arcadia’s Moon. After a minute of precision maneuvering, it locked onto the ship’s cluster of similar chambers. The transfer began.

As soon as the first few kilograms started to flow, the Prelf around Diligent darted into the hangar. Slim tentacles closed around the cargo pods, and the Prelf backed away with their new payload. More moved in.

“So far, so good,” Otylia said.

“Yes,” Finn agreed cautiously. “Chief, get your crew suited up. They can start showing our hosts the big items we need upgrading.”

“Not too much at once,” Dejean said. “I want to retain flight capability at all times.”

“Understood, Captain,” Chief Octain said. “We’ll take it slow.”

“I wonder how long this is going to take?” Ellie said.

“It depends how long they take to provide the upgraded systems,” Dejean told her. “And then you’ve got to factor in swapping out every existing system we want to improve.”

“Then there’ll be tests,” Octain said. “Especially the antimatter generators you want them to build. That stuff terrifies me.”

“Couple of months, then,” Finn said. “Hopefully not too much longer. I’ve been checking with the bodhian web; a trio of commercial-registered ships that look unnervingly like frigates came through the egress Gate two weeks after us. I’m thinking they’ll be Gyvoy and his people.”

“Crap,” Otylia said. “What do we do about them?”

“Ask the Goddess very nicely that they not have a way of finding us. We are completely invisible here inside the pyramid, but once we leave—Well, let’s hope they’re not close enough to intercept us when we fly to the ingress Gate.”

“Which ingress Gate?” Zelinda asked.

“Good question. We have to wait until we’ve had the upgrade before we make that decision.”
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ONCE THE DRACAENAE flew past the Capo Frois ingress Gate, it took eleven days for the dreadnought to reach the Wynid egress Gate. The flight really made it clear to Clavissa the difference between gossip she picked up and meaningful knowledge of the kind she was supposed to gather for her father and Neusch. She was the confidante of so many on board the dreadnought, yet nothing she’d heard in the months before had even hinted at Helena-Thyra abandoning the Annexation mission.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. That is hardly surprising. To mount a coup, you first require an executive core of absolute devotees, and below that a broad class of followers who might be uncertain about the objective but have enough belief in their leader to follow her orders without question. Or as we should call them: Wynid Navy officers. It must be obvious to everybody now that Thyra—or at least Helena-Thyra—is behind all of this.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. It is more likely people believe she is taking advantage of events to launch her bid to rule the Crown Dominion. I’m not sure she would have unswerving obedience if it became public knowledge she was behind the destruction of Kelowan and the assassination of Empress Carolien.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I concur, but people don’t know. And even if we released our knowledge—anonymously—it would likely be ignored and dismissed as yet another conspiracy theory. Whatever that hypothetical release of information produces, the current physical reality is that Thyra commands a massive military fleet led by two dreadnoughts. Nobody is going to challenge that.

Besides, and not to sound like a sore loser, but looked at from an objective standpoint: she’s already won.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. How so?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. The other three queens are absent and cannot return for at least four years. I’d say that gives Thyra just enough time to travel around the queendoms of the Crown Dominion and subjugate them, by force if not politics, with some good old-fashioned strategic assassinations thrown in—which, thinking about it, are probably already underway. And let’s face it, she’ll have some plan to rid herself of those queens besides a head-to-head between their fleet and her own. That battle would leave too much to chance.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Goddess. You’re probably right. So what are you going to do?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. I will stay in this system for now. I don’t really want to commit to a long-term action without fully understanding what is happening here. I still believe it will ultimately be best for Kimiya if I take her to Le Sokain. The Guillrameos are unlikely to stop hunting her and myself for the foreseeable future. My offer to take you away also stands.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. That’s very kind. If I ever get to extricate myself from being Thyra’s equerry, I will consider it most strongly. For now, I want to find out who is behind the assassination of Lord Stethos-Remi. As far as I can tell, Thyra genuinely does not know, which is causing her considerable anxiety. Her response has been odd, too: empowering Oujanya to review everything independently. There is already the official inquiry with all the resources of the dreadnought available to it. So why not let the time-honored method play out, let the bureaucracy grind along until long after everything has been forgotten. Then close it down.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. What are you saying?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I’m saying there might be something else in play here. Something antagonistic to Thyra’s Great Game.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Who? What? The Mara Yama?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I don’t know. But the enemy of my enemy …

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. A relevant notion. However, Thyra has a massive fleet and two dreadnoughts. Wynid, Verak, and Kelowan are already under her control. We have me, Kimiya, you, and the Alumata.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. My mother would say: every dominion starts with one person—a leader with a vision.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. You want to start your own dominion?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. My mother accomplished it. But right now, I’d settle for making Thyra’s life a misery.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. How?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Someone this ambitious, they always have one weakness: paranoia. With all the effort Thyra is putting into discovering what actually happened to Lord Stethos-Remi, I’m thinking she might not be quite as powerful as we thought she is.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. What do you mean?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. This Great Game has been a long time in the making; and she is younger than me. She didn’t begin this, she is simply the Family Guillrameo’s figurehead. Perhaps she’s beginning to realize that. After all, if the assassin was someone who opposed her, they would have killed her, not Stethos-Remi. That provides us with an opportunity. If I play this right, I may be able to drive a wedge between her and the Family Guillrameo. And I have some neural techniques Helena gifted me—subtle ones. We were supposed to use them to influence people rather than compel them. It might come in useful.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Fuck the Goddess. Are you saying what I think you are? You can’t tell her what happened to Stethos-Remi, that would leave you exposed. Besides, I don’t see any benefit to us.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Perhaps. But the assassination bothers me as much as it does Thyra. I don’t understand who eliminated Lord Stethos-Remi. Or why. It makes no sense—unless he found something he shouldn’t have, something that needed to be suppressed. In which case, Thyra might be vulnerable. I simply cannot ignore that. My heritage will not allow it.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. The risk is too great. Whatever Stethos-Remi found likely got him killed. Which means someone on board has greater proficiency over the Dracaenae’s network than the court datamaster. A fact worthy of devout contemplation for you, my friend. Please reconsider.



THYRA GLANCED AROUND the bridge as the Dracaenae finished decelerating. The dreadnought’s huge bulk began to spin around its axis to provide rotational gravity. Her junior officers were all lying back on their acceleration couches, hands gripping connection bulbs, faces soaked in pallid colors as their consoles projected holographic datastreams in the air around them as if evoking visual music to complement the direct neural displays whispering into their heads. It gave them a vacant spaced-out quality, totally at odds with their naval duty as their minds flew so far away from the formidable flagship.

Except for one. First lieutenant, fleet intelligence division, Oujanya was sitting up, her back rigid, brow furrowed, as if the tangerine hologram strands haloing her were hostile insects poised to sting. Whatever she was connected to was very serious.

In other circumstances, it would be funny that she’s the only one I trust to do this, Thyra realized. She’d given her ex-congregant sister the task of tracking down any and every clue relating to Lord Stethos-Remi. Anything she wanted—any equipment, report file, andy, access codes—she had the authority of the empress to requisition it.

The assignment hadn’t been received well by Commander Kyro-Dro, the senior officer of Wynid fleet intelligence, who had been appointed as Stethos-Remi’s replacement. But Thyra had given him a week to find the old datamaster, and his entire team of fleet intelligence officers, working alongside the dreadnought’s finest network engineers, had produced exactly nothing. It was bothering her a lot more than she was prepared to admit. She’d selected Oujanya to run a parallel investigation, because the compulsion routines she’d unleashed in her sister’s head kindled a sense of urgency that was all-consuming. There was literally nothing else in her life but solving the mystery.

The lieutenant looked exhausted, her face haggard from nonstop exertion. All of which had produced a total zero.

Oujanya noticed Thyra staring at her and bowed her head in shame. She was close to tears.

Tough.

“Fleet assembling in escort formation, Empress,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said.

“Thank you.” Thyra had noticed a slightly uneasy timbre creeping into the admiral’s voice ever since she’d turned the fleet around from the Capo Frois ingress Gate. Like many people, the admiral possibly suspected Helena-Thyra might have been involved with the events preceding it. In his role as chief archon, Iuntin-Detlef had been receiving reports from across the fleet that people were speculating exactly that. Officers in the Wynid fleet were anxious but excited, the crews on the (ex) Verak ships were less enthusiastic. Anyone showing real disapprobation was being quietly replaced by more loyal officers. It was a small version of what they were going to implement across every solar system that comprised the Crown Dominion. Starting with Kelowan.

“Can I ask what we’re waiting for?” the admiral inquired.

“Certainly, admiral. Reinforcements.”

The Dracaenae, along with the Vengadora, had taken up position half a million kilometers from the Gate, while the majority of the fleet was decelerating into a holding formation a mere twenty thousand kilometers out from the massive Elohim machine. The Gate usually had a busy traffic flow, confirmed by the dreadnought’s tracking. Nearly fifty commercial cargo starships had emerged in the last eight hours, which was a reasonably standard traffic flow between the main six stars of the Crown Dominion. When they saw the fleet, their lncs came alive with frantic messages asking what was going on. Fleet officers were busy issuing blanket reassurances.

She turned to her father. “Anything?”

“One of our family courier ships came through ten hours ago. There was a secure message dropped into one of the archon’s monitor satellites. Our guests are estimated to start arriving in another nine days.”

“Very well.” Thyra rose, giving time for her entourage to form up. Siskala-Ingrid led the enlarged squad of knights, including Lanross and Ustian, as they gathered themselves around her. As always these days, she regarded them with more than a little exasperation. True the level of protection was almost farcical; she was inside her own dreadnought. But then … Lord Stethos-Remi.

Once the knights had surrounded her, the princesses and congregants formed a tail behind them. Siskala-Ingrid led them all out, going past the row of intelligence officers. Thyra went into automatic mode, nodding with polite disinterest at various officers, muttering thank-yous and platitudes. As she passed Oujanya, she inclined her head and held out an open palm. “How is your review progressing?” she asked lightly as they exchanged self-perceptuals. The young woman’s thoughts were as drab and gray as her complexion.

Oujanya couldn’t meet her gaze. “I haven’t reached a conclusion yet, Empress.”

Thyra removed her hand quickly, but not before she let a last burst of irritation slip along their connection. Oujanya looked as if she was about to cry.

And Helena considered her a potential host? Goddess!

Deep inside her mind, some wisp of resentment stirred. She ignored it and exited the bridge. Minutes later she was back in her compartment, feeling more secure as the armored hatches closed it off from the rest of the dreadnought.

The ritual that followed was boring in its inevitability, yet still soothing. The spa with its steam room and a massage, Lady Susan-Fra’de fussing over clothes for the rest of the day, Clavissa providing some uninteresting gossip about secret liaisons between crew and court, the petty yet artful squabbles between princesses and congregants.

By the time Thyra arrived ready for the evening meal, she had regained her full regal poise. If her personal daily routines remained untouched during this level of upheaval, the future was alive with golden promise. The meal began with a sweet almond shortbread and raspberry sorbet with faux peppermint leaves as a palette cleanser before the fish course was served. A little overambitious, she thought, but as always the tastes were perfection. The conversation ranged across events and scandals from centuries past to her bloodline’s Trial victories and tragic losses. As always, the princesses wanted to know about the original star system close to the center of the Centauri Cluster where the future queens had set off from. The full lifers began to recount their stories of the epic voyage, which had now obtained mythical status, amplified so much she barely recognized the actual episodes anymore.

As the evening progressed, her dissatisfaction crept back. A feeling agitated by a suspicion—no, a certainty—that something was missing. Something she needed to do. To check. To see.

What is happening to me?

She regarded the table—the laughter and mock-arguments—from the aloof vantage point of the Goddess herself. She was aware of the court members; she just didn’t care. That little bud of agitation in her mind was more instinct than anything.

I’m disregarding something. What?

It was almost like the neural distractor teases that all the congregants and princesses used to try and infect each other’s subconscious with. A tiny infiltrator routine that was hidden in the noise of a connection full of emotion and sensory content and discussion. Distractor teases that would leave their victims unfocused in tests and exercises, allowing rivals to attain approval at their expense.

No. Not like a distractor tease. This was one!

She was abruptly furious that anyone would ever dare attempt such a thing—and more angry at herself for not recognizing such an attack on her mind. It was outrageous, unheard of that anyone would use a child’s trick against her, a mind that was the summation of two queens.

Thyra slammed her wineglass down on the table, cutting all conversation dead. Everyone regarded her fearfully.

Clever, though. Such a non-threat that my guardian routines didn’t even notice it. Routine is laxity, and a huge weakness ripe for exploitation. Suppose it’d been more than this?

She smiled coldly at the nervous faces. “As you have all realized but have been too weak to mention, our family will be taking full control of the Crown Dominion. This is a difficult time for everybody—one where I will require your unquestioning support and obedience. If anyone wishes to abandon this venture, you have one day to depart the Dracaenae and leave the Crown Dominion forever. There will be no judgment against you, but your exile will be permanent.” She smiled around at the princesses. “Yes, my dear daughters, you will be raised to Regents, and rule the individual star systems on my behalf.”

The greed in their young faces was swiftly hidden, but she didn’t need to connect with any of them to know their thoughts. “As to the rest of you, I hope I will see you all in the morning.” She got to her feet.

“Long live the Now and Forever Empress of the Crown Dominion,” her father said in a clear, proud voice.

Thyra gave him a quick tilt of the head and left the cabin.

Nighttime, and the deathly dull ritual that accompanied it. The maids undressing her, the oils applied to skin that was too dry thanks to the Dracaenae’s relentlessly arid, filter-scrubbed atmosphere. A simple white nightgown. A quick shake of the head to Lady Susan-Fra’de, who inquired if a paramour should be summoned. Clavissa arriving with Princess Baitrik, who was a lot more subdued than usual.

Everyone dismissed. The princess settled on her small bed in Thyra’s bedchamber—one of very few cabins on board Dracaenae that was devoid of sensors.

Thyra plumped up the pillows and sat back. No riders to calm her, just relaxing, summoning up a state of complete equilibrium—no joy, no anxiety. A perfectly neutral self.

When she was as satisfied as she could be, she manifested the wretched distractor tease that’d wormed its way into her subconscious and pried open its deceitful kernel.

Of all the things she was bracing herself for, a simple file access code was not one of them. For a moment she hesitated, then she stretched a languid arm out and gripped the bedside contact bulb. The file was stored in a secondary node in the dreadnought’s seventh cargo bay, one that managed a row of loading arms. A cautious diagnostic showed it was a sensor file, awaiting the last part of the neural code to activate it. She loaded it.

The sensor recording opened in her mind—a low-resolution recording of Stethos-Remi’s dreadful death.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

LORD BEKKET’S INFORMATION proved correct. Nine days after the fleet arrived at the Wynid egress Gate, starships started to arrive. The majority were yachts from the Grand Families, accompanied by a considerable number of Wynid Navy warships.

Most of Clavissa’s contacts were saying the same thing. With so many warships deployed away, the navy would struggle to defend the home system if anyone arrived in force.

“What an utterly idiotic thing to believe,” Helena-Thyra responded when Clavissa dropped that particular piece of gossip. It was early in the morning, and Clavissa was collecting Princess Julcoi from the bedchamber.

“Yes, Empress,” Clavissa said.

“Really? You agree?”

“Yes, Empress.”

Clavissa knew the tone well enough; all the court and senior officers did. Ever since they’d arrived at the egress Gate, the empress had turned virtually every statement into a question. Everybody was challenged about their opinion. There was no more small talk, no pleasantries. Meals where attendance was mandatory were an edgy ordeal. Everyone knew they were under suspicion, but didn’t know the reason.

Apart from Clavissa, of course. She’d used a distractor tease on poor old Oujanya, whose self-perceptual was almost unrecognizable these days. Oujanya was pathetically grateful for any form of companionship, and Clavissa was about the only one on board who showed her any these days. The woman’s thoughts had deteriorated into a mass of misery and uncertainty, powered along by a steely determination that Clavissa guessed was a compulsion hammered into her by Thyra. She was also perpetually exhausted thanks to her perpetual investigation, which allowed her own trivial routine to go unrecognized as she slipped it into Oujanya’s mind. It was a simple relay, a subconscious urge to pass on a subconscious urge.

The most surprising thing about it was that it’d worked. She’d half expected Major Siskala-Ingrid to be standing over her the next morning when she woke up. Instead, that was when Thyra’s mood had darkened down to event horizon levels. Later, when she’d dared, Clavissa had run the most basic, clandestine query through the network. And yes, the file had been accessed. Thyra now knew what’d happened to Lord Stethos-Remi. But the real knowledge came from the fact that she didn’t call off the investigations by Lord Kyro-Dro or Oujanya.

So that means there’s another player in this Great Game. One that has a dangerously long reach. And if that doesn’t crank up Thyra’s paranoia, nothing will.

Thyra fluttered her hand at the princess. “Go away, my dear.”

Julcoi hurried out.

“Why do you agree?” Thyra asked.

“Because since the Accord was enacted, the fleet’s primary rationale is deterrence,” Clavissa said levelly. “To ensure that, we have so many warships between us that not even the Mara Yama would consider attacking our dominion. There is no possible threat within forty light-years. And even if someone did receive the news that Wynid’s home fleet is currently depleted, it would be decades before they arrived. You would have brought our ships all home by then.”

Thyra studied her for an unnervingly long moment. Her fingers flexing as if she was about to establish a very hostile connection. “And yet Kelowan is in ruins and Carolien is dead.”

With a courage that came direct from her mother’s early giftings, Clavissa returned her stare and said, “I was referring to external threats, Empress.”

The challenge hung between them for a terrifying moment. Then Thyra smiled thinly. “Of course; you would understand.”

“I serve the empress, now and forever.”

“Do you indeed? So what comes next?”

“The ships from Wynid are bringing the most loyal of our Grand Families. Were I in your position, I would send chosen representatives, accompanied by at least a pair of squadrons each, to every habitable world and all the major habitats so that they can be installed as your administrators. I would also suggest Princess Ayoa be appointed Regent for Kelowan.”

“Interesting. Why her?”

“She has remained calm throughout these dramatic times, and on occasion even managed to exploit the situation to her advantage over her sister princesses.”

“I have noticed her attitude was more … resilient. I will take that advice under advisement. And which congregant should be raised to princess to replace her?”

“Maëlle,” Clavissa said unhesitatingly.

“She’s young.”

“The same age as you when you were anointed princess.”

“None of the congregants have even undergone Second Trial yet.”

“Expedient circumstances. Now that Roja has assumed her captaincy of the Vengadora, there are only four princesses on board. And there are five systems within the Crown Dominion, excluding Wynid, which I assume will become the home of yourself, Empress. If Maëlle is going to become a Regent to one of the other systems, she won’t be an Empresshost. Second and Third Trials, along with your later giftings, become an irrelevance.”

“You seem very loyal, given we weren’t the best of friends when we were young.”

“We are not rival children anymore. And my upbringing within the court, and receiving the same early giftings as your current host, means I know enough to recognize the winning side when I see it.”

“Very good. I don’t suppose you know what happened to Lord Stethos-Remi?”

“The assumption on board is that you had him assassinated. Only you or the chief archon has the ability to vanish someone so completely. Every action since then—the inquiries, your increased security detail—are presumed to be an undertaking to position yourself above suspicion.”

“Well, crap. Okay, my dearest little princess wrangler, if you hear the slightest whisper of what actually happened to Stethos-Remi, I want to know. Immediately.”

“Understood.”

“Just … out of interest, what is the assumed reason I had him assassinated?”

“Nobody is sure. The favorite theory is that he was an archon agent. With the Mara Yama at the top of the list.”

“How very unimaginative. Anything else?”

Clavissa shrugged. “A couple of Commander Kyro-Dro’s officers were keen to pursue analysis of the cabin’s access logs for that evening. They may have been tampered with. If Stethos-Remi fled, it could be he was covering his tracks.”

“I wasn’t told that.”

“The cabin’s entire registry is suspect after the internal sensors were confirmed to be altered. But it’s all minor discrepancies within a standard error margin. No one is going to bring you information that hasn’t got a rock-solid verification. They’re too scared.”

“Idiots.”

Clavissa resisted the obvious comeback; her position was finely balanced, with only so many liberties she could take before Thyra’s formidable anger was triggered. Besides, she’d already planted the doubt. Now she just had to sit back and see if it grew.

“All right,” Thyra said with a sigh. “You and I understand each other. Go and get the horrors ready for breakfast, and send Lady Susan-Fra’de in.”

“Yes, Empress.”
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MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. It worked. I think I’ve gained her confidence. And I’m certain she’s twisted up about who did kill Lord Stethos-Remi.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. That was such a crazy bold move. Please be careful.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Oh, I will be. This is a situation that has to be played very slowly. But there was something I said to her that I’m thinking hard about now.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. What’s that?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. There are only two people on board that have the ability to do this. Thyra herself and the chief archon, Ualana-Shoigu. Maybe, possibly, I might include Lord Bekket.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Kyro-Dro would know his way around the dreadnought’s network, and he won a promotion from the assassination.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. You’re forgetting the weapon that killed Stethos-Remi. I’ve never heard of anything like it before. You said your ship’s CI had no record of it, either. It’s doubtful Kyro-Dro would have one.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Grand Families develop technologies that they keep to themselves for their own advantage. I mean, we’re messaging through an undetectable system.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Maybe. But now I’m really wondering who did actually do this. And why.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Just be careful. Please.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I will.
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LADY LACHWIN-ELIF’S YACHT, the Jhili, docked with the Dracaenae four days after its arrival in the Kelowan system. As yachts went, the Jhili was more like an immensely stylish frigate—a sleek firebird profile with a glossy white fuselage, edged in radiant energy tubes. There were no visible weapon ports, but the overall impression of concealed menace was a solid representation of the Panrako family’s motto.

Lachwin herself had been born on the pioneer flight to the Crown Dominion stars, she’d led a battalion of Cordintay Knights in the siege of Bujeaulit during the Accord War, and under her leadership the Family Panrako had acquired a wealth and political power second only to that of the queen—now empress. A status that had earned her the position of the privy council’s chief advisor to Regent Giada during the queen’s absence for the Annexation of Capo Frois.

Along with five of her family she was escorted to Helena-Thyra’s audience chamber, bowing before the new empress.

“I would like to be the first from our home system to offer my congratulations on your elevation to empress, despite the circumstances,” Lachwin-Elif said smoothly. “I speak for all of the Wynid Grand Families who have gathered here to answer your call. We offer our services unconditionally to help the Kelowan system adapt to their new sovereign.”

“I accept your offer with the same gratitude in which it was given,” Helena-Thyra replied sedately. “And I am overjoyed to inform you that I have raised Princess Ayoa to the position of Regent so she may rule Kelowan in my name.”

Lachwin-Elif bestowed a generous smile on the over-happy Princess Regent. “I offer my heartfelt congratulations, my dear.” She kissed the girl on both cheeks. “And it is my privilege to present Count Luctol, my son from a recent spawning, who is delighted to be your first consort.” The young man was ushered forward, grinning around at the audience of Celestials thousands of years his senior that were so busy judging him. He probably hadn’t noticed just how much derision Regent Ayoa was now registering.

Watching from their usual place behind Helena-Thyra’s chair, Maëlle quietly snuck her hand into Clavissa’s and made a connection.

“How did Lachwin-Elif know to come here now?” the newly elevated princess asked. “How did any of them know? It’s only a year since Kelowan died, and Wynid is almost a light-year away. The news has only just reached them.”

“Come on,” Clavissa chided. “You are a potential Queenhost now. Recall your political giftings and show a bit of backbone. They didn’t know to turn up, they were told to get their arses here. So your question actually is: When were they told that?”

“It must have been before we left—Oh!” Maëlle struggled desperately to cover the shock-delight-fear that flared in her mind as the full implication hit her.

“Yes. Your mother leaves nothing to chance. This endeavor has clearly been a long time in the making, and she has planned it perfectly. That’s why I am so proud to be in court at this momentous time: the era when our family takes its rightful place as the undisputed head of the Crown Dominion. So think on this, young lady. You will likely be Regent yourself in the very near future, ruler of an entire star system under Helena-Thyra’s aegis. You must start to behave accordingly. The responsibility is awesome.”

Maëlle nodded frantically. “I understand. I will never let Mother down.”

“I know. You wouldn’t be a princess if we didn’t think you could do what is required of you.”

“We? You told Mother I was worthy?”

“She asked my opinion and I gave it honestly. I don’t just make sure you’re dressed properly and mind your manners, you know.”

“Thank you.” Maëlle smiled up adoringly at her.

Clavissa squeezed her hand, almost feeling sorry for the girl. She knew what would happen. The elevation to Regent was going to be a vile mental assault on the girl’s soul, turning her into an obedient zombie the same as the others. She’d end up a neurotic wreckage like Oujanya. But when the indoctrination happened, Thyra might just take notice of her own pledge of loyalty and satisfaction with events. So maybe, just maybe, I might be thought of as too insignificant, too blindly loyal, to bother with.

Thyra had granted Lachwin-Elif a short private audience after the public meeting and before the banquet. Clavissa had watched through the observation gift, holding her breath—Is she going to?—as Thyra grasped Lachwin-Elif’s hand. Oh Goddess! Lachwin-Elif looked as if Thyra’s hand was around her throat, throttling her.

The super-compulsion only took a couple of minutes. Thyra released her hand and Lachwin-Elif staggered back, then shook herself like a dog emerging from a lake.

“So glad we’re in agreement,” Thyra said frostily. “Luctol’s spawn would be utterly unsuitable to rule anything in my new era. But the two of them will make excellent figureheads.”

“Absolutely,” Lachwin-Elif said.

“Good. Now let’s go and get something to eat. You and Regent Ayoa are going to be busy for the next ten years managing the Kelowan system on my behalf.”

The banquet was small in comparison to some of the palace parties Clavissa had attended, back in another lifetime when the Crown Dominion was such a simpler, easier place. After what she’d considered a victory, feeding Stethos-Remi’s death to Thyra, the subjugation of Lachwin-Elif slammed her right back into reality. It had been so swift, so effortless—an act Thyra managed to fit in between engagements. If anyone could have resisted, it would’ve been a mind as redoubtable as Lachwin-Elif’s. But that was not to be. So all Clavissa’s plans became just another prayer in a universe Asteria had clearly abandoned before the stars even began to coalesce.

She couldn’t even go somewhere to cry in private. But then, she realized, her life had never really included privacy; she was a true child of court. Every moment of existence was spent performing her duties. I have less freedom than a human on Gondiar. But she’d started her oh-so-clever ploy in some fit of ruinous overconfidence no doubt gifted from Helena when she was a congregant, so now she had no choice but to ride the demon she’d spurred into motion and hope she didn’t get devoured. That or find a way to get off the dreadnought and have Neusch fly her away into an idyllic sunset somewhere on the other side of the galaxy.

Except there is no way off this ship.

The banquet’s soufflé had barely been served when a junior officer made a discreet entrance. He lacked the diplomatic skill of any member of the court, so Clavissa could see the anxiety burning beneath his rider-composed features. He swiftly connected with Admiral Serrilda-Kroja, who allowed a small twinge of disapproval to filter through her tough carapace of golden bloodstone and dark cymech. In turn, the admiral made a connection with Bekket, whose frisson of disapproval was even greater.

Clavissa didn’t find out what the disturbance was until after the banquet.

First Lieutenant Oujanya had proved her wrong; there was indeed a way off the dreadnought. She’d been found in her tiny quarters by the duty marine squad who’d been alerted by the Dracaenae’s CI as soon as it had detected an energy weapon discharge on board. A playback of the cabin’s visual log showed Oujanya sitting on her bunk, a broken caricature of the happy, confident young woman she used to be, as she took out her service maser pistol, put the muzzle in her mouth, and melted her brains so fiercely that blood steam puffed out of her eyes and ears.

Demon riding it is, then, Clavissa acknowledged.
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THE SCREEN IN the owner’s cabin had an excellent resolution, even though it originated from the Gondiar refit, not the macrofit, as everyone was calling their upgrading by the Prelf. Finn and Ellie snuggled up close to each other on a couch, watching the image in fascination. The vibrant planet being shown could have been Old Earth itself, except this planet had two moons—one silver-gray, the other as black as raw carbon. But even that had a beauty all of its own; there was just enough resolution to make out the warped striae patterning its endless mares. Both moons were exactly the same size, and in the same half-million kilometer orbit on opposite sides of the planet.

“No way is that natural,” Josias said. “They were placed there. Presumably after the worldbuilders trimmed them down to the same size.” He raised a glass of honey wine in salute.

“So they have the same kind of technology level as the Centauri Cluster?” Zelinda mused.

“Obviously. Terraforming, moving planets … all the attributes of a post-human society. But on the plus side, no signs of a Remnant Era out there.”

“So it’s safer than staying in the Centauri Cluster?” Dejean asked. Finn had invited her to join the gathering along with his sisters and brother-in-law, Haian. Everett had politely declined, still grieving for Variaka and his parents. Finn had expected him to bounce back relatively quickly, but he was now ashamed to admit his brother wasn’t quite as shallow as he’d always judged him to be.

The other two guests were Pablo and Renata. The two big Gath were squeezed onto a couch, staring at the pristine planet with gentle smiles.

“No guarantees,” Josias said.

“What about the people who terraformed it? Do we know anything about them?”

“Not much,” Finn admitted. “The bodhian web has several references to the Brahmans. They seem to be similar to the early Elohim. They’re certainly advanced enough to move planets around to terraform them, but there’s no evidence of them developing relativistic travel Gateways.”

“So there’s been some contact between them and the Celestials?”

“Very little—basically what can be picked up by astronomers with big radio telescopes. Mainly the Pikuran Celestials, who live on the edge of the Centauri Cluster closest to the Brahman region. They called this world Tarupa.”

“The good news is, there’s no sign of anyone actually living on Tarupa,” Josias said. “The Brahmans went through a terraforming era about twenty thousand years ago. Celestial astronomers have located thirty-two terraformed exoworlds across that region of space. This planetary engineering phase lasted for three thousand years, then stopped. None of the exoworlds have any detectable signs of a technology-based civilization—no electromagnetic transmissions, no interplanetary spaceships.”

“They terraform a world and leave it?” Zelinda asked incredulously.

“Why not?” Josias laughed. “I always said that when you have the power to shape worlds, it becomes an art project rather than an economic necessity.”

“When did you ever say that?” Otylia asked sharply.

“Frequently,” Ellie sighed. “Along with all the other Josiasisms.”

Finn gave her a look. “That’s not a real word.”

“I wish.”

“The point is, they build worlds and move on,” Josias said. “Maybe like every artist, they got tired and picked a different medium to work in, or they abandoned their bio-physical form, or they merged with every living creature on those worlds to become Gaia. All we know is that the worlds they left are currently empty. According to the bodhian web anyway, which actually is just what the Pikuran Celestials have observed. Not that they’ve studied the Brahman region much over the last nine hundred years—not with their Coppervin Revolution and the Obl-ia faction breakaway.”

“How far away is Tarupa?” Dejean asked.

“Twenty-three light-years outside the Centauri Cluster, which puts it fifty-two light-years from our current position,” Finn said. “The closest Gateway of Heaven to it is Camanthia, on the edge of the Poseidon Nebula.”

“We’d have to go through eleven star systems to get to Camanthia,” Ellie said glumly. “Including the Crown Dominion. If we want to avoid the Crown Dominion, we have to fly through nineteen star systems—a route that is close to forty light-years long and crosses eleven Celestial Dominions.”

“Most of that is spent relativistic between Gates,” Otylia said. “But the nineteen transit times between Gates will start to add up.”

“Assuming they’re hassle free, six or seven years from our perspective,” Finn said. “Of course, the news of Kelowan and our suspected involvement will reach all of those dominions way ahead of us.”

“So really, what you’re saying is we should be going interstellar from here to Tarupa?” Dejean said. “Avoid any more contact with Celestials?”

Finn nodded at the shining planet. “If Tarupa is going to be our destination, then yes.”

“If we fly the Diligent to it, then we have to be absolutely certain we can live there—everybody on board, humans and Gath.”

“You should be able to,” Josias said. He twisted around in his chair, frowning. “Why did you get rid of my furniture? It was comfier than this stuff. And antique, too. Valuable.”

“It’ll be in storage somewhere,” Ellie said irritably. “Probably in High Rosa. But what do you mean: ‘You’?”

“What?”

“You said: You should be able to fly to Tarupa.”

“Come on, don’t play the ignorance card. It is unbecoming to you, of all people. You know what my mission is. I’ve been upfront about that right from the start.”

“Grandpa—” She gave Otylia a pleading look. “Can you …?”

“I’m not intervening,” Otylia said. “Josias knows better than all of us. Ask Josias if you don’t believe me.”

Josias gave her a hurt look. “You should go to Tarupa. It looks nice. The kids would have a decent life there. A future.”

“While you nobly sacrifice yourself?”

“Somebody has to come out of this ahead. If I can negotiate a deal with Helena-Thyra, then Gondiar might just wind up with a second chance. If not, you will be living in a free human civilization fifty light-years away. That’s got to be worth something. Either way, between us, we win.”

“What are you trying to do, Josias?”

“I told you. I have something Gyvoy’s people want. That gives me an edge. And that’s my milieu, the place where I’m alive.”

“All for altruism’s sake?”

“I’m not the bad guy here, my dear. This is my chance to achieve something decent—a legacy. I’m too old to go flying interstellar again. Then what? Spend my last years free and living in a wood cabin on the prairie? Not a chance. My twilight will be lived out somewhere with plumbing and a decent wine cellar.”

“Don’t give me that bollocks. The Prelf have built us thirty medical units the same design as the ones on the Aeacus. They’re practically rejuvenation machines. We’ve all got decades more of you to endure.”

“I can make a difference,” Josias said so intently Otylia blinked in confusion.

“All right,” Finn said. “This is what we’re deciding here. As I see it, we have three choices. One, we go back to Kelowan with Josias and face down whichever Celestial faction wins this Great Game and negotiate ourselves a deal that keeps us alive in exchange for the antimatter. Two, we take off across the Centauri Cluster as independent traders and fly so far away that nobody knows or cares who we are. Three, we go interstellar to Tarupa or even back to Sol itself.”

“So we’re not counting the Dyson sphere?” Haian asked. “The one where we fly relativistic until fifty thousand years have passed, then come back here to live in the sphere along with everything else that came from Old Earth?”

“Not if I have to spend fifty thousand years sitting on these seats,” Josias moaned. “Who designed them, the Crown Dominion torture department?”

“Grandpa! Just—urgh.”

“It’s a theory,” Finn told Haian reluctantly, “but I don’t think it’s particularly practical. Too many unknowns. Not least, if the Gomatu actually manage to finish it.”

“Sorry, Finn, but I don’t believe two is a real option, either,” Zelinda said. “I have dealt with Imperial Celestials all my life. The Diligent will be hunted and destroyed unless the Crown Dominion calls off its navy and archons. This refit along with its weapons has bought a little time to fly a few stars farther, but that’s all. And a pioneering exile on Tarupa does not suit me, either. So I will join Josias on the Arcadia’s Moon and do whatever I can to make things right for Gondiar.”

“Zelinda!” Otylia exclaimed. “No. What about Augusta, Noémie, and Balzac? They need their mother.”

“For Asteria’s sake, Augusta is nearly forty. All of them are adults, not children—not anymore. If the Diligent does fly away across the Cluster, they can leave the ship quietly and anonymously to live in a human settlement somewhere. But I have a duty.”

“And I will be with you as you perform that duty, my dear,” Haian said.

Zelinda clasped hands with her husband. “Thank you.”

Yet again, Finn had no clue what to say. Who knew I’d ever be jealous of what Zelinda has? He absolutely did not turn to glance at Ellie.

“If I might,” Dejean said. “From a tactical point of view, Zelinda’s right about option two. If we don’t secure a deal with whoever wins the Great Game, it isn’t going to work. We can fly a long way, sure, but right now the Diligent is a target and always will be. So that flight would be spent dropping everyone off at various points so that they have a chance to lose themselves on settlements.”

“Not good for us,” Pablo said. “We’s don’t blend in easy. Not welcome many places, either.”

Finn gave Otylia an awkward glance. Weeks ago, he’d asked the bodhian web if there was an independent Gath settlement anywhere in the Centauri Cluster. There wasn’t—a bleak answer that made their situation worse.

“Then there are no options,” Ellie said simply. “The Diligent and the Arcadia’s Moon fly back to Kelowan together.”

“Where’s the Dexione?” Dejean asked.

“Point four of an AU away; worst luck,” Finn said glumly. When Twenty-Three Squadron’s attack carrier had come through the egress Gate from Capo Frois a few months ago, it’d released what must have been its entire inventory of surveillance satellites to scour the system for them, then flown directly to the ingress Gate for Vembar, which was the most direct route back to Kelowan.

After a week there, it had set off on a vector for the Levout ingress Gate. He was quietly confident they could get to the Vembar ingress Gate before the Dexione could turn around and accelerate hard enough to catch them. That left the three suspicious commercial-registered ships—the Ierax, the Geraki, and the Fonia—that had arrived from Capo Frois just after the Diligent. The images from monitor satellites showed thick triangular ships with solid hulls—the kind warships used. Like the Dexione, they’d released clusters of sensor satellites then vanished. Whatever stealth systems they had, they easily eluded the small number of the Diligent’s surveillance systems. The only certainty was that they hadn’t flown through any of the system’s ingress Gates to another star. They were out there somewhere, waiting and watching.

Everyone acknowledged that if they weren’t Gyvoy’s ships, they were probably archons. Either way, they were going to be a problem when the Diligent finally left the seclusion of the pyramid.
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TWO DAYS AFTER the decision to fly back to Kelowan, the Prelf finished working on the anchor ship. It had been taken out of the Diligent’s hangar a month before and flown five kilometers away. The Prelf and their collection of machines had clustered around and begun to extrude the silver threads that everyone on board was now familiar with. During the months they’d been in the pyramid, the arkship’s structure had been meshed in those threads, as if they were being swaddled in a gigantic spider’s web. The threads acted as glide routes for hundreds then thousands of tiny engineering modules that worked away at the arkship’s structure—testing, removing, replacing thousands of struts and girders, then splitting open machine cases to switch the components with more efficient, compact systems. The silence of space had been replaced by a constant thrumming that reverberated along the arkship’s entire structure. The noise was audible through the life support spheres no matter what time it was during the ship’s day. Coupled with a power supply that was constantly cutting in and out as upgrades were performed, data drop-outs, and strange high-pressure air currents that hissed in or out of the grills without warning, everyone was unnerved by the unpredictability—even the stoic Gath. All anyone wanted on board a spaceship was smoothly functioning equipment.

They got it in the end. Gath and human engineers moved through the spheres, bringing in new Prelf-manufactured systems, swapping them out with existing elements, where they functioned with silent efficiency.

It had all taken far longer than Ellie had expected. Her relief at the refit was counterbalanced by the fear of discovery by vigilant enemies known and unknown lurking somewhere outside. She really began to appreciate Andino’s assessment of the tactical disadvantage of hiding in the pyramid.

So, like everyone, she accessed the sensor view of the silver webbing peeling back to expose the remade anchor ship, renamed the Victor. The Prelf had transformed it into a sleek triangular craft with a small bulge near the nose that was the control cabin, fitted with a pair of navy-grade combat acceleration couches. It was powered by a single antimatter drive and twin fusion tubes. The bulk of the fuselage was given over to weapons bays. All of which had transformed it into a fast, agile fighter. Just looking at it made her want to try it out, to lie on one of those couches and go tearing through space on a dangerous/thrilling interception mission, gamma lasers pulsing as hypervelocity missiles shot away. A bone-crushing turn as one of the enemy frigates exploded behind her.

She turned to Finn, who was watching the imagery with her on their cabin screen, his face heavy with the same fantasy that filled her own mind.

“There is no way you are flying that,” she told him.

“But it’s configured for uranics,” he complained.

“And all your nephews and nieces are utterly desperate to play their part in this mission.”

“They’re … I have more experience.”

She burst out laughing at how hurt he sounded. “I know, but they deserve the chance to prove themselves, don’t they? Or are they destined to live a life of luxury managing the family estate?”

“Goddess, you fight dirty.”

“Give them a chance, Finn.”

“I suppose.”

She gave him a kiss. “For what it’s worth, I think going back to Kelowan is the right thing. It kills me to say it, but Grandpa might be right. Two thousand tons of antimatter has got to give us some kind of leverage.”

He grinned. “I’m impressed you think we’re even going to make it to the Vembar ingress Gate.”

“You know, I did wonder why Sahdiah suggested we come here. I bet it was just to get us out of the way.”

“In which case, we are going to give Sahdiah the shock of their multi-moiety lives.”

“There’s something else. I was talking to Grandpa before he went back to the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“Oh Goddess, am I going to regret listening to this?”

“For all he’s a pain in the arse, Grandpa is actually very smart. Gyvoy is absolutely desperate to get the antimatter back, right? So the last thing he wants is for the Diligent to get shot at—especially as it’ll soon become obvious that we’ve got a good proportion of the precious antimatter on board.” Negotiations with Josias had taken almost as long as they’d taken with the Prelf, but eventually they’d got him to agree to give the Diligent two hundred tons of antimatter. Their new defense weapons were allocated twenty kilograms; the rest was feeding into their new annihilation generators, which powered the ship’s systems and its new neutral exhaust engines, as well as being available for the entropy drives should they want or need to fly interstellar. Those two hundred tons theoretically gave the Diligent enough energy reserves to fly around the galaxy. It opened up options unavailable to the Crown Dominion.

“You’re saying Gyvoy’s going to let us escape?” Finn asked.

“I’m saying it’s in his interest to stop the Dexione from blowing us out of existence.”

Finn’s face went through some interesting contortions. “You may have a point,” he conceded eventually.

She smirked. “Only one way to find out.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

JOSIAS WAS ON the bridge when the Arcadia’s Moon eased its way past the tear and up out of the Prelf pyramid. Captain Andino was on her acceleration couch next to him, various data cables plugged into discrete chrome studs that ran up both sides of her neck. He guessed that even if she had an induction pad, she wouldn’t use it. After all, such a thing was straight up Celestial biotechnology, and her membership of the cymech brotherhood reached religious levels of devotion. Fortunately, the couches, along with most electronics consoles on board, had the obligatory contact bulbs. Josias brought his hand down on one and squeezed lightly. The quality of the connection was noticeably improved from the way it used to be.

The Arcadia’s Moon now had one of the new medical capsules on board. He hadn’t been surprised when I-kdrene-Four had refused to have it installed in his clinic; the doc was even more committed to the cymech cause than the captain. But Andino had agreed it could go into one of the passenger cabins. Again, no surprise, it was the one Josias had been assigned. It took up three quarters of the available volume. Now, whenever he wanted to change clothes, he had to go out into the corridor. It had a large power rating, too, but there’d been no complaint about that. Not since he negotiated with the Prelf to install two antimatter annihilation generators into the starship, along with some very capable close-quarter energy beam weapons. Not as good as the Q-distort, Andino had pointed out, but respectable nonetheless.

Josias had spent almost three weeks in the medical capsule while they were in the pyramid. His wife had been right when she claimed they were practically rejuvenation machines. Along with giving him a much better neural interface, the capsule had repaired his joints so he no longer made involuntary old man noises whenever he stood up or bent over, and his organs hadn’t possessed this level of efficiency for fifty years. The one thing he’d prevented the capsule from doing was restoring his skin and hair. So unlike Terence and Jimena, his appearance still matched his age. Being underestimated was a hidden superpower; people always thought less of the old.

Even he was heartened by the sunlight bathing the starship’s golden geodesic structure when they emerged from the pyramid. Everyone had been low from immersion in pitch darkness for so long.

“Anything?” he asked.

“I think I’ll switch the passive sensors on and take a look,” Andino snarked.

Josias stayed quiet. He could have accessed the sensors directly himself, probably without the captain realizing. The medical capsule wasn’t the only item he’d negotiated with the Prelf, but she didn’t need to know that. Not yet. What was going to happen once they emerged into the Great Game again had occupied him for just about every waking hour since they arrived at JK67b. He’d strategized every low move he could think of at an intensity that would’ve impressed a schizophrenic paranoid, and made every physical preparation possible. Even so, he was under no illusion what he was up against. Gyvoy had clearly been in the Game for centuries—probably longer. And what happened on Dokatu was still haunting him. One thing Josias knew was the rogue Celestial had no limits, no red lines—not when it came to reacquiring the antimatter.

The Arcadia’s Moon scanned around with sensors new and old. There was a lot of movement on the star-circling framework, but none of it close to their pyramid. Hundreds of spacecraft exhausts were visible within five million kilometers, but none closer than a hundred thousand.

“Looks clean,” Andino said.

“Thank you,” Dejean replied. “We’re following you out.”

Josias observed the captain activating several weapon systems. At the same time, their stealth fabric began to unfurl across the golden trusses. The neutral exhaust drive came on, and they accelerated away from the torn surface of the pyramid at an easy tenth of a gee.

Twenty minutes later, he watched the Diligent rise up out of the largest gash in the surface of the pyramid. The changes made during the macrofit were profound, especially for him. He didn’t know if he was sad about that or not. His Diligent—the one he’d commissioned and fought for—had brought them here from Sol. It was practically a part of him. Now this … The twin rings of the life support spheres were just about all he recognized now. The structure they rode on was sleeker—a dull silver-gray scaffold that looked as if it’d been milled out of a single piece of alien metal, something an artist had fashioned rather than an engineer. Even the nacelles melded to it, reaction engine tubes, antimatter annihilation generators, tanks were all streamlined—Asteria alone knew why. The hangars were now two golden doughnuts wrapped around the midsection, the individual bay doors invisible they fitted so tight. Cowlings around the trio of resurrected entropy drives were elongated vermillion blisters. Thermal radiator panels, once squat silver rectangles, had transformed into black triangular insect wings, threaded with slim veins glowing like expiring embers. Even the forward section had been reshaped into an aerodynamic ovoid, with the plasma buffer monopole projectors a series of discreet bulges around the upper rim. He was sure the Diligent was shorter now, too.

It’s not an arkship anymore.

“Still no hostiles showing,” Andino said.

“Thanks,” Dejean said. “We’re engaging zero-radiance. Flight trajectory is directly for the Vembar ingress Gate at one gee; closest approach to the star, forty-five million kilometers.”

Although more than half of the captain’s body was cymech, Josias could still make out her tensing on her acceleration couch.

“That’s going to get warm,” Andino said.

“Our new systems should be able to cope. And there’s not so much spaceflight activity that far in.”

“Roger that, we’ll fly parallel.”

Josias watched the Diligent’s surface—or tried to—as it underwent its eldritch retreat, as if it were sinking into space itself. But even Prelf technology had limits, and the zero-radiance coating they’d added could only be annealed to some of the Diligent’s hull; the radiator panels remained in plain sight, along with engine nozzles and a few other external components. Even so, their visual signature was seriously reduced. In a star system alive with so much mass whizzing about, along with the constant swarm of Prelf around the framework, the big ship was impressively unnoticeable.

The Arcadia’s Moon began to accelerate in tandem, matching its trajectory.

“We’re really doing this?” Andino asked. “Going back to Kelowan?”

“Yes,” Josias said. “You’ll be paid, captain. The full ten tons of antimatter.” The Arcadia’s Moon was now down to carrying just under one thousand eight hundred tons of degenerate antimatter. He’d negotiated hard about that, but it was mainly for show. The Diligent was the best chance his children (and wife) had to survive. Andino’s fee would come out of that. Theoretically.

“Assuming we survive, where will you go after this?” he asked.

“I’m thinking we’ll fly along an Axis route to the core of the Cluster. Even if we come out of this alive, I’ll feel more comfortable with a decent amount of distance between me and the Crown Dominion. And the timing for the Reynolds collapse is about right, give or take a century.”

“Yeah, okay, no idea what that is.”

“Reynolds is a super-massive star, which is approaching the end of its life. Theoretically, it’ll collapse into a black hole. It’s twenty light-years on the other side of the Eternal Unanimity Dominion, and every astronomer in the Centauri Cluster is going to be there to observe. The Gomatu Celestials will certainly be sending research teams. I’ve heard some dominions are going to try and implant instruments made out of degenerate matter into the star before it implodes. They might be able to send information out as the event horizon coalesces.”

“Ho man, that sounds like it’s going to be quite a spectacle.”

“A genuine once-in-a-million-years event. Happy to take you along. I’ll only charge you friend’s rates.”

“I’ll think about it, thanks.”
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DAGON HAD BARELY left the Ierax’s bridge in the long weeks since they went into stealth mode. The trouble with JK67b was the sheer scale of the megastructure. Even he was having trouble grasping it. Locating a ship in an ordinary star system was difficult enough. Here, there were simply too many places to hide. The framework itself made scanning for spaceships difficult. Outside the framework, the sheer quantity of mass rivers added another layer of complexity.

As soon as they arrived, the monitor satellites at each Gate were interrogated. The Diligent—and more importantly, the Arcadia’s Moon—hadn’t passed through any ingress Gate. Josias and the antimatter were still here somewhere.

The Ierax and its sister frigates had released almost half of the sensor satellites they had, then flown into positions inside the framework, which would give them the best coverage to fly fast interception courses toward ingress Gates. Weeks of meticulous scanning, analyzing the billions of chunks of matter, drive exhausts that were even remotely similar to the Diligent’s antique fusion ion drives, and … nothing.

“They must be going interstellar,” Banat-Illie said. “You said yourself they hung on to the remains of three entropy drives. They could have re-assembled them.”

It was a statement he made frequently—daily, almost. Dagon had become very tired of hearing it. The only other person he knew who was so vocal about his own opinions was Josias Aponi.

“Every piece of mass in JK67b is heading in toward the refineries,” Dagon said patiently. “An object as large as the Diligent heading outward would register on a processor with the capacity of an ant’s brain. They are flying to an ingress Gate. Somehow, they are using the framework or the mass rivers as a shield from our sensors.”

“Or they have help.”

“Or they have help,” Dagon conceded. He shifted uncomfortably on his acceleration couch. Every limb was aching furiously, the flesh alive with electric fire as his body slowly morphed back into its original form. The process had been going on for months. Eating to bulk up left him starving hungry the whole time, yet the flesh he was adding seemed to be mostly flaccid rolls of skin. Worryingly, he now realized that at some point he’d ceased to miss his heritage while he was only human-sized—and limited. Five hundred years living inside another person’s skin, mimicking various Travelers, was too long. Riders became second nature, then even more than that.

“The rogue Prelf,” Banat-Illie said skeptically. “None of the ones we managed to contact know anything about them.”

Dagon gestured at a projection that showed a section of the cosmic-sized framework. “I don’t even know how many Prelf there are. A trillion? I doubt the Gomatu know, either. How many are rogue? The probability of finding one that does know, and is willing to trade the information, is effectively nonexistent.”

“I keep asking myself where would I go if I were them—which egress Gate gives me the best chance to escape.”

“And that is the one question I can speak to. Josias Aponi is not trying to escape the Crown Dominion. I am nearly tempted to order the ships to the Vembar ingress Gate and just wait for them to arrive.”

“So you say, but I say that would be madness. Even for a human.”

“Josias Aponi is not human. Not fully. I don’t understand what he is, but no human can create a neural reality.”

“He arrived on the Diligent. It came from Old Earth. He walked on the ancestral homeworld.”

“It was a long trip, through a lot of star systems about which we know exactly nothing.”

“General, are you saying he’s an alien?”

Dagon almost smiled at the indignation in the other’s voice. The twinges from his shoulders as he shifted about halted that impulse. “I don’t know, but I am going to find out. One way or another. He will not elude me again.”

“And the antimatter? Will we still be able to use it? If we were to obtain it today, we still have to get it back to the Kelowan system in time for Khepri’s arrival.”

“We will bring it to Khepri. Her expansion will take millennia. A few years will make no difference—”

The Ierax’s CI connected, delivering data that was coming along a secure lnc from one of their sensor satellites. There were specialist sensors on it that only a small percentage of the satellites were equipped with. Dagon sat up, ignoring the burst of pain the movement created.

“Neutrinos,” Banat-Illie said. “From a moving source, a source under acceleration.” They looked at each other in surprise.

“It’s them,” Dagon growled. He was already instructing the CI to focus all the neutrino sensors they had on the source. There was only one technology that emitted neutrinos: an antimatter annihilation chamber. When matter and antimatter destroyed each other, a large portion of that energy release was lost in a burst of neutrinos. Millennia ago, Celestial science had developed neutrino couplings, allowing them to harness the greatest energy potential from the annihilation generators. But the couplings weren’t a hundred percent efficient. A small percentage of neutrinos still escaped.

“Dagon,” Banat-Illie cautioned, “neither the Diligent nor the Arcadia’s Moon have antimatter annihilation chambers.”

Dagon clasped his younger cousin’s shoulder. “Not when they came here. But what would a rogue Prelf give them in exchange for a few grams of an energy source that could power them for centuries?”

“I’m not sure …”

“I am. Look at the data from the combined sensors. It’s two sources, flying close together. And check the trajectory.”

“Goddess, they’re heading for the Vembar ingress Gate.”

“They’ll be there in four days. Launch the Ierax on an interception course now. The Geraki and the Fonia too; ten-gee acceleration.” He lay down on the acceleration couch again, and this time nothing could stop his smile. The physiological support petals enveloped him, contracting around his skin to issue the umbilical threads that would fortify his body during high gees.

“They’ll see us coming,” Banat-Illie said as he flattened himself on his own couch.

“They certainly will,” Dagon agreed happily. “I look forward to hearing Josias trying to deal his way out of this.”
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IT WAS QUICKER to take the stairs from the owner’s quarters to the command and control center than taking the elevator one level. Finn and Ellie arrived in the compartment flushed and breathing heavily.

“Their courses are confirmed,” Uemi-Jubalee called out. “All three are heading directly for us. No mistake. They know we’re here.”

“Goddess,” Finn snapped as he rolled onto his couch. “They must have spotted our thermal radiators, or something.”

“All three ships are intercepting?” Ellie asked.

“Yes,” Dejean said. “They became visible within two minutes of each other when their antimatter drives came on. They’re spread out across half an AU. The first one will reach us in seven hours.”

“We should be able to accelerate at four gees with the antimatter rockets,” Finn said. “Is that enough to beat them to the Gate?”

“They’re accelerating at ten gees,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “We can’t outrun them. At best we’d gain another four hours before they catch up with us.”

Finn gave Ellie a forlorn glance. “We might have to fight.”

“Against three of them?”

“We have the Arcadia’s Moon and the Victor, as well as our own antimatter missiles.”

She gestured at the big screen that showed three sharp pinpoints of light crawling across the background of the immense framework. “They have antimatter, too.”

“We’d have the advantage; they don’t know we can fight back.”

“Oh,” Uemi-Jubalee exclaimed.

Finn didn’t need to ask; the Diligent’s network was sending him the same information along his neural connection. “The Dexione just started accelerating at six gees,” he told Ellie. “It’s on an interception course, too.”

Otylia and Zelinda hurried into the compartment. “What do we do?” Otylia asked.

Finn was both satisfied and alarmed that the first thing his twin did was ask him. Too much pressure.

“There’s a reason we never really strategized this scenario, other than run for the ingress Gate,” he said wearily.

“We could never work out a way of it ending well,” Zelinda agreed.

“We said we could negotiate, handing over some of the antimatter,” Ellie ventured.

“To Gyvoy, yes,” Otylia said. “But the Dexione is Crown Dominion Navy, and the rest of their squadron was killed by the archons and the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“So we negotiate with Gyvoy.”

“You want to get him and his ships to engage the Dexione?”

“What else have we got? Josias did suggest it. He might be right about Gyvoy not wanting to risk losing the antimatter.”

“That’s galling,” Otylia muttered quietly.

Finn opened a secure lnc to the Arcadia’s Moon. “Your idea of negotiating with Gyvoy is about all we have left,” he told Josias.

“Actually, I was hoping to negotiate with the empress,” Josias replied. “But if we can’t reach the Crown Dominion, it’s something of a moot point.”

“Your best option is to agree to his three ships escorting you to wherever they want to use the antimatter,” Finn said. “That way you don’t have to hand it over right away, and Gyvoy doesn’t come on board the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“Yes. And then?”

“What?”

“After we get to wherever he wants the antimatter, then what? We only have leverage while it’s on board the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“You have to negotiate some kind of guarantee of safety.”

“Aw, man, normally, I’d be very gratified by your faith in me. But today I fear it’s somewhat misplaced. This idea comes from underneath the trash pile at the bottom of the backyard of the last chance saloon. I mean, I’ll try it if you really want, but … you know how it’s going to go.”

“Goddess!” Finn used his connection with the Diligent’s network to call up an astrogation schematic. If Gyvoy could be negotiated to engage the Dexione, he wanted to see if the Diligent could make it to the ingress Gate. But it didn’t work; they were still too far away, even pushing acceleration up to five gees. He studied the projected vectors, throwing in ever more implausible options. There was just no way they could reach a gate, any Gate. We can’t fight four warships. We can’t hide. We can’t stall …

He focused hard on one of the curving violet lines the network had calculated. “Asteria’s arse.”

“What?” everyone asked him simultaneously.

“I think I can buy us some time. And …” His mind was burning as he chased through options. It was the same crazy mania that’d claimed him when he worked out how to escape across the Kelowan system. “When you have nothing to lose, everything becomes a possibility,” he said softly.

“Finn?” Ellie asked cautiously.

Finn sent the trajectory to every console in the command and control chamber. “Captain, get us to that watermoon. If we accelerate at two gees, we’ll reach it in three and a half hours.”

“You want us to go into orbit around a watermoon?” Dejean asked in confusion.

“No.” Finn looked around the bridge for—“Chief Octain, just how waterproof are we?”

On the acceleration couch next to Finn, Ellie closed her eyes and muttered: “Oh fuck.”
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OVER THE LAST few months, the forward section of the landing plane Eukray had rapidly become Captain Utain-Guk’s least favorite place in the universe. Yet here he was, once again, standing in front of the despoiled unlife sarcophagus of Commander Radwarno-Werkas. The unit’s systems were fully integrated with the Dexione’s network, yet the commander insisted that he attend her in person for their briefings so there could be no mistake in her orders. When he checked with the technical staff tasked with monitoring the sarcophagus, they assured him its lnc to the Dexione was working perfectly. She could connect with him whenever she wanted. The fault lay deeper inside the battered device, and wasn’t physical.

“Have you confirmed the target of the three warships is the Diligent, captain?” Radwarno-Werkas asked.

“Not an absolute confirmation, commander. We’ve determined the interception point of the vectors they are flying. There is nothing there. Presumably the target is approaching in stealth mode. However, our sensor satellites haven’t located it yet.”

“It is the Diligent.”

“We are not aware of the Diligent having a stealth capability.”

“Captain, it is the Diligent.”

“Yes, commander.” There was no point in arguing.

“Very well. Take us to the interception coordinate. Maximum acceleration.”

Utain-Guk heard the splashing sound caused by agitated tails swishing about in the pools behind him. But that was all. Even the Awakened crocodiles knew better than to protest. “At once, commander.”
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THE DEXIONE WAS a complication Dagon could have done without. The attack carrier must have plotted the vectors that the Ierax, Geraki, and Fonia were flying along. They all crossed at a specific point, which made their maneuver a blatant interception trajectory.

“We’ll reach them five hours before the Dexione,” Banat-Illie said confidently across their connection.

Dagon’s body, wrapped tight in the support petals whose umbilical threads were fully meshed around his internal organs, wasn’t breathing anymore. All the nutrients and oxygen he needed were being introduced through the threads while the terrible ten-gee acceleration tried to crush him. Even so, he wanted to sigh in resignation.

“Which is only useful if we can recover the antimatter before they arrive. If we do engage the Arcadia’s Moon, there’s a chance we could damage the confinement chambers. Two thousand tons of antimatter hitting the same quantity of matter will produce a supernova-level blast. Even the Gomatu framework will rupture. We will certainly not survive.”

“Then why are we pursuing them? Are you hoping Josias will deal with you?”

“He’s not stupid. The Diligent is an anchor holding him back, yet he can’t abandon it. His family is on board. He knows he can only hold us off as long as he’s got the antimatter. In effect, a perfect standoff. He can’t escape us without condemning the Diligent, and we can’t attack him because we’ll lose the antimatter. Therefore we have to negotiate—in his version of events.”

“Will you accept a deal?”

“Of course not. We just have to get close enough to launch an infiltration mission.”

“No problem, general. The Ierax has three fully loaded silos of sprite sheets. They won’t know we’ve ensnared them until their bodies start to dissolve.”

“We’re not launching sprite sheets. It’s too risky. The confinement chambers must be left intact, which cannot be guaranteed in a sprite infestation. No, we do this the old-fashioned way. We use our nihilium capsules and quietly send a boarding party over. Then, and only then, do we use sprites to eliminate the starship’s network. With the confinement chambers isolated, the humans can be eliminated.”

“As you wish. And Josias?”

“I said I would hand him over to the Mara Yama, and I will. Eventually.”

“Is there any point? Even the Mara Yama will fall before Khepri.”

“Yes, but that will be in—Ah, right on time.” Dagon accepted the lnc that was being beamed at the frigates from one of the neutrino sources.

“Gyvoy, you and I need to talk,” Josias said.

“Indeed we do. If you hand my antimatter over, I’m prepared to let the Diligent go.”

“Good start, man … Sorry: Celestial. But that doesn’t quite cover it. See, the Dexione is coming for the Diligent and it isn’t going to back off. Not after what happened to all their buddies in Twenty-Three Squadron. So you and your ships take care of that little problem for me, and then we can start to talk for real.”

“I could deal with the Dexione—or perhaps I could simply destroy the Diligent. Either way, problem solved.”

“Still an arsehole, I see.”

“Give me my antimatter, and I won’t destroy the Diligent. Make your decision, Josias.”

“Here’s a question for your superior Celestial brain. If I drop a warhead armed with a couple of hundred tons of antimatter along the course the Dexione is traveling, and detonate it when they’re a thousand kilometers away and don’t even know it exists, will the very big explosion kill the ship? Oh, same question for you and your ship, too.”

“Nothing in life is certain. And if you use up antimatter at that rate, what do you have left to bargain with?”

“Over a thousand tons, which is still a shitload of antimatter by anyone’s standards—and I get to stay alive.”

“You are seriously expecting me to attack a Crown Dominion warship?”

“I’m seriously expecting you to consider it, sure. I mean, you blew up Dokatu in one of your freaky little psycho rages, which wiped out Janton-Io’s entire loOx biosphere in the process. You compelled Finn to destroy Kelowan. You don’t care about anything except your goal. So how about it? I’ll make this real simple. I’ll pay you a hundred tons of antimatter to kill the Dexione. How does that sound? We can start negotiating for the rest after that happens.”

“I will consider it, but I want something else as well.”

“Whoo, color me interested. What?”

“I want to know what you are and who you work for.”

“General,” Banat-Illie said through a private connection. “The human ships are changing course.”

Dagon examined the sensor display nestled in his mind. Both ships were curving around in a sharp arc, increasing acceleration. The CI’s routines projected their vector to its destination. “A watermoon?” he asked in puzzlement. “Why are they going there?”

“Perhaps watermoons are where the rogue Prelf hide?” Banat-Illie suggested.

“Okay,” Josias said. “Everyone wants extra, I get that. So here’s a free loss leader—my act of good faith. I’m the last and greatest billionastra, the last man alive to walk on Old Earth, the oldest person in the whole galaxy, and the first of my kind, which became your kind. So show some respect to your ancestors and know that I don’t work for anybody but myself. And I certainly don’t let a screw-up like you stop me from getting what I want. Negotiate with me or lose everything.”

Dagon wished he could inhale right now; he badly wanted to laugh out loud. “You pathetic little relic. The Arcadia’s Moon is not nearly as special as you believe. It certainly cannot hide behind a watermoon nor escape from me.”

“Thought so.”

The lnc ended.

“He’ll be back,” Dagon announced. “He cannot risk losing the Diligent. And we’re the only ships that can protect it from the Dexione.”

“You’re right of course, general. However, I still don’t understand their current tactic. Why did they change course to the watermoon? Could they have allies there? What if Aponi’s offers and deals are all a misdirection?”

Dagon hesitated, which in itself was a bitter loss, for it meant Josias had sold him a sliver of doubt. “No, his archon protectors from Capo Frois have flown to other star systems. Maintain our course for the watermoon.”

“Yes, general.”

“And … inform the Geraki and Fonia we may have to eliminate the Dexione.”
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“HE WASN’T SURPRISED you called him; he knew we were here,” Andino said. “I could have accepted they spotted the Diligent’s infrared signature, but they never detected us before.”

“Relax, every Gate monitor saw us egress,” Josias said. “And every Gate monitor has yet to log us leaving JK67b. He knew we were still in-system, and he knows I’m not going to abandon the Diligent.”

“If Finn and his people had chosen to fly interstellar to Tarupa, you told them you’d go back to Kelowan.”

“Meh.” Josias pulled a face. “Sometimes you just have to offer people a little encouragement.”

Andino’s eye tubes whirred as they focused on his expression. “You are incorrigible, Josias Aponi.”

“I’m still alive after forty thousand years. You learn a few things in all that time.”

“In hibernation while you’re flying relativistic?”

“My dear captain, please don’t spoil the moment.”

“Trying not to, but my point is this: you have no money of any type or amount that will get me to take my Arcadia’s Moon in there.” A metal finger pointed at the projection splashed across the bridge. It was showing the watermoon dead center. For some reason, Josias had been expecting it to be the same deep blue as an ocean. Instead it was an insipid gray globe devoid of a single feature.

“I thought Finn was flat-out crazy when he accelerated the Diligent across Kelowan at ten thousand gees,” Andino said. “This simply confirms it. Starships are not submarines. This one doubly so. Can you imagine the damage the water would do to our systems?”

“Both our life support sections are pressure vessels. They’re airtight, right? So that makes them watertight, too.”

“Sweet Asteria’s arse. We are not built the same as the Diligent. I’m not risking it. End of discussion.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“Go full stealth, switch every major system off, and wait a decent distance away. If—and that’s the biggest if ever—by the grace of the Goddess, Finn’s idea of sending the Victor out for fast strikes against Gyvoy’s ships works, we can consider flying back when there’s only one ship left.”

“We both know the Victor only has to take out one of Gyvoy’s ships. That levels the playing field. The Arcadia’s Moon can take one of those ships easily enough. So like Finn said: we strike the remaining two at the same time. That’s it. Problem solved.”

“So tell me, I’m curious, out of those forty thousand years of lived experience, what makes you believe you can flatter me into a head-on assault against a military-grade Celestial ship?”

“Ask Twenty-Three Squadron.”

All that was left of Andino’s jaw clenched. “Goddess, I hate you.”
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EIGHTY MINUTES LATER, Josias watched the Diligent approach the surface of the watermoon. The big ship was twenty kilometers out, the zero-radiance coating on its fuselage still active. But the thermal emission was great enough to register with the small flock of Prelf that maintained the watermoon’s environment systems attached to the surface membrane. Twelve of them were flying up in a circular formation to investigate the intruder.

The Diligent fired its new energy beam weapons. As one, the twelve Prelf disintegrated into expanding clouds of glowing debris.

Josias nodded grudgingly. “The Gomatu Celestials aren’t going to like that. Seems my family is toughening up of late. No turning back now.”

“There was a turn-back point?” Andino asked.

The Diligent slid in toward the watermoon. Its two rings of spheres slowed their rotation until they were stationary. When the front of the ship was two kilometers away, the energy beams fired again, slicing a giant X in the membrane. It took a while, but the thick membrane flaps began to shift up from the center of the slice and a mound of water extended out. Five minutes later, the Diligent’s nose touched it. Ripples undulated slowly out across the hill of water, and the big ship started to move inward, its ion thrusters firing at minimum acceleration.

Josias winced as the first ring of life support spheres touched the water and moved inexorably forward. The surface crept over the spheres. “Finn, how’s it going?”

“Glug glug.”

“Arsehole.”

“Okay, as far as we can tell, there’s a few systems dropped out in the forward section. Water probably got into a bunch of power junctions, but the equipment in there is mostly sealed up. We’re going to lose some auxiliary systems, but enough of them should come through this operational. And there’s no damaging level of water ingress reported in any of the life support spheres—yet.”

“Good luck. Captain Andino is backing us away slow and quiet now. We’ll relay all the sensor scans through this secure lnc. You’ll be able to follow what the Ierax, Geraki, and Fonia do when they reach the watermoon.”

“Okay, thanks. I don’t want to wait too long before we send the Victor out to strike one of them.”

The Arcadia’s Moon started accelerating away at a fiftieth of a gee. A mesmerized Josias continued to watch the Diligent immerse itself. With both rings submerged, the bulge of water was now more than two hundred meters high, its surface undulating as ripples flowed gracefully down. The big membrane flaps were bowing inward, pushed down by the first ring of spheres.

“A submarine starship. I really have seen it all now,” Josias muttered as the water closed over the base of the ion rockets at the rear of the ship. Their invisible exhaust of neutral particles brightened to a scintillating purple glow, creating lively spumes of bubbles above each nozzle. The surface churned wildly as a column of thick vapor jetted out like pyroclastic spume.

“Well at least Gyvoy doesn’t have to spend time wondering where the ship went,” Andino said.

The outpouring of energized vapor reduced as the Diligent slipped deeper into the water. It quickly became a dark insubstantial shape, framed by the ember glow emitted by its thermal panels. Even that was slowly lost as the starship continued its methodical dive, leaving the surface behind.

Water exposed to vacuum continued to effervesce as the membrane began to self-seal. It was like watching a giant zipper bringing the translucent material back together. In half an hour the damage had almost vanished. Several Prelf arrived, crawling along the four fissure lines, extruding fresh material, their cilia-like appendages moving rapidly to stitch the tips of the flaps together.

Fifty minutes after the Diligent vanished inside the watermoon, the only evidence of its existence was an expanding cloud of water vapor, whose tiny particles were turning to grains of ice glittering in the sunlight.
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“I WASN’T EXPECTING THAT,” Banat-Illie said.

The Ierax’s sensors were showing the scant cloud of water vapor curving around the watermoon’s surface and inflating ever upward. Its center, the point of origin, was easy to determine.

“Neither was I,” Dagon admitted. “But the tactic is obvious enough.”

“They seek to draw us in.”

“Quite so. A head-on combat with us is very much in our favor. Whereas this … We can’t fire energy beams through kilometers of water, the sprites would be particularly useless, and I doubt the efficacy of missiles even if we could acquire a decent target lock for them. The water is a clever improvised shield. Whereas if we go into orbit around the watermoon, we are clearly visible. I believe Josias mentioned something about dropping antimatter mines ahead of us. This is their intended kill-zone. Not that it matters. I have no interest in hunting down the Diligent. Our only target is the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“We have to find it first, general. They went dark just after the Diligent entered the water.”

“They did, indeed. Andino isn’t so reckless as to risk her beloved Arcadia’s Moon in water, so she accelerated away and switched off her new antimatter annihilation chambers; clever of her to realize that was the giveaway. She’ll be there, looking to ambush us just like the archons did to the Twenty-Third Squadron. So we’re going to use her tactics. We can decelerate at two gees in darkflight mode, use it to take us into a five-thousand-kilometer orbit. She won’t be much farther out than that, and it’ll put her in range of the nihilium capsules.”

“Yes, general, but we still have to detect the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“We detected the Aeacus above Janton-Io, didn’t we? And that was a Mazinor-class archon ship.”

“We found it due to the wake the Aeacus created within the planet’s magnetosphere. These watermoons don’t have a magnetosphere.”

“No, but this one already has a thin shroud of vapor, which can easily be ionized. The result will be the same.”

“Ah. If we detonate nukes around the watermoon when we arrive, the energy release will charge the vapor.”

“We might not even have to do that. If I’m right, Josias and his beloved family on the Diligent don’t know the exact nature of the Dexione.”

“It’s an attack carrier—Oh, of course.”

“Yes. A marine attack carrier. Its landing planes are designed to splash down just offshore, allowing sharks to bring Awakened crocodiles and knights ashore. Which means all we have to do is stand off and wait. I expect there will be a whole barrage of explosions erupting around that watermoon soon enough.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THREE HOURS AFTER they entered the watermoon, every console in the Diligent command and control center had two or three operators on duty, their stressed voices an unrelenting buzz in the air. Dejean had instigated full damage control status. Finn’s gamble that the Diligent was reasonably waterproof was being put to a test a lot more severe than he’d hoped for.

Every screen was showing a three-dimensional schematic of the arkship. The number of red tags flashing over it was particularly unnerving. The majority along the spindle and engineering section were for power dropouts. Vacuum-proof, as they were learning the hard way, didn’t necessarily mean waterproof. The number of short circuits was becoming significant. The generators, both antimatter and fusion, remained functional, but the circuit breakers had cut in along the main power distribution network where water was spraying into junctions, cutting the electricity to essential machinery.

A thoroughly harassed Chief Octain looked around from his console. “Captain, we need to power down the generators.”

“If that’s what you want, chief,” Dejean said calmly.

“I can’t risk any more shutdowns to their auxiliary systems—especially not the antimatter. The confinement chambers are self-contained; they can keep the antimatter stable for months. But the annihilation chambers, if something goes wrong there … We have enough secondary power storage capacity to keep the life support spheres fully functional for a month.”

“Of course. Finn, are we deep enough for you?”

Finn’s connection with the ship’s network—the parts of it that were still functional—was showing him they had managed to travel almost a hundred kilometers from their entry point. He’d wanted to go a lot deeper, but there was ambition and then there was realism. “Yes, captain.”

“Okay. Uemi-Jubalee, ion engines off, please. Chief, power down as you see fit.”

“Thank you,” a relieved Octain said.

Finn floated over to Ellie, who was strapped into a couch at a console assigned to damage limitation management. They’d been in free-fall since the Diligent entered the water. Everyone had known it was coming and rushed to prepare for it, but Finn was pretty sure he’d find a dozen things loose and broken in their cabin when he went back to it.

“How are the hangars?” he asked.

“Leaking, of course. The doors have the largest seals on the ship, so we were expecting that. Nothing dangerous, yet.”

Yet. A word he’d heard a lot in the last three hours. “Okay. Gyvoy’s ships should have reached us by now. I’ll see if Andino has an update on their orbit.”

“Right.”

He could hear the worry in her voice and gave her a quick insincere smile. Deep in his mind he recalled the bodhian contact routine.

It had been after just a couple of minutes underwater that their secure lnc to the Arcadia’s Moon had dropped out. The loss was another byproduct of a hurried, desperate plan that he hadn’t thought through. For whatever reason, his contact with the bodhian web continued to work, even though the bandwidth was sharply reduced. Apparently, even the Elohim had trouble communicating through water.

“No sign of Gyvoy’s ships,” Josias reported. “They really should be here by now. Their darkflight mode is as good as ours, if not better. Man, only to be expected, I suppose. Frankly, I’m worried. We’ve got fifty satellites scanning around the watermoon, and there’s nothing. Andino expected them to leave a wake in the water vapor, but that’s just about indistinguishable from the vacuum now. It’s all dispersed.”

“Goddess. Josias, we really have to know the orbital track for at least one of them. I need to give the Victor a firm coordinate for its strike.”

“I know. The bastard’s playing a waiting game. Smart move, though it hurts me to say it. We should have expected it. For every move, there’s always a counter.”

“Yeah, so how do we counter this?”

“Go back to plan A. We fly the Arcadia’s Moon to the Vembar ingress Gate, and come out of stealth just before we go through. Gyvoy will follow us. You’ll be left alone. You’ve got enough antimatter to go interstellar, wherever you want; just get the hell out of this madness.”

“There’s got to be another way.”

“Finn, sorry, man, but we need to do this fast. You never checked with the bodhian web about the Dexione, did you? Specifically, its class.”

“No. Why?”

“It’s a marine attack cruiser.”

Finn tensed, his grip on the edge of his couch tightening until his knuckles turned white. “Asteria’s arse,” he said out loud.

People turned to look at him accusingly. Nobody wanted more bad news.

“What?” Ellie mouthed.

He held up a finger, a plea for time. “Full complement?” he asked Josias.

“Yeah. Four landing planes. Awakened sharks and crocs. Knights, too.”

“Will a knight’s armor work underwater?”

“My boy, the knights on an attack carrier like Dexione use armor designed for water immersion as part of their forward deployment maneuver.”

All Finn could think of was his conversation with Ellie, and how they relied way too much on luck the whole time. “How long until they get here?”

“Another hour.”

“That’s our first strike then. If they want to send a shiver of sharks in here after us, they’ll have to rendezvous with the watermoon and cut their way through the membrane. That makes them a sitting duck.”

“Interesting metaphor, given the circumstances, but yeah. You might have a chance.”

“Okay, I’ll get the Victor prepped and ready. I’ll need a constant update on the Dexione’s trajectory, and we’ll pray to the Goddess they rendezvous close to us.”

“Sure, because everything else since Kelowan has really gone our way.”

Finn took a breath and acknowledged all the anxious faces around him. “Slight problem,” he told them.
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FINN AND ELLIE headed down Corridor One from the life support rings to the hangars, hauling themselves along between the walkway grids circling the long tube at each section it served. There was water in the air. The amount increased the farther along they went.

“I don’t get it,” Ellie complained. “If the hull keeps our air from getting out, how can water be getting in?”

“I don’t know. Osmosis?”

“That’s not how osmosis works, Finn.”

They went past tiny clusters of spray like errant clouds of glistening gnats, then larger droplets all the way up to football-sized spheres floating about, their surfaces distorting in deep undulations. Some had grazed the walls, breaking apart into swarms. Others had stuck, becoming vacillating blisters.

As they sped along, Finn was sure he glimpsed a tiny creature in one wobbling sphere. A baby seahorse? Didn’t have time to stop and check.

Otylia and Zelinda were waiting on the first hangar-level walkway, along with Augusta and Dushan. Even through their dilation-fashioned age gap, Finn could tell how troubled his twin was. But like a good Jalgori-Tobu, she veiled it behind stone-hard features. The family mask always fooled anyone else.

Finn came to a halt in front of his niece and nephew. “I have to ask, are you two sure about this?”

Augusta’s expression was disturbingly similar to her mother’s, her grandmother’s. “Just to be clear, you do understand I’m actually biologically older than you, Uncle Finn?”

“Ah … uh, yes?”

“So as an adult, I am perfectly capable of making decisions for myself—and have been doing so for twenty years.”

“Right.” He gave Dushan a nervous glance. The young man was … thirty years old? Something like that, anyway, though he looked younger and had that troubling blend of features: Otylia and Josias. His lips twisted into a smile that was pure mocking challenge.

“Okay,” Finn said. “First strike is now going to be against the Dexione. If it keeps decelerating at its current six gees, it’ll rendezvous with the watermoon in about fifty minutes. We’re expecting it to cut through the membrane. I’ve no idea if it’ll try and submerge like us, or just send its landing boats in.”

“They have sharks in them?” Otylia asked in a disbelieving voice.

“Awakened sharks, Awakened crocodiles, and knights that have suits that are fully functional underwater. However, the crocodiles need oxygen, so we don’t expect them to come hunting us.”

“They must have oxygen tanks or rebreathers,” Dushan said levelly.

“Probably, yes, but there’s no strategic reason for them to send the crocodiles in. They can’t swim as fast as sharks, and they won’t be planning to board us. They just want us dead. All they have to do is find us and bring a bomb close enough.”

“Very well,” Augusta said. “I concur it’s unlikely we’ll encounter crocodiles.”

Finn gave a twitch. That tone, spoken from that face; he was standing in front of his mother again, and as always she was disappointed. He cleared his throat. “Unlikely but not impossible,” he told them. “Stay alert for them. Whatever they send into the watermoon will be carrying nuclear warheads. And in the water they only have to get near. Even at a distance the shock wave will be dangerous.”

“Got it. Crocodiles could be on a defensive picket around the Dexione.”

“I can’t give you any advice, because nobody’s ever done anything like this before. Just stay safe, okay?”

Augusta and Dushan shared a knowing glance.

“We’ll follow your example,” Dushan said.

His mask wasn’t as good as his mother’s. Finn could see the eagerness, the determination to be something more than another Jalgori-Tobu living a gilded life. This was their generation’s chance to prove themselves to the whole Centauri Cluster. It made Finn proud they were family.

“If we destroy the Dexione, won’t we be showing Gyvoy’s ships we can strike them, too?”

“No. They already know we have antimatter. This mission won’t show them the Victor, so they won’t know we have a fast interceptor.”

“Right,” Augusta said.

“Okay, so how’s the loading going?”

“Could be easier,” Dushan said grimly.

They all air-swam over to a window that looked into the hangar. Half the lights were off inside. The Victor occupied the largest cradle, almost filling that section of the curving hangar. One-person engineering pods took up the positions ahead and behind. Most of the surfaces he could see were festooned in water droplets. Large water spheres oscillated about through the gaps, hitting and merging like a miniature planetary formation in action. The edges of doors above the anchor craft were spraying out a constant mizzle.

“We’re not built for a reversed pressure difference, apparently,” Otylia said. “There are some seals that don’t work well in that direction. All the leaks are small, but the quantity builds up.”

A hatch was open in the Victor’s fuselage. A pair of engineers in sturdy metal suits were positioned around it, securing the twenty-gram antimatter warhead onto its launch rails. Nobody was going to entrust drones to do that job, not in this unnatural environment. The sight of it triggered some primitive flight instinct in Finn’s brain. All that water churning around it added to his unease. It would only take one mistake, one short circuit—

“I wish we could use the ZPZ generator to frame the hull right now,” Otylia muttered. “That’d keep the damned water out.”

“Huh, yeah, it would.” Then Finn slowly turned to stare at her.

“What?”

“Oh Goddess.”

“What!”

“That’s brilliant, Otylia!”

“I wasn’t … You can’t do that. Can you?”

“Why not?” he asked. “We framed the Diligent when we accelerated across the Kelowan system.”

“You had the Archimedes Engine to supply the power for that.”

“I know. That’s always the limiting factor: the energy demand. Whenever we go through the Gates of Heaven, the ZPZ generator is powered directly from the lines of quintessence. It takes a phenomenal amount of energy to lock every atom of a starship into place. Only a line of quintessence conducts enough. But we have antimatter. Lots of it. Two hundred tons. Nobody ever carries this much around inside a starship. Not even a queen’s dreadnought has so much.”

“You think you can get the ZPZ generator to frame us in here?” Augusta asked skeptically.

“In theory, I don’t see why not.”

“Your uncle’s proved quite good at esoteric theories,” Zelinda drawled. “But Finn … this?”

“Yeah.” His mind was racing again, producing a whole range of scenarios, each more outlandish than the last. He was rather enjoying being outrageous.

His bodhian web connection to Josias opened. It came with an emotional tinge of concern.

“What?” Finn asked.

“Hate to be the one to tell you, man, but we’ve just detected five Oncology-class Cosmoids heading for the watermoon. I guess they want to ask you about the Prelf you blew up, and that big hole you made in their membrane.”

“Asteria’s arse.”

“What now?” Ellie asked in a defeated voice.

“The Gomatu are coming. In force.”

“Can we fly the Victor to intercept them as well as Gyvoy’s ship?” Dushan asked.

“Not really,” Finn said. “The numbers are stacking up against us.”

“We have enough antimatter, surely?”

“Yes, but targeting so many …”

“I know that look,” Otylia said.

“Okay,” Finn said. “There is a way. But we need to stop creeping around trying to do as little damage as we can.”

“It’s only us that do that,” Zelinda said levelly. “Gyvoy and Helena-Thyra certainly don’t suffer from that outlook. And they’re the ones we’re up against.”

Finn only just avoided a double take. His whole family was surprising him today. “Augusta, Dushan, get ready, but you’re not taking the Victor on a strike mission against the Dexione. You’re going deeper into the watermoon. And you’re going to be carrying more than a few grams of antimatter this time. A lot more. We’re going to go full-on extinction event.”
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IT WAS ALMOST a case of déjà vu. The sensor satellites watched the Dexione approach the surface of the watermoon, easing forward slowly as the four landing planes swung up from their horizontal acceleration position, producing four points at the front of the attack carrier. Lasers cut into the membrane, and the big warship kept on moving forward, immersing the landing planes. Then it slowed to a halt just before the main fuselage reached the surface.

“Well, how about that,” Josias said. “The Centauri Cluster’s very own ostrich ship.”

“Excuse me?” asked V5001, the starship’s engineering chief.

“You know. The ostrich. Big terrestrial bird, buries its head in the sand if it gets scared.”

“Never heard of it.”

Josias sighed in disappointment.

“I believe our passenger means: arse hanging out in the wind,” I-kdrene-Four said.

“Do you guys still have one of those?” Josias asked archly. “I’d have thought you gave them up long ago.”

They carried on watching, but the Dexione didn’t move. Water quivered slowly around the four landing planes as mist evaporated away into the vacuum. Tears in the membrane started to seal up.

“Doesn’t look like Gyvoy is going to stop them,” Andino said.

“I think you’re right,” Josias agreed. “He’s waiting for my desperation to kick in, and the pleading to start. Strange, because everyone else I’ve ever met knows that isn’t a thing. He has his own violent way of resolving all his issues, so all we can do is wait now.”

“This is not the most comfortable position I’ve been in.”

“Apologies. Happy to consider an alternative plan.”

“Not taking you on as a charter to begin with?”

“It wasn’t voluntary, if you recall. Besides, think how much poorer you’d be if you hadn’t.”

“Poorer but alive,” the systems engineer, Tli’xint, grumbled.

“Everyone’s a critic, but only a few of us are strategists,” Josias told the crew.

“I think Finn relies mostly on luck, actually,” Andino said. “I’d certainly never take a charter from him, not now I’ve seen firsthand what happens.”

“You took money from Gyvoy and Liliana,” Josias said.

“Ah, that’s what happens when you don’t have forty thousand years of lived experience. You make mistakes.”

Josias chuckled. “Finn, stand by. They’re in position, which means they’ll start hunting for you now.”
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THE HARNESS WAS, by necessity, crude. Its very simplicity meant there was no point testing it. That was all to the good; testing would have meant time wasted. And Radwarno-Werkas did not tolerate such obstacles.

Captain Utain-Guk clung to one of the walkway stanchions, watching impassively as the central section of metal straps were fastened around the unlife sarcophagus. When it was secure, the weapons officers moved in and attached the tsarina warhead behind it. Utain-Guk didn’t like being quite so close to the hundred-megaton nuke, but then after hours of six-gee deceleration, all he could think about was how soon this whole nightmare was going to be over.

The weapons chief told him they’d confirmed the system was functional.

“We’re ready, commander,” Utain-Guk said.

“Hitch them up to me,” the impassive voice told him.

Overhead hoist tentacles grasped the harness and lifted the whole arrangement up, then maneuvered it over the closest pool. Tension straps covering the pool’s surface to keep the water in place during zero gee slithered apart, creating an opening just wide enough. The sarcophagus was lowered through the aperture. A pair of sharks slid carefully up on either side, nosing their way through the series of loops on the harness. When they were in position the loops contracted.

Sharks and sarcophagus moved to the front edge of the pool, where the launch tube’s outer door opened. It was a tight fit, but the sharks managed to move themselves and their cargo inside.

“Open the outer door,” Utain-Guk ordered the deck chief. Lights changed color above the launch tube.

A new connection opened in Utain-Guk’s communication routines. “I’m through. Launch the scouts,” Radwarno-Werkas ordered.

So now you can use a connection, Utain-Guk thought. “Yes, commander.” He signaled the deck chief.

The launch tubes in all the other pools began to open. Sharks circled lazily around them, each of them with a streamlined cylindrical sensor pod mounted on their heads. One by one they swam into the tubes, then onward into the watermoon.

“Asteria have mercy on you,” Utain-Guk mouthed silently.
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DAGON OBSERVED THE TACTICAL display provided by their myriad of sensor satellites whirling around the watermoon. He’d watched with lofty amusement as the Dexione had carefully impaled itself in the watermoon. Presumably the Arcadia’s Moon was also using spy satellites with passive sensors, so Josias would be keeping the Diligent informed.

“Just out of interest, what would you do if your starship was being hunted by sharks?” he asked Banat-Illie.

“That’s not something I’ve ever had to consider, general.”

Dagon grinned as he wormed his way into the flaccid jonin suit. It had been a long time since he’d worn one. The fabric had the quality of thick frictionless rubber with an outer layer of sophisticated active molecules producing a perfect chameleon cover. As well as blending in with its surroundings, it had no emissions in any spectrum, rendering it immune to most sensors.

Once Dagon had got inside it, he felt it contract; then it was as if he was wearing nothing at all. Multiple internal layers each performed a discrete function: armor that could protect him against energy beams and medium-size kinetic projectiles—although the whole point of a jonin suit was to avoid combat. A muscle layer for extra strength, pouches for various weapons. Sensors. Oxygen. He welcomed the current irony that it would be excellent for underwater use.

“Well, it’s a real problem—as you can see,” he said. “So go on, consider it.”

“Ah … I’d probably send a big electrical charge into the water?”

“That’s a hell of a charge … but a reasonable response. I think I’d surround the ship with nukes—at a sensible distance—and detonate one when a shark swam past it.”

The jonin suit connected to Dagon’s neural pads, elevating his senses. He was delighted to find that it couldn’t detect Obat-Ko, one of the Ierax’s contingent of knights, who was in the armory compartment with him and wearing his own jonin suit.

“Are underwater sensors standard issue on your ship, general?”

“Excellent point, Banat-Illie. I admit, I’d give a lot to be able to see inside the Diligent right now.”

“The first of the Oncology Cosmoids is decelerating to rendezvous with the watermoon.”

“About time. Let’s start warming things up, shall we?”
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EVENTS WERE PLAYING out as Josias expected. Which, given the circumstances, was something of a relief. So many variables were in play.

The satellites the Arcadia’s Moon had launched to observe the watermoon caught a detonation two hundred kilometers above the surface membrane. A megaton blast, almost halfway between the arriving Oncology Cosmoids and the Dexione.

“Oh hell, who fired that?” he asked.

“Impossible to say,” Andino replied. “If it was a missile, it was stealthed. Most likely a mine dropped in orbit either by the Dexione or Gyvoy.”

“Did it damage anything?”

“It knocked out quite a few of our satellites, but I can’t—”

Another warhead exploded. It was fifty kilometers away from the Oncology Cosmoids.
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THE DEXIONE’S CI shifted the attack carrier into defense status as soon as the first warhead detonated. Energy beam weapons rose out of their recesses, their sensors hunting targets. They detected nothing in range of the attack carrier.

“Tactical status?” Utain-Guk demanded. “What are the Oncology Cosmoids doing?” He was furious the ship was in this position, immobile in space; it couldn’t have been more vulnerable.

A second nuke detonated, closer to the Oncology Cosmoids.

“Get us out of here,” he ordered the bridge flight officer. “Full acceleration, vector us sideways if you have to.” His combat couch cushioning rose up around him fast, as if it were on a mission to drown him. He flinched at the thought.

“Captain, the closest Oncology Cosmoid is powering up its weapons.”

For a brief moment he thought about opening a general lnc, telling the Oncology that the Dexione wasn’t responsible. That is not how a Crown Dominion officer reacts in a combat situation.

The cushioning closed over his face. Wriggling appendages slithered into his mouth, and his skin was going numb—an absence of feeling that sank through his body. All he could perceive was a peculiar juddering as the attack carrier struggled to tear itself out of the water. Huge sections of membrane were caught around the nose of a landing plane, ripping apart amid an uprush of water.

“Weapons, fire missile salvo at the Oncology Cosmoid. Defense, full chaff and deflection cover.”

“Acknowledged. Enemy targeted.”

The tactical display showed him eighteen missiles accelerating away from the Dexione, which was spinning a tight cluster of subversive chaff around its fuselage. Electronic warfare pods pumped out deceptive impulses.

“Are we free to fly yet?”

“Ten seconds, captain.”

Eternity in space combat terms. Every piece of information the Crown Navy had on Oncology Cosmoids came firing into his brain. They weren’t quite as powerful as a frigate, but formidable none the less—confirmed by the way that one was taking out the missile salvo. Eight more nukes detonated, turning space above the watermoon into an incandescent patch of light. Sensors caught missiles streaking away from the enemy craft.

“The other Oncology Cosmoids are accelerating in, captain; twelve gees.”

“Shit. Get us out of here.”

Nobody asked: What about Commander Radwarno-Werkas?

It wasn’t quite the comfort he thought it might be.
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“AND THERE WE ARE,” Dagon declared gleefully. “Behold, the elusive Arcadia’s Moon.”

The nuclear-pumped ion cloud seething around the watermoon was still incredibly tenuous. But now the sensors could detect every molecule thanks to its elevated energy state. There were dozens of fist-sized, stealth-coated satellites zipping through it in tight, fast orbits, creating dark wake distortions behind them. And a single almighty roiling deformation wave, a mere eight thousand kilometers above the watermoon’s glimmering surface.

The Ierax changed direction hard, accelerating.

The shell of the nihilium capsule closed around Dagon, a spongy lining fitting closely around his jonin suit. Not that it was possible, but when he’d climbed into the nihilium capsule, its external surface seemed to be blacker than even interstellar space. It was the pinnacle of the Guillrameo family’s research, surpassing even the jonin suit for invisibility.

“Launching,” Banat-Illie announced.

The jonin suit tightened its grip on Dagon and he braced himself. No use. The acceleration hit every cell with brutal force as the capsule streaked down its departure tube, stretching halfway along the ship.

In seconds he’d left the Ierax, immediately dropping him into free-fall—a reversal almost as vicious as the acceleration. Somewhere behind him, the Ierax shifted course again.

“Are you with me?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Obat-Ko replied. “Good vector.”

The jonin suit loosened its hold on him, permitting a small grin. His tactical display showed him closing fast on the Arcadia’s Moon. Eight minutes.
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THE LNC TO the shiver of Awakened sharks spreading out inside the watermoon wasn’t the quality Radwarno-Werkas was expecting, or wanted. But it did provide her with a tactical display thirty kilometers across. Sonar pulses spiked out from the sensor packs the sharks carried, mapping the interior of the watermoon.

There was a lot of aquatic life in the gigantic sphere, vast shoals of fish swimming about in every direction. There were reefs, too—artificial untethered underwater islands that played host to fields of seaweed, slithering their way along on an endless circuit that took years to complete in an internal orbit of the globe.

She took a while to acclimatize to the amount of noise picked up by the hypersensitive microphones included in the sensor packs. Everything, it seemed, made a noise—and none of it made any sense to Radwarno-Werkas at first; it was a bombardment assailing her from every direction. Then she learned to rely on the sharks to filter it and provide an accurate analysis. Their natural comprehension for their environment had been amplified along with everything else Awakening had given them.

Now she heard and understood the faint thuds that came from the muscle tubes in the reef that propelled them along gently. The incessant whirring from the multitude of oxygenation cells studding the membrane surface, keeping the water fresh. The soft swish of currents, heated on the sunside and flowing gently around to the nightside where the membrane allowed its thermal load to slowly radiate away.

There was another source of noise, too. A discordant orchestra of machinery playing somewhere deeper in the watermoon. Even she knew it was alien to this environment. The Diligent. It could be nothing else—the multitude of devices animated with power and activity, working in unity to maintain the big ship. There was nothing else like it in the watermoon.

This was going to be easier than she’d expected.

Radwarno-Werkas directed the shiver of sharks to head for the noise. As far as she could determine, the origin was about a hundred seventy kilometers away. The sharks could travel at twenty-five kilometers an hour in a sustained journey, rising to seventy kilometers an hour in a short attack burst.

Weapons officers back on the Dexione had calculated the tsarina warhead would be able to destroy the Diligent if it was detonated within five kilometers of the old arkship. Radwarno-Werkas had no intention of going for a maybe. The scout sharks were going to be nose to nose with the fuselage to make utterly certain. She was carrying out the orders of the empress. Nothing else mattered. Nothing had mattered for a length of time she couldn’t even measure anymore.

The shiver surged ahead, with fish shoals scattering in fright from their headlong rush. The natives of the watermoon had never known predators like them, but ancestral instinct was strong. They fled away into the deeper darkness.

Minutes into the journey, a wall of sound swept across the shiver, coming from behind. It was disorientating, causing the sharks to slow and turn around. An event that powerful could only be a threat.

Radwarno-Werkas ordered them to resume their journey. As she did, the vibrations pounding them increased in pitch and strength. Her tenuous lnc with the Dexione was lost. Something was happening with the attack carrier. A white glow penetrated the water, then faded away with a last roar that blotted out every other vibration, smothering the sonar pings entirely.

That was when she knew what was happening. The Dexione was withdrawing. The light was coming from its antimatter exhausts as they lanced into the watermoon. But it wasn’t relevant to her mission. She ordered the shiver to advance again, and they rushed onward into the lightless unknown.
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MOST OF THE FLIGHT after Dagon was shot out of the Ierax was unpowered, the trajectory and velocity calculated to bring him and Obat-Ko close to the Arcadia’s Moon with a very small difference in their relative velocities. There had to be some maneuvering to prevent overshoot, though, and the nihilium capsule was now decelerating Dagon at half a gee. Its thrusters used neutral particle exhausts, but they were so near to the Arcadia’s Moon there was a risk the ship’s close-range sensors would find them. The opportunity was unexpectedly reduced by the number of nuclear explosions going off around the watermoon. Dagon had been surprised and concerned by the aggression of the fight between the Dexione and the Oncology Cosmoids. If the Arcadia’s Moon did suffer a hit, it would be catastrophic for everyone.

The Ierax had scattered dozens of electronic warfare pods that were now emitting distraction impulses at high power. All designed to degrade the Arcadia’s Moon sensors as they drew close.

Final approach was fast. The capsule’s minimal sensors showed nothing until the last few seconds. There was a final twist as it reoriented itself, then its base hit the sheet of stealth cloth that was wrapped around the starship’s odd geodesic structure. The cloth bowed inward and began to rebound like the Cluster’s least effective trampoline. Grapple pads deployed and prevented Dagon from tumbling back off into space.

“Down and fixed,” he reported.

“Down and fixed,” Obat-Ko confirmed.

Ironically, neither of them was showing up on the other’s sensors; the nihilium capsules were that effective. The secure lnc had to provide tactical locations. They’d landed within eight meters of each other.

“Go for first breach,” Dagon said. “My location.”

“Yes, sir.”

The nihilium capsule opened, and Dagon eased himself out. Stk spots on his soles and palms allowed him to adhere to the loose stealth fabric. He scuttled a few meters away from the capsule and started to cut a slit through. A vacuum bug slipped through the gap and oriented itself in relation to the golden trusses of the geodesic skeleton.

“We’re eleven meters from the module that contains the bridge,” Dagon told Obat-Ko. “I’m going through.” He widened the gap he was cutting, and carefully forward-rolled through the hole, feeling the fabric slide down his back. Then he was inside, and using the stk spots to move spider-fashion along the underside of the fabric toward the closest truss.

The ovoid modules were arranged in a full distribution configuration. None of the life support modules were touching, leaving the starship ready to accelerate hard at any time without realigning itself.

Dagon reached the truss and crept along it until he was over the module containing the bridge. He knew the surface was a pale skyblue but there was no light here, and all the jonin suit sensors showed him was a universe in gray and black.

“Deal with the network. I’ll get us in,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

The tactical display showed him Obat-Ko’s tag moving past him. It was like a haunting, when instinct told him a malign spirit was close by, but he could see nothing.

He put a hand on the module’s surface, fingers splayed wide. A silo on his upper arm released a sprite. In its pre-deployment state, the thing was a sphere barely a millimeter wide. It slithered out of the tiny silo and spread out into a circle a meter wide. His lnc to it showed him the active molecules of its structure latch onto the blue material and begin to break down the valence bonds.

“My sprite is interpenetrating a network node,” Obat-Ko reported. “Burn in ten seconds.”

The sprite was spitting off molecules from the surface of the life support module, reducing the material’s density to that of a thick liquid. Its physical integrity was maintained by the sprite’s own complex structure. There were several layers to penetrate—the thermal surface, the pressure shell, insulation, internal pressure shell, interior bulkhead, conduits—

“Burning now,” Obat-Ko said.

Dagon tensed. This was a critical point. He didn’t want to sever contact between the bridge and the cargo compartment where the antimatter was stored. The confinement chambers would be constantly monitored by routines, with a direct connection to Josias. He’d know the instant they were cut. What the burn had been designed for was to block any control routines Josias might send into the confinement chambers.

Five seconds later, Obat-Ko said, “Intercept confirmed. He’s not in charge anymore.”

“Excellent. Breaching now. Follow me in.” He put his hands on the circle the sprite had modified. It was like dipping them into a spongy fluid. The transmuted material put up no resistance. Dagon smiled coldly and let his head follow his arms. His visual imagery changed from monochrome to full color. He was slithering into a short corridor, a humanoid larva emerging from its cocoon. The corridor was one he recognized instantly from the weeks he’d spent on board. It was lined with hatchways. At the far end, one opened into a lounge and galley, a second into the bridge.

Dagon pulled the rest of his body inside. The sprite circle wobbled as his feet came through, but its integrity remained intact. A few seconds later, the insubstantial substance distorted once more, as a patch of nothingness appeared in it. It was weird that he couldn’t see Obat-Ko, but the outline in the sprite circle showed him the knight’s progress.

“Okay,” Dagon said. “Let’s go and say hello to the crew.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THERE WAS ANOTHER noise in the watermoon. The sharks could hear it. Not so mechanical this time, but brawny. More than a century ago, Radwarno-Werkas had visited the Lord Ceaser Falls on Joir in the Verak system. She was with her paramour of that time, taking a tour of the Crown Dominion between navy assignments. The immense waterfall was more than two kilometers long, sending the river thundering down into a broad canyon. The observation platform jutted out of a cliff face a hundred meters from the water. She couldn’t hear anything other than the roar, which she mostly felt in her bones as she had her hands pressed over her ears. An amazing experience.

That roar was the same one she could hear now as her two Awakened sharks powered the unlife sarcophagus ever onward through the watermoon toward the Diligent. It had to be some kind of propulsion system they were hearing—a very powerful one, churning through the water. Confirmed by the way it was moving quickly.

There are two ships in here.

The second one was farther away, on the other side of the first, but it seemed to be heading back.

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the order of the empress.
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THE DILIGENT’S HANGAR doors were open and the Victor was just outside, maneuvering to get in position above the cradle. Dushan, who was piloting, couldn’t get the alignment right. It didn’t help that the thrusters were proving highly unpredictable in water and that the docking procedure couldn’t use the normal sensor positioning system. He was navigating by cameras, and even fewer hangar lights were working now.

“I can’t watch,” Otylia said. “How can this last part be so difficult?”

“It’s not exactly what it was built for,” Finn observed in his best neutral voice. He’d been impressed by the way Augusta and Dushan had performed the mission. The Victor had traveled a hundred kilometers from Diligent, dropping drones to act as a lnc relay as it went. Then it’d released the big antimatter containment chamber and headed back, dropping more relays to reinforce the lnc. It was all very professional. Right up until now.

“Maybe they should just abandon the Victor and swim back in their suits,” Ellie suggested.

“No way are we leaving the Victor behind,” Finn said.

“It can’t be that valuable.”

“We’re picking up signals,” Uemi-Jubalee said.

“What signals?” Finn asked.

“Uncertain. Our sensor arrays aren’t exactly optimal right now. There’s over a dozen of them. They’re about thirty kilometers out and closing fast.”

“How fast?”

“They’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

“Damn it, the Dexione managed to send some of its sharks in before the Oncology Cosmoids forced them out of the watermoon.”

Finn opened a direct link to the Victor. “Dushan, you need to get back into the hangar.”

“Thanks, Uncle, I had no idea.”

“I mean right now. Do what I did if you have to, just use the main engines and crash it into the hangar; anything that gets you in. You have two minutes.”

“Asteria! Okay.”

Finn requested a lnc to Josias through the bodhian web. “Josias, you have to break cover and accelerate away from the watermoon. Now. We’ve got incoming.”

“Little bit tricky,” Josias replied. “We’re kind of busy right now.”

“What do you mean, busy?”

“As in there’s stuff going on up here. Important stuff.”

“Josias, I’ve got sharks approaching the Diligent. We’re going to have to detonate the antimatter in five minutes. I know it’s ahead of schedule, but if the sharks get close, they can kill us with a single nuke.”

“I understand. Finn, just get my family out of there. Whatever it takes.”

“You have to leave orbit. Full acceleration.”

“Working on it.”

“Asteria’s arse.”
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DAGON MOVED ALONG the corridor wall as if he were climbing vertically, his jonin suit’s stk spots making the motion easy. Two more sprites slipped out of his arm silo. The suit’s sensors could just make out their slight infrared signature as they expanded. In his display they showed as circles that were flapping along calmly through the air above him, molecule-thick manta rays.

There was movement in the lounge. Dagon stopped his agile crawl and ordered one of the sprites forward. It was I-kdrene-Four, drifting above the drink dispenser, filling a closed cup with hot chocolate, completely unaware the sprite was closing on him. It expanded quickly, becoming ever more tenuous, doubling in diameter, twisting its edges gracefully as it navigated the cramped spaces between couches. Gliding quickly and silently across the last three meters—

I-kdrene-Four pulled his closed cup off the nozzle and pushed away from the dispenser. Straight into the sprite. It folded around him, sealing its edges together to form a flaccid crescent-shaped pouch. The bundles of actuators that made up I-kdrene-Four’s arms and legs thrashed about as the invisible cage started to contract. Their metal and composite surfaces began to disassociate as the sprite’s active molecules bit into them at an atomic level. As soon as the sprite dismantled enough of the cymech components, blood began to flow into the shrinking sphere.

Dagon hadn’t expected there to be so much of it.

Obat-Ko had directed one of his sprites to engulf V5001, who was strapped into a chair at the other end of the lounge. He’d turned as I-kdrene-Four moved erratically and managed a single incoherent yell before the sprite’s surface shrank around his boxlike head.

Dagon sprang through the hatchway into the bridge. As expected, Andino was in her acceleration couch, various cables and fibers plugged into her artistically mechanical body. His tactical display told him the burn into the network was blocking encrypted commands that were directed to the antimatter confinement chambers in the cargo module. Dagon shot Andino; proton-pumped kinetic bullets ruptured her body in an expanding plumage of gore and metal scraps.

Behind him, Obat-Ko was using a gamma beam to slice Tli’xint apart. And there was Josias, jackknifing up out of an acceleration couch beyond Andino, struggling with the strap across his hips, a closed cup spinning away, its straw squirting out a stream of tea.

With a feeling of satisfaction he hadn’t experienced since Boksrock was flung at Kelowan, Dagon shot him with a nervejam on full—suitably agonizing—power. Josias spasmed helplessly. Dagon shot him again—not to make sure, just for the enjoyable hell of it. Then a third time.

“Careful, general,” Obat-Ko warned. “Their bodies aren’t as strong as ours. And he’s old.”

“I suppose so. But Goddess, that felt good.” He clambered over to Josias and gripped the man’s chin. Drool was bubbling away from his slack lips in small burps. His eyes were glazed. “Smartmouth me now, motherfucker,” Dagon challenged. Then he remembered he was still in his jonin suit. Invisible. The visor swung up, and he smirked at his captive. “Right, let’s finish this.” He pried Josias’s clenched fingers open and put his gloved hand down on top of the crude bioware neural induction pad, summoning up the mental weapon routines that would zombie the abysmal man, but his suit’s neural patch couldn’t connect.

“Damnit.” He ordered the jonin suit to open and wriggled his arm out. The bioware Josias used was from Lidon, so incredibly inferior to anything the Crown Celestial technology could create. His hand clamped down on top of Josias’s palm. Their respective pads pressed together. And he was still unable to make a connection.

“Can a nervejam burn out this kind of bioware?” he asked. If so, they’d have to use the medical systems back on the Ierax to penetrate the man’s brain directly and extract the codes for the antimatter that way.

“Nah,” Josias said. “I didn’t bother growing it a working pad. I mean, bio-andys are quite impressive really, but there’s no need to go into that much detail.”

Dagon pulled his hand away in shock, a motion that sent him floundering backward. “Fuck!” The jonin suit deployed a forearm pistol. Dagon bumped into a console and grabbed it, stabilizing himself. He didn’t shoot, just stared at the contraption mimicking Josias.

“I’d love to stay and chat,” Josias said, “but time is being a real bitch right now, so we have to get out of here quick.”

Dagon glanced at Andino’s remains as the realization hit him. “You’re all …”

“Yeah,” Josias said apologetically. “We decided to sit this one out. You can’t really blame us. I mean, your propensity for violence is quite disturbing; it’s your go-to for any and every problem, which thankfully makes you very predictable. I’d say you should get some serious professional therapy, but, well—”

A series of loud clangs reverberated through the life support module. Dagon looked around, a panic no rider could calm starting to rise. The module was being released from the golden trusses.

“You know how this plays out,” Josias said.

“What are you?” Dagon hissed at him.

“Just a guy trying to live his life as best he can.”

The module’s emergency ejection rockets fired, slamming it away from the golden starship at fifteen gees. Five seconds later, the Arcadia’s Moon fired its new antimatter engine and hurtled away from the watermoon at ten gees. A single energy beam stabbed out from one of the Prelf weapon pods, blowing the discarded module apart in a bloom of fragmenting wreckage.

“I told you,” Andino pronounced. “You really should have done that the first time.”
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THE SHARKS HAD spread out into a crescent as they approached the noisy ship. Radwarno-Werkas listened to the persistent chattering sound it emitted, which was growing close now. Sonar put it twelve kilometers away, near enough to confirm the shape. She had been right; it was the Diligent. The revelation was a blessing from the Goddess Asteria herself. Everything she’d suffered was justified. Every decision she’d made had ultimately been correct, because it had brought her to this moment in space and time. She, Commander Radwarno-Werkas, was personally going to deliver the fatal blow to the Diligent and its diabolical occupants. That could be nothing less than divine destiny.

The second ship had fallen silent. It had returned to the Diligent. All of them were gathered together, as the Goddess must have foreseen.

Eleven kilometers, and the unchanging thought routines within Radwarno-Werkas’s unlifed brain experienced a minute fluctuation. The remorseless darkness of the watermoon was being banished. Up ahead a light was shining where no light could be. It grew brighter, haloing the Diligent. A sign from the Goddess. Showing her the way.

An ecstatic Radwarno-Werkas urged the sharks forward into the glow of the awaiting rapture.
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THE CAMERA IMAGES plying on the command and control compartment’s screen showed the hangar doors closing over the Victor, which was lying at a skewed angle on the hangar cradle.

“They’re in,” Otylia gasped in relief.

“Accelerating now,” Josias told Finn.

“Chief,” Finn said, “bring our annihilation chambers back on line—all of them.”

Octain gave him a stressed nod.

Ellie gave Finn a thumbs-up as he closed his eyes. Hand down on the contact bulb.

His thoughts fell into the strange ocean of the ZPZ generator routines. There was no urgency here as the immense, placid mind allowed him to merge with a tiny part of itself. Once again, a request for a nonstandard application. There might have been a glimmer of paternalistic amusement at the impudence—perhaps even approval of the audacity.

Functions within the ZPZ generator awoke, urging energy pathways to twist into new patterns, clouds adapting to unseasonal winds. It was all happening so slowly. But then Finn’s interpretation of time in here was wrong. Perhaps it was all playing out at relativistic velocity. He wasn’t sure.

The ZPZ generator absorbed the power feeding in from the antimatter annihilation chambers. Their output was a meager glow compared to the usual abundant source contained within quintessence lines. The first spluttering sparks the Diligent produced were nothing near enough. It called for more. Matter and antimatter obligingly obliterated each other at a furious rate.

The Prelf annihilation chambers were as efficient as only a highend Celestial technology could manage, but even they weren’t capable of absolute conversion. A tiny amount of the total energy leaked away, frantically dissipated by maxed-out thermal radiators. Their gentle red radiance hurtled through the spectrum to a solar blaze, illuminating the depths of the watermoon that had never witnessed light since its creation.

A rapt Finn felt the frame effect take hold, insinuating itself into the entire structure of the Diligent. Just before its fundamental grip manifested, locking every atom rigidly into place, he sent a code to the antimatter confinement chamber the Victor had placed. The multiple redundant confinement fields switched off, leaving a hundred tons of degenerate antimatter exposed to ordinary matter at the center of a sphere a thousand kilometers wide.
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EVEN INSIDE THE MEDICAL CHAMBER, with his entire body pervaded by acceleration support fibers, Josias could still feel the dangerous effects of ten gees. He was pretty sure small tears were opening across his flesh. Blood was seeping out onto his skin to mix with the chamber’s amniotic gel.

Motherfucker.

The medical chamber offered him a menu of various strengths of sedatives. He stubbornly refused them. He simply had to see this.

The Arcadia’s Moon was hurtling away from the watermoon. Behind them, the badly damaged Dexione was still under acceleration—but only two and a half gees—exchanging missile salvos with a pair of Oncology Cosmoids who were closing rapidly. So far there was no sign of the Ierax and its two sister warships. They were probably unwilling to discard their darkflight mode, given that five Oncology Cosmoids were currently decelerating into orbit around the watermoon. The remaining Gomatu craft was altering its trajectory to curve around in pursuit of the Arcadia’s Moon.

The expanding framework grid ahead of them was the bars on the universe’s biggest prison cell. Behind them, the star’s glare was barely visible behind the incandescent corona spewed out by the starship’s antimatter drive.

Then that vanished in an impenetrable blaze of light that enveloped the other half of the cosmos.
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DEEP INSIDE THE WATERMOON, two hundred tons of mass converted into raw energy in under a second. The massive globe of water absorbed it, transforming to hyper-energized vapor—a waternova expanding outward at high velocity, loosing density as it went until it was reduced to a roiling plasma sphere seventy thousand kilometers in diameter. For the first few minutes, its intensity overwhelmed that of the star. The radiation that the waternova mass had initially absorbed began to dissipate, bombarding the adjoining watermoons. Their membranes withered and broke, leaving the surface to boil away in cataracts of coronal-sized arches of steam.

From the omniscient viewpoint of the framework, the waternova’s corona began to fade down into mere sensor-burning violet—a process that would take weeks to complete. Meanwhile the otherwise uniform sphere of light was beset with internal sparkles as the hexagonal prisms of mass rivers caught inside the blast front dissolved away and their own component atoms fluoresced violently. There was one slim flare of dazzling light racing ahead of the insubstantial wavefront, its already dangerous velocity accelerating at ten gees. When it reached half a million kilometers away from the waternova’s periphery, the drive switched off.

A quiescent Arcadia’s Moon shot through the center of the framework grid and raced on outward. Even if the local sensor arrays hadn’t been severely degraded by the waternova, it was unlikely the Oncology Cosmoids would have paid it any attention or begun pursuit. Despite the extraordinarily vast resources the Gomatu had at their disposal, their entire attention was focused on damage control—a campaign that would last for several decades until the affected sector was brought back to full operational status.
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IT WASN’T THE WAY a frame jump was supposed to end. The usual quirky perception shift and return of reality was a quiet, almost gentle process. This time when it stopped, Finn was flung sideways in his acceleration couch. The command and control center was abruptly alive with loud, shocked yelling. They almost rose above the shrill sound of multiple alarms. Cushioning tightened its grip on his body. If he fell out, he knew he’d be falling upward at a nasty angle.

“Uemi-Jubalee!” Dejean yelled.

“I know. Trying to stabilize us.”

Finn realized the problem was the direction of force, which was practically sideways. The life support spheres of the two habitation rings were designed to cope with the drive acceleration, or rotation-produced gravity, not this. He managed to clamp his hand on a contact bulb and pull information out of the network.

The Diligent was flying free in space, the awesome indigo waternova eighty thousand kilometers behind them, heading up at the framework at a sharp angle. The problem was their unstable tumble. They were spinning end over end as if they were nothing but a stick flung for a dog to catch. Confusing images from the external cameras were showing long fantails of water streaming out of various sections of the starship.

Uemi-Jubalee was firing their thrusters in a complex retrieval pattern, trying to cancel the wild motion. The sound of overstressed metal was reverberating through the life support sphere as the bearings connecting it to the ring structure were subject to strains that not even the Prelf upgrade had prepared them for.

It took twenty minutes to stabilize the big ship. Twenty minutes when everybody clung on to their couches and tried to stay calm.

“Okay,” Captain Dejean said finally. “Thank you, Uemi-Jubalee. Best flying I’ve seen yet. Departments, status please.”

“Captain, can we prioritize establishing stealth mode, please?” Finn asked. “Then we need to get through the framework. Our current trajectory isn’t good.”

“Very well.” Dejean gave him a disapproving look.

“Uh, we also need a vector ready to fly to the Vembar ingress Gate.”

Dejean gave all the damage control consoles and their harried operators a pointed look. “Anything else?”

“No.”

“What about the Arcadia’s Moon?” Otylia asked in a voice that was supposed to sound disinterested.

“I’ve talked to Josias,” he said, loud enough for the whole compartment to hear. “They’re alive, and they’re already through the framework. And best news ever: Gyvoy is dead.”

Smiling, he joined in with the applause.

“How?” Ellie asked.

“Gyvoy and one of his people boarded the Arcadia’s Moon. Josias claimed he knew that was what he’d do.”

Otylia grunted dismissively.

“They built dummies of themselves, or something. Anyway, they wound up ejecting the life support module Gyvoy was in and blew it up.”

“Goddess,” Ellie murmured admiringly. “Don’t ever tell him I said it, but Grandpa can be hellishly sneaky when he needs to be.”

Finn grinned. “Apparently Captain Andino is charging him a ton of antimatter to pay for a replacement life support module.”

“A ton?” Zelinda said, sounding disapproving. “You could buy the Arcadia’s Moon for one percent of that.”

“Have you ever met Andino?”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

STANDING IN THE DRACAENAE’S observation cabin, Thyra looked down on Bujeaulit from their million-kilometer orbit. The sunlight bouncing off the planet’s all-embracing upper cloud layer was so bright she could almost believe the water vapor was silver. None of Helena’s residual memories showed her ever visiting the depressingly hot world; there had been no reason for her to do so. The cities were known for the pleasurable entertainment they offered junior family members, places to go and relax away from the expectations and criticisms of senior relatives. What happened on Bujeaulit stayed on Bujeaulit. It wasn’t the kind of recreation a queen of the Crown Dominion would ever choose.

Nobody could quite work out why the planet had ever been terraformed by the Elohim in the first place. Most theorized the godlike Celestials had simply forgotten to lift it out of its orbit on the extreme inner edge of the star’s habitable zone before they moved on to engineer the next star system.

Beneath its unbroken clouds, the surface had once been flat mares broken only by craters large and small. Then the Elohim came and gave it an atmosphere followed by rain that lasted a century, turning the mares to swamps and the craters to shallow seas. The vegetation they seeded thrived on the heat and moisture, producing oversize, swollen trees and thick, sludgy weed mattresses clogging the water. The seas had originally been populated by sluggish fish that could wrestle their way through the tangle of weed and mud. That changed once Imperial Celestials arrived. They introduced more aggressive denizens as local genetic laboratories birthed imaginatively enriched alligators, sharks, and dolphin-sized piranhas. So began the hunting estates, where so many came to demonstrate their prowess at the thrilling, primeval sport.

Now, like every other habitable planet, it was home to millions of refugees, and nobody was complaining about its ecology and economy anymore. From where she was, Thyra could see five habitats in their high elliptical orbit. The various navy warships that had brought them here from Kelowan were rejoining her fleet.

Best of all, the supply ships from the antimatter farms in close orbit around the star had arrived, bringing Kelowan’s reserves to the fleet. She wasn’t expecting a concerted naval resistance on her circuit of the dominion’s star systems, but neither was she going to begin that part of the campaign without making sure she could enforce every order she issued. Kelowan had been beaten even before her envoys were dispatched to each planet to begin Princess Regent Ayoa’s administration in her name. She was under no illusion the other stars of the Crown Dominion would be so easy.

She raised a hand and beckoned. The princesses and congregants moved forward. All the girls were wearing their black-and-scarlet mourning dresses, hoods over their heads, faces covered by a thick veil. Each carried a single white rose.

“You may begin the ceremony, admiral,” Thyra said.

Serrilda-Kroja bowed slightly. “Empress.”

Somewhere nearby on the hull a launch tube opened, and First Lieutenant Oujanya’s body shot out into space. At the back of the observation cabin, the senior watch knight played a somber drum salute. As the corpse swaddled in white silk glided into the distance, the Dracaenae opened fire with a single X-ray laser. The body vaporized.
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER Thyra was out of her formal funeral robes, standing in her day lounge with Major Siskala-Ingrid. Her father and Iuntin were shown in. She held her hands out to them.

“Am I doing this wrong?” she asked once the three of them had connected.

“What?” Iuntin asked.

“I believe the correct response is: I’m sorry, Empress, I don’t understand your question,” Thyra replied icily.

“My apologies, Empress, these are difficult times.”

“If the tasks I assign you are too much, I’m sure I can find a replacement.”

“I will perform my duties without fault.”

“Indeed, then please answer. Am I applying the neural weapons incorrectly? I am continually having to reinforce the compulsions in those I have brought into the fold. And I certainly didn’t order Oujanya to kill herself.”

“If I may,” her father said, “the neural weapons are not precise tools with uniform results. Minds are all different—in outlook, in strength. Some can be readily subdued, while others require a greater exertion and—I’m sorry—skilled application. My dear, you are already good, and with practice you will become excellent.”

“And how much practice will it take? Ten crew? A hundred? All of them? How are we possibly going to maintain control over the Crown Dominion if everybody has to undergo a performance check every month?”

“Continuing enforcement of individuals will ensure their thought routines eventually follow the correct pathways. People simply need educating. ’Twas ever thus.”

“In which case, I need to make very sure Roja isn’t straying from my tuition. Nobody wants the Vengadora flying its own course. Once we arrive in Nizinsk, I want her back in the Dracaenae for a final briefing. Iuntin, you’re going to collect her personally. After that, we’ll quietly assess the others I’ve used compulsion on.”

“Of course, Empress.”

“Good. Now, although I am aware I am becoming monotonous on the subject, any news on Lord Stethos-Remi?”

“You are understandably concerned, Empress. However, no, there is no progress.”

“Unless you count my dear sister Oujanya. Her death is a backward step for the inquiry.”

“It is fairly clear her death is a suicide, Empress,” her father said.

“Or a very sophisticated assassination.” Thyra paused, aware of the two men glancing at each other. “You believe me to be paranoid?”

“I believe you are wise to be alert, daughter. That somebody, either Lord Stethos-Remi or his assassin, can move freely through the Dracaenae unseen is a considerable cause for concern.”

It took all her self-control to resist ordering Major Siskala-Ingrid to kill him on the spot. As soon as she’d watched the recording of Stethos-Remi’s assassination, she knew what the weapon was that’d killed him: a sprite. Both her father and Iuntin had proudly told her about the Guillrameo family’s sophisticated weapons technology, a variant of which had been used to kill Carolien-Amaia. No one else possessed it. Which meant either Iuntin or her father had killed Stethos-Remi. Thyra was almost sure it wasn’t her father. Which could only mean there was something about the Evolution Project that Iuntin didn’t want her to know about.

“Is it possible someone else is playing a Great Game, do you think?” she asked.

“If so, it is not at our level, Empress,” Iuntin told her confidently.

“You do understand I am not going to let this matter go?”

“None of us are,” her father said.

Thyra sighed. “All right. Now, do we have the deployment schedules finalized for Nizinsk?”

“The first deployment is not a navy one,” Iuntin said. “I will issue an order to cousin Sudufa-Polie to inform Khepri that Kelowan has been destroyed, Carolien-Amaia is dead, and our campaign to eliminate the remaining queens has begun.”

“Haven’t you done that already?” Thyra asked in surprise.

“We have to be certain that events are playing out correctly, Empress. Once Khepri arrives back in the Crown Dominion to begin creating the Archangel Knights, everything has to be ready for her. The early days will be difficult—and potentially dangerous—so there can be no error, no setbacks, if everything is to proceed as planned. The six star systems must be under your authority, and the warships of the entire Imperial fleet available for Khepri to arm with antimatter. We have to be invulnerable right from the start.”

“We are past the point of potential setbacks,” her father said. “Everything you have done has been a success, Empress. We have the military power to compel obedience in the queendoms. Iuntin is right; this is the moment we set Khepri’s return in motion.”

“Of course,” she said. “My grandmother’s return will be glorious.”
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THE FLEET WAS four days into the eight-day flight to the Nizinsk ingress Gate when Clavissa got the call to bring Byral to one of Thyra’s private cabins. Her instinct was to say no. Byral was the last congregant whose personality remained her own; all the others had been subjected to Thyra’s neural compulsions. Clavissa didn’t even see the need. All the congregants were desperately loyal, and the process completely wrecked them. They went from happy, excitable, impish, playful girls who were wonderfully exasperating to sullen, obedient, lifeless automata. They no longer laughed or tried to get the better of one another. They didn’t care how they looked, only that they were dressed correctly. It was heartbreaking.

Her one wild idea was that, as they clearly didn’t need an equerry anymore, Thyra might just dismiss her. She could join Neusch in the Alumata and leave the Crown Dominion behind. Or more likely, Thyra would just burn my mind out of my head.

So she walked poor Byral down the corridor, which seemed to be kilometers long. Listening to the girl’s inane chatter was physically painful. In the end, she had to summon up a rider to keep her composure.

“You may leave,” Major Siskala-Ingrid told her impassively. Clavissa was certain she was one of Thyra’s zombies now, not that her demeanor had ever changed in the slightest.

A combination of sheer stubbornness and the rider’s phlegmatism allowed her to maintain her composure as she walked away.
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CLAVISSA WAS ON an acceleration couch at the back of the bridge when the Dracaenae slipped through the ingress Gate to Nizinsk. It was procedure alone that’d put her there; the congregants and princesses really didn’t need wrangling anymore.

Why has no one else noticed their change in behavior? she wondered. Perhaps they have, and simply don’t dare draw attention to it. Is this what life under Thyra’s rule is going to be, scurrying about with your head down, saying nothing in fear of having your mindline erased?

She forced herself to take five deep breaths as the distortion of reality inflicted by the framing faded, allowing the universe to reclaim her. The little ritual was one that lingered from the many flights she’d experienced back when she was a young congregant. A junior bridge officer had told her about it. “Its very simplicity allows you to reassert control over your own body, and it helps calm any agitation you may feel.” True or not, Clavissa believed it, and that was what made those five breaths work every time.

The bridge officers stirred and began their procedures to verify the dreadnought’s status. Once it was confirmed, the rest of the fleet was in the correct protective formation beyond the Gate, the Dracaenae flew into position at the center. It took another five hours for the rest of Thyra’s warships to come through the Gate.

As soon as the last one emerged, Admiral Serrilda-Kroja ordered the entire fleet to fly directly to Nizinsk. Clavissa watched Thyra connect to Ualana-Shoigu for a few seconds. He stepped back and bowed respectfully before leaving the bridge.

Ten minutes later, the Dracaenae stopped accelerating so the light frigate Umari could launch. It’d been assigned to carry Ualana-Shoigu over to the Vengadora and return with Regent Roja. The chief archon would take over temporary command of the second dreadnought while Thyra gave Roja a private briefing.

Making doubly sure she does what’s required, Clavissa decided.

She put her hand on a contact bulb and watched the Umari disengage from the Dracaenae and accelerate away.

“Admiral,” Thyra said in a clear voice. “Activate the relativistic cannon. Target the Umari.”

The admiral’s carapace of golden bloodstone and black cymech slivers rippled for a moment. “Yes, Empress.”

Every officer on the bridge stared at Thyra. Then they hurriedly looked elsewhere, exchanging glances with one another, but still maintaining complete silence. The princesses and congregants appeared unfazed by the order. Clavissa muzzled her own surprise. It was just Lord Bekket’s expression that conveyed the shock everyone else in the bridge was feeling.

“Empress?” he asked in alarm

Thyra silenced him with a single dismissive flick of her hand.

“Target acquired, Empress,” the admiral said.

“Fire.”

The dreadnought’s relativistic cannon shot out a single pulse. A line of solar-bright light linked the two warships for a few milliseconds, then the Umari exploded.

“Close-defense particle beams to engage wreckage,” Thyra instructed. “I don’t want anything bigger than ten centimeters left intact.”

“Empress.” The admiral nodded.

Clavissa watched in disbelief as dozens of particle beams lashed out from the dreadnought’s hull, bombarding the whirling remnants of the light frigate.

What in Asteria’s name just happened?
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THE OOZANT WAS classified as a fast distribution starship, the kind designed to fly small high-value cargos between the home stars of the Crown Dominion. More often than not, the cargo involved was data. The number of Grand Families who required secure commercial information exchanged between enterprises was high, as was the amount of military and archon traffic. Even the Imperial Treasury had a small fleet, necessary to confirm currency balances and keep the economy running smoothly.

Sudufa-Polie enjoyed his pilot’s life. Like all of his kind, his entire body was heavily augmented with fibers and membranes to allow him a full mobility range when he was under three gees—the standard acceleration for such craft. Artificial muscle implants assisted his limbs, while the heart amplifiers helped maintain blood flow under harsh acceleration.

For some reason, he was also less susceptible to frame jumps than most Imperial Celestials; he barely noticed them now. On this otherwise simple flight from Kelowan to Tinaja, they’d come in fast succession.

No one understood why the Elohim had included the Svarga system amid the pathways they’d bestowed to the Centauri Cluster. It was a K-class star, half a light-year from Kelowan, but, unusual for its type, had only a single solid planet. Terraforming had stalled long before the Crown Dominion was founded, leaving a surface dominated by cactus-like plants that grew more than a kilometer wide, as if someone had spilled a puddle of jade rubber over the ground. However, this was the route the Elohim had chosen to get from Kelowan to Tinaja, another light-year away.

As soon as the Oozant flew out of the Kelowan egress Gate, Sudufa-Polie set course for the Tinaja ingress Gate. For this mission—the greatest possible for the Family Guillrameo—the Oozant accelerated at five gees, arriving in a mere forty hours.

Just over a day later in his own relativistic timeline, the Oozant left the last egress Gate, emerging into the Tinaja system. The Poseidon Nebula surrounding the star was an ostentatious multicolored swirl as its convoluted dust clouds twisted about in their eons-long dance. Almost a third of the view was taken up by the electric-blue shimmer of the Helium Sea, bright enough to cast shadows along the starship’s hull from protruding antenna and heat radiator panels. Sudufa-Polie loaded in the new flight vector. And for once the Oozant was accelerating at a gentle third of a gee, intended to avoid undue attention from the three navy squadrons currently on duty at Tinaja, protecting the flow of helium-3 to the energy-hungry worlds of the Crown Dominion.

He headed out on a trajectory that would take him to Fasule, the system’s lone terraformed planet one and a half AUs distant. Not that it was inhabited; its close orbit around the white dwarf primary subjected it to constant and widespread tectonic activity. Imperial Celestials lived in five large habitats orbiting above it. They’d been built by Grand Family conglomerates, serving as astroengineering stations for their fleets of scoopships and the support ships that brought them fresh supplies on their decades-long flights through the Helium Sea.

When the Oozant was twenty million kilometers out from the Gate, Sudufa-Polie altered course and headed into the Helium Sea itself. While most fast distribution starships were spheres or ovoids, the Oozant was a simple cylinder, eight meters in diameter and fifty long. It had one life support section, where the pilot spent the whole voyage, mainly prone on the solitary acceleration couch, with a small washroom alcove in the base next to the airlock. Aft of that was the engineering section, fuel tanks, and finally the fusion drive.

The border between the Poseidon Nebula and the Helium Sea was an intangible zone, the difference between the two defined by the composition of interstellar gases. Nebula clouds were mainly ionized hydrogen and cosmic dust; while the Helium Sea was simply the remnants of a helium macroplanet that had turned nova in defiance of basic astrophysics.

A week after exiting the Tinaja Gate, the Oozant’s sensors determined it was now surging through the faint luminescent fog of helium. Sudufa-Polie increased the starship’s acceleration to four gees. Transiting the Helium Sea was where the Oozant’s streamlined profile came into its own. The nose section contained the magnetic generators that created and held a plasma buffer in front of it—a technology so ancient it had been perfected back in the Sol system for use on arkships. An umbrella of ephemeral sparkles now crowned space directly ahead of the Oozant, deflecting thousands of infinitesimal impacts a minute as dust and gas struck the buffer.

Thirty days after leaving Tinaja, the Oozant was traveling at close to point three lightspeed. Sudufa-Polie reduced acceleration until the thrust was simply countering the resistance the starship encountered flying through the tenuous helium vapor.
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EIGHTEEN MONTHS AFTER entering the HeSea, the Oozant started decelerating. Ahead of it was the periphery of the Poseidon Nebula, thin enough now to allow the brighter stars of the galaxy beyond to shine through the red and turquoise veils of cosmic particles.

Three weeks decelerating at five gees placed the fast delivery craft ten million kilometers out from the nameless red dwarf binary. The two small embers orbited around each other one and a half million kilometers apart. Hanging in space, directly between them in the barycenter of their gravity wells, was Hera.

The stable positioning of the system’s single planet was an unlikely natural astronomical occurrence. Evidence of early Elohim planetary engineering was a thin nitrogen-methane atmosphere, as was the lichen and mosses mottling its surface that shared a genetic molecule similar to the flora found on Titan in the Sol system. As with Svarga, no one had ever determined the why of it.

The Oozant curved around one of the red dwarfs and headed in toward Hera. Sudufa-Polie established a lnc to the defense authority and got permission to dock with one of the big stations orbiting a thousand kilometers above the equator.

Hera was a dirty brown color, darkened by the vermillion radiance of the stars it was caught between. Below the spaceplane that shuttled him down, the landscape was a monotonous expanse of tedious mares and smooth low hills, all of which were heavily cratered. Whatever epoch the bombardment had occurred in was a geological age ago now. Every feature had worn smooth, turning pinnacles into rounded mounds, while crater floors had filled and leveled with grainy regolith. Slim coral-colored clouds wound slowly along valleys and stretched out over the sprawling icy flatlands.

The capital—and only—city was Iazu, located in a crater close to the equator, thirty-five kilometers in diameter. It had been roofed over by a stone dome that now had its own surface geology of barchan ripples slithering about in the tenuous winds. Livestone didn’t grow on Hera, not with the lethal tempests of radiation issuing out of the persistent flares from both stars. Instead, the roof was made from giant blocks of bedrock carved from the surrounding plains. They were thick enough to protect the bubble of life inside from the radiation downpour. It’d taken a small army of andys orchestrated by CI three centuries to complete. This was Sudufa-Polie’s fifth visit in eight hundred years, and he always marveled at the structure. The Guillrameo compound on Uixic had built its enclosure walls out of stone in homage. Now every time he saw Iazu, he wondered why they’d bothered.

A ten-seat ground car took him and his escort from the hangar into the city via a long tunnel. The two royal security agents escorting him wore light armor and didn’t say much; they didn’t even share self-perceptuals.

The car emerged from the tunnel at the base of a big amphitheater wall. Above him, the stone roof was supported on concentric circles of pillars five kilometers high. At the apex, a sunglobe shone with noonday intensity, providing the interior with a tropical environment. The luxuriant spread of vegetation was quite a contrast with the architecture of the buildings. Sudufa-Polie could only liken the tapering towers and crescent ziggurats surrounding him to some lost pre-Celestial civilization whose livestone had fossilized millennia ago.

“Why are we here?” he asked. All his previous visits had culminated in a meeting with security officers, where he’d turned over the data stores he’d brought and received fresh ones to take back to Uixic. Ground time was usually measured in hours. This time he didn’t carry anything physical or digital, just the news of Kelowan’s destruction and Carolien’s death.

“Someone wants to hear your news in person,” one of the guards said grimly. “And you really don’t want to disappoint them.”

The crowd inside the arena let out a roar of excitement. Sudufa-Polie gave the amphitheater’s clifflike wall a pensive glance.

There was more security inside the entrance—a team who wore splendid purple-and-black uniforms. He was deep scanned. The protection team clearly didn’t approve of his muscle inserts, nor his body’s internal acceleration support supplements.

“Watch him closely,” their senior officer told his escort.

It was a short trip in a lift that brought him out at the back of a lavish pavilion on one of the lower tiers. Only when he stepped out and saw how opulent the place was, the number of uniformed staff, a squad of knights in full armor that shone in the dome’s artificial sunlight, and what he instinctively realized were senior family members in extravagant robes did he finally admit to himself who he was going to deliver the news to.

A member of the entourage greeted him, looking him over with mild disapproval before exchanging self-perceptuals.

“Lady Charlute,” Sudufa-Polie said. “It is an honor to be here.”

Her features lightened toward a smile. “It certainly is. Come along, Mother is over here. Advice?”

“Please.”

“Keep it short, keep it simple. You’re here to tell us one thing, yes? And we’ve been waiting a long time for this moment. Don’t extend that time with fancy words.”

“Thank you.”

She led him through the pavilion. People stopped talking as he walked past them. The silence spread out like a fast-acting plague. It was almost as unnerving as the stares.

At the front of the pavilion there was a single chair, providing its occupant a generous view of the arena floor. Sudufa-Polie could see five young Imperial Celestial girls down there, all of them in elegant armor. They carried knives in both hands. Two girls lay on the ground, their blood staining the sand. A lot of blood. The surviving combatants had stopped their fight to watch Sudufa-Polie. He was struck by how similar their faces were to one another, and—

“My congregant sisters,” Lady Charlute said. “Proving their worth to those they will serve.”

The intimidating silence had now enveloped the whole amphitheater. Fifty thousand people were staring directly at Sudufa-Polie.

Lady Charlute guided him around to the front of the chair.

“Mother, may I present Sudufa-Polie? He’s come a long way to bring you some very good news.”

Sudufa-Polie stood at rigid attention as he faced Khepri, then bowed. “Empress To Be.”

She surprised him. Unlike her courtiers in their luxurious robes, she was dressed in a simple white dress with a long skirt. Her face was young and beautiful, convincing him this host body was only a few years older than the combatants down on the arena floor.

Khepri’s smile was enchanting. “Sudufa-Polie, how kind of you to visit us.” She extended her arm, palm upward.

Her self-perceptual banished any notion that she was young, sweet, or welcoming. It was only thanks to his additional muscles that he could remain standing as her routines swept through his mind with hurricane force. He was small and naked in the presence of an elemental demigoddess. And this divine entity was not benign.

She released his hand. “What news do you bring?” Her voice was kind, brimming with compassion, while her eyes regarded him with something close to adoration.

“I … Kelowan has fallen.” The heat from the artificial sun was being magnified by the sloping tiers of the arena, making Sudufa-Polie so hot he began to sweat.

“That is such a pleasure to hear. Is there anything else?”

“The false empress, Carolien-Amaia, is dead, burned to atoms when her evacuation craft exploded.”

Khepri rose from her seat to stand in front of him. Her smile so glorious he wanted to cry with joy. “And my granddaughter Thyra? What news of her?”

“Thyra is victorious. The three queens are isolated and flying to their doom. Thyra’s fleet and our family agents are opening the way for you to return and take your rightful place.”

“I am heartened by your devotion, my loyal Sudufa-Polie. But that is tempered by the ships that followed you here. To Hera. My home.”

The accusation was a stab of pain to his very heart. “What ships?”

“My dear cousin Iuntin sent warning that the Heresy Dominion is spying on Guillrameo ships like yours that bravely sail through the HeSea. So presumably the ones who tracked you are operatives of that wretched Olomo.”

“I am so sorry. I didn’t know. I swear I would never betray you.”

“And I believe you, my dearest child.” She took both his hands in hers. “Know that there is no sorrow to be found in anything you have done. For you are the one the Goddess chose to begin my journey home. You are the one who will be first.”

“First?”

“To be me.”

Khepri awarded him a beatific smile. Sudufa-Polie sobbed in gratitude. Then he noticed her canine teeth were long, sharp fangs. Even then he was incapable of moving. Her mouth closed on his neck and bit deep.
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MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. My dearest daughter, what unbelievable chaos has befallen our treasured Crown Dominion. I’ve just caught up on your messages. Even I find Thyra’s usurpation difficult to comprehend. If you’re correct, it is a momentous Great Game being played against all Imperial Celestials. However, you are also right to think carefully about the implications for our family. This empress, whoever she really is, has already maneuvered herself into a position that effectively secures her rule. Certainly any challenge would have to be mounted by the remaining three queens and their combined fleets, yet they cannot return for at least another four years, and if they do, they face certain ambush. I see no political route out of this.

Please message me at your earliest convenience.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Father, I cannot believe you are here! Where are you? Why are you here?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Lady Lachwin-Elif summoned many senior members of Wynid’s Grand Families to a private conclave, even fifty of ours. Something momentous was clearly unfolding. Then their yachts accompanied a second tranche of navy squadrons here. So I resolved to follow them. I had my yacht Okron refitted in case of any trouble and flew to Kelowan. But you’d already left for Nizinsk, so here I am. I want to help as best I can. I know this has been tough for you.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Goddess, has it ever been! Father, I have to tell you, I believe Helena-Thyra is actually just Thyra now. Her compulsion is so strong. I saw her use it on Lady Lachwin-Elif, among others. Neusch and I think the Family Guillrameo are backing her coup.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Clavissa, what I am about to tell you is highly classified, but there were neural weapon routines similar to the one you described being developed by Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project. They are a very large reason why the Accord War was fought.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. What are you saying?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. It might not be the Family Guillrameo who are behind Thyra. I suspect they’re a front for something a lot more sinister.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. No! Are you seriously saying this is Khepri’s Great Game? That’s she’s really alive? That’s a rumor. It has to be.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. It is too early to be certain, but after everything that’s happened, I consider it highly likely. We need a considerable amount of information before we draw a final conclusion, of course. So your presence on the Dracaenae will be beneficial for our family, my dear. I’m sorry, but this isn’t over for you yet.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. What do you want me to do?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Most importantly: stay alive. Now we know what this Great Game is really about, you must not take a single further risk.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. That is one thing we can agree on. I think I might be responsible for Thyra destroying the Umari, when I let her see the recording of Lord Stethos-Remi’s assassination. Everyone on board is afraid of her now, even Lord Bekket.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. An interesting development. If you are right about her estrangement from Lord Bekket, there may well be factions within the Family Guillrameo. If this really is Khepri’s play to return, Thyra’s probably worked out there can only be one empress. That or she’s thinking what the rest of us did back in the Accord War: that attacking the Elohim is effectively suicide for the Crown Dominion.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. So what do we do?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. We have to confirm if it really is Khepri who the Guillrameo ships are visiting on the other side of the Helium Sea.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I agree, but there’s no way to find out.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Really? My dear, Occam’s Razor always applies.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I don’t understand.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Clavissa, the real universe exists outside of the confines of court—a court you have clearly spent too long immersed in. Out here, it is not talk and power plays that accomplish anything. Out here, if a job needs doing, you simply get on with it.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Father, no! You can’t go to Tinaja.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Why not? It needs to be done. After its refit, the Okron is more than capable of defending itself against hostile action.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Oh, Sweet Goddess, you’re serious!

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. I certainly am.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Damn, is it crazy for me to wish I really could get off the Dracaenae and come with you?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. There is nothing I would like more. But it seems we both have a different part to play in this saga.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I suppose. Tell me, is Branack or Mercian with you?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Neither, I’m afraid.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Out of all my brothers, I thought they were the most suitable host candidates for you. So who have you chosen as your next host?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. I decided not to bring a future host body with me. The risk is too great.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Asteria’s tits! Daddy, are you kidding me? Why not? Why are you doing this? Risk is the very reason Imperial Celestials spawn as we do, so there is always someone to continue our mindline.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. My dearest daughter, you are of the Court, please remain calm.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. It’s because I am of the fucking Court I am this furious with you. This is totally unacceptable, especially from you.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. It is because I am who I am that I know I am doing the right thing.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Why? Just … why?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Dearest daughter; it has long been apparent to me and my colleagues that this Great Game is as no other we’ve known. Lord Makaio-Faraji, who was integral to these events, died without enacting his succession. For an archon of his standing to be taken by surprise is unheard of.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Because he was stupid enough to leave Neusch in orbit while he went down to Gondiar—a dangerous human world.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. And tell me this. If Neusch had been standing next to him, do you think the sniper would have spared him after succession?

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. No. I concede the point.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. And Lord Ualana-Shoigu? Something happened to him on Uixic, something strange. His is no longer the mindline of the Ualana I have known for millennia.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Yeah, I’m pretty sure the Guillrameos used the same compulsion routine on him that Thyra possesses.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. Indeed. I will not risk my mindline to corruption; it is too precious to me. I would rather be nothing than some pawn of our adversary. That is my choice, and I have made it. I will go to Tinaja by myself. Be warned, I will not be dissuaded in this—not even by you, my darling daughter.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Wait. Message Neusch. He is undecided what to do next. I’m sure he’ll go with you. It will be safer if there are two of you on this mission.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOLAV-DABNY. I will consider the idea.
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MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. You should know, I have agreed to accompany your father to Tinaja.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I’m glad you’re going, but please be careful. We genuinely have no idea what’s out there.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Having experienced firsthand what the Guillrameos did on Uixic, I can assure you I will be extremely careful. I am also very aware of my responsibility regarding Kimiya; she will not be placed in harm’s way. This is a mission to gather information, nothing more.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Ualana-Lyon was also hunting information when he went to Uixic. We understand what happened to him now. Shoigu must have been subjected to the same compulsion as the princesses and congregants. Whoever Thyra’s chief archon was, it’s not Ualana-Shoigu. Sometimes I think I’m the only person on board who is herself.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Then it is not just me who needs to be careful.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I’m sure Thyra can be put in a position that will make it easier for my family to negotiate our position within her new reign. She will need people she can trust.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Then the problem will become how long she trusts you for. It is ever the way with those who seek ultimate power over others.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Balance is the key. The Imperial Accord has lasted for seven thousand years.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. And has now fallen.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. To an outside force. The queens have been negligent in their duty to defend the stability of the dominion—the reason for their existence.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. You are right, of course. I wish you every success.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. I’m not sure I want it, not if it is Khepri behind Thyra. Transforming the Crown Dominion to a war machine to storm heaven will be the end of us.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. We will find out for you. And we will return with the truth.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Thank you, my friend. May the Goddess bless your mission.






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

THERE WAS NOBODY left to confide in, no one Clavissa could ask for advice. She would’ve given anything to have had a few more days to talk to her father, but he and Neusch had left for the Kelowan ingress Gate as soon as they agreed on the mission. This, then, was what being truly alone felt like.

It was a terrible irony, she thought, that she was now the paranoid one. Every person she met could well be judging her on Thyra’s behalf, every scrap of trivia she was entrusted with a trap. Routine was all she had, so she stuck to it rigidly as the Dracaenae flew onward to Nizinsk: the farce of shepherding the princesses, the polite conversation at meals, visits to the bridge; ignoring the destruction of the Umari—just like everyone else on board. People must have been desperate to know why the empress blew up the light frigate and her own chief archon. Yet the way nobody ever even mentioned it to her was quite surreal, although hardly unexpected. That’s the power of fear, I suppose. The new era, where any questions might be interpreted as criticism.

The Dracaenae was three days away from dropping into orbit above Nizinsk when Princess Baitrik arrived in the study compartment where Clavissa had been left in charge of the congregants, supervising their visualization recall training.

“The empress requests you attend her in her day lounge,” the girl said. “All of you.”

Such an instruction was usually made through a simple lnc contact. Clavissa’s mood sank fast. A message delivered personally by a princess was far more significant than whatever was said.

As they walked through the empress’s personal compartment, Clavissa actually reviewed possible routes to emergency escape pods. The most childish folly, she acknowledged. The Umari’s reinforced hull hadn’t lasted more than a few milliseconds against the might of the dreadnought. And even if I did get free, where would I go?

Her feeling of dread didn’t lift upon entering the day lounge. The layout was a smaller version of the royal reception chamber—a design existing purely to reinforce the power dynamic. Thyra sat on a dais at the far end from the entrance hatch. Major Siskala-Ingrid stood on one side of the silver-and-ebony chair, Lord Bekket on the other. The princesses were lined up beside them, with two knights in full armor completing the imposing setup. As if to emphasize the Clavissa-versus-the-universe tableau, the congregants who’d come with her hurried past to take up position beside their sisters.

The lounge’s hatch closed with a loud clunk. Clavissa was ridiculously pleased she didn’t flinch at the sound. She was left there, five meters in front of the empress, with everybody staring at her. Despite that, she remained defiant. Small victory, but enough for her to return Thyra’s unwavering stare.

The only thing she noticed as she faced down the deluge of animosity was Lord Bekket’s face; once again he registered unease. You can always tell who was not raised within the court, she told herself.

The silence stretched on for over a minute. It might have discomforted most people, but Clavissa endured it patiently. Besides, you never spoke to the empress uninvited; you always waited until you were addressed. Everyone knew that. Well, maybe not Oneshot.

Finally, Thyra said: “Thank you, Clavissa.”

“Empress.” Clavissa inclined her head. “May I inquire what I am being thanked for?”

This is it. She’ll denounce me. Siskala-Ingrid will fire a nervejam, and I’ll be zombied. Well, fuck you all. Imperial Celestials will never submit to Khepri’s deranged ambition.

Thyra’s smile was more menacing than any physical threat. “Providing me with the recording of Lord Stethos-Remi’s assassination, of course.”

“Uh—”

“Without seeing the sprite snaring and crushing Lord Stethos-Remi, I would never have known who killed him.”

“The what?”

“Sprite. It’s an active molecule drone that the Family Guillrameo weapons division developed, very flexible. A variant of the one you saw was what destroyed Carolien-Amaia’s escape craft.”

“Oh.” All Clavissa registered was the shock on Lord Bekket’s face.

“The Family Guillrameo has never shared sprite technology with anyone. Therefore Ualana-Shoigu was behind the assassination.”

“He was?” Clavissa couldn’t help the way her guilty gaze went straight to Lord Bekket.

“Yes.” Thyra gestured at Lord Bekket. “My father was unlikely to have access to sprites, as he’s been my mentor these last forty years. Iuntin—that’s Ualana-Shoigu to you—has only recently come into my orbit. Why, who knows what he brought with him to assist our Great Game? I expect there’s a jonin suit stashed around here somewhere. He probably used it to deploy the sprite.”

“Jonin suit?”

“A stealth suit—a very good one.”

“I see. Thyra, why are you telling me this?”

“Why did you call me Thyra?”

Fuuuuck! “Sorry. Empress.”

“No no no.” The imperial finger wagged in admonishment. “You were the one who reminded me we are not children anymore. If you saw Stethos-Remi being killed, I assume you saw my Regent family here”—her hand waved around the girls—“being urged to comply.”

“Yes.”

“The same neural weapons permitted me to perform a very non-traditional kind of succession. Though, as I am now becoming painfully aware, antagonistic neural routines don’t share the simplicity of a physical weapon. If you blow someone’s head off, they’re dead. Routines are not so black-and-white. Why, I even continue to have a bond with Helena, which was not part of the plan.”

“You do?” her father asked.

“Quiet now, Father; I am not happy with you.”

“Yes, okay,” Clavissa said. “I know you’re not Helena-Thyra, Empress.”

“Skillful emphasis of reality there, Clavissa; well done. So tell me, why have you not tried to expose me?”

“You said it: reality. Your coup d’état has progressed so far it is essentially over. The queens are isolated, this fleet can subdue the remaining queendoms, and the Wynid Grand Families are helping you forge new political allies and lasting agreements among the Grand Families of other systems. Whether through a single permanent empress, or the rotating sovereignty structure of the Accord, authority within the Crown Dominion is achieved by political consensus among those powerful enough to gain a seat at the table. I know because as well as my royal bloodline, I am a member of one of those families.”

“Ah, I thought so. I find it encouraging that a Grand Family such as yours recognizes what is happening and endeavors to find a place for itself in the new order. And have you decided to support me?”

“We haven’t yet acquired all the answers we need to make that decision.”

Thyra produced a mildly puzzled frown. “What is not obvious to you?”

“Apart from you compelling senior family members by erasing their mindlines—”

“Oh, Lady Lachwin-Elif. Pay that no heed, Clavissa; the first steps are the important ones. I couldn’t allow the early part of Kelowan’s subjugation to be thrown off by that woman’s petty squabbling for position. She needs to do exactly what I require.”

“All right. Apart from that, we want to know who is behind the Family Guillrameo.” Clavissa permitted herself another glance at Lord Bekket. “They are too insignificant, and lack the resources, to ever attempt such a coup by themselves.”

Thyra’s features seemed dangerously close to a smile. “An embarrassingly honest appraisal of my paternal origin. Surely, though, Clavissa, that is the triumph of the Centauri Cluster: everyone can aspire to reach the top.”

“Aspire, yes. To actually claim the empress’s throne of the Crown Dominion, no. You had help—a lot of help. That’s why we need to know who your allies are that live beyond the Helium Sea.”

“Well, dear me, I wasn’t expecting such a specific question, let alone that one.” She gave her father a sharp look. “The most secure secret in the galaxy, indeed.”

Lord Bekket glowered at Clavissa. “She is not a simple gossipmonger acting for her family, Empress. She is clearly a full archon’s agent.”

“In which case, she’s an exceptionally good one. Of course, I’d expect nothing less from a sister of mine.”

“Hardly that secret,” Clavissa shot back at Lord Bekket. “The observation that Uixic starships regularly travel across the Helium Sea to an unknown Celestial outpost originated from the Heresy Dominion. It was the Heresy archon Olomo who told Makaio-Faraji, who in turn was given the brush-off from Ualana-Shoigu. That piece of gossip was never going to be contained.”

“Excellent point,” Thyra said. “Iuntin fails again. I find the arrogance of that man to be seriously depressing. I’ll be sure to inform him of that next time we meet.”

“Empress?” Clavissa blurted.

“His mindline resides—well, resided; past tense, there—in two bodies,” Thyra said.

“Empress, you cannot indulge her further,” Lord Bekket pleaded.

Thyra completely ignored him. “You didn’t know that was something our family practiced? Nor, I assume—in fact I sincerely hope, Father—did you know that he assassinated Lord Stethos-Remi.”

“I did not,” Lord Bekket said fervently.

“Why did he?” Clavissa asked.

“Ah, that is where you come in,” Thyra said.

“Me?”

“You are a true daughter of Helena, are you not? You wanted a seat at the table for your family. The only table that counts—my table. The table of the Eternal Empress.”

“I … would be honored to be a confidante of the empress.”

“Such modesty. Why else would you play this hand and expose yourself? It was obvious the distractor tease had to be enacted by someone familiar with the routine, and it is the specific one that all Helena’s spawn use to compete against each other. Once I realized the trick had been applied, I recognized the routine. That narrowed it down to a sister—and one who had the raw audacity to use it against me. Except it wasn’t against, was it? You let me know not because you feared me, but because you wanted to help. Do feel free to stop me if I’m getting this wrong …”

Goddess, I didn’t realize it would be that easy for her to work out. How utterly stupid. It’s the arrogance of being brought up in the court; I swear it will be the undoing of our entire species. “I didn’t know who was acting against you, Empress,” Clavissa said. “I was hoping that giving you the recording would allow you to expose the assassin, so we would then understand the other players in this Great Game.”

“Really?” Thyra said doubtfully. “Who did you—your family—think it was?”

“We considered that those on the other side of the Helium Sea could be the Mara Yama.”

Thyra chuckled maliciously. “The Mara Yama; always the bad guys. People need to find themselves a better bogeyman.”

“Their fleet currently masses at Hoa Quinzu, Empress. The timing is suspicious.”

“I suppose it could be considered so. Well, kindly reassure your family—and anyone else on Wynid who is considering resisting my new reign—the little settlement on the other side of the Helium Sea are Imperial Celestials, distant cousins to the Guillrameos. They fled the Malakbel system during the Determination Schism. Some came to Uixic; some—those most fearful of the surviving Détenir Celestials—chose to go farther. By settling on the other side of the Helium Sea, they believed their safety was secured.”

“Ah. I understand.”

“Under my reign, with my new policy of expansion that I will enact once the queendoms have been brought to acknowledge me as empress, they will be brought fully into the Crown Dominion. Ironically, that could have happened at any time, given there are no Détenir Celestials left at Shadowlife anymore. They abandoned that cursed place millennia ago. The humans have it now, and they are welcome to it.”

“I’m unfamiliar with Shadowlife, Empress.”

“It is the original name of Lidon.”

“I see.”

“I am so glad to be of help to you. Goodness, is this what it’s like to be a court datamaster, I wonder? Bringing enlightenment to the ignorant.”

“So … if I may: Why did Ualana-Iuntin assassinate Lord Stethos-Remi?” Clavissa asked.

“You’re tenacious, aren’t you? Good. You’re going to need that quality. Come here.” It wasn’t a request. Thyra held out a hand, palm upward.

Clavissa regarded it as she might an antimatter warhead.

“If I was going to elevate you to Regent status, I wouldn’t have wasted my valuable time going through this rigmarole, now would I?”

“No, Empress.” Clavissa squared her shoulders and walked forward. Deep in her head she was frantically reviewing all the old neural defenses Helena had gifted her. Because they were really useful to Helena against whatever Thyra has. She touched her neural pad against Thyra’s, exchanging self-perceptuals. The empress’s steely thoughts were just as intimidating as she’d expected, but there was a surprising undercurrent of amusement as well, spun out from the dominant sense of superiority.

She really does have the mind of a supreme ruler.

“As you retain Helena’s sense of entitlement,” Thyra told her loftily.

“What do you want from me?”

“The same thing your family does: an unforced ally. And as I currently find myself missing one chief archon, you will replace him.”

“Me? Asteria’s arse, you’re joking.”

“No. It is unofficial, of course. You will not hold the title in court; you will remain my invisible and irrelevant princess wrangler. Under this cover, you will locate a piece of information for me.”

“What?”

“I require a complete report on Queen Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project.”

“Huh?”

“I know one part of it—that she developed weaponized neural routines. I need to know what else.”

It took a few moments for the realization to crystallize. Goddess, Father might have been right. “The same neural weapons you are using?”

“The rumor they existed was enough for my family to begin development work. And keep a grip on yourself; don’t start giving my father worried looks. I’m not entirely sure I can trust him—a chariness that I hold you partially responsible for. That recording of the sprite in action was disturbing.”

“Got it.”

“Do you remember anything? You had the same giftings as I did from Helena.”

“No, I don’t know any details about the Evolution Project, not really. Just the general history everyone is given, that it would culminate with Zuberi-Dulcina’s forces storming heaven,” Clavissa said honestly.

“That’s a shame, but of course you never made it for consideration to become a princess, not after your poor showing at Second Trial. So, this is what concerns me. The details of the Evolution Project remain classified at the highest level; only the queens and senior courtiers of that time have them. Unfortunately, they didn’t get passed on to me when I subverted the succession—Don’t you fucking smirk.”

“Sorry.”

“You may well be sorry soon enough. Stethos-Remi was accessing the Dracaenae’s ultra-secure files for me that evening. He was researching the Evolution Project when he was killed.”

“Iuntin killed him to keep you from knowing the truth about the Evolution Project?”

“So it would seem.”

“But … why would your family keep that from you?”

“Dear Goddess! Did someone shoot you with a moron ray? If. I. Knew. That …”

“Yes. Yes. Of course. This is just … not what I was expecting.”

“Nonetheless, this is what you will do for me. I will authorize your full access authority to the Wynid security office network.”

“Don’t you have full access?”

“I do. But obviously someone didn’t want me to see the Evolution files.”

“So I have to take the risk in case Iuntin wasn’t the assassin?”

“Were you expecting me to do it?”

“No, Empress. Have you questioned your father about this?”

“He says he doesn’t know any real details about the Evolution Project. He also claims he didn’t know that Iuntin assassinated Stethos-Remi.”

“Perhaps a more thorough inquiry?”

“Don’t think I haven’t considered it. But without Iuntin, my father is the only contact I have with the Family Guillrameo. There are still several actions I am relying on them to complete in order to establish my position, not least of which is dealing with the remaining queens. If the three of them were to return to the Crown Dominion with their fleets, it would be a considerable setback to my campaign.”

“I see. But why do you believe you need to know about the Evolution Project?”

“Intuition, courtesy of our dear mother Helena. I must also prepare for afterward.”

“After what?”

“According to my father, once I become the undisputed Empress of the Crown Dominion, the Family Guillrameo anticipates it will be their senior member who will rule alongside me. That will not happen. They maneuvered me into this position, they initiated this course of action, and I am grateful, but they cannot control me. As empress, I will be no one’s figurehead.”

Oh Goddess: senior member! Father, I think you might be right. “Ah, now I really understand.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

THE MORNING SCHEDULE began with overview reports from each of the squadrons heading for the habitable planets in the Nizinsk system. Commanders gave the more efficient reports, Thyra found; the Grand Family representatives she’d assigned as potential governors were long-winded and tended to gloss over anything they thought would displease her. It was a flaw so entrenched within bureaucracy that she suspected it had traveled to the Centauri Cluster from Sol itself.

Ask Josias Aponi, that irritating voice in Thyra’s head mocked.

She accessed the files in her study, the last true sanctuary on board the Dracaenae—if for no other reason that it had so few chairs. The only other occupant was Major Siskala-Ingrid, resplendent as always in her glossy armor. Its fanciful mirror-silver segments with their bright scarlet borders might give the impression of a ceremonial suit, but Thyra was very aware of just how combat capable it was.

The desk she sat behind to speed through her administration schedule was a broad, incredibly ancient fellwood desk, which she vaguely recalled bringing to the Poseidon Nebula with her in the pioneer fleet. A possible Helena memory. It certainly had marks and little recesses that fitted no current technology. The only thing marring its surface these days was a single neural contact bulb.

She was receiving the last report from the commander of the squadrons on their way to Ffigal when Siskala-Ingrid opened the hatch to allow Lord Bekket in. He was carrying a silver tray with a pot of coffee and a single white china cup so delicate it was almost transparent. It looked very old.

Another nostalgic relic? she asked herself. But the annoying voice at the back of her mind was silent. Whatever wisp of Helena’s personality had survived from the succession seemed to be almost completely absorbed and integrated with her own personality now.

Whose personality?

She scowled at her father, who froze as he was putting the tray down.

“Is everything okay with the squadrons?” he asked, allowing the tray to complete the last few centimeters of its journey.

“With the squadrons, yes.”

“Thyra, I didn’t know.”

“Your repetition of that claim is becoming boring.”

“But true. I don’t know what else I can do to convince you. My mind, every memory I have, is open to you.”

Yes, but you gifted me the routine to conceal my memories from examination. It even worked when Helena searched my mind after Second Trial, so you can doubtless hide guilt from me … “It is not you personally I worry about, Father, but the fact that our so-called family is keeping secrets from me.”

“I understand that’s worrying for you, yes. However, given the nature of the Great Game we play, I am not surprised. There are so many secrets involved in the actions we have undertaken. If we were ever to be uncovered, the risk of Crown Dominion archons discovering everything—”

“Stop trying to defend the family,” Thyra said. “If I was exposed at any time before Kelowan’s destruction, then this Great Game would be over—forever. Iuntin should have given me a full briefing—told me everything, explained every aspect.”

“The best-case scenario is Iuntin being cautious.”

“They don’t trust me! Do not make excuses for them again, clear?”

“Yes, Empress.”

“They have made a mistake treating me like this. Their idea that I will sit back meekly and allow Khepri to use the entire resources of the Crown Dominion to fuel her stupid plan to storm heaven is simply ludicrous. I would be empress in name only, a name that is accompanied by laughter every time it is spoken. Yet I am the one who is conducting this campaign of subjugation. So why did she ever think I’d cheerfully hand over power to her when she can finally be arsed to turn up?”

“It can work. Khepri’s goal is very different. As empress you will keep order while she compels the Crown Dominion to create her warships.”

“Yes, yes, to storm heaven—which I do not believe for one moment she will achieve. If—or rather, when—she fails, the Elohim will wipe the Imperial Celestials from existence. While if she does succeed …”

“She will bring their power to all of us; we will have their abilities and strength for ourselves.”

“That is complete bullshit, Father. We share the same personality core, remember; I am her and she is me. And I know what I would do with ultimate power. Trust me, the one thing that won’t happen is Khepri sharing it with everyone for some benefit-of-all-life benevolence. If you don’t believe me, ask yourself why Iuntin was so desperate to prevent me from discovering what went on in Zuberi’s Evolution Project.”

“Perhaps if you were to call a conference of senior family members, and use the compulsion routines …?”

“No.” Thyra tapped the rim of the cup, and her father poured her coffee out. “How many warships do they have at Hera?”

“I don’t know. There will be a small number to escort Khepri, of course. There are some fast distribution ships—maybe ten. But the rest are all cargo starships, bringing the warheads built on Hera to arm the fleet.”

“Ah, yes, the invincible fleet.”

“Liliana’s mission is to deliver the ships of the three queens to us, so we can fill them with our crews. Every Crown Dominion warship will be under control of the empress.”

“Correction, Father. The Great Game has those ships being crewed by the people Khepri is bringing from Hera along with the warheads. Her people. That will give her a fleet that can match mine. To which end, I’m considering redeploying some of my ships to prevent that from happening. Perhaps under the command of a Regent.”

“A good strategy. Your crews can travel through to Oxanotol and claim the warships before Khepri arrives.”

Thyra nodded thoughtfully and picked up her cup, one finger hooked over the rim. “It’s a start. What about the family compound on Uixic?”

Her father sat in one of the two high-backed chairs in front of the desk and shrugged. “It has defenses, but a concentrated orbital bombardment would overcome them quite easily.”

She took a moment for the synthetic cells on her fingernail to analyze the vapor effervescing off the coffee. They couldn’t detect any abnormal molecular structures lurking among the caffeine, carbohydrates, proteins, and tannin. Maybe he is loyal to me?

“Empress,” Siskala-Ingrid said. “Equerry Clavissa is requesting an audience.”

Thyra exchanged a significant look with her father. The fact that Clavissa hadn’t been killed for accessing the secure files was a telling point. Unless that’s a double bluff. Damn, I really am getting as paranoid as an archon.

“Bring her in,” she said.

Thyra’s memories of Clavissa were a constant—almost reassuringly so, stretching back for most of her life. The animosity of congregants when they grew up in the palace; the Second Trial when she set the bloodlien on her; the final punishment, appointing her as a personal equerry—a life of drudgery and exasperation wrangling arrogant princesses, in the court but never part of it. Humiliating for any Grand Family member. And now this. Someone who was actually smarter than Thyra had estimated, who really did know how to play the court. A potential ally, if for no other reason than compliance was all that kept her and her family alive. But I still don’t trust her fully. Not yet.

Siskala-Ingrid ushered Clavissa into the study. Thyra quite admired her sister’s unruffled demeanor. She really was a queen’s daughter, who knew how to use the full range of Helena’s giftings.

Her father barely turned around to acknowledge Clavissa. His disdain was thrown right back at him. Thyra enjoyed the rivalry; a battle for favoritism was pure court behavior, and their display of pettiness made her comfortable.

“Empress.” Clavissa bowed.

“Sit,” Thyra said, indicating the spare chair.

The study hatch closed. Major Siskala-Ingrid was on the inside.

Thyra put her coffee cup down. “You found something?”

“Yes, Empress.”

“You sound surprised.”

“It’s more relief.”

“Why?”

“Firstly, I’m relieved the information hasn’t been erased. Of course, that does leave the possibility that it has been tampered with, thus misdirecting us. But that’s archon tradecraft for you. No information in the Centauri Cluster is truly reliable, not unless you gather it yourself.”

“I don’t have a court philosopher, but I suppose I could create the position for you. Where does the relief come in?”

“The fact that I accessed the Evolution Project and I wasn’t killed. It would seem to confirm your suspicion that it was Iuntin who was trying to prevent you from knowing about it.”

“Seem to?”

“I can offer no absolutes, Empress.”

“Astute of you. If you had been killed, it would prove Iuntin was innocent of Stethos-Remi’s death, and I’d start looking for them again. Give me the summary.”

“The files on the Evolution Project are hardly complete, but that’s mainly down to Zuberi-Dulcina deliberately destroying so much of it during the invasion of Kelowan. Presumably if she was unable to deploy it, she was determined the queens of the Accord wouldn’t have the technology, either.

“The Evolution Project had two major strands of research. Firstly, the rumored weaponized mental routines; they existed. And they were more advanced that I expected.” Clavissa paused and gave Thyra a unexpectedly level stare. “They enhanced the compulsion routines that are used to instruct Awakened so they could also be deployed against fully sentient minds. In parallel, they were working on erasure routines that could destroy a victim’s personality and memory. They would be turned into mindless bodies, which leaves them open to a kind of partial succession transfer. In effect, a zombie that is now a perfect acolyte of their new master, giving Zuberi-Dulcina an army of unquestioning, obedient slaves.”

“My family did well to build upon those old rumors, then,” Thyra replied flatly. “What was the second area Zuberi was looking at?”

“That’s where it gets really ominous. It’s a biological component.”

“In what way?” Thyra was fascinated by the way Clavissa’s court composure was actually breaking. Her sister finally looked close to fearful. So if trying to stay alive and hang on to her own mind while trying to steer her way through the complexities of a coup doesn’t fluster her, what in the name of the Goddess could produce this reaction?

Clavissa drew a breath. “Zuberi was performing research on the Mara Yama.”

“She was what?”

“The Mara Yama. They had several subjects they were experimenting on in the Evolution Project facilities.”

“Subjects? They had captured Mara Yama?”

“Yes, Empress.”

Thyra glared at her father, almost blurting: Did you know this? She took a moment. “Are you sure?”

“Zuberi-Dulcina intended to use the ability to create a whole new class of super soldier,” Clavissa said. “They were called Archangel Knights. They were the elite who were going to physically storm heaven for her.”

“Everyone claims their warriors are elite.”

“This part isn’t disinformation. There are memories on file from the Wynid investigation team directly after the facility was captured.” Clavissa held out a hand, palm upward.

Irony doesn’t come stronger than this, Thyra thought as she stared at her sister’s hand. It’s my neural power people should be afraid of, but I have to know now.

She reached out across the desk and connected with Clavissa.

Trvas-Moour, special archon to the queen of Wynid, was filled with trepidation as his technical analysis team was led forward by a knight whose armor was blackened and scarred—evidence of the fierce battle that’d been fought here barely two hours before. The caverns of the Evolution Project were deep underground, cut clean from naked rock. Smoke layered the air, unmoving. The air circulation machinery was a casualty of the earlier firefight between the knights of the Accord forces, and those loyal to the unhinged queen of Kelowan. Temporary lighting drones bobbed about in the air. Wreckage crunched underfoot. Strips of burnt flesh hung from the hemispherical chamber walls, making Trvas-Moour very glad his own armor suit was sealed and feeding him filtered air. The ruined flesh was synthetic biology, the team quickly discovered. The quantity was something they’d never seen before; it extended through a dozen caverns, supported by yet more ancillary equipment.

The crunching coming from under his boots became muted. When he looked down, the floor was now saturated by a disgusting, sticky fluid, with lumps of charred flesh bobbing about—which he knew wasn’t synthetic at all. This cavern, their guide told them, had a series of glass containers, all shattered now. The contents had been big creatures. Queen Zuberi-Dulcina’s troops had poured down dust over their bodies to break them apart, then launched incendiary grenades at the tattered remains.

Trvas-Moour had never seen a Mara Yama in person, thank the Goddess, but he’d studied enough images. Larger scraps of flesh formed a jigsaw of blubbery gore, allowing him to identify the profile. These Mara Yama had been in their free-fall form, so even if they’d somehow managed to get free of their glass cages, they could never have moved in the planetary gravity.

The knight took them through several more chambers until they reached the largest of them all. Another hemisphere, with a huge quantity of synthetic flesh that had covered the entire wall to a depth of a couple of meters. So much not even the firepower of Zuberi-Dulcina’s knights had managed to rip all of it apart. Huge slops of jelly-like tissue had fallen across the ground, with a still-smoldering pile in the very center. Five andys were trying to excavate it, but the repulsive mush was slick with dank fluids, making it so slippery that handling it was almost impossible. Great loops of arterial tubing had fallen with it, strange pale liquids oozing from splits.

Walking around the pile, Trvas-Moour could see an exposed corner of what it’d all fallen on: a rectangular table.

Thyra snatched her hand away from Clavissa, sucking down a deep breath, heart racing. Memories of the cavern flittered through her head, unstoppable and sickening. But oh so different from those of Trvas-Moour. This memory—buried so deep, tainted by terrible pain—revealed the hemispherical chamber intact: a view from the table looking directly up at the braided cords dangling down from the apex, the vines of a flesh jungle, branching again and again until they were nothing but pale hair-thin fibers penetrating her entire body. “Fuck the Goddess,” she whispered.

“You know it?” Clavissa asked incredulously.

Thyra glowered at her. She hadn’t broken the connection fast enough, and Clavissa had witnessed the searing recollections. “Oh, don’t play the innocent here, Helena-child,” Thyra snapped furiously.

Siskala-Ingrid took a step forward, her armor’s forearm segments slithering apart serpent-style to release the weapon muzzles contained within. Thyra gave a quick, indignant shake of her head. Her temper was really not helped by Clavissa’s passive expression—except it wasn’t. Behind that perfectly composed face, she was a full-on smug bitch.

“I’d like to say, Empress, that me knowing makes absolutely no difference. But just so you know, I am comforted.”

“Are you mocking me? I am Khepri’s granddaughter!”

“Not at all. My true concern was that the Mara Yama were behind your coup.”

“Of course they’re not. We’re not fucking idiots.”

“Which is good news for me and my family, assuming you let me live long enough to tell them.”

“Just kill her now,” Lord Bekket said loudly.

Thyra held up a hand, finger extended in warning at her father. “Tell me why I shouldn’t do as my father suggests, or at the least zombie you? And be quick.”

“Because you aren’t an external threat to the Crown Dominion. At the end of the day, this is just politics. Lethal, masterclass politics—but afterward, when the coup is over and you’re the Eternal Empress and all the new political and economic alliances have been secured, the lives of all Crown Dominion citizens will carry on pretty much as before. I told you my family was undecided about you. Based on this, it will be my recommendation that we support you.”

“Huh, thanks,” Bekket said. “Just do it, my dear. Get rid of her.”

“No,” Thyra said. “She has a point. If the Grand Families start falling into line without needing to be physically threatened, it makes this whole campaign a whole lot easier.”

“It’ll be difficult to sell once everybody finds out you’re the genuine descendant of Zuberi,” Clavissa said thoughtfully.

“So how do you propose to swerve that?”

“By not telling them, obviously. Not initially, anyway. Your cover story, that the Family Guillrameo fled from Malakbel, is weak, but preferable to the truth.”

Thyra nodded slowly. “You do tempt me.”

“I have some questions.”

“You have questions?”

“Yes. Knowing what you do now, why did Iuntin kill Stethos-Remi?”

“Humm.” Thyra glanced at her father. “Any thoughts?”

He gave Clavissa a vexed look. “No.”

“He wanted to keep knowledge of the Mara Yama research from you,” Clavissa said. “That much we can take for granted. So you remember the Evolution Project center?”

“Not in detail,” Thyra admitted. “Those memories Trvas-Moour triggered were so deep it was like they were encoded in my DNA. Khepri was in that chamber. She remembers and it has passed to me, no doubt buried in the gifts I was given.” An accusatory glance at her father.

“She was there having something done to her,” Clavissa said. “An ability retro-engineered out of the Mara Yama. Could it be your neural compulsion web, the one that amplifies your induction ability?”

“You saw that, then?” Thyra said wryly.

“Yes, Empress.”

“I do enjoy the way you keep emphasizing my title. But no, I don’t believe that the neural amplification ability came out of the Evolution Project; it is modified out of standard biotech. I mean, even the humans on Lidon have a cruddy little version of a neural interface. This was different. The very name Evolution Project implies a fundamental change, a progress. Zuberi pursued it because she believed it would enable her to take over the Crown Dominion and launch her campaign to ascend to Elohim-level.”

“Your aunt and uncle are able to undergo a full bodymorph,” Lord Bekket said reluctantly. “That is an underlying Mara Yama ability, so presumably it was incorporated into their baseline genome.”

Thyra frowned, trying to make sense of the notion. “Why would Zuberi give her Archangel Knights the ability to shapeshift?”

“More importantly, why would the other queens fear it so badly they risked destroying the Crown Dominion in order to save it?” Clavissa asked. “If Imperial Celestials want to alter their appearance outside the limitations of our facial protocell manipulation, they can do so in a medical pod. Anything can be added or subtracted. If Helena’s memory gifts remain true, there was an angel-wings fad three thousand years ago.”

“As stupid as bloodstone,” Thyra muttered.

“Yes. So it has to be something more deep-seated, something that would change the very nature of Imperial Celestials. Oh … Of course; Zuberi-Dulcina wasn’t going to create her Archangel Knights in biogenetic factories across the dominion, she was going to morph existing Imperial Celestials into them. If such a thing were possible, she could convert the entire population into her army.”

Thyra gave her father an accusatory glance.

“I knew nothing of this,” he pleaded.

“Makes sense,” she admitted. “Why tell any useful idiot their actual fate was decided centuries before they were born?”

“If you can morph living Imperial Celestials into something new,” Clavissa said, “the process will probably work on other terrestrial-origin species, too. Now I really do understand why the queens kept this so quiet; if there was ever anything that could unite the other dominions in the Centauri Cluster, it would be the threat this nightmare poses to their very existence.”

“It will not happen,” Thyra said. “I will unify the Crown Dominion’s remaining star systems, then I will lead my forces into battle. And it isn’t going to be heaven we storm.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THE AEACUS EMERGED from the egress Gate and scanned around. Behind it, the huge concave bulk of the Gate was retreating steadily, its dark surface cutting a sharp profile against the Poseidon Nebula.

Terence wasn’t surprised when the CI reported eight ships keeping station within five thousand kilometers. The closest one started to accelerate toward them, its image resolving to show an amalgamation of spheres arranged in weird helictical twists, like a lumpy snake eating itself.

“They’re still here, then,” Terence announced.

“I don’t understand why the Ratarajans are watching arrivals to Hoa Quinzu,” Vanilda said. “Who would want to visit the Mara Yama?”

“Gyvoy,” Dave replied.

“People like Gyvoy,” Terence said. “People with very bad intent.”

“Their agents reporting on how the coup is going,” Jimena suggested.

Terence shook his head. “I don’t know; that’s still quite a stretch. But we can hardly blame the Ratarajan Celestials for being twitchy right now.” He told the CI to establish a lnc to the incoming ship. It was called the Fioyan and wanted to know the reason they had come to Hoa Quinzu. Terence told them they were heading for the Oxanotol ingress Gate, then on to Kelowan, which was truthful enough. He just didn’t mention how long they expected to take before they went through the ingress Gate. The Fioyan warned them the Mara Yama were still orbiting de Verya and advised them to be careful.

“We will be, thank you,” Terence replied, and ended the lnc.

“So what now?” Jimena asked.

“A long, incredibly dull flight into the darkness. Which means: Elsbeth?”

Elsbeth sat up in her couch. “What?”

“Last chance. We can take you back to Kajval. You have funds now.”

“I do?”

“We owe you for Dokatu and Red Quar. Quite a lot, I’d say.”

“So you do. But I was never really planning on going back—and doubly so now I know what’s going down around here. Revolution next door in the Crown Dominion, and a Mara Yama fleet fully powered up and ready to let loose the Goddess alone knows what kinds of hell? If it’s all the same to you, I’ll stay on the Aeacus for now. I reckon it’s one of the safer places in the good old Centauri Cluster right now.”

“Well, all I can say is we’ll be heading back to the ingress Gates at some point, but we might be in a hurry; I just don’t know.”

“Still staying with you.”

“So what’s the plan?” Jimena asked. “And all of it, please. I don’t want any last-minute changes. Not after Red Quar.”

“Fair enough,” Terence agreed. “According to the CI’s files, the Crystal Gun is stuck in the middle of an iceteroid close to Hoa Quinzu’s Oort cloud, about a thousand AUs out.”

“A thousand?” a startled Vanilda asked.

“Yeah, it’s in very cold storage. So it’s going to take us months to reach it, then months to get back. The Aeacus isn’t an arkship built for interstellar flight. We don’t have a plasma buffer, so there’s a velocity limit. Our second issue is, we only know roughly where the iceteroid is. We’re going to have to search a volume of space about an AU in diameter. That’s a lot of space even for this ship’s sensors. We can’t use active sensors because that’ll give our position away to the Risitch who live there.”

“So why were they put in this iceteroid with the Crystal Gun?”

He pulled a face. “They were a clan that lost a big dispute on Glacies. They had to leave or they would’ve been wiped out. Disputes between Risitch clans aren’t exactly settled by polite debate; they do it the old-fashioned way. The archons who captured the Crystal Gun used them as an added level of security. Anyone who wanted to get to the Crystal Gun without permission would have to get past the Risitch.”

“That implies it can be used again,” Elsbeth said.

“Yes. Several dominions surrounding Hoa Quinzu agreed to a very classified suppression arrangement. Nobody wanted Crystal Gun technology to be released into the Centauri Cluster, but the archons had to admit it was powerful. If there was ever a matching threat to this section of the Cluster, it’d be useful to have.”

“By matching threat, they meant the Mara Yama, didn’t they?” Vanilda said eagerly.

“I assume so, yes.”

“So if that level of threat ever did arise, the dominions could use the Crystal Gun, but none of them would have the technology themselves,” Elsbeth mused.

“Yes again,” Terence said. “It wasn’t a wholly bad arrangement.”

“So, Dad, do you have like the key or something to get in?”

“Ah, sort of. I can get into the Crystal Gun once we’re inside the iceteroid, but there’s no code to get into the iceteroid.”

“Oh Goddess, Dad! Is this another Red Quar–type mission?”

“No. We’re here to destroy the Crystal Gun, and I do have the code for that. The Crystal Gun is surrounded by some sort of inhibitor. It’s a physical mechanism; that’s why it can’t move. There are only two modes. You can release the inhibitor, or you can trigger the bomb built into the inhibitor. I’m going to use option two.”

Jimena closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Please tell me it has a timer.”

“It has a timer.”

“Yes!”

“But—”

“Oh for—”

“The Risitch are a problem. They’re incredibly territorial and insular, so they don’t welcome intruders. It would be safe to say any agreement made with the original clan council six thousand years ago, that a designated representative should be given unrestricted passage, will not be recognized today. No one has visited in all that time, so it’s unlikely they even know where they are, let alone why they’re there.”

“That’s if they survived six thousand years in an artificial environment, without knowing how to maintain it. That doesn’t sound very likely.”

“It was built by Celestials,” Terence countered. “The environment is sustained by some kind of macrolife. It should still be working.”

“Worst-case threat?” Dave asked.

“Problem rather than threat,” Terence told the Silicate. “If the macrolife has broken down, the iceteroid’s habitable zone will have refrozen; that leaves the Crystal Gun embedded in ice at a couple of degrees above absolute zero. We don’t have the ability to drill through it—not in a reasonable time scale, anyway. All we can do is use one of our warheads, which will presumably trigger the inhibitor’s warhead. If it doesn’t, we just keep hammering the iceteroid with nukes until the Crystal Gun is exposed, then hit it square on. Mission complete.”

“Then let’s pray to the Goddess that’s what we find,” Vanilda said.

“Most likely scenario,” Terence assured her. He told the CI to fly them along a course to the Oxanotol ingress Gate. Then five hours after they began accelerating, the Aeacus switched to darkflight and headed out toward Hoa Quinzu’s Oort cloud.
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TWO WEEKS AFTER arriving in the system, the Aeacus went past the orbit of the outermost gas giant. It switched back to its fusion drive to continue accelerating outward. Terence was confident very few sensors would be able to spot the tiny flame in the vastness of interstellar space—a feeling that was even greater a month later when they’d reached their safe velocity limit.

That same day was when the bodhian web told him that the Lestari had come through the ingress Gate from Izamere. Terence had a moment of déjà vu, as he listened to the intercepted lnc, during which Captain Uzoma Enfoe told the watching Ratarajan ships they were heading for the Oxanotol ingress Gate. A couple of days before it reached the Gate, the Lestari suddenly increased acceleration and changed course, heading out-system at three gees.

“So they are coming for the Crystal Gun,” Elsbeth said. “Congrats, Terence; you were right about that all along.” She raised a wineglass in mock salute.

“There’s more,” Terence announced.

They were all gathered at the end of the lounge where they took their meals. It was becoming a firm ritual—one of the daily events to combat the chilling boredom. Jimena had chosen the evening’s meal—another ritual; they took it in turns. The smell of venison dopiaze was already in the air as a couple of andys served the dishes. Vanilda had started nibbling on a chunk of naan bread she’d dipped in apricot chutney.

His companions stared at him. They know it’s bad, he realized. After so long in one another’s company, nobody could hide their mood. He could even read Dave some of the time.

“What?” Jimena said.

“The bodhian web has access to a lot of monitor satellites in the Izamere system; we only get information from them at lightspeed down the line of quintessence, but that’s still slightly quicker than any courier ship. It seems we were right about the Mara Yama. There is a fleet there.”

“Okay,” Vanilda said uncertainly. “So how do they only know that now?”

“The monitor satellites detected the fleet because it’s flying insystem from whatever ice giant they were lurking in orbit around. They were a long way out.”

“Are they going to attack the Ovette Dominion?” Jimena asked.

“It doesn’t look like it. They’re not heading for Kiote’s habitable moons.” Terence stopped talking—a fool’s attempt to soften his concern. He simply didn’t want to be the one who broke this news.

“Dad,” Vanilda said. “Please, what’s happening?”

“Their current course will bring them to the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate.”

Everyone was silent for a long moment.

“They’re coming here?” Vanilda exclaimed.

“No, of course not,” Jimena said quickly. “The Mara Yama don’t use the Gates of Heaven. They always travel sublight between stars. Even I know that. Right, Terence?”

Makaio-Spirit was the only person left in the Fleesh Diamond, staring morosely into his drink, unable to meet Terence’s gaze. The Celestial had aged like a human, with thin white hair reaching his shoulders, his face wrinkled heavily, skin darkened and sagging below his eyes.

“Do they?” Terence demanded.

Makaio-Spirit shivered. “There were rumors,” he whispered faintly. “Long ago, before they became what they are today.”

“Makaio!” Terence demanded. “Can they use the Gates?”

“Dad?”

Perception shifted, and Terence was staring blankly at a point in midair above the table. “Huh?”

“Who are you talking to?” a puzzled Vanilda asked.

“I … was just vocalizing a query; it helps make a request to the CI clearer sometimes. We just don’t have the same kind of mind as a Celestial.” He regretted the answer as soon as he said it, very aware of how guilty he sounded. Maybe I should just tell them? A dead Imperial Celestial living in my skull wouldn’t be the weirdest thing that’s happened. At the other end of the table, a spectral Makaio gave him a sad smile and shook his head. Terence blinked. “Okay, they used to be able to go through the Gates of Heaven,” he told them. “Back before the Centauri Cluster was what it is today, when the early dominions were forming. So many Celestial factions had to flee their homeworlds in that era. There were terrible wars.”

“The Mara Yama used to go through the Gates?” Jimena questioned.

Terence nodded. “Yes.”

“But they stopped, right?”

“They don’t use the Gates now; there’s a difference. It is in their nature to avoid direct contact, given what they are known to do. Think how any dominion will react if one of their fleets suddenly started flying out of an egress Gate. Panic followed by conflict. The Mara Yama prefer to outnumber any ship before they attack it. Going head-to-head is not the way they operate. Normally.”

“Are you saying they could come through the Gate from Izamere?” a stunned Elsbeth asked.

“I’m saying it’s not impossible.”

“But why?”

“If they come here, then there will be two fleets. They haven’t combined their ships at that level for ten thousand years—not since the Wenopel Dominion.”

“What happened with the Wenopel Dominion?” Vanilda asked urgently.

“It doesn’t exist anymore. And they didn’t die well. The Mara Yama took the survivors onto their capital ships. They would’ve been kept alive for a long time; decades at least.”

“Goddess. Dad!”

“Doesn’t answer my question,” Elsbeth said. “Why?”

“I can only speculate. Kelowan is gone. Carolien is dead. Thyra has launched a coup. The Crown Dominion is in chaos. Liliana is on her way to acquire the Crystal Gun to use against the surviving queens. If Carode is right and the Mara Yama want revenge against the Imperial Celestials, then this is the perfect time to strike against an enemy as powerful as the Crown Dominion.”

“How far is their Izamere fleet from the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate?” Jimena asked.

“In our information timeframe, four to five months. That means if they did enter it, they’ll be arriving here in—”

“Four to five months,” Dave said.

“Yes.”

“How long until we reach the iceteroid?” Jimena asked

“I’m hoping three months,” Terence said cautiously.

“Do we skip the mission? Go straight back to Kelowan and warn them?”

“No, sweetheart. If the Mara Yama in the Izamere system go through the Capo Frois ingress Gate, every dominion in this part of the Cluster is going to have their agents racing to tell them. The Crown Dominion will know they’re on their way. According to the bodhian web, several small commercial-registered courier ships have already come through from Izamere and are on their way to Oxanotol at five gees. They’ll be working for various archons, no doubt.”

“So … what? We keep going and destroy the Crystal Gun?”

“Yes. I really cannot allow Liliana to get her hands on it. And we know she’s on her way.”
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ANOTHER MONTH AND the Aeacus CI turned the fusion drive off, letting them coast onward into the darkness. Behind them, Hoa Quinzu’s sun had dwindled to an unremarkable white speck against the backdrop of the Poseidon Nebula. There was no sign of the Lestari, although everyone on board was very aware that they were out there somewhere, following.

With the drive off, the Aeacus seemed to lack purpose. The trip still had weeks to go, but the feeling of loneliness was only enforced by the view of nothing through the lounge’s big windows. Even the Poseidon Nebula behind them was so much fainter than it’d ever appeared in the skies of Gondiar. As solitude slipped insidiously into a feeling of isolation, Terence and Jimena agreed to switch off the transparency. At first the windows carried scenes of planetary landscapes, which simply served to emphasize how far away such vistas were. In the end they settled for high-orbit images of gas giants, as if they were flying past.

Terence did his best to offset Vanilda’s growing melancholy by having her practice piloting the Aeacus. Stage one was having a bioware neural patch implanted on the palm of her hand. When she saw that, Elsbeth asked for one as well. “It’ll make my interface with the armor suit a whole load of easy,” she explained.

Jimena decided to join the piloting sessions.

“We need to be proficient,” she said. “Because, let’s face it, Vanilda and I are not going inside the iceteroid.”

“Are you sure?” Terence asked as he tried to hide his relief.

“Seriously, Dad?” Vanilda retorted. “After Red Quar, I’m not getting within an AU of an armor suit again, never mind putting one on. This is where we can be genuinely useful—assuming you actually go inside the iceteroid. The farther we travel out here, the less likely I think anything’s going to be working. There is nothing here. It’s like we’ve left the real universe behind. It’s a good job I wasn’t born back in Sol; I wouldn’t have been able to fly away on an arkship. I have no idea how people could do that. Being out here is like having agoraphobia and claustrophobia combined.”

“I know what you mean,” he confessed.
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THE PROBLEM WITH being ZPZ framed was that, for the instant/eternity it locked down your body’s atoms, you weren’t strictly speaking in control of anything. The weird effect distorted perception and really screwed with your thoughts, just leaving you hanging in a bubble of nothingness. Not even being the Now and Forever Queen of Cheluli gave you an opt-out from that.

Inessa-Marwa had been lying prone on her acceleration couch for an hour before the predicted emergence time, when the framing would kick in. This being the Gegnerin, its ability to calculate the expected moment was far greater than that of most ships, but still it wasn’t perfect. The countdown clock hung in her mind, digits flicking around as they approached the end of the pathway at a fraction less than lightspeed. Presumably the other two dreadnoughts were still right beside her; the three of them had certainly entered the Izamere ingress Gate simultaneously.

It was another concern to add to those already dominating her thoughts. But they were all equally at risk, so their greatest chance at survival was sticking to the plan and acting in unity. Surely even those two treacherous bitches can understand that?

The frame captured the Gegnerin eleven seconds before the CI’s prediction. As it ended, Inessa-Marwa’s body tensed up. She was immediately relieved they’d ended the transit, which meant no one had destroyed the egress Gate behind them. That was tempered by the anticipation of whatever demonic trap Helena-Thyra had prepared for them. Is it going to be here and now, or something further along the journey home?

She forced back the usual frame disorientation to take a quick glance around the bridge. The dreadnought’s systems were recovering from the same transition malaise, the CI gathering sensor data to analyze their immediate environment. A huge wave of data surged in through her connection with the network, filling her mind with images and information.

Yes! Two dreadnoughts were gliding sedately away from the Gate next to the Gegnerin. She strove to discern anything else, surveying space through the targeting array sensors. The clarity was astounding. Individual dust motes could be perceived drifting along on gusts of the solar wind. Nothing bigger existed within several kilometers of the Gate.

Inessa-Marwa let go of the near-overwhelming perception, falling back to a more simplistic overview. There were no spaceships within a thousand kilometers—a perimeter that was expanding rapidly. The radiation blasts from the weird white dwarf pulsar and its seven ill-fated gas giants were like dazzling flashes to the dreadnought sensors. The CI began to apply filters.

“Admiral, our situation, please?”

“Primary evaluation: perceived threat status is low-value, Majesty,” Admiral Philipe-Kovsky told her.

Inessa-Marwa was almost disappointed. It would’ve been good to get it all over with. Now we have to wait until the next jump. Probably longer.

She lifted her head and smiled at the two princesses in their couches behind her. Their eager/anxious expressions were refreshing. Like her, they were keen to take on anything Helena-Thyra could throw at them.

“We have a lnc to our secure monitor satellites. My intelligence officers are analyzing now.”

The dreadnought started to accelerate at a tenth of a gee, leaving the Gate behind. Inessa-Marwa watched six battleships emerging in unison behind them and nodded approvingly at the tight formation.

“Majesty, there is an issue.”

She glanced over at Philipe-Kovsky. His operation duty suit had a mask helmet, replicating his features in jet-black metal. There was no expression; not that there needed to be—she knew the tone. “What issue?”
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THE NEURAL REALITY was a simple circular chamber with three seats: no frills, no windows with an exotic view. The queens did not need distractions at this time. The situation was too critical.

“My officers confirm the Mara Yama will be at the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate in another week,” Ramona-Nuk said. “Nobody knew they were here. Nobody. I feel like we should be executing every archon we have. We cannot keep having these intelligence failures.”

“A bit unfair,” Inessa-Marwa suggested. “The Ovette Dominion didn’t know they were here, either, and Izamere is their system.”

“They’re hermits! They wouldn’t know if the seven gas giants exploded.”

“She’s actually done it, hasn’t she?” Luus-Marcela said. “Helena-Thyra. She made a deal with the Mara Yama—the Crown Dominion for the Helium Sea. She’s insane; they won’t stop there. Another five thousand years and they’ll have our core systems.”

“They have no use for planets,” Inessa-Marwa said irritably.

“They have a use for astroengineering stations; their capital ships are only half biological. They need mechanical systems, too. And the Crown Dominion has the best astroengineering facilities this side of the Eternal Unanimity Dominion.”

“We need to consider the immediate threat,” Ramona-Nuk said. “First off, if they are partners with Helena-Thyra, why didn’t they ambush us?” She looked around the stubborn expressions of her fellow queens. “Any thoughts on that?”

“They never begin a fight unless they have superior numbers,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Everybody knows that. And our fleet is phenomenally powerful.”

“Everybody also knows they don’t use the Gates of Heaven, and look where we are now.”

“Could they be fleeing us?” Ramona-Nuk asked mockingly. “Fearful of our wrath?”

“Just don’t! The decisions facing us here and now are the most critical we have ever made. We need to cooperate. And, ladies, we need to be right.”

“Okay, then,” Luus-Marcela said. “I’ll offer both of you this. There are records in my archives—and yours, too, no doubt—that way back at the very beginning of the Crucible Era, the nascent Mara Yama used the newly constructed Gates. And this fleet of theirs is currently six and a half days out from the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate. I’m not going to waste time arguing if they’ll go through. Whatever response we formulate here and now has to be based on the assumption they will go through.”

“So we follow them to the Gate, and when we get there, blow the fucker up,” Inessa-Marwa said. “We are witnesses that it can be done. That’ll take out the whole Asteria-bedamned lot of them. It’s how we put an absolute end to this.”

“No!” Luus-Marcela snapped. “We need the Gate to Hoa Quinzu to get us back to the Crown Dominion as fast as possible. Besides, this Mara Yama fleet is only half of our problem. Have you forgotten there’s another Mara Yama fleet already at Hoa Quinzu?”

“All right,” Ramona-Nuk said calmly. “As it is now, with our relative positions, it would be tough to catch the Mara Yama before they reach the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate. So we accelerate hard, but let them go through the Gate ahead of us. Then once we’re in the Hoa Quinzu system, we engage both their fleets head-on. We can do it. We’ll only be a few days behind, and our warships can accelerate a hell of a lot harder than their citadel ships can.”

“Maybe,” Inessa-Marwa said. “I agree we cannot let them into the Crown Dominion.”

“Do you think this is why Helena-Thyra forced us to take this route?” Luus-Marcela asked. “She got the Mara Yama to back her, and now she’s positioned us to do her real dirty work. We get rid of them and weaken ourselves—because taking on those combined fleets is going to be one tough battle.”

“This level of ruthless is the old Helena from back in the Accord days,” Ramona-Nuk said. “Remember what she was like back then?”

“She never left,” Inessa-Marwa said. “She was just sleeping, lulling us.”

“No, this might be ruthless like Helena, but the underhand tactics on show here are pure Thyra.”

“We are agreed, then?” Inessa-Marwa said. “We follow the Mara Yama to Hoa Quinzu and prevent them from going farther—no matter what the cost. If we have to die in order to protect the Crown Dominion from these living atrocities, then so be it.”

“Aye,” Ramona-Nuk said. “I will be honored to fight beside you ladies once more.”

“It’s been a long, worthwhile life,” Luus-Marcela said proudly. “So if they’re coming, let’s make our deaths equally superb.”
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TERENCE HAD ASSUMED the Mara Yama heading for an ingress Gate was the worst possible news there could be. Weeks later, he was proved wrong.

“Gyvoy blew up a Gate of Heaven?” Jimena asked in astonishment.

“It was Bensath, actually,” Terence said. He played the message Bensath had broadcast just before the antimatter detonated, destroying the Kelowan ingress Gate. “So now we know what they wanted the antimatter for.”

“What happens to the ships traveling along the pathway to Kelowan?” a stunned Vanilda asked.

All Terence could do was shake his head. “Sorry, darling. Unless you’re an arkship, there’s only one outcome at that speed.”

“I hate them! First Kelowan, now this. Oh Goddess, what are the Elohim going to do? Bensath confessed. Will they take it out on humans?”

“Nothing. Now,” Dave said. “Maybe later. Century plus. Not relevant for us.”

Terence was about to argue, then realized the Silicate was probably right. “They know what Bensath said is a lie, remember; it’s not humans behind any of this. The truth is all there in the bodhian web.”

“Thyra’s going to win, isn’t she?” Vanilda said. “There’s nothing she won’t do to make herself an empress for eternity.”

“Looks like it, yes, because here’s the arse-kick: just before the Gate was destroyed, three of the Crown Dominion queens arrived at Capo Frois, along with their fleets.”

“Three?” Jimena queried.

“Yes. The Dracaenae and the rest of the Wynid fleet wasn’t with them. Helena-Thyra didn’t come through. That means without the other three queens defending their home stars, she’ll be able to subjugate them.”

“So why didn’t Bensath wait until the three queens were en route back to Kelowan?” Vanilda asked.

“Queens have to fly long way home,” Dave said. “Through Hoa Quinzu.”

“Asteria’s arse, yes,” Terence said. “And Liliana plans on having the Crystal Gun. That would allow her to turn the atmosphere in every warship into crystal dust before they even knew they’d been targeted.”

“I still don’t see why Gyvoy didn’t wait until they were on the pathway back to Kelowan,” Vanilda said. “That’s a lot simpler.”

“Tactical,” Dave said. “Warships intact this way.”

“Damn, that’s right,” Terence agreed. “This way, they kill the warship crews, but leave the warships intact. You just send in fresh crews who are loyal to the new empress. Goddess, she’d have all five dreadnoughts and fleets under her command. The full Imperial fleet.”

“They really have been planning this for centuries, haven’t they?”

Terence gave his daughter a thin smile. “Yeah. But there’s one thing they didn’t take into account.”

“Us!” Vanilda declared victoriously.

“Well, uh, yes—but I was actually thinking the Mara Yama. If both of their fleets get into the Crown Dominion, Thyra might not be left with anything to be empress of.”

“What will the Mara Yama do to Gondiar?” Vanilda asked fearfully.

“They won’t get to Gondiar,” Terence told her firmly. In his mind he could see uncountable hordes of Koven Jackals pouring along the beautiful streets and parks of Santa Rosa. “Because our mission just changed. We’re not going to blow up the Crystal Gun now; we’re going to take it out of the iceteroid and fly it to the Oxanotol ingress Gate. And then when the Mara Yama fleets try to go through, we’ll fire it at them.”
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WHEN AEACUS WAS an AU from where the Crystal Gun was supposed to be, they released a flock of sensor satellites, which drifted away from the starship to provide a thousand-kilometer observation baseline. Three days later, they found the iceteroid.

The last ten million kilometers were flown in full darkflight mode. Once the Aeacus positioned itself on the other side of the iceteroid from the Poseidon Nebula, it had no profile against the gentle phosphorescent shimmer covering half the universe. The reverse was true for the iceteroid, though it wasn’t emitting any active sensor pulses. Terence and the others could actually see it instead of relying on sensor data—an empty gash across the twilight clouds of the nebula.

Despite being solid ice, it was as black as interstellar space itself. Its irregular shape was eighty kilometers long and thirty-five wide, rotating slowly around its axis. An eternity of bombardment by interstellar dust had polished its undulating surface to a liquid-smooth finish. At some point in its desolate existence, larger particles had struck, producing a web of slim fissures.

“Broken glass,” Vanilda murmured as they all stared at the image.

“And it’s too hot,” Elsbeth said, her hand resting on a contact bulb, allowing her to access all the sensor data directly through her new induction pad. “Something is alive in there—or at the very least some functioning power source.”

“Hot? It’s nearly absolute zero,” Vanilda protested.

“Yes, but it’s a couple of degrees higher than it should be at this distance from the star. That confirms there’s a functioning thermal source in there somewhere, and the iceteroid’s surface is radiating its output away. The temperature is staying down at cryolevels because forty-five thousand square kilometers is a very big radiator.”

“So you’re going in, then,” Jimena said in resignation.

“We are,” Terence said.
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JIMENA AND VANILDA joined the boarding party in the airlock prep chamber. The starship’s onboard production systems had modified Elsbeth’s armor for deep space EVAs, making it even bulkier than before. “Not quite as big as my old Hell Welcomes Careful Drivers, but getting there,” she said happily as the segments started to close around her. Once the basic armor segments covered her, the assembly bay continued to add cumbersome units as if it was trying to overload her.

Dave had been fashioned an almost normal spacesuit. It fitted tightly over the weapons and ammunition silos that were already strapped to his body of translucent crystal fibers.

But it was the Álogo suit that took up nearly half of the prep chamber’s volume, though Terence was only using a fraction of the available mechcells for this mission. The only thing that the Aeacus had provided it was edible pastes and fresh water, so after filling the cab’s sacs by hand, Terence had enough food for five days. He settled himself in the padded seat, bracing himself. Fingers found the switch on the rim. The cab closed up. The last thing he saw was his wife and daughter looking in anxiously. He grinned; it was important for them to see he was perfectly relaxed about this. Then the little clamp arms were pivoting around to capture his head. It doesn’t really hurt.

He hated having to submit to the ancient Remnant Era tech again, but the Álogo was not compatible with Celestial systems; it belonged to an era where the two were actively hostile enemies and simply wouldn’t accept any kind of lnc; the Aeacus CI had tried enough times on the voyage here.

The instruments on the end of the arm touched his temple. He tensed up. Thousands of furry microscopic threads stiffened, stabbing their way through flesh and bone. Terence screamed.
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THE THREE OF them scooted through interstellar space toward the black gloss surface of the iceteroid. Terence had believed the monthslong flight through infinite night to get here had taught him what the real meaning of isolation was. It hadn’t. Not compared with this. The emptiness surrounding him was crushing his soul.

Then they were just a few hundred meters from the iceteroid, and it transformed from an infinitesimal speck of matter as lost as him to an imposingly solid landscape. His shrunken mind assigned it the solidity of a continent. He desperately wanted to land on it and cling to the reassuring mass. Except it was rotating—imperceptibly in his reference, but if he touched it, the spin would fling him off.

Come on, you just have to think rationally. You can do this.

Up ahead, one of the fissures was approaching. “That one,” he told his two companions through their secure lnc. He made the Álogo suit aware of what he needed it to do. Tiny gas thrusters altered his trajectory. His mind stubbornly continued to interpret the vector as him falling toward sanctuary, as opposed to flying in toward an antagonistic plain of ultracold ice harder than granite. He was on the point of ordering the suit to fly him away quickly when it sailed into the narrow gap and the thrusters fired at full force, chasing the iceteroid’s rotation.

Immediately the big body of mechcells sent out a dozen tentacle-like extrusions, which scrabbled against the surface for traction. Dave then Elsbeth landed close to him. The ups on their suits glued them to the ice. Terence’s inner ears abruptly registered the gravitational force, and his brain reoriented him in a vertiginous twist. Now he was clinging to a vertical cliff in extreme darkness, with the fissure opening below him. If he lost his grip now, he’d fall right through the entire universe.

“Asteria’s arse!”

“You okay?” Elsbeth asked.

“Sure,” he lied.

“Yeah, me too.”

Terence ordered the Álogo suit to deploy ten small sensor units. The mechcells rearranged themselves, allowing the units to rest against the ice. They contained seismic receptors, alert for any vibrations that might be propagating through the interior of the iceteroid. It was awash with sounds.

“That’s a lot of activity,” Terence murmured. He didn’t say it out loud, but he found himself wishing Medusa was still with them.

The suit’s network started to map out the iceteroid’s interior. Terence didn’t quite know what he was expecting, but the caverns and tunnels and clefts that riddled the ice were a lot more extensive than anything he’d envisaged. There was also a sea in a large cylindrical cavern right at the center, seven kilometers long and four in diameter. And suspended at the center of that—

“Larger than I was expecting,” Terence said. “But at least it’s actually there, not another Centauri Cluster myth.”

The dense piece of matter in the sea cavity was also roughly cylindrical—a kilometer and a half long, and eight hundred meters wide. Water circulated slowly around it, rising into the sea via dozens of big scissures around the cavern walls to churn about before syphoning away through outlet gaps. There were long sections of a denser material positioned below the seabed that pulsed in a slow rhythm, pushing the water down into the bulk of the iceteroid, where it spread out through what he could only think of as arteries that multiplied as they got smaller, seeping through fissures into the network of gaps that wound up feeding the liquid back into the central sea. That immensely complex filigree was entwined with another network of channels and caves, these filled with air. There was movement inside them—a lot of movement.

“Right, then,” Terence said. “There’s a passage three kilometers above us that’s filled with air.”

“Three K?” Dave said. “Long way.”

“I’m not trying to fly into another external fissure,” Terence replied. “We bore a way up; the Álogo suit can do that. It’ll take a few hours.”

“That’s optimistic,” Elsbeth said. “And what if the Risitch have sensors listening out for someone trying to do this?”

“After six thousand years alone? They’ll welcome us as their new gods.”

“I’m calling bullshit on that!”

“Yeah. If they’ve got that kind of warning array, bang goes any kind of covert mission. But don’t worry; the Álogo suit can cope with a few Risitch. So can your armor.”

“Famous last words.”

Terence chuckled and ordered the suit to start excavating. Mechcells parted to allow a couple of small weapons units to rise. They applied molecular dislocator muzzles to the surface. A cascade of black snow spewed out to pour around the Álogo suit, like a rerun of the tunneling on Red Quar. He tried not to think about the similarity.
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THE AEACUS CI sent an alert directly into Vanilda’s mind. Despite all the training her dad had given her, she still wasn’t used to a neural interface. It was creepy having routines that weren’t her own thoughts slithering around inside her skull. In fact, she didn’t understand how anyone could ever get used to such a thing.

However … it had its uses. Speed, for one thing. Her own thoughts took a moment to comprehend what she was seeing.

The iceteroid was a hundred kilometers distant. Beyond it, a thermal point was visible, flying straight for a rendezvous.

“Mum!”

“I see it,” Jimena replied.

“It’s the Lestari, isn’t it?”

“Yes. At least, I hope so. We really don’t need any more hostiles out here. But, damn, their timing really sucks. We only needed a few more hours.”

They watched it resolve—a cylindrical life support module sixty meters long, swathed in girders that secured it to a pair of massive linear fusion rockets, with tubes two hundred forty meters long.

It finished up holding position five kilometers short of the iceteroid. The Aeacus adjusted its position slightly to keep it in full view.

“Definitely the Lestari,” Vanilda said. “No other Traveler Dynasty in the Crown Dominion has anything like it. I think Finn and Ellie chartered it once to find the Diligent’s ZPZ generator.”

“And we know Liliana is on board; probably Toše, too. Josias told us that much. I expect they’ll have a mercenary team with them, given what your father said about the Risitch clan guarding this place.”

“What do we do?”

“Wait and see what they do.”

“We know what they’re going to do, Mum. They’re here for the Crystal Gun. Liliana will go in, with Toše and whoever else she hired. Dad will have to fight again.” Vanilda couldn’t stand the idea of that happening. The odds of him not getting hurt were lower each time.

“You understand what the alternative is, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Vanilda admitted.

“And …?”

“We have to blow them out of space.”

“That means killing them, without warning.”

“I know.”

“Okay, then. I’ll give the order.”

Vanilda put her hand back on the contact bulb and accepted the sensor data. The iceteroid and the Lestari blossomed into her mind again.

“Target the Lestari,” her mother told the CI.

“Unable to comply.”

“What? Why not?

“You do not have fire authority.”

“I have full command authority. Target the Lestari.”

“You have flight and systems command authority. Only Makaio-Faraji has fire authority.”

“No,” Vanilda said indignantly. “That’s not right. When we were in the Capo Frois system, Dad ordered you to fire on Twenty-Three Squadron.”

“Fire authority came from Makaio-Faraji.”

“No, it didn’t. He’s dead.”

“Neural pattern code was confirmed. Identity: Makaio-Faraji.”

“Did you see him on board when the code was given to you? It was Dad. We need you to take out the Lestari.”

“Fire authority requires Makaio-Faraji’s neural pattern code.”

“Asteria’s arse.” Vanilda stared at her mother in bewilderment. “Makaio-Faraji must have given Dad some kind of special weapons code.”

“That makes sense, I suppose,” her mother said uncertainly. “The weapons on this ship can do a lot of damage. There have to be safeguards built in.”

“What if we’re attacked?” Vanilda demanded. “Can you open fire then?”

“Defense protocol allows for that scenario.”

“The Lestari is hostile. If they knew we were here, they’d shoot us. Pre-empt that assault on us.”

“We are not currently under attack.”

“We will be soon.”

“Situational analysis determines our darkflight mode is effective. The Lestari sensors have not detected us.”

“You can’t know that for certain. Just shoot them.”

“Fire authority requires Makaio-Faraji’s neural pattern code.”

Vanilda looked around the big lounge as if there were an answer somewhere inside. After all, the archon’s starship had so many incredible abilities … “List what non-lethal actions you can take against the Lestari that my code can activate.”

She hadn’t been expecting quite such a large number of procedures. It took several minutes to review them all. “That one,” she said, her mind bringing the system to the forefront of her perception. “Exactly what is the digital command burn?”

“Microdrone infiltration of the designated ship’s structure, commencing with physical violation of exterior data fibers. A secure lnc will be force-established, allowing me to burn into its command routines.”

“What sort of control would that give us over the Lestari?”

“I predict: total. The Lestari network lacks advanced secure routines. Burn success predicted: one hundred percent.”

“And if it is, will you allow me to turn everything off—okay, apart from basic life support? I’ll keep them alive, I promise.”

“Confirmed. You are permitted to recode all Lestari systems and deactivate them.”

“Do it!” Vanilda smiled at her mother. “We’ll just turn it into an inert jail until Dad’s finished his mission. He can decide what to do with them when he gets back.”

Her mother’s smile faded. “What’s that?”

Vanilda quickly ran through the sensor feeds. A small spherical shuttlecraft had launched from the Lestari. It was heading straight for the iceteroid.

“Can you burn into that craft before it reaches the iceteroid?” she asked the CI.

“Negative. We are too far away for microdrone interception to be complete before the shuttle reaches the iceteroid.”

“Asteria’s arse. Launch the microdrones. At least get us control over the Lestari.”




CHAPTER THIRTY

TERENCE HAD TO admit he hadn’t expected it to take five hours to cut through the ice. And judging by the comments of his companions, neither had they. He hadn’t actually heard Dave speak so many words since he’d come on board. And no, it wouldn’t have been simpler just to use a small nuke to blast a hole deep enough to reach the passages above like Gyvoy had done in Dokatu. For all it was supercold, the iceteroid was just that: ice. A nuke could shatter it—maybe. Or maybe not. He certainly wasn’t going to take that chance.

So … five hours and thirty-two minutes after beginning, the Álogo suit was within five meters of the passageway. It had cut the last fifty meters in an S-bend, which had filled up with the grains of ice liberated by the molecular dislocator muzzles. Elsbeth had used her suit lasers to melt them. The water had immediately refrozen and now formed a plug across the tunnel.

“Stand by,” Terence told them. He could actually see the passageway. It was filled with a soft blue-green radiance he suspected was bioluminescent in origin. Whatever, it shone through the intervening wall of ice.

The Álogo suit changed its angle slightly, coming at the passageway horizontally. Terence reduced the dislocator’s power level and slowed the rate he was cutting through.

“Quick question,” Elsbeth asked. “Did you check if the passageway is actually big enough to take the Álogo suit?”

“Yes! Remember, my suit can change shape. Yours can’t. If a passageway can fit you, it can certainly fit me. Besides, the Risitch are bigger than an Imperial Celestial. All the passageways are large enough for us to use.”

“Smart analysis,” Dave said. As always there was no inflection in the Silicate’s voice, but Terence recognized sarcasm when he heard it.

The dislocator broke through, producing a twenty-centimeter hole. Air hissed out, filling the tunnel Terence had cut. It took a couple of minutes to equalize the pressure. Terence didn’t bother with the dislocator; the Álogo suit simply pushed through, shattering the remaining ice.

He’d been right about the light source. The passageway was webbed in a tubular fungus that glowed a pale cyan. As he stood in the center, the floor curved gently upward on either side of him; he could see several hundred meters in both directions.

“Which way?” Elsbeth asked as she came through.

Terence studied the diagram his sensors had produced of the iceteroid’s habitable sections. “Left,” he said. “There’s a junction with a passage that goes upward.”

“Lead on.”

“Dave, keep rear watch.”

The Silicate was busy stripping off his spacesuit. “Confirm.”

“Aren’t you cold?” The suit was telling him the temperature was minus seventy-five.

“I good.”

The Álogo suit took a form approaching an eight-legged crocodile and cantered down the passageway, its sides almost touching the walls. Elsbeth’s suit dropped several spy drones out of its silo and the little mech insects zoomed on ahead.

“Movement,” she announced a minute later. “Three hundred meters, something coming this way. Large.”

Terence knew they were never going to reach the big sea chamber in the center of the iceteroid without meeting at least one Risitch. But a man can always dream …

“Oh, crap,” Elsbeth said. “That’s a Risitch? I am real glad I am in armor. Uh, there’s more than one.”

“I see them,” Terence said.

The Risitch came into view along the passageway. The one in front had a hominoid profile, although it was four meters tall and covered with long fur that’d probably been white at some point. Its neck and shoulders were invisible beneath a thick mane, leaving a small portion of its face visible. Large round eyes were set in brown, heavily creased skin. Fingers and toes were only just visible protruding from its raggedy fur. They were both clawlike, with sharp black keratin tips that provided it with excellent traction on the ice. Terence could actually see ice chips spurting out from the impact points as the fearsome Changeling bounded forward. He didn’t even know how many there were; the passageway had become a wall of angry fur charging at them. The suit’s external mic picked up a mangled roaring sound.

“I’m not sure my suit can cope with hand-to-hand combat,” Elsbeth said in a shaky voice. “Not with them.”

The oncoming Risitch were bellowing even louder.

“Behind us,” Dave said.

Terence checked the drone feed. Another pack of Risitch was approaching from the rear. “Asteria’s arse!”

“We have to shoot,” Elsbeth cried out.

Terence wasn’t going to argue. The Álogo suit deployed a weapons unit. He fired a kinetic bullet, aiming ten meters in front of the leading Risitch. A fountain of ice fragments smashed upward, but the Risitch just kept on coming.

Terence almost felt bad about shooting. Almost. He raised the unit’s aim and put two bullets into the slavering Risitch at the front of the pack. Its whole body distorted as the detonating bullets ruptured its organs. Blood squirted out of rips that opened amid the fur. The corpse crashed to the ice, skidding along. The ones behind ran over the top of it without slowing. Some of them were waving glowing powerblades about.

“Crap. Okay, Dave, Elsbeth, take out the pack behind us. I’ll stop these ones.” Terence fired another dozen bullets, wincing at the carnage. The Risitch died quickly as they were torn apart. Bodies tumbled down, forming a blood-drenched barricade. Behind him Dave and Elsbeth were firing continually, producing the same devastating effect. Thirty seconds later the charge had stopped, leaving them standing between two mounds of bodies.

“Goddess damn you,” Terence shouted. “We didn’t want this. Okay, it’s another kilometer to the fork in the passageway; we keep pressing forward. Even these morons must understand they can’t stop us now.”

The Álogo suit thinned out, its forward tip lifting up to the roof so it could worm its way over the bodies. The sensors picked up something coming the other way. A sphere of metal a meter and a half in diameter, covered in a rust rash. The two Risitch pushing it were straining hard; it was that heavy. It reached the top of the bodies and slithered about on the blood as it rolled forward, dropping onto the ice.

Terence retreated fast and focused his sensors on it. The sphere was the same temperature as the air and had no electrical activity whatsoever. There was no magnetic field, no power source, no electromagnetic emission in any spectrum. “Huh?”

“Back here,” Dave said.

Another identical sphere was pushed over the macabre stack of dead Risitch behind them. It rolled along for a couple of meters and stopped. Again, sensors could find no powered activity of any kind.

Terence kept his optical sensors focused on the one in front, unsure what to do next.

“Ticking,” Dave said.

“Excuse me?” Elsbeth asked.

“Sound. Ticking.”

Terence ordered another sensor unit to the surface of the Álogo suit. Sure enough, it picked up a ticking sound—two ticking sounds. One from each sphere.

“What’s making that noise?” Elsbeth asked.

“Motor?” Dave said.

“But they don’t have any power source or circuitry,” Terence insisted. “They’re completely inert.”

The ticking stopped.

“Ohshit.”

Both spheres exploded.
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TOŠE HAD ALMOST forgotten how good it felt to put on an armor suit. The last year—wasted, in his opinion—had been spent traveling around the Capo Frois system. First to offload Bensath and their cargo of antimatter to the Cybele’s Eagle. Then there was another rendezvous, this time with the Vaakde, a Traveler starship out of Malakbel, to pick up the four-strong mercenary team: Valarsha, Euheri, Zi-Ichi, and Rysh-twelve. They’d been recruited years ago on Lidon, back when Liliana was having the Infinite Totality shell constructed—a team used by several Traveler dynasties for missions that required a high level of on-planet protection.

After that the Lestari flew slow transfer trajectories, dropping off secure monitor satellites to observe the starship traffic at all the Gates of Heaven in the system. Liliana had spent most of that time in her cabin, and when she did emerge, she had only one state of mind: anger. She didn’t say much to Toše, but she was furious with Gyvoy, who had been outwitted somehow by Josias. The Man Who Walked on Old Earth had managed to fire him off the Arcadia’s Moon in an escape pod.

“How?” a bewildered Toše had asked.

“Because that’s what happens when you leave an idiot like my brother in charge.”

“You should’ve let me take care of Josias when I had the chance. I did tell you. Many times.”

“Bragging about your hindsight is not endearing. We needed Josias at that point. However, should your paths ever cross again, please feel free to do your worst.”

Toše knew Gyvoy had joined up with other teams from Human Liberation. They’d tried to catch Josias and Finn on Janton-Io, which had resulted in Dokatu getting nuked. Toše thoroughly approved of that. If you were going to kill someone, don’t go about it half-arsed. They didn’t vaporize the tricky little bastard, though. Instead, the weirdest thing ever happened: the planet’s bracelet lit up and streaked away into interstellar space.

If Liliana knew what’d happened, she didn’t tell him. And no one else on board understood. So that just left watching the ships again, seeing the Arcadia’s Moon and the Diligent go through the ingress Gate for JK67b—which was a moment of pure frustration.

Nothing else interesting happened for months. By then they were keeping station close to the Izamere ingress Gate, though Liliana didn’t tell them why. Finally the three Crown Dominion queens turned up with their fleets, and Bensath actually did it. He blew up a Gate of Heaven. Everybody on board stopped what they were doing and watched the incredible sensor images of the micro-nova. Captain Uzoma wouldn’t let them go into the observation cupola to see it with their eyes.

“The cupola doesn’t have radiation shielding anything close to good enough,” she told them. “You’d be dead in a day from that level of exposure.”

An hour later, they were flying through the Gateway and into the Hoa Quinzu system. That was when Liliana finally told him what he and the mercs would be doing.

“I always thought the Crystal Gun was another batshit crazy Centauri Cluster myth,” Toše admitted.

“Well, it’s not. So you need to get yourself fitter; you haven’t been doing nearly enough free-fall exercises.”

That’s when his memory of the flight out to the iceteroid grew a little hazy. He knew it’d taken months, but he’d obviously spent so much time on physical training to get back into shape that the days had become one long blur of routine: eat, train, weapons practice, train, tactical review and planning, eat, sleep.

It was worth it, for now here he was in the armor suit that’d been upgraded the last time they’d visited Lidon. Crammed into the Lestari’s little shuttle craft with the four mercenaries and Liliana, who was piloting them across the short gap.

Accessing the external sensors, he watched them fly into one of the iceteroid’s largest fissures. Tight beams of light stabbed out from the craft as they accelerated to match the iceteroid’s rotation.

Their speed slowed, and the shuttle craft rose up level with a broad ledge. Liliana eased them forward and lowered the landing struts.

All six of them gathered on the ledge, illuminated by the dazzling beams of the shuttlecraft. Their shadows were cast onto the smooth ice cliff ahead. Dull metal shapes glinted inside the ice.

“Thought so,” Liliana said as a violet laser fan from her shoulder module played over the surface. “There’s been plenty of ice creep in here. Just goes to show, even at this temperature nothing is perfectly stable.”

Since he saw her put it on, Toše had been envious of the boss’s armor. It was bulkier than his, but seemed more flexible, slicker somehow, and his was the best Lidon armory techs could provide. Not for the first time he wondered where it came from. “Glacial speed,” he told her, grinning in his helmet.

“Don’t do that.”

Still smiling inside his helmet, he used his suit sensors to build a picture of what lay underneath. “That has to be an airlock,” he said. “Some kind of cargo hatch? It’s more than five meters in diameter.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about cargo,” Liliana told him. “Okay, melt a path to it.”

Euheri and Zi-Ichi opened fire with their lasers. A broad patch began to melt, a few droplets trickling down at first, refreezing almost instantly once they reached the ledge. The drops turned to small runnels, which began to flow faster, sending slushy dendrites out across the floor. Tenuous white vapor swirled around before being siphoned away down the fissure. The flow became a small waterfall, gushing around their feet, and almost reaching the edge before turning back into ice.

Five minutes later, the circular airlock was exposed.

“No power showing anywhere,” Rysh-twelve complained. “We can’t open it.”

“So cut it,” Liliana told them.

Valarsha walked forward, long glowing blades extending from both forearms. She stabbed them into the ancient metal. Once the blades punctured it, the metal began to shatter from the stress. It took less than a minute for her to create a hole wide enough for them to walk through.

Toše had been surprised no air had come gusting out. “Is it all dead inside, do you think?” he asked.

“No,” Liliana said. “The iceteroid is slightly too warm for an object this far from the star. The Crystal Gun is still functional; the heat is coming from its fusion generators. The same heat that keeps the Risitch alive, ironically.”

Toše played his helmet lights over the chamber inside. It was twenty meters long, the first of two separate chambers whose metal walls were covered in frost that twinkled in the beams. There was a hatch in the middle that was open, hinged back against the wall. The chamber on the other side was identical to the first.

“Asteria, how primitive is this place?” Toše asked. “Is that hatch manual?”

“Looks like it,” Liliana said. Her helmet beams had found a big lock wheel in the middle of the hatch. “Okay, warm it up. Let’s see if we can close it.”

It took a lot of laser fire, showers of water spluttering off the hatch, and three of the suits with their muscles amped up to maximum, but they gradually pushed the hatch shut. Toše could only just reach the spokes radiating out of the lock wheel. He tried to shift it, but it didn’t budge. Tried harder. The metal bar broke off, sending him staggering back. “Fucker!”

“Don’t bother with it,” Liliana said. “If we open the next hatch, the air pressure will force it shut, which will seal any gap.”

Toše examined the innermost hatch. It was a duplicate of the one they’d just closed. “It’s warmer,” he said. “Just a few degrees. But there’s air behind it. We need to find out how to equalize the pressure.”

“No, we’ve spent enough time on this,” Liliana said. “Blow the hatch.”

“Boss?”

“You heard.”

“Okay.” He told his suit to launch a proton-boosted grenade.

The hatch was thick, but the extreme cold made it vulnerable. The explosion shattered a wide hole in it. Splinters of metal whirled outward, admitting a blast of air. Several shards clanged against Toše’s armor, and he suddenly heard the howling gas, increasing in volume—then abruptly ending as the pressure equalized. He gave the mid-chamber door a quick nervous check. It was holding.

They walked through the broken hatch into a broad, gloomy passageway cut through the ice. Dusky blue-green light came from a thick filigree of lichen fibers smothering the walls.

“We need to find a route upward,” Liliana said. “Move out.”

Valarsha and Zi-Ichi took point; Liliana and Toše followed a few paces behind them, leaving Euheri and Rysh-twelve as rearguard. Spy drones slipped out of Valarsha’s armor to scout ahead. After they’d gone twenty meters, Toše took the concluder out of the case slung over his back.

“Really?” Liliana asked. She sounded amused rather than skeptical.

“Best gun I’ve ever owned, boss. It’s Remnant Era tech, it never misses a target, and these bullets can puncture any armor. If we hit any trouble, this’ll get us out clean.” The three triangulation drones he’d got customized back in Santa Rosa launched out of the bottom of the case and soared along the passageway. Their imagery feed opened in his helmet’s tactical display. The empty passageway just kept going forever in front of them.

Five minutes past the airlock and they came to a junction. The scout drones showed another junction farther down the left-hand passageway. They set off along it. Not long after they started up the rising passageway, there was a rumbling sound that seemed to come from behind and above. Toše’s suit sensors told him the ice itself was shaking.

“Did the airlock hatch just fail?” Rysh-twelve asked uneasily as he scanned back down the passageway.

“No,” Liliana replied confidently. “If it had we’d feel the air blowing out. That was … very like an explosion somewhere inside.”

Toše checked his tactical display. None of the drones could detect any movement, nor the kind of thermal source a Risitch would generate.

“Speed this up,” Liliana ordered.

They started to jog along the passageway.

“Navigation puts us seven kilometers below the axis,” Liliana said. “And this passageway is going up at a miserably shallow angle. We’ll have to use the vertical shafts.”

Toše did the one thing he knew he was never supposed to do. He asked that question: “How do you know there are vertical shafts?”

“I have an original construction file.”

“How did you get—Never mind. So what’s the water for?”

“It’s the ecosystem that keeps the Risitch alive. Some shafts circulate the air. The others circulate water, and the two complement each other. There are marine plants living in the water, which are food for the fish, which the Risitch live off. It also acts as a cooling system for the Crystal Gun. And the air circulates through caverns full of something like moss, which take the CO2 out.”

“Ah, got it, boss. So where are we on the map?”

“The CI is correlating.”

“So do we climb—” He stopped as his tactical display showed him lnc transmissions. They were weak—naturally, given the thickness of ice around him—and the few pulses the suit caught had high-level encryption. “Are you seeing that?” he whispered.

“Yes. And if we can detect them, they can detect us.”

“Crap. You think Terence Wilson-Fletcher is here? We know the Aeacus is somewhere in the Hoa Quinzu system.”

“I am forced to consider the possibility, yes.”

“Goddess, that’s another one I should’ve taken out when I had the chance. He was standing right next to Makaio-Faraji.”

“Stop wasting time thinking what could have been. If Terence and his people are here, they cannot be allowed to reach the Crystal Gun ahead of us.”

“Do you think that explosion was them?”

“Unknown, but given the circumstances, quite likely.”

“Then what were they blasting? Do you think—” The spy drone feed showed him a thermal source in the passageway three hundred meters ahead. Several thermal sources. Toše stopped moving. “Risitch,” he said. The look of the big Changelings made him very glad he was in his armor suit. Though even that wasn’t a certainty—not against the hulking Changelings he was seeing.

“They only seem to have powerblades,” Liliana said. “We do have to get past them. Toše, you’re on.”

“Oh, I got this, boss,” Toše said happily. He ordered the triangulation drones forward. They locked on to the pack of Risitch, and he brought the concluder rifle up. Target graphics slid into his tactical display. The lead Risitch had stopped, sniffing the air. Asteria, can it smell us? Three Risitch behind it were pushing something along—a metal ball, a meter and a half in diameter.

“What is that?” Valarsha asked.

“I have no idea,” Liliana replied.

The Risitch gave the metal ball a last shove. It started rolling down the slope, picking up speed.

“That’s got to be a weapon,” Zi-Ichi said. A shoulder-mounted magrifle deployed from his suit and pointed along the empty passageway in expectation.

“Whatever it is, I don’t like it,” Toše said. He moved the targeting graphics to the ball. It was two hundred seventy meters away, still out of direct line of sight. The triangulation drones were tracking it perfectly. Bizarrely, his mind was imagining this to be some aggressive variant on Risitch bowling, with humans as the skittles.

Toše selected a boosted-explosive projectile. Confirmed the trajectory curve. No need to compensate for wind.

Fired.

“I don’t—” Liliana began.

There was a split second of nothing as the hypersonic bullet was in flight. The triangulation drones showed Toše the ball’s metal shell distorting from the impact an instant before it exploded.

Bright light flared down the passageway, followed by a massive shock wave. All six armor suits went tumbling painfully along the floor as a gout of flame speared through the air, enveloping them. As quickly as it had appeared, the flame was snatched back, leaving them in utter darkness. The bioluminescent webbing was now a tornado of blackened ash eddying about.

“You fucking ignorant human turd!” Liliana shouted.

“I didn’t know,” Toše protested sullenly. “Who the fuck uses chemical explosives? Josias Aponi? It’s his era.”

“Asteria, I cannot wait until we Evolve you. In this form, you’re all just a complete waste of biomass.”

“Huh?” His helmet lights came on, sweeping around. There was no contact with any drones. He dropped two out of a leg silo. They raced away into the darkness.

The bomb had shattered huge sections of the passageway walls, resulting in an avalanche of chunks spilling along the sloping floor. Toše looked at the skittering ice through the drone sensors. There was no sign of the Risitch. Not any intact ones anyway. Torn flesh and fur made up a quantity of the rubble. Big slabs of sharp-edged ice were still falling from the cavity blasted into the passageway ceiling.

Why are fragments still falling?

“Back,” Liliana ordered. “Fall back now!”

A powerful jet of water slammed down out of the broken ceiling. “Uh-oh.” Toše turned, ready to run.

The blast hole collapsed in a violent burst of ice slabs and water. Then more water—a vast foaming column under extreme pressure expanding fast. It gushed across the entire passageway in seconds, shunting the jagged ice in front of it, and charged toward Toše like a tsunami.
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TERENCE DIDN’T HAVE time to instruct the Álogo suit. Its response to the explosions was immediate and automatic; the mechcells formed themselves into a curved shape and locked.

The tunnel walls shattered, sending broad angular lumps falling all around the suit, blocking the sensor units. He could feel it, though, shaking the cab he was encased in. The grinding and scraping of ice battering the Álogo was louder than the Risitch war cry as they charged.

It went on for some indefinable, overlong time. Terence was starting to get worried they would wind up entombed.

“Elsbeth? Dave?”

“Asteria’s arse,” Elsbeth spluttered. “Are they crazy? They’re destroying their own home.”

“I know. Maybe they didn’t realize.”

“I good,” Dave said.

The Álogo suit tracked the origin of their lnc signal. Elsbeth was a couple of meters from the tapering end of his suit, with Dave three meters beyond that, but higher.

“Can either of you move?” he asked.

“Little bit,” Elsbeth said. “But I’m not sure I can dig myself out. This ice is tight around me. I’ll probably have to melt my way out.”

“Pinned down,” Dave said.

Terence didn’t like to think how much weight was piled on top of the Silicate to immobilize him. “I’m not sure using a laser on the ice is a good idea,” he said. “Hang on. I’m going to see what the Álogo can do.”

The ice confining him was a complete jumble, but it was all big blocks, so there were irregular gaps between them. Below him, where the suit had curved in the middle, it’d created an open space. Asteria, this suit knows what it’s doing. The problem with being entombed, as anyone caught in a landslide knew, was that to tunnel out, you needed a space to put all the mass you had to dislodge.

Mechcells started to rearrange themselves, turning the end into a serpentine tentacle, with a tip that started to grind its way through the chunks to reach Elsbeth.

“Wow,” she said. “Forget going back to Red Quar for the ZPZ generator after this. I want me an Álogo suit.”

The suit started digging with the frenzy of a dog going for a bone, creating a gap for Elsbeth to crawl down until she was in the cavity beneath the bulk of the mechcells. Then it was Dave’s turn.

“I’m going to dig us out at the front,” Terence told them. “This time I’m using the molecular dislocators, so we’ll have to keep shoveling the grains behind us as we go.”

“Do it,” Dave said.

It was a lot worse than when he tunneled up to the first passageway. The grains were clammy, sticking together rather than flowing easily. Then five minutes after they started, the suit picked up secure lncs somewhere close. The signal was intermittent.

“Are you receiving those lncs?” Terence asked.

“Yeah, they keep dropping out.” Elsbeth sighed. “My suit can’t decrypt them, though. There are five or six sources.”

“Toše and Liliana,” Dave said. “Plus backup.”

“I expect so,” Terence agreed. “Asteria’s arse!”

He wanted to get the Álogo suit to speed up, but that could dislodge the precarious ice chunks they were worming their way through. Just stay calm. Frantic is not the answer here.

“Do you think the Risitch are waiting with more of those bombs?” Elsbeth asked.

“Hope not. That’d seriously slow us down.”

“That’s your worry?”

“Right now, I—” He stopped as the suit picked up a surge of vibrations. The lumps of ice they were burrowing through creaked as they shook. Another bomb had gone off somewhere not too far away.

“Keep going,” Dave said.

Terence exhaled and told the suit to do just that. At the same time, he rearranged its internal structure, sending several weapons units as close to the front as he could without interrupting the excavation. “Okay, big question, was that detonation being deployed against us or Liliana and Toše?”

“Them,” Dave said.

“He’s right,” Elsbeth said. “That wasn’t close enough to be aimed at us. And we’re due some luck.”

That bothered Terence more than he was ever going to admit. We cannot depend on luck. Not now. Not for this.

Makaio-Spirit fixed him with a mournful stare. “Then you need to stop being you. The stakes are too high. If you genuinely want to stop the Mara Yama, you have to be ruthless.”

Terence clenched his jaw and wished the old archon gone. Two minutes later the first dislocator muzzle cleared the heap of broken ice. The Álogo suit surged out as if powered by his anger alone, flinging big splinters of ice in every direction. Elsbeth and Dave hurried out into the passageway. Terence had to switch to light amplification for his display. So much of the bioluminescent web had been shredded by the blast it was as if the blackness of space had flooded in.

“Spy drones,” Terence said.

Elsbeth sent five whizzing off down the passageway. It was another hundred meters before the bioluminescence regained its usual level.

Terence put a seismic sensor to the wall. The vibrations it picked up were different, more powerful. The amount of movement inside the iceteroid had increased by an order of magnitude. “What the hell? Oh crap, I think there’s been a breach. That other bomb we heard has broken one of the channels that carries water around.”

“How bad?” Elsbeth asked anxiously.

“Large flow rate, so unless they’ve got internal pressure hatches, it’s going to flood a lot of passageways.”

“So what do you want to do? Are we going to race up to the Crystal Gun, or do we take out Liliana and her people first?”

“I’m not creeping around in here hoping things work out,” Terence said abruptly. “That’s what we’ve been doing for too long. We’re here to get the Crystal Gun, so we go for the Crystal Gun. The Risitch know we’re here, so we don’t try and avoid them. We cut a hole straight through them. If Liliana tries to stop us, we nuke her.”

“Good plan,” Dave said.

Terence studied the schematic of passageways and caverns. “Five hundred meters along here to the next junction, take the left-hand passageway. There’s a big vertical shaft, connecting a lot of caverns on the way up. It’s the closest thing we have to a direct route up to the sea.”

“Hell. Okay.”

They started off down the passageway at a fast run. Up ahead, the spy drones found a pack of Risitch coming toward them. The Changelings were using their arms in a knuckle-run gait. It looked ungainly, but they were moving fast. Most were carrying powerblades.

“No,” Terence said. “No more of this crap.” The Álogo suit fired a dozen urchin grenades. They streaked off down the passageway.

The Risitch must have sensed them coming. They slowed their pace and looked around. Some even raised their arms, as if to ward off whatever was coming. It was no use.

The urchin grenades were the size of a human fist. Terence chose them because their detonation wasn’t explosive; he didn’t want to inflict any further damage on the passageway.

They activated just above the heads of the Risitch. Each of the grenades erupted in perfect silence, taking milliseconds to slam out a hundred slender, jet-black, three-meter-long needles in every direction. For the first second after activation, the surface molecules of every needle were in the same violent state as a powerblade. They sliced through matted fur, skin, bone, muscle, organ tissue, and ice without any resistance. After that, they reverted to inert matter. So many of them detonating in such a confined space created a dense intersection of interlocking needles, across the passageway, impaling each Risitch at least thirty times. The fact that the needle was also embedded deeply in the walls meant the corpses were locked together motionless, creating an impassable barrier of spikes and gore. Long rivulets of blood ran down the bodies and barbs, pooling across the floor.

“Sweet Asteria,” Elsbeth grunted. “I’ve never actually seen them in use before.”

“Effective,” Dave said.

“Let’s go,” Terence told them

Two minutes later they were at the entrance to a cavern a hundred fifty meters wide. Long ice spikes protruded from floor and ceiling alike, almost meeting. For an instant, Terence hesitated before maneuvering the Álogo suit inside. He imagined this is what it would be like walking into the fanged mouth of a Lidon earthdragon, left here as the Crystal Gun’s final guardian. Elsbeth and Dave seemed equally reluctant to follow him.

The spikes were all covered in a thick layer of moss, their stiff bristly setas tipped with a lantern-like pod that radiated a red-hewed light. They were a lot brighter than the webbing along the passageway outside.

He could see another opening on the far side, which led to the vertical shaft. Spy drones spread out, dodging around the ceiling spikes. The Álogo suit started to move across the cavern, swerving sinuously around the ground spikes.

They were halfway across when the spy drones they’d left in the passageway behind detected five armor suits running toward them.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

TOŠE WAS KNOCKED off his feet and pummeled along the passageway floor by the tumbling chunks of ice surfing the crest of the tsunami. In seconds he was completely engulfed by water. The thermal convulsion of water hundreds of degrees warmer than the ice of the passageway resulted in the surface shattering into long shards that were immediately snatched up within the dangerous maelstrom.

His lnc cut in and out, slashing apart the words and cries of his companions.

“Junction in thirty meters,” Liliana said. “Take it.”

He wanted to yell back: How? Stubborn pride overrode the impulse. “Okay, boss.” He extended the powerblades in both forearms. A dense foam of bubbles erupted around both of them as they tried to smash water molecules apart. His manic whirling made it hard to orient; the visor display informed him it was pumping anti-emetics into his bloodstream. Finally he managed to focus on the alignment graphic for long enough and slammed a powerblade into the crumbling floor of the passageway. It spat out another fierce plume of bubbles as it sliced along, acting like an ineffective anchor. Toše switched it off. The inert blade came to an immediate halt, so jarring he thought his arm would come out of its shoulder socket; only the suit’s support kept it in place.

The water was still roaring past, bringing lethal splinters of ice scything along with it. A couple hit him, triggering red warnings in his display, an impact like being punched by an Awakened kangaroo in some bare-knuckle cage fight.

He stabbed the other blade into the ice and switched its power off. Between them, they held him in place. So he switched the first one back on, and let the force of the water slice it along through the ice. Switched it back off, and repeated the maneuver with the second blade, using them like climbing hammers to traverse his way across the passageway. It took another minute of this excruciating choreography to get him level with the junction. Somewhere in his mind he’d been assuming the appalling torrent would have ended by now. But if anything, the power of the current was increasing.

The churn around the junction was kicking up amber stress warnings across the visor’s status display. He ignored them simply because he had no choice. He pulled himself around the acute edge of the junction, and the flow changed abruptly, pushing him away from the main passageway. He let it take him. Less than a minute later the depth of the water had lowered. Valarsha and Zi-Ichi were floundering about next to him, struggling to regain their footing. Eventually the three of them hurried out of the water. It kept following them, rising up the sloped passageway.

Liliana was standing in front of them, hands on hips. Her armor suit was different than before. Its surface had changed from the same matte black as his to a shimmering gray that was hard to see. The profile was different, too. It seemed to have shrunk down, as if it’d jettisoned some internal systems. He couldn’t imagine what. The layer of frost that was forming over his suit was absent on hers, although the surface was steaming.

“I will say this just once,” she said. “We are in a habitat made out of ice. Do not use explosives again—no grenades, no mines. Understand? I cannot risk shattering any more sections before we reach the center. Combat is to be conducted using beam weapons and blades alone.”

“Got it,” Toše muttered, wishing he didn’t feel six years old again.

“Where’s your concluder rifle?” she asked.

“Here,” Toše told her contentedly. How he’d managed to hang on to it in the anarchic water he had no idea.

“Finally, you’re some use.”

“Uh, thanks.”

“It appears we’ve lost Euheri. Help Rysh-twelve.”

Toše and Zi-Ichi hurried back to the water where Rysh-twelve was crawling out. His left leg was at a disturbing angle, the knee casing dinted where something had struck it. They hauled him upright.

“Have your suit realign that,” Liliana ordered. “I need you at full capacity.”

“Boss, that—” Rysh-twelve began.

“Do it!”

Toše sucked down a breath, wincing as he watched the suit muscles correct Rysh-twelve’s leg, rotating it until it was back to normal. Rysh-twelve screamed so loudly the suit manager had to reduce his volume.

“My suit’s re-acquired the other teams’ lnc,” Liliana said. “They’re heading for a vertical air circulation shaft. Move out.”

She started running up the passageway. Drones raced on ahead of her. Toše realized the black water had risen over his ankles and he started to follow Liliana. “How are the meds?” he asked on a private lnc.

“Starting to kick in,” Rysh-twelve whimpered. “I can feel blood pooling around my foot.”

“The suit will’ve cauterized the wound by now.”

“Yeah. What happened to Euheri?”

“No idea. Look, I’ve worked with the boss before, okay? She knows what she’s doing.”

Rysh-twelve’s only answer was a barked laugh.

Their drones detected another set of drones hovering in the middle of the passageway, fifty meters from a big cavern.

“It has to be Terence Wilson-Fletcher,” Liliana said. “Those drones are Celestial-made. They’ll be wearing Celestial armor, too. Toše, you’re on.”

“My pleasure.”
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TERENCE LOST THE LNCS from the four drones in the passageway in quick succession. “They’ll be here any second,” he warned. “Remember, no serious grenades; we can’t risk collapsing this cavern. Stick to energy beams for as long as you can.”

“Will do,” Elsbeth replied.

“Confirm,” Dave said.

They were using the ice spikes bristling up from the floor as cover, waiting twenty meters from the entrance to the vertical shaft. Terence had been tempted to rush into it and try to get to the top, but that was kilometers above, which would leave them totally exposed if they’d tried to fly up.

Twenty spy drones lurking among the ceiling spikes covered the entrance from the passageway. He knew he was going to be the primary target—the Álogo suit’s size made that inevitable—so he’d spread the mechcells about among a tall cluster of spikes. Several weapons units were active and pointing at the entrance.

It started with a chaff barrage. A cyclone of thick static-charged black smoke slammed out of the entrance, concealing electronic warfare emitters within its impenetrable haze. A flock of drones no bigger than gnats zipped out of the smoke. Dave and Elsbeth shot them before they got more than five meters. Elsbeth was in a Celestial armor suit, so Terence wasn’t surprised by her accuracy, but Dave was using his own X-ray laser rifle. The Silicate didn’t miss anything.

The chaff cloud distended, and two horizontal whirls of malevolent smoke surged halfway across the cavern, spitting out a kinetic barrage in the approximate direction of Elsbeth and Dave. Ice spikes erupted around them in cascade fountains of scintillating powder. Terence targeted the two smoke plumes as they rushed forward, hitting them with high-power gamma lasers. The cavern’s ceiling spikes behind them ruptured into blasts of steam, their moss covering flaring into intense blue-white flames. Two Lidon-made armor suits cartwheeled out of the collapsing mini tornadoes. Elsbeth directed a fusillade of X-ray laser shots at one. It began to disintegrate as it fell, scattering shredded artificial muscle strands onto the upward-pointing spikes below.

A group of the Álogo suit’s mechcells ruptured, their shards crackling with purple static snarls. “What the fuck?” Terence blurted. Another cluster burst apart, close to a weapons unit. Sensors tracked the hypervelocity kinetic that’d struck him. He almost released a missile cluster toward the cavern entrance where it’d come from. Managed to resist. But he knew the exact type of gun that unleashed such deadly precision. “Toše!” he bellowed. And there was Lućia’s face smiling down from the cavern’s ceiling, her voice urgent, dedicated, professional as she told him she was moving through the Santa Rosa tower’s capsule, searching for Toše.

The Álogo suit let loose a huge volley of kinetics above the mercenary, chewing through the ice, smashing the roots of the spikes apart, sending tons thundering down. And the Álogo suit powered forward toward the glittering torrent.

Another concluder round destroyed a few more mechcells. Terence snarled a laugh inside the cab. At this rate it would take a month for the mercenary to destroy every mechcell he’d brought with him. Unless he hits a weapons unit. The concluder was the one weapon that could do it. Terence contracted the Álogo into an ovoid, weapons units retracted deep inside, and hurtled toward the shotorigin. The outer surface of mechcells rippled in fast unison, propelling the mass forward, smashing intervening ice spikes apart.

Terence saw Toše stand up. The concluder fired one more shot; the mercenary didn’t even have to stop to aim, the Álogo was so big. Then Toše was running, sprinting for the chaff cloud that still billowed around the passageway entrance. His armor suit amplified each step.

In his mind, Terence stretched out a claw, lunging for the monster who’d lured Lućia to her death—along with the two hundred thirty-seven other innocent humans—all for a Great Game ploy to manipulate opinion across the Crown Dominion. In reality, the Álogo suit extended a pseudopod of mechcells and plucked the sprinting figure off the ground. Toše’s legs carried on pumping wildly in midair.

Terence ripped the long rifle from Toše’s hand, using enough force to pull a couple of fingers off with it. Blood pumped out of the torn gauntlet.

That was it. There was no sermon to preach. No urge to confront Toše face-to-face. He simply brought justice. Or vengeance. Here and now it was one and the same.

The Álogo suit sent seven thick strands of mechcells coiling around the armor suit and exerted its full strength, tearing through the armor segments to rip the body asunder in a spray of snapped bones and ruptured organs. They splattered to the ground, scalding the moss to kill its mellow light.

On the other side of the cavern, Elsbeth and another Lidon armor suit were grappling each other in crude wrestling moves. As a trial of strength, the Lidon suit didn’t stand a chance. Elsbeth lifted it off the ground and slammed it down. Then she was on top of it, arm around her opponent’s neck, and twisting savagely. It ended with a ferocious wrench. Terence was never sure if he actually heard the mercenary’s neck snap or he imagined it.

Not far away from that brawl, Dave and Liliana had found each other. Bright glowing blades were out as they fought a battle royal, whirling with speed and precision to slash and stab and parry. Liliana was using a Cherenkov blade. Every time Dave sliced at it with his powerblade, there was nothing to hit but an insubstantial line of bright light. Then she’d resolidify it, and twist savagely, chopping off a portion of the powerblade. A tactic she kept repeating, hacking it down to a stump.

Elsbeth stood up and shot Liliana’s legs with the entropy siphon weapon they’d acquired in Dokatu. The pale green ghostglobe engulfed her from ankle to thigh, its brightness flickering upward as her suit and flesh aged an eon into dust, and her torso toppled over, still swinging her insubstantial blade wildly.

“I was winning,” Dave protested.

Terence pumped a massive gamma ray pulse into what was left of Liliana, using a power rating high enough to take out a dropship at five kilometers. Her armor turned incandescent as it dissolved into a charred lump at the center of a rampaging column of steam. “You were wasting time,” he told the Silicate.

Dave grunted and clipped what was left of the powerblade back onto his belt.
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THEY FLEW UP the vertical shaft, which ended in a much smaller ice chamber. There was a big circular airlock hatch at the far end. Terence used the Álogo suit to grab the spokes of the big lock wheel in the middle. He had to exert a surprising amount of force to get it to turn. The hatch swung open, revealing a long metal-clad compartment with another hatch at the far end.

“Is that going to be water on the other side?” Elsbeth asked.

“I think it’s some kind of pool,” Terence said as they moved forward. Once everyone was in, he shut the hatch behind them and spun the locking wheel on the inside. There was an electrical panel next to the second hatch, with a single button in the middle and three lights above it. Two of them were off, the third shone red. No neural contact bulb, he thought.

“That button looks very well used,” Elsbeth observed.

“Go on,” Terence said. “You know you want to.”

Chuckling, Elsbeth stretched up and pressed the button. The red light turned off, and an orange one lit up. Vents around the first hatch started hissing as air was pumped in.

“Now that’s the kind of simplicity I admire,” Elsbeth said. “The less complex a mechanism, the less there is to go wrong.”

Terence observed the pressure in the chamber rising. It took a lot longer than he was expecting, but eventually the orange light went off, and a green one came on.

He was right; the hemispherical chamber beyond held a wide pool. The Álogo suit extended a sensor unit on a long tentacle and dipped it in the placid water. “There’s an underwater opening at the far end,” he announced. “It should lead up to the central sea.”

“Why?” Elsbeth asked. “I get they have to circulate the water to maintain the temperature; but why have a pool like this?”

Terence looked around the rim of the pool. “Nets, look,” he said. Every fifty meters or so were big piles of nets, lightly frosted over. “The Risitch fish here. You saw the size of them; they’re going to need plenty of food. There’s a whole series of these pools underneath the main sea chamber.”

He ordered the Álogo suit into the water. Shoals of large fish immediately darted out of the way. The opening the sensors had detected was the same diameter as the passageways they’d been using. Somewhat disconcertingly it curved down to start with, then reversed and headed straight up.

After four hundred meters they emerged into the huge central sea cavern. He’d thought the pool had plenty of life, but here the reefs were bigger—their upper surface emitting a golden glow, the seaweed ribbons longer, and the algae on the bottom a thick spongy mat covering everything. He suspected it also acted as a thermal blanket for the ice. The sea was noticeably warmer.

That was due to the Crystal Gun. It loomed above them: a cylinder fifteen hundred meters long and eight hundred in diameter, with tapering ends and a wasp waist constriction halfway along. No seaweed or algae grew on its surface, which was a midnight-blue with a waxy texture. The hull overhead had hundreds of small concave indentations following a precise geometrical pattern. When Terence looked along it, he could see the inhibitor structure. A band of ultrabonded metal fastened around the midship constriction, with ten hefty struts radiating out, anchoring it to the seabed. “The less complex a mechanism, the less there is to go wrong,” he muttered to himself.

Beyond the inhibitor, the hull had clearly been in some kind of firefight. There were tears in the blue material, and long streaks that’d been bent and twisted. It had five circular areas that shone a dull claret—heat radiators, he guessed. One of those was mottled by black smears.

“That doesn’t look good,” Elsbeth said. “Do you think it can still fly?”

“I don’t know,” Terence admitted, his confidence badly shaken by the damage he could see. They had come so far, fought their way out of trouble yet again. Now this. You know you cannot rely on luck, he told himself fiercely.

“What now?” Dave asked.

“I’ll see if I can lnc to the inhibitor.” As he said it, he saw a big bubble shiver along the damaged section of the hull, then cling to the constriction curve as it followed it upward. It broke into dozens of smaller bubbles as it hit the inhibitor band. Beyond the crumpled tail section of the Crystal Gun, a streamer of big bubbles was rising from the seabed. Despite poor resolution through water, the visual sensors could just make out fish shoals racing away from whatever crack the water was draining away through. Right up at the axis, the bubbles were amalgamating into a single patch of air. Crap.

He used the contact patch on his left hand to send out a signal to the inhibitor. It included the ancient connection acceptance verification code. To his surprise, the inhibitor’s CI responded at once.

“Acceptance confirmed. Awaiting instruction.”

“Stand by,” he replied. He sent out a general contact request, and started praying. Depending on Celestial tech is not luck, he told himself. The Crystal Gun was imprisoned, not destroyed. They did that for a reason.

After a minute, he got a reply.

“You are not Risitch,” the Crystal Gun said.

“No. I’m a human.”

“In an Álogo suit, no less. Are you responsible for the damage this environment is undergoing?”

“Partially. I think the team we fought to get here might have detonated a bomb near the water circulation channels. They are broken.”

“So the equipoise ends.”

“Yes. My name is Terence Wilson-Fletcher. Who am I talking to?”

“I am Dohl’Kol.”

“What is your position, Dohl’Kol? Do you speak for the Crystal Gun?”

“An interesting name for the weapon.”

“I know people who have visited Kajval. It is an appropriate name.”

“I accept your judgment.”

“Your position?”

“You would call me the weapon’s commander.”

“I don’t wish to be intrusive, but what are you?”

“A Dohl’Kol. I am no longer fully what I originated as. My biostructure merged with the macro-synth that is the weapon. My kind diverged from the origin Celestials of Kajval. I suspect not many of us survived the war of provenance.”

“I don’t know of any,” Terence admitted.

“Perhaps we have evolved again. That was our wish. That is why the war was fought, to be free.”

“Perhaps. I would ask you if the weapon can be used again.”

“It can. If there is reason to. Why should it be used, Terence Wilson-Fletcher? Why are you so desperate you have risked coming here?”

“I want the weapon to kill a Mara Yama fleet. I believe they are heading for my homeworld inside the Crown Dominion.”

“I was expecting to refuse you. However, that is one enemy I would consider engaging. Answer this. The Crown Dominion is powerful. It can defeat a Mara Yama fleet. Why should the weapon engage them?”

“The Crown Dominion is in disarray. The queens fight one another, Kelowan was destroyed, the Gates of Heaven are no longer sacrosanct, and the Mara Yama mass for invasion. Two planets in the Kelowan system have human populations. So yes, I do need the weapon.”

“And the final question you bring?”

“The price I offer? The chance of freedom in return for your help. It is not something I can guarantee, but I believe you know your kind are not coming back for you.”

“You are honest.”

“I am beyond the time of lies and pleas. That is the deal. Do you accept?”

“The weapon is damaged. The reaction drives were broken when the archon ships surrounded me. It was deliberate on their part—another facet of my imprisonment. The weapon can still attack a target, but it is unable to fly to that target unaided.”

“My ship has an antimatter drive. It would be slow—too slow, in all probability—but I will not give up. And there is a possibility another ship is here, one that has fusion rockets powerful enough to move the weapon quickly. Once the Mara Yama are eliminated, I will do all I can to get you to whatever destination you choose.”

“I accept your offer. Tell me, what dominion has claimed Hoa Quinzu?”

“The Ratarajan Dominion.”

“I predicted as much. Dohl’Kol share an ancestry with Ratarajan Celestials. Our terrestrial genes have taken us as far as possible, and we believed further evolution was only possible through amalgamation with non-biological structures.”

“From what I know, you’re not alone in that belief. I hope you achieve it.”

“I would know how you are going to release the weapon.”

“I have a code for the inhibitor.”

“Only Celestial archons have that code. You are not even Celestial.”

“Long story. Assuming the code works, we then have to crack the iceteroid open.”

“The weapon does not have that type of firepower.”

“I do. May we come on board?”

The Crystal Gun opened an airlock just in front of the constriction. The Álogo suit carried Dave and Elsbeth up to it, using fan nacelle units to power along. It was slow going, and the current from the breach in the seabed was starting to pick up around the hull. The airlock chamber wasn’t large. Terence waited outside while the other two went through. Then once the hatch was opened again, he re-established his lnc to the inhibitor.

“I have the release code,” he told it. “Apply this.” Inside the cab he squeezed his eyes shut as the code flowed out of the deep part of his mind where an emaciated memory of an archon haunted his neurons. The antimatter blast would be so absolute he’d never know.

Sensors showed him the inhibitor collar unlocking, splitting into ten sections. The spokes slowly telescoped away.

“It worked.” He tried to keep the surprise out of his voice.

“I never doubted you,” Elsbeth mocked.

“Okay, I’m launching the warhead.” The Álogo fired a missile. The vector he gave it sent it racing along parallel to the Crystal Gun until it was above the stream of bubbles, then it curved around to head straight down into the jagged rent in the seabed. The drive switched off, allowing the current to carry it.

Terence steered the Álogo into the airlock. The lnc with the missile remained clear when the hatch shut behind him and the water cycled out. He watched it pass through the gash. Ice was crumbling away from both sides, the fragments churning along with the water. The missile began to descend fast. It didn’t follow a straight path; the circulation channel slicing through the bulk of the iceteroid was twisted and irregular. But the water pressure was unrelenting. After two minutes it was two and a half kilometers below the central sea.

“That should do it,” Terence said. He detonated the megaton warhead.
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“WHAT IS WRONG WITH THEM?” Vanilda asked.

The infiltration burn had worked flawlessly. Once the microdrones had settled over the Lestari’s fuselage with less impact than a dewdrop and began sending active fibers into the data channels, it’d taken the Aeacus CI less than three minutes to wrest full control of the starship from the crew. They seemed completely unaware they’d lost their ship. So much so that Jimena had been confident enough to tell the CI to extend the infiltration and give them access to internal sensors.

They showed her the crew all lying in their acceleration couches, the safety straps holding them in place. At first Vanilda wasn’t even sure they were alive. They didn’t move, they didn’t talk to one another, they didn’t seem to be monitoring the starship’s systems. She had to look very closely at Captain Uzoma Enfoe for a minute to confirm the woman was actually breathing.

“It looks like they’ve been sedated,” Jimena said.

“I bet Liliana did it. Josias said he thought she was an Imperial Celestial, just like Gyvoy. She’s hit them with some fancy Celestial version of a nervejam.”

“Could be.”

“She’s making sure they don’t do anything—like leave!—until she gets back. We should send more microdrones to take over that shuttlecraft.”

“We don’t know what’s happening inside the iceteroid right now.”

“Taking over the shuttle could help. We might find out.”

“Maybe. But if someone is alert in the shuttle, they could figure out what’s going on.”

“Mum, we have to do something!”

“All right, I’ll send a batch of microdrones over to the iceteroid.”

“Good.”

Vanilda watched the microdrones launch from a small silo half-way along the starship’s central fuselage. They fired their thrusters and headed over to the iceteroid.

The Aeacus detected the radiation pulse seconds before the iceteroid disintegrated. It wasn’t the kind of fast explosion they were used to seeing in space warfare; this played out in an uncanny slow motion. A multitude of radiant cracks appeared simultaneously all over the iceteroid’s surface, then started to grow wider, the light escaping like a liquid. The degenerating surface kept inflating outward, overrun by light until a small violet sun seethed across thirty kilometers. A mass of huge fragments raced outward in all directions, their vapor coronas refracting the dying light of their birth. Then the radiance withered away to darkness, and the comet storm vanished from every visual sensor.

Vanilda had to switch to infrared to follow the ice rubble as it hurtled away. The Aeacus used proximity defense systems to vaporize any pieces that were going to strike it. The Lestari did nothing. Seven steaming ice boulders hit the Traveler starship. Its ultrabonded components were unscathed, but human-crafted materials buckled and split, spewing off fantails of debris. The impacts gave the starship a lazy tumble.

Right at the heart of the rapidly cooling vapor cloud, the Aeacus detected a large solid object. Ribbons of liquid were undulating around it, their surfaces slowly frosting up.

“Dad?” Vanilda broadcast. “Dad, are you okay?”

“Hi, sweetheart, we’re fine. Listen, we’ve got the Crystal Gun.”

“We’ve been so worried. The Lestari arrived.”

“Yeah, I know. Toše was here.”

“Did you have to fight?”

“Yes. But not for long. I have an Álogo suit, remember?”

Elsbeth’s lnc cut in. “Hey, Vanilda, when I get back to Aeacus I’ll be telling you my version of events.”

Vanilda managed a half-laugh. “Sure, I’d like that.”

“Sweetheart,” Terence said, “is the Lestari still there?”

“It is,” Jimena said. “And we burned its network. We control it.”

“Because you didn’t give us fire control,” Vanilda accused.

“Sorry about that. It’s complicated. Look, the Crystal Gun doesn’t have an independent flight capacity anymore; we’re going to need the Lestari to get it back to the Oxanotol ingress Gate. Can you open a lnc with them and negotiate a charter?”

Vanilda couldn’t resist. “It’s complicated.”

“Leave it with us,” Jimena said.

“Thanks. You can fly over to the Crystal Gun and collect us now. It’ll be good to get out of this suit.”
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THE AEACUS STARTED accelerating at a fiftieth of a gee to rendezvous with the Crystal Gun. Vanilda accessed the lnc to the Lestari.

“They’re still doing nothing,” she exclaimed. The internal sensors showed the passive crew on their couches, utterly unaware of events as cabin clutter swirled around in a free-fall squall.

“Stabilize the Lestari,” Jimena ordered the CI.

Thrusters around the Lestari’s engineering section fired in long bursts, slowing its errant motion.

“Give me access to the bridge speakers.”

“Vocal lnc confirmed,” the CI told her.

“Hello? Captain Uzoma, this is Jimena Wilson-Fletcher in the Aeacus. I’m afraid the people from the Lestari who were in the iceteroid didn’t survive the explosion. I don’t know what your financial arrangement with them was, but we have a proposal.”

There was no response.

“Did she even hear you?” Vanilda asked.

“It doesn’t look like it. Whatever Liliana hit them with, we’re going to need to find an answer for it.”
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THERE WERE TEARS. Terence didn’t know how to cope with that. He couldn’t offer her therapy, just—“I have a kind of memory technique that will help,” he explained to a dazed Uzoma Enfoe.

They were standing together in the Fanija Lounge, back on Hoffor Boulevard, in one of Santa Rosa’s most prestigious districts. The hall was elegant and huge, its livestone polished to a gloss, the furniture rich and comfortable—like something that could have existed on Old Earth itself. It was reassuringly home, a place that made living easy.

“This gift will allow you to access all the compulsions she pushed into your mind and then forced you to suppress,” he told her earnestly. “That way you can understand what’s real and what isn’t. You’ll be able to make decisions for yourself again without ever doubting they are yours. Be warned, though, there is a lot of pain in accepting this truth. What Liliana did to you and your crew was humiliating for anyone. But you are not the first this has happened to.”

He smiled gently and held his hands out toward her. “May I?”

Uzoma wiped away the moisture on her cheeks, toughing it out. “Yeah.”

Terence placed his hands on either side of her head and massaged softly—then took his hands away from Uzoma’s head and watched as the bioluminescent lines along his forearms faded away, leaving only normal skin.

“Asteria’s fucking arse!” Uzoma sobbed. “That bitch. She … She … I wanted to do it! I actually wanted to help her. I thought we could kill the queens and all their warships, and it would be glorious. Human Liberation is bullshit, I know that—it always has been—but I was desperate to believe.” She stopped, gulping down air.

“I understand,” Terence said kindly. “I know the last person this was done to. But he got over it.”

“How many of us are there? How many has she done this to?” Uzoma asked, aghast.

“One is too many. But this is a Great Game played by Celestials. They do not care—not what happens to humans. We are there to be used by them.”

Uzoma nodded, and looked around the Lestari’s bridge. “And Liliana is dead? You’re positive about that?”

“Very.”

“Okay. So what do we do now?”

“I want the Lestari to take the Crystal Gun back insystem, just like Liliana was planning. But for a very different reason.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

“THAT WAS STILL WEIRD,” were Kimiya’s first words as the Alumata glided out of the egress Gate.

Neusch almost smiled at how indignant she sounded. But then he didn’t really have his own memory of traveling through a Gate of Heaven for the first time; everything was overshadowed by his father’s gifted memories.

“I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that,” she concluded.

“You will,” he told her as the Alumata started accelerating away from the colossal Gate. “That’s only your second trip between Gates. It just takes time—and time is what Imperial Celestials have a lot of. You have to learn to relax and accept it.”

She grinned at him and shook her head. “Nah.”

“Suit yourself. Just remember it’s two Gate trips back to Kelowan. And that’s not the best system for you and me to be in right now. We also have no idea where Clavissa will be when we do get back.”

“It wasn’t good when we left. Who knows what it’ll be like when we get back?”

“Good point.” Neusch’s connection to the Alumata CI showed him Jolav-Dabny’s yacht emerging from the Gateway behind them. He was pleased to see the Okron had actually come through—not that he doubted Clavissa’s father was a genuine ally. It was just that some of the things Clavissa said about choosing a side made him uncomfortable. He didn’t blame her; it was court politics. At the level her family played at, nothing really changed. You were either in favor with the queen, or you weren’t—and if you were one of the unlucky ones, you simply spent the next thousand years plotting and scheming to get back. The queen needed that; it helped keep all the Grand Families in line. There was always someone waiting to replace them if they were deemed insufficiently supportive. It was the way the court worked.

Except this time. This time it might actually be different.

The Okron established a lnc. “It’s been a long time since I was in the Tinaja system,” Jolav-Dabny admitted. “Some trivial dispute between astroengineering enterprises, as I recall. Queen Helena had granted my family a contract for scoopship maintenance and resupply, and a family from the Verak system claimed asteroid mineral rights they simply didn’t have. The minerals were required for our respective manufacturing stations. I negotiated a settlement with their representative, thankfully managing to keep the bloodshed to a minimum.”

“We may need those skills again,” Neusch said diplomatically.

“I approve of optimism, but I’m afraid you’re being unrealistic in this case.”

Thanks to his father’s gifts, Neusch knew just how insufferable Jolav could be. I can rise above it. “I expect you’re correct. So, we fly for the habitats around Fasule initially?”

“Yes. The Gate monitor satellites have seen us arrive, so we play the normality game to begin with. Stay visible for ten million kilometers, then drop into darkflight and take a vector through the HeSea that culminates at the red dwarf binary.”

“If there is someone at the red dwarf binary, they’ll have detector systems in the HeSea. Even in darkflight, we’ll create a wake in the gas.”

“In which case their response will tell us a great deal. We’re not here for vengeful combat, Neusch. Information is our only goal.”

“Agreed.” Neusch grinned at the face Kimiya was pulling. I can’t believe this over-precious grandee is Clavissa’s father.

He instructed the CI to bring their acceleration up to one gee.

“How long is this going to take?” Kimiya asked.

“The red dwarf binary is on the other side of the HeSea from here, so half a light-year away. The Alumata is a great ship, but it’s not built to travel at high sublight through a nebula as dense as the HeSea, so we’ll probably climb to ten or fifteen percent lightspeed. There’s no meaningful time dilation at that speed.”

“That’s years!” she exclaimed. “I’ll need a new host by the time we get back.”

Neusch laughed at her dismay. “There aren’t many ships that can traverse the HeSea any faster. I’m accessing the monitor satellite records, and the ships that come here from Uixic are all fast distribution class. They have an average time between arriving at the ingress Gate and leaving of four and a half years. So if they are traveling across the HeSea, they’re doing it in under two years.”

“How do they do that?”

“They’ll be generating some kind of plasma buffer ahead of them.”

“Like the old arkships did?”

“Yes.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

AFTER THE FIRST WEEK, when they headed out of the Tinaja system, Neusch and Kimiya settled into a simple routine. Meals were a constant experiment, running through the extensive menus stored in the CI. Then there was exercise, education—again from the CI memory store: mostly history and politics, but technology featured heavily as well. Neusch was determined Kimiya would have everything she needed to live a decent life once the current crisis was over.

“After we’ve won, or after we have to flee?” Kimiya asked archly when he explained.

There was also the thorny subject of combat. Neusch didn’t want her to have to learn that, but he also didn’t want her unable to protect herself. And of course, Kimiya had some very strong views on the subject. “Look what happened to my whole family because they didn’t know how to defend themselves, not at any real level.” So they wound up doing light sparring as part of the physical training. He didn’t approve, as he was bigger and older. So after the first couple of bouts he ordered the ship’s medical pod to fabricate another bio-andy, one that matched Kimiya’s size and weight. That was her training partner from then on—one he rode through a lnc as they tried out various types of martial arts. After that, he couldn’t really deny her armor suit training, so the CI built her one. “And it has to be top-level,” she told him, backed up with her fiercest stare. “Don’t go giving me one with just a few practice guns. I need to be familiar with real power levels.” Which inevitably led to tactical simulations. It made every day a full-on preparation for all-out war. So he insisted that they spend a couple of hours soaking up some entertainment at the end of those draining days. Thankfully, the Alumata’s library was enormous.

Nine months into their transit of the Helium Sea, they picked up the distress signal.

Neusch and Kimiya were in the middle of a history lecture on the rise of the Grand Families of Joir, one of the habitable worlds in the Verak system, when the CI informed them it was receiving a weak transmission.

“Play it,” Neusch ordered.

The signal was a simple voice file being repeated, although it was constantly interrupted, sometimes dropping out for minutes before regaining its strength. It took eleven repeats before the CI pieced together what it could of the message. “Güson-Kakus-——have lost——and life support——all generators——theoretically impossible——power——scoop down——restore the cryo-stabilizers——helium tanks——chill——CI is degrading——burn——malicious individual——Tora——pilot——fast distribution——rescued her——eight days——receive this message——the Tinaja Navy squadrons——extreme—”

Neusch opened a lnc to the Okron. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I think we have flown into a large part of the proof we sought,” Jolav-Dabny replied.

“Someone hijacked a scoopship,” Neusch said incredulously. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“The Diligent sending a drop ship to the Archimedes Engine station didn’t make any sense as it happened. But afterward …”

“Goddess. What can the Family Guillrameo do with a scoopship?”

“Other than temporarily affecting the cost of energy by delaying or denying delivery of helium-3, I’m not sure. I checked the register. Güson-Kakus is captain of the scoopship Wakaur, which is owned by an energy enterprise operating under license from the queen of Bassa.”

“If losing one scoopship causes a blip in energy prices, what will losing two do?” Kimiya asked. “Or three? Ten? All of them?”

“The Mara Yama,” Neusch said. “They’re the only ones who could benefit from cutting off the Crown Dominion from its primary energy source.”

“The HeSea nebula clouds blocked most of the message,” Jolav-Dabny said. “We only caught it for twenty minutes; and I think I can confidently say that was the last of it. The navy squadrons back at Tinaja may or may not pick it up at all.”

Navigation vectors swirled around the inside of Neusch’s skull, a spectral orrery of fabulous colors. “If we accelerate at two gees, we can rendezvous with the Wakaur in seven weeks.”

“And what if it’s a trap?” Kimiya asked.

“We can prepare for that,” Jolav-Dabny said. “One benefit of the HeSea is the havoc it wreaks on most stealth technologies.”
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DESPITE THE OVERALL expanse of the Helium Sea glowing a pristine blue to an observer on the outside, inside it was relatively dark. The Wakaur only had a small visual signature. Neusch looked at it mainly in the infrared spectrum that came via a lnc from the scout drones five million kilometers ahead of the Alumata. The Okron was another eight million kilometers distant, making it essentially impossible for anyone to sneak up on both ships simultaneously. That meant one of them should be able to escape. There had been no trace of those other hypothetical ships—not in any spectrum, nor in a giveaway of ruffled swirls in the super-fine clouds of helium.

The absence of any detectable ensnarement didn’t make Neusch feel any easier. His father would regard the situation as Neusch simply not being vigilant enough. Not that there were any further precautions he could take.

Neusch studied the images coming from the scout drones. The Wakaur was a typical scoopship—a long central spine, surrounded by twenty-four spherical liquid helium tanks, two hundred meters in diameter. Behind them was a small circular power systems segment sitting above the five fusion rocket tubes, each of which was a hundred meters long and thirty wide. The front was a cylinder two hundred meters in diameter and four hundred long, containing the helium compression systems, the magnetic scoop generators, and the living quarters. Not only had the designers enclosed them all together inside the main pressure chamber, they rotated it to provide spin gravity. Given a collection voyage typically lasted twelve to fifteen years, it was a design that allowed ease of access to all the critical equipment for maintenance.

For all its glimmer gave the HeSea an outward charm, its high density made it a lot more hazardous than normal interstellar space. It wasn’t just gas; the concentration of small particles was a lot higher than usual, and there were larger chunks of matter drifting around as well. The huge magnetic fields of the scoop shielded the scoop ships from ninety-nine percent of impacts. But it was always the one percent that proved lethal.

More so when the scoop was off and the ship was drifting. The drone cameras could actually detect several speckles of light each minute as dust impacted against the thick metalloceramic hull, and the snow-white thermal foam coating the tanks.

“There are still plenty of sections that have power,” Jolav-Dabny said. “The forward section is warm, and several thermal radiators are working. At least two fusion generators in the rear engineering compartment are online.”

“But not the scoop,” Neusch replied. “Nor the active chill units on the tanks. I’ve seen them venting. Not much; its cold enough to freeze Asteria’s arse out here.”

“That’ll be the HeSea nebula friction resistance; it’s gusting against the tanks. The Wakaur’s velocity is down a long way from usual operational speed—about right if the main fusion drive has been off for a couple of months.”

“Then the thrusters must be working as well. The Wakaur might be drifting, but its attitude is holding stable.”

“Yes. I can see a ship docked on the spine, too.”

“We saw it, too. It looks like a fast distribution ship, but it’s cold. Inactive. Our best guess is, that’s the ship they rescued.”

“And brought Tora, its pilot, on board,” Jolav-Dabny concluded. “Which was the start of their troubles.”

“One person took out the whole ship? That seems extraordinary. Scoopships have a reasonable level of onboard security.”

“Nonetheless, the Wakaur is clearly disabled. There was an incident here that caused the captain to transmit that emergency message.”

“So what are we assuming, that Tora is some kind of pirate queen? And now she’s sitting around in there waiting for her team to come and join her so they can fly the Wakaur away and sell its cargo to the highest bidder?”

“We don’t know if this has only happened to the Wakaur,” Kimiya said. “It can’t be isolated. I bet Thyra’s allies out here are hitting the Crown Dominion’s energy supply. That’s the kind of political move you’d expect in a coup.”

“That makes no sense,” Neusch said. “They want a functioning society that accepts the coup, albeit reluctantly. Cut off the energy and that simply won’t happen.”

“We don’t know what’s happening here,” Jolav-Dabny agreed. “And I am not going to waste time wrestling with improbable theories. This has happened at the same time the Crown Dominion is undergoing a coup, and we suspect the involvement of the Family Guillrameo and their unknown ally at the red dwarf binary. None of this is coincidence. We are going to rendezvous with the Wakaur and find out exactly what has happened. Because the one thing I am certain of: whoever Tora is, she didn’t expect us to turn up. Now, am I doing this alone, or are you coming with me?”

“You’re not doing this alone,” Neusch said.
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THE STARSHIPS WERE out of darkflight as they approached the Wakaur. Neusch had armed all the Alumata’s defenses, prepared for any type of attack. The closer they got to the scoopship, the more anxious he became.

“It’s practically dead,” Kimiya said. “And it’s not using any active sensors. I don’t see how it can be a trap. We are in the absolute middle of nowhere.”

“That’s what worries me. One person turned out to be powerful enough to take out a scoopship from the inside. You know they have a crew of two hundred and fifty? There are whole families on board. Taking them hostage or prisoner, or whatever she’s done, is a massively aggressive act. And there is no way Tora could’ve expected other starships to be so close—especially not archon starships. Us being here could well spook her, and if it does, we can’t predict how she’ll react. So yes, I am fearful about what we’re about to encounter.”

At ten kilometers out, the Alumata and the Okron started to run active scans on the Wakaur. They didn’t find anything new.

“At least there are no active sensors looking back at us,” Neusch said reluctantly. “Are we going in?”

“You make it sound like there are multiple options available,” Jolav-Dabny said.

“We’re using our bio-andys on the first mission.”

“Suit yourself. Captain Güson-Kakus claimed their CI had been burned. If Tora has digital routines that powerful, she can probably invade your lncs.”

“The Alumata CI will create an isolation node, one that can be quarantined if it’s infiltrated.”

“Your decision.”

Neusch sent their bio-andys over in a small inter-ship shuttle. They wore spacesuits as a precaution. Until they got inside, they had no way of knowing the status of the atmosphere. Jolav-Dabny was wearing full armor. Neusch sympathized with that. He’d almost chosen armor for his bio-andy.

Their shuttle settled in a cradle on the Wakaur’s docking section at the back of the big habitation section, just outside the spine. The airlock mechanism was working, and according to the Alumata’s CI, no burn routines were trying to infiltrate the shuttle through the airlock lnc.

They cycled through the airlock and waited in the reception cabin on the other side. It was an ovoid chamber, fifteen meters across, with a pearl-white surface that had a slightly spongy texture. A strong white light shone out of channels that ribbed the chamber. Handrails ran down the length of it, allowing them to maneuver about easily in the microgravity field.

“Clear so far,” Neusch told Jolav-Dabny.

“Stand by, I’m docking,” Jolav-Dabny replied.

Neusch released a swarm of aireels. The invisible molecular strings undulated their way through the air, spreading out along the corridors and into the cabins. The walls were all made from the same pearl-white composite with inset lighting channels. When the aireels ventured into the airlock prep rooms, they appeared as empty and featureless as the corridors. All the suit lockers were recessed into the walls, with slim glowing blue outlines to mark where they were.

“It’s like the ship’s only just been built,” Kimiya said.

“Air’s breathable,” Neusch said. “No detectable toxins, but it is a few degrees cooler than standard.”

Kimiya ordered her helmet to open. She sniffed the air. “The bio-andy’s olfactory sensors are good. The air smells okay. A bit funny, mind.”

“Funny?” Neusch queried.

“Yeah. I grew up in a desert town. Since then, I’ve just been on the Alumata. I’ve never inhaled cool air before.”

“Wait until you visit a coastal town in the tropics; that’s hot and humid.”

The airlock cycled, and Jolav-Dabny came through. His armor suit was jet back, with ungainly arms and legs bulked out with weapons and ammunition silos. The backpack was almost the same size as the torso section, while his helmet was huge, and his shoulders improbably broad. No doubt accommodating his bloodstone appurtenances, Neusch decided.

“Are you really expecting that much trouble?” Neusch asked.

“Our mission is to gather information and return it to the Crown Dominion so our allies can make the appropriate decisions. If this is what it takes to achieve that, then this is what I wear.”

The three of them moved along the corridor to the elevator. “We’ll go down to the rim to start,” Jolav-Dabny said. “That’s where the main living quarters are. It’s full gravity down there.”

As the elevator reached the rim, Neusch and Kimiya stood on either side. Jolav-Dabny took up position directly in front of the doors and assumed brace position, his arms held horizontally in front. Various gun muzzles extended out of the armor.

The elevator stopped. There was a ping as the doors slid open.

Neusch allowed himself to breathe again as Jolav-Dabny put his arms down; the muzzles retracted. A new flock of aireels swept out of a silo on Neusch’s leg.

The corridor outside was broad and tall, its ceiling arching up to an apex ten meters above them. Like the section outside the airlock, everything was built out of the white composite, which gleamed under a vivid light being thrown out of the channels. The aireels didn’t detect any movement as they flittered along. There were junctions every hundred meters or so, with equally large corridors branching off at right angles. Doors were framed by slender purple lines. Even they seemed oversize.

Or we’ve shrunk, Neusch thought.

They started to move, following behind a batch of aireels. Neusch found his hand was resting on the holster of an X-ray laser carbine.

“Do you think they’re all locked up in one room?” Kimiya asked.

“Could be.” Neusch was conjuring up depressing thoughts about what’d happened to the crew, but didn’t voice them.

The aireels found something at the third junction. Twenty meters down the right-hand corridor, there was a messy brown patch on the floor. First impression: a discarded strip of cloth. Then the aireels moved in, and Neusch didn’t have a clue.

It was like a piece of thin leather about three meters long, all crumpled folds and ragged edges. There was a tear along the middle, revealing it was actually a tube that’d split open. One that contained some biological organs that’d been dead for some time. The entrails had started to shrivel up, spilling fluids to form a wide dry stain on the perfect white composite floor.

Neusch stood over the dead thing, frowning. Then he hurriedly ordered his spacesuit helmet to close. The smell of putrefaction was awful. He could have simply cut the olfactory nerve feed from the bio-andy, but instinct made him want to protect his pseudo-body from whatever decay was in the air. Kimiya had done the same thing.

“Any ideas?” Jolav-Dabny asked.

“I was going to ask you,” Neusch admitted. “I have no memory of anything like this. The Alumata CI doesn’t have anything on file, either.”

“Nor does the Okron.”

“It’s like a very big snake shed its skin,” Kimiya said. “Except half of its organs got left behind, too.”

Neusch stared at the long slit along what was now obviously desiccated skin. What the hell came out of it? “I know everyone in the Centauri Cluster laughs at the idea, but could it be some kind of non-terrestrial life form?”

“An alien?” Kimiya asked excitably.

A dozen beetle-like forensic drones had scampered down Jolav-Dabny’s suit to crawl about on the dead thing. Their sensor mandibles gingerly tapped away at various parts. “The biochemistry is identical to terrestrial life,” he said. “So it’s going to be a Changeling or Awakened we haven’t seen before.”

“That means Tora brought it on board?” Kimiya said.

“Probably.”

“Why has it left its organs behind?”

“I have no idea.” But I really don’t like it.

They moved on. Neusch ordered the aireels to move farther ahead, sending them down every junction. He was keen to find some kind of indication of where the crew was—or, worst case, what’d happened to them.

The aireels discovered another of the biological residues, identical to the first, except this one had dried out even more.

“So there’s two unknown creatures skulking about in here,” Kimiya said uneasily.

“Yes,” Neusch agreed.

“The problem with that is the space they occupied in the fast distribution ship,” Jolav-Dabny said. “That class of starship is normally for a single pilot.”

“Perhaps they were the cargo,” Neusch suggested. “In suspension chambers. Or these are their biological suspension chambers.”

“You’re going off into your theoreticals again. We’re here for facts.”

Neusch grimaced. He appreciated Jolav-Dabny’s experience, but the man could be an arse at times.

An aireel’s lnc vanished. It was several hundred meters away down another corridor. There was another aireel fifty meters away from it in the same corridor. It scanned around the area where the lnc had failed and found nothing.

“I’ve just lost an aireel.”

“Has it been burnt?” Jolav-Dabny asked.

“I don’t think so. The lnc was completely stable—until it wasn’t.”

“Okay, let’s go take a look.”

They set off toward the missing aireel.

“Cancel that,” Jolav-Dabny said after they’d only gone a few paces. “One of my aireels has found a body.”

Halfway to the body, a second aireel lnc dropped out. “That’s not good,” Neusch said. “One is a possible malfunction. Two is suspicious.”

“We’ll investigate after the body,” Jolav-Dabny told him.

The body was lying in the middle of a corridor, near to one of the purple-framed doors. For a moment, Neusch thought the small body might be a human. Then they reached it and he had to accept it was an Imperial Celestial, a girl, probably no more than seven years old. Uncomfortably close to Kimiya’s age.

She was wearing an artless white dress with a long skirt. Someone had murdered her with a powerblade, stabbing the torso several times. Neusch recognized the deep cuts on her arms as defensive wounds.

“This is pure savagery,” Jolav-Dabny announced.

“Sweet Asteria, bless her,” Neusch murmured.

Another three aireels had dropped out.

“And I’ve lost two of mine,” Jolav-Dabny said. “I’d say Tora knows we’re here.”

Neusch glanced down at the dead girl. “Maybe we should just leave.”

“We don’t know what’s happening here, nor why,” Jolav-Dabny said firmly.

“I’m thinking of your safety.”

“Don’t. This is hardly my first incursion into hostile territory. Besides, I need to understand the person who did this.”

Kimiya opened the door next to the corpse. It led to a plush tenroom apartment. After the endless sanitary white of the corridors, it was almost shocking to see colors again.

Walking in, Neusch could believe everything was normal. It didn’t last. The big living area had another two dehydrated skins of the unknown creature. “I don’t like this,” he said. “I really don’t.”

“Do you think these things that … hatched out stabbed that poor girl?” Kimiya asked.

“Highly possible,” Jolav-Dabny said.

“They didn’t come on the fast distribution starship,” Neusch said. “Not four of them, even if they were cargo. There’s not enough room.”

“We need to find out what’s taking down the aireels. I’ve just lost another.”

“Me too. The losses seem to be spreading out from where the first one was taken down. Let’s move.”

The aireel losses were becoming regular. Those that still had a working lnc were fanning out according to their initial seeker-pattern. Neusch hadn’t got halfway to where they’d lost the first when an aireel found a second corpse on the perimeter of the search zone.

They reached it four minutes later. It was another girl, wearing a white dress.

Kimiya came to a halt several meters short. “Er … have we gone around in a circle?”

“No,” Jolav-Dabny said as he bent down and rolled the corpse over. The front of the girl’s dress was soaked in blood that’d come from the big hole a projectile weapon had blown in her chest.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Neusch said. This girl’s face was identical to the first’s. They were both the same age, too.

“What’s happening?” Kimiya asked in an anxious voice.

“They must’ve been spawn siblings,” Neusch said.

“We need to get to the park,” Jolav-Dabny said.

“What?” Neusch asked irritably.

“It’s a tactical move. The park is the biggest open space on board. The aireels can scan it relatively quickly. There might be someone alive in there. My suit can fly, so I can reach them fast. Besides, I’m still losing aireels in these Asteria-damned corridors. We’ll be safer in the park because we can see anything coming toward us.”

Neusch nearly called bullshit on that statement the minute they walked into the park. As Jolav-Dabny said, it was big—a single open toroid wrapped around the forward rim of the habitation cylinder, a hundred meters wide, and easily eighty meters high, though that was hard to tell. Holograms of a habitable planet’s sky shimmered just above the treetops—an endless azure vista with pristine cotton candy clouds drifting in from a horizon that remained forever out of sight. Below it, their sightline was short, interrupted by a swathe of flower-festooned tropical trees running down the middle of the ground, and swooping up on either side as they followed the toroid’s curve to vanish beyond the sky as if they were in a steep valley. Streams meandered through long grass, filling and emptying ponds that were home to shoals of vibrant fish. Overhead, bright, colorful birds zipped about, squawking loudly as they flapped away from the intruders.

He’d thought the Alumata was opulent with its big lounge and comfortable cabins; but this took luxury to a whole new level. Not so much a starship as a mobile habitat.

“If I flew on this ship, I’d just sleep on a hammock in the trees,” Kimiya said. She’d opened her helmet again, breathing deeply. “It’s fabulous.”

Neusch guessed Juliatra-Monoth’s memories didn’t include many rain forests; her family had been desert dwellers, after all. He dispatched another flock of aireels. The humidity made their flight sluggish, slowing them as they spread out. Jolav-Dabny released some insect drones—bigger, easier to detect, but more reliable in the muggy environment.

Neusch walked along a narrow path that led from the door to a rustic wooden cabin on the edge of the nearest pond. There was a veranda deck lining the waterside, with tables and chairs. Plates and glasses were still set out, half-eaten meals coated in vigorous mold.

“Something moving,” Jolav-Dabny said. Even over the lnc he was whispering. “Three hundred meters away, in the trees. Bipedal humanoid profile, corresponding infrared emission.”

“Size?” Neusch asked, equally quiet.

“Yes. Her size.”

“Do we go after her?”

“No choice. She’s edging to the nearest doorway, so she probably knows we’re here.” His suit’s jet nozzles extended out behind his shoulders. “We walk calmly for the door. If she makes a run for it, I’ll fly after her.”

They started walking.

One of the aireels in the circle vanished. The two on either side registered a tiny increase in the ambient temperature where it had been—a patch of warmer air that drifted toward one of them. Neusch ordered one to fly toward the anomaly. As it reached the zone, its lnc ended abruptly. But not before there was a definitive datapoint from its minuscule sensors.

“That patch of air is denser,” Neusch exclaimed. Now that he knew what to search for, he reformatted the remaining three aireels’ search parameters. Whatever the hostile drone was, it was almost indistinguishable from air—something ethereal rather than material. It formed a circle more than a meter across with an indistinct boundary. The aireels had a lot of trouble keeping it in focus.

“It’s like they’ve turned a patch of air into a Cherenkov blade. It’s not really there, but it exists.”

“A big aireel, then,” Jolav-Dabny said curtly. “Must be the same active molecule principle, but somebody weaponized it. Clever.”

The animated circle of air rippled in an almost sensual motion, propelling itself along. It hit another aireel. This time, the remaining two caught a minute spark of energy as the aireel’s molecular structure broke apart.

“Goddess!” Neusch released another swarm of aireels (keenly aware he was down to forty percent), instructing them to maintain a tight formation around the three of them. They were directed to examine the surrounding air for any of the thermal and density anomalies approaching.

The girl they were tracking started to speed up.

“Mine,” Jolav-Dabny said. His suit launched into the air, scattering aireels in the powerful jet exhausts.

“Careful!” Neusch shouted. “Don’t—urgh.”

He and Kimiya started running their bio-andys after him. In the quiet beauty of the park, the suit jets were a bellicose thunderstorm. The girl took one look over her shoulder and sprinted for the door.

Jolav-Dabny landed hard five meters in front of her, his arms opening wide, then telescoping further. A gauntleted hand caught her upper arm and wrenched her to a halt. Her face contorted in pain as she struggled. After a few seconds she gave up and glared at the blank helmet.

“Put me down now, you impudent moron.”

Despite himself, Neusch was impressed by the tone of command; it was a voice that expected immediate and total obedience. If he’d been the one holding her, he might have actually let go reflexively.

“Who are you?” Jolav-Dabny asked.

“Don’t you recognize me, Jolav? Your queens once scoured the galaxy to find me.”

“No. I don’t recognize you. How do you know my name?”

Neusch and Kimiya arrived. The girl gave them a contemptuous glance.

“There’s no need to be afraid,” Neusch said.

The girl laughed. “Haven’t you realized yet? It’s not me who should be afraid.”

Again, the tone of total conviction. He wondered just whose mindline she hosted. “Okay, well, can you at least tell us what’s happening here? Your spawn sisters are being murdered.”

“The rebels should’ve acknowledged my supremacy.”

“Rebels?”

“The crew. They grew afraid of the honor I bestowed to them.”

“The crew is killing your sisters?”

“I was caught off guard at the start. Not anymore. Behold our multitude and rejoice, for I am your salvation.”

“Huh?”

“Do you still not understand? The Elohim are not gods, for there can only be one true deity. At best, the Gate makers are godlings. But when I have become everyone, I will storm heaven and become a goddess, even though there will be no mortals left to worship me.”

Asteria’s arse, Neusch thought. Whatever atrocity happened here has broken the poor girl’s mind.

“Okay, uh, savior,” he said. “Why don’t you start by telling us your name?”

Her smile was beguiling. It was like establishing a connection without even touching her neural induction pad. He just knew she so clearly wanted him to help, to be her true friend, to rescue her from the darkness lurking somewhere in the heart of the Wakaur.

The formation of aireels circling them detected two patches of aberrations in the air. “Incoming,” he warned.

“I see them,” Jolav-Dabny said. He let go of the girl. “Stand behind me.” He raised an arm. A gamma ray rifle muzzle rose out of the forearm armor.

“It’s all right, you silly things,” the girl said in a sweet lilting voice. “The sprites won’t harm you. I won’t let them. All life is precious, no matter how dire its original form.”

Neusch found himself turning to face her, a level of dread he’d never known before rising into his head.

“Those things are yours?” he asked.

“Just take your suits off,” she said. “I can evolve you, then.”

“Ohcrap.” Neusch took a step backward.

More of the insubstantial anomaly areas emerged, fluttering out of the trees and headed toward them.

“Run,” Neusch said.

“I’ll cover you,” Jolav-Dabny said. Another muzzle slipped out of his armor. He started shooting at the wraithlike patches of air as they streamed silently toward them. The energy beams were less than a centimeter wide, and sliced straight through their target. But each strike lit the patches up with a faint purple scintillation.

Neusch and Kimiya were running hard for the nearest door. His dwindling flock of aireels showed him what was happening behind. The sprites Jolav-Dabny had shot became anemic mirages that crumpled up and sank out of the air, their glimmer dying ingloriously.

Then Jolav-Dabny was swearing, shaking one of his legs violently, as if he were trying to rid his boot of the world’s worst turd. His swearing turned to a snarl of rage. And he was doing the same wild shake with an arm.

“They’ve caught him,” Kimiya said in shock. “Her sprite things, they’re like a net he can’t break.”

As Neusch watched, the formidable suit of armor toppled over. The thrashing limbs were quickly stilled as invisible chains constricted around it. “Asteria’s arse!” He stopped and swung around, pulling his X-ray laser carbine out of its holster. It was an utterly useless gesture. Sweet Asteria, they can defeat an armor suit.

Which was now becoming unbearably true. The sprites were somehow breaking the armor’s atomic structure, dissolving it into a thick sludge that was seeping out across the grass.

“Neusch,” Jolav-Dabny said in an unbelievably calm tone. “Get out of here. Get back to the Crown Dominion for the love of Asteria and warn them. Promise me.”

“I … I … Yes. We’ll get there.”

“I’ve triggered the Okron’s self-destruct sequence. You have ten minutes to get clear.”

“But—” He knew what that meant. Jolav-Dabny had forced their hand. There was no way he and Kimiya were going to get their bio-andys back to the Alumata in time.

“Observe everything,” Jolav-Dabny pleaded. “Everything!”

“Of course.”

More and more of the armor suit was deliquescing into slurry. Neusch saw a leg pull free of the tacky liquid, shedding droplets as Jolav-Dabny kicked it upward. Then the invisible mesh contracted further, and Neusch heard bone snap. Jolav-Dabny screamed.

Neusch flung his arm around Kimiya’s spacesuit. “Come on,” he urged. “Let’s go.”

“No,” she said. “He told us to watch.”

“Not this.”

“Yes. This. Why is it happening, Neusch? Why is she doing this? What’s it for?”

Guilt and burning shame made him look back. Three more of the girls were walking out of the trees.

They joined the first and stared down at Jolav-Dabny. The residual slop of the armor suit was running off him, leaving him naked, on his back, limbs pinioned, gold-speckled bloodstone spurs curving up with artful defiance from his head and shoulders. Through a red anger Neusch watched the first girl kneel beside him, her head cocked to one side as she watched with what appeared to be mild curiosity.

The sprite’s bonds must have loosened, because she took his hand and pressed her neural induction pad to his. Jolav-Dabny thrashed about for a few seconds, then relaxed as if all his pain had been banished. After a long moment, she let go of him, and clapped gleefully as she grinned down. The other three laughed in delight. Two more emerged from the trees and skipped over.

A berserker fury claimed Neusch; he wanted to shoot every one of them, but found Kimiya’s hand holding his wrist, pushing the X-ray laser carbine down.

Then the first girl was bending down. Neusch let out a whimper of disbelief as she bit into Jolav-Dabny’s neck. She spent what seemed an age with her teeth inside him, worrying at the flesh like an apex predator feeding on its downed prey, then pulled away. Her hand wiped smears of blood from her lips, and she turned to stare eagerly at them. The other girls followed her gaze.

“Now,” Kimiya yelled. “Run!”

They dashed for the door. Behind them, the remaining pair of aireels showed Neusch the girls just standing there. None of them made any attempt to follow him and Kimiya. On the ground, Jolav-Dabny’s body was spasming. Dark lines appeared around the puncture holes on his neck, spreading out, up onto his head and down onto his chest. Whatever the bioweapon was, its effect was like watching plant roots burrowing through his skin. None of his bloodstone adornments were contaminated by the malaise.

“What’s she done to him?” Kimiya sobbed.

“Poison,” Neusch told her. “It’s quick, look. He’s not suffering.”

“She’s got poison teeth?”

“Uh huh.” The door opened, and they were out in the corridor. Neusch let out more aireels; he was down to thirty-five percent. Not that it matters now.

“What are they? Some kind of corrupted spawn?”

“I don’t know.” The aireels managed to find three of the sprites waiting in the corridor. They started to shiver their way toward him, picking up speed.

“This way!” He started running again.

Kimiya followed him reluctantly. “We should stay. We promised Jolav-Dabny we’d observe. And we’re going to lose the lnc in nine minutes.”

“Yes, but—”

“Is the Alumata flying away?”

“Er—”

“Neusch! You have to get us away. It’ll be a really big explosion.”

She was right, of course. As before, back on Uixic, he was having trouble disassociating himself from his bio-andy. “On it,” he assured her, and told the CI to swoop the Alumata around the Wakaur, putting its bulk between them and the Okron. Acceleration built fast, taking them up to three gees. The sensoriums from his actual body and the bio-andy muddled together in his mind. Running down the corridor was difficult to coordinate as gravity increased. A flight vector played in his mind, showing him their distance from the Wakaur increasing.

He reached a junction, unsure which way to go. A girl—the girl—in a white dress stepped out from the side corridor. She pirouetted with a fast elegance, bringing a long violet powerblade slashing around to cut deep into his right leg until it reached the femur. Which was when she froze in perfect fighting samurai pose. Her expression was pure joy at her accomplishment.

Asteria’s arse, how many of these fuckers are there?

There was no pain; the bio-andy’s nerves only supplied data along the lnc. But his mind knew, and his whole actual leg went frighteningly numb. The bio-andy tumbled to the ground while Neusch flailed about on the acceleration couch in the Alumata. Kimiya was lying on the couch next to him, perfectly placid, her eyes shut.

“Get out of there,” he yelled at her. His dazed mind struggled to regain the lnc. Vision slipstreamed vertiginously between the Alumata’s cabin and the corridor. He was on the corridor floor, crawling as the girl slowly stalked him. Two more of her were farther along the corridor, approaching languidly. Blood-equivalent nutrient fluid was pumping out of the huge gash in his leg. Drops were added to the trail on the white floor as they fell from the tip of the powerblade. Kimiya’s spacesuited bio-andy was cowering away from the scene of carnage. “Go!” he told her. “There’s only seven minutes left.”

A moment later, Kimiya turned and charged back down the corridor to the park.

Three views fought for dominance in Neusch’s head. He tried to do the separating-his-consciousness thing so he could ride all of them together. So very difficult for his frantic mind right now.

CORRIDOR: Him looking up at the girl with the long blade. He’d stopped crawling; no point. She hunched down on her knees beside him, smiling contentedly. “The suit should finish cauterizing the wound in a moment,” she said in a sweet voice. “That’s nice. I can’t have you losing too much blood. You’ll be no use to us then, will you?” She lifted his hand up—

CORRIDOR 2, KIMIYA’S LNC: Vision juddering about as she raced along, bio-andy’s breathing loud inside the helmet—a feedback to her own body’s autonomic responses. Nothing threatening in sight.

ALUMATA’S SENSORS: The Wakaur directly aft, eclipsing the Okron. Shrinking fast as they powered away.

CORRIDOR: The girl had unfastened his spacesuit gauntlet. She gave him an intent look as she pressed her neural pad against his. “Burn incursion attempt,” he alerted the Alumata’s CI. It immediately cut the bio-andy’s datastream from the hand she was touching.

CORRIDOR 2, KIMIYA’S LNC: She’d reached the door into the park. It opened for her, and she staggered to a halt just inside. The group of girls were still there, standing over Jolav-Dabny’s body. His flesh had changed color, the dark webbing of the poison lines spreading out, merging. The abuse had turned his skin a dull brown, and now it was starting to wrinkle, imbuing it with a leathery texture. “Oh, Great Goddess, he’s becoming the things we saw,” an aghast Kimiya wailed.

ALUMATA’S SENSORS: The Wakaur had reduced to a lone star adrift inside the nebula.

CORRIDOR: The girl withdrew her hand and gave him a vexed stare. “You’re not real,” she proclaimed. Her double-handed grip raised the powerblade high above his open helmet, and came stabbing down.

PARK, KIMIYA’S LNC: “Who are you?” she yelled in fury at the girls in their white dresses.

“I am Khepri,” they chorused. “The future Goddess of the Centauri Cluster. And you will be, too.”

ALUMATA’S SENSORS: A point in space behind the starship flared a dazzling white as thirty ten-megaton warheads detonated simultaneously. An impossible dawn, fluorescing the Helium Sea to a flawless sapphire expanse, leaving the Alumata soaring onward through an eternal sky.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

ONCE AGAIN QUEEN Inessa-Marwa was braced for the worst as the Gegnerin came sailing out of the egress Gate at Hoa Quinzu. Their fleet was four days behind the Mara Yama fleet, and there was simply no way of knowing what the brutal Celestials would do when they arrived. The response options were small, as Ramona-Nuk had gleefully pointed out. The Mara Yama would either swarm around the egress Gate in defiance of Elohim law and ambush the dreadnoughts as they emerged, or fly directly to the Oxanotol ingress Gate.

The ZPZ released its hold on Inessa-Marwa’s atoms and she drew an expectant breath. “Admiral, our situation. Now.”

“No immediate threat detected,” Admiral Philipe-Kovsky told her. “Expanding our assessment zone.”

Inessa-Marwa connected to the dreadnought’s CI and received the ship’s sensor data directly. The CI established a lnc to the local secure monitor satellites. Six battleships slipped out of the ingress Gate behind them as the Gegnerin accelerated away. Twenty Ratarajan ships circled the Gate a thousand kilometers out, spheres grouped together like failed molecular models.

Her fleet intelligence staff had warned her that the Ratarajan Dominion was approaching every visitor to the system, confirming who they were and alerting them to the Mara Yama fleet refueling at de Verya. None of the Gate guardians were accelerating toward the three dreadnoughts.

Understandable, Inessa-Marwa thought.

The constellation of fusion drives produced by the Mara Yama fleet they’d followed to Hoa Quinzu was easy to find. They were accelerating at one gee—positively racing in Mara Yama terms. The only time they accelerated harder was in combat.

She looked over at her chief archon, Keldor-M’tollo, who was sitting up on his acceleration couch. “They were prepared for this,” she said ruefully. “How long does it take for them to morph out of their free-fall form?”

“To withstand a standard gravity, a minimum of six months, ma’am,” he said. “And you’re looking at a year for them to morph into combat form; they need to produce a lot more skeletal strength for that, along with corresponding muscle bulk. In extremis, they can take a sustained four gees. However, no one has seen a citadel ship accelerate at that level since the Madel strike three thousand seven hundred years ago.”

“Remind me.”

“The Eternal Unanimity Dominion took offense at a Mara Yama fleet intercepting commercial ships in the Madel system; a navy squadron chased them halfway to the Oort belt.”

“If they’ve morphed out of free-fall form already, their bodies will be ready for combat,” Dearch-Tukkal said.

“I suspect you’re right, Daddy. But then this was never going to be easy.”

Admiral Philipe-Kovsky’s black-metal armor mask turned to face her. “Majesty, we’ve located the original Mara Yama fleet from de Verya. It is thirty-eight hours from the Oxanotol ingress Gate. Even at full combat acceleration, we cannot intercept them before they go through.”
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“THIS IS AN UNMITIGATED DISASTER,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“What you will find on the other side of any Gate of Heaven is always conjecture,” Luus-Marcela replied sagely.

They were meeting in their plain neural reality again. The only difference was that the walls now carried the vector plots of all the different fleets in Hoa Quinzu.

“I dislike the phrase ‘I told you so,’” Inessa-Marwa said. “But I did say we should’ve blown the Hoa Quinzu ingress Gate to hell.”

“And I told you what a stupid idea that was,” Luus-Marcela snapped. “We would’ve been isolated even further from home, and we’d be completely unable to wipe out the de Verya fleet. So we’d actually be worse off.”

“Forget what-ifs,” Ramona-Nuk said. “This leaves us with a single strategy. As soon as the rest of our fleet arrives, we chase the Mara Yama fleet we followed from Izamere and annihilate them. Then we accelerate at combat velocity to follow the de Verya fleet through to Oxanotol and repeat.”

“It’ll be another five and a half hours until all our ships are here,” Inessa-Marwa said. “We need to be at our full strength to take on two Mara Yama fleets one after the other. Although there is another option. We could wipe them both out without endangering a single ship from our fleet.”

“How?” Ramona-Nuk asked urgently.

“We wait until both Mara Yama fleets have passed through the Oxanotol ingress Gate, then destroy it. After that, we go back to Capo Frois and home via JK67b. It’ll take us another twelve years non-dilated to get there, but truly what is that to our lifespan?”

“Ladies, please keep this decision grounded in reality,” Luus-Marcela said. “My dearest Inessa-Marwa, I implore you to stop fixating on blowing up the Gates of Heaven. We cannot destroy an Elohim pathway. You know their law as well as I do. Any dominion who commits such an act will be cut off from the Centauri Cluster. It might take the Elohim a century, five centuries, to do it, but it will happen. And it won’t just isolate the dominion from the Cluster. Our individual star systems will be sequestered. There will be no Accord, no unified economy, no joint naval action when the next Mara Yama fleet comes calling. We’ll see the inevitable rise of factionalism. It will be like living in the Dawn Era—or worse, back on Sol in the Exodus Era. Goddess, we’d have to abandon the Crown Dominion in arkships! Everything we’ve built! I will not endanger it. We are going home to save it.”

“Are we?” Inessa-Marwa asked acidly.

“Don’t you dare give up now,” Luus-Marcela shouted at her. “The Crown Dominion is the culmination of eleven thousand years of struggle and sacrifice and triumph. Eleven thousand! I know, because I have lived through every single one of those years. As have you two. We built this dominion with our blood—so much blood. Our civilization is the greatest triumph of the Centauri Cluster, and I will not let it fall!”

“Head-to-head combat with the Mara Yama it is, then,” Ramona-Nuk said.

Inessa-Marwa sighed. “Very well.” She received an emergency connection request from Dearch-Tukkal and frowned in surprise. Of all people, her father knew not to interrupt a meeting of this nature. But he would never do so without an exceptional reason. “Ladies, I find I have to take a short recess.”

“Me too,” Luus-Marcela said in surprise.

“What’s happening out there?” Ramona-Nuk asked.

“We’ll reconvene in ten minutes.”
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INESSA-MARWA ENDED the ultra-secure connection and opened her eyes. She was sitting in her private day cabin with her father standing in front of her desk, a nervous expression on his face.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to shout at you,” she told him. “Frankly I needed a break; it’s getting depressing in there. So what is it? The Eternal Unanimity Dominion fleet has turned up to start annexing the entire Centauri Cluster?”

“No, my dear. We’ve just received a message—actually, it was a diplomatic communiqué, for the three chief archons. The navy intelligence staff had to decrypt it. The code was old, but valid.”

“Who’s it from?”

“Uh, Makaio-Faraji.”

“The archon who was assassinated?”

“Yes. But it’s not him.”

“Show me.”
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INESSA-MARWA REGARDED the image of the human who stood in the middle of their secure neural reality. He had all the traits she disapproved of—far too much scalp hair, a jaw that protruded too much, bony shoulders with the beginnings of a paunch on his lower torso. The overall impression was one of weakness. It simply wasn’t something a queen was used to. And judging by the stoic faces of Luus-Marcela and Ramona-Nuk, they shared her opinion. Nonetheless they couldn’t afford to ignore Terence Wilson-Fletcher.

“Incredible,” Luus-Marcela said. “Play it again.”

The image flickered into life. “My name is Terence Wilson-Fletcher, an agent of former Wynid archon Makaio-Faraji, currently on board the weapon you know as the Crystal Gun. This message is intended for the three queens. Please direct it accordingly.

“Majesties, I hope by now you have realized that humans are not responsible for what happened to Kelowan and Empress Carolien-Amaia. Since that time, I have managed to disrupt some of the efforts of the insurrectionists to harm the Crown Dominion, as have my colleagues on the Diligent. My part in this mission has now resulted in me obtaining the Crystal Gun. One of the hostile agents, Liliana, who was working against the Crown Dominion, planned to recover it from storage and use it against your fleet. We believe that’s the reason Bensath blew up the ingress Gate to Kelowan, forcing you to use this route to return home. We presume its use against you would result in the death of everyone on board your warships, but leave the ships themselves intact and functional for Helena-Thyra to incorporate in her own forces.”

“Asteria’s fucking tits,” Ramona-Nuk snarled. “She would’ve, too.”

“I would like to assure you that I will never fire the Crystal Gun on your fleet. Despite everything, I remain loyal to the Crown Dominion.”

“Bullshit!” Luus-Marcela exclaimed nervously.

“We were informed by a Uthran Celestial that the Mara Yama discovered Queen Zuberi-Dulcina had captured some of their citizens and experimented on them as part of her Evolution Project,” Terence continued. “It is our belief that the two Mara Yama fleets you are pursuing are taking advantage of the Crown Dominion’s turmoil to exact their revenge and possibly assume command of the Helium Sea. Our current relevant location means we can take the Crystal Gun through the Oxanotol ingress Gate and use it against the Mara Yama fleets as they emerge after us. At the moment, we are committed to this course of action. However, I would appreciate knowing your position on the whole situation, and if you approve of what we’re proposing. I am aware time is limited. We are going to reach the ingress Gate in eight hours, so I need to know your opinion as soon as possible. Thank you.”

“All right, ladies,” Inessa-Marwa said. “This may well be the last decision we ever make as queens, but as this Terence Wilson-Fletcher human said, time is a huge factor here. So let’s abandon the practice of a lifetime and make this quick.”

“First off, is this a CI construct?” Ramona-Nuk asked.

“As far as we can tell, no,” Inessa-Marwa replied. “In addition, it’s highly likely Terence Wilson-Fletcher was one of the humans at Dokatu, so he really could have met the Uthran.”

“If he did, do we believe the Uthran?”

“Well,” Luus-Marcela ventured, “we do know Zuberi had some Mara Yama in her abhorrent Evolution Project facilities.”

“Goddess, yes,” Ramona-Nuk said. “I haven’t thought about that place in centuries; it still unnerves me. So I’m going to concede that the Mara Yama knew she’d captured some of them for experimentation. I’d be extremely pissed about that, too.”

“So are you saying they’re not allied with Helena-Thyra?” Luus-Marcela asked.

“I have no idea, and frankly it’s irrelevant at this point,” Inessa-Marwa said. “The Mara Yama are on their way to Kelowan either to have their revenge on Imperial Celestials for atrocities one of us committed millennia ago—which takes hypocrisy to new heights, but that’s the way they are—or they backed Helena-Thyra’s coup and she’s giving them the Helium Sea in exchange. The only thing that matters is that they’re going to wind up in the Kelowan system unless someone stops them. And this human has offered to do that for us.”

“Yes, how very noble of him, given we’ve been trying to kill him from the moment we knew he’d somehow taken control of the Aeacus,” Luus-Marcela said.

“If for one moment we abandon our usual stance and consider he’s telling the truth and is actually loyal to the Crown Dominion, I’d say that gives him a reasonable motivation for doing what he appears to be,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“How so?” Inessa-Marwa asked.

“Our people will suffer—badly—should the Mara Yama do the unthinkable and physically invade any of our worlds, but so will humans should Gondiar be one of those worlds. Terence is simply protecting his own. And who can blame him?”

“I acknowledge that argument, but I have one very serious issue,” Luus-Marcela said.

Inessa-Marwa almost grinned. “Which is?”

“The Schlachten’s sensors have confirmed that there’s a large unknown ship heading for the Oxanotol ingress Gate—presumably the Crystal Gun. Nobody—not the de Verya fleet, and certainly not our ships—will be able to intercept it before it can go through. So … what is there to stop Terence Wilson-Fletcher eliminating us when we come through after the Mara Yama?”

“The fact that he told us what he’s proposing,” Inessa-Marwa said. “If he’s going to take us out, why would he do that? I mean, he’s practically asking for our permission.”

“In the end this is a simple binary,” Ramona-Nuk said. “And with that, the Goddess herself has subjected us to the greatest irony of all. All our power, all our knowledge, eleven thousand years of political experience, and the future of billions of Imperial Celestials comes down to this: Do we trust a human?”

“I have one other thing to add,” Inessa-Marwa said. “And it explains why Terence Wilson-Fletcher is going to be given my approval.”

“You’re going to say yes?” Luus-Marcela asked in surprise.

“I am.”

“Why?”

“Something my chief archon Keldor-M’tollo reminded me of. Back in the day, he was a junior knight in the Accord forces who invaded Kelowan; it’s one of the reasons I trust him as I do.”

“What did he remind you of?”

“Terence Wilson-Fletcher told us he beat a hostile agent called Liliana to the Crystal Gun.”

“Yes?”

“Keldor-M’tollo and I ran a check through our ultra-secure records of the Evolution Project. One of Zuberi-Dulcina’s spawn daughters ran the biological division: Countess Liliana.”

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding!” a shocked Ramona-Nuk cried.

“She was killed, of course,” Inessa-Marwa said calmly. “Executed by the forward strike team along with everyone else who worked on the Evolution Project and every member of Zuberi’s family we could find. It says so right there in the archive files, so it must be true, right? Now, I dare either of you to say: coincidence.”

“Goddess save us,” Luus-Marcela murmured. “It can’t be. Seven thousand years?”

Inessa-Marwa gave them a victory smile. “Seven thousand years ago, someone changed Dolod’s course and sent it to Kelowan. Yet another coincidence, ladies?”
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THE INTERIOR OF the Crystal Gun wasn’t what Terence had expected—not that he’d actually given it much thought. If he’d been asked, he would’ve said something like a retro version of the Aeacus cabins and lounge. Instead, the whole forward section was hollow, although the hull walls were eighty meters thick, leaving a big ovoid space ahead of the weapon’s constriction, with walls that glowed a modest pearly-white. It wasn’t entirely empty; a multitude of pillarlike strands five meters in diameter were stretched across it in a purely random array, a three-dimensional filigree knitted by a drunk weaver.

Terence had spent a couple of days inside after the Lestari had attached itself to the rear of the Crystal Gun and started pushing it back to Hoa Quinzu’s inner system. With both of the Traveler ship’s huge fusion rockets operating at full thrust, they accelerated at point seven gee. It was comfortable enough, allowing him to set up camp next to the airlock hatch at the base of the big chamber. The kit was from one of the Aeacus’s planetary excursion packs—a foam bed that expanded out of a dense rectangle no bigger than his hand, and a portable washroom cubical that was the size of a case when he brought it over. All for an Imperial Celestial, so like the cabin he and Jimena used as a bedroom, too big—not that he could ever quite visualize Makaio camping on some wilderness continent.

There was no way for him to move around inside (unless he tried mountaineering along the tangle of strands), which didn’t matter because there was nothing inside for him to see or do. He was only there because he felt he should be. Dohl’Kol had agreed to help, so just ignoring them seemed incredibly rude, verging on offensive. Trouble was, that was such a human reaction; after the first few days he admitted to himself that the Dohl’Kol wouldn’t care if he was inside or communicating via lnc from the comfort of the Aeacus.

He asked Dohl’Kol about their history, to be told: I was built, and performed my job, then I was captured by archons from other dominions. There was no background, no childhood stories, nothing Terence could relate to. They were not destined to sit in a bar and swap life stories. He didn’t even know if Dohl’Kol had a life before the Crystal Gun was constructed. And as for the conflict on Kajval, Dohl’Kol either didn’t know or wasn’t saying anything other than that it was a pure ideological conflict over the direction his people should take. Terence had no way in—and to be honest, he wasn’t entirely sure Dohl’Kol was alive in the biological-sentient sense. Makaio-Spirit certainly didn’t venture an opinion, pointing out that either way the Crystal Gun had agreed to help. “So that should be enough for you.”

Instead he started asking about the weapon’s parameters. Exactly how it worked was another area where Dohl’Kol said nothing, and anyway it was irrelevant because Terence was pretty sure he wouldn’t understand the physics involved. However, its range, its method of application, were all vital to his mission of ambushing the Mara Yama. The more he discovered about the weapon’s potential, the more he thought those archons should have destroyed it six thousand years ago.

After, he transferred back to the Aeacus and contact with Dohl’Kol continued by lnc. He also received regular updates from the bodhian web. When they were five weeks out from the Oxanotol ingress Gate, the Mara Yama fleet orbiting de Verya started accelerating. They were heading for the same Gate.

“We’ll get there maybe three days ahead of them,” Terence said as the Lestari crew joined them in a lnc meeting. “Which is about the time the Mara Yama fleet from Izamere is due to arrive.”

“So what do you suggest?” Uzoma Enfoe asked. “We can’t accelerate harder than we are doing.”

“We don’t change a thing,” Terence said. “As long as we go through ahead of the fleets, the timing won’t affect our mission.”

“What about the three queens?” Basyl Enfoe asked.

“What about them?”

“They’ll be arriving just after the de Verya fleet, so we can reasonably assume they’ll be attacking the Mara Yama here in Hoa Quinzu and then going through the Oxanotol ingress Gate. Does the Crystal Gun have enough power or ammunition—whatever—to ambush them as they come through?”

The answer was yes, but Terence wasn’t going to explain that. “We’re not ambushing the three queens.”

“Why not?” Uzoma Enfoe asked.

“Because we’re not actually Human Liberation. Like it or not, we’re citizens of the Crown Dominion. And that’s where we’re going to have to live afterward, so we have to try and foster a good relationship with the queens. They’re the ones we want in charge when their power struggle with Helena-Thyra is over.”

“Dad, I thought Josias is going to negotiate with Helena-Thyra?” Vanilda said. “If we do this, if the Crystal Gun eliminates the three queens, surely that puts Josias in a much better position?”

“Sweetheart, we didn’t know the queens were going to survive. We don’t know if Josias is going to survive. We have to act on what we do know. And this current situation changes everything. If the three queens get back to the Crown Dominion, they have a good chance of overthrowing Helena-Thyra.”

“You sure about that?” Jimena asked. “She’s outsmarted everyone so far.”

“It doesn’t really matter from a tactical point of view,” Terence said. “If we get rid of the three queens, we guarantee Helena-Thyra becomes the permanent empress. If we don’t, they might defeat her. So we do not intervene in the struggle between queen and empress. They can settle this between themselves. It’s to our advantage.”

“I don’t understand. Where is this coming from?” Jimena asked.

“It’s political realism,” Terence told her. “No matter who wins the battle to rule the Crown Dominion, we’ll be the ones who stopped a Mara Yama invasion. They’ll owe us.”

“Will they?”

“We can’t beat them,” Terence said. “They’re a dominion that occupies six major star systems with more than sixty habitable planets, as well as controlling a whole load of the surrounding star systems. Save for the Traveler dynasties, all humans are is farmers and miners. The best outcome we can hope for is that we can influence the queens or the empress to give us back what we had and maybe add some freedoms on top. That’s the deal Josias keeps banging on about. We have to give ourselves as many options as possible; that’s what this is all about. And this is our one chance. We cannot blow it.”

“All right,” Jimena said. “So how do we do that?”

“Talk to the queens, and make it very clear what we can do for them.”
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WHEN THEY WERE five days out from the Oxanotol ingress Gate, Terence took the shuttle over to the Crystal Gun. Again, he didn’t have to be there in person, but he wanted to be. If Dohl’Kol ultimately decided not to engage the Mara Yama, being on board to plead wouldn’t make any difference. He did it because he felt it would show his commitment—perhaps even demonstrate he could be trusted. Maybe that would mean something to Dohl’Kol, and maybe not. But for Terence it was important. Acting honorably was the heart of his identity—why he’d joined the police those long forty years ago, and why he’d ultimately agreed to be Makaio’s agent. Without order, you could have no civilization and the safety that laws created. And if anyone epitomized the opposite of that, it was the Mara Yama.

So when they were a day and a half out from the Oxanotol ingress Gate, he sent his message to the queens, not really expecting an answer.

The Lestari was twenty light-minutes from the three huge dreadnoughts that’d just emerged from the Izamere egress Gate. With that time lag, he figured there was no way he’d get a reply inside forty-five minutes, so he sat on the oversize camp bed with his standard armor suit lying beside him, betting against himself about getting a reply.

It arrived on the hour, using a diplomatic communiqué coded for Makaio-Faraji. The Aeacus CI decrypted it and connected with him.

Three queens materialized in the center of his mind. There were no emotional routines in the connection, but even so they managed to loom over him in that intimidating way all Imperial Celestials achieved. Naturally their manifestation included full robes of state. And somehow they managed to convey a vast degree of superiority.

“Don’t let them get to you,” Makaio-Spirit said in an exhausted tone. “You and I both know they wouldn’t reply in person to a human unless they were utterly desperate. Their demeanor is pure showtime. They’re going to tell you to go ahead like it’s their decision. It’s not.”

Terence grinned at that, and lay down on the bed, closing his eyes to savor the full vision. “I think you might want to see this,” he told Dohl’Kol.

“Terence Wilson-Fletcher,” Inessa-Marwa said with a small, gracious smile that was so strained he worried her skin might crack. “We would like to begin by commending you on your remarkable achievements in this wholly regrettable situation caused by our sister queen Helena-Thyra’s rash actions.”

“Which we will be dealing with severely upon our return to Kelowan,” Luus-Marcela interjected. “Be assured of that.”

Somehow Inessa-Marwa’s smile remained in place. “Quite. We are most grateful to you for intercepting the Crystal Gun, thereby depriving Liliana of its use. Your offer of using it against the Mara Yama ships is one we appreciate, and we grant you our fervent good wishes for success in your endeavor. In which respect, could you confirm the operating parameters of the Crystal Gun will allow us to exit the egress Gate into Oxanotol safely?”

“Look, Terence, this is how it’s like for real,” Ramona-Nuk said bluntly. “If we come through the Gate, say … ten hours after the second Mara Yama fleet, is the crystallization effect going to be turned off by then? I mean, dude, you can understand we don’t wanna be flying straight into that shitstorm, right? So can you make that happen, or do we, like, need to wait longer before it dissipates or powers down or whatever the hell it does? We need some assurance here, you grab?”

At their table in the Fleesh Diamond, Terence and Makaio-Spirit raised their glasses in salute; they couldn’t actually drink they were laughing so much at the memory. Ramona-Nuk had chosen the same appalling rider Makaio had used the first time he and Terence had met.

“Sure, babe, I’ll let you know.” Terence chuckled to himself as the message played out.

“Yes,” Inessa-Marwa said slowly, giving her sister queen a firm stare. “That information would be extremely welcome.”

“We are also most curious about Liliana,” Luus-Marcela said. “Any further information you have concerning her would be appreciated by our chief archons. As I’m sure you understand, the more we know about this problem we all face, the better it can be resolved satisfactorily.”

“So, it’s like this, dude,” Ramona-Nuk said. “We’re, like, totally jazzed you’ve maxed out this amazing bad guy takedown; gotta say that old Makaio-Faraji knew what he was doing recruiting you. So when we all get back home, you and yours let us know whatever it is you need to make your life smoother we’ll grant it, no problem. You got our word as queens of the Crown Dominion. Good luck and see you in the Oxanotol system.”

The message ended.

“They always were utterly insufferable,” Dohl’Kol said.
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“MAJESTIES, THANK YOU for your reply. We will go ahead with our original mission and intercept the two Mara Yama fleets when they emerge from the Gate in the Oxanotol system. With regard to Queen Ramona-Nuk’s question about the Crystal Gun, I would recommend that you arrive no sooner than ten hours after the second Mara Yama fleet. As to Liliana, we believe that, like Gyvoy, she is an Imperial Celestial who has shapeshifted into human form. She is capable of a powerful neural induction, and used compulsion routines on the crew of the Lestari. Routines that we think are almost identical to the ones Gyvoy used against Finbar Jalgori-Tobu. To conclude with your kind offer of support once we return to the Crown Dominion, we simply request that all former privileges be returned to Gondiar and Anoosha, with consideration given to reducing the regulatory burden currently imposed on human citizens of the Crown Dominion. Thank you. Terence Wilson-Fletcher signing off until our mission is complete.”
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“THE NERVE OF THAT HUMAN,” Dearch-Tukkal complained.

Innessa-Marwa smiled as she sat back in her chair. “Really, Daddy? I thought it was rather admirable. He was respectful, polite, and helpful. He clearly knows some etiquette. I’ll take that over our Grand Families any day of the week.”

“Sounded more like a Human Liberation demand for freedom to me.”

“Human or Celestial, no one welcomes government regulations imposed on them.”

“So just get rid of that idiot custodian Avone-Valerio and appoint a halfway decent governor for Gondiar. That’ll keep them quiet. I mean, you’re not seriously considering redrafting the settlement constitution for human worlds, are you?”

“Refining it, possibly. A few tweaks here and there. After all, if he pulls this off, all of us would be in his debt.”

“Morally, maybe, but there’s no way he can collect on that.”

“Daddy, it’s a question of trust. Humans need to calm down and trust our rule again. Which means change is a-coming … Goddess, that rider Ramona used was just plain embarrassing! In any case, get used to it. Whoever winds up controlling the Crown Dominion after this is going to have to rewrite the Accord. So many families and factions are going to need reassurances that we are going to reinstate stability and enforce it with a much greater effort this time around. We always rule by consensus, and Helena-Thyra has royally fucked that up. Literally. And if it truly is Khepri behind this, we will be fighting for our very existence.”

“Yes, I am aware of that. This horror from the past coming alive again after everything we did in the Accord War to destroy it is something I find utterly terrifying. Zuberi-Dulcina’s crazy scheme of compelling every Imperial Celestial to attack the Elohim and steal their technology is nothing short of species suicide.”

“Zuberi-Dulcina never cared about sharing Elohim technology with the rest of us; she just wanted the power it grants for herself.”

“Quite. And now, it seems, so does Khepri. Helena-Thyra, or Khepri—whoever is actually behind this—has got to be stopped.”

“They certainly have. But before we can deal with that, we have to survive emerging from the Oxanotol Gate. So let’s hope my judgment that Terence Wilson-Fletcher is honorable proves correct.”

“A decision at this level—one that will determine the fate of our entire dominion—is something I would only entrust a queen with. If you believe Terence Wilson-Fletcher will keep his word, then so do I.”
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DOHL’KOL PROVIDED TERENCE a lnc to the Crystal Gun’s sensors as they approached the Oxanotol ingress Gate. He lay back on the camp bed, wearing his spacesuit and trying to settle his body for the frame jump. His mind was focused on a feed showing him the Aeacus, holding position a thousand kilometers ahead of them, its fusion drive a slender line of intense light against the dark silver circle of the Gate. Jimena had taken the starship out of darkflight several hours earlier and ordered it to use active scanning to find out if any ships were waiting by the Gate. All it had detected since then were a couple of small commercial-registered Celestial starships racing to get through the Gate before the first Mara Yama fleet arrived.

“They’ll be archon courier ships,” Terence told her. “Not just for the Crown Dominion but for others, too.”

“The Aeacus can’t detect anything else approaching the Gate. It’s just us and the Mara Yama fleets now.”

“Then through we go,” he said.

“I’d be happier if you were on board the Aeacus.”

“Me too, but this is the way it is.”

When the Aeacus was a hundred kilometers from the Gate, the fusion drive cut off and it coasted onward. Terence saw a flare of energy surround the outer rim of the Gate and flow inward as the Aeacus glided unerringly into the center, the two of them meeting as the starship crossed the threshold. Then it was gone, accelerated up to point nine nine nine lightspeed in a heartbeat.

That moment always gave Terence a moment of fearful anticipation. The forces and energies involved simply didn’t bear thinking about—not that a human could understand them anyway.

“Don’t say that,” Makaio-Spirit told him kindly. “That’s the attitude of my people; it comes from a place of arrogance and insecurity.”

Terence gazed at the ancient figure that was sitting opposite him, the flesh withered, the once bright and elegant robes faded to washed-out ochre. Even the extremities of the Fleesh Diamond were hard to distinguish now. The windows looked out onto a blankness not too dissimilar to the nullspace that he was about to experience between Gates. They were all that was left now, two friends sharing a final drink as existence drew to an end. “Are you going to stay for it?” he asked.

“The destruction of two Mara Yama fleets? Oh yes. Not even the Goddess herself can take me before that.”

The Lestari’s twin fusion drives cut off as they drew close to the Gate. The massive crater of ribbed metal curved away ahead of them, dropping down into the nothingness of the central void. Then the sensors saw the Gate’s energy flare that was moving far too fast, drawing them in. “I ask you to grant your protection in our flight, bountiful Lady,” he muttered inside his helmet. Sorry I haven’t got an actual Gift to fire into the Gate for you, but this isn’t your normal kind of voyage.

He wasn’t quite sure at what point in his travels he’d come to observe the Gift of Passage ritual seriously. But it can’t hurt, and right now we can do with all the help that’s out there.

The ZPZ field claimed him, freezing the moment into an era.
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IT TOOK A perceived two days for the Crystal Gun/Lestari combination to fly to Oxanotol. When they emerged, the system’s star burned a steady blue-white three AUs away. Given how small the star appeared, Terence found the sight of it oddly reassuring after being encompassed by the nothingness of the quintessence line between Gates. Then he received a lnc from the Aeacus, he and Jimena both swapping are you all right? and yes.

“You need to prepare,” Terence said. “According to the bodhian web, the Mara Yama fleet entered the ingress Gate behind us right on time. They’ll emerge here in another twenty-eight hours.”

“What about the second fleet?” she asked.

“Too early to know. But they were still on their way three and a half days relativistic ago. The bodhian web will keep me updated.”

“Okay. We’ll stay close until you disengage. Don’t take too long.”

Half an hour later, the Lestari started to accelerate at a tenth of a gee taking the Crystal Gun away from the Gate. Once they were fifteen thousand kilometers away, Dohl’Kol began launching the effect distributors—ten thousand spheres that measured a couple of meters in diameter. Their surfaces were black and featureless except for eight tiny thruster nozzles. They flitted out from the hundreds of silo ports that dimpled the Crystal Gun’s smooth black hull and scattered in a slowly expanding wave.

“Shouldn’t you have started closer to the Gate?” Terence asked.

“Fifteen thousand kilometers is the minimum distance the Elohim will tolerate aggression against a starship using a Gateway of Heaven,” Dohl’Kol said. “It is their law.”

“I didn’t know there was a specific distance.”

“Their declaration was that all may use the Gateways of Heaven freely; nobody may prevent ingress and egress. Celestials discovered the parameters the hard way back during the Crucible Era.”

“Is it going to work for you?”

“I am expecting the Mara Yama vessels to fly a straight vector away from the egress Gate, like every starship does. The effect will encompass a large volume of space from that point onward. Hopefully, it will be sufficient. If they decide to fly along unusual vectors after they emerge, there is nothing we can do.”

“Okay. I guess we’ll just have to wait and pray, then.”

After five hours, the Lestari disengaged from the Crystal Gun a million kilometers from the Gate.

“You need to get clear,” Terence told Uzoma Enfoe. “At least a million kilometers, probably more for safety. A lot further if this doesn’t work.”

“What about you?”

“The Aeacus is picking me up.”

“And afterward? Where do you want to take the Crystal Gun?”

“That’s up to Dohl’Kol.” He paused. “And probably their Majesties. They might want to keep the weapon around in case the rest of the Mara Yama turn up in a couple of millennia to avenge their fallen comrades.”

“You really think long term, don’t you?”

“It’s something I picked up from my archon.”

The Aeacus came in close to the Crystal Gun and Vanilda piloted the shuttlecraft over.

“Darkflight again?” Jimena queried when Terence walked into the lounge.

“I think that’s advisable, yes.”

“Why? Don’t you trust Dohl’Kol?”

“Implicitly. I’m just being cautious. Six thousand years entombed in ice; that’s a lot of time for small issues to multiply. And there are a lot of working parts in the Crystal Gun.”

“I thought we’d all agreed Celestial tech is practically immortal.”

“It is—at least in our experience. But with these stakes, do you want to bet your life on it? If this doesn’t work, we are going to be taking the Aeacus on a very long trip—to some star system where you can’t even see the Poseidon Nebula.”

The Aeacus dropped ten observation satellites, then accelerated away at one gee. They took up position three million kilometers away and watched as the thousands of effect distributors glided into their final formation—a prolate spheroid half a million kilometers long. Anything emerging from the egress Gate would fly straight into it without realizing.

“That’s a big area they’re covering,” Elsbeth said. “How much energy does the crystallization effect use?”

“A lot,” Terence said. “The Crystal Gun was keeping its effect distributors and its power storage cores charged the whole time it was in the iceteroid. Its fusion generators had to extract hydrogen from the water to use as fuel, which is a lot less efficient than helium-3; that’s why it needed to dispose of so much heat all the time.”

“But it’s got enough power to do this, right? We really don’t want to leave half the Mara Yama alive.”

“Oh yes. It has enough power reserve to crystallize the atmosphere of an entire planet. A few thousand spaceships won’t be a problem.”

“What about the Oxanotol Dominion?” Jimena asked. “Are they going to show up when a Mara Yama fleet arrives through the Gate, or are they going to stay out of the way?”

“There is no Celestial Dominion here.” Elsbeth grinned bleakly. “This is a Remnant Era system, though I ain’t sure you can even call it that. It had a habitable planet a long time ago. Then the Quantate Celestials who lived here had themselves the Duo War. That planet is called Darkcloud now.”

“I’m guessing that’s a Traveler name?” Vanilda said.

“You got it. Its atmosphere is a single giant black cloud from the surface right up to the top of the mesosphere. There’s no oceans left to soak up the cloud particles, see; they boiled away when the solarbombs went off. Not even the most desperate Travelers try to land there.”

“I always thought the Remnant Era sounded kind of romantic,” Vanilda said pensively. “Lots of fresh civilizations and new cultures all struggling for independence and freedom.”

“Just be glad we weren’t around back then,” Terence told her.
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TWENTY HOURS INTO the wait, and Terence had already put the interval into the top five worst times of his life, right up there with Red Quar and Dokatu. The bodhian web kept him updated on the Mara Yama fleet’s progress, which seemed to be some kind of weird time-stretch experience.

With an hour to go until the first fleet arrived, everyone on board gathered at the table in the lounge. Jimena sat on one side of Terence, Vanilda on the other.

“If this doesn’t work, can we blow up the Kelowan ingress Gate?” Vanilda asked.

“No, sweetheart. We’re not doing that.”

“Oh. Does the Aeacus not have enough firepower?”

“I don’t know. And we’re not going to find out. There are penalties for attacking a Gate of Heaven, and we cannot risk the Elohim isolating the Crown Dominion.”

“Why not?”

“Because we have to gain the trust of the three queens. Even if the Crystal Gun can only take out some of the Mara Yama, we’ll have earned that trust. It puts us in a position to negotiate.”

Vanilda smirked. “You’re quite a politician, aren’t you? How come you never stood for office?”

“What I’ve done during my career taught me how things work, and who really controls events. If anything is going to change, it won’t be thanks to district councilors in Santa Rosa.”

She pulled a face. “You’ll stand after we win, then?”

“Let’s just wait and see what happens before we make any decisions that size.”

“Politician’s answer,” Jimena taunted.

With five minutes to go, he used the secure lnc to Dohl’Kol. “They’re almost here. Thank you for agreeing to do this.”

“It’s what I was created to do. I am glad I have the opportunity once more.”

“We’re going dark now. I’ll contact you again when it’s over.”

“Goddess, that thing is the creepiest weapon anyone has ever made,” Vanilda said. “A genocide weapon that enjoys its work. Should we really be using it?”

“I understand how it’s troubling, sweetheart, but we’ve been backed into a corner. We cannot let the Mara Yama into the Kelowan system. It’s too big a risk.”

“I know. But that doesn’t mean it’s right.”

He put his arm around her. “We didn’t start this, okay? Our ancestors were probably only about halfway to the Centauri Cluster when Queen Zuberi-Dulcina decided to kidnap some Mara Yama and experiment on them. We’re dealing with the consequences of actions that were taken thousands of years ago. This is the best I can do.”

“It’s better than anybody else has done, Dad.”

“All right, then. Let’s find out if it actually works.”

The CI projected a tactical display hologram across the end of the table, combining the sensor feeds from their observation satellites. A searing energy flare generated by braking a ship down from point nine lightspeed swept outward across the massive Gate’s structure, and a Mara Yama citadel ship emerged out of the empty chasm at the center, exposing itself to the light of Oxanotol’s F-class star.

“Dad!” Vanilda gripped his hand.

Terence knew what frightened her—the same thing as him. Not the size of the citadel ship, but the external carapace. It was an astro-livestone variant, a gray-green color, with thousands of disfigurements, as if it were covered in warts. The sensor satellites refined their focus, revealing the protuberances to be petrified bodies of free-fall form Mara Yama, twisted into giant collective monstrosities that made the entire hull a sculpture of demon gargoyles. Some of them were still alive, stubby tree-branch limbs flexing, mouths opening and closing, bulbous eyes swiveling about. Most were dead, the astro-livestone crumbling, reduced to archaeological foundations of what’d been.

“How is crystallizing the atmosphere going to kill them?” Jimena asked in dismay.

Memories that didn’t belong to Terence—and how he wished he didn’t have them in his brain—came to the fore. “The hull bodies originate from the ancient sky burial practice back on Sol,” he said. “At the end of their lives, they offer themselves up to the Goddess, and the vacuum claims them for her. When a Mara Yama’s body finally begins to decay, they can merge themselves with others—” He paused, wincing. “Creatures with compatible biologies, which they subsume so their healthy organs can sustain the Mara Yama brains. Then those things also amalgamate with each other; it’s more efficient creating a core of organs to sustain a brain cluster. That winds up making the merged entity physically too big for the ship’s internal chambers, and they’re in their pre-mortem stage by then, although it lasts for years. So when they reach that juncture they get encased in astro-livestone and attached to the hull so they can watch the universe go by as the vacuum ablates them to dust; through that they contribute to the birth of new suns, taking an active part in the universe Asteria is constantly creating. Out there they don’t breathe, obviously, and their organ clusters are fed nutrients directly from machines inside the ship. But they don’t control the ships or their weapons.”

“Dad,” Vanilda said slowly. “When you said ‘compatible creatures’?”

“Yeah, mainly the prisoners who they’ve neurologically drained until their gray matter is so traumatized it starts to break down.”

“I think I’m going to be sick.”

He hugged her tight, kissed her brow. “They’ll be gone soon.”

“I was wrong before,” she said. “I’m glad the Crystal Gun exists.”

More Mara Yama ships began to emerge from the egress Gate. Once they cleared the main structure, their fusion drives came on, producing a fiftieth of a gee—a typical unhurried acceleration for the fleet. The ships gathered into a series of octets, which started to stretch out in a long caravan, moving away from the Gate. Once they were a few thousand kilometers out, the larger ships released flocks of interceptors that everyone in the Aeacus recognized—the same locust-class that Koven vassals used to attack Lady Asahi-Iryna’s starship above Red Quar. They started to seek and destroy the hundreds of monitor satellites various dominions had seeded around the Gate.

It took hours for the whole fleet to emerge. Terence just sat there staring at the tiny river of fusion exhausts worming its way into the Oxanotol system like a single parasitic entity. The waiting became intolerable. He wanted to do something—anything. He had no idea how long the crystallization effect took. He didn’t know if it was active. He didn’t know if the Mara Yama had detected the effect distribution spheres and were eliminating them alongside the monitor satellites.

What if the citadel ships had a sophisticated countermeasure that could easily swat the effect away?

“They’re breaking formation, look,” Elsbeth said.

Terence scrutinized the drive exhausts at the head of the fleet’s linear configuration. The octets of ships were starting to disperse—but oddly. It wasn’t a synchronous expansion. Individual ships were drifting away from the central vector but in random directions—some heading toward each other, some curving outward.

“Mara Yama not in control,” Dave said.

“You’re right,” Vanilda said weakly.

Terence could hear the hope returning to her voice and allowed himself to shrug off some of his own despair.

“That’s not any kind of tactical pattern,” Elsbeth agreed. “And the affliction is spreading back down the fleet.”

After fifteen minutes, it was obvious the fleet was in serious trouble. Ships that had just emerged were still following the straight vector away from the Gate, but after a while they too began to veer about. They weren’t altering course; rather they weren’t performing the minute corrections every spaceship made constantly to maintain their course. The lack of control was even more pronounced with the locust-class interceptors, who were swiftly degenerating into wild trajectories, like wreckage tumbling out of an explosion, their fusion exhausts tracing long arcs across the backdrop of the Poseidon Nebula. The Aeacus CI detected an increase in encoded lncs from ships closest to the Gate. The other ships had ceased transmitting anything.

“I have become the reaper of fleets,” Terence announced grimly.

Vanilda gave him a mirthless smile. “Good.”
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EACH OF THE FLIGHTS through a Gate of Heaven since they’d left Capo Frois seemed to produce a quantum leap in the level of tension gripping Queen Inessa-Marwa. The flight to Oxanotol had elevated the tightness clasping her every cell to a force surpassing the ZPZ framing.

This time, however, was the first that she’d been able to take some decent precautions. Everybody on board the Gegnerin—everybody in the whole fleet, actually—was traveling in a combat suspension chamber. Just in case, she’d told the senior officers and her court. Her chamber was in the Rasche, which rested in a hangar inside the Gegnerin—a safeguard inside an insurance inside a precaution. The combat suspension chamber fed nutrients directly into her body, which was submerged inside stabilizing fluid. A body that wasn’t breathing, so not dependent on the ship’s atmosphere to keep her alive. Princesses Umeko and Saori shared the light frigate’s compartment with her, along with three knights of her personal bodyguard and her father, Dearch-Tukkal.

As soon as the ZPZ framing released her, she connected directly with the CI through the fibers that’d attached themselves to the neural interface patch on the back of her neck. It might have been her imagination, but recovery seemed to be a lot faster inside the chamber than it’d ever been lying on her acceleration couch in the dreadnought’s bridge.

The Gegnerin’s impressive range of sensors probed around. The Schlachten and the Tueuse were holding level with the Gegnerin, both of them eight kilometers away. While in the Oxanotol system ahead of them …

Asteria’s own firework display was reaching a glorious apex. Thousands upon thousands of fusion drives, from the minuscule to the mighty, were splayed out across the cosmos, crisscrossing and entwining in majestic curves and spirals. Several ships had crashed into each other, producing spectacular plasma waves crowned by radiant debris.

Two Mara Yama fleets out of control, but still intact.

Damn, it actually worked! But then, the reason the archons came to their quiet little agreement was because of this. If you ever need something like the Crystal Gun, you really need it.

She opened an ultra-secure connection to the other queens. “I’m impressed. It looks like Terence Wilson-Fletcher came through.”

“Yes,” Ramona-Nuk said. “That’s all we need, another player in the Great Game.”

“He is not a player,” Luus-Marcela said. “He is an agent of the Crown Dominion; we deploy him to our advantage.”

If Inessa-Marwa could’ve shaken her head, she would have. “You’re deliberately misrepresenting. He played his hand all by himself—fortunately, to our considerable advantage. If he hadn’t, we’d be dead now. Have you also managed to overlook Liliana?”

“Don’t mention that name again,” Ramona-Nuk said heatedly. “I still find it hard to believe what the humans say about her and Gyvoy. An Imperial Celestial taking the form of a human? Really?”

“It’s not who she is you should be worried about. If it truly was that Liliana—and I strongly suspect it to be so—then we know exactly what this Great Game is about. We three know Zuberi-Dulcina is dead; we killed her ourselves. Which means Khepri really did survive, and Bekket is one of her spawn. Which is how Thyra usurped Helena.”

“How is she alive, though?” Luus-Marcela asked bitterly. “We were thorough.”

“First,” Ramona-Nuk said, “we obviously weren’t as thorough as we thought. Understandable—if not forgivable. It was a war, which by its nature is a fall into chaos, and Zuberi was desperate at the end. Who knows what sacrifices she extracted from her followers? We executed a lot of people we believed at the time were her family. Secondly, if Terence is right, Liliana and presumably Gyvoy, along with the Goddess knows who else, must have somehow morphed themselves to present as humans. Their height, for a start. We know that level of bodyforming is a Mara Yama trait.”

“You’re saying Liliana’s research was successful?” Luus-Marcela said. “Because if it was … we are in truly deep shit. We’ve been away from the Crown Dominion for more than five non-dilated years, which means Khepri could’ve reached Kelowan by now. Helena-Thyra is her creature—literally—so she wouldn’t stop her. Khepri could already be evolving entire populations into Archangel Knights.”

“Agreed,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Ladies, we need to get home—fast. I say we each dispatch a squadron to stay here and destroy these Mara Yama ships, but the rest of our fleet accelerates straight for the Kelowan ingress Gate.”

“Helena-Thyra will be expecting us,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“And we will be expecting her,” Inessa-Marwa replied, surprised by how fatalistic she was becoming regarding their final encounter. “I think we should ask Terence and the Crystal Gun to accompany us. After all, dearest Luus, if you’re right about Khepri getting there ahead of us, we might need to use it again.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

EVERYONE ON BOARD the Dracaenae assumed that after Nizinsk and Cheluli capitulated with relatively little resistance, the Bassa system would fall into place with equal alacrity. Not so.

Iroha, the Princess Regent that Luus-Marcela had left behind to rule the queendom, defiantly refused to even receive Thyra’s envoys—an exemplar copied by the royal governors of every habitable planet in the system. Encouraged by such insolence, three of Luus-Marcela’s loyal navy squadrons had attacked the two squadrons Thyra had dispatched to Jovoto to encourage negotiations.

What followed was an almost comical pursuit around the Bassa system for two months, where the native squadrons discovered they didn’t have quite the level of support from their fellow citizens they’d assumed. It only ended when the Vengadora used its relativistic cannon on a big astroengineering complex attached to Luratu’s georing. Loss of life was comparatively low—a couple of thousand technicians—but the facility was only four hundred kilometers from the Jirika habitat with a population of a quarter of a million.

Bassa’s Grand Families quickly ceded and accepted the envoys for discussions about governmental transition. Iroha was shuttled up to the Dracaenae, where she released a message admitting she was wrong to refuse Helena-Thyra, the new Eternal Empress of the Crown Dominion, and announced she was abdicating the regency and retiring from public life to live as an ordinary citizen under the beneficial rule of the Eternal Empress. True to her word, her newly reclusive status meant she was never seen again.
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CLAVISSA WATCHED IMPASSIVELY as a pair of andys removed the girl’s corpse from Major Siskala-Ingrid’s arms and carried her out of the compartment. Her only surprise was that Thyra hadn’t used her compulsion routines against poor Iroha. But then, those who had been zombied were being summoned back repeatedly for more “consultations.” So she had her doubts about how effective the compulsion was—at least to begin with.

It wasn’t much of a morale boost. At least Thyra had been neglecting her; Clavissa had essentially dropped back into her original role of the Dracaenae’s gossip collector.

The inner court was dismissed, and Clavissa guided Ealgra and Maëlle out. Princess Julcoi was left with Thyra and Lord Bekket. It hadn’t been announced to the recalcitrant citizens of Cheluli yet, but Julcoi was going to be their Regent.

Sitting alone in her quarters, Clavissa stared at the bulkhead unit that contained her folded-up personal gym. A decent exercise routine was something she’d been neglecting since they were in the Nizinsk system, relying perhaps too heavily on her Celestial body keeping itself in shape. After she discovered that the coup was actually Khepri’s attempt to seize the Crown Dominion, nothing had really seemed urgent. She’d sent messages to her father and Neusch, of course, but they were several star systems away, which merely amplified her sense of seclusion. That just left her with the ultimate irony of her strange alliance with Thyra being her last source of hope. Khepri obviously hadn’t considered that Thyra might not be quite as obliging as the Family Guillrameo’s Great Game strategy envisaged.


MESSAGE ORIGIN: JOSIAS MATTHEW APONI. Hi, Clavissa. Surprise, huh? Don’t panic; I’m not going to rat you out to Helena-Thyra about all the spying stuff you’ve done, and what Neusch has gone through on Uixic. So look, obvious—duh—I have a method of accessing your messages to Neusch and your dad, and I share the same objectives: I wanna know what’s going on and who to root for. Just a time-out here; humans didn’t have anything to do with Boksrock killing Kelowan, or Carolien-Amaia’s death, and Human Liberation is a front for the real agents of the coup using us to distract Celestials. I mean, I’ve been outrageously maligned here; it’s a monumental injustice.

Anyway, these messages of yours, the ones I’ve seen so far, mean I know you totally get realpolitik. So what I’m trying to achieve in reaching out to you is hoping you’ll become an honest broker for me. Every deal needs one, and you’re perfectly placed. The Celestial calling himself Gyvoy Enfoe stole three thousand tons of degenerate antimatter from the Archimedes Engine. Did you know that? If not, consider it my loss leader. Anyway, I managed to get a large portion of it back for the Crown Dominion—at huge personal risk. I mean, seriously huge. Man, is that dude a flat-out psycho, or what?

Thing is, all us humans want is for things on Gondiar and Anoosha to go back to normal, like everything used to be. To that end, we—okay, me—would like to offer that antimatter back to the empress in return for some consideration to that effect. How does that sound? Would you consider opening negotiations for me? Right now, all we need to know is if there could be some informal talks about this. I should say, in the spirit of full transparency, that Liliana does actually have some of the antimatter; they transferred it over to the Cybele’s Eagle before I could separate it from Gyvoy. But the rest of it—two thousand tons—I absolutely have in my possession and under my control. And as a huge gesture of goodwill on my part, I’m including a memory file in this message. I’m kinda hoping it’ll prove to you that we’re not the bad guys. Terence is on his way to stop Liliana, who we think is on a mission to acquire some kind of ancient superweapon. I guess your archons can confirm that.

So, take a look, and please give everything I’ve said some hard thought. As I say in the memory, I’m going to head back to the Crown Dominion so that the antimatter won’t get used to kill anyone. No idea when we’ll get there, but I’d appreciate you letting me know what you decide.

>memory file<
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“YOU … WHAT?” a startled Thyra asked.

“I received a message from Josias Aponi,” Clavissa said clearly, as if it were the most ordinary thing that happened in the Centauri Cluster. The two of them were in Thyra’s private study. Clavissa would’ve preferred it if it had been just the two of them, period, but of course Lord Bekket was there along with Major Siskala-Ingrid.

“How did Aponi make contact?” Lord Bekket asked guardedly.

“Through a coded drop into my family’s private message system; we employ some fast courier starships for urgent communications. And no, I have no idea who gave the access code to Josias—or, more likely, where he stole it from.” In that, at least, she was being honest. “As near as I can work out, it was recorded a few months after the Diligent arrived at Capo Frois.”

“So Josias was on board the Diligent all along,” Thyra said. “Well, at least we know they’re all dead now.”

“Oh no, Empress, they are very much alive,” Clavissa said. “This was recorded after they destroyed the Twenty-Third Squadron.”

“No,” Thyra said flatly. “They couldn’t have done that. This is a misdirection.” She looked at Lord Bekket. “Father, what was our last tactical update from Capo Frois?”

He gave Clavissa his standard look of disapproval. “We know the Twenty-Third Squadron arrived. The commander signaled the navy monitor satellites that they had detected the Diligent and were in pursuit.”

“Then that message was sent before the one I got from Josias Aponi,” Clavissa told him. “Squadron Twenty-Three didn’t make it.”

“The Diligent is an antique arkship, not a top-of-the-line Centauri Cluster warship,” Lord Bekket said. “You’ve fallen for some kind of fake.”

“From Josias Aponi, the notorious leader of Human Liberation? That’s us, though, isn’t it? A disinformation engine built by your family to assist Thyra’s rise to empress, and Khepri’s arrival.”

Lord Bekket flinched at Khepri’s name and gave Thyra a pointed glance.

“Archon Clavissa has a point,” Thyra murmured.

“This is real, Empress,” Clavissa said simply. “Josias has acquired the antimatter that Gyvoy removed from the Archimedes Engine.” The look of shock on Lord Bekket’s face cheered her up no end. “So, you knew Gyvoy had it, then?”

“We knew,” Thyra said slowly. “It is required to implement part of our strategy.”

“Three thousand tons? Are you going to blow up a planet?”

“Not a planet, no, but something equally vital.”

“Empress, if I may, you need to access the recording Josias made.”

“I think you’re right.”

Clavissa used her lnc to retrieve the file from her secure store. Together they watched through Josias’s eyes as the meeting in the lounge of Olomo’s ship began. The humans’ concern about Zuberi capturing Mara Yama for the Evolution Project; what Liliana was going to do with a thousand tons of antimatter and the Crystal Gun; what the Diligent and the Aeacus should do next; Josias insistent they should try to ally with the queens.

When it ended, Thyra was staring at Lord Bekket. She appeared composed, but Clavissa could read the anger as if she was shouting in fury.

“Olomo and Sahdiah were helping the Diligent? The Heresy and the Talloch Te acted to wipe out one of my squadrons? I will not forget the treachery of those dominions.”

“We can attend to that in time, Empress,” Lord Bekket said. “More importantly, Dagon really has lost the antimatter. To Josias Aponi of all people.”

“If I might ask,” Clavissa said. “Who are Gyvoy and Liliana?”

“General Dagon and Countess Liliana are Queen Zuberi’s spawn—my uncle and aunt, to be precise. And by the sound of it, Dagon has been a complete fuck-up. He nuked Janton-Io and upset a Uthran Celestial? Sweet Goddess, what was he thinking?”

“I admit the loss of the antimatter is a considerable blow,” Lord Bekket said. “Given the circumstances, I can appreciate his determination to reclaim it.”

“The queens will know something is wrong as soon as they arrive in Capo Frois.”

“Liliana still has a thousand tons. The device will be used.”

“Again, a question,” Clavissa said. “What device? What is—was—the antimatter for?”

“Warheads,” Thyra said, ignoring the pained look Lord Bekket gave her. “Our family on Hera have been manufacturing thousands of antimatter warheads, which Khepri will bring with her. They just need the antimatter to be loaded in. The binary stars of Hera are red dwarfs, so they don’t have the kind of energy output necessary to produce the quantity we need. The plan was to arm every warship in my fleet, and those of the three queens.”

Clavissa gave Thyra a puzzled look. “The fleets of the three queens?”

“Yes. Terence Wilson-Fletcher was quite right about Liliana’s goal. The three queens will have to return to the Crown Dominion through Hoa Quinzu. Liliana was going to use the Crystal Gun to ambush them. It would kill everyone on board, but leave the warships intact for us to fill with our crews. With that many ships—the full Imperial fleet, no less—all armed with antimatter, we would be invincible. No dominion would be able to challenge our expansion.”

“Why would the three queens come back to the Crown Dominion through Hoa Quinzu?”

Thyra gave her a rueful smile. “Because if you happen to be in the Capo Frois system and detonate a thousand tons of antimatter next to the Kelowan ingress Gate, there won’t be an ingress Gate anymore. The queens will have to use another route home; Hoa Quinzu is the fastest.”

The shock froze Clavissa for a long moment. “You destroyed a Gateway of Heaven? That’s … Asteria’s tits! What about the laws of the Elohim? They’ll cut the Crown Dominion off from the rest of the Centauri Cluster. You’ll never get to expand your new empire. We’ll never trade, never travel, never get to know if a Mara Yama fleet is approaching!”

“We didn’t blow it up,” Thyra said.

“But … you said …”

“I think you’ll find that Human Liberation blew up the Gate,” Lord Bekket said. “The perpetrators even sent out a broadcast claiming responsibility. As far as I am aware, humans don’t have a dominion in the Centauri Cluster, so who knows how the Elohim will actually punish them?”

“Oh.”

“Quite.”

“But if this message from Josias Aponi is even close to true, we have a serious problem,” Lord Bekket said. “No antimatter.”

“No, Father, if this is true, we do not have a problem, we have a huge advantage. Josias Aponi has asked to open negotiations over the return of the antimatter. Not to the three queens, if they are still alive. And not to Khepri. But to me.”

“I understand. An excellent play, Empress.”

“I concede Terence Wilson-Fletcher might have stopped Liliana from using the Crystal Gun, so we are going to have to leave the envoys here and return to the Kelowan system. I need to be ready if the queens do evade Liliana. In the meantime, Clavissa, kindly send a message back to Josias Aponi, telling him we welcome his offer to negotiate the return of my antimatter, and will treat his requests with the utmost respect.”

“Ah.”

“Problem?”

“It’s just that Josias Aponi didn’t give any details about which way he’s coming to Kelowan.”

“He’ll leave Capo Frois for JK68b, accompanying the Diligent.”

“Of course.”

Thyra sighed. “No, not just because I say so. Don’t be so spineless. He’ll go with the Diligent because most of his family are on board, and the Cosmoids will not refit the Diligent for free; he will have to negotiate with his precious antimatter. So, given that, I expect he might even get to Kelowan first, as the queens won’t leave Capo Frois until a minimum of seven months after him, and the Hoa Quinzu route is two months quicker. But to be on the safe side, have your family courier ships go along both routes. One of them will encounter the Arcadia’s Moon.”

“Yes, Empress.” She decided this was not the right time to explain there were no family courier ships at her disposal—at least none delivering messages to and from Josias Aponi.
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A DAY BEFORE the Dracaenae and the Vengadora reached the Kelowan ingress Gate, Thyra finally acknowledged she had no choice but to interrogate her father.

Took you long enough, the annoying voice in her head sneered. To be a true queen or empress, you have to make fast choices.

“I make careful correct choices,” Thyra muttered under her breath.

An empress is never wrong. And if you are, you won’t live to see the end result.

I was expecting the family to send a representative after Iuntin. That way I could judge their reaction.

Give them time. They need to work out why you eliminated him.

There’s only one person who could tell them that—my father. And he hasn’t.

You can’t be sure. We know they plan to replace you when she arrives. You are nothing to them—just another device from their weapons lab, easy to use.

They’ll find it hard to get rid of me.

Said Carolien-Amaia.

I control two dreadnoughts, I know about sprites; Siskala-Ingrid monitors me constantly. What kind of attack can they mount?

The one you know nothing about. Bekket may well be primed to commit filicide, which is why I’m glad you’ve come to your senses. You need to know what is in his mind.

Father is the one who gifted all my neural warfare routines. He could zombie me, just as I have done to the others.

That’s your worry? Neither he nor your family can do anything to you until Khepri is here.

We don’t know that.

Sweet Asteria. You are my daughter. Why are you holding back on this one issue? Did Khepri gift you fear?

I fear nothing.

Good! Give him sedatives, and use another to perform the interrogation, but do something.

My spawn are young, despite being Regents. They lack the kind of drive you need to perform a decent interrogation mind to mind. I suppose I could use Siskala-Ingrid, although she lacks independence. Interrogation requires tenacity.

We’ll be at the Gate in twenty hours. After that, your options start to diminish. You have to know what lies ahead. The choices you make when the fleet is back in the Kelowan system must be perfect. The Great Game is reaching its conclusion; the consequences of everyone’s decisions are going to manifest. A mistake now will mean your end.

Who else can I get to interrogate him? The questions that have to be asked cannot become common knowledge.

You already know the answer. Why are you avoiding what must be done, now of all times? Now is when you need to be empress at the purest level.

But can I trust her?

She is of the court. For all the trust she has invested in you, she is playing her own game, and her family’s survival depends on her playing it well. So use that. Bind her fate to yours. Make her your archon in reality.
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AS MASTER OF COURT, Thyra’s father had his quarters next to hers. So he showed no hesitancy when Princess Maëlle appeared and said her mother wanted to see him. The girl was accompanied by Ustian, imposing and impressive in his full knight’s armor. Ever since Stethos-Remi had vanished, security on board had been tight. He followed the pair of them down the corridor, with Maëlle smiling brightly—almost as if she were bursting with a secret.

He stepped across the threshold of the reception compartment, where the rest of Thyra’s daughters were assembled, along with Major Siskala-Ingrid. For once he managed not to show any displeasure at Clavissa’s presence. A state that lasted until the compartment hatch slid shut, and Siskala-Ingrid hit him with a nervejam. He crumpled to the floor, his thoughts frozen as much in surprise as the brain shock imparted by the weapon. A second later Clavissa had slapped her hand over the interface pad on the back of his neck.

Thyra held back her feelings as she watched Clavissa hit her father with sequential neuropunches, disrupting his thought routines. His body, spasming from the nervejam, went limp as Clavissa’s mental assault sent him into an absence seizure state.

“First question,” Clavissa said. “What will happen to Thyra when Khepri arrives and assumes the role of empress?”

Bekket’s unfocused eyes gazed into a void only he could see. “Upon arrival, Khepri will ascend to the role of war empress of the Crown Dominion, allowing Thyra to evolve into the role of queen of Wynid in perpetuity.”

Thyra stiffened. “Evolve? How?”

“What evolution is involved?” Clavissa asked.

“Everyone will receive Khepri’s blessing. Afterward, everyone will assume their role in the new dominion.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Thyra said. “More detail.”

“How will everyone be blessed?”

“Khepri will bless everyone. The evolution will spread outward to advance everyone.”

“When you say ‘advance,’ do you mean turning people into Archangel Knights?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who does?”

“Forward mission commander, General Iuntin.”

“Have you had any communication with the Family Guillrameo since the Umari was destroyed?”

“Yes. They asked why Thyra ordered the frigate’s destruction. I replied that we were troubled by Iuntin’s behavior, and suspected he assassinated Stethos-Remi, but we didn’t know why.”

“When did you receive this communication?”

“Six months into our Cheluli sequestration mission. The family message courier ship didn’t reach us in time when we were in the Nizinsk system.”

“Did you tell them we were investigating Queen Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project?”

“No.”

Clavissa paused for a moment, then her head tilted to one side and asked: “Empress, anything else?”

“Would you ever betray me?” Thyra asked quietly.

“Never,” her father replied when Clavissa pressed him. “You are my pride and triumph, so far above that of the Great Game.”

“Thank you, Daddy.” She nodded sagely. “Sedate him properly and take him back to his quarters.”
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AFTER HER FATHER was gently removed by Ustian and her daughters filed out, there were only Siskala-Ingrid and Clavissa left.

“We’re missing something,” Thyra decided. “I know Zuberi-Dulcina’s storming heaven isn’t going to work, so I’m pretty sure Khepri knows it, too. Which makes me ask, what is this whole Great Game for?”

“To become the Eternal Empress,” Clavissa said. “It can’t be anything else. She gets you and the Family Guillrameo to do all the hard work, then she arrives and moves you aside.”

“Believable, I suppose. But … something isn’t right.”

“We know everything your father knows. He didn’t hold anything back, I’m sure,” Clavissa said.

“Yes, but he didn’t know the real goal of the Evolution Project was morphing everyone into Archangel Knights; the Family Guillrameo kept that from him. And Iuntin was so desperate for me to not know he murdered Stethos-Remi.”

“So what else doesn’t your father know?” Clavissa mused.

“There’s only one person who can tell us that,” Thyra told her wryly.

“Who?”

“Iuntin. We’re staying on course for the Kelowan ingress Gate, and once we go through he can tell us face-to-face. Failing that …”

“Yes?”

“I’ll just have to ask my grandmother.”
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A WEEK BEFORE the Dracaenae left Bassa orbit, Thyra had dispatched three squadrons of frigates to the Kelowan ingress Gate. Once they arrived, they firmly advised all approaching starships that they shouldn’t go through. It wasn’t a physical blockade, so technically it wasn’t breaking the Elohim tenet that everyone was allowed free passage, but it certainly worked. No one in the Kelowan system would know her fleet was heading back to them until they came out of the egress Gate.

Even so, Thyra was taking no chances. Everyone was in their combat suspension chambers during their flight along the line of quintessence. The warships were all on full battle stations status.

She was almost disappointed that there was no one gathered to challenge her when they came gliding out of the egress Gate. She considered a ferocious naval battle to decide the fate of the Crown Dominion would be preferable to the political compromise, diplomacy, and treachery most likely to come.

The rest of the fleet took nineteen hours to come through. As well as her original warships, they were now bolstered by forty-two squadrons she’d added from Nizinsk and Cheluli. Thyra and Admiral Serrilda-Kroja split the fleet into three. Roja and the Vengadora with fifty squadrons flew to the Oxanotol egress Gate. An interception task force of thirty squadrons was formed and dispatched to the Svarga egress Gate, under the command of Regent Maëlle, who took up her post in the destroyer Épervier.

With the Dracaenae leading the remaining squadrons, Thyra headed for Uixic.
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FIVE HOURS AFTER the fleet went into orbit, Iuntin-Detlef’s spaceplane took off from the Guillrameo family compound and rendezvoused with the dreadnought. He was escorted to the big reception chamber. Thyra had claimed the single chair, with Siskala-Ingrid standing behind her, ever vigilant in her burnished armor, her helmet sensors scanning around, alert for any threat. Lord Bekket stood on the right of the chair, while Clavissa took the left-hand side. It was fortunate the chamber’s solitary piece of furniture separated them, Thyra thought; otherwise they’d probably go for each other with blades or worse. The animosity was so strong it stained the air. Her father placed the entire blame for his interrogation on Clavissa; the fact that she’d been the interrogator only made it worse.

“I don’t trust her,” he’d growled when Thyra visited him as the sedatives wore off. “She claims she’s loyal to you, but she’s of the court; she will say anything to you so her own position is advanced. She is Helena’s daughter, weak and dishonest; her loyalty shifts faster than a child’s attention span.”

“Don’t be bitter, Daddy,” Thyra said. “After Iuntin, I had to be sure. And now we know that we have been lied to by the family. Khepri plans to use her bioweapon on me.”

“All the giftings I received were that you would remain queen of Wynid while Khepri as war empress advanced the original strategy to storm heaven. Everything else, the actions you’re taking, are all based on Clavissa’s supposition.”

“It was Clavissa’s supposition, until Josias Aponi and the Uthran Celestial confirmed Zuberi captured some Mara Yama. I can’t believe even she would do that.”

“A file that Clavissa miraculously produced. That at least should warrant a full interrogation.”

“Daddy, you had some tough questioning. I’m sorry, but you need to move beyond this. I need you to get over it for me, please?”

“Yes, of course. I will stand with you against our entire family for all of time. But I will be watching her.”

“I’d expect nothing less. Playing our own Great Game within theirs is challenging. I’ve been questioning a lot of my choices of late. Especially using such extreme compulsion routines on my daughters. There is no one more loyal than a queen’s spawn.”

“We had to be certain they do what is needed.”

“What Dagon, Liliana, and Iuntin planned, you mean. Khepri and her followers have been away from the Crown Dominion for too long. That distance in time is their failing. They have to live in a culture, to experience it firsthand, to understand it at any level. My ascension to empress required nothing from them as soon as the other queens were isolated; political machinations brought me to where I am today.”

“Made easier by the groundwork performed by the family agents.”

“For which I am duly grateful. But it is what we strongly suspect is coming next that I cannot countenance. So I will listen respectfully to what Iuntin-Detlef has to say for himself.”

“Be very careful around him. He was Zuberi-Dulcina’s chief archon, and he is ruthless—as Stethos-Remi can attest.”

Now, looking at the former chief archon as he was brought before her, Thyra tried to harmonize what she could see with her memory of him when he was hosted in Shoigu’s body. Here he was the epitome of urbanity, perhaps a few years older than was usual to rehost, but as such possessing an air of self-assurance, emphasized by a stylish silver-lined robe of black fabric that flowed like oil. As Ualana-Shoigu he’d lacked this weight of character; back then, he was just another unctuous court sycophant.

Iuntin-Detlef bowed deeply. “Empress. I rejoice that this day has finally arrived. To see you in your rightful place is a prize I have awaited for too many millennia. I am beyond contentment.”

“Gracious words, general. Perhaps you could use more of your glibness to explain why you assassinated Lord Stethos-Remi, my datamaster. My very loyal and devoted datamaster.”

“I have none of my secondary body’s memories, Empress. I don’t know why I acted as I did. But I can assure you the datamaster must have posed an enormous threat. I would not have taken such action lightly.”

“Yes, I do believe you acted to protect me. The question then becomes why I needed protecting from that particular threat.”

Iuntin-Detlef gave her father a brief glance. “Has Lord Kyro-Dro discovered the threat?”

“No. Kyro-Dro has not. But I have a question for you. My father has informed me through countless giftings since I was born that when grandmother Khepri arrives, I will remain queen of Wynid while she resurrects Zuberi-Dulcina’s illustrious design to storm heaven and deliver the power of the Elohim to everyone. Is that correct?”

“Yes, Empress.”

“But I am already the Eternal Empress, and storming heaven is likely to result in catastrophe for our species. On reflection, this Grand Game from the past doesn’t really belong here and now.”

“Empress, your current station is due entirely to your true family, of which your grandmother Khepri is the rightful head.”

“So I should let her risk billions of my subjects’ lives as a thankyou?”

“Your position within the family will not change. You are our greatest triumph, and we revere you for it. However, Khepri is capable of taking us to even greater heights. Under her guidance as war empress, the Crown Dominion will become the rulers of the entire Centauri Cluster.”

“I see. And how does she intend to do that?”

“The quantity of antimatter Dagon is bringing will make the Imperial fleet the greatest military power in the Centauri Cluster. We will then continue to expand the navy until we literally become invincible.”

“I foresee several problems here. Unfortunately, for a start, Uncle Dagon doesn’t have the antimatter anymore.”

“Empress?” Iuntin-Detlef gave her father a second glance, his refined poise faltering.

“A small snippet of intelligence my archon picked up. As a result of their loyalty, the antimatter will be delivered to me thanks to a political arrangement I am making with the new, current owner. You see, another gift I received long ago was that every dominion starts with one person, one who possesses resolve the size of a gas giant. I am one person, Iuntin-Detlef, and as for resolve—Well, here we are.”

“I … am heartened to hear the antimatter will be available to our forces, Empress.”

“Yes—unless of course I am threatened, in which case I will be using it to defend myself. That would be quite the threat, wouldn’t it?”

“Nobody would threaten you, Empress.”

“And therein lies my second problem with your Great Game. I do indeed feel threatened, mainly by the Evolution Project’s bioweapon; you know: the one Liliana refined out of the captive Mara Yama.”

Thyra was genuinely fascinated by the procession of emotions that traversed Iuntin-Detlef’s features in quick succession: surprise, anger, and finally a kind of resentful determination compressing his lips to a pained smile.

“May I ask, Empress, who told you?”

“After you tell me exactly what it is.”

“Ah, so you don’t know. Then this situation can be salvaged.” His smile became savage.
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AT IUNTIN-DETLEF’S GESTURE, an invisible net cast itself over Thyra; another fell upon Siskala-Ingrid, and then Clavissa. Thyra thrashed against the inexorable restraints—motions that didn’t last long as it began constricting. Her thick formal robes began to disintegrate as the sprite broke down the armored fabric’s molecular bonds.

“No!” her father yelled. “Iuntin, no, please! I beg you, I can influence her. She will play her part.”

“Be silent,” Iuntin-Detlef snapped back. “Remember who you serve.”

The sprites had pinioned all three targets, contracting around them. Their flesh began to deliquesce. Siskala-Ingrid’s armor withstood the assault for longer, but even that succumbed in the end, and the sprite’s invisible molecular mesh reached her skin.

Lord Bekket dropped to his knees in front of his daughter’s liquescent remains, tears streaming down his cheeks. “You fucking piece of shit! She was what we made her. She was ours. She was perfection. My perfect daughter. Mine!” He turned, snarling. “I’ll kill you.”

An impassive Iuntin-Detlef made a single gesture, raising his arm, forefinger extended. It gestured forward to point at Lord Bekket—the visual order given to a hunting animal to attack. The two stared at each other for a long moment. Nothing happened. Iuntin-Detlef frowned and repeated the order through his lnc to the sprite. The lnc failed.

“What—”

An implacable, invisible force folded around him. Squeezing.

“No. No. NO.” He grimaced, waiting for the mind-shattering agony of his robes and skin to start dissolving. It didn’t happen. Instead, the sprite simply held him immobile. Above him, patches of air were fluorescing a pale violet, beset with writhing static. His two remaining sprites were being compressed back into the millimeter-diameter spheres they’d unfolded out from when he launched them from the tiny silo woven into his robe’s silver edging. He managed a dismayed groan as he realized he was seeing a sprite-on-sprite dogfight. Then he toppled over to crash painfully onto the floor, limiting his view to a sprite that was now a gore-filled sphere. The pressure around him was so strong it was all he could do to sniff down some air.

Even now, you will have your victory, my true empress, he promised his vision of Khepri. My only sorrow is that I will not see it.

There were footsteps, loud enough to be heard over Lord Bekket’s anguished sobbing. Hands rolled him over. His eyesight was unimpaired by the sprite swaddling him; the threads of its molecular web was too fine for a retina to see.

Clavissa was standing over him, her expression so severe it drained away his defiance. What he wanted to say was: “But you’re dead.” But all his throat could manage was a pitiful mewl.

“I’ve not been an archon for long,” she confided, “but I have picked up some tradecraft from a friend of mine. You may remember Halvin-Aneil? Your agents were hunting him long enough in Husnak. Turns out it wouldn’t have done them any good even if they had caught him. A decent bio-andy can fool all but the most detailed scan. And you used sprites against us? Did you think we wouldn’t search Ualana-Shoigu’s quarters? Did you consider us incapable of learning how to control the ones he—you—left behind? There really is no fool like an old fool, is there?”

His breathing became a furious nostril-flare as he glared up at her.

“I’m aware you’re not going to answer my questions, and the Goddess knows what kind of weaponized neural routines you’d fire at me if I made a connection with you. Some vile mental plague you developed in the Evolution Project, no doubt. But Thyra insisted; she seems to think a deal is still possible. You know the one: She and Khepri go their separate ways, everybody gets their own star system to rule, no hard feelings. I think it’s total crap, but I’m not a politician, so what do I know? So, under orders, I’m asking you a final question nicely: Why did Zuberi-Dulcina and now Khepri believe they can successfully storm heaven? Is there one last secret the Family Guillrameo possesses that will guarantee victory?”

He felt the sprite loosen around his mouth, just enough for him to hiss: “Khepri will bless all of you.”

“Thought so. Well, that’s my duty done. What comes next is all down to me. I never made princess, but I am still my mother’s daughter. This is for Kimiya and her innocent family you slaughtered. Watch, motherfucker!”

Clavissa shifted him around again. A hologram projection came on, a photonic curtain veiling half of the huge empty reception chamber with a high-resolution image. The Dracaenae’s external sensors scanned Uixic’s surface five thousand kilometers below as its orbit took them over the White Burn Desert. The vast sea of sand gleamed majestically under the afternoon sun, every tiny geological feature captured in perfect detail.

“Thyra wishes to bless the Family Guillrameo for their role in making her the Eternal Empress,” Clavissa mocked him.

The Dracaenae’s relativistic cannon fired, its searing white beam eclipsing the sweltering desert. A dazzling mushroom cloud rose from the Guillrameo family compound. The cannon fired again, striking the same spot. Again. Again.

Iuntin-Detlef felt the sprite start to contract, its valency disorder effect penetrating every square millimeter of his skin to chew on his entire nervous system. The last thing he was ever aware of was another shot from the relativistic cannon.
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THE WARM FLUID inside the combat suspension chamber slowly drained away with muted gurgling sounds. As it did, umbilical fibers withdrew from Thyra’s body, and the cradle membranes holding her furled back. A couple of minutes after the process began, she was left on the circle of spongy padding at the bottom of the chamber, her skin slick with fluid. The thick protective casing sank down into the floor of the Dracaenae’s emergency escape module.

Clavissa and Siskala-Ingrid were standing beside her. The flexible tube in her throat retracted, leaving her dry retching as she straightened up out of the fetal position. She drew a full breath, welcoming the flood of crisp air into her lungs. Another breath, allowing her body to shake off the lassitude that was suspension’s physical legacy.

“So much for dignity,” she said.

“Empress.” Siskala-Ingrid extended her arm.

Thyra gripped the gray metal of the major’s standard field armor, and used it to help stand up. “Sorry about your dress armor. You always looked fantastic in it.”

“An irrelevant price to pay to ensure your safety, Empress.”

“I’ll commission another as soon as we get back to Wynid.”

Clavissa handed her a towel. “The security team have finished their review. He didn’t release any sprites apart from the five in the reception chamber. We’ve sealed it up, just to be sure. Admiral Serrilda-Kroja will jettison it in case we missed something.”

“Good. I was impressed how you piloted your own sprites, Clavissa.”

“Using the sprites Ualana-Shoigu left behind against him was an enjoyable irony, Empress.”

“Quite so.” Thyra dropped the soaking towel. Clavissa passed her a bathrobe. “Summon Lady Susan-Fra’de. I’m going to need to shake this experience off.”

“She is waiting outside the escape module, Empress,” Siskala-Ingrid said. “Along with your detail of knights.”

Thyra shrugged into the bathrobe and went over to the module’s hatch. “Thank you. Clavissa, what news from the bridge?”

“The two stealthed starships we detected in high orbit started accelerating away as soon as we destroyed the Guillrameo compound. Their countermeasures are not as effective as our own systems, so they remain visible to us. Five of our Balzam-class scouts are following and awaiting orders to intercept. We haven’t detected any fungal sprites deployed against our warships, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t happening.”

“Spoken like a true archon.”

“After analyzing the sprites, our science officers don’t believe a fungal sprite deluge would be effective against something like the Dracaenae’s locked neutron shielding. Your father claimed it was intended to be used against civilian ships—yachts carrying high-value targets or message couriers. The ships armed with it have to be fairly close to their targets to launch a cascade. It is doubtful the Guillrameos have a stockpile large enough to cause our fleet any real problem, but it has been added to our official list of hostile enemy weaponry. The navy CIs are computing defensive measures in case they are deployed against us.”

“Very well. When the two Guillrameo ships are five million kilometers out from Uixic, have them intercepted and boarded. Warn the knights about the sprites.”

“I’ll inform the admiral, Empress.”

Thyra hesitated before opening the hatch. “How is my father?”

“He was badly shocked by what he thought was your death,” Clavissa said. “I believe he is recovering.”

“Poor Daddy.”

“It did provide the loyalty confirmation we were praying for.”

“You, Clavissa? You prayed for him?”

“Of course. An empress needs people she can depend on to provide an honest opinion.”

“Like you?”

“I appreciate the caution you have toward me, Empress, and I am always working to deserve your trust.”

Thyra gave her a judgmental smile and gestured to Siskala-Ingrid. The major stood in front of her and opened the hatch. Lady Susan-Fra’de was waiting outside along with five knights in full armor. Not their showy dress armor, Thyra noted, but the tough bulky suits worn for frontline assaults.

Lady Susan-Fra’de gave her a thorough assessment. Thyra could tell she was suppressing her disapproval for what thirty hours in the combat suspension chamber had done to her skin’s complexion. “I think a full spa treatment is advisable,” the Keeper of the Imperial Wardrobe said stoically.

“That sounds excellent right now,” Thyra admitted. “I’ll finish with a massage. Hendrich-Modri, I think; he’s the best when I’m this tense.”

“Absolutely, Empress.”

They walked through the compartment back to her private quarters. Thyra began reviewing what’d happened, and what’d been said.

“That was a good ploy to use bio-andys, Clavissa. I’m curious about this Halvin-Aneil that advised you. You said he was a friend?”

“His actual name is Neusch, Empress. Makaio-Faraji’s designated host son.”

“Ah, poor Makaio-Faraji—the pebble that started the avalanche. If there was ever a case of wrong place, wrong time. So what was Neusch doing on Uixic?”

“Trying to find out what happened to Ualana-Lyon.”

“Ah. And did he?”

“He didn’t get any details, no. But obviously I know now.”

“And where is he?”

“He accompanied my father to Tinaja, Empress.”

Thyra stopped as the hatch to her private quarters slid open. “How interesting. Why?”

“My family wanted to know who was on the other side of the Helium Sea. As Ualana-Shoigu, Iuntin dismissed Makaio-Faraji’s concern about a hidden society there. It was an odd thing to do. It made certain people curious—my father among them.”

“And when were you planning on telling me this?”

“As I already know it is Khepri, I didn’t see the need. It was you who told me she settled on Hera, Empress. If you remember, at the time it was my suggestion that we don’t make that relationship public until your rule is absolute. And maybe not even then.”

“You have just proved your loyalty with Iuntin and the sprites, but in this case you are on very thin ice, Clavissa.”

“Understood, Empress. I apologize.”

“Do you have any more interesting friends on missions of discovery?”

“No, Empress.”

Thyra continued looking at her, trying to divine if she was telling the whole truth. There were times when Clavissa was disturbingly enigmatic. “Very well. When are Neusch and your father expected back?”

“I don’t have a schedule for that, Empress. They don’t know what to expect, which makes it impossible to predict how long they are going to be.”

“Well, you might want to pray it’s soon. Iuntin sent a message to Hera when the three queens left for Capo Frois, informing my grandmother that the Great Game has begun. My father and I are expecting her to arrive within another year. Navy courier ships at Tinaja should give us some warning of the Hera ships approaching the Kelowan ingress Gate. I’m tasking you and Kyro-Dro to ensure the navy intelligence officers on board have a permanent lnc to Épervier. I am to be notified immediately when those ships from Hera appear at Tinaja.”

“Yes, Empress.”

“I also need to know when Neusch and your father return. I’d rather like to meet them.”
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SEVEN WEEKS LATER, the Alumata exited the Svarga egress Gate.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Clavissa, we’re back. Goddess, it was terrible. I’m so sorry, but your father is dead. The bitch caught him. There’s so much to explain. Right now, we’re being signaled by the Épervier that we have to fly to Uixic to rendezvous with the Dracaenae. They knew I was on board. Four frigates are going to escort us. Did you know about this? Are you still on the dreadnought? Hell, are you even still alive? Please reply as soon as you can.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Neusch, it’s all right. I’m fine, and I’ve made a lot of progress. I’m part of Thyra’s court now, and there’s so much I have to tell you. Please believe me, you’ll be perfectly safe. If you’re not convinced, access the general lncs. You’ll see the Guillrameo compound on Uixic was destroyed by the Dracaenae. I hope that’s proof enough for you.

My father’s death is a shock, but I’m really happy you’re okay. I’m looking forward to seeing you.

MESSAGE ORIGIN: NEUSCH. Okay, we’re complying. Not that I had any choice. I don’t know if they’re forcing you to say what they want you to say. I really hope not. We’re accelerating at two and a half gees, so I’ll see you in five days. Moment of truth, huh?
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CLAVISSA HAD EXPECTED to be the one who greeted Neusch at the airlock when his shuttle docked, but Thyra overruled that. So instead three knights accompanied him to the security compartment that’d trundled through the interior of the dreadnought until it was next to the hangar. The scan he underwent was extensive and thorough. Afterward he wasn’t even allowed the stylish suit he’d asked the Alumata’s providers to fabricate. The security officer in charge of the assessment handed him a basic turquoise-and-purple one-piece.

She was waiting on the other side of the hatch as the knights marched him into the inter-compartment transit carriage. She grasped his hand to exchange self-perceptuals and used her other arm to hug him. Both of them grinned as they looked at each other.

Those giddy grins faded as they acknowledged their self-perceptuals; the anxiety and fright and weariness seemed to be mutual. She managed to prevent her disappointment from leaking into the exchange.

“I have to tell you something,” was chorused along with accompanying extreme urgency.

“You first.”

“No, you.”

“Khepri is behind this,” Clavissa told him. “Thyra is her granddaughter.”

“Asteria’s tits. I knew it was Khepri. I met her.”

“You what?”

“Well … hers. Plural.”

“Plural?”

“Yes. She’s the one who killed your father. Except it wasn’t like a physical death. I think. What she did, it made him trigger the Okron’s self-destruct. She was going to change him—physically and mentally. It was awful, Clavissa. I swear I couldn’t stop him.”

“I trust Thyra.”

Neusch pulled back, only just keeping his induction pad against hers. His self-control collapsed, leaving him with a shocked expression that was as loud as the dismay flooding his thoughts. “She’s used compulsion routines on you.”

“No.” She shook her head quickly. “The Guillrameos have been lying to her for her whole life. That’s why we obliterated their compound. To them, she’s just as expendable as the rest of us.”

“So … what does that mean? What do you want me to do?”

“Tell her the truth. What did you find? We still don’t know what kind of bioweapon Khepri has to morph us into Archangel Knights. But we know it’s bad.”

“Bad doesn’t begin to describe it.”
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WITH THE RECEPTION chamber jettisoned, Thyra chose to grant the audience in the lounge of her private chamber, with a detail of four knights in attendance and two sprites hovering unseen close to the ceiling. As well as her father, Admiral Serrilda-Kroja was also present; Thyra wanted an immediate tactical analysis should Neusch have any relevant information on Khepri.

She watched through a lnc as Makaio-Faraji’s son was brought on board and put through the screening process. Then he met Clavissa, the two of them locking together with the attractive force of hyper-magnets. The only thing they didn’t do was kiss—though clearly resisting that climax was a huge effort for both of them.

“How about that,” she muttered. “Clavissa has a beau.”

“Another secret she kept from us,” her father said.

Thyra suppressed a smile. Meet the new court; same as the old court.

It was obvious to her that Neusch was a firstlife, he had so little control over his expressions and body language. Unlike Clavissa, but then opposites attract. But he did his best to appear undaunted as he was brought into the lounge, bowing far too deeply and awkwardly.

“Empress, it is my honor to meet you.”

“Oh, I’ve been looking forward to this. Clavissa has told me so very little about you.”

He gave Clavissa an edgy glance. “The situation has been unclear for a considerable time.”

“Well, I hope you’re going to clarify everything for me. I understand Jolav-Dabny was killed during your expedition?”

“Yes, Empress.”

“He was a good man. So, Neusch, let’s not waste time.” She held out her hand, palm upward. “Show me what happened.”

With a straight back, Neusch stepped forward and put his palm’s neural interface patch onto hers.

The gifted memories delivered a shock factor Thyra was completely unprepared for. Now she was the one whose expression betrayed her as she relived one particular sequence again and again: Khepri sinking her teeth into Jolav-Dabny’s neck. One of a multitude of Khepris.

Thyra managed to withdraw her hand in a reasonably graceful fashion despite the hot turmoil burning inside her head. “Fuck the Goddess,” she exclaimed. “Admiral.”

“Yes, Empress?”

“My fleet will proceed directly to the Svarga egress Gate. Signal Regent Maëlle in the Épervier: all starships coming through the Gate are to be destroyed without warning, and without exception. Effective immediately.”

“Acknowledged, Empress.”

“Neusch, you’re staying here on board. Have Kimiya fly the Alumata in formation with the fleet.”

“Er, yes, Empress.”

“Now, show Clavissa, my father, and the admiral those memories in full. When you’re done, we’ll convene a tactical meeting.”
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THE LNC ALARM woke Thyra. She fought the sheets to sit upright in bed. They were under one-and-a-half-gees acceleration, which made every movement difficult. Her hand found the connection bulb and closed around it.

“Sorry to intrude, Empress,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said, “but there has been a disturbing event.”

“What?” Thyra had visions of an army of Khepris in their white dresses walking into her palace back on Wynid, mouths opening wide—

“The Svarga ingress Gate has moved.”

“Repeat that?”

“The Gateway of Heaven has moved. It is two million kilometers away from its original location.”

“I’m coming to the bridge.”

Her entry was a small invasion all of its own. A six-knight escort, with her father and Clavissa hurrying in before the hatch could slide shut. The duty officers gave them a quick glance, then hurriedly looked back to their consoles, hands tightening around connection bulbs.

“Explain,” Thyra instructed the admiral as she settled on her couch.

“After your order reached the Épervier, Maëlle moved all the warships under her command closer to the Gate.”

“How close?”

“It was an englobement formation. The closest frigates were fifteen hundred kilometers out, in accordance with navy engagement regulations, and the farthest was five thousand. They had been there for seventeen hours when the Poldolsk emerged. It’s a medium-size commercial cargo ship, registered to the Jagilto family, who have an astroengineering enterprise on one of the habitats orbiting Fasule in the Tinaja system. Maëlle ordered her ships to open fire. They did and the Poldolsk was destroyed.”

A hologram materialized in front of Thyra’s couch, showing her the big egress Gate, a dark circular eclipse against the ethereal multicolor swirl of the Poseidon Nebula. The Poldolsk appeared in the center of it—an expanding sphere of blazing white light. Within a minute it had faded away.

Thyra waited. “And?” she asked.

“Forty-five minutes ago, the scoopship Sukhame came through. Again, Maëlle’s frigates laid down a very efficient assault—especially given its mass.”

This time the inflating plasma sphere was considerably larger, but not quite as bright. The cloud continued to billow outward until it shrouded the Gate.

“The helium vaporized, of course,” the admiral said. “Its residue was twice the size of the Gate when—”

The Gate vanished into a gray smear across the nebula that was gone almost before it registered.

“The Diligent,” Thyra murmured in surprise. “That’s what the Diligent did. Right?”

“Yes, Empress. But the Gate’s acceleration was only five hundred gees, and the distance traversed was two million kilometers, not halfway across the system. Thankfully.”

“I didn’t know the Gates could do that.” She looked around, finishing up staring at the cluster of flustered intelligence officers. “Did anybody?”

“No, Empress,” the admiral admitted. “There is no record of a Gate moving out of its established orbit.”

“So why …?”

“It knows someone is attacking the Gates of Heaven,” Clavissa said. “The Capo Frois egress Gate in this system is now inert. So the, uh, Human Liberation attack in Capo Frois was successful. It is safeguarding itself.”

“We are not attacking it,” the admiral insisted. “I don’t know what took out the Gate at Capo Frois, but I imagine it was considerably more than a couple of one-megaton warheads.”

“I imagine you’re right,” her father said quietly.

“The Elohim law is that all are free to fly through the Gateways of Heaven, and no action may be taken to prevent ingress or egress,” Kyro-Dro said. “We just blew up two ships doing exactly that. I would suggest the Gate is simply preventing us from any further interference from the Elohim guarantee of free passage.”

“The fifteen-hundred-kilometer boundary,” Thyra said. “You said it was part of the navy regulations?”

“It is, Empress,” the admiral said.

“Then we have not broken Elohim law.”

“We have never attacked a starship close to a Gate,” the admiral said slowly. “We are always respectful of the Elohim law. The Sukhame was nearly two thousand kilometers away when the frigates engaged it.”

“Where did the fifteen-hundred-kilometer regulation come from?” Clavissa asked.

The admiral’s covering of burnished bloodstone and dusky slivers of cymech flittered briefly as she turned toward the intelligence officers’ station.

The senior intelligence officer stood, a hand still resting on their connection bulb. “Empress, the distance regulation predates the Crown Dominion. We brought it with us on the founding fleet. It’s never been changed.”

“Oh Goddess,” her father said. “So in reality, we don’t actually know the distance the Elohim decreed. It could be a million kilometers.”

“I don’t think distance is relevant to what we just did,” Clavissa said. “Our intent is obvious; we are preventing egress into the Kelowan system. We broke the law.”

“All right,” Thyra said. “Clavissa, I’m inclined to agree with you. Admiral, how far are we from the egress Gate now?”

“Empress, we have to change our vector, but if we maintain one-and-a-half-gees deceleration, we’ll be there in seven hours.”

“Very well, but I want us to take up station a hundred thousand kilometers distant from the Gate. Hopefully that’ll be far enough to keep the Gate happy and close enough for us to interdict any ship that comes through. Tell Maëlle to rendezvous with us there.”

Thyra remained on the bridge for the rest of the flight. Lady Susan-Fra’de brought fresh clothes, and her private chef delivered a decent breakfast. Her father and Clavissa took turns to go and put some proper clothes on. Thyra regarded their trivial act of cooperation with each other in amusement. Out of tiny seeds …

The Épervier and its fleet were ten minutes from reaching the designated rendezvous point when the Gate moved again.

“Where now?” a dejected Thyra asked.

“Five million kilometers,” the admiral said.

“Okay, we have to establish the correct distance. The Gate could see where we were going from our vector, and clearly decided that’s too close. So, our new rendezvous point is two hundred thousand kilometers away. We will decelerate into it at an unthreatening half gee.”

“Yes, Empress.”

“Lord Kyro-Dro, you and your intelligence officers are to go through all the records we have pre-dating the arrival of Imperial Celestials in this part of the Cluster. Access every historical archive in the system, bring in every scholar we have—whatever it takes—but find me the extent of the protection zone the Elohim designated around their Gateways of Heaven for their law of free passage. They have to cede sovereignty to Celestials at some specific boundary. We wouldn’t be able to protect our dominions without it.”

“It will be found,” Kyro-Dro promised.

“Yes, it will. Because if just one Khepri gets through our blockade, we are screwed.”
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FINN PATTED THE ACCELERATION couch’s straps yet again, making sure they were ready to hold him secure should anything happen. The anything in question being half of the Crown Dominion Navy opening fire on them a second after they emerged from the egress Gate back into the Kelowan system.

“Tell me again why we’re doing this?” Ellie said.

“Something about nobility. Josias managed to convince us it was a good idea. Apparently he can negotiate a good deal with Helena-Thyra.”

“Thanks for the reminder. Knowing this is all Grandpa’s idea makes me feel so much better.”

Finn looked over at her. Their grins were supposed to disguise the fatalistic anxiety both of them knew the other had.

He exhaled and gripped the contact bulb again. They’d just entered the projected time window where the ZPZ generator would go active and decelerate them down from relativistic speed. He let his mind merge into the strange machine’s titanic thought routines. They were changing, becoming more active.

“I think we’re about to—”

The framing field gripped every atom in the Diligent, locking them in place to defy the unimaginable deceleration force that slowed them from almost lightspeed to solar orbit velocity in less than a minute. Some tiny animal part of his mind remained aware he was violating reality as incomprehensible forces twisted space-time into a distorted vortex—

—which unwound to spit him out. He transited into the command and control center whose digital systems were also trying to recover from the same malaise as his neurons. First thing he checked was Ellie.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, you?”

“Yes.”

“I think I’m actually getting used to frame jumps,” she replied, slightly perplexed.

Finn connected to the Diligent’s network and pulled out the sensor data. There didn’t seem to be anything within ten thousand kilometers of the egress Gate. Which was a relief, and frankly very unexpected. Are they all out there, but stealthed?

The sensors focused on a cluster of ships twelve thousand kilometers out. A refined scan gave them a potential identity as a dozen navy frigates.

“Crap,” he grunted. Through the bodhian web he asked: “Josias, are you seeing those?”

“Yeah. We’ve located three clusters of warships. But they’re all holding back. We’re not going to accelerate until we open a lnc to them.”

“Good idea.”

“Yeah, well, you’re the Diligent’s owner, and you’ve got the marchioness on board. You want to say something?”

“Goddess, no. You’re the expert negotiator.”

“Yeah, about that, man; I’d kind of appreciate knowing how the good Celestial citizens in this star system are going to react when they hear my name. I mean, nobody’s shooting yet, but Gyvoy and Liliana worked a real number setting me up—Oh, are you getting this?”

[image: Paragraph break image]


MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Josias, I’m recording this and hoping you retrieve it from my family’s secure network as soon as you emerge from the Gate. After all, you’ve accessed all our other messages, apparently. First off, don’t accelerate away from the Gate straight away; you’re perfectly safe when you’re next to it. Second, open a lnc to the squadrons monitoring the Gate and send this >code< that will give you the authority to fly within the Kelowan system unimpeded. You need to fly to the Svarga egress Gate; that’s where I am, along with the Crown Dominion fleet. If the Diligent is with you, the code will apply to them as well. Be aware, five frigates will be escorting you. And the Svarga egress Gate is now at this location >coordinate<. The Empress is very keen to meet you and negotiate access to the antimatter.

Open a standard lnc to me, and I’ll brief you while you’re en route. I look forward to meeting you.



“Okay,” Josias said. “That was undeniably not what I was expecting.”

“But it’s not bad, right?” Finn replied. “I mean, we came here to make a deal.”

“Yeah, but you know: anything that’s too good to be true—”

“Er, Josias, we’ve just checked that coordinate Clavissa sent. Either it’s a trap and they want the antimatter somewhere it won’t do any damage if the confinement chambers are breached, or the Gate has moved.”

“Moved?”

“Yes, sixty-three million kilometers from where it’s supposed to be.”

“Do they usually move about?”

“What? Hell, no!”

“Interesting. We need to understand what’s happening here. I’ll send that code to the navy ships, and if they don’t shoot us out of space, we’ll go see Clavissa. While we’re doing that, she can brief us—and more importantly, you and I will scrape the bodhian web to find out what kind of weird shit has been going on while we’ve been away. There is no way I want to be negotiating with Helena-Thyra if I’m not in possession of every fact.”
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THE DILIGENT WAS a kilometer long, yet somehow it seemed pathetically small compared to the Dracaenae. It shouldn’t have; after all, the dreadnought was only two kilometers long. But oh so threatening, Finn thought as Uemi-Jubalee carefully maneuvered them into the position they’d been designated, ten kilometers away. The difference between a kitten and an Awakened lion. As analogies went, he considered it wasn’t a bad one—especially given the amount of firepower that was surely aligned on the Diligent right now.

An elliptical shuttle collected him and Ellie, along with his two sisters, bringing them over to the Dracaenae. Another shuttle collected Josias and Captain Andino. Josias confided Andino had not been pleased; she was someone who preferred to operate in the shadows, and now she was going to have an audience with the Eternal Empress of the Crown Dominion herself. But Clavissa had made it very clear that wasn’t an honor you turned down.

There was a security examination as soon as they came through the airlock. “I’ve had colonoscopies that were less thorough,” Josias said cheerfully as deep scan drones spiraled around them and blood was extracted for analysis.

It was conducted by knights in full battle armor. Their size alone was imposing, and the armor was frankly over the top. A reckless sense of humor threatened to set Finn giggling as they towered over him. In the end he was just pleased they were allowed to put their own clothes back on.

Otylia and Zelinda had managed to find something approximating their old state robes; he found it reassuring to see them dressed like that again, their rightful heritage bestowing some authority and dignity. While he’d put on a high-collared, knee-length jacket, with gold and purple embroidery, snow-white trousers, black shirt—the kind of attire he used to wear at formal events and that his mother never quite approved of. Ellie looked simply stunning in a clingy sea-green silk dress with a long skirt.

Josias had used the printers on the Arcadia’s Moon to tailor himself a costume out of history. A black jacket and trousers with a white shirt, and a ribbon in a complex knot around his neck. Finn reluctantly admitted that, on the Man Who Walked on Old Earth, it looked incredibly stylish. “A tux is always classic,” Josias told him, with the dismissive assurance only he could project.

Andino, of course, simply wore her ship overalls—not that there was much flesh left for the fabric to cover. All her mech parts were very much on show. Finn suspected some of their surfaces had recently been polished.

Clavissa was waiting for them in the inter-compartment transit carriage. Finn studied her curiously. Tall as every Imperial Celestial, she wore a silver gauze dress that seemed to have some kind of internal light source to produce soft shimmers that flowed around her. Her wide eyes had no hint of emotion other than judgment.

“Thank you for arranging this meeting,” Josias said. “We are very grateful for the opportunity.”

“I’m sure you are. Be aware, it was fate rather than me who facilitated this meeting.”

“Got it. How’s Kimiya doing?”

Somehow Clavissa’s posture stiffened further. “She is in excellent health, thank you.”

“Good. What happened must have been so shocking for her. Neusch was quite the hero there. He makes a good substitute father.”

“Indeed he does.” Her head turned in degrees to gaze at them all in turn, her size emphasizing the avian-like motion. “How do you acquire your information? It’s very extensive, and our family communications are extremely secure.”

“Fate, I guess. Right place, right time.”

“You might want to have a more credible answer ready should the empress ask you the same question, Josias Aponi.”

The ride in the transit carriage was short, bringing them to a curving corridor. Finn was caught out by the scale; it was like being in the cloisters of the Zetian Palace back on Gondiar rather than the interior of a starship. Also unexpected was the number of Imperial Celestials in the corridor, not using it to go anywhere, just standing, watching the visitors walk past.

“Never seen a human in the flesh, huh?” Josias asked.

“Not humans like you, no,” Clavissa said.

Finn and Ellie exchanged a glance and reached out simultaneously to hold hands.

The tactical office was the same scale as the rest of the Dracaenae—a big hemispherical chamber whose wall was some kind of display. As they walked in, it was showing a neutral gray fog that receded to infinity. A single slim table stretched across the floor, its top level with Finn’s neck. The empress and her entourage stood behind it, though her armored bodyguards easily outnumbered the ship’s officers. And he didn’t need Clavissa’s introductions to be told she was the empress. The extravagant robes were enough, as was the attitude. Standing opposite her, he finally understood the true meaning of regal. The rest of her people—the admiral, the archon, the father, were merely formidable.

“Welcome to all of you,” the empress said. “I do hope this meeting will be constructive.”

If Finn had been in the Diligent, he would have told Dejean to go to full-out high-gee escape route, after that threat.

“It is our privilege to be here, ma’am,” Josias said levelly.

“You will address the empress as Empress, or Your Imperial Majesty,” Lord Bekket said coldly.

“Sure thing, buddy, got it.”

The empress awarded Josias a gentle smile. “Ah, the Man Who Walked on Old Earth.”

“And from our revered homeworld I have flown forty thousand years across the galaxy to meet you, Empress. It was worthwhile.”

Finn and Ellie had a synchronous eye roll. For some reason, the empress’s smile only broadened. “The stories of you seem true; how delightful.” She sat on her chair and gestured munificently. “Please be seated.”

Finn took his place on one of the six human-sized chairs on their side of the table, and didn’t flinch as its single leg telescoped upward until he was level with the Imperial Celestials. Well, it doesn’t get any more humiliating than this.

“Before we begin,” the empress said, “we have a memory gift for you to review so that you truly understand why I summoned you here. But if you’d indulge me, I would be interested in your explanation for your presence. You were free; the Diligent had got clean away. It was a most impressive escape—using the Archimedes Engine in a way we never knew was possible, then defeating an entire squadron sent to obliterate you. Yet you came back. Why?”

“Empress, you are only free when you are in the place you want to be,” Zelinda said. “And we want to be home. We now understand some of the Great Game being played, so we returned to explain our side of what happened to us, and ask for you to find us a place in your Crown Dominion once again.”

“You brought the antimatter with you.”

“It got us to this table,” Josias said. “You wouldn’t have invited us otherwise, Empress.”

“Ah yes. The deal. I admit I am curious as to what form you believe this will take. Meet my demands or I will blow myself up in the mother of all explosions?”

“Would that work?” Josias asked with apparent fascination.

“Interesting. I find myself genuinely warming to you, yet I cannot think why. So as promised, Neusch here has a memory he would like to gift you.”

The young Imperial Celestial standing beside Clavissa stepped forward and held his open hand out. All Finn could see was Gyvoy with his fingers splayed wide, bioluminescent lines glowing malignly on his skin as he clamped his hands around Finn’s head. He shuddered.

“It’s okay, Finny,” Otylia told him softly. “I’ll go first.”

Finn watched his sister’s face when the gifting finished, the grief-level shock registering there. She gave him a brave smile. Zelinda was almost the same—subdued, looking directly at the empress as if seeking comfort in the most unlikely place in the whole Crown Dominion to find kindness.

Josias, indomitable to the last, puffed out his cheeks and grunted: “Oh, man, that is a seriously worrying level of egomania.”

Then it was Finn’s turn—and with that last image of Jolav-Dabny’s body mutating while several Khepris gloated over it, he really wished he’d ignored every sane, sensible argument to face their fate in the Crown Dominion and had instead ordered Dejean to fly directly to Tarupa as soon as they’d finished their refit at JK67b.

Ellie’s hand squeezed his sympathetically. “Not good, then?”

He couldn’t even speak, just shook his head. The way she bit into Jolav-Dabny’s neck, her delight—

“I’m starting to see why you agreed to this meeting,” Josias said. “Okay, well—” He hopped down from his chair and took a step forward. Eight armor-suited knights raised their forearms in unison, muzzles zooming out. “Goddess, guys, chill down. Empress, in the spirit of being honest with each other?” He held his hand out to her.

She stared at it in bemusement for a moment, as if he was offering her a rotting fish. Then she grinned and connected with him. Finn was entertained by how horrified her court seemed to be.

Once the gifting was over, she produced a labored sigh. “You really have been using up my antimatter at quite a rate, haven’t you?”

“Sorry about that. But, still, one and a half thousand tons is a damn sight more than anyone else around here has got.”

“I suppose so—and you’re right, Dagon was a complete arse.”

Josias tried to climb back onto his chair. Waited. It sank down until he could get on it again. “He had his moments. But he’s not a problem anymore. How can we help with Khepri?”

“The ingress Gate is our problem,” the empress said. “We know my late archon Iuntin-Shoigu sent the fast distribution courier Oozant to Hera six years ago, telling Khepri that the last phase of the Great Game had begun. That same Oozant was docked with the Wakaur when Neusch had the misfortune to encounter it.”

“It would be one of the vanguard coming from Hera,” Lord Bekket said. “I was told the forces on Hera were scheduled to fly through the Helium Sea using the family’s specialist fast distribution ships to intercept the scoopships, and bless—as our family calls it—their crews. That way, we would establish a stranglehold on energy flowing into the Crown Dominion. At the same time, Khepri herself would leave Hera accompanied by a fleet of cargo ships carrying the warheads. They’d fly to Tinaja and onward to Kelowan. Once they got here, the plan was to fill the warheads with the rest of the antimatter Dagon had extracted from the Archimedes Engine and distribute them among the navy warships, so that would be the fleet of the Eternal Empress along with the fleets of the three queens whose crews Liliana was going to kill with the Crystal Gun, thus providing Khepri a genuinely invincible fleet. We know the Oozant had only just reached the Wakaur, which puts the slower cargo ships nine to ten months behind Neusch.”

“We are hoping it could be longer,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said. “Khepri will have to fly past the habitats at Tinaja to reach the ingress Gate, and there are three navy squadrons there. They should investigate a flotilla of unknown ships arriving out of the Helium Sea.”

“Could. Hope. Might. Should,” Josias said. “That’s not what anyone can rely on.”

“I am aware of that, Josias Aponi,” the empress said. “Which leaves us with a disturbingly short timescale. Our initial blockage of the egress Gate was a grave tactical mistake. We have violated the Elohim law of free passage. Our frigates destroyed some arriving ships too close to the Gate, and now it isn’t letting us get close.”

“Why?” Otylia asked.

“It’s a judgment issue,” Finn said. Everyone turned to stare at him. He could feel the heat in his cheeks.

“Your brother is correct,” Lord Kyro-Dro said. “The Elohim opened up the Centauri Cluster with their Gates to give every Celestial species, every culture, a fair chance to thrive. Their belief in natural selection is absolute; they intend that it will be the strongest, the worthiest who survive. Rightly so. If a problem arises, it has to be solved by those it threatens to eliminate.”

“And Khepri is our problem,” Otylia said.

“As far as the Elohim are concerned, yes. They will not judge who should progress and who should fail. Ultimately it is the indifferent universe that decides. And the freedom to use the Gates of Heaven is a fundamental part of that philosophy. Nor will they take sides in a physical dispute between dominions, unless they themselves are physically threatened or their law is broken. Which is why the original Crown Dominion Accord was formed; the queens knew Zuberi-Dulcina’s idea to storm heaven with her Archangel Knights was not merely doomed to fail, but would result in the Elohim retaliating against us.”

“So when Zuberi-Dulcina talked about Archangel Knights, she meant an army of herself?” Finn asked.

“We don’t believe so,” Clavissa said. “I have reviewed what classified files we have on the Evolution Project; it seemed like the Mara Yama morphic ability was originally intended to transform Imperial Celestials into a race of super soldiers, something like a cross between our knights and Mara Yama Koven. There were some files on Silicates, as well; who knows how many ‘improvements’ they were going to merge together.”

“So what’s with Khepri turning everyone into herself?” Josias asked. “I mean, come on, without her making a neural connection and using her compulsion: one punch …”

“Something she said to Kimiya,” Thyra said. “She believes that this is the way she’s going to become the future Goddess. That was always the goal for Zuberi. What Khepri has done is taken the Evolution Project one step further, and that means it won’t just be Imperial Celestials that are morphed into her. It will be every terrestrial-origin species in the Cluster; that’s why she wants to control every Crown Dominion warship, to prevent anyone from stopping her progress. Once she has those warships, she can expand exponentially.”

“The Elohim won’t allow that,” Finn said. “Will they?”

“Unfortunately, it’s only in our judgment that Khepri’s version of evolution is diabolically wrong,” Lord Kyro-Dro said. “We have to consider: What if it’s not? What if everyone having a single identity is what terrestrial life needs to become in order to survive until the heat death of the universe? A different method to the Gomatu at JK67b with their Dyson sphere sanctuary, but with the same goal. Will the Elohim stand in the way?”

“But what’s the point? So everyone is Khepri. What then?”

“Our theory is that if she becomes everyone, all the trillions of Celestials in the Centauri Cluster, she will have every piece of scientific knowledge terrestrial life ever acquired,” Clavissa said. “She won’t need to risk trying to storm heaven, because somewhere out there is the method of how the Elohim became what they are today. We were lucky that whatever species they started out as, they chose to use their new status and power to help the rest of us. Khepri won’t be doing that. According to her, the Elohim are merely godlings, while when she transcends she will become singular: a Goddess.”

“Which is why the fleet has been maintaining a healthy three-hundred-thousand-kilometer distance for the last seven weeks,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said. “It is far enough that the Gate doesn’t move, and close enough to give us the ability to intercept any ship that comes through and flies clear. So far we have destroyed fifteen.”

“We’re locked into a basic trial of strength,” Clavissa said. “It’s the Elohim way. Whoever has the best ships, the most determination, is the survivor. If Khepri comes here, we have to deal with her. The reverse applies if we go to Tinaja and challenge her.”

“We could be trapped in this stalemate for centuries,” Lord Bekket said. “Or longer. After all, Khepri has been playing this Great Game for seven thousand years, and she’s on the brink of winning. It will only take the smallest lapse on our part, and we will all become her.”

“Which brings us neatly to why you are here,” the empress said. “We have a plan that requires your cooperation and inclusion.”

“You want to blow up the Gate,” Josias said. “Right? You’ve done it once already, so you know what it takes: one thousand tons of antimatter.”

“Correct.”

“But the Gate won’t let you get close enough.”

“The ingress Gate won’t,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja said.

“Ah.”

“We believe we have around nine months until Khepri’s cargo ships start to arrive, along with all of her other bodies,” the empress said. “My fleet is large enough to contain them when they move outside the Gate’s neutral zone with an estimated hundred percent success rate of elimination.”

“Estimated?” Captain Andino said meaningfully.

“There are no certainties in this,” the admiral said. “But it should be possible, given our huge numerical strength and weapons technology advantage.”

“Which we think we have,” Clavissa said. “They developed sprites. They might have something else, but they might not. And there are frigates stationed at Tinaja. If Khepri managed to get on board even one of them as she did the Wakaur, it will belong to her.”

“You need a definitive victory,” Ellie said. “The line of quintessence failing while all the evolved Khepris are inside.”

“Destroying a Gate of Heaven will bring retribution from the Elohim,” Finn pointed out. “Are you willing to risk them isolating the Crown Dominion?”

“Yes.” The empress lined up an elegant forefinger on Josias. “Thankfully, the redoubtable leader of the outlawed domestic freedom fighter group Human Liberation will release another of his epic speeches just as the antimatter is detonated.”

“Oh, crap,” Josias groaned.

“And we’re left stuck there,” Captain Andino said. “With no way to get back.”

The empress smiled benignly. “We took that into account.”

“Both ships go to Svarga,” Finn realized. “The Diligent is the one ship that can get back to Kelowan by flying interstellar at sublight velocity. It’s only half a light-year; nothing for an arkship.”

“The refit the Prelf gave you at JK67b looks quite splendid,” Clavissa said.

Finn nodded in defeat. “Yeah.”

“Without the Gate from Svarga to Kelowan, you’ll cut off the helium-3 supply to the Crown Dominion,” Zelinda said.

“There’s no supply for at least the next twenty—thirty—years anyway,” Lord Bekket said. “Every scoopship in the Helium Sea will be lost to Khepri by now. We’d have to switch to gas giant mining. And, the Goddess willing, the Elohim will return at some point and establish a new pathway.”

“If we’re going to get close enough to the Gate for the blast to kill it, we’d have to look like we’re genuinely going to pass through,” Captain Andino said.

“I’m sure the network in the Arcadia’s Moon can manage such a short simple flight by itself,” the empress said graciously. “If not, we’ll install a navy-grade CI to pilot it for you.”

“Will you?”

“Ah, we have at last arrived at the high point of the day: Josias’s deal. Captain, I believe monetary compensation is of interest to you, so I will of course pay you for the loss of your ship. Or, alternatively, I will simply commission a replacement ship—perhaps a Mazinorclass like the Aeacus, or one of your own design if you prefer. The budget would be unlimited.”

“That could work,” Captain Andino conceded.

“Now, Marchioness.” The empress turned her attention to Zelinda. “Upon your return to Gondiar to take up your office again, I will appoint a new governor who will be tasked to work with you restoring the civic structures that were granted in the original settlement constitution. Once that has happened, I will extend additional permanent liberties such as a democratically elected parliament to assume responsibility of planetary government with the Jalgori-Tobu family as a hereditary constitutional guardian under my authority.”

“I … That would be most welcome, Empress,” Zelinda said.

“One of those liberties should be lifting technology restrictions,” Otylia said. “Especially medical science.”

“No weapons technology.”

“Agreed.”

“It sounds very nice, very plausible,” Captain Andino said. “Just one thing missing. If we do this, what guarantees do we have on your side?”

“You question the word of your empress?” Lord Bekket said angrily.

“I wasn’t born in the Crown Dominion. I’m just passing through.”

“I suggest, human, you consider your position very carefully. You are inside a Celestial dreadnought, and your tiny ship is surrounded by our fleet.”

“It is, and it’s a very weak ship compared to all of yours. It’s not even a threat to point out that the first weapons strike will breach the antimatter confinement chambers.”

“Okay,” Josias said, raising his hands. “Let’s all take a moment here before anyone says something irreversible. Empress, I’m going to be slightly undiplomatic here, so your little Lord Loyalty here might want to close his ears.”

Lord Bekket gave him a confused glance. “Nobody can close their—”

“Father,” the empress said levelly.

Lord Bekket’s annoyance became a glower.

“Fine,” Josias said. “Andino, this is painful for me to say, but Lord Bekket is right; we have the word of the empress. And that’s all we need. Ah—” He raised a finger in warning as Lord Bekket opened his mouth. “I haven’t finished, man. It goes like this. Khepri has used everyone involved in this coup—and used us good. A singular empress, governorships by Regents, your command of the fleet—they’re all just temporary aspects in her Great Game. None of it ever had a future under her evolution.

“If she gets into the Crown Dominion, every sentient entity will be evolved into another Khepri. This first part of her Great Game was about one thing: acquiring the second-largest navy in the Centauri Cluster. No offense, but I believe the Eternal Unanimity’s is larger at present. You see, if she’d just crept back here and started evolving people, word would have gotten out. Evolve a continent and you can’t keep that quiet—especially as senior members of the Crown Dominion would have understood exactly what the problem is.

“Ask the admiral here: If she was given the order to turn one of your own planets—which still has a billion innocent civilians on it—completely uninhabitable at a level that makes a Remnant Era world look like paradise, would she do it? Bet your arse she would, because the alternative is to personally become Khepri. Yes, your demented witch-in-exile can start the contagion slowly and quietly, but it grows exponentially, and something that big cannot be done in secret. If it ever started to happen, in swoops the navy with the only viable solution. But in this Great Game, Khepri seizes the entire Imperial fleet, and crews every ship herself. This way, when her contagion starts to spread across cities and continents, there’s no one left to call for help. She’s not here for the planets—not yet; she needs the warships. Because people will fight, and fight hard.”

“A fine summary, Josias Aponi,” Clavissa said. “So, captain, I trust that’s acceptable?”

“Still not finished,” Josias said. “That alone doesn’t make the word of the empress a guarantee. Your Highness, you’ve done an exemplary job transforming the Accord, which is the foundation of Crown Dominion society. The Regents rule in your name, but they rule because of the new political arrangements you’ve made among the Grand Families to support them. Let’s be bluntly honest, they don’t care who’s sitting on the throne as long as their individual position of power and wealth isn’t threatened. As always, it’s consensus politics that’s holding your new order in place.

“You can’t keep six star systems unified by threat of force alone. In other words, people have to agree to accept your rule by politics—and the purpose of the Crown Dominion’s head of state, singular or rotated between the queens, is to maintain stability. In order for this new arrangement to work, the population—especially the Grand Families—have to trust you. To trust that you can do the job, that you will keep your word. If there is any doubt, any sign of weakness, your pyramid of control will crumble. So yes, the word of the empress isn’t just a promise, it is the utterly vital binding that keeps society together.

“To ensure that, you publicly announce your word to us before we depart down the Svarga ingress Gate, so that everyone knows what it is. That way, everyone can judge if you keep it. And this: a tiny fine-tuning to how an insignificant human world is governed under your auspices will be the measure of you. Okay, now my summary’s done.”

The empress sat back in her chair. “Bravo, Josias Aponi. Captain Andino?”

“I am very familiar with his speeches, Your Highness. Annoyingly, he does make sense.”

“Excellent. Anything else? Oh, and no, Josias, we’re not relaxing any more of Gondiar’s financial regulations.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Empress. Happy retirement is all I aspire to.”

“Very well.” The empress gave everyone a pleased smile. “We are finally in agreement. Yes?”

“No,” Finn said loud and firm. This time he didn’t blush when everyone in the tactical office—Celestial and human—directed their irate stare at him. “I have a better idea,” he told them.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

THE DILIGENT WAS only three hours out from the Svarga ingress Gate when the last of the shuttlecraft docked. It was a navy vessel, a basic transport that allowed it to rendezvous and dock while both ships were under one-gee acceleration. The first time it’d happened, everybody in the Diligent’s command and control center had watched with a rictus grin of dismay on their face. Of course, the navy pilot performed the maneuver flawlessly—then and the fifty-three subsequent times.

It had taken that many to ferry the Gath over to the eight big passenger ships that were accompanying the Diligent—along with ten navy frigates and the Arcadia’s Moon. That was part of the expanded deal Finn had insisted on: an independent Gath society. Without even equivocating, the empress had said yes to them being given one of the abandoned habitats orbiting Uixic as their home.

Otylia had hugged him as soon as they were back on the Diligent. “That was so wonderful of you.”

“There’s another condition,” he told his sister. “You and the rest of the family go back to Gondiar now with Zelinda, not after we return from Svarga.”

“No.”

“Yes. Humans have now suffered for eight years under that idiot custodian. Enough is enough. Nothing says normality more than having the marchioness and her family back in her palace.”

“I suppose—”

Tough words when he’d spoken them. Now, with his family gathered in the airlock prep compartment to say goodbye, he realized he would probably cave if she announced she was staying on board. He’d barely managed being resolute with Pablo when the Gath had said he and some of his maintenance crew wanted to remain to keep the life support spheres running smoothly. Otylia had to step in and persuade them to leave for the habitat.

The concerned look Finn’s twin gave him was almost painful, and that was before they shared a self-perceptual. When they did, she pressed her lips together in censure. “No, Goddess, this is not our last goodbye. For a start, you have to bring those two back to us.” She glanced across the prep chamber where Zelinda was embracing Augusta. Finn’s niece and nephew had both insisted on staying with the Diligent to pilot the Victor. Just in case, Augusta said.

“Do me a favor,” Otylia said. “If the mission starts to fall apart, don’t deploy the Victor. Take off for Tarupa.”

“It won’t come to that.”

“The empress didn’t make those kinds of concessions for nothing. We’re going to have to earn them. So if it does—” She held his gaze.

“Sure. We’ll go interstellar and get out of the Cluster.”

“See you in about a year and a half.”

“Count on it.”

Otylia gave Ellie a big hug. “Stop him from doing anything stupid. Again!”

“I will.”

They both stood aside so Dushan could say goodbye to his mother.

Zelinda came over, and they regarded each other awkwardly. “There’s something I should have told you a while ago,” she said. “Mother was so proud of you when you set off in the Diligent.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I mean you drove her—and us—crazy most of the time; I used to think you were going to turn out worse than Everett. But Mother always believed in you—more than even Otylia did, if that’s possible. When you left, she said: Only Finbar could turn a useless wasteland into a whole city.”

Somehow there was moisture in his eyes. “Wow.”

She gripped his arm. “When you come back, stay on Gondiar for a while, yes? You deserve to have yourself a good life in Hafnir. Not just for you.” She shifted her gaze to Ellie, who was hugging Haian goodbye.

“Will do,” he whispered back.
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ONE HOUR BEFORE they reached the ingress Gate, Dushan and Augusta transferred over to the Victor. The Crown Dominion Navy had installed two new missile pods on it before they’d left, and they wanted to be completely familiar with their parameters. Finn prayed they wouldn’t have to send the fighter craft out in anger.

“Are you ready?” he asked Josias.

“I guess.”

“You guess?”

“Look, we jettisoned the main life support module back at JK67b. This one we’re using now is a lot smaller, okay? We’re kind of packed in, here.”

“I know.”

“I was serious about a halcyon retirement, you know.”

“Very admirable.”

“Yeah, well … Hey, I got the deal done, though, didn’t I?”

“You did, Josias, yes. The way only you can.”

“Man, you know what my only regret is: Gyvoy—Dagon, whatever he calls himself—isn’t around to see it.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Think about it,” Josias chuckled. “Human Liberation just got everything they asked for—a democratic government for humans, with no restrictions on technology. All thanks to him and Liliana and this nutjob Khepri. They put the idea in everyone’s head.”

“Tactful.”

“You know what I mean. The wrong reason produced the best result.”

“True.”

“All we have to do now is the empress’s dirty work.”

“You got your speech ready?”

“Nah, I mostly make shit up as I go along.”

“Good to know. It’s not like we can afford any mistakes.”

“My boy, I’ve been talking to people since before the Centauri Cluster existed. I can manage a few choice words when the time comes. Don’t worry.”

“Okay.” Finn switched the lnc off and looked over to Ellie’s couch. “I bet he’s been rehearsing his speech since the moment the empress told him he’d have to make one.”

“You’re learning,” she said.
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FINN’S MAIN WORRY, that the ingress Gate would fly away as they approached, proved unfounded. The Arcadia’s Moon went through five minutes ahead of them.

Ellie watched the huge circular energy flare that accompanied ingress as it cascaded down the concave surface of the Gate. The golden grid of the Arcadia’s Moon twinkled like an errant rose-gold star amid the radiance just before it vanished into the empty abyss at the center. “This is going to work, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said with complete conviction. “I wouldn’t have said anything if I thought it wouldn’t.”

“Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

“Captain, the Gift of Passage, please.”

“Launching now.”

Finn liked to believe he was perfectly nonchalant about passing through a Gate of Heaven now. Even with his mind registering the ZPZ generator routines stirring, the cold wave of doubt washed over him. Not about the frame jump, but where they were going, and what they were going to do when they got there, and if the Gate could sense his guilt …

The frame jump claimed him—
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IT WAS FOOLISH, but somehow even the sunlight falling on the Aeacus as it emerged from the Kelowan egress Gate felt right to Terence.

“We’re home,” he announced.

Jimena gave him a quick kiss and leaned her head comfortably on his shoulder. “Finally.”

“Yeah, but what do we do now?” Vanilda asked.

Terence wished he could give her an answer. The fact that they’d returned to Kelowan without being shot at or arrested was a positive result as far as he was concerned. But they’d arrived with the three queens, and he was only just catching up on recent events through the bodhian web. Events that were shocking and surprising in equal measure. Khepri. The true nature of Zuberi-Dulcina’s Evolution Project. Thyra turning on Khepri—to her own advantage, which he found completely believable. The Diligent and the Arcadia’s Moon heading for Svarga. Zelinda and the Jalgori-Tobus returning to Gondiar.

It was a hell of a lot to absorb. And on top of that there was a personal recording from Josias inside the bodhian web: “I think you’re going to arrive about four months after we leave for Svarga. Could’ve timed everything a bit better, but hell, at least you’re going to make it back. Listen, I know you had to take sides with the three queens; I get it. But the whole coup problem has twisted around to bite its own arse. We’re on Thyra’s side now, and by ‘we’ I mean humans. I made the deal, man. I really did. We got it all—all those freedoms we talked about for Gondiar.

“It’s not just hope; the empress agreed to our terms. We just have a little job to do for her that, to be honest, none of us are likely to come back from, but hey, everything has a price. Right? So what I’m asking—pleading, actually—is don’t stay neutral. Equally important, don’t use the Crystal Gun to help the three queens knock down Thyra. They’ll be trying to regain their control of the Crown Dominion. We can’t let them. If they do, everything we’ve won from Thyra will be lost. To get themselves back in power, they’ll have to dismantle every political deal she ever made. And anyway, the first thing they’ll have to do is battle Thyra’s fleet. That absolutely cannot happen. Thyra’s ships are the only safeguard we have to prevent a Khepri sneaking into the Crown Dominion. I know it’s going to be tough for you, but Message Clavissa. You’ll see from what’s in the bodhian web that you can trust her, as much as we can trust any Celestial. We’re depending on you, man.”

Terence put his head in his hands and whispered: “Oh, crap.”

“What?” Vanilda asked.

“I may have made the wrong choice.”
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INESSA-MARWA SPENT a full two hours after they emerged accessing the reports from her archons in the Kelowan system—those that were still alive. It seemed Helena-Thyra had been very thorough.

The politics she could understand, even appreciate. Helena-Thyra had formed a host of new alliances in the queendoms, rearranging the power structure among Grand Families so they formed a supportive foundation for each newly appointed Regent. Dissenters were either sidelined by their own families or disposed of; everyone, it turned out, was eager for their shot at climbing the ladder of influence and wealth.

As she read the long list of those who had been vanished inside her beautiful Cheluli, Inessa-Marwa wept for the first time in centuries for all those members of her family that Helena-Thyra had murdered—all her spawn, male and female, thousands of them. If her ancient mindline was her soul, then her children were her beating heart, and it’d been brutally ripped out. She gathered the princesses and congregants she had left and put her arms around each of them as she swore her vengeance.
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THE THREE DREADNOUGHTS received a regal communiqué, with Helena-Thyra’s validation code. It was hurriedly decrypted and presented to the three queens.

There was nothing in the virtual reality, no walls, no images; simply an infinite gray universe with the three queens in the center, all dressed in their formal black-and-scarlet mourning robes, mirroring what they wore in reality.

“She has been meticulous,” a subdued Ramona-Nuk said. “I think a few of my spawn may have escaped. They are not on any list of the dead I have accessed, so I pray to the Goddess they are in hiding or have fled.”

“She didn’t complete her work in Bassa,” said Luus-Marcela. “She returned here early. I don’t understand why. This blockade of the Svarga egress Gate makes no sense. Now she is blowing up everything that comes through the Gate—including the scoopships.”

“Fuck the scoopships,” Inessa-Marwa said. “There can be no accommodation, no truce. Whatever it takes to bring her down, however many of her treacherous followers we slaughter, I will not hesitate. If the Gegnerin has to ram the Dracaenae in order to finish her, I will pilot it myself.”

“And my Schlachten will be right beside you,” Luus-Marcela said. “But we need to understand why she fears what’s coming through the Svarga Gate.”

“No. No compromise, not with her.”

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” Ramona-Nuk said.

“Cannot ever apply in this case,” Luus-Marcela said. “We will be Helena-Thyra’s doom. I trust no one other than us precious three. As we once rid ourselves of Helena-Thyra, we will go on to rid ourselves of Khepri. Zuberi-Dulcina’s nightmare will be exterminated once and for all.”

“Helena-Thyra’s fleet is larger now,” Inessa-Marwa said. “She has added more warships from the other systems she subjugated. They’re helping to maintain the vigil around the Gate. My archons reported the Gate moved four times when they began their blockade. I find it incredible that the Elohim took that action.”

“The Gates shall not be obstructed,” Ramona-Nuk said. “The first and greatest Elohim law of all. It would appear they genuinely do mean it.”

“Ladies,” Luus-Marcela said. “We need to review the communiqué.”

Inessa-Marwa waved an exasperated hand. “If you must.”

Helena-Thyra’s image appeared in their midst, an insultingly smooth smile on her face. “Ladies, if you’re actually watching this I’m grateful—especially you, Inessa-Marwa; I know what’s happened will have hit you hard. Be reassured, none of this is personal. I myself was used as a means to someone else’s end. You see, I’m not Helena-Thyra. Technically you could call me Khepri-Thyra, although understandably she didn’t gift me all of her memories. It doesn’t matter, because my grandmother is coming. That’s why I am blockading the Svarga egress Gate. She’s been waiting on the other side of the Helium Sea while this Great Game played out—the one Zuberi-Dulcina started so long ago.

“I’m sure the three of you remember the Evolution Project that lies at the core of it. Which is why my fleet is not flying out to fight you. My warships will remain here, protecting the Crown Dominion as is my duty as empress. I invite you to join me, and reinforce our security. It won’t be for long. I have dispatched a mission that will end this threat once and for all. After that is done, the four of us can come to a new accord to bring the Crown Dominion back to its full glory.”

“Dear Goddess,” Ramona-Nuk exclaimed. “We were right. It really is everything we feared. She’s Khepri’s granddaughter!”

“I knew that Thyra was wrong right from the start,” Inessa-Marwa said.

“My dear, we all did,” Luus-Marcela said. “The question remains, what do we do now?”

“We have three fleets,” Inessa-Marwa said. “Three dreadnoughts, and the one thing Helena-Thyra didn’t expect: the Crystal Gun, which provides us with a huge advantage even against her numbers. I am under no illusion that our victory will come without cost, but victory we will have. And then we shall take the fight to Khepri herself.”
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AS SOON AS the Diligent emerged from the egress Gate, and everyone reported their systems had recovered, Dejean ordered a sensor scan. The Poseidon Nebula was notably brighter here, an all-encompassing effervescent haze blemished only by the wide sapphire blotch of the Helium Sea. The Diligent accelerated away at one gee, on a course that would take them to the Tinaja ingress Gate.

“At least everything is in the right place,” Ellie muttered as she studied the astrogation display.

“I have a lnc to the navy monitor satellites,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “The Kelowan egress Gate hasn’t seen any abnormal traffic. It looks like we’re in time.”

That brought a small cheer around the compartment. Finn didn’t say anything. He was communing with the bodhian web to get the most up-to-date review of events at Tinaja.

“She’s there,” he told Ellie quietly. “Thirty-eight ships flew out of the Helium Sea. Most of them look like cargo ships, but three were classed as private yachts. A squadron of navy frigates went out to intercept. They came back in communication blackout, and nobody understood what was happening. Then there was a battle around Fasule’s habitats. All five of them have fallen silent now, and her ships are on their way to the Gate.”

“Goddess. When did this happen?”

“In our timeframe, her ships are due to arrive at the Svarga ingress Gate in about nine days. That means they’ll be here in ten or eleven.”

“We were supposed to be three months ahead of her.”

“Looks like our luck hasn’t completely run out.”

When they were four million kilometers past the Gate, the Diligent stopped accelerating and Captain Dejean activated the hull’s new stealth systems. Anemic photons given off by the nebula’s massive clouds of interstellar gas fell unobtrusively into the Prelf material covering most of the hull, concealing them from casual observation. The starship’s neutral particle reaction drive came on, a spectral breath accelerating them at half a gee along a course for the Kelowan ingress Gate. Fifty thousand kilometers away from the Diligent, the equally obscured Arcadia’s Moon matched their trajectory.

Two days later they were in position, a quarter of a million kilometers from the Kelowan ingress Gate.

“There’s a scoopship two days out from it,” Uemi-Jubalee said, “but that’s about all our sensors can see right now.”

The idea of a ship full of Khepris slipping into the Crown Dominion made Finn shiver.

“The fleet will intercept them,” Ellie said.

“I know, but it’s like our friend Lord Bekket said: one lapse is all it takes.”

“The fleet has their job, and we have ours. And we know we can do our part.”

“We do.”

He tried to relax, but the next thing the bodhian web showed him from the Tinaja system was two starships flying into the Svarga ingress Gate. One of them he didn’t know—a sphere two hundred meters in diameter with a cluster of five fusion engines protruding from the base. It wasn’t any kind of cargo ship he recognized, yet it didn’t look like a warship, either. The ship with it he recognized immediately.

“Are you reviewing what the bodhian web saw in Tinaja?” he asked Josias.

“Yeah, I see the Xiyra heading our way.”

“Olomo did say he was going to check what was going on here.”

“They’re going to reach the ingress Gate in seven hours in our timeframe, which means they’ll be here in less than two days.”

“I know. So, do we tell him not to go through?”

“Olomo helped save our collective arses in Capo Frois, so in my opinion, we owe him that much. Thing is: How do we confirm it’s Olomo on board and not an evolved Khepri?”

“Shit.” Finn knew the answer to that, it was horribly obvious. Didn’t want to be the one who said it. Josias said nothing.

“Face to face,” Finn said, cursing his weakness.

“Risky. Khepri’s ships are only five days behind him. It’ll just take one signal to them and this whole mission is blown. I don’t think we can do it.”

“Everyone on the Diligent is alive only because of him.”

“I get it, I really do. Your call, my boy. And if it’s a yes, then you have to do it fast.”

“Oh, fuck the Goddess.”
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OLOMO HAD SPENT four months in the stability pod at the center of the Xiyra; class one filaments connected to his neural interface pads, class two filaments inserted into his chakragills, conservation fluid filling his veins. Hating a situation was not the kind of terrestrial legacy emotion a Heresy Celestial would allow residence in his mind. Very intense disapproval, on the other hand …

It had been an uncomfortable trip since he’d departed the Capo Frois system. Even back then, as he dispatched a courier ship back to the Heresy Dominion metropolis in Toro Centi, he’d worried that he should have gone himself. An archon of his stature should have stood before the polity and convinced them that the situation in the Crown Dominion was becoming extremely serious. Possibly serious enough to warrant intervention. That conflicted with his overriding instinct that an archon always collected sufficient information before making a definitive report.

Like Makaio-Faraji was trying to do when he went to Gondiar.

His flight through the Kelowan system almost saw him turn back and head for Toro Centi. A trip through five star systems taking a year and a half for him, and ten years un-dilated. However, under extreme circumstances, Heresy archons were permitted to carry out intervention actions themselves. Again, doubt was his downfall.

Arriving in Kelowan, he was appalled to find out what had happened—the three queens leaving for Capo Frois, abandoned by Helena-Thyra who had begun her takeover of the Crown Dominion. After successfully subduing Kelowan’s Grand Families, she had left for Nizinsk over two years previously, where she would be repeating the process. Each system that fell to her would leave the others more vulnerable. No intervention he could ever make was going to stop the process. All that was left to him was discovering who was backing her. He simply couldn’t risk returning to the Heresy polity without knowing for sure if the new empress had made an alliance with the Mara Yama.

So the Xiyra flew on to the Svarga ingress Gate. Once he arrived at Tinaja, he headed straight into the Helium Sea. He had the Mil’laury’s flight plan, but it was never going to be exact, and the Xiyra’s sensors were all but useless inside the Helium Sea. After nine months, pushing the Xiyra to its velocity limit inside the Helium Sea, he still hadn’t tracked down the big science ship. He used the emergency contact protocol. The Xiyra changed course and headed back to Lonizi, Tinaja’s sole gas giant. As he went he dropped a series of fusion bombs behind that detonated a day later. They were directed energy output versions; usually they would convert the explosion’s gamma ray emission into a single directed beam to kill their target thousands of kilometers away. These ones regulated the omnidirectional gamma emission over several milliseconds. An it’s me code that could be detected across dozens of AUs. Nominally useless inside a concentration of gas half a light-year across like the Helium Sea—unless you were in the Mil’laury, which had seeded the Helium Sea with a detection network sensitive enough to perceive the wake of ships traveling through it years after their flight. To that network, the nukes were a unique electromagnetic sledgehammer pounding away for attention.

Four months after the Xiyra arrived at Lonizi, the Mil’laury decelerated into orbit.

The first problem was Karaglo’s mental state. Olomo had never known a Heresy Celestial to deteriorate so sharply. Karaglo had fully embraced his isolated mission when it began. The trouble had started after their last meeting, when Olomo had refused to countenance Karaglo’s project to investigate the strangelet core, and followed that up by having him monitor flights across the Helium Sea—technically, an archon’s mission.

“The two ships you sent,” Karaglo said. “They followed a ship flying to the red dwarf binary. I don’t understand what happened, but not long after, fifteen ships took off into the Helium Sea. They’re small, fast ships and they all flew to scoopships. Directly, Olomo; they knew exactly where they were.”

Olomo’s four eyes blinked simultaneously at that news. “They have a network like yours?”

“They must have.”

“What happened after they reached the scoopships?”

“A few months after each rendezvous the scoopship changed course and headed to Tinaja. Every time that happened, the small ship flew on to a new scoopship. They’re still doing it.”

“Have any of those scoopships reached Tinaja yet?”

“There’s one about five months out. But the other ships are approaching Fasule now.”

“What other ships?”

“There’s thirty-eight of them. They left the binary system six months after the small ships. They didn’t fly fast through the Helium Sea of course, but they’re here now.”

“We need to leave,” Olomo said. “Right now.”

“My work—”

Olomo had started communing with the Xiyra’s CI, using it to process navigation data from the Mil’laury’s sensor network. The flotilla of unknown ships was already an AU inside Lonizi’s orbit. They were heading for Fasule with its five habitats rather than the Svarga ingress Gate. Olomo didn’t know why, but it couldn’t be good. “You can come back later if you wish. But this is now a security matter. We have to warn the Toro Centi metropolis.” He paused, allowing his body to drop back into its rightful state of equanimity without being so crude as to use a rider. “That’s if we can get through the Crown Dominion. I fear Helena-Thyra’s coup is a great deal more than I thought it to be.”

They flew in tandem toward the Svarga ingress Gate. Although they were at extreme distance for the Xiyra’s sensors, they saw a squadron of navy frigates intercepting the incoming flotilla. After the rendezvous, they all flew back to Fasule together. When they arrived, the Xiyra picked up energy weapons fire and several nuclear warheads detonating close to the planet’s five habitats. Two days after that, the newcomers and eleven surviving frigates started to fly for the Svarga ingress Gate.

The Mil’laury and the Xiyra reached the Gate five days ahead of them.
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OLOMO HAD RETURNED to the stability pod for their flight to the Gate, for once pleased with the decision; the Crown Dominion frigates attacking one another was deeply disturbing. What happened to the scoopships and the frigates made it clear that all the ships from the dwarf binary had some kind of sophisticated infiltration ability. By itself, that was disturbing enough. Coupled with the coup in the Crown Dominion, the whole sector of the Centauri Cluster was facing a menacing upheaval.

The Xiyra glided out of the egress Gate, its sensors presenting him with a fast appraisal of local space. He was just about to go into darkflight mode when the CI received a lnc request from Finbar Jalgori-Tobu. It was being routed from a small satellite five thousand kilometers away, and finding where the lnc was routed from there was impossible. Given the minimum time delay, quite close.

“I am extremely surprised to find you here,” Olomo told the human—if that’s who it was.

“Likewise. And you’re really not going to enjoy the next part. I need to establish you are really you.”

“Ah. You are aware, then, of what has happened at the Fasule habitats?”

“Yes. She can take over bodies.”

“Please elucidate.”

“I’m going to, but first there’s the question of proof.”

“That is double-sided, young Finbar.”

“I know.”

“So what do you suggest?”

“A good old-fashioned face-to-face. I have a small craft that can rendezvous with something similar. Do you have anything like that?”

“Yes.”
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THE LAST THING Olomo wanted was to be outside the superb protection of the Xiyra. But it was either that or simply ignore the human and fly to Kelowan. And if it truly was Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, then he must have a very good reason to go to this much trouble to talk. Ultimately, an archon always needs more information. So …

It was the smallest intership craft on board, which was little more than a bubble with thrusters—one hemisphere solid, the other transparent. The Xiyra’s CI was ready to accelerate at twenty-five gees and unleash its formidable weapons if it had to. Even so, he hadn’t taken a personal risk like this for—well, never. But then there hadn’t ever been a situation like this before.

They rendezvoused twenty thousand kilometers beyond the Gate. Olomo studied the approaching craft curiously. It was Celestial in nature, but not a marque the Xiyra had any record of. And the strand of vacuum-crisped seaweed stuck to a small fin at the rear was somewhat puzzling. Yet it seemed familiar, almost like—He actually relaxed a little.

They both extended airlock tubes, equalized pressure, and opened hatches.

“There’s more room in yours,” Finn said. “I’ll come through, okay?”

“An excellent suggestion.”

Olomo actually smiled as the young human air-swam into the pod. There was something rather pleasant in the fact that the Diligent had survived. He hadn’t expected it to.

“It would seem we both have a tale to tell,” he said, and extended one of his arms.

Finn reached out, and they exchanged self-perceptuals. And then—

[image: Paragraph break image]

“HOW WAS IT?” Augusta asked when Finn glided back into the Victor’s cramped pilot cabin.

“It’s definitely him. And we were right; Khepri has taken over all the scoopships. She’s also got herself eleven frigates to add to her flotilla.”

“Exponential growth,” Augusta said. “That’s how she’s going to win.”

“Yes. Let’s get back to the Diligent. Olomo and Karaglo aren’t going through the ingress Gate.”

“Good.” Augusta put her hand down on the contact bulb. The airlock tube disengaged and shrank back into the Victor’s hull. “Where’s the Mil’laury going to go? I don’t like the idea of Khepri’s ships detecting it.”

“Karaglo will fly it on a long loop away from the Gate, then once we’re in, they’ll both fly to Kelowan at sublight.”

“And Olomo was happy about that?”

“No, but it’s not like he has a choice.”
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TERENCE RECEIVED A direct lnc from queen Luus-Marcela herself.

“We are resolved to attack and defeat Helena-Thyra’s fleet. We would like you to deploy the Crystal Gun against her warships.”

“I understand, Your Majesty. There’s no other way? It will be an awful battle.”

“I know. But this is what has been decided by those of us granted that burdensome task. It is not one we make easily.”

“I am sure of that, Majesty.”

“Her fleet is spread across a huge volume of space. Does the Crystal Gun have the ability to cover such an area?”

“It will be operating at its limit, but yes.”

“Excellent. Terence Wilson-Fletcher, your loyalty is exemplary. I’m not going to insult you with promises of money and glory. However, my archons inform me that Helena-Thyra has announced the establishment of elected governments for Gondiar and Anoosha. Myself and my fellow queens guarantee that pledge will stand upon our victory. You have our word.”

“That is incredibly generous of you, Your Majesty. If I might ask, will the Jalgori-Tobus be allowed to continue in their hereditary post?”

“If you wish. We have no interest who represents the empress in human affairs, only that she is represented. Do you want the position for yourself?”

“Oh, no thank you.”

“You are a wise man to stay out of politics, Terence Wilson-Fletcher. Our admirals will set up a tactical lnc. Please coordinate the Crystal Gun’s deployment with them.”
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MESSAGE ORIGIN: CLAVISSA. Terence, I understand you’re an ally of Josias Aponi and Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, who have both vouched for you. They said you have the same information that they have, so you must know the truth about who the empress is. First off, Thyra would like to thank you for eliminating the Mara Yama fleets. The level of threat facing the Crown Dominion right now is without parallel. The lives you’ve already saved by your actions are incalculable. We’re really hoping that the three queens will put their duty before their personal ambition and bring their fleets to join the blockade.

Thyra has been honest with them about Khepri. Between you and me, she’s got nothing to lose in doing so. However, if they reject her invitation, we’d ask that you take what action you can with the Crystal Gun. I know this won’t be easy for you, but Neusch says his father always considered you to be the best of your people. And if I trust anyone, it’s him.
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TERENCE WALKED INTO the Fleesh Diamond. The only light was the meager one creeping in through the grubby windows. Chairs were stacked on the tables. Dust and cobwebs were starting to accumulate. There was nobody inside.

He turned around slowly, taking it all in one last time. There was no conversation to be had anymore. But he already knew the last words Makaio-Spirit would have uttered.

It’s your decision.
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THE FLEET OF the three queens had spent five days accelerating at one gee toward Thyra’s ships. According to Admiral Serrilda-Kroja, they were due to flip and start decelerating toward the Svarga egress Gate in another fifteen minutes.

“Unless they decide on a flyby assault,” she said.

“Is that likely?” Thyra asked. She was in the bridge on her acceleration couch, where she’d been spending altogether too much of her time since the blockade started. And that wasn’t going to change for another nine months until the Goddess (and Finbar Jalgori-Tobu) willing, the Gate would stop working.

“Direct velocity-matched engagement and high-velocity flyby are both equally valid tactics, Empress. I do happen to know Admiral Philipe-Kovsky favors direct engagement.”

“Indeed.” She turned to Clavissa, who was in her now-customary position, at the side of Major Siskala-Ingrid. “Any word?”

“No, Empress. Unfortunately, Terence Wilson-Fletcher has not sent me any messages.”

Thyra returned her attention to the current blockade interception flight, where five frigates were closing on a cargo ship that’d come through the Gate two hours earlier. They were monitoring it closely, waiting for another hour until it would have passed several thousand kilometers over the so-called neutral zone boundary, where it would be destroyed.

“Empress,” the admiral said, “their fleet is reducing velocity. They’re getting ready to flip.”

She connected to the dreadnought’s network and received the images sent by ultra-secure lnc from the Balzam-class ships shadowing the three queens’ fleet. The hundreds of fusion exhausts, arranged in a simple circular formation like a small flat galaxy, had begun to die down. They all cut off over the space of ten seconds in a virtuoso display of synchronization.

A moment later a fusion exhaust flared again. It was a large twin exhaust.

“The Lestari,” Admiral Serrilda-Kroja confirmed. “It’s disengaged from the Crystal Gun.”

“Where are they off to, I wonder?”

“They’re accelerating away from the fleet’s vector. Understandable; it’s the only non-warship in the fleet.” Her face covering of bloodstone cymech underwent a tiny ripple—the kind Thyra now associated with a frown. “It’s a high acceleration, four gees.”

“So they’re not bringing the Crystal Gun with them?” Lord Bekket asked.

“Ah, yes they are,” the admiral said. “They’re using a dual assault maneuver. We projected this as their most likely option, and it’s a good tactic. The Crystal Gun will now start deploying its effect distributors, so they will all carry on at this velocity and perform a flyby at the point where the Crystal Gun is going to activate its crystallization effect against us. Then the rest of the fleet will decelerate to arrive after them, and engage any survivors.”

“We need to get into our combat suspension chambers,” Thyra said.

“The Crystal Gun will take another twenty-three hours to reach us, Empress.”

“Nothing will be left to chance, admiral.”

“Of course.”

“The effect distributors are deploying,” Clavissa said.

Thyra remembered the poor-quality recordings they’d seen, taken by Balzam-class ships in the Oxanotol system and rushed through the Gate to Kelowan by fast navy courier. Thousands of the little distributor units had spread out from the big weapon, and the unsuspecting Mara Yama fleets had flown right into the middle of them.

Now, the Balzam-class ships skipping around the boundary of the three queens’ fleet were seeing the same thing happen here. There was something strangely ominous about the sheer quantity of the small innocuous distributors—a gathering storm. But then she’d always found the whole crystallizing-an-atmosphere concept to be deeply perturbing.

“It looks like their fleet is performing a flyby assault after all,” Lord Bekket said.

The admiral’s facial coverings rippled once more. “They can’t stay level with the effect distributors. That would be …”

The massive fleet continued to glide through space, showing no signs of activity.

Thyra glanced at Clavissa, registering her confused expression slowly change to an exultant grin.

“He did it,” Clavissa said. “Goddess, Terence Wilson-Fletcher chose to support us.”

Thyra watched for another minute to be sure. Not a single warship had fired its fusion rockets. None of them had even flipped over using thrusters. Silent invisible death on such a scale scared her. Nothing had happened, no shots fired, no missiles launched, yet the fleet had been defeated. It didn’t seem right somehow, or more likely she didn’t enjoy the idea of such an ability being loose in the Centauri Cluster once more.

“Dispatch a task force,” Thyra ordered. “The effect might not claim everyone; some crew will be in suspension chambers, surely. We need to take out any survivors. And I want that Crystal Gun secured and in our possession. That is an absolute priority, admiral.”

“Yes, Empress.”

Thyra actually allowed herself a hopeful smile. “Now all we need is for the other humans to come through for us.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

IF THERE HADN’T been so much depending on the moment, Finn would have found Khepri’s ships emerging from the Gate to be a relief. The tensions that had built up in the Diligent over the last few days as they waited made for a terrible environment. Now, at last, they could see their moment arriving. And the best part of that was: all they had to do was nothing.

Khepri’s ships were accelerating at a standard one gee. That gave them a transit time to the Kelowan ingress Gate of two and a half days. They kept in a tight formation, and flipped over on time to decelerate.

In the plan Finn had proposed to the empress, the Diligent was going to wait for an hour after the last one went through, then accelerate to the Gate. All they had to do was pray the Diligent’s new stealth systems were good enough to elude detection while Khepri’s ships passed by.

Dejean and the ship’s engineering teams had shut down the fusion generators and all non-essential systems. They were operating on power cell storage alone. It had reduced their thermal profile to a minimum, and that heat was being radiated away by panels on the other side of the fuselage from Khepri’s ships. The chances of them being detected from a quarter of a million kilometers away was extremely low. But not zero; that was why the Arcadia’s Moon had accompanied them, providing backup. Combat if they encountered hostile ships, then if the Diligent was disabled and unable to make it to the Gate, they still had the antimatter on board. Nobody mentioned it out loud, but by that stage it would be a suicide mission.

The big screens on the bridge all showed the same view—a fuzzy image of Khepri’s ships strung out in a line as they progressed inexorably toward the huge Gate. Six frigates were the first craft through, then two of the three big ships that’d come from Hera, followed by the cargo craft. The last group of the frigates went in. Then—

“What’s happening?” Ellie asked.

Like Finn, she was staring at the image on the screens. The final ship hadn’t gone through. Instead it was holding station a thousand kilometers out from the Gate.

“Oh, come on,” Finn breathed. “Goddess, go through; you’ve flown over one and a half light-years to get here; just a few kilometers more. Please.”

Two hours later the ship still hadn’t moved.

“You ask me, they’re staying to defend the Gate,” Dejean said.

“From who?” Finn protested. “They can’t possibly know we’re here. Can they?”

“The monitor satellites will show them we’re still in this system,” Ellie said. “Khepri is playing cautious. After all, she’s the one whose forces blew up the Gate at Capo Frois.”

“Josias?” Finn queried.

“Yeah, it’s a problem all right. Especially as we don’t know what that thing is capable of.”

Finn studied the image again. After ninety minutes of passive scans, the Diligent had managed to build up a decent picture. The ship was an elongated three-sided pyramid, a hundred fifty meters long, its smooth hull a dark purple. At the rear, three black fins supported a broad copper-colored ring. At first Finn thought it was the life support section; it was certainly rotating. Then as the Diligent acquired more sensor data, he realized the ring was too thin.

“We’re going to have to politely ask them to move aside,” Captain Andino said.

Finn had known it was coming, even though he didn’t want to acknowledge it. Looking at the purple ship guarding the Gate, he wished they’d asked for an escort of Crown Dominion frigates or maybe battleships, but this was supposed to be a covert mission.

“We can launch the Victor to help the attack,” Dejean said.

“Let’s just see how this ship reacts to the Arcadia’s Moon, first,” Finn said quickly.

“Sure, Uncle, but we’ll need to be ready for fast support. Can’t do that from inside the hangar.”

Finn hoped to hell he was keeping his face expressionless like the Celestials did during their meeting on the Dracaenae. Because there was no way he could tell Dushan the real reason he didn’t want them flying into an ultra-violent space battle was: Your mum doesn’t want you to do that. “Okay, but you both need to stay close. The Victor and the Arcadia’s Moon have to be docked with the Diligent when we enter the Gate.”

“We know, Uncle,” Augusta said. “We’ve run hundreds of tactical scenarios.”

“Right. Go suit up, then.”

He and Ellie exchanged a glance as the pair of them hurried out of the command and control center. And he knew she could see the massive guilt he was feeling.

“They’ll be fine,” she told him quietly.
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FINN SPENT THE INTERVENING hour looking at the image of the stretched-out shape of the purple ship, trying to work out what it could do. It didn’t help that he kept visualizing its long rapier-like nose stabbing straight through the golden geodesic frame of the Arcadia’s Moon.

“We’re ready,” Captain Andino announced.

One of the big screens changed to a tactical display. He stared for a long moment at the neon-green triangle tagging the Victor. It was already a hundred kilometers from the Diligent. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

The Diligent, the Arcadia’s Moon, and the Victor started to accelerate at a tenth of a gee. They were all stealthed and using their neutral exhaust ion engines to avoid detection. The Arcadia’s Moon was two thousand miles ahead of the Diligent, with the Victor keeping wide.

“I’d laugh if we just sneak past them,” Ellie said.

He gave her a half-hearted grin. “That would be something, wouldn’t it.”

Right up until the end, he kept hoping the purple ship would turn around and slip quietly into the Gate. Just one piece of luck, please Asteria, is that too much to ask?

When the Arcadia’s Moon was ten thousand kilometers from the Gate, the purple ship started to emit high-powered electromagnetic pulses, scanning wide.

“They know something’s here,” Dejean said.

Twenty-five small satellites launched from silos in the purple ship’s midsection, dazzling fusion exhausts accelerating them at twenty gees in a rapidly expanding hemispherical formation.

“Okay, dropping stealth,” Andino said.

The tactical display showed the Arcadia’s Moon visible profile appear and expand as the fabric covering furled up. Its appearance triggered an immediate response from the purple ship. Thirty missiles launched, accelerating at forty gees.

Crap, they’re not messing around!

The Arcadia’s Moon responded with a cascade of interceptor pods accelerating at fifty gees toward the incoming barrage. When they were a hundred kilometers distant, they disgorged a multitude of submunitions; ten-kiloton chaff detonations wiped out every sensor reaching for them. The attacking missiles responded in kind. With a closing velocity of fifty kilometers per second, the two attack torrents inundated a ninety-kilometer zone of space with a catastrophic energy load. A frenzy of debris whirled out of the destruction, chunks of solid matter disintegrating fast from the radiation saturation.

The purple ship began to accelerate toward the Arcadia’s Moon at eight gees—a panther’s leap toward its prey.

The Diligent’s drive came on hard, shunting them to one side; its close-quarter defense weapons went active as they skirted the expanding debris field. The Arcadia’s Moon released a salvo of antimatter missiles that wove complex unpredictable vectors chasing the purple ship racing toward it.

“Eight minutes from the Gate,” Dejean announced tightly.

The copper ring around the purple ship began to spin faster. Hundreds of small green spheres shot out of its leading edge, hurtling off in all directions to form a wide cyclone racing ahead of the ship. They weren’t solid, the tactical display reported; they were concentrations of some complex energy function. Finn watched in dismay as one touched an incoming antimatter missile. Everything happened so fast he was never sure, but the green glow seemed to flare, eating into the slender missile, then the confinement chamber was breached and antimatter made contact with matter. A ten-megaton explosion sent out a devastating radiation surge, triggering another two antimatter missiles.

“Asteria’s arse, not those things again,” Finn said.

“What are they?” Andino asked anxiously.

“Not sure. Gyvoy’s people fired them at us in Dokatu. They accelerate entropy, or something. Don’t let one touch you; it’ll age whatever material it hits until it’s ancient dust. There’s no defense.”

“Must be some kind of Remnant Era tech. Well, two can play that game.”

The Arcadia’s Moon ejected a sequence of dark circles that oscillated in and out of focus as they scythed away toward the purple ship. To the badly degraded sensor imagery Finn was receiving, they looked like blades that were cutting through the fabric of spacetime itself; certainly there were some weird distortions fizzing in their wake. “Are they Schwarzschild discontinuities?” he asked in awe. Another fantastical legend of the Remnant Era that had once overexcited Finn’s teenage brain.

“Told you,” Andino said triumphantly.

Antimatter missiles were detonating at an increasing rate as they collided with the dense clutter of ethereal globes swirling protectively around the purple ship. The catastrophic churn of radiation and supercharged plasma between the two ships was expanding outward rapidly. None of the deadly radiation sleet affected the green globes as they sailed through it. The firefight’s colossal energy swirls didn’t have any impact on the Schwarzschild discontinuities, either.

The purple ship recognized the danger as they cleared the miasma. It performed a twelve-gee evasive maneuver, twisting spectacularly—but not quite good enough. One of the Schwarzschild discontinuities slashed through its fuselage just ahead of the ring’s support fins. The structure around the penetration buckled savagely. Two of its fusion drives failed. White vapor blasted out like a cryogenic rocket exhaust.

Finn punched the air in triumph, pulling his shoulder muscles in the Diligent’s three-gee acceleration.

“We’ve got a clear run for the Gate,” Dejean said.

One of the green spheres hit the golden struts of the Arcadia’s Moon just above its drive module. Finn tensed for a devastating explosion, terrified the confinement chambers would be breached; no one within a hundred thousand kilometers would survive that blast. Instead the glowing sphere swelled out rapidly, a trail of dark particles jetting away from it. The starship’s drive stuttered, sending it spinning wildly. As the green glow faded, it revealed that more than a fifth of the drive module where it had intersected was now missing.

“Fuck the Goddess!” Andino yelled. “Took a bad hit there. Losing thrust. Firing another salvo.”

Missiles poured out of the Arcadia’s Moon, chasing around in their randomized arcs to ultimately target the purple ship. The response was another protective hurricane of green spheres.

“We’re accelerating,” Augusta announced. “Preparing to engage enemy ship.”

Finn wanted to scream in frustration. Haven’t you seen what that ship can do? But of course they had.

“Can we make it to the Gate?” Finn demanded.

One of the green globes struck the Diligent’s midsection. A mob of glaring red symbols materialized on the ship’s engineering schematics as they lost a portion of the stress structure. One of the reaction mass tanks was venting fluid at an incredible rate.

“They’re vectoring hard,” Dejean reported. “Looks like they’re coming our way again.”

Finn instinctively reached out, his hand finding Ellie’s. Brave, hollow smiles.

“Finbar, please proceed to the Gate,” Olomo said through a new lnc. “I will take care of this.”

Three thousand kilometers away from the Diligent, the Xiyra dropped out of darkflight mode.

“I thought you’d left,” Finn gasped.

“Not yet. It is my job to collect information on the unknown ships. Archons can never have enough information.”

“Thank you.”

“We both know this multi-creature cannot be allowed into the Centauri Cluster. This is our chance to ensure that. Good luck to you, Finbar. I have been most impressed by your activities to date.”

There was silence on the bridge for several seconds. Then the whole compartment shuddered. Another green globe had intersected the starship’s life support ring; the tough structure had crumbled to dust that streamed away from the racing starship.

The sight of the weird damage illuminated by its spectral cyan glow was a kick to Finn’s neurons. “Let’s go!” he told Dejean. “Augusta, get the Victor back here. Pull every gee you can, but get to us. You have—” He glanced at the tactical display. “Goddess, four minutes.”

“On it,” she replied.

“Andino, you too. Move it.”

“Yeah. I’d really like to. But our drive module took quite a hit back there.”

“Shit. We can’t wait. You know that.”

“I know. But look at it this way; we negotiated a hell of a combat bonus with the empress, remember?”

Finn choked. “Yes.”

“My boy,” Josias said, “I wonder if you could do me a small personal favor, seeing as how you are my brother-in-law.”

“Of course. Anything.”

“Tell my wife what happened. You know her best of all, so you can phrase it artfully. Maybe she’ll actually be pleased with me for once.”

“Yes. Yes, I will.”

“Jolly good. Now excuse me; I’d like to have a few words with my son before you both go into the Gate.”

Finn thought he might burst into tears. He closed his eyes, shutting out the world, then slapped his hand down on the contact bulb. The routines of the ZPZ generator were there, placid and unknowable as always. Also: the data from the tactical display, feeding directly into his mind.

The Victor was a minute away from them. Decelerating hard. “Come on,” he urged.

The Xiyra was now soaring ahead at ten gees, its fuselage in attack configuration: a long cone with ten weapons spikes extending from its base, curved around to point aggressively forward. Indigo light was beginning to throb just behind their peaks—a rhythm that was building in vigor.

A thousand kilometers away, the purple ship had identified it as the real source of danger, shifting its vector again with its remaining fusion rockets, coming around to face the Xiyra head-on. The copper ring was a blur of speed now—an effort that was causing the damaged fuselage to shudder. Green spheres were being flung out so fast they were smearing into streams, all aimed at the Xiyra.

The Victor was close now, two kilometers. The Diligent rolled slightly, bringing its hangar around for a straight approach maneuver.

“Bringing the buffer cloud on line,” Dejean said.

All around the Diligent’s blunt nose, ion grids expelled a tenuous supercharged plasma. Its chaotic swirls were manipulated by the monopole field, shaping it into a broad hemisphere of luminescence scouring space ahead of the starship. Tiny sparks erupted across it as solar particles struck, only to die in a scatter of their sub-atomic components.

The Xiyra’s close-quarter defense lasers were firing constantly at the rain of green globes it was hurtling through. And having no effect on them at all. One hit; sticking to the fuselage, it slowly sank inward amid a squall of gritty dust that tumbled out. Then another struck. The Xiyra was ploughing through a wide blizzard of the eerie phantoms. More and more green specters were clinging to the hull, a flock of rats chewing into a carcass. The Xiyra’s drive exhaust faltered.

The Victor slammed into the hangar’s cradle. Finn swore he could feel the reverberations through the cushioning of his acceleration couch.

“Gate in ninety seconds,” Dejean said.

With less than three hundred kilometers between the two combatants, ten sunlight-bright beams stabbed out of the Xiyra’s weapons spikes, intersecting a kilometer ahead of the Heresy ship. The merger created a seething cataract of roiling energy. It contracted like an inverse explosion, then expelled a single incandescent lance of supersolid photons.

Behind it, the Xiyra now had so many of the green demons smothering its fuselage it’d become a single phosphorescent spire. It finally lost its structural integrity under the sustained assault and blew apart in a ferocious starburst of wreckage.

The supersolid photons slammed into the purple ship, transmuting it into a white hole eruption.

The Diligent’s network showed Finn a schematic of the hull that became a solid scarlet outline as the every-spectrum electromagnetic pulse from the extraordinarily violent ship-death explosions irradiated them. He held his breath as a legion of system failure notices fluttered into his mind.

“Oh, hell,” Dejean exclaimed.

“What?” Finn demanded in panic.

“We didn’t fire the Gift of Passage.”

“Fuck that!”

The ZPZ generator awoke. The Diligent swept into the Gate, and the framing claimed them.
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FINN WAITED AS the command and control center personnel slipped into damage control management with impressive ease. Given how few crew were on board now, they coped well. The damage was mostly superficial and external, except for the two areas where they’d been hit by the glowing green ghouls. The sensors and unshielded components attached to the hull had simply burned out under the overload. Overheated tanks were venting to bring the pressure down—an action that was reducing as photothermal heat exchangers kicked in and chilled the liquids again. Critical equipment was still functional.

“The buffer is intact,” Dejean said. “That’s what counts.”

Finn looked around. Everyone was watching him in anticipation. “This is why we’re here,” he said. “So, for the memory of the Arcadia’s Moon and all who flew in her: Chief Octain, please power up our entropy drives.”

The old chief grinned. “Yes, sir.”
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“YOU WANT TO DO WHAT?” the empress had demanded.

Finn had shifted uncomfortably on his raised seat. Even Ellie was giving him a shocked look. “Switch on the Diligent’s entropy drive after we’ve gone through the Gate,” he repeated, as calmly as he could manage. “It’ll disrupt the line of quintessence. Which is much better for everyone than blowing up a Gate of Heaven with antimatter.”

“How so?”

“Even if you have Josias make his speech, the Elohim will punish you. They can see the Arcadia’s Moon was here and then left for Svarga. It’s not ZPZ science to work out the connection. They’ll know you were involved.”

“The Diligent is here as well.”

“Yes, but the Diligent isn’t a Centauri Cluster ship; it came from Sol using entropy drives. It is a human ship, without doubt. And by cutting the line of quintessence, the Gates themselves remain intact. All the Elohim need to do is send one of their line ships to create another line of quintessence. They don’t have to build a new set of Gates. The effort involved is considerably less. Quicker, too. And the blame can only be attributed to me, the Diligent’s human owner.

“It’s got to be worth a shot. If I’m right, the Crown Dominion survives and stays linked to the rest of the Centauri Cluster—all because you made the right decisions. I’m sure you’ll let your citizens know that.”

The empress looked around the courtiers next to her, all of whom were remaining steadfastly impassive—except perhaps Clavissa. There might just have been a hint of approval in those wide, judgmental eyes of hers.

“I was informed the Diligent destroyed its illegal entropy drives,” the empress said.

“Your knights destroyed some of our entropy drives, yes; I was there. Tragically, they overlooked one. As owner of the offending ship, I’ve been meaning to report their screw-up. I just haven’t got around to it.”

“This will work?” the empress asked her admiral.

“I believe it to be plausible, Empress.”

“Very well, you will take the Arcadia’s Moon with you as backup,” the empress declared. “In case of any further screw-ups. Am I clear on that, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu? One way or another, that line of quintessence dies with every Khepri inside it.”

“Of course.”
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SECURE IN THEIR protective cowlings in the Diligent’s aft section, the three rebuilt entropy drives went active. The effect they exerted on the local dark energy fields wreaked havoc on the structure of spacetime, instantly severing the line of quintessence linking the two Gates of Heaven.

Finn yelled at the chaos, mirroring the shock reverberating through the ZPZ generator’s routines as it was besieged by the catastrophic quantum instability. It had only taken milliseconds to break, but the quintessence line was now collapsing at lightspeed, exposing the Diligent to the natural forces that assaulted any physical object traveling at relativistic speed.

The buffer was shimmering like a dawn sun squatting on the nose of the ship as it absorbed the terrific impact of the Poseidon Nebula’s dust and gas clouds. The Diligent’s network had to accelerate the rate of matter antimatter annihilation to produce enough power to sustain the buffer’s cohesion.

Now, Finn could feel the whole ship trembling as it tore through the nebula. “Is it always like this in interstellar space?” he asked Ellie anxiously.

She shook her head. “No.”

“That’s because nobody’s ever been stupid enough to travel through a nebula at this velocity before,” Dejean said cheerfully. “Uemi-Jubalee, a deceleration vector, please.”

“Yes, captain.”

The entropy drives began to push against the fabric of spacetime, ramping up to one gee over the next twenty minutes. That was how long it took for the Diligent’s life support spheres to re-orientate themselves.

When they were settled, Finn started breathing a little easier. “So how long until we reach Kelowan?”

“It’s half a light-year away,” Uemi-Jubalee said. “But at this velocity, it takes a year to decelerate at one gee, which puts us a long way past Kelowan; so we’ll have to fly some serious curved vectors. Call it roughly eighteen months before we’re back at Gondiar.”

“And the time dilation rate is going to reduce as we decelerate,” Ellie said. “So you’ll be spending some serious time on board.”

“I can live with that.”
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TERENCE STOOD IN front of the lounge’s big window as the Aeacus completed its slow final approach toward the Dracaenae. Two long doors on the dreadnought’s hull swung open, and the Aeacus maneuvered gracefully up into the pearl-white hangar cavity. Large cradle arms closed around them, securing the archon’s starship in place. He sighed at the finality of it, a dangerous toy removed from a child’s grasp by a responsible adult. “Well, we had a good run.”

Jimena’s arm went around his waist as she snuggled up against him. “You okay?”

“Sure. You know, the last time I was on a ship coming back to the Kelowan system, I spent all my time wondering if you’d still be there when I got home.”

“And there was I spending that same time thinking you wouldn’t bother coming back, now that you had some big-time appointment in a security department.”

“That’s what you thought?”

“Yeah. For two and a half years.”

“Six months for me, but it felt like forever.”

He grinned and looked over at Vanilda, who was staring out into the brightly lit hangar with considerable trepidation. “You ready for this?” he asked her.

“They’re not going to split us up, are they? I want to stay with you.”

“We’ll stay together, promise.”

An airlock tube slid out of the hangar wall and attached itself to a hatchway in the Aeacus fuselage.

They had to submit to a scan that Terence considered completely over-the-top. Or maybe make that archon-level paranoid. It would probably take just a few seconds for a single unarmed Imperial Celestial Knight to take out four humans in their underwear. However, there were six heavily armored knights in the examination compartment with them. And Terence enjoyed the way they all focused on Dave the whole time. Body language in an armor suit was an impossibility to determine, but he just knew they were seriously nervous of the Silicate.

When it was over, the hatch opened into a plain compartment with furniture sized for Imperial Celestials, but then they were used to that now.

Clavissa and Neusch were waiting for them. Terence caught the tiny moment when Clavissa stiffened as Dave walked in, sparked by the animal residue at the core of every terrestrial-origin brain recognizing a predator.

Terence exchanged self-perceptuals with both Celestials. A custom he still wasn’t used to, so he aimed for solemnity and probably just wound up betraying the angst he felt over the Crystal Gun.

“It is a weapon that none of us approve of,” Clavissa assured him.

“But you were desperate for us to use it for you,” Vanilda said. She’d dropped into full challenge posture, hands on hips, derisory pout prominent.

Long ago Terence would’ve admonished her for that, but now he just regarded her proudly. “This is my daughter, Vanilda.”

“Official speak or not, Vanilda Wilson-Fletcher, we are genuinely grateful,” Clavissa said. “Not just for you removing the Crystal Gun from Liliana, but for every honorable thing you’ve done since leaving Gondiar. I know you played a part.”

“Yeah, well, some. Sure.”

“I believe it to be a great deal more than some.”

Vanilda enacted a perfect adolescent shrug.

Clavissa turned to Dave. “I am sorry for the loss of your colleague on Dokatu.”

“Died righteous.”

“Then I am glad. I know we are offering Terence and his family a life here, or wherever they want. But I do not know how we may repay you for your assistance. I have been granted considerable discretion in this respect, so if you can tell me what you wish to do or where you want to go, I will endeavor to supply it for you.”

“Flight to Melayu.”

“I will arrange that for tomorrow.” She held out a treasury coin. “To assist you purchasing anything you may require when you get there, with our considerable thanks.”

Dave took the coin. “Appreciated.”

“Why Melayu?” Vanilda asked him.

“Plenty Traveler dynasties on Melayu. Always work for my kind.”

“Elsbeth.” Clavissa proffered another treasury coin. “The empress will express her personal gratitude to you shortly, but this is a more concrete example than words.”

Elsbeth took it without comment, then used her bioware neural pad to make a connection to the small disk. Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Cool. Thanks.”

“Do you wish me to arrange transport back to Kajval for you?”

“Goddess no. I think I’ll stay here for a while, if that’s okay. I need me some quiet time while I work out what to do next. Maybe find me someone who doesn’t mind a girl with a few scars.”

“The Crown Dominion would be delighted to welcome you as a citizen.”

“Do I get one of those coins?” Vanilda asked.

“If your parents choose to give you one.”

“Uh!”

Neusch grinned happily. “I should have brought Kimiya to this meeting. I believe you and she would have been great friends.”

“Terence, Jimena,” Clavissa said. “Any requests? Please speak freely.”

“Not really,” Terence said. “Just—there’s no way I’m going to take the Álogo suit down to Santa Rosa, but maybe you could keep it in storage somewhere? It’s in full power-down mode, so it’s not dangerous.”

“What the hell do you want that thing for?” Jimena exclaimed. “We are never doing anything like this again.”

“I know. But maybe someone else might need it one day.”

“Who? For what?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps Aljan might like to see it? Or the grandkids. I’m just saying you shouldn’t throw something like that away. Besides, we really earned that suit.”

“He’s got a point, there, Mum.”

“I will see it is placed in a High Rosa storage unit that only you can access,” Clavissa said. “Jimena, is there anything you require?”

“We just want to go home,” Jimena said. “Aljan is down there waiting for us.”

“He is, yes. I am glad you will be together as a family again.”

“All right, I have to ask: How can you work with her?” Jimena said abruptly, ignoring Terence’s silent, embarrassed plea. “I know that in the end she protected the Cluster from Khepri—”

“That was in her own interest,” Vanilda said hotly. “She’d have just wound up another Khepri like the rest of us, otherwise.”

“She killed Helena, your mother,” Jimena said.

Clavissa cocked her head to one side and smiled gently. “Feel no sorrow for me. I am also my mother, thanks to her giftings. I carry a thin branch of her mindline within me, as do my thousands of spawn siblings. Everything she was lives. A family tree of an Imperial Celestial is so much more than blood alone. Besides, Thyra knows my price, and has paid it. I have been given the position in her empire that I want most.”

Jimena nodded. “I won’t pretend to understand, but … okay.”

“Your father told me once that I shouldn’t be fooled by Imperial Celestials into thinking you’re the same as humans just because we’re both hominoids,” Terence said to Neusch. “I know now how right he was. But I’m proud to have been able to call him my friend.”

Neusch bent down and embraced Terence. “You are and always will be my family, too, Terence Wilson-Fletcher.”

Terence nodded, hoping the moisture in his eyes wasn’t showing. “So what’s next for you?”

“I am going back to Wynid. Like you, I have been away from my homeworld and family for too long. I will be taking Kimiya with me, so that at last she will have a normal life.”

“That’s nice,” Terence said. “The three of you together at last.”

Vanilda face-palmed and emitted a whimper. “Dad. Please stop.”

“I am not going back to Wynid,” Clavissa said. “At least not until my new task is complete.”

“Can we know what you’re doing?” Jimena asked.

“I have been appointed the tactical advisor to Regent Roja, the captain of the Vengadora. On the orders of the empress, the Vengadora will lead a task force of twenty Crown Dominion Navy squadrons to Tinaja, and beyond that to Hera itself. We are to destroy all terrestrial life we encounter, the habitats of Fasule, every ship. We will purge the remnants of Khepri’s existence from this universe.”

“By advisor, you mean boss?” Terence said.

“I have been granted a great deal of authority within the Vengadora command structure, yes.”

“How are you guys going to get back?” Elsbeth asked. “If Finn’s mission succeeds, you’ll be stuck there.”

“No, the lack of a Gate of Heaven simply makes the mission longer. Like the Diligent, we will return at sublight speed from Svarga.”

“I admire your dedication,” Terence told her.

“No one wants this more than I. The corruption and death of my father will be avenged. I will make sure of it.”

“I have no doubt,” Terence said. “Thyra made the right choice placing her trust in you.”

“Thank you. Now, are you ready for your audience with the empress?” Clavissa gave Vanilda a wry smile. “It is extremely rare for humans to be granted this privilege.”

“Goddess, do I ever know that; Dad never stops banging on about the time he saw her.”

“You have met the empress before?” Clavissa asked in surprise.

“Let’s just say I witnessed her in action once,” Terence said. “It was a life-changing experience.”
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THE SHUTTLE THAT took Ellie and Finn over from the Diligent to the Dracaenae had a broad transparent strip along the ceiling, so Ellie spent most of the short trip strapped into her seat, looking up through it. They were in geostationary orbit around Atapedia, so she occasionally glimpsed its binary, good old Gondiar. From this distance it was only just registering as a disk, but still the blue-white glimmer was enthralling. So near and yet so far.

It had taken them nineteen months to reach the Kelowan system at a low enough velocity, which was sixteen months when you measured it relativistic. When they did finally get a lnc to the navy headquarters, they were told to go to Nashik, the anchor asteroid city of Atapedia’s main orbital tower. She’d raged at Finn for an hour about that. All she wanted now was to go home. It was only after she’d stopped and clung to him that she realized Gondiar was home now. The place where she wouldn’t have to flee for her life nor fight monsters anymore. Just one point eight million miles to go, one more day’s flight.

But no, the empress wanted to greet them in person to deliver her thanks. The ten-frigate escort as they traversed the Kelowan system was merely an honor guard.

The Dracaenae and three more dreadnoughts were holding station a thousand kilometers from Nashik, along with two hundred warships. Almost five hundred warships, all from the fleet of the three queens, were also orbiting Atapedia, forming a glittering ring ten thousand kilometers above geostationary orbit. They were crewless, inert, awaiting fresh recruits from across the Crown Dominion—those loyal to the new Eternal Empress.

The shuttle rotated gently as it orientated itself to dock with the Dracaenae. Atapedia swung into view behind the huge dreadnought, its green and brown continents smeared with gentle bands of long white cloud, turquoise oceans agleam. Ellie remembered Otylia had said once that it was supposed to be the most earthlike world in the Crown Dominion. She stared at it ruefully. I should have asked Grandpa if that was true when I had the chance.

After they docked, there was the same insultingly intrusive scan as before. Then the ride in a transit carriage, leading to the broad corridor. It was crowded with Imperial Celestials this time. They applauded as she and Finn walked to the private quarters of the empress. She flinched a smile at their enthusiasm and gratitude, nodding her head in embarrassed acknowledgment.

Maybe this delay isn’t so bad.

This time there was only one armor-suited knight in the chamber. She stood behind and to one side of the empress, who was adorned in pale green robes encrusted with an astonishing number of diamonds. In the cabin’s bright lighting the gems shrouded her in an ethereal corona of refracted light like some mythical fey.

“Welcome back, both of you,” Thyra said magnanimously. “Though I have to regretfully inform you, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, that you have annoyed several of my officers.”

“Er, I have?”

“Yes. There was a rather large sweepstakes being run over whether you would survive and return to us.”

So this is what passes for Imperial Celestial humor? Ellie thought.

“Happy to disappoint them,” Finn said.

“I understand there was an unfortunate difficulty at the last minute.”

“My grandfather and everyone else on board the Arcadia’s Moon died so we could enter the Gate, so yes, there was a difficulty,” Ellie said crossly. She was very aware of the disapproval now emanating from the row of courtiers behind the empress. She didn’t care.

“It may not be apparent to you, Eleanor Aponi, but I do have a great deal of sympathy for your loss. I am unaware of anyone else who has achieved so much in a single lifetime, human or Celestial. Your grandfather was a quite remarkable person.”

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

“Verbose, but remarkable.”

Even Ellie had to grin sheepishly at that, but then the pregnancy hormones were making her sensitive to everything these days.

“I think I will actually miss him,” the empress continued. “Queen Helena believed the true wild cards are the best cards you can play. Now I’ve met Josias Aponi, I think she might be right.”

“He would enjoy hearing that from you, Empress.”

“I’m sure. So what is next for you, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu? After fatherhood, obviously.”

Of course she knows, Ellie acknowledged with a slight eye roll. That damn scan.

“Do you still yearn for the freedom of space?”

“I think I might give that a rest for a while, Empress. I’ve been messaging my sisters since we reached Kelowan; there’s still quite a lot to do on Gondiar, administration-wise. I’m going to help.”

“The return of the Minsterialis. Well, now I’ve heard everything.”

“I’m not a Minsterialis anymore, Empress.”

“You only sold the land, not the title. Enjoy it. And what will happen to the Diligent without you?”

“A new flight, Empress—one that will take it outside the Centauri Cluster. There are habitable planets out there; some of them deserted, we think. The fresh start dream is one that’s still alive in many humans. This will give them the opportunity to settle their own world.”

“Where they won’t be causing problems for the newly elected government,” Ellie said.

“Yes, smart of Marchioness Zelinda to ship the real hotheads out,” the empress said. “Of course, the trouble with that is that once you ship the current ones out, the next generation of hotheads will rise up to replace them. That’s basic politics. Someone is always unhappy with the way things are being run.”

“That will be Augusta’s problem when she becomes the forty-fifth marchioness,” Finn said. “Not mine.”

“Are you sure about that, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu? You are aware, are you not, of the old adage, so old I believe it might even be human: Be careful what you wish for lest it come true?”

“I know it, yes.”

“In your new Gondiar, with all its limitless possibilities, you have lifted restrictions on medical technology. That opens up all sorts of opportunities for humans. Genetic mastery starts with well-intentioned improvements. A better heart, longer life, smarter brain. But then everyone has their own view of what’s better, and by the Goddess that is the route they will take. After all, would you abandon your uranic ability? Then as the world fills with neural induction–interfaced machines, it becomes essential for a citizen in order to get along, to be equal—or maybe a little bit ahead. That one trait is only the beginning. Factionalism commences; evolution accelerates. Soon you will not recognize your own grandchildren, for they will be the new improved version of you.

“Gondiar and Anoosha are going to become high-pressure versions of the Centauri Cluster’s Remnant Era, with stubborn individuality leading you all along very different paths. In a thousand years there will not be a baseline human left in this star system. Humans didn’t come to the Centauri Cluster just to escape a tired Earth; they came here to change what they were. And here I am in front of you, the end of that journey, proof that evolution is survival. You are the last of your kind, Finbar Jalgori-Tobu, and I salute you for breaking humans out from the confines of their biological limits. You are truly the liberation you sought.”




EPILOGUE

SEVEN YEARS LATER

IT HAD BECOME quite the ritual, Sunday lunch on the terrace overlooking the ocean at the bottom of the garden. Otylia’s new livestone home was still growing—a long beach house with arched verandas, so very different from the original cluster of domes whose ruins it was slowly displacing. And she’d not quite moved in fulltime yet, preferring to stay in the guesthouse of Aljan and Laurella’s home—a citrus grove estate on the outskirts of Hafnir. So everyone gravitated to the Wilson-Fletcher hacienda-style bungalow whose new cylindrical extensions Jimena was sculpting herself. Finn and Ellie tended to arrive first, along with their three children. Aljan and Laurella and their twins were never far behind. All the younger kids enjoyed their morning playing in the surf, with the eldest of them eager to use the supply of boogie boards stored in the bungalow’s beach hut.

Jimena and Otylia would spend the morning in the kitchen bossing the andys to prepare the meal as they gossiped about Santa Rosa and the changes that were slowly reshaping the economy. Sometimes Vanilda would show up with a new boy or girl in tow. Everett and his family would normally arrive around midday. Dushan always joined them if he and his fiancé weren’t at their apartment in Santa Rosa.

They set up the long table in the pergola that ran along the seaward side of the bungalow. By then the sun was high enough that the matted vines along the top provided some decent shade. Shaggy scarlet and amber bougainvilleas, tangled around the pillars, released a sweet scent into the muggy air as they gathered around.

Kids always attacked the buffet first, leaving the adults to help themselves at leisure.

The globecab arrived at the front of the bungalow as the andys cleared away the main course, ready for the desserts to be brought out. The bungalow’s network used a lnc to inform Terence they had another visitor. It wasn’t a surprise; Augusta had told them she might call in later. Then the network showed him who it was climbing out of the globecab.

Terence’s wineglass hit the livestone floor, shattering. He lurched to his feet in a daze while an andy went after the shards of glass, and Jimena asked him what was wrong. He pointed wordlessly.

Josias walked around the side of the bungalow. “Ah, here you all are. Sorry I’m a bit late. The Mil’laury isn’t exactly the fastest ship in the Centauri Cluster, but we got here in the end. Man, was that one boring flight, and just between us, Karaglo has a tragic personal hygiene skillset.” He faced Otylia and opened his arms joyfully wide. “Hello, my darling. Have you missed me?”
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