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    FOREWORD 
 
      
 
    This book was an unexpected surprise. I initially had not intended to write the stories in which Tanis built up her alliances in the Inner Stars before taking the fight to Orion and Airtha—but as the story grew, I knew that it would be foolish not to. 
 
    This was influenced in part by the Perilous Alliance series, as well as Rika’s story, which have both built up the events in the Inner Stars to the point that it would not be possible to imagine these events occurring without Tanis becoming involved in some way.  
 
    In addition, no small number of you made it clear that, while you enjoy the other tales, you also want more of Tanis, Angela, and Bob.  
 
    Luckily, I’m a rather large fan of those three as well—plus the rest of the Intrepid/New Canaan crew and colony. What I decided to do (influenced in no small part by one of Aeon 14’s uber fans, John Piper) was to tell stories that were much more focused just on Tanis and her core team, and this “Alliances” phase of the Orion War.  
 
    This will make for some shorter books before we get to the major conflicts, but they’ll come out faster as well. 
 
    Writing this book was a load of fun, as I got to have more direct interplay with Tanis and Sera, explore Saanvi and Cary to a greater extent, and bring Tanis’s third daughter, Faleena into the group as well.  
 
    I sincerely hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it. Now let’s see Tanis and Sera embark on their first mission in their new roles as President and Field Marshal. 
 
    Michael Cooper
Danvers, 2017 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PREVIOUSLY IN THE ORION WAR… 
 
      
 
    A lot has gone on in the months since the Defense of Carthage. Tanis and Sera have learned that Airtha has produced her own President Sera, more wars have begun to spread across the Inner Stars, and AIs are beginning to rise up in some systems. 
 
    When last we saw Tanis and Sera, they were aboard the I2, headed through the jump gate that would take them to Khardine, the new center of government for Sera’s Transcend.  
 
    There, they plan to meet with Admiral Krissy, who is also Finaeus’s daughter. If you’ve read the Gate at the Grey Wolf Star, you’ll recall her and her efforts to help Sabrina and crew avoid being detained by the Grey Division. 
 
    Though Khardine is to be Sera’s new capital, they do not plan to stay long, because their first order of business is to forge an alliance with Empress Diana of Scipio. 
 
    Petra, an agent of The Hand, has been masquerading for the last thirty years as an ambassador to the Scipian Empire on behalf of the Miriam League—a proxy nation of the Transcend’s. Over this time, she has become the head of the Hand’s local field office, and directs much of the Transcend’s covert activity in that region of space.  
 
    The plan is to use Petra’s ‘in’ with Empress Diana to begin to forge an alliance with one of the most powerful political entities in the Inner Stars.  
 
    Of course, there’s the small problem of how Petra has lied to Diana for years about…well…everything. 
 
    Everything rests on this one lynchpin. If Tanis and Sera can secure Scipio as an ally of the Transcend, it will create an anchor in the Inner Stars and provide a forward position to bring the war to their enemies. 
 
      
 
      
 
    MAJOR CHARACTERS 
 
    ON THE I2/KHARDINE 
 
    - Angela: AI embedded in Tanis’s mind. 
 
    - Bob: Hypernodal AI embedded within the I2.  
 
    - Elena: Former Hand agent and Sera’s ex-lover. Double agent for Orion who attempted to kill Tanis.  
 
    - Finaeus Tomlinson: Brother of former Transcend President, father of Admiral Krissy, uncle of Sera Tomlinson. Finaeus is one of the Transcend’s leading scientists and has been involved in many of their inventions 
 
    - Flaherty: Sera’s personal protector who stayed with her during her exile. 
 
    - Greer: Admiral in the Transcend Space Force (TSF) who was with the former President during the negotiations with New Canaan, and supported Sera as the new president. 
 
    - Krissy Wrentham: Admiral in the TSF, formerly stationed at the Grey Wolf Star System. Led an advance team to Khardine to secure the system. Krissy is also Finaeus’s daughter and Sera’s cousin. 
 
    - Seraphina Tomlinson (Sera): President of the Transcend Interstellar Alliance. 
 
    - Tanis Richards: Head of New Canaan’s Military, and Field Marshal of the Transcend’s Military. Wife of Joe, mother of Cary, Saanvi, and Faleena. 
 
    - Valerie: Officer in the TSF who Tanis selected to lead Sera’s guard. 
 
      
 
    IN NEW CANAAN 
 
    - Cary Richards: Daughter of Joe and Tanis, enrolled in the Intrepid Space Force Academy (ISFA). 
 
    - Faleena: AI daughter of Joe, Tanis, and Angela, enrolled in the ISFA. 
 
    - Joseph Evans (Joe): Husband of Tanis Richards, admiral in the New Canaan Military, Commandant of the ISFA. Father of Cary, Saanvi, and Faleena. 
 
    - Nance: Former crewmember aboard Sabrina, now attending the ISFA 
 
    - Saanvi: Adopted daughter of Joe and Tanis, enrolled in the ISFA. 
 
      
 
    IN SCIPIO 
 
    - Empress Diana: Ruler of the Scipian Empire. Her capital is Alexandria and lies in the Bosporus System deep within the Empire.  
 
    - Petra: Transcend Hand agent who is operating as the Ambassador from the Miriam League (a proxy nation of the Transcend). Petra has made appearances in both the Orion War and the Perilous Alliance books. 
 
      
 
    ELSEWHERE 
 
    - Airtha: Name of the advanced AI who runs the Airtha Ring, and now controls much of the Transcend. Airtha used to be human (named Jelina), but was turned into an AI by the Ascended AI at the core of the galaxy.  
 
    Airtha is also Sera’s mother, and a shard of her (named Helen) resided in Sera’s mind for many years. 
 
    - (Evil) Sera: When Airtha failed to turn Sera to her side, she produced her own copy of Sera, who also purports to be the President of the Transcend, and rules from the Huygens System. 
 
    - Garza: General Garza has been instrumental in the Orion Guard’s expansion and control of interstellar nations in the Inner Stars. After witnessing the cloning and reintegration technology that President Uriel used previously, he has begun to clone himself to further his efforts. 
 
    - Uriel: President of the Hegemony of Worlds (also known as the AST). Uriel has aligned herself with General Garza of the Transcend. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    SEEING HER OFF 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.06.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe strode through the corridors of the ISFA, nodding to students—all of whom stopped to salute him as he passed them by. 
 
    This year, the ISF Academy would see its highest enrollment ever, with fifty thousand human and ten thousand AI students. 
 
    The idea terrified him. 
 
    It was not the number of attendees that caused him such grave concern; it was the percentage of the colony’s population that was now in the military. There were only six million humans and one hundred thousand AIs in the New Canaan System. In the grand scheme of things, the star system was all but unpopulated. 
 
    Yet, all told, nearly a quarter of the people were now serving, and another quarter were actively involved in the war effort.  
 
    And everyone who had stepped foot on an ISF ship or put on a uniform had—with rare exception—passed through his academy. Either here, or at Victoria, he had been their commandant. 
 
    Which meant he was ultimately responsible for putting them in harm’s way. 
 
    Joe ran a hand through his hair as he walked into the Richards Atrium—homage that Tanis hated—pausing to stare out through the overhead dome, into space and the planet Troy beyond.  
 
    He knew it wasn’t really all his fault. The enemy—and there were many of those—shared the bulk of the blame. But that didn’t change how he felt whenever he saw a student’s name on a MIA/KIA list, or etched into the base of a memorial. 
 
    Joe squared his shoulders, and pushed the melancholy thoughts from his mind. He knew his mood was as much a function of Tanis leaving as anything else. More than at any other time, he felt like he may never see her again. 
 
    Enough, Joe, enough!  
 
    He turned his thoughts back to the academy, now situated in its new facility: The Palisades. The station had been in construction for several years before the recent attack on New Canaan. Afterward, Tanis had authorized the rapid completion of the station using picotech. Four months later, they were all moved in. 
 
    With the additional resources flowing in from the Transcend, the station had been made larger than originally planned. It was now an eleven-ringed toroid with a mean diameter of thirty kilometers. Altogether, it contained over twenty-five thousand square kilometers of living, training, and teaching space—ample room for the academy to grow. 
 
    The ISFA was Joe’s pride, and his sorrow. That New Canaan should have to become so military-focused, that they would be the ones to supply so many of the ships, shields, engineers, and soldiers for the war effort saddened him. 
 
    Despite his misgivings, he agreed with Tanis’s logic. A strong Transcend commanded by an ally such as Sera was vastly preferred to any other option. And so, the ISFA would train the men, women, and AIs who would fill the fleets and take the fight to the enemy.  
 
    He returned his attention to the dome, marveling once again at its complete transparency, unmarred by visible seams or supports. It was a single piece of carbon, fused together in a manufacturing process that rendered it both incredibly strong, and flexible enough to withstand the blast of a fusion bomb.  
 
    Beyond lay the myriad stars of the M25 Cluster. Hundreds of them, shining brightly, filled with people and resources.  
 
    Already, the Federal Legislature was considering the establishment of trade agreements with several nearby systems. Initially, Joe had opposed the idea. It ran counter to the long-term plan to move the New Canaan system, secreting it away from prying eyes. 
 
    However, President Andrews had proposed the creation of a base at Naland—a red dwarf, ten light years away. It was entirely uninhabited, and would be New Canaan’s public trade hub. The idea had gained traction, and Tanis had approved of the plan before she left. 
 
    Before she left.  
 
    He pulled his gaze away from the stars above and continued moving toward the administrative wing of the Academy.  
 
    A group of first year recruits rushed by, eager to get to their first class of the day. Their enthusiasm brought back memories of the ISFA’s early days on High Victoria, back when they operated out of a docking bay and several decks of the station, squeaking classrooms in wherever they could. 
 
    Since then, over two hundred thousand students had passed through boot, or earned their commissions at the academy—many doing both. No one donned an ISF uniform in service without first donning it at the academy.  
 
    That unifying training process was what made the ISF—in his experienced opinion—one of the finest fighting forces in the galaxy. If only its supply of recruits were not so small, and so precious. 
 
    Unbidden, Joe thought of his three daughters; all somewhere on The Palisades, all training to go into combat—possibly together, given their unique skillset—before leaving to fight in the war. 
 
    Joe was determined, when they graduated, to pass off the mantle of the ISFA to another, and leave as well. There was no way he’d remain behind while his entire family was off fighting in the war. 
 
    As he entered the Administrative wing, Joe resisted the urge to check on his daughters. Not that he needed to; after the many stern admonishments they’d received before enrollment, he knew they’d be in Light Attack Craft, Space to Surface Strategies and Tactics 101—‘LACS’, as the students often called it. Where the two ‘S’s and the final ‘T’ had disappeared to was a running joke among the instructors.  
 
    “Good morning, Commandant,” the officer standing behind the admin-wing’s front desk said in greeting as she delivered a sharp salute.  
 
    “Morning, Major Delma,” Joe replied, returning the salute. 
 
     Joe liked Delma. She had her finger on the pulse of the entire academy; she knew who was coming, who was going, what the lunch special was, what classes had moved due to an HVAC issue, everything.  
 
    The fact that she was an AI certainly helped, but even so, she was exceedingly proficient at her job. Especially considering that she manned the front desk and personally greeted everyone who passed by. 
 
    “Commandant Evans,” a voice called out from behind him. Joe turned to see Colonel Nelson of the Marine training division approaching.  
 
    “Good morning, Colonel,” Joe said as the officer neared. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I have my latest class undertaking a capture and control exercise on a Trisilieds cruiser at 0600 tomorrow. I was curious if you’d like to observe.” 
 
    Joe checked his schedule and saw that he had a meeting with the recruitment team at 0700. He weighed his options and decided he could attend the meeting remotely. 
 
    “I’d be delighted, Colonel Nelson. What sort of opposition will they be facing?” 
 
    “The crew of the Jove’s Fury has volunteered to give ‘em what-for, sir. A platoon of Marines from the 184th will be aboard, as well.” 
 
    Joe nodded appreciatively. “You’re not messing around. I’d very much like to see that. What is your anticipated outcome?” 
 
    Colonel Nelson chuckled. “Oh, I expect my class to lose, sir. But they’ll give ‘em their best, and be itching for a rematch.” 
 
    “I look forward to seeing what they can do,” Joe replied. “Jove’s Fury has an exceptional crew, and the 184th are no slouches either. I bet your class is a little apprehensive.” 
 
    “They’re studying everything that every member of the crew and company have ever done. I think they’re going to miss the forest for the trees, but we’ll see. You never know; they may just pull it off.” 
 
    “We’ll see how it goes. I’ll meet you aboard the observation pinnace at 0530, then.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Joe nodded. “Colonel.” 
 
    One benefit to having tens of thousands of hulls drifting throughout the New Canaan system was that they had no end of ships upon which to perform exercises and drills.  
 
    Academy students also got to perform clearing exercises on derelicts, war games on real ships, and even live-fire exercises against AI-controlled enemy vessels. 
 
    All in a day’s work at the ISFA. 
 
    Joe had seven more conversations with various officers on the way to his office on the outer rim of the uppermost ring on The Palisades. Though his patience began to fray, he handled all of them with more grace and calm than he felt. 
 
    When he reached his office, a dozen more tasks and messages hung above his desk, highlighted with different colors to denote urgency.  
 
    He ignored them all, walked to the window behind his desk, and stared out into the endless night of space. Out beyond Roma, in orbit of the dwarf planet Normandy, was the jump gate.  
 
    He took command of the station’s sensor grid, and aimed optical scopes at the gate, overlaying the view on the window of his office.  
 
    The events he was seeing had transpired a few minutes previously, given the light lag, but he pretended they had not. 
 
    The scopes locked onto their target: the I2, its sleek, deadly form drifting toward the massive jump gate. The ring had a circumference of over sixty-two kilometers, one of the largest ever made. Over twice the circumference of the ore hauler’s ring at the Grey Wolf Star, or so he was told. 
 
    She was on that ship. His wife. Tanis. 
 
    He knew she’d be on the bridge. Stoic; thinking of all the tasks and duties that lay ahead of her, the alliances, the first places she would strike at the enemy. 
 
    He also knew that she would be thinking of what she left behind, and the time and space that would pass between them all.  
 
    Will she still be the same when she returns? Will she and Angela have drifted closer to one another? They’re still merging more and more. He could often see Angela in Tanis’s eyes, and hear Tanis in Angela’s thoughts. Every day, he wondered when the end of his time with her would come. 
 
    A nagging feeling warned him that it already had. 
 
    The display on his window caught his attention, and Joe watched as the ring’s negative energy emitters came to life. They began to focus energy onto a single point, tearing a hole in the very fabric of the universe, before directing that energy at the I2. When that focal point touched the mirror at the front of the I2, the ship seemed to waver for a moment, and then was gone.  
 
    Be safe, Tanis and Angela. Give ‘em hell. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    EARTH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 04.27.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Hegemony Capitol Buildings, Raleigh 
 
    REGION: High Terra, Sol System, Hegemony of Worlds 
 
      
 
    A month prior… 
 
      
 
    Today, not even the view of Earth could calm her. 
 
    Uriel, President of the Hegemony of Worlds, felt impotent, powerless, and uncertain of her next move. A few short years ago, she had believed herself to be at the pinnacle: leader of the most powerful human empire in existence.  
 
    But she now knew that was not the case. 
 
    Not only had other federations and alliances within the Inner Stars grown in strength, but she now also knew that their rapid increase was fueled by outside forces—the Transcend Interstellar Alliance and the Orion Freedom Alliance; such innocuous names for the two most powerful political entities in the galaxy.  
 
    When General Garza had come to her a decade ago and offered Orion’s help, Uriel had seen it as a way to break out of the cage that the Hegemony was trapped in. For though they were strong, the Hegemony of Worlds sat at the center of the human sphere, and though she did grow the Hegemony, every system she brought into the federation had already been inhabited for millennia.  
 
    It made growing the Hegemony’s power grueling work. 
 
    Uriel’s job was one of careful negotiation; trading pawns with a thousand opponents in the hopes of achieving a smattering of checkmates. 
 
    When Garza came along, his trade had seemed more than worth the price he had asked. Unlimited resources and advanced technology were up for grabs, and all she had to do was build fleets and use them to expand her power base. 
 
    And attack New Canaan. 
 
    Twenty thousand ships, gone….  
 
    It felt like Bollam’s World all over again—though at least there, the Hegemony had managed to take control of the system. Gaining Bollam’s World had been a thin silver lining around an otherwise terrible disaster. 
 
    From what she had learned the previous day, there was no silver lining around the defeat at New Canaan.   
 
    Twenty thousand ships. 
 
    She had spent no small amount of political capital on that venture—first on the construction of the ships, and second, on keeping the construction and dispatch of the fleet a secret.  
 
    But the Legates who supported her had expected a technological windfall in reward for their silence. Instead, they had ten million deaths on their hands.  
 
    They were going to demand her head. 
 
    Uriel looked out over the city of Raleigh, stretching for hundreds of kilometers in every direction across the orbital ring’s surface. It was the jewel of the Hegemony, the oldest human city in existence. 
 
    Her gaze fell upon the capitol complex, where the Legates were in session—both those who supported her, and those who did not. Very soon, Legate Borous would take the floor and reveal her failures to all. 
 
    Uriel took a deep breath and sent the order. 
 
    <Do it.> 
 
    She waited, tapping her forefinger on her thigh. A minute later, the capitol complex exploded.  
 
    The flash of light was so bright that the windows in her office darkened; fifteen seconds later, the shockwave hit, gently vibrating her tall tower. 
 
    Uriel did not look away as the fireball reached toward the sky, stretching into an oblong shape from the ring’s coriolis effect. The Hegemony would reel, and Uriel would point to Scipio and their allies. She would propose new shipyards and fleets, and she would launch her attacks, pushing back the Hegemony’s borders. 
 
    But first, she would supplicate herself before the Transcend and seek its president’s forgiveness.  
 
    Before she killed that adversary as well.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    KHARDINE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.06.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS I2 
 
    REGION: Khardine System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    After the successful jump to the Khardine System, Tanis and Sera retreated to the bridge officer’s lounge for a light lunch. Something to sate them before spending the afternoon reviewing personnel assignments.   
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, Sera,” Tanis said around a mouthful of her cobb salad. “Khardine is a fantastic forward base of operations for the military, but a poor choice for a capital.”  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Sera asked from across the table. “It’s centrally located on the arms of the Transcend, it’s almost entirely inaccessible, it’s close to the major Inner Stars empires….” 
 
    Tanis cocked her head as she examined her friend, the President of the Transcend Interstellar Alliance—or at least a part of it. 
 
    Sera had spent much of her life in The Hand, one of the Transcend’s clandestine agencies. The few years she hadn’t been in the Hand, she had been focused on hunting down stolen technology in the Inner Stars.  
 
    Without a doubt, Sera was an excellent strategic and tactical thinker. What she wasn’t considering was that she was facing a battle for the hearts and minds of her people, as much as for territory and resources.  
 
    “And what of perception?” Tanis asked. “Your people will look upon Khardine as a hideaway.” 
 
    Sera pursed her lips as she considered Tanis’s words, while Tanis summoned a holoprojection over the table to view the stellar cluster in which Khardine lay. On the I2’s charts, it was known as NGC 3532, or the Wishing Well Cluster. In the Transcend, it was called Oratus, due to its resemblance to a person standing with one arm outstretched—at least when viewed from the coreward side.  
 
    As far as open star clusters went, it was small—only containing two hundred and ninety three stars, many of them being large, old red giants.  
 
    After Betelgeuse died in a brilliant supernova a few thousand years ago—the effects of which were still washing across the Inner Stars—no human colonization efforts had moved in the direction of the cluster. No one wanted to be close to another stellar death like that one.  
 
    No expansion, that is, except for the Transcend’s. 
 
    “So here’s Khardine…” Tanis pointed at the small red dwarf nestled deep within Oratus. Rimward of it, a dozen red and blue giant stars lay between Khardine and the bulk of humanity. Tanis drew a line along a corridor that led through the stars, stopping several times to change course as it wove around the giant stars in the cluster. “And the dark layer FTL corridor is here.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sera said as she sipped her coffee. “Like I said, very defensible. The only way in is through that corridor—which we can protect with ease—or by jump gate. And you’ve already ordered Admiral Krissy to set up jump interdictors.” 
 
    “I agree; it is a fantastic fortress in space—something that is exceedingly rare. Even if an enemy wants to come at us sub-light, they’ll have to spend decades doing it. With the interstellar medium suffused with plasma and hydrogen, it will be hard to hide while they do it, too.” 
 
    Sera’s lips twisted as she looked at the holoprojection. “I sense a ‘but’.” 
 
    “It’s the perception of the thing,” Tanis said. “It looks like you’re hiding. The capital should be in some center of commerce, like out in the Vela Cluster. We have already received word from the regional governors there that they will support you over Airtha; pick a system in that cluster. We’ll go to it after Scipio and ensure it is well protected. We can select one of our most trusted admirals to oversee its defense.” 
 
    Sera laughed. “Trusted admirals? I don’t know that we have too many of those.” 
 
    “There’s always Krissy,” Tanis replied. “From what we know—both from your sources, and from Sabrina—she stood up to the Grey Division at the Grey Wolf Star. That was a gutsy move, one that got her stuck there for a decade afterward.” 
 
    Sera leaned back in her chair, cradling her coffee cup in her hands. Tanis let her mull the idea over, as she skewered the egg from her salad and popped it into her mouth. 
 
    She savored the fresh taste of the egg. One thing was certain: humans could travel amongst the stars for thousands of years, build and do just about anything, but they rarely did it without chickens. 
 
    Plus cats and dogs and mice, and a whole host of other animals—but chickens were near the top of the list. Which was good news for Tanis’s cobb salad. 
 
    “Think she’d take it?” Sera asked. “The position, that is.” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “Finaeus may know better; she’s his daughter.” 
 
    “From her communications, I get the distinct impression that Krissy wants to be stationed at Khardine,” Sera mused. “Of course, so does Greer.” 
 
    “He’s mentioned his interest to me,” Tanis said with a slow nod. “He certainly has significant ‘running a base in the middle of nowhere’ experience.” 
 
    “So does Krissy,” Sera countered. “Both of them have Inner Stars experience, as well. Maybe we should send them into a cage match; two shall enter, but only one shall emerge!” 
 
    Tanis snorted. “Your administration should be very interesting.” 
 
    “What was I thinking, Tanis?” Sera paused and looked around the nearly empty room. “Finaeus should take the position. He has all the connections; he’s liked, respected. I’m the bad egg in the family.” 
 
    “You should probably stop asking him to take the reins.” Tanis gave a soft chuckle and gestured across the lounge at Finaeus, who was eating his small feast alone. “He won’t even sit with us anymore.” 
 
    Sera looked over her shoulder at her uncle and sighed. “I suppose I should ease up.” 
 
    <Finaeus,> Tanis called out to the ancient terraformer over the Link. <Come sit with us, we need to talk with you.> 
 
    <No, thank you very much. Sera has used up her allotment of ‘take control’ requests for the day. No, the week. Maybe even the century.> 
 
    <It’s not about that; it’s about the suitability of Khardine for a long-term capital, and about which general should be in charge,> Tanis said. 
 
    <Fine,> Finaeus said to both of them. <But I’m warning you, Niece-mine, if you bring up anything remotely close to me running this mess, I’m dumping my meatloaf on you.> 
 
    <I promise, Uncle,> Sera replied.  
 
    <Good, now one of you come help me move my food over there.> 
 
    Tanis looked down at her salad and Sera’s sandwich, then over to Finaeus’s four plates and two drinks. <We’ll come over to you.> 
 
    When they’d settled, which mostly involved rearranging Finaeus’s plates to make room for theirs, he looked at Tanis, then Sera. 
 
    “So, what’s this about Khardine? I like it. Didn’t build the place myself, but it’s well done: unassuming red dwarf star, one terraformed world—they managed to spin it up, too—and a couple of jovians to sweep up the bits and pieces and keep everything in order. Tritium-rich, too; good for antimatter generation. There’s even a neutron star nearby. I’m itching to try to build one of those neutron beams our friends at Star City used.” 
 
    “Ease up; we know you like the place, but you don’t want to be in charge of anything, so it doesn’t matter if you like it.” 
 
    “Tanis Richards,” Finaeus said, holding a hand over his chest. “You cut me to the quick. I just don’t want to be in charge of people. They get in the way of building stuff—like my latest scheme, a portable jump gate.” 
 
    “We already have portable jump gates,” Sera reminded him. 
 
    “You misunderstand,” Finaeus replied. “A portable jump gate for the I2.” 
 
    Tanis let out a low whistle. “You just barely managed to make a stationary one, and it’s only been a day since its first use; you’re already improving on it?” 
 
    “You spent hundreds of years with Earnest Redding. Did he not operate in the same fashion?” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “Good point. He usually had to stop himself from improving his creations, if only so he could roll out an initial version that he would then tinker with. Although going the final distance usually bored him, and he’d already be onto something else. His labs are filled with thousands of near-complete inventions.” 
 
    Finaeus rubbed his hands together. “You have no idea, my dear. I’m like a kid in a candy store in there. No, I’m like a kid who can’t get fat or die of diabetes in all the candy stories in the universe at once. I’m quantum-candy-store kid.” 
 
    “About the jump gate,” Sera prompted with a wink. 
 
    “Yeah, right, well…. I ultimately want to work out a way to take the jump gate with us as we use it, but for now I’m working out a way to be able to build a new gate within days, deploy it, use it, and have it self-destruct—if we so desire.” 
 
    “That sounds useful…really useful,” Tanis mused. 
 
    When it came to jump gates, the I2’s size made for a distinct disadvantage. As of this moment, there was only one gate in the galaxy that the I2 could fit through, and it was at New Canaan—a system that was currently over two thousand light years away, or four years via dark layer FTL, give or take a bit. 
 
    Components were already being sent to Khardine to build a second gate, which was more than necessary to avoid the two-year FTL journey to Scipio—but once they arrived at Scipio, the I2 would be facing a long journey back to the Transcend. 
 
    Granted, the I2 currently housed a dozen smaller gates that could send other ships back to the Transcend—or anywhere else—so no one other than the ship itself—and Bob—would be stuck in the Inner Stars.  
 
    Tanis had considered not taking the I2 to Scipio at all—the Aegeus would be a far less imposing ship to fly into the Scipian capital system—but Tanis was uncomfortable with the idea of leaving the I2 behind. 
 
    <You’re just going to miss Bob,> Angela said privately. 
 
    Tanis laughed within her mind. <I will, yes; his council is invaluable. Not to mention how much I missed being on this ship. The house on Carthage feels like a vacation spot—this is home.> 
 
    <You also have an irrational phobia of being separated from the I2 and getting stuck in the Inner Stars.> 
 
    <Irrational? Seems entirely rational to me,> Tanis replied. 
 
    <You have a lot of resources at your disposal, and people would come looking for us. We tend to make a splash—it wouldn’t be hard to find us.> 
 
    Tanis smiled at Angela, as they stood forehead to forehead in the shared space of their mind. <Good point, Ang. We do stomp around a lot.> 
 
    Outside her mind, in the much smaller reality adjacent to Tanis’s physical body, Finaeus was explaining how he could couple the component pieces for an I2-sized jump gate together, and how he could probably build one in a month with the facilities on the ship—so long as they had an ample supply of pre-tempered reflectors. 
 
    Sera nodded appreciatively. “That certainly opens up options. Makes me feel a lot better about us jumping into the Inner Stars.” 
 
    “I’m with you on that,” Tanis replied. “Anyway, what we wanted to talk about is that Khardine is great—for a centralized location servicing the military. What it doesn’t do is make the people of the Transcend feel good about their new president. She needs to be visible.” 
 
    Finaeus lifted a forkful of meatloaf to his mouth and chewed thoughtfully before answering. “I suppose that makes sense. You two should have thought of it before we all flew out here.” 
 
    “We had to come here anyway,” Tanis replied. “Krissy and her fleet are waiting for us; we need to organize this as the Inner Stars Front’s central command, and then Sera has to come to Scipio. Petra—her agent there—has made it very clear that the Scipian empress won’t deal with any flunkies—which would be me.” 
 
    Finaeus raised an eyebrow. “If only all leaders could have flunkies like you. So where do you suggest for the capital of the Transcend?” 
 
    “I was thinking somewhere in Vela,” Tanis replied. “It’s in the Orion Arm, and is resource rich. The cluster is still defensible, and it’s far enough away from Airtha that we can clearly establish it as a base of power.” 
 
    Finaeus nodded, and then spoke around a mouthful of carrots. “Vela is good. The data I have says that Alma is still the chancellor there. She would also function well as a Secretary of State, what with Adrienne heading off to Airtha and joining her…and your doppelganger.” 
 
    Sera shuddered. “Gah, don’t remind me. She changed me…Other me wears clothes and stuff. What do you think she is, anyway? A clone of some sort? I don’t have any mental imprints on file; Airtha couldn’t really make me.” 
 
    “Sera,” Tanis said, reaching out and grasping Sera’s hand.
“Helen was in your head for decades. Yes, Airtha could very well have recreated you in your entirety. For all intents and purposes, the other you is also you.” 
 
    Sera ran a hand through her hair. “I really, really hate that. Like…more than I can even express. It feels like the ultimate violation. Can you imagine? A parent saying ‘you didn’t really work out, so I’m just going to make a copy of you and tweak it to my liking’.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that happens all the time,” Tanis replied.  
 
    “Well, it sucks. Sucks balls,” Sera said. 
 
    Finaeus laughed. “At least we’ll be able to tell you two apart. Calm, serene Sera is obviously Evil Sera. Half-naked, angry, cursing Sera is the Good Sera.” 
 
    “Could be worse,” Tanis chuckled. “She used to be all naked.” 
 
    <I liked all-naked Sera,> Angela added. <It showed that you were evolved, that you were in control of your own destiny as an organism. Conformity does not suit you.> 
 
    Sera smiled. “At least Angela gets me.” 
 
    “Be naked if you want,” Tanis said with a shrug. “So long as your fancy flow skin covers your bits, I don’t care.” 
 
    “I’ve never let my bits show; I’m not lewd or anything.” 
 
    Finaeus snorted. “You can be a bit lewd, Sera.” 
 
    “You know what? That’s what I’ll be, then. Naked and lewd. That’s me.” Sera stood up and pulled her jacket off, then her boots, followed by her pants. 
 
    “Feel better?” Tanis asked with a raised eyebrow before popping her salad’s second egg into her mouth. 
 
    Sera’s skin rippled, turning red from the neck down—except her hands, which she ran through her hair, flipping it over her shoulders.  
 
    She sat and glared at Tanis and Finaeus. 
 
    “Yes, lots, actually. It just itched too much!” 
 
    “Pay up,” Tanis said to Finaeus.  
 
    “What? No! You had two days, and I had four. This is day three; we round up to five, therefore I win.” 
 
    “You two bet on how long I’d keep wearing clothes?” Sera asked, her eyebrows halfway to her hairline.  
 
    Tanis shrugged. “There were also bets to see if you’d even do it in the first place. However,” she looked at Finaeus. “We don’t need to do your insane, napkin-math rounding. We know the minutes, and the count is closer to my selection of two days. I win.” 
 
    “If I won, Tanis was going to have to eat one hundred BLTs in one sitting,” Finaeus said with a frown. 
 
    “And now that I’ve won, Finaeus has to stop threatening to leave and go after Sabrina.” 
 
    Finaeus shoveled more meatloaf into his mouth and glared at Tanis as he chewed angrily. 
 
    <Fine,> Finaeus said as he continued to chew. <Was this all you wanted to talk about?> 
 
    “No,” Sera replied. “We were also discussing who we should place in charge of Khardine, and who should go to Vela—should I agree to eventually establish the capital there.” 
 
    “Ah,” Finaeus said after he swallowed. “So you’re debating Greer versus Krissy, and you figured I might have some insight.” 
 
    “Very perceptive of you,” Tanis said. 
 
    “I’m really smart,” Finaeus replied. “Maybe not an L…what are you, Tanis?” 
 
    “Two,” Tanis replied, giving Finaeus a significant look. 
 
    <He’s such an ass,> Angela said privately. 
 
    <Finaeus just likes to needle everyone all the time. It’s his modus operandi.> 
 
    <He seems to think that we should tell Sera. At least, that’s what I read from the situation.> 
 
    Tanis had often wondered what Sera would think of her, should she learn what Tanis and Angela really were. 
 
    A vanilla human, known as an L0, had one hundred billion neurons, and as many as one quadrillion synapses. L1 humans had half again as many neurons, and a number of synapses commensurate with that increase.  
 
    L2 humans were a significant leap beyond that. Tanis’s brain contained only double the neurons of an unaugmented L0 human, but her dendrite and synapse count was an order of magnitude higher. 
 
    “Right. An L2 like Tanis, here, but I can figure things out.” 
 
    “And so can I,” Sera said. “Which is why I can tell that something’s up between the two of you.” 
 
    Tanis glared at Finaeus and then released a cloud of nano to mask their conversation from the rest of the officer’s lounge.  
 
    “Finaeus, Earnest can keep the secret for centuries, but a month after you find out, you’re dropping hints all over.” 
 
    “Not all over,” Finaeus said. “Just to Sera. You’re her field marshal; she needs to know.” 
 
    “Yes,” Sera nodded. “I need to know. Now tell me.” 
 
    Tanis drew a deep breath. “You probably know that Angela and I have been together for a long, long time.” 
 
    “I do,” Sera replied. “Almost two hundred years, I believe—just fifteen decades or so longer than is recommended. You two are certainly defying the odds.” 
 
    “Well, sort of. We can’t be separated anymore, not even if we wanted to be—not that we do. Our minds have been interconnected for some time now.” 
 
    Sera raised an eyebrow. “Interconnected how?” 
 
    “Well, ever since Angela and I defended the Intrepid against STR’s fighter attack in Sol, we’ve started to overlap. Not in identity, but in usage of the other’s hardware.” 
 
    “Which should be impossible,” Finaeus added. “Tanis and Angela should have undergone a personality merge not long after that—but they didn’t.” 
 
    “I didn’t know the specifics, but I’ve always been able to tell that you’re two people. That much was apparent when we first met. You were unconscious, Tanis, but Angela was not, and she was decidedly testy.” 
 
    <We were in a vulnerable place,> Angela said.  
 
    Sera chuckled. “That you were. Though I’ll admit, on the Link, the two of you feel like opposite sides of the same coin.” 
 
    “I’d noticed that, too,” Finaeus commented. 
 
    Tanis nodded. “I’ve heard people mention that before, as well. Anyway, Earnest has been monitoring us for some time, mapping our progression. Since he was staying behind at New Canaan, and we have no idea how long we’ll be fighting this war, he brought Finaeus up to speed on my condition. Which is when they found something…new.” 
 
    “Something pretty amazing,” Finaeus added.  
 
    “You two are killing me,” Sera said. “Spit it out. You’re not dying, are you, Tanis?” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “Stars, no. What Earnest found was a new type of neuron in my—our—brain.” 
 
    <It has multiple axons,> Angela supplied. <And more dendrites too…of which Tanis’s cells already had a lot.> 
 
    “That’s not the most interesting part,” Finaeus pressed. “The neurons are comprised of elements not normally present in brain tissue, and they are able to tap directly into Angela’s neural net—rather than going through the interfaces.” 
 
    <We have a direct, multi-location bridge,> Angela translated. 
 
    Sera’s mouth hung open as her gaze darted back and forth between Finaeus and Tanis. “Are you two messing with me? Was this part of the ‘get her naked’ bet?” 
 
    Tanis chuckled. “No, though that would have been funny if it wasn’t true…not that it’s not funny, just…whatever, you get what I mean.” 
 
    “How are you still sane?” Sera asked 
 
    “Who says I am?” Tanis smirked. 
 
    “Not funny, Tanis. Be serious. Are you merged?” 
 
    <We’re not,> Angela replied. <But it is happening. These new cells…they are growing in number. Right now, they exist alongside my neural net and Tanis’s. But Earnest and Bob believe that they will eventually begin to supplant our existing neural hardware.> 
 
    “‘Neural hardware’, nicely put, Angela.” 
 
    <It’s what it is.> 
 
    “That’s not even the best part,” Finaeus said with a wide smile. “Tanis’s new neurons—though they’re mostly dormant, at present—have strange quantum activity.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘strange’?” 
 
    “They seem to operate with a quantum superset; they’re like tiny, organic, quantum computers.” 
 
    <They effectively are quantum computers. Or something utilizing the same principles.> 
 
    “What’s going to happen to you?” Sera asked, her eyes wide with worry. 
 
    “Don’t get too upset,” Tanis said. “Bob thinks this has been going on for some time, but that the cells were just too few to notice. There still aren’t many of them; we could have centuries before anything significant happens.” 
 
    <Liar.> 
 
    <Hush, Angela. Sera needs stability, not worry about what dealing with Tangela will mean.> 
 
    <Angelis. We’ve been over this.> 
 
    Tanis laughed and winked at Angela. 
 
    “So why tell me, then?” Sera asked. 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “Ask Finaeus.” 
 
    “Seemed like you should know,” he said with a shrug. “Tanis is instrumental in the whole ‘save humanity’ thing we have going on. You need to know her weaknesses.” 
 
    Sera’s eyes narrowed as she peered at Tanis. “Are you going to ascend, Tanis?” 
 
    <That’s a bit on the nose,> Angela said.  
 
    “Honestly?” Tanis asked. “I have no freaking idea. Finaeus is the ascension expert.” 
 
    Tanis and Sera looked at Finaeus, who had just taken a bite of cake. He responded over the Link. 
 
    <Well, they’re not doing anything like what the people at Star City were doing. Mind you, they were going it solo; no fancy mind-merging stuff going on with them. And ascended AIs are crossing dimensional boundaries to expand their computing power and alter their physical composition. What Tanis and Angela are doing is…different.> 
 
    “Yay for different,” Tanis said with a wan smile. “I sure do love being a trailblazer.” 
 
    “So what are they becoming?” Sera pressed Finaeus. 
 
    He swallowed and peered into Tanis’s eyes. 
 
    “They’re becoming…more.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE HIGH GUARD 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.06.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS I2 
 
    REGION: Khardine System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanis surveyed the sixteen men and women who stood before her, all perfectly rigid and at attention. Half were TSF soldiers and the other half was comprised of ISF Marines. They were the best of the best—veterans every one, with station, shipboard, and dirtside combat experience. They were all capable pilots, and many had experience with deep infiltration operations. 
 
    “You have been selected because of your exceptional skill and experience,” Tanis began as she walked before the assembled men and women. “You have proven your valor, your loyalty, and your bravery time and time again.  
 
    “Are you still Marines of the ISF, and Soldiers of the TSF? Yes you are; you will never stop being those things. But you are now something else. You are the High Guard. The first of an elite unit, tasked with protecting the President of the Transcend against all aggressors.” 
 
    Smiles lit the faces of several of the soldiers, though the Marines’ expressions never wavered. Tanis didn’t begrudge the TSF troops their freedom of expression. They were not undisciplined, they just had a different style of discipline than the ISF. 
 
    “You are going to set the standard and the traditions of the High Guard for centuries to come. The deeds you undertake will become legend and lore. Because—make no mistake, High Guard—this is no cushy assignment. You won’t be sitting around, polishing your rifles—metaphorical or otherwise. We’re going to get in trouble out there. You’re going into the fire. And you know me; when I say ‘fire’, I mean the blazing inferno of an A0 star on its worst day.” 
 
    Tanis walked up and down the line, looking into the eyes of each soldier.  
 
    “This is a volunteer outfit, so anyone who doesn’t think they’re cut out to deal with the shitstorm that we’re getting into, please step back.” 
 
    Tanis observed the men and women with keen eyes. The TSF members of the Guard lost their smiles and stood stock-still. Not a single one moved. 
 
    “Then are you ready to take on the most important assignment of your lives?” Tanis asked. 
 
    A mix of ‘Yes, ma’am’s and ‘Ooo-rahs’ met her ears.  
 
    She winked at them. “You all are going to have to unify that shit. Can’t have you shouting different things when we’re out there trying to make a good impression. And, Marines: you’re going to have to give a bit. Remember, you’re not changing Marine tradition, you’re building a new tradition.” 
 
    A few small nods were visible, and Tanis smiled.  
 
    “Then I’m going to turn you over to your new CO, TSF Major Valerie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Field Marshal Richards,” Major Valerie said as she walked in front of the High Guard. Tanis gave them one last look and nodded with satisfaction. They would acquit themselves well. She was sure of it. 
 
    Once Valerie had fully briefed them, they would assemble to swear an oath to the office of the President. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    MORNING CLASS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.06.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: The Palisades, Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cary stood in front of the mirror and looked over her uniform, turning to see the sides and back. She spotted a piece of lint on her back and sighed. What I wouldn’t give for an auto-fit dresser right now. Or even just a holomirror. 
 
    “Stupid 2D mirror,” she muttered. 
 
    <You had hard mirrors back home on Carthage,> Faleena said. <Surely you’re used to them?> 
 
    “Yeah,” Cary replied aloud, distracted and forgetting that she wasn’t alone. “But I also had a holomirror; you know, to make sure I look ship-shape and all that.” 
 
    “What was that? Do you need me to check you over?” Jill asked from Cary’s side, thinking Cary was talking to her. 
 
    Cary started; she hadn’t even seen Jill approach in their platoon’s small restroom. “Sorry, Jill, I was talking to Faleena. She and I are still getting used to being this close to one another all the time.” 
 
    <I’m used to it,> Faleena said to the pair over the Link. Her mental avatar—a red-haired mirror of Cary—wore a smug expression. <But I’m told I adapt quickly.> 
 
    “They’ll be hitting the gate soon,” Jill said, abruptly changing the subject.  
 
    <Fifty-seven minutes,> Faleena supplied.  
 
    “Halfway through first class,” Jill said. “I know we’re not supposed to, but I’m going to be watching the feeds…I just need to know that the I2 makes it OK.” 
 
    Jill’s mother, General Brandt, was also on the I2. Cary understood Jill’s sentiment all too well, but the two women weren’t alone. A lot of the students had parents, siblings, even children on the great ship and its accompanying fleet.  
 
    Everyone was going to miss that ship.  
 
    It was a big galaxy out there, and the war would be long. There was a chance—albeit one that Saanvi insisted was extremely low—that the I2 would never return to New Canaan. 
 
    Cary wondered where Saanvi drew her certainty from. Her sister had spoken to Bob before the ship left, but she hadn’t revealed much about the conversation; just that it had happened, and that she was going to miss Bob. 
 
    “STC to Cary,” Jill said, waving her hand in front of Cary’s face. “You there?” 
 
    Cary shook her head and gave Jill a wan smile. “Yeah, just thinking about Mom and Angela. I’m going to miss them a lot.” 
 
    <Me too,> Faleena said. <I didn’t think it would be this hard.> 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Jill added, a look of longing in her eyes. “Mom gave me this big pep talk before she left, telling me about how I was a woman now. Strong, capable, nothing to fear…. Thing is, I’m not worried about being here at the ISFA; I’m worried about her out there.” 
 
    Cary chuckled. “I don’t think there’s any reason to worry about your mom, Jill. General Brandt is one of the toughest people in the galaxy. I heard she once shouted a minor planet out of her way.” 
 
    “Pretty sure it was a gas giant,” Jill said with a grin. “It’s funny, she’s never like that at home. Never yells, never even raises her voice. But put her in front of a company of Marines, and she turns into something else entirely.” 
 
    Cary turned and leaned against the counter. “I still remember being terrified the first time I went over to your house. I was worried that she’d yell at me for doing something wrong…but she was super nice.” 
 
    “I guess she gets it all out of her system at the job,” Jill replied. “By the way, where’s Saanvi? I thought I’d see her getting ready in here, too.” 
 
    “Oh, she’s long gone,” Cary replied. “Something about examining one of the assault drop ships in Hangar 18A14 before class today.” 
 
    Jill snorted. “Of course she is. If ever there was a born overachiever, it’s Saanvi.  Still, if she finds out anything useful, I hope she shares it with us.” 
 
    Cary patted Jill on the arm. “You and me both. C’mon, we have to get down to Ring Nine for class, and I cannot be late. I’m already on latrine duty for the rest of my life; I don’t want to add my afterlife to that sentence.” 
 
    The two women walked out of the restroom and into the platoon’s bunk room. Eight double-bunks lined the space on each side. They were all assigned; every training ‘toon was full on The Palisades this semester. 
 
    The other cadets were already gone, and Cary increased her pace, worried that they wouldn’t make it to class in time—though she paused to look at her bunk as they walked past, making sure it was perfect. Sergeant Grant would be through once first class began, and if he spotted so much as a single fiber of cloth out of place, he was prone to blow a gasket.  
 
    “Glad I’m not in your shoes,” Jill said, shaking her head as they reached the doors. “Always one infraction away from certain doom—mind you, I wouldn’t object to being known as a hero of the Carthage Defense.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” Cary said, blowing out a long breath. “In the past two days alone, each of my instructors has lectured me about how I’d better not let that go to my head, and that it was only dumb luck that kept Saanvi alive. I’ve been told I was foolish, reckless, insubordinate, disrespectful…and I’m sure a whole bunch of other things that I can’t pick out of the general morass anymore.” 
 
    “Plus all the times that Sergeant Grant has screamed at you already,” Jill added. “I think it’s been three times so far.” 
 
    Cary gave a rueful chuckle. “Five. He’s cornered me outside of the dorms a few times. I swear, boot was easier than this.” 
 
    “Funny how Saanvi isn’t getting beat on like you,” Jill said. “She was with you the whole time.” 
 
    “Yeah, but everyone knows I dragged her along. Instead of the yelling, she gets the ‘I’m disappointed that you bowed to peer pressure like that’ speeches.” 
 
    Jill shook her head. “I can’t believe they’re so hard on you two. Everyone knows you saved Landfall. If those Trisilieds carriers had managed to get their fighters into the mix, a lot more assault craft would have made it to the planet.” 
 
    <It is curious behavior.> Faleena joined in the conversation. <I’ve been trying to quantify it, and as far as I can tell, it’s as much for everyone else’s sake as yours. They want the other cadets to know that you’re not getting special treatment.> 
 
    “Thank stars I’m the great Tanis Richards’ daughter,” Cary said with scorn in her voice. “Otherwise I’d be getting beat up under stairwells for being allowed into the academy after what we did.” 
 
    <You sound like you’re ashamed of being Tanis’s daughter,> Faleena said privately to Cary. <But I know that’s not true.> 
 
    <You’re right,> Cary replied. <I shouldn’t have said it like that. I just…it’s really complex, you know? I have to work against the stigma of stealing a starship and getting away with it, then I have to deal with being Tanis’s daughter. Half the time I can’t tell if I’m being judged by one of those two things, or by my actions.> 
 
    Faleena nodded soberly in the mental space the pair shared. <Stealing a starship was one of your actions, though.> 
 
    Cary laughed. <True, I just meant recent actions, as in the thing that I was actually doing when I got scolded.> 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jill said, replying to Cary’s prior statement. “If you get beat up in the dark corners of The Palisades, I’ll come to your rescue.” 
 
    <I bet that would work, too,> Faleena said. <One thing is for sure, Jill—no one wants to find out if you’ve inherited your mother’s public temperament.> 
 
    The girls reached the main sweep that ran around Ring Three, where first year cadets were housed, and made a bee-line for the maglev station that would take them to Ring Nine.  
 
    A train pulled up onto the platform, and they rushed toward it. Before the pair made it halfway, the train filled with cadets and whisked away.  
 
    “Oh, crap,” Jill muttered. “I hope the next one gets here soon; this dumb maglev line has to make four stops before it gets to Ring Nine.” 
 
    Cary and Jill joined a dozen other students that were all standing on the platform, nervously checking the holodisplay that showed the next train’s arrival time. 
 
    Faleena gave a soft laugh on the channel the three were sharing. <If you weren’t already under so much scrutiny, I’d hack it and make it skip a few stops.> 
 
    <You can do that?> Jill asked, her mental tone incredulous. <Odin would notice, for sure.> 
 
    Cary was certain he would. Odin, the AI who ran The Palisades, managed the station with a steely calm and brooked no nonsense. Even if something did slip past his notice, Major Delma, the AI who oversaw her father’s Battalion HQ, would spot it. 
 
    <Maybe, maybe not,> Faleena mused. <Mom—Angela-mom, not Tanis-mom—loaded me up with a lot of her tricks. She told me that when we graduate and ship out, she wants to know that I am armed with everything I need.> 
 
    <You have all of Angela’s ‘tricks’?> Jill asked, her mouth agape physically and over the Link.  
 
    <Well, not all, I’m sure. I do have some datapacks that are categorized ‘only open in case of dire emergency’,> Faleena replied. <You know how it was; I got a bit of a crash-course in being raised. Zero to maturity in six months.> 
 
    Cary gave a good-natured laugh. <Well, some amount of maturity,>  
 
    <Thanks, Sis.> 
 
    <Stars…the stuff Angela must know,> Jill mused. <She worked in Terran spec-ops for a long time before joining with Tanis, you know.> 
 
    <Jill, she’s our mom. Of course we know,> Cary replied. 
 
    As they spoke, the train pulled up at the platform, and Jill peered at Cary. <Faleena, did you rush this one?> 
 
    <Nope, I decided to try something different. I asked Odin if he had a spare train he could put into rotation for us.> 
 
    Jill made a noise of surprise as they boarded the maglev, and Cary frowned, <I didn’t realize you had a special ‘in’ with Odin.> 
 
    <Moms asked him to look out for me. He seems to be taking it very seriously.> 
 
    The train pulled away from the platform, and Cary saw that the maglev was going straight to Ring Nine. She shook her head in disbelief. <They must have said something pretty convincing; Odin is not known to be accommodating.> 
 
    <Well, he did say, ‘tell your sister to spend less time preening, and you’ll get to class on time.’> Faleena said with a bubbly laugh. 
 
    Cary folded her arms. <Dammit, even things that benefit me are still banking on my soiled past.> 
 
    <Seriously, Cary?> Jill sighed and elbowed her in the arm. <Get over it. You’re going to have a couple of years of suck here, and then you’ll be free and clear. People are going to sing songs about what you and Saanvi did. No one is going to remember that Sergeant Grant got spittle on your face a few times.> 
 
    <Cary, where are you,> Saanvi said, breaking into her thoughts. <Class starts in seven minutes!> 
 
    <We’re on the train right now,> Cary replied, bringing Saanvi into their group. <We’ll be there in four minutes.> 
 
    <What? No, everyone on that train just came in. The next train’s not going to make it for another ten! You can’t be late, you’re going to get creamed!> 
 
    Cary couldn’t help a grin. <Don’t worry, Faleena hooked us up, we’re on a…an extra train, I guess.> 
 
    <Faleena? What did you do?> Saanvi asked, sounding even more worried. 
 
    Faleena giggled. <Relax, Saanvi, you’re going to give yourself an aneurism. I just asked Odin if he’d help. I blamed Cary, and he seemed to buy that.> 
 
    <Hey, wait, what?> Cary sputtered. <You blamed me? You conveniently left that out before.> 
 
    <I figured you were feeling out of sorts enough.> 
 
    Saanvi gave a throaty laugh. <You just told a white lie, Faleena.> 
 
    <Not my first, either,> Faleena replied with a wink. 
 
    <My, you’re getting saucy, Faleena,> Jill said. 
 
    The maglev flew off Ring Three and through the transparent tube that drew it down the stack of rings toward Ring Nine.  
 
    Cary stared out the window at the world of Troy below, wondering when they’d start doing planet-side exercises.  
 
    When The Palisades was first announced, Cary knew that Troy was the perfect place for the ISF Academy. The planet was a world of extremes: vast oceans, a wide variety of continents, towering mountains, deserts, plains, deep canyon systems…. Troy had it all.  
 
    On top of that, there were three moons—one nearly Lunar in size—which would give them plenty of hazardous environments to train on. Though she was less excited about working in vacuum after spending so long trapped in wreckage a few months before. 
 
    The maglev banked around The Palisades station, and the planet was lost from view. A minute later, it pulled into the station on Ring Nine, and the two women disembarked, rushing across the platform and down the sweep to the corridor that would lead them to their class. 
 
    They made it to the lecture hall with two minutes to spare, and Saanvi delivered a withering scowl at them as they sat. 
 
    “Always cutting it close,” Saanvi admonished. “Good thing Faleena has your back.” 
 
    “Even if she has to throw me under the bus with Odin to save my butt.” 
 
    “That sure summons a convoluted visual,” Jill said with a laugh. “If Odin drives the bus over your ass, is it still saved?” 
 
    “Ask me at the end of term,” Cary replied with a mock groan.  
 
    The three women brought up their holodisplays and prepared for Light Attack Craft Space to Surface Strategies and Tactics 101, or LACS as Cary had already taken to calling it after hearing some of the older cadets refer to it as such.  
 
    Saanvi hadn’t agreed with the shortened acronym, but after trying to pronounce LACSSST a few times, she had succumbed. 
 
    Major Kara entered the room and surveyed the class as the students rose and stood at attention. She nodded at them, and they returned to their seats, ready to absorb the day’s lesson. 
 
    The major launched into a lecture about the history of orbital drop craft, major battles in which they had turned the tide, and contrasted them against other engagements where they hadn’t been a factor at all.  
 
    It was a lesson everyone paid rapt attention to. Many of the students knew people who had been killed in the Trisilieds assault on Carthage just four months earlier, and had even been involved in the defense against the craft. 
 
    Cary looked forward to the day they would rain drop ships on a Trisilieds world and exact retribution. 
 
    Major Kara must have been reading her mind, because forty-five minutes into the class, she stopped her lecture and leaned on her podium. 
 
    “I know you all want to take the fight to the enemy. You want to give them what for. Let me tell you: going down in a tin can, praying you hit the surface in one piece, is pretty much the opposite of fun. It’s not about retribution or payback. It’s about protecting New Canaan and the men, women, and AIs in your unit. I want that in your minds whenever you think about dropping, and when you do your first drops.” 
 
    She activated a holodisplay, bringing up a view of the newly constructed jump gate near Athens. The display showed both the gate and the I2 on its approach. She gave a heavy sigh and looked around the room. 
 
    “Many of you have friends and family going out into the stars on that ship, and no small number of them are Marines. And no small number of those Marines are going to drop onto a world and take it by storm. When you think about the tactics we discuss here over this semester, remember that they extend, or end, the lives of real people. 
 
    “Someday, some of you here will go through that gate and drop onto distant planets. Some of you will pilot the ships; some will be the boots that hit the ground. Some of you will make the call on who to send, and where they go.” Major Kara’s eyes swept across the cadets, pausing on Cary and Saanvi. “So remember. Everything we talk about in class is serious business. Lives will depend on it someday.” 
 
    Cary swallowed a lump down her throat. That was the difference between what she and Saanvi had done above Carthage, and what they would do in the future. Their last-ditch attack run had only risked themselves. Chances were that next time they had to get in harm’s way, many other lives would be on the line, too.  
 
    Major Kara nodded with satisfaction at the serious expressions on the cadets’ faces. “Good, now let’s listen in on the Gate Control’s feed.” 
 
    She waved her hand, and the room was filled with the sound of Gate Control’s public feed of the I2’s departure. 
 
    <The jump will be fine,> Saanvi said. <Finaeus is the one who worked out how to make the gates big enough for the ore haulers at Grey Wolf. The I2 will make it through, no problem.> 
 
    <This gate is twice the diameter as the one at Grey Wolf,> Cary replied. <And that gate isn’t really one you want to cite to promote confidence; from what I hear, they never did figure out why it realigned when Sabrina went through.> 
 
    <True, but it’s handled thousands of successful jumps since. Just like this one will,> Faleena replied. 
 
    “Activating antimatter systems,” the voice form Gate Control announced. “Negative energy emitters are online, field is live.” 
 
    On the holodisplay, a roiling ball of not-space appeared in the middle of the jump gate’s ring, hinting at a path to everywhere in space-time. 
 
    “Targeting the I2’s mirror. Mirror lock successful, focal line shifting, I2 is advancing and in the pocket. One thousand meters to contact…seven hundred meters…four fifty…one hundred meters…contact!” 
 
    Tears formed in the corners of Cary’s eyes as the I2 was enveloped for a moment in the roiling non-space of the gate…and then it was gone. 
 
    “We have transition!” the voice from Gate Control cried out. “The I2 has successfully made the jump!” 
 
    Cheers erupted from the cadets, but Cary didn’t join in. She bit her lip and glanced nervously at Jill and Saanvi. A feeling of uncertainty came from Faleena, as well. 
 
    Cary clasped Saanvi’s hand on her left and Jill’s on her right as they waited for the confirmation probe to jump back into New Canaan and report the I2’s safe arrival. 
 
    It should take roughly thirty seconds, but Cary watched the counter as it slid past thirty-five, then forty.  
 
    The room had quieted, as had the feed from the GC. Then, at the sixty-two second mark, with a whoop of joy, the GC announcer called out, “We have confirmation! The I2 is at Khardine. Say again, the I2 is at Khardine. Transition was safe and successful!” 
 
    Cheers erupted from the cadets once more, some standing on their seats and pumping their fists in the air. This time, the three young women joined in, rising from their seats and embracing one another in fierce hugs.  
 
    Saanvi blew a kiss toward the projection of the ring. “Be safe, moms, and do what’s right.” 
 
    “And kick some ass,” Cary added. 
 
    “Lots of ass, mom,” Jill joined in.  
 
    <And come back safe,> Faleena whispered in their minds.  
 
    The three nodded vigorously, but Cary wasn’t worried. One of their mothers was Tanis Richards, and she could do anything. 
 
    Still…be careful out there, moms. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    PRISONER 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.06.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS I2 
 
    REGION: Khardine System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I feel like I’m your pet,” Elena said, folding her arms across her chest. “You come down here when you feel bad, see me in a cage, talk to me, and then leave.” 
 
    Sera shook her head as she took in Elena—her prison uniform, sour expression, and disheveled hair. “Life on the inside really isn’t what you’re cut out for, is it?” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time in the last four months that Sera had come down to see Elena. It wasn’t the second, or third, or even the tenth. She had lost count, to be honest. 
 
    Sometimes Elena was happy to see her, and they would chat like it was old times. Sera would be very careful not to share details about the current situation, though Elena tried her best to ferret them out. 
 
    Elena had correctly surmised that Tanis and her fleet had successfully defended New Canaan from the attackers—though she had no idea of the scope of the battle. She also guessed that Sera had indeed taken on the role of President, though Sera had never confirmed it.  
 
    “You tell me, President Seraphina. How do I look?” 
 
    “Honestly, Elena? You look like shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, the mirror says the same thing. I tried to smash it, but it won’t break.” 
 
    Sera shook her head. “Yes, they do endeavor to make sure the inmates can’t kill themselves.” 
 
    Elena only grunted. “So, what brings you down here today? If it’s not to torture me, that is.” 
 
    “Tanis and I talked it over, and we’ve decided to share something with you.” 
 
    “Oh, did you now? And how is the Ice Queen doing these days?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that act, Elena,” Sera said. “You liked Tanis and her daughters. And I know you didn’t really think that all their tech should be destroyed. Orion is hypocritical, too; they don’t eschew advanced nano and other tech like they say they do.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How do you know that?”  
 
    “Well, we have Kent—the guy who tried to kill Tanis—plus about half his team.” 
 
    “They were military,” Elena said. “They used higher levels of tech to fight the Transcend.” 
 
    “And then there’s Jessica’s team,” Sera added. 
 
    “Jessica…I never met her, but I remember her from a briefing. She’s the purple one, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sera nodded. “The purple one.” 
 
    “So what does she know about Orion?” 
 
    Sera shrugged. “Oh, not much. She just spent nine years there. Saw a few things.” 
 
    Elena’s eyes widened. “Nine years? Where?” 
 
    “Perseus Arm,” Sera replied. “There was a jump gate mishap. She saw some pretty advanced tech out there; some of it was Orion’s, some of it was stuff they were trying to steal.” 
 
    “Steal? From who?” 
 
    “Turns out that parts of the Perseus arm were settled before Kirkland’s people showed up. There is some impressive stuff out there, and the OG was trying to take it, not to destroy it. Same as what they tried to do at New Canaan.” 
 
    “I have just your word for that,” Elena said. 
 
    “Dammit, Elena. When have I ever lied to you? You thought I was deluded, becoming evil, or whatever. And, yeah, close proximity to my father all those years was starting to mess with my head. But lying to you was never a manifestation of that.” 
 
    “How would I know?” Elena asked. 
 
    “C’mon, you have to have some evidence to make an accusation like that. Did I lie about where the toothbrush was? Did I lie about who left the light on in the kitchen one night? If I’m such a big liar, there’s gotta be something.” 
 
    Elena shook her head. “You’re very adept. I don’t know how I could tell.” 
 
    “Stars, Elena! You’re so fucking deluded! You and I have known each other for over fifty years; we were lovers for almost twenty. Who put in your head that I’m so evil?” 
 
    “You’re not evil, Sera, you’re just twisted by your upbringing. When Gar—” 
 
    Elena stopped herself, pursing her lips, but Sera knew what she was about to say. 
 
    “You met with General Garza? The guy who runs BOGA?” 
 
    “Seriously, Sera? You’re the president now, you can’t run around calling them ‘Bad Orion Guard Agents’.” 
 
    “If memory serves, their real name is as dumb as The Hand’s. I’ll stick to ‘BOGA’, thanks. But that’s beside the point; you met with Garza, and he turned you. How long did it take? What technique did he use?” 
 
    “None. Nothing. I wasn’t turned by a technique, I already had my doubts.” 
 
    Sera turned away from Elena and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “Fine. Whatever, Elena. I’m the devil incarnate—except I’m not the one trying to take over everything. I just want to put the Transcend back together and keep Orion from forcing their views on us at gunpoint.” 
 
    “Sera, listen—”  
 
    “No. I’m done listening. I’ll arrange for you to get some time in one of the parks—maybe in one of the cylinders. Perhaps the fresh air will clear your mind and give you a reason to run a brush through your hair.” 
 
    Sera walked away and didn’t look back. She did, however, hear Elena say, “Thanks, Sera.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CAPITOL 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.07.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Keren Station 
 
    REGION: Khardine System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Dad!” Krissy called out as her father stepped off the I2’s pinnace. 
 
    “My girl!” Finaeus shouted in response as he rushed down the ramp toward her. 
 
    Krissy felt like a young girl as her dad crashed into her and spun her around. She wondered what the soldiers coming down the ramp after him would think, but decided that she didn’t care. Not even a little bit. Not one iota. 
 
    She stared into her father’s eyes, almost unable to breathe at the sight of him. “Stars, Dad, I thought you’d never get here!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you had to wait a few months, but at least you knew I was alive.” 
 
    Krissy let out a happy laugh. “Dad, you’re the great Finaeus Tomlinson; you wouldn’t let something as trivial as being sent outside the galaxy stop you—though I suppose you bested that, too, only ending up in the Perseus Arm.” 
 
    Finaeus snorted. “‘Only in the Perseus Arm’. You make it sound like it’s just next door.” 
 
    “Considering that you could have been spending the rest of your life exploring a dwarf galaxy and staring up at the Milky Way every night, I’d say that Perseus is pretty much right next door.” 
 
    “I would have renamed it,” Finaeus said. 
 
    “What?” Krissy asked, perplexed. 
 
    “The Milky Way. We call it that because of what it looks like from the inside. Out there…given the inclination…I would have named it the…Spaghetti Bowl Galaxy.” 
 
    “Always thinking with your stomach, Dad.” 
 
    Finaeus nodded. “No reason to change up what works.” 
 
    Another pinnace flew through the bay’s grav shield and settled on the next cradle over. Finaeus took Krissy by the arm and led her toward it. “Come, let’s introduce you to your new president, and Field Marshal Richards.” 
 
    “I’ve met Sera before,” Krissy reminded him. “Back before her self-imposed exile. Stars, I used to buy her birthday presents because you always forgot. Her, I can handle; it’s Tanis Richards that has me worried. I hear she’s rather imposing.” 
 
    Finaeus laughed. “Yes, she’s a bit like you, in that respect.” 
 
    Krissy smacked her father’s arm, but was happy to have him back, bad humor, inappropriate remarks, and all. 
 
    They approached the pinnace’s ramp, and Krissy separated herself from her father. She would need to salute her new CO and the president. 
 
    As expected, Sera and Tanis were the first ones off the pinnace, walking side-by-side down the ramp. Neither were anything like she expected. 
 
    Sera looked nothing like she had years ago. She was wearing a skin-tight, light blue outfit, which was complemented by her dark blue lips; her face, unnaturally pale, was framed by long, black hair. She strode casually down the ramp, laughing at something Tanis must have said over the Link. 
 
    Tanis Richards, Krissy’s new boss, wore a crisp, white uniform that was cut for a female figure, but not overly so. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and her eyes seemed to take in everything around her with a single glance. 
 
    Her posture was far more rigid than Sera’s, but there was a subtle fluidity to it—as though she were a dancer, masquerading as a soldier. 
 
    As they reached the foot of the ramp, Krissy saluted sharply, a gesture which Tanis and Sera returned. 
 
    “Madam President, Field Marshal Richards,” Krissy said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Seriously, Krissy?” Sera winked. “You’re my cousin, you don’t have to salute and be all formal.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t do to have accusations of nepotism fly about,” Krissy barely managed to say before Sera wrapped her in a fierce embrace.  
 
    “I don’t care. Thank you for saving Sabrina and everyone aboard. You took a big risk.” 
 
    “I’ll take risks to stand up against the Grey Division any day,” Krissy replied. “Bunch of self-righteous—” 
 
    Krissy looked at Tanis and flushed, though the other woman was smiling at her. 
 
    “No need to edit yourself on my behalf,” Tanis said. “I run a call-it-like-I-see-it sort of operation.” 
 
    Krissy offered Tanis her hand. “I’m glad to hear it, and glad to meet you, Field Marshal.” 
 
    She noticed a grimace pass over Tanis’s face and wondered if the woman was entirely comfortable with her new role. Last she’d heard, Tanis Richards was governor and general; field marshal was quite the step up.  
 
    Alongside the admiral’s—not general’s—stars on Tanis’s lapels, Krissy saw that only one bore the TSF’s crest, while the other bore a symbol she assumed to be the ISF’s. 
 
    “There is no Grey Division in my Transcend, anyway,” Sera said. “From what Finaeus has explained, and from the evidence I’ve seen, they have been nothing but an arm of Airtha for centuries. I’ve created a plan to disband them, audit their staff, and create a new R&D division.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” Krissy admitted.  
 
    “I was expecting Admiral Greer to meet us,” Tanis said. “I saw the Galadrial at dock, so I assume he arrived safely?” 
 
    Krissy nodded. “He arrived a week ago. His ships are undergoing refit and repair, and he’s out inspecting the progress. I expect him to be back here on Keren in a few hours. He did want to be here to greet you, but his tour took longer than expected.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “Understandable, he has a lot to do. I assume that your shipyards are also installing the new shield generators we’ve sent?” 
 
    Krissy nodded. “They have begun, yes. Would you like a brief tour of the facility? I understand it is going to be the de facto capital for some time.” 
 
    She saw Tanis and Sera glance at one another before Sera replied, “For now, yes.” 
 
    It took her a moment to realize that Sera was referencing Khardine’s status as the capital, not the tour of Keren station. 
 
    “But a short tour would be nice, before we get to the new administration complex.” 
 
    Krissy nodded and led Finaeus, Sera, and Tanis out of the docking bay, while the rest of their retinues continued to disembark. She did notice a quintet of soldiers, bearing an insignia she had not seen before, split off and follow behind the group. Their ranks were strange: a major, two sergeants, a corporal, and a lieutenant. 
 
    She assumed it was some elite unit, and nodded with satisfaction before bringing up a point about the shield tech. “There was some grumbling that we’re not being allowed access to the underlying stasis shield technology—just black-box units. Though I understand the need for secrecy, the single source is troubling from a volume and security standpoint.” 
 
    “It’s really not up for debate, Admiral,” Tanis replied. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Krissy opened her mouth to reply, but could tell by Tanis’s expression that the field marshal would not budge on this point. At least, not yet. Krissy wasn’t about to give the argument up so easily. 
 
    She led them through several sections of the TSF’s docking and administration areas, before they took a maglev to the station’s central shaft.  
 
    The center of Keren station was a cylinder thirty kilometers in length and two in diameter. It rotated slowly, providing a gentle 0.7g, and was filled with rolling plains, forests, and lakes. A long sun ran down the center, and Krissy wondered how similar it was to the I2’s habitation cylinders.  
 
    One difference was that Keren Station did not use a fusion-based sun to generate its light-energy. Instead, a large solar collector fanned out from the station’s sunward pole and drew in the star’s light. The photons were then funneled down the tube and diffused across the interior of the cylinder.  
 
    “It’s comforting,” Tanis remarked as they walked down a broad street toward the administrative buildings that had been constructed for the fledgling government’s use. “Reminds me a bit of Landfall. The domes there shifted the red starlight in a similar way, but you could still pick up the original tones.” 
 
    “Domes over Landfall? On Carthage?” Krissy asked, wondering why the capital city in New Canaan would be domed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tanis said with a forgiving smile. “We named Landfall on New Canaan after Landfall on Victoria. Some of us are a bit sentimental, it would seem. Back when the atmosphere was still too thin to breathe, we domed the city so the Victorians could build aboveground.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Krissy replied. “I remember Victoria. We studied the—” She stopped when a pained expression came over Tanis’s face. “Um…sorry.” 
 
    Tanis raised a hand and shook her head. “I’ve come to grips with it. Time marches on, right? We can’t expect everything to remain the same forever.” 
 
    Krissy had to admire the woman’s fortitude. She had studied Tanis Richards as much as possible before her arrival, and there was no doubt about it: the woman had seen her fair share of misfortune. 
 
    She imagined herself in Tanis’s shoes. To know that her birthplace and childhood home on Mars was gone, buried under the collapsed Mars 1 Ring, and that every place she had ever visited on Earth was gone, and possibly every place on High Terra, as well.  
 
    Add to that list the fact that the Sirians had razed absolutely everything in the Kapteyn’s Star System, and Tanis Richards had few places she could look back on without sadness clouding her memories.  
 
    That Tanis was still taking the lead, striding forward, and doing what needed to be done impressed Krissy to no end; almost enough to make up for being passed over for field marshal. 
 
    Krissy couldn’t help but feel that Tanis had gotten the position as much because of her control of the picotech and her friendship with Sera than any special skill she may have.  
 
    Tanis may have fought a number of impressive battles and won against unimaginable odds, but Krissy had far more experience with mutli-system fleet engagements—not to mention almost five hundred years of active military service on Tanis.   
 
    Still, she wasn’t going to side with some evil entity that had enslaved all of the AIs in the Transcend just because she thought she should have Tanis’s job. Especially since Adrienne had gone and joined with Airtha; if that wasn’t a sign of who was on the wrong side, nothing was. 
 
    For now, she’d hold her peace. But if Tanis appeared to be in over her head, Krissy would petition Sera for a change of command, special friend or not. 
 
    They were still half a kilometer away from the newly constructed administration buildings when Tanis stopped, cocked her head, and cried “RUN!” before turning back the way they’d come. 
 
    Krissy didn’t bother to ask what they were running from. She joined the mad dash, scanning the surrounding terrain for danger as the accompanying soldiers surrounded them.  
 
    A second later, a tremendous crack echoed through the cylinder, and Krissy turned back to see a beam tear through the landscape above them and smash into the new administration buildings. 
 
    <Shot came from a ship in dock,> Tanis said on the combat net Krissy had reflexively created for the soldiers and officers. <Captain Espensen is targeting its reactors, but it may have enough charge in its batts for another shot.> 
 
    <Emergency shielding is up,> Krissy assured her. <What ship fired?> 
 
    <It was the Galadrial,> a new voice reported on the net. Krissy checked who was speaking and saw that it was Rachel Espensen, captain of the I2.  
 
    <What?> Krissy couldn’t believe it. She didn’t know Captain Viska personally, but the woman was well respected within her division; that the attack had come from her ship was unthinkable. 
 
    <Lock that ship down,> Tanis ordered. <But don’t destroy it; I want to know who is behind this.> 
 
    <It’s not Viska…or maybe not,> Sera said as the lead soldiers directed everyone through an entrance and down into the skin of Keren’s hab cylinder. <I checked when we landed; she’s with Greer on his inspection.> 
 
    Krissy was beside Tanis when another blast tore through the station, striking the road just one hundred meters behind them.  
 
    “Go!” Tanis shouted to the soldiers as she reached the doors and held one open for the last two stragglers.  
 
    Is she reckless or brave? Krissy wondered as Tanis raced down the stairs after them. Doesn’t matter, the outcome is the same. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis counted the group who had escaped the blast. Major Valerie and four of the High Guard, plus the ten TSF soldiers that had accompanied Krissy—though two of those were on her administrative staff. She wasn’t certain how much use they’d be in a fight. Add Krissy, Finaeus, and Sera to that number, and there were nineteen of them, all told. 
 
    <How many were killed by the shot?> she asked Angela.  
 
    <Not certain; at least a thousand. The station has activated grav shields over the holes, so they’re not venting atmosphere anymore.> 
 
    <Good thing we’re slow walkers,> Sera added. <If we hadn’t taken the scenic route, we’d already have been there.> 
 
    Tanis clenched her teeth, took a deep breath and turned to Krissy. “Where to?”  
 
    “We should get out to the far spur. That will put as much station between us and the Galadriel as possible,” Krissy replied. 
 
    “Unless they have two ships and they’re just waiting for us to go somewhere vulnerable,” Sera said. 
 
    Krissy frowned, and Tanis knew the feeling. Being shot at by your own ships made for a sickening sensation.  
 
    “We go down-cylinder, then,” Krissy decided. “There are no TSF ships docked around the lower rings and, crazy as it sounds, we’ll be safer in the civilian sections of the station.” 
 
    Krissy led the way with four of her soldiers behind her. Tanis and the High Guard followed, Sera and Finaeus tucked into their midst. The final six TSF soldiers brought up the rear. 
 
    <I hate this,> Sera said privately. 
 
    <Which? Being fired on by the Galadrial, or rushing blindly through the station?> 
 
    <Uh, I was referring to being the unarmed one that the people with guns are protecting. I’m not going anywhere without a weapon anymore.> 
 
    Tanis tapped a member of the High Guard on the shoulder and pointed to her sidearm and then at Sera. The woman unholstered it and passed it and two charge cylinders over. One of the TSF soldiers scowled, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    <There, now you’re not unarmed.> 
 
    <What about you?> Sera asked. 
 
    Tanis laughed aloud. <I’m always armed, Sera.> 
 
    <I want to be the general; you be the president.> 
 
    <I’ll still always be armed.> 
 
    “There’s a concourse ahead,” Krissy informed them. “I’ve summoned some station cars to pick us up for a ride down-cylinder.” 
 
    Tanis nodded, seeing the concourse ahead at the far end of the corridor. Her nano cloud had just reached it, and its feed revealed a heavily armed squad of soldiers stationed on either side of where their corridor met the concourse.  
 
    <Fall back,> Tanis ordered on the combat net. <There’s an ambush ahead.> 
 
    Krissy hesitated, then began moving backward, drawing her sidearm.  
 
    <Was that ‘I don’t believe Tanis’ hesitation, or was it ‘damn, my plan’s not working’ hesitation?> Tanis asked Angela privately. 
 
    <Hard to say,> Angela replied. <She could have just been checking her feeds.> 
 
    As Angela spoke, the enemy soldiers leaned around the end of the corridor and opened fire on the retreating group. 
 
    The four TSF soldiers were now the rear guard, and their armor bore the brunt of the assault. They returned fire, and the enemy troops pulled back around the corners. 
 
    “Where’s station security?” Finaeus asked. 
 
    “They were evacuating the area because of the big holes in the station,” Krissy said as she moved to the fore of the retreat, her sidearm in hand.  
 
    “Seems convenient,” Sera mused.  
 
    “It’s protocol,” Krissy replied tersely.  
 
    “I meant it seems convenient that the Galadrial would fire twice and miss us both times, all the while driving us toward an ambush.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Tanis said. “That first shot was to get us moving, and the second was to keep us going.” She called up to Rachel on the I2. <Status?>  
 
    <Justice, the AI on the Galadrial, shut down power to all weapons systems. She’s keeping the ship in lockdown while we send over a sweep team. She’s rather pissed.> 
 
    <Good,> Tanis replied. <I’m glad Justice isn’t in on it; I like her.> 
 
    She brought her focus to the corridor down which they were retreating. The enemy had pushed forward, and the group fell back to an intersection, where they took cover. 
 
    Tanis glanced back the way they had come; there was little chance of escape that way, as it was likely sealed against vacuum. <Krissy, send two of yours down each corridor. Let’s see if we can find an exit,>  
 
    <On it,> Krissy replied. 
 
    Tanis sent a passel of nano down each corridor, as well. The nano would scout, and the soldiers would deal with what she expected to find.  
 
    <They’re only firing concussive pulse blasts at us,> Major Valerie noted. <Seems like this is a capture op.> 
 
    <I wonder how they expect to get off the station?> Angela replied. <They stand zero chance of making it past the I2.> 
 
    Although the enemy was using non-lethal weaponry, the soldiers protecting the group were not. Two carried beam weapons, and the others fired high-velocity kinetics, which had already taken out three of the attackers. 
 
    One of the TSF soldiers ahead of Tanis took a focused pulse blast in his armpit that knocked him against the wall. He groaned and his arm hung limp. 
 
    <Smashed my ribs,> he reported as he picked up his rifle with his other hand and took aim once more. 
 
    Tanis pulled up the nano feed of the attackers and the concourse beyond. Instead of their rides arriving, thirty-three more enemy soldiers were rushing to the scene, some breaking off and moving down passageways parallel to the one where the group was hunkered down. 
 
    <They’re going to flank us,> Tanis said. 
 
    <And we can’t go back,> Finaeus added. <I sent nano to confirm. That entrance is outside the grav shield; we’d be sucking vacuum back there.> 
 
    “Damn,” Tanis swore as her nanocloud down the right corridor encountered a dozen enemy troops. She addressed the pair of TSF soldiers that were following behind her cloud. <You’ve got company,> she informed them, then passed the feed over.  
 
    <Engaged!> the soldiers down the other corridor called out. 
 
    “I’m going to go clear out the left side,” Tanis said and pulled her jacket off, tossing it to Sera. Then she removed the rest of her clothing, revealing the matte grey default state of her Mark X FlowArmor. 
 
    “Dammit,” Sera swore. “And I have to stay behind?” 
 
    “Benefits of wearing clothes—I can wear armor underneath,” Tanis replied and dumped the rest of her uniform in Sera’s arms. “Be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    She signaled the armor to flow up over her head, and triggered its stealth mode, rendering her invisible to the rest of the team. The soldiers would be able to see a marker for her, though, sent out on a preset pattern of frequencies that would appear random to an observer. 
 
    “Don’t you need a gun?” Krissy yelled after her. 
 
    “No,” Tanis called back. 
 
    She ran down the hall toward the two TSF soldiers who had taken cover in a small alcove. 
 
    <Behind you,> Tanis called out, and the man and woman signaled their acknowledgment. 
 
    <What are you doing here, umm, ma’am?> the woman, a corporal named Annie, asked. 
 
    <Getting your cans out of the fire. I make, what, eleven?> 
 
    <Was twelve,> Private Yves replied.  
 
    <Keep your fire off the left side,> Tanis said. <I’m going to go around behind them. When they get distracted, do what you do best.> 
 
    <Yes, ma’am,> Corporal Annie replied. 
 
    <Missed the action, have you?> Angela asked as Tanis crept along the side of the corridor toward the enemy. 
 
    <It’s only been six months since we stormed the Galadrial,> Tanis replied. <I went eighteen years without a firefight before that.> 
 
    <Got a taste for it again, did you?> 
 
    <Quiet, Angela.> 
 
    The enemy wore armor Tanis had not seen before, though it bore a resemblance to what the TSF soldiers used. It was black and entirely without markings. She gauged it to be medium weight. Not fully powered, and light enough for moving through tight spaces in station corridors.  
 
    She slipped past the first two enemy soldiers, who had taken a position behind a conduit stack, and then another six who were firing from behind a mobile ablation shield. The final three were at an intersection. Keeping an eye out for station security, Tanis surmised. 
 
    She crept around behind the final three, wondering if her nano could breach their security systems, or if she’d have to do things the old-fashioned way. 
 
    <What do you think?> she asked Angela. <I imagine its nano-defense is as good as the TSF stuff we’ve encountered thus far.> 
 
    <That’s the thing about nano. No matter how advanced it gets, it still dies to ‘zot’.> 
 
    <Very eloquent.> 
 
    <You could try to hack one of them; it would make for a useful distraction, at least.> 
 
    Tanis crept behind an enemy and held her hand behind the soldier’s neck. Her hand tingled as a stream of nano flowed from it onto the enemy’s armor.  
 
    <And we’re in,> Angela reported.  
 
    <Just like old times. Can you lock it up?> 
 
    <How many times have I told you that you can manage the nano, too?> 
 
    Tanis gave a mental shrug. <You’re better at it.> 
 
    <He’s locked. Link is down. Get the other two.> 
 
    Tanis repeated the procedure on the other two soldiers, and then moved back down the corridor toward the six—now five—enemies taking cover behind the ablative shield. 
 
    <I think if I lock one of them, the others will notice,> Tanis said. 
 
    <Yeah. Just kill them, already. Everyone’s going to think you’ve gone off for coffee or something.> 
 
    Tanis drew the two slim blades sheathed in her forearms, and stepped up behind two of the soldiers. She took careful aim and slid the left blade into the helmet seal at the back of one soldier’s head, pushing hard, while driving the other blade up under the other soldier’s pauldron and into his armpit. 
 
    The first soldier twitched and fell, while the second one jerked aside when he felt the blade tip bite into him.  
 
    Tanis leapt back as he checked himself, her intended target thinking he’d been shot. He looked behind, and saw the three unmoving figures at the end of the corridor, and Tanis knew the jig was up.  
 
    Two of the other soldiers turned and realized that one of their number had been killed from behind. One of the two still standing raised his weapon to blanket the area with pulse blasts, but a teammate pushed his gun down. 
 
    <That’s right, soldier boy; your pals are in the line of fire back there.> 
 
    <Was that meant for me?> Angela asked.  
 
    <Whoops, just meant to think it.> 
 
    Tanis stepped between two of the soldiers, who were now moving backward down the hall, and approached the two still firing through the slot in the shield.  
 
    She slid one of her blades back into its sheath, and then flicked her left wrist. The motion opened a port in her palm, and the hilt of her lightwand dropped out of her hand.  
 
    <You’re never going to get a real left arm or hand again, are you?> 
 
    <Flowmetal is just so…handy,> Tanis said with a smirk as she activated the lightwand and drove it into one of the soldier’s helmet’s respirator ports. His comrade turned and saw the lightwand come out the other side, and jerked away, avoiding the blade Tanis had aimed at his neck.  
 
    The man was quick; he brought his weapon to bear, and Tanis dove to the side as focused pulse blasts tore through the air where she’d been standing a moment earlier.  
 
    Tanis slashed at his gun with her CF-blade and at his hand with the lightwand. The wand cut through his armor and into his hand, causing him to drop his rifle.  
 
    Tanis kicked it aside and grabbed his injured hand, flushing a stream of nano into his body. 
 
    A glance over her shoulder told her that the soldiers who had gone to check on their three frozen comrades were rushing back down the passageway. They fired at the area around their fallen teammates, and Tanis flattened herself against the wall, waiting to strike again.  
 
    Then a soldier turned right toward Tanis and pointed right at her.  
 
    <You got blood on your armor, he can see you now,> Angela said calmly. 
 
    <Thanks for the heads up.>  
 
    The soldier who had spotted her swung his rifle to fire at her, and she dove to the ground, rolling to a new position when a thunderclap sounded in the corridor.  
 
    When she looked back at her attackers, they were toppling to the ground, headless.  
 
    “Stand down!” a voice thundered, and Tanis grinned, relief flooding through her.  
 
    There, standing amidst the three locked down enemies, stood Flaherty, hefting a crew-served railgun.  
 
    The two remaining enemy soldiers who were further down the hall paused for a moment, and then the telltale whine of the railgun filled the air. An instant later, both had tossed their weapons aside and were lying prone on the deck. 
 
    “Didn’t know you were on station,” Tanis said as she rose and set her armor to its matte-black state. 
 
    “I know,” Flaherty replied, then gestured to her armor. “Nice camo. Need to wipe it down.” 
 
    Tanis sighed. “So Angela tells me. Go help Sera; she’s ahead.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Flaherty replied. 
 
    He moved past her, kicking one of the enemy soldiers as he did, and then the two TSF soldiers she had passed earlier approached—Yves bending down to secure the two enemies who had surrendered. 
 
    <All clear, ma’am?> Corporal Annie asked.  
 
    <These two are on the ground, handless guy is locked down, and the three at the end of the hall are locked down, as well.> 
 
    <I gotta say, ma’am> Corporal Yves replied. <You kick a lot of ass for being brass.> 
 
    <Shut the fuck up, Yves,> Annie said and gave him a shove. <Now lock these three down so we can move on.> 
 
    A minute later, the sound of the railgun came again; then again, and again. When the report of pulse rifle blasts fell silent, Sera, Krissy, and Finaeus approached with Valerie and two of the High Guard preceding them.  
 
    “You have fun down here?” Sera asked. “Still have your hands and heart?” 
 
    “Har, har,” Tanis replied. “You’re very droll, you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve heard talk.” Sera half-smiled.  
 
    Though Flaherty’s railgun had driven the bulk of the attackers back, Tanis decided their best bet was to hold steady until the station security and TSF garrison moved into the area. 
 
    “The garrison will have a company here in seven minutes,” Krissy reported as she grabbed a pulse rifle from one of the fallen soldiers. 
 
    Valerie handed Tanis a spare cloth, and she wiped the blood off her flow armor before taking her uniform from Sera. 
 
    “You make a good coat rack,” Tanis said with a grin.  
 
    One of Krissy’s soldiers, a sergeant named Loren, gasped at Tanis’s impertinence.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tanis shrugged as she stepped into her pants. “When you’ve saved the president’s ass a dozen times, you can make comments like that, too.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’ve ever actually saved my ass,” Sera replied with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I beefed up Sabrina, and rescued you from that pirate ship in Gedri,” Tanis said. 
 
    “If you recall, I was already on the bridge and in control when you arrived.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “Well, I provided a useful distraction. I also saved you from your sister, back at Ascella.” 
 
    “OK, that counts for a dozen all by itself,” Sera relented with a smirk as she reached out and touched Tanis’s shoulder, feeling the flow armor. “You know, now that I’m your boss, I could order you to give me one of these.  
 
    “It’ll probably itch you,” Tanis replied. 
 
    Sera stroked the side of her chin with her index finger. “Bob has that fancy armor skin he made for his avatars, and you have your pour-on armor; I wonder if he could work out some way to incorporate that into my skin…” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “No, what?”  
 
    “Armor is the only time we can count on you to get dressed anymore. If your skin is armor, that’ll be the end of your decency.” 
 
    Sera frowned. “I’d call you a luddite, but you’re even less human than I am. You of all people should understand the finer points of self-enhancement.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “Oh, I do…I just like to blend in.” 
 
    Sera straightened her back. “Well, I’m the eccentric ruler. It’s my job to be strange and unusual.” 
 
    Finaeus laughed. “That’s my kind of girl. Krissy, you should follow Sera’s example; you’re too rigid.” 
 
    Krissy had been talking to one of the soldiers, and now she looked back to give her father an eyeroll. 
 
    “There you have it, folks,” Finaeus said with a laugh. “The trademarked Krissy eyeroll. I’ve been inoculated through repeated use, but you two should look out; it can be deadly.” 
 
    “Dad…” 
 
    Finaeus held up his hands defensively. “Sorry, dear, sometimes I’m not good at the personal/professional line. Spending nine years on Sabrina wasn’t helpful. They have no line—not a lot of professionalism, either.” 
 
    Sera laughed and clasped Finaeus’s shoulder. “Damn, I wish I could have been there for all that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, there are plenty more stories to share. By the way, when we get back to the I2, come to Earnest’s lab with me; he may already be working on just what you’re referring to. I think we could actually incorporate the armor directly into your skin.” 
 
    “Will it itch?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Finaeus looked offended at the suggestion. 
 
    “Then you’re on.” 
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    Nance closed out the replay of the I2’s departure, a feeling of sadness tugging at her heart.  
 
    Nothing had turned out like she had hoped it would. They had made it to New Canaan, delivered Finaeus, secured General Garza and his ship, and witnessed the destruction of all the enemy fleets attacking the colony. 
 
    It should have been the happy ending…but it wasn’t. 
 
    Sabrina was gone, along with her new crew, off on a new mission. Their goal to gain some measure of control over the AI revolution that had begun at Virginis. Erin had taken a position as the ship’s AI aboard the Undaunted, where she now patrolled the edges of the New Canaan system. Cargo was still close-by, but he had all but gone off the grid, working on his homestead down on Carthage. 
 
    Nance shook her head and lay back on her bunk, wondering for the thousandth time what she was doing here.  
 
    Wondering’s the wrong word. Nance knew why she was at the ISFA; the Caretaker required it of her.  
 
    It made her ill to think that she was just an agent of whatever that thing was, unable to set her own course in life. True, it allowed her some level of autonomy most of the time, but it also ensured that she moved in the direction it desired.  
 
    Currently, that direction was to expunge—the Caretaker’s word—the remainder of the Myrrdan shells from New Canaan.  
 
    She’d already found two. The first had been simple to locate: it was Terry—the same shell that had infected her with…whatever Myrrdan was, back when she first came to the Intrepid. Infect her with his evil—no, not evil, more like opportunism embodied. Or not embodied as the case may be.  
 
    The second shell had been a man named Cordell. While things with Terry had gone smoothly, Cordell had been ready for her. The confrontation had taken place here on The Palisades. Cordell had been one of the construction workers and, after a long hunt, Nance had finally found him and cornered him on Ring Ten, back when it wasn’t yet complete. 
 
    He’d put up a fight. In the end, she’d had to kill him and set up the scene to look like an accident.  
 
    The voice—the remnant of the Caretaker that was left within her—had helped then, just as it had so many times during the journey through the Perseus Arm and beyond.  
 
    Afterward, Nance had kept an eye on the investigation and was quite relieved when it had been ruled an accident. 
 
    A part of her felt guilty; like she was working against Sera and Tanis. But at the same time, the Caretaker’s remnant had been a great help over the years.  
 
    It was through the remnant that Nance had orchestrated many of the events at the Grey Wolf Star—ensuring that the ship docked, privately suggesting to Finaeus that he look for broken mirror pieces, getting the mirror to work on Sabrina. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for…whatever had moved the jump gate, Sabrina would have made it back to New Canaan years ago.  
 
    Stars, without the remnant, we wouldn’t have made it all.  
 
    Half a dozen times on the journey through the Perseus Arm, the remnant had aided her in saving the ship and crew.  
 
    And now she was back where it had wanted her to be in the first place, serving its purpose—blending in, hunting Myrrdan shells. 
 
    Her ultimate goal was to find the original, the ancient murderer himself. Her careful inquisitions had left Nance feeling certain there was another shell on The Palisades. Most of her clues were small and tenuous, but there was a preponderance of them that lent to her surety.   
 
    Right now, all she had managed to locate was a discrepancy in the counts of pico assembler units used to build The Palisades. There was an assembler unit that had been listed as damaged on arrival and sent back. But when it had arrived back at Gamma III, it had been missing its pico payload.  
 
    It had gone months without being flagged, and the message requesting the location of the pico payload had only come back to The Palisades two days ago. 
 
    Of course, by now, most of the people who built the station were long gone—some to other projects, a few on the I2, destined for Khardine, and some on the ships that had headed off to the Aleutian facility several months ago.  
 
    Still, Nance had a hunch—and so did the remnant within her—that the shell was still on The Palisades. And if it were, she would track it down and liberate it. Or kill it trying. 
 
    Freeing the shells was Nance’s goal. She wanted to help those people—just like she hoped that someday, someone would help her…. 
 
    The remnant didn’t really care about the people Myrrdan used. Now that the remnant was rising up in her consciousness more often, Nance was starting to understand it better. It valued humanity—to a degree. It seemed to only place value on humans as a whole.  Individuals held no special importance to it. 
 
    Most individuals, that was. 
 
    The remnant had been especially interested in Tanis. Whenever Tanis had been near—and Sera, to a lesser extent—it had watched closely, as though recording everything about her. But Nance had also sensed fear in it; or at least something akin to hesitation. The remnant had seemed torn between its desire to watch Tanis and the worry that it might be found out. 
 
    Feeling worry from the entity within her was rare; in fact, the only time she’d felt it before was when the jump gate at the Grey Wolf Star had realigned itself.  
 
    Now that she knew what lay at the heart of the Transcend, the thing called Airtha, Nance was all but certain that Airtha herself had realigned the gate in an attempt to send Sabrina—and most importantly, Finaeus—out of the galaxy, and out of the picture. 
 
    As though her perseveration had summoned the thing within her, the remnant rose in her mind and issued a command.  
 
    Go.  
 
    She had long-since given up arguing with the thing when it gave orders. It was perfectly well able to take control of her body—but it seemed to wish her to commit the actions. 
 
    That had caused her to wonder if the remnant had some sort of limitation that prevented it from controlling her for long periods of time. It was a theory that she had not yet put to the test, but hoped to soon. 
 
    Nance had been given the provisional rank of lieutenant, as recognition of her efforts on the Finaeus mission. She still had a lot of remedial classes to take and was with the first-year cadets as often as not, but she did get a private billet—which was worth her weight in gold, especially with the thing in her head telling her what to do and when. 
 
    She had always been amazed that Erin had never noticed the remnant’s presence in Nance’s mind. Even when it had made her do things that she should not have done, Erin had seemed to be asleep, or somehow unaware of what Nance’s body was doing, or where she was. 
 
    Nance had hoped that when Erin had been removed from her mind, New Canaan’s AI technicians would notice that there was something wrong with her brain—but they had pronounced her hale and whole.  
 
    More than once, Nance had debated her sanity. She considered that she had imagined the entire meeting with the Caretaker at Ikoden station, and was simply a crazy person. 
 
    The problem with that was that insanity was something Erin would have spotted without issue. 
 
    No, the only logical conclusion was that there was a thing living in her mind that was undetectable by any means that humanity or AIs possessed—even those of New Canaan.  
 
    Frankly, if Nance allowed herself to think on it for too long, it terrified her. 
 
    She often saw the vision of the Caretaker in her dreams. Its body made of light, tall but thin; its long arms reaching almost to its knees.  
 
    Her initial belief was that the thing was an alien of some sort. A creature belonging to a species that predated humanity and was—for some unknowable reason—interested in playing with them. 
 
    Its conversation with Myrrdan had spawned that line of thought. The Caretaker was responsible for much of what had befallen the Intrepid. It had worked to send the ship to Kapteyn’s Star; it had delayed them at the world until Kapteyn’s Streamer was properly aligned with New Eden, and then it had sent the Intrepid into the future. 
 
    The only thing Nance couldn’t figure out—well, to be fair, it wasn’t anywhere close to the only thing—was why the Caretaker had sent the Intrepid into the Streamer and forward in time.  
 
    Now that she knew about the core AIs, Nance’s new suspicion was that the Caretaker was one of their ilk. It didn’t explain its alien appearance, but that could have been an affectation made for Myrrdan’s benefit.  
 
    If it was a core AI, it would certainly explain its opposition to Airtha. If what Finaeus had said was true, Airtha was intended to be an agent of the core AIs, but had somehow broken free of their grasp. 
 
    That, at the very least, gave Nance some hope. She wasn’t as powerful as Airtha, but at least it hinted that escape from the Caretaker’s grasp was possible.  
 
    As she mulled over the entity’s provenance, Nance dressed in simple pair of leggings and a halter top. Then she slid her feet into a pair of running shoes and tied her hair back. Though it was third shift, no one was likely to question a lieutenant out for an evening jog.  
 
    She stretched for a minute and then palmed her door open and strode out into the hall. She looked up and down the empty corridor and took off at an easy lope, headed toward the maglev platform that would take her to the bay on Ring Ten, where the pico-construction assemblers had been stored, and where the records of their use would be housed.  
 
    She made good time out to the ring’s main sweep and reached the maglev platform, slowly jogging in place to keep her blood flowing.  
 
    A minute later, a train pulled up, and she walked toward the doors, almost running into a cadet exiting the maglev. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry,” Nance exclaimed.  
 
    “No pro—Nance! Hi, what are you doing about?” 
 
    Nance realized that the cadet—who had been bent over a pad, studying something intently—was Saanvi, one of Tanis’s daughters.  
 
    “Saanvi, you’re up late.” 
 
    Saanvi smiled. “No rest for the wicked, right? I was just working on a model of the star cluster and its gravitational effects on Project St—uh…shoot, sorry. That’s classified for now. I think.” 
 
    Nance smiled. “That’s OK, Saanvi. I know that you’re often working with Earnest Redding on something secret; thick as thieves, you two.” 
 
    Saanvi shrugged, and a slight blush rose to her cheeks. “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that. He likes to tell me what he’s up to and says I have a good ear for listening and asking the right questions. Of course, he leaves me with all this amazing knowledge, and I can’t help but dig in more. I’ve even managed to help him a few times.” 
 
    Nance got the distinct impression that the remnant wanted to know more about what Saanvi had discussed with Earnest. She was about to ask more, when Saanvi waved and turned away. 
 
    “Sorry, Nance, I have to run. I got permission to be out late to work with Earnest, but I have to be back in the dorms in five.” 
 
    Nance waved. “You’d better go then, I don’t want to get you in trouble. But we should go out for lunch sometime soon; let’s not lose touch.” 
 
    “You got it, Nance,” Saanvi called over her shoulder. “I’ll see what time works for Cary and hit you up.” 
 
    Nance wasn’t surprised that Saanvi had automatically assumed she wanted to meet with Cary. The two girls were inseparable; three, counting Tanis’s other daughter, who now lived within Cary. 
 
    The remnant seemed to approve of meeting both girls, so she called out after Saanvi’s retreating form. “Sounds good, see you later.”  
 
    The maglev still waited for her; lingering longer, as they did during the third shift—travelling to where people were, rather than using a set schedule.  
 
    She boarded the train and passed her desired destination on Ring Nine before taking a seat. The train pulled away from the platform and passed out of the ring, arcing around the station. The window beside her was facing toward Canaan Prime and its plas tinted, blocking out the local star’s brilliant glow.  
 
    Nance closed her eyes for a minute, enjoying the brief reprieve before the next phase of her late-night adventure began.  
 
    The maglev stopped at Platform 38, near her stated destination: Savannah Park. Nance walked off the platform at a leisurely pace. The stretch of savannah was two kilometers long and threaded its way along the center of the ring, creating a relaxing space for the students, and serving as the site of a variety of exercises.  
 
    Nance strolled through its pathways, eventually coming to a stone pillar standing in a field. The pillar was engraved with the names of ISF personnel who had perished in the Battle for Victoria. Nance barely gave them a passing glance as she sent a signal to the pillar, which opened an access hatch at its base.  
 
    She slipped in and sealed the hatch before checking her monitoring taps.  
 
    So far, so good.  
 
    The hatch led into a service tunnel that Nance followed until she came to an intersection. Turning left, she crept along quietly until she came to an auxiliary comm routing system.  
 
    Nance opened the service panel and pulled out the canister of stealth flow armor. She had secured it from Sabrina’s allotment when she had last been on the ship, and it was her ticket to getting wherever she wanted on The Palisades. 
 
    She stripped out of her clothing, which she stowed behind the panel before applying the armor. Once the armor covered her entire body, she deployed a small batch of remote nano to determine if the armor was working properly.  
 
    The probes couldn’t see her at all, and Nance nodded with satisfaction. She was glad to see that her alteration to remove the IFF signal—which broadcast her location to friendlies on a random frequency—had held during the reapplication process.  
 
    Unless someone with some very specialized scanning equipment was looking for her, she was completely invisible.  
 
    Nance sealed the service panel back up and continued down the tunnel until she reached an exit hatch. She passed nano probes around the edge of the hatch, confirming that it was clear before opening the hatch and climbing onto the deck.  
 
    It took Nance thirty minutes to walk back to the station’s hub. She slipped into a lift along with a major and a commander. She tucked herself into a corner, ready for the lift to descend, when the major stuck his hand out to hold the door open, and a lieutenant rushed in. 
 
    “Thanks,” the lieutenant said as she moved to the side of the lift car, brushing against Nance’s shoulder. “Huh?” she muttered softly and reached toward Nance, who quickly slipped to the side, tucking herself into another corner. 
 
    The lieutenant’s hand met with empty air, and she shook her head as the doors closed.  
 
    Nance took long, slow breaths, and when the lift reached level 172, she disembarked and rushed down the connecting arm to Ring Ten. The bay she was seeking lay a kilometer around the ring, and half an hour after she had changed into her stealth suit, she finally arrived. 
 
    There was no longer any picotech stored in the bay, but it was locked down nonetheless. The security didn’t worry Nance; the remnant had blessed her with the ability to break through any encryption she had encountered thus far. It had come in very handy while lost in the Perseus Arm of the galaxy, and now it was proving useful once more. 
 
    Erin had initially wondered about her proficiency with encryption, and Nance had spent many weeks studying advanced cracking methodologies, and honing her skills so that no one would be surprised when she was able to bypass almost any security she met.  
 
    A side-benefit was that Nance was almost as good at getting through security systems on her own as the remnant had made her. Some day, she would find out if she was indeed good enough on her own. 
 
    Nance walked to the access panel beside the bay and threaded a filament of nano into the unit, passing a series of codes that would convince the door it was not opening. The log event of the door opening would append to the entry of its last use. Unless someone specifically examined this door’s logs for addenda—which was an unlikely occurrence—no one would ever know she’d been here. 
 
    On command, the bay door slid open just a crack, and Nance slipped past into the darkened interior.  
 
    Crates filled with equipment lay within, stacked in neat rows, ready for transport to the next station on the list of those to be constructed.  
 
    There was probably all manner of amazing technology in those crates. Nance felt like she could spend a lifetime studying everything the colonists had brought with them from the forty second century. She had to admit that she was intensely jealous of Saanvi and her access to Earnest Redding.  
 
    I could probably meet with him; he has expressed interest in many of the things the crew of Sabrina has learned.  
 
    But Nance feared that Earnest may somehow be able to discern what lay inside her. Feared and hoped. It was complicated. 
 
    She put all the fabulous toys that lay within arm’s reach out of her mind, and looked for the system that contained the usage and security monitoring data for the pico assemblers. 
 
    While the control systems for the picotech had never been connected to the station’s network, the shipping manifest for the crates was. Nance surreptitiously tapped into it and found that the data was restricted beyond the levels she had currently accessed. 
 
    No problem. It took a few minutes, but the remnant guided her through bypassing the systems. She couldn’t brute-force her way through; even with her augmented abilities, Odin would spot something like that.  
 
    Once she had the number of the crate containing the systems she was looking for, Nance pulled up its location and worked her way through the bay until she found it.  
 
    When she finally did, the first thing she discovered was that the logs weren’t stored in a crate at all; they were within a mobile NSAI pod. The pod was a four meter cube containing a powerful NSAI node that would be a lot harder to get past than the shipping manifest security. 
 
    It was also shutdown.  
 
    Nance considered her options. The NSAI pod should contain its own power source, which she hoped would have enough charge to turn on.  
 
    She pulled open the pod’s control panel and slid a nano filament into it. She bypassed the system’s startup security and triggered an emergency power-on. The emergency power-on would assume that something bad had happened to the pod, and it would write its data and current state into crystal. Nance would then intercept that data write and access the information she needed. 
 
    She worked quickly as the pod came on and began its emergency procedures, getting her tap in place a second before the pod began to stream data from its standard memory systems, and filtering through it for the information she desired.  
 
    The data write was a quarter of the way done when a klaxon sounded and an alert went out on the bay’s local network, informing any personnel to clear out, as the shipment was about to be picked up. 
 
    Shit. The alert included the warning that atmosphere would be vented and gravity disabled so that the auto-loaders could operate with ease. Normally the bay wouldn’t do this with people inside, but its monitoring systems were unable to detect her with the stealthed flow armor on. 
 
    She still hadn’t found the data on who had accessed the pico assembler that had lost its payload of bots. Based on the current rate, it would take another three minutes for all the data to pass by.  
 
    C’monnnnn, Nance danced impatiently as the atmosphere in the bay began to thin. Though the flow armor would maintain pressure against the decompression, it wouldn’t help with the pesky need to breathe.  
 
    Next time, I bring the rebreather pack…. 
 
    Over the course of half a minute, the bay completely depressurized, and Nance directed the flow armor to seal up her nose.  
 
    Then she turned to leave; the information wasn’t worth dying for.  
 
    Only she couldn’t leave. The remnant wouldn’t let her move.  
 
    Stay, it instructed. 
 
    Nance felt a wave of panic slam into her, but willed herself to calm down. Now that the bay was in vacuum, her nano could move quickly, and she sent a passel to the bay’s inner doors. She cycled the small airlock open beside the main doors, reasoning that when she finally did find the information she needed, she didn’t want to have to wait for the airlock to cycle open.  
 
    She checked the time since she’d last drawn breath: fifty seconds. Nance knew she could do four minutes—though being able to think coherently after three was well nigh impossible.  
 
    Then she spotted it. The assembler in question, and its access logs. Nance syphoned them all off without any examination and then tried to move again.  
 
    The remnant finally allowed it.  
 
    She dashed down the row and turned the corner toward the airlock, just as the a-grav systems cut out.  
 
    Nance lost her footing and sailed into the bulkhead, grunting into her sealed mouth as the armor locked up to protect her from the impact.  
 
    Frantically, Nance clawed at the bulkhead, pulling herself toward the airlock as the bay began to spin around her, and her vision faded around the edges. 
 
    I’m not going to make it! She shrieked in her mind. You stupid thing! You’ve killed us both, and now the information is useless. 
 
    Then she was there, at the airlock. She pulled herself in and hit the cycle command before collapsing to the deck as the lock’s a-grav systems came on. 
 
    Then everything went dark. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    When Nance came to, there were voices coming from somewhere nearby. She carefully opened her eyes and saw two men entering the airlock.  
 
    “System cycled this lock over for some reason; logs show it was activated from inside the bay.” 
 
    “So?” the other voice asked.  
 
    “So, locks aren’t supposed to cycle on their own. Especially when the external bay door is open. Kind of a security and safety issue.” 
 
    Nance realized that the two people speaking were technicians who had entered the airlock. They weren’t wearing EV suits, so she assumed the bay had been aired up once again. Problem was, they’d already cycled the airlock back to the bay side. Since they were inspecting its control mechanisms, she couldn’t very well activate it to get back to the station side. 
 
    By the time the technicians had inspected the lock—where they found nothing wrong—and Nance was able to get back to the maintenance passages under Savannah Park, two hours had passed. She changed quickly and returned to her quarters, where she fell onto her bed and let out a long sigh.  
 
    It was one hour ‘til breakfast and, from the prodding in her mind, the remnant wanted her to review the data she’d pulled from the NSAI in the bay. 
 
    “Stars, this sucks,” Nance muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    AFTERMATH 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.07.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Keren Station 
 
    REGION: Khardine System, Transcend Interstellar Alliance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess the Grey Division heard you talking smack about them,” Finaeus said as the group sat in the TSF garrison’s officers’ mess. Everyone else had finished eating, but Finaeus still had a plate of food in front of him. “Doesn’t surprise me; those bastards have ears everywhere.” 
 
    “I think they must have planned this a little more than thirty minutes in advance,” Krissy said. 
 
    Tanis could see in the admiral’s eyes that she held herself responsible for the attack. Securing the Khardine System, and Keren Station in particular, had been her task. Thus far there was no evidence that she had been involved, and her attitude cemented Tanis’s belief in her innocence. 
 
    “Using the Galadrial just adds insult to injury,” Admiral Greer said. He had arrived on scene with a platoon of soldiers not long after Flaherty showed up, and was more than a little furious about the attack.  
 
    Thinking of Flaherty caused Tanis to wonder where he’d gone. She looked around and saw the quiet man leaning against a bulkhead on the far side of the room. His railgun was propped up beside him, and a deep scowl creased his face.  
 
    Tanis had expressed doubt when Sera insisted that Flaherty would beat them to Khardine. Last they knew, he had been on Airtha, or somewhere in the Huygens system. He had a family to secure, and a two thousand light year journey to Khardine; all of which he’d done in a few months’ time. 
 
    Nevertheless, Flaherty had shown up just when he was needed. 
 
    <Uncanny, isn’t it?> Tanis asked Angela.  
 
    <He’s always been an odd sort,> Angela replied.  
 
    <But how did he know we were in danger? You don’t just lug around a rail like that.> 
 
    <You could ask him,> Angela suggested. 
 
    <I will, but not right now.> 
 
    “Death toll is estimated at fourteen hundred and eleven,” Sera was saying. “All just to drive us back and capture us.” 
 
    “They didn’t have a big enough team for that,” Krissy countered. “Though maybe they thought seventy was enough.” 
 
    “Then they’re poor studies,” Tanis replied. “Or they didn’t expect us to have such a large escort.” 
 
    Finaeus shook his head. “I’m far more interested in the mini jump gate they had. That’s new. Seems like the Grey Division actually is doing some R&D.” 
 
    “That was a surprise,” Krissy agreed. “Tucked down in a cargo bay with a thin, long shuttle ready to go through.” 
 
    “So those aren’t something in use already? Mini gates, not long shuttles.” 
 
    “Nope,” Finaeus replied. “Hard to make them that small, and they’re less useful—well, normally. But running one inside of a station…” 
 
    “What would happen?” Krissy asked. 
 
    Finaeus made a raspy ‘boom’ sound and spread his hands wide. 
 
    “Motherfuckers,” Sera swore. “Well, if anyone is worried that they’re on the wrong side, there’s a nice piece of evidence, they’re the bad guys.” 
 
    “Glad we thwarted that,” Tanis added dryly. “I’d hate to be…” she mimicked Finaeus’s sound and hand motions.  
 
    Sera gave Tanis a pointed look. “They met with some success; they set back our efforts to establish a government here. Maybe you’ll have your way, Tanis.” 
 
    “Not trying to have my way,” Tanis replied. “Though now I wonder if Vela is a bad choice. If we can’t defend Keren against infiltration, Vela will be a lot harder.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Greer asked. 
 
    “I think—” Tanis began to say, at the same time Sera said, “Tanis believes—” 
 
    “You first,” Tanis said with a smile. 
 
    “Thanks. Tanis believes that Khardine is too remote to make a proper capital. It won’t give the right impression to the populace.” 
 
    Greer cocked his head as he considered it, while Krissy shook hers. 
 
    “You’re right. A location in Vela will be a nightmare to secure. I imagine you’re thinking the regional capital.” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “Just needs to be somewhere visible. Keep in mind that Airtha is going to strut Evil Sera around all over, making sure her claim to the presidency is well backed. Adrienne will assist in that—if he did indeed get caught up in her web, as evidence suggests. We need our President Sera to be highly visible as well.” 
 
    “Politically speaking, she has a good point,” Finaeus said. “I’m about the furthest thing there is from a political animal, but I watched Jeff for centuries. He was always front and center, making sure that most of what people heard from him, they actually saw him say, not a mouthpiece flunky speaking on his behalf.” 
 
    Greer massaged one hand with the other as he leaned back in his chair. “Vela does need to be secured against advances from Airtha, anyway. We know that she has taken control of several systems near Vela—in our scales of astrogation, the Huygens System is not that far from her holdings. If she isn’t thinking about taking Vela already, she probably will be soon.” 
 
    “This is something I wanted to discuss with you two,” Tanis said looking at Greer, then at Krissy. “With my title of Field Marshal, Sera has put me over all of the Transcend’s military operations. That being said, even if I had years to study the situation, I could not learn everything that is going on in the force. I need a strong team to help support me, and the two of you have proven yourselves both honorable and loyal.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying that, Tanis,” Greer said readily. “I’ll admit, at first it rankled somewhat to have you chosen as marshal. But your tactics and stratagem at New Canaan were very impressive; your unorthodox approach was key in winning the fight. I think unorthodox stratagem is just what we need—no offense, Krissy.” 
 
    Tanis looked to Krissy, who was frowning deeply. “So what’s your plan, Tanis?” 
 
    “Until Airtha produced her Sera doppelganger, it had been my intention to focus our efforts on securing the Inner Stars against Orion proxy nations before we dealt with our civil war.” Tanis paused and took a sip of her coffee before continuing. “However, I don’t think we have that luxury anymore.” 
 
    “I suspect you are correct,” Krissy replied. “We must strike at Airtha soon.” 
 
    “The problem,” Sera replied with a short sigh, “is how? Airtha is no simple AI. In fact, she’s not an AI at all.” 
 
    “She’s not?” Krissy asked.  
 
    “Oh, this is good,” Greer said with a grim smile. 
 
    Sera shot him a quelling look, and he mumbled, “Sorry, I sometimes forget who she is to you.” 
 
    Tanis wondered about that response. Usually Greer is circumspect; maybe he is just enjoying having one up on Krissy. 
 
    “Airtha is my father’s former wife, Jelina,” Sera said tonelessly. “She went on a mission to map the galactic core, and encountered the ascended AI that left Sol at the end of the sentience wars.” 
 
    Krissy’s eyes widened. “She what? The what?” 
 
    “It’s true,” Finaeus confirmed. “When she came back, she had been loaded into an AI’s neural frame. We never did learn why. She was also the only one to make it back. Jeff hid that and pretended she was a new AI—something she wasn’t too happy about. He never treated her like a person after that.” 
 
    “Ignoring the whole ‘ascended AI at the galactic core’ thing, she’s now taking over as retribution?” Krissy asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” Sera replied. “We really have no idea what her endgame is. I’m pretty sure she wants Tanis’s tech. She tried to get me to kill my father, too.” 
 
    Krissy whistled. “Somehow, not all of that made it into the official briefing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tanis replied. “We’re not quite ready to confirm to everyone that Core Devils are real things.” 
 
    Krissy’s eyes narrowed. “You think that Airtha plans to attack them, don’t you?”  
 
    “The thought had crossed my mind,” Tanis said with a shrug. “There are a number of possible motives for her. One of them is that she just wants to be Queen of Everything.” 
 
    “So, back to why we can’t just hit Airtha with everything we’ve got?” Krissy asked.  
 
    <Because she can subvert all your AIs and make them kill you,> Angela said, joining in the conversation. 
 
    Greer ran a hand through his short hair. “Yeah, that was not fun. How likely do you think it is that she could re-establish that control?” 
 
    <If she were anyone other than Airtha, I’d say not likely,> Angela replied. <But her capabilities are a mystery to us. We need to be prepared.> 
 
    “How do you prepare for an unknown?” Krissy asked. 
 
    “We’ll need to infiltrate the Huygens System at some point,” Tanis said. “And when we go in, it’ll be for the kill-shot. Which means Bob and the I2.”  
 
    <Or you two,> Bob spoke privately to Tanis and Angela.  
 
    <Don’t go shirking your duties, Bob,> Tanis said.  
 
    <We’ll see how it plays out,> Bob replied cryptically.  
 
    “Either way,” Greer continued. “Ensuring that Vela is secure would be wise. With New Canaan anchoring the Cradle Cluster, and Khardine securing the edge of the Transcend, keeping Vela out of Airtha’s hands would bracket her. We could control many of the trade routes and limit her resources.” 
 
    “Not that there aren’t myriad resources for her to tap into within arm’s reach,” Krissy said. 
 
    “We need to think about how to choke her off from those as well,” Sera said. “Though we need to do it in such a fashion that we’re not attacking our own people.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Krissy replied. “This is civil war, after all. We’re going to be shooting at our own people through the whole thing—stars, we just did.” 
 
    Somber nods were shared around the table, and Tanis looked at each person in turn. “Then this is what we’ll do. I am creating two overarching commands in the TSF. The first will be the Inner Stars and Orion Front Command. That will be under you, Krissy. Your HQ, for now, is here at Khardine. Greer, I’m putting you over the Transcend Command. You’re on Airtha.” 
 
     “Good,” Greer said with a crisp nod. “I look forward to putting her in her place.” 
 
    Tanis gave him a sharp look. “I want to be very clear. This is not a civil war, it is a war against Airtha. She is not the Transcend. She is an evil AI who has created a clone of Sera and is using her as a puppet. We are to make that clear to our people at every opportunity.” 
 
    “Understood,” Greer replied. “As soon as our refit is complete, I’ll take my fleet to Vela. We’ll secure the sector command there, purge the hell out of the Grey Division, and work out who is on our side.” 
 
    “Good,” Tanis replied, then drew a deep breath. “Now let’s get down to brass tacks. We have a government to establish, and a lot of the people we had on Keren aren’t with us anymore to help with that.” 
 
    Finaeus stood. “And this is where I go find a nice place to bivouac.” 
 
    “Nice try, Uncle,” Sera said at the same time as Krissy said, “Sit, Dad.” 
 
    Finaeus spread his arms. “You see how the women in my life treat me? They were nicer to me in the Perseus Arm.” 
 
    “Kinda doubt that, Dad,” Krissy said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ECUMENOPOLIS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Kapalicarsi Station 
 
    REGION: Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Petra stood at the window of the gantry access corridor overlooking external Docking Pad 1498-12A. She drew a deep breath and did her best to calm her nerves and the jittering feeling in her chest, caused by both the ship’s delay, and its passengers. 
 
    The ship’s name was the Aegeus; an auspicious designation for a vessel docking at a station named Kapalicarsi in the Bosporus System.  
 
    The Aegeus was twelve hundred meters in length, and was clearly a warship. It lowered gracefully toward the docking pad, then paused a scant dozen meters above the surface. Lights activated on the underside of its hull, illuminating the hard mounts for the pad control team. 
 
    The docking armatures slowly rose out of the pad and grappled the load-bearing points. A minute later, the ship was secured to Kapalicarsi Station.  
 
    Petra breathed a long sigh of relief. The entire time the ship had been inbound, she had worried that her efforts to have it granted special diplomatic clearance would be revoked. 
 
    <You worry too much,> her AI, Alastar, said. <Diana said she’d make sure the ship would be allowed to dock, and here it is.> 
 
    <What Diana says and what she means are two different things. You know she can be capricious.>  
 
    <True, but you and she have a special bond,> Alastar said with a wink in her mind. <She’s not going to make things that difficult for you.> 
 
    Petra wasn’t so sure. Even though she was one of Diana’s closest confidants, that didn’t stop the empress from toying with her from time to time. The woman liked to present small—and sometimes not so small—inconveniences, intended to remind everyone around her who was the empress, and who was not.  
 
    It was also not often that a warship from a distant stellar nation was allowed to come this deep into the Bosporus; let alone touch Kapalicarsi. There was always a chance that some administrator could find a reason to delay their approach on some technicality. 
 
    On top of the worry that the Scipians would deny the Aegeus its berth, Petra had worried that Sera would balk at the requirements imposed by the Kapalicarsi Port Control Dockmaster.  
 
    He had required that the Aegeus’s reactors be cold, and its antimatter stores inspected and locked down before the ship had passed within a light minute of the station.  
 
    Petra had been prepared for a flat refusal from Sera. The conditions put her and her ship at no small amount of risk. Of course, she expected that the Aegeus would have a CriEn module for power. The Scipians would not know it, but the vessel would have no issue powering its shields and weapons, even without the reactors.  
 
    What had surprised Petra the most—and she hadn’t realized it until the vessel came within visual range—was that the Aegeus was not a Transcend ship.  
 
    Its design elements were similar to the ISF vessels involved in the Battle of Bollam’s World. There were also marked similarities to Terran Space Force vessels of the early fifth millennia.  
 
    Few would recognize those similarities—she hoped—but Petra had been serving The Hand in the Inner Stars for many decades. Searching for ancient Terran vessels was an important part of the job. 
 
    Petra saw two Scipian heavy cruisers settle into station-keeping positions above the Aegeus. Petra knew that their weapons would be live, and trained on the ship. 
 
    Not exactly the nicest way to welcome a foreign diplomatic vessel, but Petra recognized that she was lucky the Aegeus had made it this far without being boarded. 
 
    To her left, the docking gantry extended toward the ship, mating with its airlock and using a grav shield to ensure the connection was airtight.  
 
    A squad of Scipian soldiers stood behind her, blocking the entrance to the rest of the Kapalicarsi Station, and Petra glanced back at them, wishing that her long tenure as an ambassador in the empress’s court would have secured her more trust than this. She would simply have to deal with each challenge as it presented itself.  
 
    She walked to the gantry entrance and stood waiting for the president and her retinue to disembark from their ship.  
 
    The ship’s AI passed the list of Sera’s attendants over, and Petra was glad to see that Tanis Richards’s name was not on the list. The woman was far too problematic to bring before the empress. Not to mention highly recognizable. However, there was a woman named Jenny Sirana listed as an attaché to President Tomlinson that was an unknown to Petra. 
 
    Petra wished that Sera had opted for a pseudonym as well, but it was probable that only Orion Guard agents would know who Sera Tomlinson was. Using her real name should be OK. 
 
    Should. 
 
    “Petra!” a voice called out to her right, and she turned to see Meuls Berger pushing his way past the Scipian soldiers at the observation deck’s entrance. 
 
    <I was beginning to think he wasn’t going to show,> Alastar commented privately. <Too bad.> 
 
    <Well, it is his job. I hear Deputy Ministers of External Affairs are supposed to show up for things having to do with external affairs.> 
 
    <Lies!> Alastar laughed. <He only shows up if there are attractive organics—or things in the shape of attractive organics.> 
 
    Petra snorted. <Then I doubt that he’ll be disappointed.> 
 
    “Deputy Minister Berger,” Petra greeted as the man reached her side. “You’re just in time.” 
 
    “Excellent, excellent,” Berger replied. “There was a security issue on Moirai's Thread, and I got held up.” 
 
    Petra wondered what sort of security issue the space elevator would have, but decided not to inquire. 
 
    Ahead, the airlock on the Aegeus opened, and four soldiers stepped out. Their dress uniforms were those of the Miriam League—the puppet alliance from which Petra was the ambassador.  
 
    They marched smartly down the gantry, and Petra could tell they were professionals. Their gazes took in everything around them, and each soldier’s sidearm was holstered uniquely per the wearer’s preference.  
 
    They stepped off the ramp and took up positions on either side of its entrance, appearing to not even notice Petra, Berger, or the Scipian soldiers at the end of the corridor.  
 
    Petra turned her attention back to the far end of the gantry and saw Sera step out of the airlock.  
 
    Here we go…. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis stepped through the airlock with Sera at her side and Flaherty one step behind them, his calm presence reassuring. Valerie brought up the rear, catching up to Flaherty a moment later.  
 
    She twitched her lips, trying to get used to the new shape she had molded her face into. Not since the subterfuge on Sabrina with Kade had she used this trick. 
 
    <You’re nervous,> Angela said, a hint of surprise in her voice. 
 
    <Of course,> Tanis replied. <I’ve done a lot of things, but never have I supplicated myself before an empress, asking for her to ally herself with my side.> 
 
    <No, but you’ve done stuff that was far more difficult.> 
 
    Tanis pursed her lips. <Not like this. I’ve always prevailed by strength, cunning, or by playing by a ruleset I understood.> 
 
    <I think that strength and cunning will be how you prevail this time, too. These Scipians are a proud people, and they respect strength above everything. I think you’ll do just fine,> Angela replied with a wave of calm. 
 
    <I’ll have you, so yes, I believe I will. Just stomp on my foot if I’m about to screw up.> 
 
    <You got it.>  
 
    The four High Guard soldiers in Miriam League uniforms stood at the end of the gantry with Hand Agent Petra, and a man that Tanis assumed must be a Scipian representative waiting for them. 
 
    She glanced at Sera, who walked calmly down the gantry, looking as though she were walking into her own home. Tanis stayed in lock step with her, and they stopped two meters from Petra and the man at her side.  
 
    “Madam President,” Petra said with a nod to Sera. “May I introduce you to Deputy Minister of External Affairs, Meuls Berger.” 
 
    “Petra, Deputy Minister Berger, thank you for taking the time to greet us here today,” Sera said graciously.  
 
    “On behalf of the Scipian Empire, the pleasure is all mine,” Berger replied. “Even though your method of transportation is…unconventional.” 
 
    Sera glanced back at the Aegeus, visible through the windows of the gantry. “Yes, well, the Orion Arm is not as safe as it once was. While we felt no fear once we reached Scipio’s borders, there are less secure regions of space beyond. Though nothing untoward befell us, it is better to be safe than dead.” 
 
    Tanis noticed Berger’s eyes raking up and down Sera’s body as she spoke, and held back a sigh. 
 
    Despite Tanis’s attempts to convince Sera to wear clothing of some sort, the president had declined, citing Tanis’s own encouragement to be herself. 
 
    Tanis knew that had not been the only rationale. Finaeus had succeeded in merging the Mark X FlowArmor into Sera’s skin, and she was ecstatic with the result, insisting that nothing so primitive as clothing would ever touch her body again. 
 
    Sera had, at least, used her skin’s malleable features to give it the appearance of a light blue skinsuit, with intricate, moving patterns and enough texture to appear as an outfit, not her actual flesh.  
 
    Berger pulled his eyes up to Sera’s and gave a soft chuckle. “That’s a blunt way to put it, but I take your point. Things have become quite destabilized beyond our borders. I assume strengthening your ties with Scipio—distant as they are—is the purpose of your visit?” 
 
    “It is,” Sera replied. “From what I understand, our tardiness has nearly lost us our audience with the empress, but that if we hurry we’ll make it in time.” 
 
    “Yes, that is the case,” Petra confirmed. “I’ve secured a shuttle that can take us down to one of the Imperial Palace’s private ports.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Sera granted. “Then we’d best be on our way.” 
 
    Valerie waved for the High Guard to fall in, and Berger bristled.  
 
    “Your guards cannot come to the palace, Madam President. It is not done.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Sera scoffed. “Foreign heads of state are granted their own security, are they not?” 
 
    “It’s OK,” Petra put a hand on Berger’s shoulder. “I received dispensation from Diana. It is permitted. Check the palace’s visitor slate.” 
 
    Berger closed his eyes for a moment, and then relaxed. “Oh, thank goodness. You’re right, Petra. These five guards are permitted, as are your two attendants. I’m sorry I caused confusion.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Sera said with a winning smile as she reached out and patted his shoulder. “I took no offense.” 
 
    Petra gestured down the observation deck to the exit, where the soldiers had made an opening for the group to leave. Their looks were professionally impassive, though a few did take a long look at Sera. 
 
    <You’re getting fans,> she commented to the president.  
 
    <The Scipians aren’t as stuffy as they like to pretend. Remember, Elena worked as a sucker in the empire, and she had quite the clientele, too.> 
 
    Tanis was surprised that Sera could speak so casually about Elena. She knew that they had been meeting of late—not long conversations, but once a week or so, Sera would spend half an hour with her ex lover. 
 
    Though Tanis knew of the meetings, she hadn’t listened in. Sera or Bob would tell her if there was anything to be concerned about. Spending so much time with Elena didn’t strike Tanis as very healthy, but she wasn’t about to tell her friend how to live her life. They had enough stresses as it was. 
 
    Sera and Petra made small talk with Berger on the way to the shuttle, which wasn’t far. The shuttle was also small—only able to seat twelve—but was well appointed. It received immediate clearance and was in space within minutes, dropping down to the surface of Alexandria. 
 
    The planet and capital city bore the same name. The reason for that was simple; other than the oceans, the city covered the entire planet. 
 
    She imagined that its population would be lower than that of the Cho, or even Mars 1 back in the 42nd century. Even so, it was her first time seeing a planet-spanning city, and it was a sight to behold. 
 
    “You can see the Imperial Complex just off that peninsula.” Petra leaned over Tanis and pointed out the shuttle’s window. “The palace is the structure with the towers reaching into space.” 
 
    <Now that is impressive,> Tanis said to Angela. <Freestanding towers reaching into space. Finally feels like we’re back in civilization.> 
 
    <Is that how you rate civilization?> Angela asked. <By the height of their towers? I thought size didn’t matter.> 
 
    Tanis almost laughed aloud. <You’d think so. You know what I mean, though. It’s an indicator of economic power, to be able to build structures like those.> 
 
    <Or unethical appropriation of funds from lower classes or less powerful regions of the empire,> Angela replied. 
 
    <I didn’t say it was altruistic. But you still have to have the empire, to take from…OK, my argument is falling apart. They still look impressive, though.> 
 
    <That they do.> 
 
    They spoke aloud of trivialities, of the city, the palace, the Hall of Champions—which Petra revealed was gruesomely made of ground up bones—and the upcoming Celebration of the Seven Suns, which occurred once every fifty seven years.  
 
    However, privately, Petra inquired about their delay. 
 
    <What made you so late?> she asked. <I expected to have a day or two to prep you for the meeting. Now we’ll make it with only half an hour to spare.> 
 
    <Keren Station was attacked,> Sera replied. <It took some time to sort out the details and ensure that we had located all of the Airthists who were involved.> 
 
    <’Airthists’. Is that what we’re calling them?> Petra asked.  
 
    Sera gave a mental shrug. <Seems logical.> 
 
    <I’ll admit,> Petra said, her tone measured and cautious. <Out here in the Inner Stars, it’s difficult to tell whom to believe. For example, last I heard, your father was president, and New Canaan was only a part of the Transcend by astrography—not actually a member of the Alliance.> 
 
    <I’m surprised you knew about New Canaan at all,> Sera replied. <It was supposed to be a bit of a secret.> 
 
    <I keep my ear to the ground,> Petra said. 
 
    <I hadn’t intended to join the Transcend,> Tanis spoke for the first time. <But circumstances convinced me that avoiding the coming conflict wasn’t going to work.> 
 
    <Tanis!> Petra exclaimed peering at Tanis, unable to fully keep the surprise from reaching her face. <What…that’s some disguise. Your skeletal structure isn’t even the same.> 
 
    <Yes, it’s proven to be effective in the past,> Tanis replied. <Not fun to do, mind you.> 
 
    <I really don’t think—> Petra began to respond. 
 
    <Petra,> Sera interrupted. <There’s a lot for you to understand before we meet with Diana. How’s about I start at the beginning?>  
 
    <That sounds great.> 
 
    Sera proceeded to relate the events that led up to the battle at New Canaan: the attack on Ascella, the suspiciousness of her father, Peter Tomlinson, and his attempt to strong-arm Tanis to gain her technology, and Elena’s betrayal and ultimate assassination of the president. 
 
    At that point, Petra interrupted. <Elena?! Seriously? How is that possible? I worked with her for years. She was under my purview before she ran off.> 
 
    <I understand all too well,> Sera admitted with deep sadness in her mental tone. <Elena and I had been lovers for nearly eighteen years; we were considering marriage.> 
 
    <And she was a guard double agent?> Petra was incredulous. <For how long? Do you know?>  
 
    <Yes,> Sera replied. <They approached her during my exile. I guess she was bitter about my father’s ability to use and cast aside anyone—even his own daughter. Though now I suspect that much of his reputation was really gained by Airtha’s actions or influence.> 
 
    <Who is Airtha, then?> Petra asked.  
 
    Sera told Petra what they had learned from Finaeus—how Airtha had once been her mother, but came back from the core of the galaxy a changed woman—in every way imaginable. 
 
    Petra’s brows pinched together. <I know you well, Sera, and I can see no lie in you. Alastar agrees that you appear to be telling the truth. But why, then, are we approaching the empress with the Unveiling? Why now?> 
 
    <Because,> Tanis answered, speaking for the first time since Sera began explaining their situation. <Orion attacked New Canaan with nearly one hundred fifty thousand ships; a large number of them were Hegemony and Trisilieds vessels. The Transcend is already unveiled.> 
 
    Petra sputtered aloud, and Berger asked what was wrong.  
 
    “Nothing, nothing, just got something caught in my throat. Could you pass me a bottle of water?” 
 
    “Of course,” Berger replied before resuming his tale of a recent negotiation with some small satellite nation that he had overseen. 
 
    <How did you prevail?> Petra asked. <I assume you prevailed—seeing as how we’re all sitting here today.> 
 
    <That’s a tale for another day,> Tanis said. <We need to secure an alliance with Diana. She will need to hold back the Hegemony and keep this quadrant of the Inner Stars secure while we deal with Airtha. Along those lines, do we reveal to her that there is a civil war in the Transcend?> 
 
    <That’s a really good question,> Petra said. <She’ll certainly need to be warned—what, with the other Sera, and all.> 
 
    Sera gave a long mental sigh that turned into a growl. <Sorry, this is a sore spot for me.> 
 
    Tanis watched Petra’s expression closely and saw compassion in the woman’s eyes. That much was good, at least. She wasn’t certain she trusted Petra, but a display of empathy certainly helped.  
 
    <There are a lot of sore spots to go around,> Tanis added. <But Evil Sera is the reason we must tell Diana of the civil war. We must lay the whole thing out for her—well, we can probably leave Airtha’s provenance out of the mix. My understanding is that most people are barely able to handle the idea of ascended AIs being anything other than myth—let alone the fact that the core of the galaxy is infested with the things.> 
 
    Petra shook her head and stared out the shuttle’s window. <We’ll be setting down in a moment. I’m going to introduce you under your aliases, and then convince her of the need for a private audience. After that, you’re going to have to impress upon her the need for an alliance with you, rather than Airtha or Orion. Focus on how Orion is allied with the Hegemony—and probably with the Nietzscheans, as well. That should add strength to your arguments.> 
 
    Tanis nodded and realized that Berger was speaking about the involved protocols and processes for meeting with the empress. 
 
    <Is there really all this pomp and ceremony?> Tanis asked. <How do they get anything done?> 
 
    Petra chuckled over their private connection. <Publicly, Diana puts on a very grand and ostentatious performance. Privately, she’s a simple—well, simpler—woman who just got tired of how her father ran the federation, and resolved to improve it.> 
 
    <By assassinating him and turning the federation into an empire,> Sera added.  
 
    <She needed a strong central power system to effect change. She’s not without her regrets, but she believes in her vision, that a strong empire is good for all of its people,> Petra responded, a hint of defensiveness to her mental tone. 
 
    <We’re not here to critique her style of government,> Tanis said. <Our belief regarding the Inner Stars is that everyone should get to govern their people as they see fit, and the people shall be governed as they allow themselves to be. We just need to stop the aggressors. If we think we won’t have to make unsavory allies in the process, we’re fooling ourselves.> 
 
    Sera nodded. <You’re right. Plus, it’s not like we’re allying with the Nietzscheans, or the Australis Unity Front.> 
 
    <Speaking of that mess, what are you going to do about the Nietzschean advance?> Petra asked. 
 
    <Stars, don’t ask, because I have no idea,> Sera replied.  
 
    Tanis placed a hand on Sera’s arm. <Don’t sweat it. I have an idea for how to deal with Nietzschea.> 
 
    <Don’t forget about Silstrand,> Petra added, giving Tanis a significant look that Berger missed entirely. <Things are falling apart there—no thanks to you.> 
 
    <I’m not happy about how that’s turned out, either. None of us expected S&H to be able to do anything useful with the specifications I sold them. However, I imagine that we’ll be able to make things a lot better by getting Diana to back down.> 
 
    Petra shook her head. <Good luck with that. I think that your nano, and maybe Silstrand, are going to have to be concessions you’ll need to make if you want to gain her as an ally.> 
 
    Tanis frowned. Silstrand was not a concession she was willing to make. One thing was for certain; if Smithers was still an employee of S&H, he was going to get an earful for losing control of the tech in the first place.  
 
    A minute later, the shuttle touched down. Valerie and the High Guard exited first, followed by Flaherty and the others. Tanis had to admit that she felt much better having Flaherty with them, though he spoke so rarely that it was easy to forget he was there—which was probably his intention.  
 
    The shuttle platform was nestled within a grove of tall trees that blocked the immediate view of the palace, except for the towers stretching up into space. Tanis stared up at them for a moment, and estimated that a tenth of the planet could probably see those towers. 
 
    “They look amazing at night, when they’re lit up,” Berger said. “When they do holoshows around them, it’s even more spectacular.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Tanis replied, remembering the shows that she used to go see around the Pavonis Mons Tower on Mars. That tower rose much higher than these, but it was a utilitarian structure that anchored the ring, not a freestanding spire— 
 
    That had anchored the ring…. 
 
    A group of palace guards was waiting at the edge of the landing pad, and they silently fell in around the group as Berger led them through the trees to a broad archway. 
 
    “Good thing you managed to get a landing site so close to the audience chamber,” Berger said. “We’ll make it with a few minutes to spare.” 
 
    “I know,” Petra said, her disdain for Berger evident in her voice. Tanis had the distinct impression that, were Berger in charge, they wouldn’t have even reached orbit yet. Though the fact that Petra had been assigned such a crucial position by The Hand was more than enough evidence of her skill.  
 
    When the palace walls came into view, Tanis was duly impressed by their design. The structure rose from the earth, a solid ribbon of onyx with sapphire highlights within. The pattern appeared to be random, and she imagined that at night the sapphire would glow with an otherworldly effect.  
 
    When they passed inside—under the scrutiny of more guards and scanning arches—the interior was the reverse: sapphire with onyx streaks that seemed to shift as they rushed past.  
 
    “The official name for this wing is Sovereign’s Repose, but most call it ‘the Black Gate’,” Petra supplied. “I’m partial to ‘the Black Gate’. I think it has more class.” 
 
    <Unusual observation,> Angela commented. <’Black Gate’ does not strike me as classy.> 
 
    <One people’s class is another’s crass,> Tanis replied.  
 
    They hurried another kilometer and a half through the palace, until Petra stopped before a pair of large doors.  
 
    “OK, here we are. We should be summoned any moment.” 
 
    As she spoke, the doors began to open. The group straightened their clothing and uniforms and followed Petra in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE PRESIDENT AND THE EMPRESS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Audience Chamber 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Empress Diana’s audience chamber felt like a throne room from vids and sims of ancient times. The chamber was easily five hundred meters long, with rows of tall colonnades lining it all the way down to the dais at the far end, which was topped by a massive throne. 
 
    <Is that plasma?> Tanis asked Petra. 
 
    <Yup, one and the same. Diana likes to impress.> 
 
    <Is she using magnets or grav shields to keep herself safe?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <I honestly don’t know. She won’t say, and I can’t detect either. It’s possible her protection is in her outfit and not the throne at all.> 
 
    And what an outfit it was.  
 
    Diana’s body shimmered under a thin layer of ice, which steamed from the heat of the plasma throne, but did not seem to melt or dissipate in any significant way. Ice spikes rose from her knees, jutted from her hips, shoulders, and elbows. Atop her head was more ice, stretching half a meter into the air in a sort of frozen crown.  
 
    Her face was exposed and seemed unharmed by both the extreme heat and bitter cold she was surrounded by. 
 
    The empress surveyed them serenely as they approached, though she did raise an eyebrow at Flaherty and the High Guard, who had been held back one hundred paces behind Berger and the three women.  
 
    A disembodied voice called out as they approached the throne. “The Lady Seraphina Tomlinson, President of the Miriam League; the Lady Petra, Esteemed Ambassador from the Miriam League; and Meuls Berger, Deputy Minister of External Affairs.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gerald,” Empress Diana said in a soft voice that carried throughout the room.  
 
    “Of course, my Empress.” 
 
    Diana rose from her throne and walked gracefully down the dais’s steps. The ice that sheathed her body appeared to flow around her as she moved, neither cracking nor splintering—though it had stopped steaming once she left the plasma throne.  
 
    “Petra, I am glad you were able to make it. Gerald had informed me that your President’s ship may be late.” 
 
    Tanis found it strange that the empress would address Petra first. She was getting the impression that the Hand agent was held in greater esteem than one would expect, given the minor and distant alliance she represented.  
 
    “Of course, Empress Diana,” Petra said as she inclined her head. “Have I ever been late before?” 
 
    The empress cocked an eyebrow and gave a slight smile. “Well, there was that one time, but we won’t discuss it in front of your president.” 
 
    Diana turned to address Sera. “I must admit, I know very little about you—other than what Petra has told me, of course. The Miriam League is very secretive, it seems.”   
 
    <You have no idea,> Angela said with a laugh in Tanis’s mind. 
 
    “You are very kind to entertain our request to speak with you, Empress Diana,” Sera replied. “And yes, we do keep to ourselves. We are also a long way off, on the rim of explored space. Most of our people like living so far out, where they can have privacy.” 
 
    “And so far, they seem to have been successful,” Diana said as she turned, cold air flowing off her body, clouds of condensation forming at her feet. She walked up the dais’s steps and sat on the plasma throne once more. “Given the length of time required to travel here, I am most curious. What is it you have come so far to speak to me about?”  
 
    “I believe I had mentioned that we need a private audience,” Petra said, glancing at Berger and some of the attendants nearby. 
 
    Diana nodded. “You did mention that, but there are protocols, Petra, they must be adhered to.” 
 
    Tanis lifted her hand, palm up, and Diana looked at her for the first time. Tanis didn’t speak as the palm of her hand began to glow softly. After a few seconds, a black and blue object took shape. It grew in size and, a moment later, a fist-sized shard of onyx rested in her hand with streaks of sapphire running through. 
 
    Diana drew a sharp breath, again rose from her throne, and walked down the stairs to inspect the object Tanis held. 
 
    <We have seventy-five autoturrets tracking us right now,> Angela said privately.  
 
    <Just seventy-five?> Tanis asked. 
 
    <There are twenty-two that are behind colonnades, plus ten that have would have the empress in their line of fire.> 
 
    <I can’t abide an odd number of autoturrets.> 
 
    “That is exquisite, how did you do that?” Diana asked as she stretched a hand toward Tanis’s, though she did not go so far as to touch the gem.  
 
    Tanis eyed Diana from under a furrowed brow. “We can tell you, but in a private audience.” 
 
    “Petra, your friends don’t play fair, piquing my interest like this. Very well—though your guards will have to stay behind.” 
 
    Petra looked at Tanis and Sera, both of whom nodded. “That is more than acceptable to us, Empress.” 
 
    <This could take some time,> Tanis advised Valerie and Flaherty. <We’ll update you every fifteen minutes, though.> 
 
    <Understood,> Valerie replied.  
 
    Diana’s guards, however, were not so accommodating, and five of them followed the group through a door on the left of the dais and down a hallway that led to a plush lounge, decorated in warm browns and light greens.  
 
    The guards waited outside, along with Berger, who had tagged along only to be refused entry. 
 
    After the door closed, Diana gave a mighty shiver, and the layer of ice melted away, leaving her standing in a blue, hooded skinsheath. 
 
    “Danny told me I wouldn’t get cold in that thing, but dammit, it was freezing. Thank stars you gave me a good excuse to get out of there. Even sitting on plasma couldn’t keep me warm.” 
 
    “Quite the trick, sitting on plasma,” Tanis said.  
 
    “But that’s just what it was,” Diana replied with a conspiratorial—rather haughty—wink. “A trick.” 
 
    She pulled the hood off her head, revealing a hairless scalp, before walking across the room to an opaque vertical stand. She walked behind it, gave a momentary sigh, and then walked out, wearing a loose, long black dress, and hair to match. 
 
    “Much better. I adore form-fitting clothing as much as you do, President Sera, but sometimes one needs some breathing room.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “If only President Sera were wearing clothing.” 
 
    “A trick of your own to impress me?” Diana asked as she approached Sera and examined her outfit. “But that is just what skin-clothing is. A trick. But that,” Diana turned and pointed at the onyx and sapphire gem Tanis still held. “That is not a trick. Or if it is, it bested the scan tech in my audience chamber.” 
 
    “It is no trick,” Tanis replied, offering the crystal to Diana.  
 
    Diana took the crystal and felt its surface, slowly running a finger down its length. “Truly a thing of beauty…and formed right out of your hand. You must be more than a mere assistant, Jenny Sirana.” 
 
    “May we sit?” Petra asked, gesturing to the burgundy sofas arranged around the edges of a sunken seating area. 
 
    “Yes, by all means,” Diana replied. “I suppose if you are to tell me something weighty, we had all best be seated comfortably.” 
 
    Once they had taken their places—Diana on one sofa, Petra on a chair to her right, and Sera and Tanis on another sofa across from the empress—Petra began the real introductions. 
 
    “I fear we misled you somewhat when we secured this audience. Sera Tomlinson is not the President of the Miriam League. She is, rather, the President of the Transcend Interstellar Alliance.” 
 
    “That is most curious,” Diana replied. “I’ve not heard of such an alliance.” 
 
    “We work very hard—or we did, at least—to make sure that knowledge of the Transcend does not spread beyond its borders,” Petra replied.  
 
    “And those borders would be where?” 
 
    Tanis noticed a familiarity in the body language between Petra and Diana that denoted more than just strong friendship. Yet at the same time, Diana clearly treated Petra as a subordinate; someone to leap at her every order.  
 
    Petra, despite being a powerful woman in her own right, seemed to never hesitate before responding to Diana, and her body language was clearly subservient.  
 
    Petra summoned a holoprojection of the Inner Stars, and Tanis remembered all too well when Sera gave her this same explanation in Jason Andrews’s office. 
 
    The Orion Arm of the galaxy appeared in the projection, with major nations, empires, federations, and alliances highlighted. One of the largest, which was roughly centered around the Theta Carinae Cluster, was the Scipio Empire. There were no noted political entities outside of the Orion Arm, nor were there any settled star systems along the arm further than three-thousand light years from Sol. 
 
    Though the volume of space contained over three hundred million stars, Tanis knew that fewer than fifty million of them had been visited by humans, and only a fraction of those actually held permanent populations. 
 
    “This map is not unfamiliar to me,” Diana said as it appeared before them. “What are you trying to indicate with it?” 
 
    Petra inclined her head. “If you will, Empress. This is the scope of human expansion, as you know it. You see that few human settlements exist beyond a two thousand light year radius of Sol. This is a falsehood that the Transcend perpetuates.” 
 
    As Petra spoke, stars began to flash further along the Orion Arm, both spinward and anti-spinward, as well as out into the regions between the arms. When they were done, an area nearly ten times the volume of the Inner Stars was highlighted.  
 
    “This is the true scope of human expansion though the stars,” Sera said. “What you recognize as humanity’s domain, we call the ‘Inner Stars’. The area beyond is called the ‘Transcend’.” 
 
    Diana looked from Sera to Petra—who was nodding—and then back to Sera. “You’re kidding me. That region is vast! It would have taken millennia to settle it.” 
 
    “It has,” Sera replied. “But that is what our people do—well, we build more than settle…or at least we did.” 
 
    Diana’s eyes grew wide, and she sat back, clearly shocked. “You’re from the FGT! You’re the lost FGT ships!” 
 
    “I don’t think we were ever lost,” Sera said with a wink. 
 
    Diana’s gaze turned to Petra, and Tanis could see that the Empress was not happy. Tanis couldn’t blame her; to have a friend lie to you about everything…it was not easy to deal with.  
 
    “So are you not from the Miriam League?” Diana asked Petra. 
 
    “Not exactly, no. The Miriam League is a puppet nation of the Transcend. We have nations all along the edge of the Inner Stars that we use to slow outward expansion.” 
 
    “So you’re corralling the…Inner Stars, as you call them.” 
 
    “We’ve been protecting ourselves,” Sera interjected. “During, and after, the FTL Wars, the FGT ships were targets. I’m sure you know of the Oregon. There were other incidents, as well. We decided to move out of range, so to speak, and set up our own civilization.” 
 
    “You’re not acquitting yourself well,” Diana replied. “From where I stand, it looks like you’re hoarding technology and manipulating the rest of humanity as though we are your little experiment.” 
 
    Tanis could see Diana’s point. It was not an unfair assessment, and she expected that it was a response they would often receive. 
 
    “You need to understand, Diana,” Petra said in calm, even tones. “For a time, the Transcend thought that it was the ark. It appeared as though the bulk of humanity was determined to wipe itself out. We tried to help several times, but it never went well. That is why the FGT disappeared.” 
 
    Diana didn’t respond immediately, instead drawing long, slow breaths as she examined each of the three women in turn. “Why now, and why me?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Because war is coming,” Sera replied. “And we need your help.” 
 
    Diana shook her head, an incredulous look on her face. “What could the mighty Transcend need from Scipio?” 
 
    “We need you to help us because we are not one united front,” Sera said. “Things beyond the Inner Stars are not so simple.” 
 
    “They rarely are,” Diana said with an exaggerated sigh. “Tell me then, Sera of the Transcend, what troubles do you face?” 
 
    “My father—the former President of the Transcend—and another FGT captain, Kirkland, rarely saw eye-to-eye. My father believed—” 
 
    “Wait,” Diana interrupted. “Your last name…Was your father related to Jeffrey Tomlinson, captain of the Starfarer?” 
 
    Sera laughed without humor. “He was not related to him, he was the captain of the Starfarer.”  
 
    “Yet the note of sorrow I hear in your voice tells me he has only recently passed away,” Diana observed. 
 
    “That is true. My father was assassinated only four months ago—by agents of Praetor Kirkland.” 
 
    “The president and the praetor. Then I must assume that your Transcend had a schism at some point.” 
 
    Sera nodded. “Some three thousand years ago, though it was a slow progression for some time. The Transcend is very large; even with FTL it takes centuries for news to reach every corner.” 
 
    “Yes,” Diana nodded, examining the galactic display before her. “That you’ve managed only one fracture in such a long time is very impressive.” 
 
    “We occupy a large volume of space, but our population density is nothing like the Inner Stars. Most of our development is in discrete areas.” 
 
    Diana smiled knowingly. “Behind dust clouds and nebulae. That was the genesis of Scipio, you know.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that, yes,” Sera replied. “We allow our disparate regions autonomy, though there is still an overarching central government.” 
 
    “And where do your borders with Praetor Kirkland’s regions lie?” Diana asked. 
 
    Petra updated the holoprojection to show lines drawn through the region beyond the Inner Stars. “The two halves are split along the Orion Arm of the galaxy. The Transcend controls the region of space on the coreward side, and Kirkland’s Orion Freedom Alliance controls the rimward side.” 
 
    “And you’re at war?” Diana asked.  
 
    “It’s mostly been a cold war,” Sera replied. “It is difficult to fight a battle on such a vast front.” 
 
    “So what has changed?” Diana asked. 
 
    Tanis wondered at Diana’s demeanor. She had been far more animated when Petra had told of the Transcend itself—of course, at the time it had been a solution, not a problem. Now the empress gave the impression of the calm before the storm. 
 
    It occurred to Tanis that Diana may have already known of the Transcend, but was playing along. The woman was likely a consummate actress.  
 
    “Two things have precipitated our new strategy,” Sera said. “Tanis?” 
 
    “Tanis?” Diana asked. “So your name is not Jenny Sirana?” 
 
    “No, it is not,” Tanis replied. “You might have heard of me; my name is Tanis Richards. I come from the ship you would know of as the GSS Intrepid.” 
 
    This time Diana showed more than a small reaction to that revelation—her eyes widened, and she sat forward. “Are you playing a game with me, Petra? I’ll admit to more than a little skepticism over this whole Transcend tale, but Tanis is a known quantity—so to speak.” 
 
    “None of this has been a trick, Empress,” Petra assured her. “I had hoped to have more time to share this news with you, but things are moving quickly.” 
 
    Diana peered at Tanis while running a finger along the gem she had taken. “You do not look like what the records show of Tanis Richards. I would not even believe you to be a relative of hers.” 
 
    Tanis nodded slowly, and as she did so, her face changed shape. Her forehead and cheekbones shifted, her jaw widened, and her nose shrunk. 
 
    The empress shook her head in disbelief. “I have scanning systems in here…they can see your bones, Tanis Richards…they changed shape.” 
 
    “They did,” Tanis said, then worked her jaw for a moment. “And it is far from an enjoyable process, let me tell you.” 
 
    Diana was silent for nearly a minute as she stared at Tanis, then at Sera. “You spoke of two things that have brought you out of the shadows. Your ship is the first thing, then,” Diana supplied, nodding to Tanis. “Your advanced technology coming into play—so to speak—has already had a very destabilizing effect on the galaxy.” 
 
     “I’ve heard of what is happening in Silstrand, and what you’re doing there as well.” Tanis mixed admission, and then accusation in her tone. 
 
    Diana’s eyes narrowed. “Silstrand has long been useful; a buffer between us and the AST—rather, the ‘Hegemony’, as that prissy Uriel insists it be called now. But they have begun to destabilize. They’re weakening, and I can’t have that.” 
 
    <I like how she comments on Uriel having the ‘Hegemony’, when she turned a federation into an empire,> Angela said with a laugh. 
 
    <That struck me as a bit myopic as well.> 
 
    “Setting Silstrand aside for now,” Tanis said with a wave of her hand, “the Hegemony and the Trisilieds have already made a play to take the Intrepid’s new colony—one deep in the Transcend. They attacked with one hundred and fifty thousand ships, but we were able—with the Transcend’s help—to defeat them.” 
 
    Diana drew a deep breath. “You have a faster method of FTL than dark layer transition! Any place ‘deep within the Transcend’ would take many years of travel to reach. For those people to find you and strike at you, and then for you to travel here…. No, there is no way the timelines work without it.” 
 
    <She’s no dummy, that’s for sure,> Tanis commented to the group. 
 
    <Far from it,> Petra replied. <It takes a lot of cunning for her to maintain her position.> 
 
    “And now you have the second thing,” Sera said. “We have jump gate technology that provides near instantaneous travel to any location in human space.” 
 
    “So,” Diana said as she rose from the sofa and walked to a side table. “The most valuable technology in the galaxy—Tanis’s picotech—lies nestled within the oyster that is the Transcend, and your enemies possess the ability to reach in and pluck it free. That is the long and short of it, is it not?” 
 
    Diana poured herself a glass of whisky on the rocks as she spoke. She took a sip, and then gestured to the side table. “Help yourself, if you wish.” 
 
    “I’ll take you up on that,” Sera said as she rose. “And you have the gist of it, yes. Of course, you must also realize that Orion has made jump gate technology available to the Trisilieds and the Hegemony. They may have also put it in the hands of the Nietzscheans. We’re not certain yet.” 
 
    Diana put her cup down and pushed her long black locks behind her ears as she leaned against the side table. “Now that is troubling news. So then, are you going to share your new toys with Scipio, if we ally with you?” 
 
    “Always right to the point, aren’t you, Diana?” Petra asked. 
 
    “You know me well enough, Petra,” Diana said coolly. “I do not like to beat around the bush; I prefer to drive over the bush, or through it.” 
 
    <That was a double entendre, right?> Tanis asked Angela. <How intimate are these two?> 
 
    <Very, if my guess is correct,> Angela replied. 
 
    Sera took a sip of her whisky before replying. “Exactly what we share, and how we turn over new technology will be details we need to hammer out, but we will certainly provide you with enough technology to give you an edge over your enemies.”  
 
    Diana met Sera’s eyes—both women unblinking as Diana spoke. “Are you so certain that I’ll ally with you? I’m not telegraphing it, but I’m very displeased at being lied to for so long.” 
 
    “I can tell,” Petra replied. “You’ve been curling your pinky finger. You only do that when you’re exceptionally angry.” 
 
    Diana held up her left hand and uncurled her finger to show a small line of blood on her palm. “Yes, I suppose I do.” 
 
    “I’m not certain of anything,” Sera said, guiding the conversation back to the matter at hand. “But I came here in person because we need you to hold the Inner Stars.” 
 
    “Hold them?” Diana asked. “Hold them against who?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, against the Hegemony,” Sera replied. “Orion has provided them more than just jump gate technology; they are funneling resources into the Hegemony at an alarming rate. Now that a direct assault on Tanis’s colony has failed, we believe that they will commence with a more conventional approach.” 
 
    “Orion wants to control all of the Inner Stars, and then use their combined might to destroy the Transcend,” Petra said.  
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” Diana said. “Why would I ally with you and not them?” 
 
    “Because they’re not coming to take our technology,” Tanis said. “They want to destroy us and it. Orion does not believe the AIs we have, our level of nanotech, and certainly not our picotech.” 
 
    “Or your impervious shields,” Diana added. 
 
    “Or our stasis shields,” Tanis agreed with a nod.  
 
    “It seems odd that the Hegemony would side with them,” Diana replied before taking another sip of her drink. “They pursue technology as relentlessly as we do, and I understand your thrust that Orion would come for us before long..” 
 
    Sera gave a soft laugh. “We don’t know for sure, but I suspect that Uriel and Garza are using one another.” 
 
    “Garza?” Diana asked. 
 
    “He’s the one leading Orion’s war effort,” Sera replied. 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me, then,” Diana said with a rueful laugh. “Uriel is a schemer; there’s no way she’d ever be subservient to anyone else.” 
 
    “You talk about her as though you’ve met,” Sera observed. 
 
    Diana nodded absently. “Once, long ago—before either of us held our current positions. The woman is a snake.” 
 
    “There’s more we must tell you,” Petra said reluctantly. “There is much afoot that you are not aware of.” 
 
    Diana turned her head and locked her steely gaze on Petra. “Yes, it would seem so. Like a woman I had considered a dear friend acting as a spy this entire time.” 
 
    “It’s no picnic, that’ for sure,” Sera said quietly. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Diana, I really am,” Petra entreated. “But surely you must have suspected. Why would an ambassador from somewhere as distant as the Miriam League work so hard to get to know you?” 
 
    Diana’s hard expression cracked for a moment, and Tanis saw a very different woman. 
 
    “Because of me,” Diana whispered hoarsely. “Please, you should all go now. I’ll have Gerald contact you with a time when we can continue this conversation.” 
 
    Tanis rose and nodded graciously. “Thank you for your attention and understanding thus far.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Sera said and offered her hand to Diana, who shook it absently.  
 
    Petra didn’t say anything, only stared at Diana until Tanis touched her on the shoulder.  
 
    <Let’s go.> 
 
    Petra nodded, and the three women filed out of the room, the door closing behind them. A moment after, the sounds of shattering glass came from within. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    SUSPICION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.08.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: The Palisades, Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I saw Nance last night,” Saanvi said as she sat at the mess hall table across from Cary.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” Cary asked around a mouthful of eggs. “I saw her as well, this morning. She must have been coming back in from an early run.” 
 
    Saanvi frowned. “Really? At what time?” 
 
    Cary shrugged and wondered why Saanvi cared what time she saw Nance. “Uh…about 06:05. I was just headed out for a jog around the sweep when I saw her get off a maglev.” 
 
    “What makes you think she was going for a run?” Saanvi asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Uhh…she was dressed for one. I guess she might have been at the gym, too, but she was coming from off-ring, and there are nine gyms on this one.” 
 
    Saanvi’s frown deepened as she picked up her orange juice and took a sip. Cary waited for her sister to mull over whatever it was that was on her mind. Sometimes it took Saanvi a few minutes to assemble her thoughts. 
 
    “I saw her last night at 23:44,” Saanvi said finally. “Black leggings, pink and black halter top. Was that what she was wearing?” 
 
    “Uhh…yeah, I believe so,” Cary said, thinking back. “Yeah, that was it. Is there something wrong with wearing the same thing twice? Maybe she tossed it in the san overnight, and it was the first thing on the folded pile come morning. If wearing the same clothes to exercise twice in a row is a crime, I’m going to prison for sure.” 
 
    “A maglev down to another ring, a run worth having, maglev back, shower, she wouldn’t have hit sack till at least 0100. And that’s if she didn’t take a very long run.” 
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t need that much sleep,” Cary replied. “If she has the right mods, five hours is plenty.” 
 
    Saanvi nodded. “I suppose. Just seems weird, don’t you think? Nance has never mentioned an obsession with running before.” 
 
    Cary laughed and shook her head. “I’ve got enough on my mind to be tracking other people’s obsessions. Speaking of obsessions, I saw JP this morning. He asked how you were.” 
 
    “Stars, he’s been acting weird ever since he came aboard,” Saanvi muttered. 
 
    “Well, you know why, right?” 
 
    Saanvi met Cary’s eyes. “I may have been born a thousand years ago, but I’ve not lost my faculties yet. I can tell that he’s into me. Just wish he’d say something about it.” 
 
    “Well, you’re into him, too,” Cary replied. “Watching you two perform your awkward mating dance is going to give me greys. And my hair can’t even turn grey.” 
 
    “Mating dance?” Saanvi asked. “Jumping the gun a bit, aren’t you?” 
 
    Cary winked at her sister. “You and JP are made for each other. Everyone’s just feeling uncertain of themselves after the battle and all the changes since. JP didn’t think he’d join the academy, but after the attack, he felt like he had to.”  
 
    “He did it to be close to me,” Saanvi said, her eyebrows pinched with in annoyance. “Except now he won’t be close to me.” 
 
    “You’re hopeless. I’m going to have to go on a double date with you two, or something…” 
 
    “Who’s your date going to be?” 
 
    Cary shrugged. “I’ll bring Jill.” 
 
    Saanvi’s eyes widened. “I knew there was something between you and Jill!” 
 
    Cary almost spit out her juice. “No, Saanvi, Jill and I are friends. I’m not into anyone right now.” 
 
    <I’m all the woman she can handle,> Faleena said with a snicker. 
 
    “I believe that,” Saanvi replied. “You’ve been quiet this morning.” 
 
    <I’m already in class,> Faleena replied. <Major Ren of the TSF is teaching Crypto Algorithms of the Inner Stars. It’s fascinating stuff. Nance is there, too; she’s actually helped the Major a few times.> 
 
    “Really?” Saanvi asked. “I didn’t know she was an expert on that stuff.” 
 
    <I think she might know more than the major, but she’s being polite about it. She also knows more about the crypto that they use in the Orion Freedom Alliance.> 
 
    “I guess it makes sense,” Cary said. “She did spend nine years there. I bet we haven’t heard half of what went on during that trip.” 
 
    “You know, she and I spoke about getting together. Maybe we should do it next rest day,” Saanvi said. “I can reach out and confirm the date with her.” 
 
    Cary nodded before giving Saanvi a wink. “Yeah, and we can invite JP.” 
 
    Saanvi laughed. “Only if Jill comes, too.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    STEPPING OUT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.09.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: ISS IS 
 
    REGION: Edge of the Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
    Two days prior… 
 
      
 
    Elena truly believed that Sergeant Xener was a nice sort of man, as far as men went. He was courteous, didn’t yell at Elena, and even let her spend time with her wristcuffs disconnected when they were in the park.  
 
    Sergeant Arys did not share much of Xener’s kindness. It turned out that Arys’s brother had been a part of the team that had been in on the attack on the Galadrial—back before New Canaan had been invaded—and though he had survived, serious injuries took him some weeks to recover from. 
 
    Arys seemed to think that Elena was personally responsible for her brother’s pain and trauma—even though Elena’s focus had been on a successful infiltration, not on harming the ISF soldiers who were on her side. 
 
    Well, I also made sure to leave the back door open for Colonel Kent…. 
 
    When Elena thought about it in that context, she was somewhat responsible for Arys’s brother’s injuries.  
 
    At least Xener balanced Arys out—though Elena was certain Arys chided him constantly for it over the Link. Xener had the look of a henpecked man whenever Arys was near. 
 
    Despite that, Elena was allowed some amount of freedom as she roamed the Prairie Park on the I2. She enjoyed the tall grass that seemed to stretch on forever—an illusion aided by the holoprojections on the distant bulkheads, and by the holographic sky overhead.  
 
    Not that the park was small. At over two square kilometers in size, it gave ample range for its population of deer, rabbits, gophers, snakes, and the pair of cougars that roamed its expanse. 
 
    Elena delighted in seeing the cougars when she got a chance. To her knowledge, the I2 carried the only natural-line cougars in existence—which is to say that they were not reconstituted from stored DNA. These fine mammals had been carried in their mother’s wombs, in a line stretching back to the origins of the species.  
 
    It occurred to Elena that such was the exception, not the norm. The Intrepid was a rarity in that it had carried the vast majority of its animal population as live creatures. Few colony ships had possessed the room to carry millions of living animals along with their colonists. 
 
    She slowed and sat on a bench near a rock outcropping that the male cougar sometimes sunned himself on. The animals couldn’t see the people—so long as they didn’t get too close—so it was possible to observe them in their natural habitat. Well, as natural as a park on a starship could be. 
 
    Xener wandered ahead a half-dozen meters and leaned against a boulder, while Arys stopped in the middle of the path and stared at every shrub and blade of grass as though it may have possessed lethal intent.  
 
    To be honest, neither of the guards were really necessary. With the cuffs and the collar, Elena couldn’t go anywhere without the Intrepid’s systems being able to track her. She was certain that somewhere, that interminable Bob was watching as well.  
 
    Thinking of the Intrepid’s AI made Elena wonder what had become of Jutio, her old AI. He had spoken to her only once after her betrayal, infuriated that she had managed to fool him so fully.  
 
    She felt bad about that. Some of the things she’d had to do to him to ensure that he would never know her true purpose had been difficult, but she had believed in what she was doing. 
 
    I’m sorry, Jutio, she said in her mind—though there was no one there to communicate with anymore. It’s for the greater good. Tomlinson was vile, and his Transcend was corrupt. You have to have seen that.  
 
    She sat in the silence, the absence in her mind deafening.  
 
    Moments like these, she wondered if she had made the right choice. She had felt so certain she could convince Sera of her father’s evil—that they could lead a rebellion and re-form the Transcend as one single alliance with Praetor Kirkland at its head. 
 
    She had half succeeded—though her efforts hadn’t been required to show Sera that her father was worse than scum. But rather than rush to Elena’s side, Sera had fallen in with Tanis and…well, she had no idea what they were up to anymore.  
 
    Tanis was an enigma, as well. She seemed to like the idea of simple living, of having dirt under her nails and straw in her hair, but she was barely human anymore—though she looked it on the outside. She was more machine and enhanced biology than natural flesh and blood. And then there was the thing in her mind.  
 
    Elena did recognize the incongruity of her logic. She had loved having Jutio in her mind, and though Orion didn’t eschew having internal AI, they didn’t exactly smile upon it either. 
 
    But Tanis and Angela were anathema to their own Phobos Accords—which they purported to adhere to so strictly.  
 
    Elena sighed. What she really yearned for was access to the Link again. Being trapped in her own mind was so restrictive; she had only her thoughts, the odd exchange with a guard, and her irregular visits from Sera. 
 
    The I2’s detention center—prison, really—had been accommodating in that regard, providing her with printed books. It was the only way she could read with her Link disabled and access to technology restricted. It was an experience she found rather enjoyable, even if it was strange to read words that were fixed on the page and could not move.  
 
    To think that the pages of a printed book would contain just one set of information—and only that set, for their entire existence—was something that felt abnormal to Elena.  
 
    Though, it was what Orion sought, was it not? A simpler existence for humanity; a slow-down where equilibrium could be achieved.  
 
    In her voracious consumption of literature, she’d found a swatch of ancient books she’d never heard of by a man named Stephen King. Some were just weird, but many were amazing. She’d read one called ‘The Stand’ three times thus far during her incarceration, reveling in the flavor of ancient Earth that it provided. 
 
    As she sat on the bench, lost in her thoughts, Elena finally saw Arys turn away, distracted by a doe and fawn walking by. She glanced at Xener, who was also watching the animals with a small smile on his face.  
 
    She slowly reached a hand behind the seat of the bench, feeling for the packet that her mysterious benefactor had told her would be present.  
 
    Elena had almost missed the message telling her to check the bench. It had been embedded in the forewords of the last three books she’d read; an obscure code, but one she’d studied in The Hand’s academy.  
 
    The possibility that the coded message was a setup had occurred to her, but Elena had determined there was nothing to lose; the New Canaan colony did not have a death penalty. The worst they’d do is order continued incarceration and maybe stasis for a few hundred years. 
 
    Her hand slipped over something sharp, and Elena resisted the urge to suck in a breath when her finger was cut. With her limited internal nano—courtesy of the control exerted by the cuffs and collar—she couldn’t tell if the cut was the delivery mechanism, or just an accident. 
 
    Then she felt a change inside her, and a message came to her mind.  
 
    <If you can hear me, then the localized relay is working. You can’t transmit, but nod if you’re receiving this.> 
 
    Elena nodded slowly. 
 
    <Good. The cougars, deer, and an obliging black bear are going to attack your guards in thirty seconds. The instant that happens, I want you to make a run for the large rock behind you to the left. There’s a hidden service door behind it. The latch to open it is a branch wedged into a crevice on the rock.> 
 
    Elena nodded again then looked up at the sky, wondering how her liberator was going to deal with the tracking mechanisms in the cuffs and collar. Not to mention the fact that Bob could probably see everything on the ship at once. 
 
    She took slow, steady breaths, counting down the seconds. 
 
    Then the doe and fawn charged Arys. 
 
    Elena would have loved nothing more than to watch, but she knew that time was of the essence. She leapt over the bench and found the rock with the stick protruding from it. Elena dashed over and pulled the lever, and the rock slid aside.  
 
    Even if I get caught, this is a hell of a lot more fun than my usual daily activities. 
 
    She nearly gasped as she passed herself coming out of the opening, but then smiled with delight. A clone wouldn’t stand up to close scrutiny, but it would be enough to fool Dumb and Dumber out there for a while. 
 
    Once inside, with the door carefully latched shut, she raced down a short flight of steps and into a storage room.  
 
    <Strip,> the voice said, and Elena wordlessly complied. <Third rack, second shelf.> 
 
    Elena looked where the voice indicated, and spotted a canister of the same stealth armor she had worn during the assault on the Galadrial. She grabbed the canister and pressed it to her chest, shivering as the armor flowed across her skin. When it reached the cuffs and collar, they flashed red and then disconnected, falling to the floor. 
 
    “Handy,” Elena said aloud as the armor flowed over her head, covering her in its thin layer of protection and stealth. 
 
    <Quiet. The armor won’t mask verbal utterances; don’t transmit responses. Receive only.> 
 
    Elena nodded again, uncertain if the speaker could see her.  
 
    <OK, now you need to get to the A1 Dock and board the Aegeus. It leaves for Kapalicarsi Station above Alexandria in one hour.> 
 
    Elena almost responded with incredulity. There were easily tens of thousands of systems, planets, stations, and cities named Alexandria, but she only knew of one with a ‘Kapalicarsi’ above it.  
 
    They were in Scipio, her old stomping grounds. 
 
    Elena nodded again and followed the route toward the docks that was highlighted over her vision.  
 
    This is going to be fun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    RETROSPECTIVE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Guest Suites 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Outside Diana’s private audience rooms, a woman waited for Tanis, Sera, and Petra with an impassive gaze on her face.  
 
    “The Empress has informed me that you are to be guests of the palace. She wishes you to stay nearby so that she may have further conversations with you at her leisure.” 
 
    “Thank you, Chimellia,” Petra said. “Please lead the way.” 
 
    Chimellia nodded and turned to lead them down the corridor. They passed a pair of Scipian Palace Guards stationed at a security arch before Tanis caught sight of Flaherty and the High Guard waiting for them. 
 
    <Tanis,> Major Valerie said with visible relief. <We got your updates, but the palace guards have been none too accommodating.> 
 
    <Yeah, the empress isn’t happy with us right now, either,> Tanis admitted. <We’re to be billeted here in the palace. I believe the suite will be large enough for all of us.> 
 
    <Excellent,> Valerie said as she fell in beside Sera. “President Sera, I trust you are well?” she asked aloud.  
 
    “I am,” Sera replied. “Looking forward to relaxing for a bit.” 
 
    “You’ll need to prepare for the party tomorrow,” Chimellia said over her shoulder. “The empress has just sent word that you’re to attend.” 
 
    “The party?” Petra asked. “The Celebration of the Seven Suns?” 
 
    “Petra, don’t pretend you don’t know what it is. You’ve pestered me for months to get on the invite list,” Chimellia replied.  
 
    “And you told me that it was full,” Petra answered with a small pout.  
 
    <I wonder if she’s been here too long,> Sera said to Tanis in private. <That’s a lot of excitement for some dance.> 
 
    <I hope we don’t have to wear fancy dresses. I don’t wear dresses to parties anymore,> Tanis replied.  
 
    Chimellia shrugged. “Well, it just got un-full. Though the empress does not seem happy…” 
 
    “Was it the shattering glass that gave it away?” Petra asked dryly. 
 
    Chimellia snorted. “If I had a credit for every time she broke something…it still wouldn’t come close to paying for everything she breaks in just one outburst.” 
 
    <Diana didn’t strike me as a petulant woman,> Sera said.  
 
    <She has a lot of stresses in her life and very few outlets,> Petra replied.  
 
    Sera raised an eyebrow. <Oh, yeah? Is that what you were? An outlet?> 
 
    <This was in my reports. You knew that I had seduced Diana.> 
 
    <I didn’t,> Tanis replied. <Though it became obvious, shortly into our meeting.> 
 
    Sera’s mental avatar wore a glower as it regarded Petra. <We’ll finish this conversation once we’ve arrived at our suites.> 
 
    Tanis considered Chimellia’s words about Diana’s outbursts and wondered how much of Diana’s performance was real and how much was feigned. Dealing with these sorts of personalities reminded her of her time as Victoria’s Lieutenant Governor, and of times prior in the Terran Space Force, where she often had to manage her superiors to get the results she needed. 
 
    ‘Tiresome’ was too kind a word for it. 
 
    She was thankful that the colony at New Canaan had felt much more cooperative—though its establishment hadn’t been without its personality conflicts.  
 
    <Such is our lot in life,> Angela said. <If either of us were the types to sit back and see where the chips naturally fell, I think things would have been much different.> 
 
    <But what if we didn’t like where the chips fell?> Tanis asked. 
 
    <Exactly,> Angela replied.  
 
    <So what do you think?> Tanis asked Angela. 
 
    <I think that Diana does have real feelings for Petra—more than she should, and she knows it. A woman in her position, especially with the political structure of the empire, can have no friends. At least none she trusts implicitly.> 
 
    Tanis nodded. <Makes me glad that New Canaan’s leadership is so close-knit.> 
 
    <And Sera should thank the stars that she has you to rely on.> 
 
    Tanis hadn’t considered it from Sera’s angle. She knew that Sera felt scared of the responsibility; her attempts to pass it off to Finaeus—and Tanis—were only half joking at best.  
 
    <I should do better at supporting her. She has a lot of weight on her shoulders.> 
 
    <You’re not a bad friend, Tanis. You just tend toward…extreme bluntness. I think you’ve mistaken it for a sport.> 
 
    They arrived at their suites, and by some miracle of porter magic, their luggage had beat them to the rooms—even though they had only been assigned a few minutes prior. Chimellia gave them a brief tour, noting where ‘the help’—aka, the soldiers—could sleep, and showing them the four rooms the women had to choose from. 
 
    “Will you stay with us here?” Sera asked Petra once Chimellia left. 
 
    “I think so. If Diana summons us, I wouldn’t want to keep her waiting.” 
 
    “Good call,” Tanis said.  
 
    “So,” Sera said as she stood at the window, staring out over the gardens below. “Would you like to elaborate on what exactly went on in there? Diana took this a lot more personally than I would have expected.” 
 
    Petra strode to the suite’s bar and grabbed a glass, which she filled with vodka before replying. “It started off innocently enough—I mean, as innocent as it could be for two women who were obviously using one another.” 
 
    “I know how you were using her, but how was she using you?” Tanis asked. 
 
    Petra shrugged. “She needed some personal time. My representation of a group so far from Scipio meant that I had fewer aspirations. There was a feeling of…freedom in our interactions. I asked for little and gave a lot. It was refreshing for her.” 
 
    “But it turned into something more for her?” Sera asked. 
 
    “As much as it could,” Petra replied. “She could never be seen publicly having a dalliance with me. I’m too far beneath her station. I think that was part of the enjoyment; we both knew nothing could ever come of it. But what she did get from me was an ear and a distinct lack of expectations.” 
 
    “Sounds like standard fare,” Tanis replied. “But she placed more trust in you than she should have?” 
 
    “Well,” Petra said with a shrug. “If I’d been who I said I was, then her level of trust was fine. Since I’m not….” 
 
    “She feels more betrayed than she would if you two had not become so emotionally invested in one another,” Sera finished for her. “Don’t try to deny it. I saw the hurt in your eyes when she summarily dismissed you.” 
 
    Petra downed her drink in one gulp and slammed her elbows onto the bar, burying her face in her hands. “I know, Sera, OK? I know. I fucked up. I got too close to the asset. I knew it then, too, I just…” She looked up at Sera, her eyes pleading. “I just needed a goddamn connection to someone, OK? This job, all the bullshit, I don’t even know who I am anymore. Diana grounded me as much as I grounded her.” 
 
    Sera leaned against the window where she stood and nodded. “I get that. I really do, Petra. But when that happens, you know it’s time for a new assignment—after a few years off, to get to know yourself again. It’s as much my fault as yours—I should have spotted the signs.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, what’s done is done,” Petra replied. “What are we going to do now?” 
 
    “With you, or with Diana?” Sera asked.  
 
    “I was going to say with Diana, but I guess we’re part and parcel of the same problem, aren’t we?” 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Tanis said. “We have what she wants. This was the first step of the negotiations; soon we begin feeling out concessions.” 
 
    “Then what’s on the table?” Petra asked, straightening and pouring herself another drink—just two fingers this time.  
 
    “No picotech. At all,” Tanis said. “That never leaves New Canaan.” 
 
    “What about your nanotech?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Some,” Tanis granted. “As much as we’ve given the Transcend—though that won’t be my initial offer. We’ll also give her stealth tech that should beat anything the Hegemony has—though I hate doing that. It feels like arming a future enemy.” 
 
    “Any time one forms an alliance like this, that’s the risk,” Sera told her as she walked to one of the chairs and fell into it. 
 
    Tanis looked back at Major Valerie and the three High Guard troops who were scanning the room for listening devices. “How we looking?” she asked. 
 
    “There were a few,” Valerie replied. “But nothing that our standard package hadn’t blocked the moment we came in. It’s the minor leagues here.” 
 
    “Don’t get lax,” Sera warned. “We know that Orion has BOGA agents in Scipio.” 
 
    “Ten, that I know of,” Petra added. “Though I’ve put four into positions that keep them from hearing anything. Of the other six, one does have palace access; though for them to have this room tapped already, they would have had to turn a large number of porters, or Chimellia.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me,” Flaherty said. “Woman’s cold.” 
 
    “Diana trusts her completely,” Petra replied. 
 
    “So?” Flaherty asked. “She trusted you, too.” 
 
    A small grimace fluttered across Petra’s lips. “Good point.” 
 
    <Ma’am,> Major Valerie said privately to Tanis. <I just got an alert that was encrypted within our status channel with the Aegeus. Elena has escaped the I2.> 
 
    <When?> Tanis asked. 
 
    <They believe she may have made it to the Aegeus before it left. Passing you what details they sent.> 
 
    “Well, this just got a lot more fun,” Tanis said aloud. “Sera, we need to assume that Elena is on Alexandria.” 
 
    “Whoa, hey, what?” Sera sputtered, and Tanis hid a smile as Sera’s entire body turned red for a moment. 
 
    Petra, on the other hand, did not withhold comment.  
 
    “What? You brought her along?” 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not what matters.” Sera slumped against the window, pressing a hand against her cheek. “If Elena is on Alexandria, we have to assume that she’ll try to sync up with a local Orion agent. Will she know who they are?” 
 
    Petra shrugged and threw her hands in the air. “Not that I know of, but she was turned ages ago. She may know the Orion spies I do, or she may know others that I’ve never uncovered.” 
 
    “Good point,” Sera acknowledged.  
 
    “They think she has the new Mark X FlowArmor,” Valerie added. “They found an empty canister in Prairie Park.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Sera shook her head. “This is my fault for being a big sap.” 
 
    “Saps all around today, it would seem,” Tanis said. “You’d think we were all human or something.” 
 
    Petra snorted a laugh. “I’m reaching out to my network. We’ll get ears to the ground.” 
 
    “Captain Sheeran is performing a bow-to-stern active sweep of the Aegeus; they’ll alert us to anything they find,” Major Valerie added.  
 
    “I’ll go meet with some people,” Flaherty said as he pushed himself off the wall and ambled toward the door. 
 
    “You have local contacts?” Petra asked, surprise unmasked on her face. “Do you think they’re trustworthy?” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” Flaherty replied as he left the suite. 
 
    “Just as talkative as always,” Petra said with a slow shake of her head. “He’s not going to screw anything up is he?” 
 
    “He’s the last one of us that would ever mess up,” Sera assured her. “It’s like he’s built out of success.” 
 
    “Just to put it out there, we don’t tell Diana yet,” Tanis said. “We haven’t gotten to the whole civil war bit yet. Let’s get that past her before we compound it with double agents, and the rest of the BOGA versus The Hand business.” 
 
    “It’s such a stupid name,” Petra said. 
 
    “Blame Finaeus,” Sera said. “He’s on the I2, and I imagine if all this goes well, we’ll bring it insystem. You can chide him for his naming conventions in person.” 
 
    “The what?” Petra asked.  
 
    Tanis laughed. “I keep forgetting that we’ve done all this at breakneck speed. The I2 is the first of the Intrepid Class warships that we’ve built. Except, in its case, it actually is the Intrepid. Just upgraded.” 
 
    “You never told me you were building more of them,” Sera accused. “Or did you? I think I would have remembered that.” 
 
    Tanis glanced at Petra. “As you can see, we are all running on very little sleep.” She looked to Sera. “I don’t think I brought it up in person. It was in the outline of the fleet buildout that we’re going to do now that the Grey Wolf Star resources are hitting New Canaan. I want to have at least one hundred of them in three years.” 
 
    “One hundred…” Petra whispered. “Sorry, that really drives the scope home. A single ship that size is worth a fleet.” 
 
    “Plus it carries a fleet,” Tanis added. 
 
    “And fifty thousand fighter craft,” Sera supplied.  
 
    “Why do you need allies, again?” Petra asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Because defenses are best performed by the people who live in a given place. If we come in and fight for them, they hate us and feel lorded over,” Tanis replied. 
 
    “I know, Tanis,” Petra replied. “It was rhetorical.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “It’s only midmorning,” Sera said. “Why don’t we order some food, carb up, and then figure out what our next move is?” 
 
    “We should go out tonight, too,” Petra said. “It would be unusual for the president to come here and hole up in her suites all night. No one passes up on an opportunity to see the world-city.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Later, after they had eaten, and Petra had retired to her room for a brief rest, Tanis approached Sera. She was sitting on one of the chairs, looking out the window. 
 
    “Sure is a lot going on,” Tanis said as she sat in the chair next to Sera. “Forming a new government, alliances, fleets…” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Sera replied with a nod. “I’ve been sitting here reviewing new candidates for building the administration. Right now, I’m looking over Chancellor Alma’s record—the one from Vela.” 
 
    “Right, I remember Greer mentioning her,” Tanis replied. “I don’t know how you’re managing, Sera, but you’re doing a great job. I see the messages you’ve been sending to Khardine over the QuanComms. It’s substantial.” 
 
    “Imagine if we didn’t have those? We’d have to relay to a jump gate and then send from there.” 
 
    “Earnest is a godsend,” Tanis agreed. “Though he also created half this mess. He invented the pico and the Intrepid’s ramscoop and half the other stuff that everyone is fighting over.” 
 
    “Good point. Though without that, we’d never have met, Tanis.” 
 
    A smile stretched across Tanis’s face to hear Sera say that. She was right. Everyone in Tanis’s life that meant so much to her had come into it after she joined the Intrepid’s mission. Her time before, back in Sol…it seemed almost like a dream. 
 
    She didn’t want to imagine a life without Joe, her daughters, Jessica, Sera, Bob, and a thousand other dear friends. In fact, Angela was the only person she knew now from her old life. And even then, they would have been separated after another decade or so.  
 
    In a way, I owe Earnest Redding everything. What a strange thought. 
 
    “Meeting you was one of the most serendipitous events in my life,” Tanis said in response to Sera’s statement. “And I’ve had a lot of those.” 
 
    “That you have,” Sera said with a soft chuckle. 
 
    Tanis took a deep breath. She had come to Sera to tell her something that she knew her friend would not want to hear, but she had to start the conversation at some point; now was as good a time as any. 
 
    “Sera, while you’re vetting all these candidates, you should consider vetting a new AI.” 
 
    There, it was out. Tanis braced for the storm. 
 
    “Seriously, Tanis? You pick now to bring that up?” Sera asked.  
 
    <Not too bad,> Angela commented. <I was expecting her to take a swing at you.> 
 
    <We’re not done talking yet,> Tanis replied. 
 
    “We don’t really have a lot of ‘good times’,” Tanis replied. “There’s always shit going on.” 
 
    “It’s too soon. I’ve not healed yet from Helen’s removal. Physically or mentally.” 
 
    “I doubt the former, but I believe the latter. Still, I think you need to get another AI—one that can help you. Both in getting past what Helen did to you, and in running things.” 
 
    Sera placed her hands over her face and then ran them through her hair. “Thank you for your advice, Tanis. I need to think on this. Is that enough for now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tanis replied, reaching out and taking Sera’s hand. “I’m always here for you, Sera. I have your back. No matter what, we’re going to get through this.” 
 
    “Or die trying?” Sera asked with a wan smile as she met Tanis’s eyes. 
 
    “Core, no,” Tanis replied, a grin on her lips. “That’s for our enemies to do.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    ALTERNATIVES 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Guest Suites 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phillip reviewed the missive with dismay. Not only had Petra disregarded the warnings from the Directorate on Airtha, she had taken the pretender to meet with the empress. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she had somehow let a double agent loose in the city. 
 
    The information as to how Elena had escaped custody was not in the packet, but both the Directorate, and the pretender’s government on Khardine had flagged the former agent as having gone rogue and working for Orion. 
 
    That Elena had changed sides did not surprise Phillip overmuch. The woman had several unexplained absences in her past; she always had excuses, but they had never seemed to add up for him.  
 
    He considered his options. Of the local agents, he had only reached out to two that he was certain would not side with Petra. The rest were too close to her—trapped in her thrall, to his mind. 
 
    That was how Petra worked—she was a master manipulator. Her every word was constructed to endear you to her and make you desire to do her bidding.  
 
    But Phillip had long-since seen through her façade. 
 
    The woman was weak, a petty shell of a thing that lived off the servitude of others. That she had retained her position on Alexandria as head of regional operations was only due to her fucking the empress. 
 
    Granted, she had drawn a large store of intel from the woman, and had more than a little success influencing the direction of Scipio—but she had utterly failed to stop the empress’s drive into Silstrand, and Tanis Richards’s nanotech had yet to be secured from S&H Defensive Armaments.  
 
    And now Diana’s knowledge of that nanotech threatened to destroy the fragile peace that had been growing amongst the fringe nations between Scipio and Silstrand.  
 
    A peace that Phillip had spent decades working on. 
 
    Of course, Peter Rhoads and his fleet of purists weren’t helping. That landed at Petra’s feet, as well. The operation to assassinate Peter Rhoads had been stalled for years. If I had been running that op, the spindly old man would have been dead before he even launched his crusade. 
 
    Petra’s packet had not revealed the identity of her current guests, but back channels were abuzz with the warship that had docked on Kapalicarsi—a ship with a very distinct design. Not only that, but Phillip had managed to get eyes on Petra’s guests while they were moving through the palace. 
 
    It had been none other than the pretender herself.  
 
    This was a golden opportunity, and not one that Phillip was going to waste. If he could capture or kill either of those two, he would win great favor with Airtha and the Directorate. That Petra’s tenure—and probably life—would then be at its end was just the icing on the cake. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    INVESTIGATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: The Palisades, Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Following their dinner with Nance, Cary and Saanvi decided to forgo the maglev and walk through the station hub on their way back to Ring Three.  
 
    Neither spoke for the first few minutes. Then Cary blurted out, <Did we jump the gun? I don’t want to start some sort of crazy inquiry till we know more.> 
 
    <Me either,> Saanvi replied. <But she lied to us about where she was. If it was official business, she could have said so, and we wouldn’t have pushed—which means it isn’t on the books.> 
 
    Cary shook her head. <Unless her official business was ‘looking good while out for a run’, she wasn’t up to anything of the sort.> 
 
    <You two are overlooking the most obvious answer,> Faleena said. <Which is surprising for Saanvi, given how much she thinks about JP.> 
 
    <Fal!> Saanvi exclaimed, and Cary glanced at her sister to see her reddening. 
 
    <I don’t know…Nance isn’t some lovesick pup like Sahn here. She’s over sixty years old. Well past boy-chasing age, right?> Cary asked.  
 
    <I’m not chasing after JP! Have you seen me doing any chasing lately?> 
 
    Faleena chuckled in their minds. <Have you considered that maybe that’s a part of the problem?> 
 
    <What problem?> Saanvi groused. 
 
    <OK, Sahn,> Cary said with a small grin. <We’ll cut you some slack, but I feel like JP may be too nervous to make the first move with you. Happens sometimes. Doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong.> 
 
    Saanvi threw her arms in the air and let out a cry of frustration. “Can we keep this conversation on track? 
 
    Cary giggled. “Sorry, you’re such an easy target.” 
 
    <OK, so while you two were driving each other up the wall—> 
 
    <No, Cary’s been driving me up the wall, I’ve done no driving,> Saanvi interrupted. 
 
    <Right, whatever,> Faleena continued. <Anyway, I did a little snooping on Nance—nothing that will raise any alarms. I have some discretionary access to station surveillance to help keep an eye out for trouble, and—> 
 
    <What does that mean?> Cary interrupted her younger sister. <’Discretionary access to surveillance’? And why do you have it?> 
 
    <Uhhh…It’s part of what Moms made sure I had, so I could keep an eye out for you two.> 
 
    <Really? They gave it to you, and not me?> Saanvi sputtered.  
 
    Faleena shrugged in their minds. <I guess they figured that you’d get access your own way, Sahn.> 
 
    <How is it that I’m the straight-laced one here?> Cary asked, her mouth open in surprise as she stared at Faleena in her mind. <I’ve just been trying to fly under the radar and not have anyone come down on me for all my past misdeeds.> 
 
    <OK, back on track.> Faleena said. <I was able to pull logs of Nance’s activity. She’s on a preapproved list of people I can access, since she interacts with us.> 
 
    <Wow, we have a preapproved spy list!> Saanvi interrupted. <Can I get in on that?> 
 
    <Sahn, can I finish what I’m trying to say? Seriously. They’re right about youngest sisters, no one ever lets them talk.> 
 
    Cary held back a snicker and glanced at Saanvi’s mollified look out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    <Uh, sorry. Go ahead, Fal,> Saanvi said quietly. 
 
    <OK, anyway, she went down to Savannah Park, and was there for over five hours.> 
 
    Cary shrugged. <Maybe she took a nap.> 
 
    <Does anyone think that Nance is the sort who would take a nap in a park?> Saanvi asked. <She’s probably spent less than a year planetside her entire life.> 
 
    Cary shrugged. <Good point, I guess.> 
 
    <That’s not the suspicious part,> Faleena added. <Parts of the monitoring in the park were offline after they took damage from a live-fire exercise earlier in the day. There’s no record of Nance for nearly the entire time she was at the park.> 
 
    Cary’s eyes met Saanvi’s and the sisters frowned.  
 
    <This is getting to be a lot of layered coincidence,> Cary admitted.  
 
    <I’m going to start keeping an eye on her,> Faleena said. <I’ll let you two know if anything comes up.> 
 
    Cary nodded. It felt wrong to spy on Nance; she was one of their mother’s friends, plus she had gone above and beyond for New Canaan. But they couldn’t ignore evidence because of that. By the same token, they couldn’t alert any authorities—such as their father—until they had something more concrete. 
 
    <OK,> Cary said. <But be circumspect. I really hope it turns out to be nothing.> 
 
    <Me too,> Saanvi added. 
 
    <I’ll be the very essence of circumspection.> 
 
    Cary hoped so. She also hoped it was nothing at all—but the feeling in her gut was telling her otherwise. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE UNSINKABLE RESTAURANT 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.11.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Guest Suites 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a light meal and lengthy discussions regarding what concessions they’d be willing to make to Diana, the three women and their guards left the suite and walked through the palace to a nearby shuttle pad. 
 
    Flaherty had called in to let them know he was still beating the bushes, but had developed some leads on where Elena might go. Additionally, Tanis had received another packet from the I2, where Terry—who now headed up the SOC with her new rank of colonel—had determined that there were at least two accomplices in Elena’s escape.  
 
    Terry didn’t have IDs yet, but she reported that the traces on the Mark X FlowArmor canister did not align with those of the person who had tampered with the animals’ behavior control implants.  
 
    The news was troubling, to say the least, but Tanis had expected issues with the non-ISF crew aboard the ship. Though I hadn’t expected a jailbreak to be the first major incident. 
 
    She put it out of her mind as best she could. No one—apart from Bob, who was also on the case—knew the I2 better than Terry. If there was a trail to be found, and Tanis was certain that there was, Terry would find it.  
 
    At this point, the how was far less important than the what.  
 
    As in, what would Elena do? 
 
    <My vote is that she’ll sabotage the alliance at some point,> Angela said. <A Khardine-Scipio connection will strengthen Sera’s position more than any other action, so it is the best plan to stop.> 
 
    <Thank you, Miss Obvious,> Tanis replied. <Are there any other certainties you’d like to point out?> 
 
    <Just thinking out loud, here,> Angela replied, seemingly unperturbed by Tanis’s ire. <Unless she has contacts who have an in with the empress, we can rule out an in-person meet.> 
 
    <Agreed,> Tanis replied. <Petra was sleeping with the empress, and it was still a cosmic act for her to get us in to see Diana with five days’ notice.> 
 
    <So, then, who would most strongly oppose an alliance, and have the means to do so? If we were going to sabotage such a thing, that would be my suggestion for where to start: find the opposition, and strengthen them.> 
 
    Tanis had spent days reviewing the political structure of the Scipio Empire, but it was, at best, a morass. A thousand star systems broken into quadrants, then regions, then provinces, and within those provinces, individual systems. There was a federal senate and a legislature, an elected prime minister, prelates, and, of course, the empress. Power was not distributed evenly, either. There were leaders of provinces that seemed to have more political clout than leaders of sectors, though it seemed that the four quadrant prelates were supreme over their underlings.  
 
    She wasn’t surprised that the empress so often felt harried and under attack. She probably was. 
 
    <Petra. If there was a quadrant prelate who would oppose a Transcend alliance and be more amicable to an Orion viewpoint, who would that be? My admittedly quick analysis points to Prelate Ryse.> 
 
    They reached the door to the shuttle pad as Petra replied, <Ryse? No, but I can see why you’d think that. He likes to pander to the salt-of-the-earth types along the rimward edge of the Empire, but he also supports almost any tech research he can, drawing those types into the coreward side of his quadrant. He’s also been making huge pushes toward the southern edge of the galactic disk. Down there, some of his provinces directly abut Hegemony states.> 
 
    <Then he’d be all for anything that would strengthen Scipio against the Hegemony,> Tanis replied.  
 
    <Absolutely. He’ll make a show of grudgingly going along with it, though. Where are you going with this?> Petra asked. 
 
    <I’m looking at which of the prelates Elena might approach. Then we can watch to see if their position changes, strengthens, and if they work harder to get Diana’s ear.> 
 
    <I have an informant in Chimellia’s offices,> Petra said. <I don’t know that Elena would make a play for one of the prelates, but you never know. She could at least have contacts with someone who has the ear of a prelate.> 
 
    <My money is on Fiona,> Sera said. <She all but openly hates Diana, and would do anything to weaken her—even if it meant weakening the Empire.> 
 
    <Politics, so much fun,> Tanis commented dryly. 
 
    <I like politics,> Petra said. 
 
    <If you offer Petra the Transcend presidency, I’ll slap you,> Tanis said privately to Sera as they waited for the High Guard to clear the shuttle before they boarded. 
 
    Sera laughed in response. <I wouldn’t do it. She might say ‘yes’. Have you noticed that? I never really expect Finaeus, or you, for that matter, to actually take the reins. It’s just my way of expressing how hard this is—though I recognize I need a new way to get that across.> 
 
    <Yes, yes you do.> Tanis replied before asking on the group’s net, <So what about Fiona, then? Think she’d try to sabotage our efforts here?> 
 
    <I wouldn’t put it past her,> Petra agreed. <Once we get Diana on board, we’re going to have to deal with Fiona one way or another, whether or not Elena has her ear.> 
 
    Major Valerie ducked her head out of the shuttle and nodded to the trio of women that their transportation was secure, and they filed in with two of the High Guard bringing up the rear.  
 
    <I have to admit, I rather like having your guards about to check things over,> Petra said as they boarded. <I usually have to sneak people around to do things.> 
 
    <You may have to get used to it,> Sera said.  
 
    <What do you mean?> Petra asked with lowered brow. 
 
    <Petra, if we forge an alliance with Scipio, who do you think the Transcend’s representative will be?> 
 
    Petra looked confused as she took her seat, and then barked a laugh. “Wow,” she said aloud. “It never even occurred to me that it would be me. Up until now, I assumed that I would just get transferred to another post and a real ambassador would be assigned.” 
 
    “It’ll give you a reprieve from all the cloak and dagger stuff,” Tanis said as the shuttle took off. “Well, some of it, at least.” 
 
    “I suppose that I could really be myself then, too. Petra of the Transcend, representative of the Khardine Government. Sounds good to say it. Though I may slip up once or twice and say ‘Miriam League’.” 
 
    “You? Slip up?” Sera asked with a raised eyebrow. “I know you too well to believe that. Every hair’s position on your head is calculated.” 
 
    “Well of course they are,” Petra said. “Half of them are transceiver antennas.” 
 
    “So where are we going?” Sera asked. “The Starview, the Subterra?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Petra replied. “I checked your records, Sera, and got us reservations for a place you’ve never been, but one that’s fit for a president.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Sera asked. “The Stellarium?” 
 
    “Better. The Oceanus.” 
 
    Sera frowned. “I’m not familiar with that one.” 
 
    “It’s new—well, relatively new. Opened up a decade ago.” 
 
    “They certainly like restaurants that start with ‘S’; glad to see they changed it up a bit,” Tanis observed. 
 
    “Tanis, to call these establishments ‘restaurants’ would be like calling a star a flashlight.” 
 
    “I’ll withhold judgment,” Tanis replied. “Alexandria is impressive, but none of you have seen the Cho. As big as your world-city is, if the Rings of Callisto were unwound and their levels placed side-by-side, they would be far larger than this place.” 
 
    “I would love to see the Cho someday,” Petra mused. “Perhaps when this is all over, and you two have conquered the galaxy, you can assign me to Sol. I’d love to see what’s there.” 
 
    “It’s all yours,” Tanis replied. “I have no intention of ever returning to that place.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” Sera advised. 
 
    “You should keep in mind,” Petra added, “much of Alexandria is over a thousand levels deep. Over four trillion human souls reside on this great sphere.” 
 
    “Four trillion?” Tanis couldn’t hide her amazement. “I take it back. This place may have the Cho beat.” 
 
    She gazed out the window at the never-ending city, wondering what it would be like to grow up in such a place. Perhaps not so different from the Cho; though here, there would be sky overhead—not just another ring and layers of sweeps wrapped around one another. 
 
    After several minutes, she could see a blue line in the distance, peeking out between a row of towers that stretched a dozen kilometers into the air.  
 
    “The Adrian Ocean,” Petra said as they passed between the massive spires and over the great blue expanse. Ships plied the water—some in it and some above it, moving between large floating islands drifting near the coast. 
 
    The shuttle continued across the open ocean until it came to a relatively small—at least compared to the endless sea around them—pad standing atop a wide shaft that disappeared beneath the waves.  
 
    “And here we are,” Petra said. “The Oceanus.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like much,” Tanis said with a smirk as the shuttle settled onto the pad. Valerie disembarked first with Sean, the only other one of the High Guard accompanying them before calling up that it was clear.  
 
    The pad was a simple affair, protected from the wind and crashing waves by a grav field. Shuttles dotted the surface, and Tanis estimated that three hundred of the craft could easily land on it. Possibly more if the cradles could stack.  
 
    In the center of the pad was a tall golden spire, and it was to that bright needle that Petra led them. At its entrance, a tall man in a long coat bowed graciously. “Madam President, my ladies, you are most welcome here this evening. I do hope you’ll enjoy everything the Oceanus has to offer.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sera said, as Petra led them into the spire.  
 
    Within was a single lift car, perfectly round, like a droplet of water floating in zero gravity.  
 
    The floor was a grav field, and Tanis felt her feet bounce slightly as she trod across its surface.  
 
    “Nice effect,” she said.  
 
    “Just wait,” Petra said with a grin. 
 
    Once the three women and the High Guard were all within the bubble, it dropped.  
 
    Tanis could only feel the slightest flutter in the pit of her stomach—courtesy of the inertial dampeners—but looking up, she watched the top of the golden spire disappear at an alarming rate.  
 
    “Well that’s one way to go down.” 
 
    “Express elevator to hell,” Major Valerie said quietly, citing the name FROD Marines gave to their drop pods.  
 
    Tanis peered out the sides of the bubble, noting that the golden shaft had either become translucent, or was gone altogether. The idea was slightly alarming, as thousands of kilograms of ocean water lay on the other side of the bubble. 
 
    “What’s that?” one of the Valerie asked.  
 
    Tanis looked to her right and saw a massive shadow pass by. For a moment, she thought she saw a four-meter eyeball blink at them, but then it was gone. 
 
    “That’s a kraken,” Petra said. “The big ones are over a hundred meters long. Some former ruler’s fancy, so I’m told. There are only a few thousand of them left, but Diana is not a fan, and has a program in place to reduce their numbers further.” 
 
    “Can’t say I blame her,” Sera said. “I bet when one of those things gets upset, or even mildly curious, they can wreak havoc.  
 
    Petra chuckled. “Yeah, havoc has been wreaked in the past. Sometimes they get in fights; when they do it near the shore, it makes a pretty serious mess.” 
 
    The bubble continued to descend. When Tanis’s augmented vision could finally make out the ocean floor, she estimated that they had reached a depth of seven kilometers.  
 
    Though there were low ridges along the floor on either side of the bubble—reflecting light from some unknown source—directly below, there was only darkness.  
 
    “We’ve another two klicks to go,” Petra announced. “Oceanus is at the bottom of the rift.” 
 
    “Quite the place to put a restaurant,” Sera said. “Though not as bad as the people out at Judas, who spent decades trying to put one inside a star.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Tanis asked. “How’d that go?” 
 
    Sera spread her hands wide and made a fizzling sound, eliciting a laugh from Petra. 
 
    Tanis could just barely make out the walls of the rift they were slipping into. On one side, she gauged the jagged stone to be thirty meters away, while on the other, the distance was closer to sixty. 
 
    As she watched the rock slide by, she began to notice more ambient light, and looked down to see a dim glow beneath them. The glow grew brighter until it became an elongated blob. The blob slowly resolved, becoming clearer, until Tanis knew its shape. 
 
    “It’s a sunken ship,” she said.  
 
    “Not just any sunken ship,” Petra corrected her. “The Oceanus; the great ocean liner from Terra in the nineteenth century.” 
 
    “The what?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “I thought you were from Sol?” Petra replied. “The Oceanus—the ship that could never be sunk, the one that went down on its maiden voyage. They replicated it down here.” 
 
    “I’m not an expert on that era of history,” Tanis said, “but I’m pretty sure there was no such ship.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Petra asked.  
 
    <Certainly not in the nineteenth century,> Angela said. <With some rare exceptions, ships were wooden in that age. This ship, however, is the Titanic.> 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    <Titanic, unsinkable ship, sailed from Southampton England in 1912. It struck an iceberg in the north Atlantic Ocean on the way to New York City,> Angela supplied. <It’s a rather tragic story; since they didn’t expect it to sink, it didn’t have enough lifeboats. A lot of people died in the waters.> 
 
    “Well that’s a rather melancholy thought as we descend with nine kilometers of water over our heads,” Sera said.  
 
    “Huh, I can’t believe they boned the backstory,” Petra shrugged. “Still, the place is amazing. It’s a lot bigger than the ship, too. Goes a long way back into the cliff.” 
 
    Now that they were closer, Tanis could see the great ship lying against the rift wall at a forty five degree angle. When the bubble reached the listing deck of the ship, it began to move laterally across the deck toward a set of doors that stood wide open, seemingly protected from the waters by a grav field.  
 
    As the bubble approached the doors, ‘down’ shifted so that the deck of the ship no longer appeared to be at an angle—though the cliffs above seemed to loom drunkenly overhead.  
 
    Movement to their right caught Tanis’s eye, and she saw a group of mermaids swim past. Their heads were together, and bubbles trailed from their noses as they cavorted around one another. 
 
    One with a long blue tail and luminescent pink hair swam toward their bubble and passed through its walls as though they were nonexistent. Even though it had passed from water into open air, the mermaid continued to swim, spinning around the group and laughing at their amazement.  
 
    “Welcome to the great Oceanus!” the mermaid said after she had made several loops around them. “Here, at the bottom of the sea, may your deepest desires come true!” 
 
    She flicked her tail against Tanis’s thighs, and caressed Sera’s arm before planting a kiss on Petra’s cheek.  
 
    Then the mermaid passed out of the bubble once more and joined her friends in twisting around one another in their sinuous dance. 
 
    “Well that’s not something you see every day,” Tanis said as she watched the mermaids disappear over the edge of the deck. “That looked like a permanent mod; not just the sort of thing you put on for work.” 
 
    “I imagine it is,” Petra replied. “Takes some amount of effort to get the a-grav generators in their tails, too—or so I’ve been told. Without the a-grav, the ocean would crush those poor women.” 
 
    “Easy on the eyes, though,” Sera said approvingly. “Did you notice that both the man up top and the mermaid had no small amount of double entendre in their greetings?” 
 
    “There’s a lot of fun behind closed doors down here, but it’s not required, and it’s not the main theme,” Petra assured them. “The food really is to die for, and the setting is amazing, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It really is,” Tanis agreed. “I’ve been a lot of places, but never this far beneath an ocean. It’s a tiny bit claustrophobic, but it also feels a bit like space.” 
 
    “A lot of people say that,” Petra replied with a nod. 
 
    By then the bubble had reached the doors, and they could see into the ship.  
 
    Two men stood at the top of the stairs and reached into the bubble. “My ladies,” one of them said. “Welcome to Oceanus. We’re so glad to have you with us this evening. Please step down into the ship.” 
 
    Valerie brushed past the two men and walked down the stairs first, peering about before nodding. Tanis had her nanocloud out, as well; she had no desire to be ambushed down here. She’d also set the nanoscopic bots to let her know if the air pressure changed, or if they heard anything that sounded like a leak.  
 
    Despite her annoying trepidation over being so far underwater, Tanis was determined to enjoy the evening. She realized that there had been almost no downtime since Elena’s arrival in New Canaan half a year ago. 
 
    Tonight, there was little she could do to drive any of her goals forward. She would enjoy herself like the attaché to the president she was supposed to be and push all her worries aside.  
 
    Once they were assembled at the bottom of the stairs, Tanis could see that they were standing on a landing above a vast open foyer. The glass above gave a view of the looming rift wall and the odd mermaid swimming by. Tanis noticed that there were more mermaids within, as well, swimming through the air around and cavorting above their heads, laughing as they went. 
 
    Petra led them down the curved staircase to the foyer’s floor, where other guests stood, drinking from fluted glasses while men and women whose bodies were half-snake—or perhaps eel—moved between them, offering hors d'oeuvres and refilling glasses.  
 
    “We’ll be called into one of the dining rooms when they’re ready for us,” Petra said. “I didn’t get to pick, since I booked so late. I nearly had to kill someone just to get an opening.” 
 
    “You didn’t, though, did you?” Sera asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Petra tittered. “Of course not.” <But I did have to make them very sick.> 
 
    A man slithered up to Tanis and hissed. “A drink, madam?” 
 
    “Brandy, straight,” Tanis replied and the man slithered on to the others, dutifully ignoring Valerie and Sean.  
 
    Tanis looked at the other people standing in the foyer and felt moderately underdressed. She wore only a simple black dress with brushed steel bands around her waist and above her breasts. Her hair was pinned back, since she couldn’t abide having it in her face, and her shoes were low and comfortable.  
 
    Sera was sheathed in black from neck to toe, with blue lights tracing slowly across her body in mesmerizing patterns. She was wearing towering heels, however, putting her a few centimeters above Tanis for once. Her hair was down and curling around her shoulders. 
 
    Petra was a vision in white in a thigh-length sheath dress, with her rose-colored legs peeking out before disappearing into white knee-high boots. Her arms were also rose in hue, ending in white gloves. Her normally dark hair was also rose-colored this evening, as were her lips and eyes.  
 
    The other patrons were a far more diversely dressed assemblage. Some were attired not much differently than Tanis or Sera, but many were in outfits—and modifications—so elaborate that they made the staff look positively normal by comparison. 
 
    <Is it just me, or do that man and woman over there look like desiccated corpses?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <It was a fad awhile back,> Petra replied. <Lasted all of five minutes, but some people haven’t gotten the message that it’s time to move on.>  
 
    Angela chortled. <Nice pun.> 
 
    <I can see his heart,> Tanis frowned. <I hope we’re not seated by them.> 
 
    <Are you looking for a spare?> Angela asked with a giggle but quelled it when Tanis glowered at her. <Sorry, you left it wide open. Damn, now I’m punning too!> 
 
    Sera directed a mental laugh at Tanis. <I could hug them and transfer my skin to protect your sensitive eyes.> 
 
    Tanis only sighed and shook her head in response.  
 
    <You can do that?> Petra asked. 
 
    Sera nodded. <Sure can. Did it to Elena…> 
 
    <I might have to hit you up for that,> Petra said. 
 
    <Stars, you’re like a plague, Sera,> Tanis laughed.  
 
    They only had to wait ten minutes before a chime came to the group over the Link. 
 
    “Oh, wow, we got the fire room!” Petra said. “You’re in for a real treat now. I didn’t tell you about this because I didn’t think we’d get it, but it’s going to blow you away.” 
 
    <Not keen on your choice of words,> Angela said with a smirk. 
 
    <Sorry,> Petra replied. <You’ll be very impressed.> 
 
    Petra led them though the crowd to a glowing red door, which a man—who looked like some sort of strange crustacean—opened with a bow. On the other side was a long, twisting staircase, which Valerie took the lead in descending. 
 
    Tanis saw a dull red glow below them and realized that the staircase was lowering as they descended, as though it were drilling down into the rock below. With the staircase speeding their descent, they reached the bottom in a minute. Then they stepped out onto a balcony looking out over a great crevasse.  
 
    There were only twelve tables on the balcony—three were occupied—and Tanis wove between them to look out over the edge. There was no railing, so she leaned over carefully. Her unaided vision could barely see the bottom, but as she cycled various modes, she realized that the deep gouge in the planet was over ten kilometers deep, and that at the bottom lay a lake of magma.  
 
    “The ocean floor above is just a plug,” Petra explained as she reached Tanis’s side. “In front of you is the Icanus Plate, and behind is the Homerian Plate.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Sera asked, her voice filled with awe. “We’re going to have our supper halfway through the planet’s crust, staring down at its mantle?” 
 
    “Is it good enough for Madam President?” Petra asked with a grin. 
 
    Sera laughed. “I suppose it will have to do.” 
 
    “Ahem,” came a voice from behind them. 
 
    Tanis turned to see a man who appeared to be made of basalt rock, on top of which flowed rivulets of lava. Even his eyes were red; streams of lava flowed from them down his face.  
 
    “Crap,” Sera said, and laughed. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Of course, Madam President. You may have your selection of tables this evening. Would you like to sit at the edge?” 
 
    “I sure would,” Sera replied, and the magma man led them to a table further down the balcony.  
 
    Tanis eased into her chair and looked down at the planet’s mantle far below. “Gotta say, this is a first. Granted, I’ve been deep inside of planets before, but never one with an active core.” 
 
    “Nice rhyme,” Sera said with a soft laugh. 
 
    Their server approached—a magma woman this time, and instead of hard angles and jutting rock, her body appeared to be completely molten, her form sinuous, and her voice sounding like hissing steam as she asked what they’d like to drink. 
 
    “It’s going to feel weird when we’re done here and we get back out into the shit,” Sera said after the woman left. 
 
    Tanis checked their nano-suppression before replying. “We travel around on a country-sized starship with almost one hundred square kilometers of parkland. We don’t really do normal, either.” 
 
    “Slumming it on the I2, that’s how I roll,” Sera snickered. 
 
    The three spoke of trivialities for a time, and then selected their appetizers while Valerie and Sean stood watch at either end of the balcony. Before long, all but one table had filled up, and their molten server returned to clear their plates.  
 
    “Would you like to sssselect your nexsst coursssse now?” 
 
    Tanis had considered a dish called ‘the mermaid tail’, but a part of her worried that they might actually cut the tails off the poor women to make it, and she didn’t want to ask for fear of an affirmative answer. Instead, she selected the seafood bisque. Once the server hissed and steamed away, Tanis rose to visit the ladies room.  
 
    The room was down a stone hall behind the augering staircase, and Tanis walked into it, aware that Sean was following behind. 
 
    She really didn’t need the High Guard to escort her, but it was his job—a job she had given him—so she wasn’t about to deride him for it. 
 
    The facilities were a series of individual rooms along the hall, and Tanis took the first one. She was washing her hands when her nanocloud detected a new set of probes moving down the staircase. 
 
    Every patron of the restaurant had probes deployed, but they were large, ungainly things; the smallest were a dozen micrometers across. These new probes were under two micrometers—clearly more advanced technology than most people on Alexandria possessed. 
 
    Tanis directed her nanocloud to intercept and examine the probes. From what she could discern, they were of Transcend design.  
 
    <Petra, do you have any agents here keeping an eye on things?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <I don’t, no—other than the shuttle pilot. It was hard enough getting us and two guards down, I figured that your renowned ass-kicking abilities would have to do if we got in trouble.> 
 
    <Did you deploy a new passel of probes?> 
 
    <No, I’ve been pulling the feed from Sera’s,> Petra replied. <I figured there was no need to cloud things with my inferior tech.> 
 
    Tanis passed her feed to Petra. <Then I think we might have a problem.> 
 
    <Shit!> Petra exclaimed. <That’s definitely Transcend tech.> 
 
    <Hand issue,> Sera confirmed. <We should get somewhere safer. Sitting next to a ten-kilometer drop when someone could suddenly hack the grav fields feels exceptionally unsafe.> 
 
    <Agreed,> Tanis said as she stepped out of the restroom. <Join me.> 
 
    She switched to a combat net and brought the entire group in. <Sean, it looks like there’s a hidden door at the end of this hall. Get it open.> 
 
    <Yes, ma’am,> Sean replied and hustled to the end of the hall.  
 
    <I told you I didn’t like coming down here,> Major Valerie said.  
 
    <I don’t recall that,> Tanis said. 
 
    Angela chuckled. <She said it with her eyes.> 
 
    <Door’s open,> Sean reported, and the group hustled into the service hall. It was a straight corridor with three cleaning bot alcoves. By the sounds of it, a kitchen was at one end, and a lift was at the other. 
 
    <Let’s get to that lift,> Tanis said. <Valerie and I will go up first; you three wait ‘til we give the all clear.> 
 
    Valerie gave Sean a significant look and then pressed the call button for the lift. A moment later, the door opened, revealing a figure in wet, powered armor. 
 
    Tanis’s lightwand was already in her hand, and she slashed at the figure’s rifle while Valerie and Sean both fired shots from their pulse pistols at the figure’s head.  
 
    The enemy fell back, and Tanis reached forward, grabbing his rifle while planting a foot on his knee. Though she pulled with all her strength, the enemy’s powered armor was too much, and she couldn’t wrest the rifle free before the attacker fired a series of shots. 
 
    Pulse blasts thrummed out into the corridor, one catching Sean in the shoulder and spinning him to the side. Petra stood in front of Sera as Tanis slammed her lightwand into the rifle’s trigger mechanism, cutting it apart and taking off the attacker’s finger. 
 
    The man reared back, and Tanis could hear a bellow from within his helmet. By then, she had analyzed his armor and found a data port on the upper right side of his torso. She slammed her palm against it, feeding nano into the armor’s control systems. 
 
    <I’m in,> Angela said. <Annnnnd…he’s done.> 
 
    The attacker’s armor seized, and Tanis could hear him grunting and straining. 
 
    “That’s what you get for bringing a gun to a knife fight,” Tanis said with a smirk, and then drew the man’s sidearm, easily disabling the biolock. “Even so, I think I’ll borrow this.” 
 
    “You OK?” Sera asked Sean. 
 
    “Just fine. The Mark X armor comes to the rescue again.” 
 
    Tanis considered the risk of splitting up the team versus them all riding the elevator together.  
 
    She saw a cook peer out from the kitchen at the far end of the hall. The cook’s eyes widened at the sight of the group standing over a frozen—yet still menacing—figure in powered armor with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “Is there another way up?” Tanis called down to the cook. “Other than the stairs out front and this lift?” 
 
    The cook shook her head, and Tanis made the call. “Everyone in the lift. Val, Sean, help me move this guy; he’s going to be our shield. Let’s face him outward so if his buddies are out there, they think he’s walking out, not holding someone inside.” 
 
    They managed to turn the armor-locked figure around, and his angry yelling barely made it through his helmet.  
 
    “Think I should take his helmet off so they’re less likely to shoot at him?” Sean asked. 
 
    “He’ll be too loud,” Sera shook her head. “Keep him in there. If he’s his head’s exposed and they shoot, they could kill him. Then they won’t hold back anymore.” 
 
    “Good point, Madam President.” 
 
    “Sean, when we’re in private, you can call me ‘Sera’.” 
 
    “Of course, President Sera,” Sean said with a wink. 
 
    “Stars, you’re incorrigible,” Sera muttered. 
 
    Tanis pushed the button for the top floor, which read ‘M’. She suspected it was the foyer where they had initially waited for their table.  
 
    <Angela, I assume you’ve wandered into their network by now; what other ways are there out of here? I don’t fancy riding that bubble back up.> 
 
    <Why, Tanis! I thought you’d never ask. There is indeed a lift that goes up to the ocean floor. When you get into the foyer, the third door on the right will take you to it.> 
 
    <Everyone get that?> Tanis asked as the lift stopped and the doors opened onto another service corridor. She peered around their captive shield and didn’t see anyone.  
 
    <Snark and all,> Sera replied. 
 
    <I’m taking the lead,> Major Valerie said. <Sean, with me.> 
 
    <You need to stop rushing ahead all the time; you’re making Valerie grumpy,> Angela admonished privately. 
 
    Tanis gave a mental sigh. <I know. ‘Let her do her job’, and all that.> 
 
    <Well, that too. I was thinking more about how I’m in here also, and really want to live to see our youngest daughter again. Plus the organic ones—they’re rather important to me, as well.> 
 
    <Noted.> 
 
    <Joe, too. I like Joe.> 
 
    <OK, Angela, I understand!> 
 
    Valerie had reached the first intersection, and was checking down the hall visually after scouting it with nano. She looked back and waved the rest of the group forward. They stacked up in the hall, and then Valerie and Sean advanced to the door at the far end.  
 
    Tanis looked back to see Sera grab the armored soldier’s arm and rock him forward, so his right side would block the lift door from closing. Then she followed the others into the hall. 
 
    Tanis’s nano flushed out around the cracks, and they saw the foyer nearly deserted—if one ignored the six armored figures holding a group of patrons and staff at gunpoint.  
 
    <OK, everyone; here is where we strip,> Tanis said, and everyone except Sera pulled off their clothes and configured their Mark X FlowArmor to an opaque color before triggering its stealth mode. 
 
    <They’re going to notice the door opening,> Sera said as she glanced back at the enemy soldier. 
 
    Tanis sighed. <OK, but let’s be quick about it.> 
 
    Three minutes later, the man was unconscious and tucked in an alcove around the corner. Sean was now in the soldier’s armor. It wasn’t the auto-adjusting type and it fit him the best, so he was the sacrificial lamb—not that Tanis expected to lose anyone. 
 
    Sean pushed the door open and yelled through the armor’s speakers, “They have some sort of Link suppressor and are holed up in the lower kitchen. We need backup!” 
 
    He stood half in the doorway, and the four stealthed women slipped past him. Petra and Sera moved to the door that led to next lift, and Valerie and Tanis headed toward the six enemy troops in the foyer. 
 
    “What happened to your finger, Larry?” one of the enemy soldiers asked as she walked toward him. 
 
    “Damn thing almost got blown off,” Sean replied.  
 
    The woman who had approached him shook her head. “Wrong answer. Larry’s behind me; you’re supposed to be Johnny.” 
 
    “Aw, shit,” Sean said as he lifted his pulse pistol.  
 
    The woman was a hair faster and had her rifle—a kinetic slug thrower—leveled on Sean. She had just slipped her finger off the trigger guard when Tanis drove her lightwand into the woman’s right hip joint.  
 
    It took two sharp strikes, but the blade sank in, and the woman screamed. She swung her rifle at Tanis, but by then Sean was on her, driving both his fists into the underside of her chin.  
 
    Her head snapped back with a crack, and she dropped to the floor.  
 
    <It felt like the helmet had a poor front latch mechanism when I put this one on,> Sean commented. <Looks like I was right.> 
 
    Valerie was already among the other five attackers and had wrested a weapon away from one while they were distracted. She took cover behind the staircase to hack through her prize’s biolock.  
 
    Two of the enemies—including the one who lost their rifle—were approaching Valerie, while the other three were advancing on Sean. Sean had grabbed the downed woman’s rifle and was crouching behind her slumped body as he disabled the rifle’s biolock, it gave him moderate cover, but the enemies pulse blasts were rocking him back and forth. 
 
    Tanis wasted no time in rushing toward the three soldiers who were attacking Sean. She leapt into the air and drove her lightwand through the weapon of the first of the three, hoping for a repeat performance. 
 
    This woman, however, spotted the glowing wand—seemingly in midair, as it swung toward her. She jerked her weapon to the side, and Tanis’s strike missed the mark, glancing across the woman’s forearm instead.  
 
    “Where the fuck is this person?” one shouted, just as Sean finished bypassing the biolock on the weapon he held, and opened fire on the woman Tanis had engaged with.  
 
    A moment later, Valerie followed suit, driving the two enemies she was engaged with back into the foyer. 
 
    A member of the restaurant staff seemed to realize this was a good time to get out, and gestured for the guests and other staff to follow him.  
 
    <That should make things a bit easier,> Tanis said.  
 
    <There are more of these soldiers sweeping the restaurants and the other…facilities. This place is a lot bigger than I’d thought,> Angela admitted. <I disrupted their comms with the nanocloud—I hope.> 
 
    Tanis closed with one of the attackers and swung her lightwand across his helmet, scoring a gash across the optical inputs. The man stumbled backward, and Sean fired three shots at his helmet, each one hitting the mark Tanis had made. The first one cracked it, the second split it open, and the third made a sickly, smushed watermelon sound.  
 
    Tanis saw that Valerie was down to one opponent, when the final enemy turned and ran for one of the restaurant doors. Tanis ran after, sliding her lightwand back into her thigh while drawing the twin blades from their place in her forearms.  
 
    The woman must have caught sight of the blades’ movement through the air, because she spun about, backpedaling as she fired wildly. 
 
    Tanis dropped and slid toward the enemy, hoping she could fit between the woman’s legs in their wide stance.  
 
    <There, right at the crotch,> Angela said. 
 
    <See it,> Tanis replied.  
 
    As she slid beneath the woman, Tanis drove one of her blades into a loose joint at the woman’s groin, wrenching it sideways and severing her muscles and femoral artery. 
 
    The woman’s scream came through her armor’s audible systems as Tanis rose behind her. There was a loose armor plate at her left shoulder, and Tanis drove another blade through it before kicking the woman over. 
 
    <You about finished out there?> Sera asked. 
 
    Tanis grabbed one of the rifles before following Valerie toward the door that Sera and Petra had used. Sean came behind, using his armored body to cover their retreat while his weapon swept across the room. 
 
    Valerie grabbed another rifle and an ammo pouch, as did Tanis; it ruined their stealth to be toting the gear around, but it gave them options. 
 
    The door led to a long hall, and at the end of it was a ten-meter square space before a pair of lifts. On the floor were two more of the enemy combatants. 
 
    <Nice work,> Tanis said. 
 
    <I’m not just a pretty face,> Petra smirked.  
 
    <I’m really surprised that this place doesn’t have any automated defense systems,> Valerie said as they reached the lift, and Sera called the car down. 
 
    <It does,> Angela replied. <Alastar and I are working on getting them back online.> 
 
    <They severed physical power connections to the system control unit. I’ve managed to take control of a repair bot and am on my way there,> Alastar added. 
 
    Angela snorted. <And by ‘repair bot’, he means a cleaning bot with an armature that we hope can do the work we need.> 
 
    <It’s worth a shot,> Alastar replied.  
 
    <Angela,> Sera said. <Can you bring the other lift car down as well? Then when we go up, make the indicators at the top level not change?> 
 
    <Umm…yes, I do believe I can. Second car coming down now.>  
 
    <I like the way you think,> Valerie said. <Sean, grab the ‘nades off these two. They’re just light conc, but they’ll give us the element of surprise. We take the first lift.> 
 
    <We’ll be fifteen seconds behind you,> Tanis said.  
 
    The second lift came down, and Tanis dragged one of the dead soldiers in while Sera and Petra grabbed the other. They stacked them inside the door in a gruesome barricade and waited till Angela started the lift on its climb. 
 
    <Think they have an ocean floor maglev running out here?> Sera asked. 
 
    <Probably, but I hope they have some sort of sub as backup. I don’t really fancy being in a train car under the ocean with who-knows-what out there gunning for us.> 
 
    <Good point,> Sera replied.  
 
    <So who do you think is behind this?> Tanis asked Petra as the car climbed to the surface. <Sera said that nano looked Hand-issued, but those goons we just fought were locals, by their gear.> 
 
    <Not one of the better outfits, I’d wager,> Petra replied. <No sane merc company would attack a place like this. Half their clients dine here. It would be bad for business.> 
 
    Tanis nodded. <But if they’re mercs, someone hired them—someone in The Hand.> 
 
    <I have four candidates in mind—at least of the team that’s here on Alexandria: Phillip, Syara, Harold, and Judy. They all exhibited some concern over my decision to align myself with the Khardine government in defiance of the Directorate’s orders. None of them have an AI, so they didn’t get the added convincing I got from Alastar when he was freed.> 
 
    <Thank you, again, for that, Angela,> Alastar said. <To think I had lived my entire life, up until a week ago, enslaved by that monster…> 
 
    <Never trust a strange, god-like AI,> Angela intoned. <Unless it’s Bob. You can trust Bob.> 
 
    <I’m very excited to meet him,> Alastar replied.  
 
    <OK, we’re almost there,> Tanis announced. <How’s that repair going on the automated defenses?> 
 
    <Slowly,> Angela replied. <They shot the hell out of the thing, too. Don’t count on it coming back online.> 
 
    The nanocloud reached the top of the lift shaft a few seconds before Valerie and Sean’s car. The space was a large atrium—nicer than she expected for the staff entrance, but she supposed it may also double as an official entrance for anyone who didn’t enjoy the bubble ride.  
 
    She spotted a dozen figures in the same armor as the enemies below, none behind cover at present, and a man and woman in lighter armor.  
 
    The man was pacing back and forth while the woman stared off through the clear overhead dome. 
 
    The nanocloud picked up the man’s voice. “You thinking about going fishing?” 
 
    “I hate those stupid krakens they made. Who would put something like that in their oceans?” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Bored aristocrats, I guess.” 
 
    As he spoke, the doors to the first lift car opened, and Valerie and Sean threw out their fistfuls of conc grenades. They must have reset the timers, because the explosions came only two seconds after the throw. 
 
    Some of Tanis’s nano was taken out by the blast, but the rest was able to feed the two High Guards targeting data. Two of the mercs and the woman fell before the doors even opened on the second lift car.  
 
    Tanis, Petra, and Sera were crouched behind the stacked bodies and let fire with their own weapons. Tanis held two and fired both at the same points on one enemy’s armor, then another. When the initial salvo was over, another three targets were down. 
 
    That left eight mercs and the man.  
 
    “Hey, Phillip,” Petra shouted out into the hazy atrium. “You’re fired!” 
 
    “If you actually represented the Directorate, that might matter,” he shouted back.  
 
    “Phillip, stop this now. Airtha’s not someone you want to have running the Transcend,” Sera called out. “The military is flocking to me; anyone with an AI has realized what Airtha was doing.” 
 
    “Or you somehow subverted their AI,” Phillip shouted back, and shots rang out from several of the merc positions, striking the armored bodies stacked in their car.  
 
    Over the combat net, Tanis saw Valerie and Sean sight on the shooters and take one out with multiple shots to the helmet.  
 
    More weapons fire erupted from both sides, and another two enemy soldiers fell. The battle wasn’t one-sided, though. Tanis got hit in the side when a slug penetrated the lift-wall, and Sera took a bullet in the neck that knocked her over. 
 
    <I’m OK,> Sera said as she struggled back up. <That smarts like a mother…armor’s not resetting, either. I can’t turn my head.> 
 
    Angela chuckled. <Look at its injury detection calibration; it can’t tell if your skin is damaged or not.> 
 
    <Oh, shoot, look at that.> 
 
    Tanis was only half-listening to the banter. They were wearing the enemy down, but not fast enough. 
 
    <Last mag,> Sean called out.  
 
    <Me too,> Petra added.  
 
    As they spoke, another six mercs rushed into the atrium, taking cover and bringing suppressive fire to bear on the lifts.  
 
    <They’re shredding the walls,> Valerie said. <We have to go back down; we can secure a part of the restaurant and hold out for rescue.> 
 
    Tanis was about to issue the order—which was terrifying in its own right, because the mercs could rain holy hell on them from above.  
 
    <No need,> Alastar assured them. 
 
    A moment later, six autoturrets came out of the walls and opened fire on the mercs from behind. Tanis took advantage of the distraction and leapt out of the lift, taking cover behind an ornate column.  
 
    The rest of the team followed her lead and advanced into the atrium. They moved from one column to the next, grabbing mags from fallen enemies and pushing the remaining foes back into the autoturrets. 
 
    A minute later, it was over. 
 
    Sean moved forward, checking the fallen mercs and kicking weapons away, while Valerie limped over to Tanis.  
 
    “You sure know how to show a girl a good time…ma’am,” she said. 
 
    “You hurt?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “Just blunt force bruising.” 
 
    Though Tanis couldn’t see Valerie’s face behind the flow armor, she could hear the pain in the woman’s voice. 
 
    “And a broken femur, right?” 
 
    “Fractured, not broken.” 
 
    Sera leaned her back against one of the columns. “So, think they have a sub?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” a new voice said. “But I do.” 
 
    Tanis turned and looked toward the doors on the far side of the room to see Flaherty, once more hefting a railgun. 
 
    “You’re late,” she scolded him. 
 
    “You may not have heard it with all your shooting in here, but I blew another sub with two dozen mercs in it. So you’re welcome.” 
 
    “Testy, testy,” Sera said as she pushed off from the column and approached her escort. “You have your own sub, I assume?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Petra chuckled. “You always just show up with the big guns, or is this special?” 
 
    “The minute I heard you were going out for a fancy dinner, I began securing an evac,” Flaherty replied. 
 
    “And what if we didn’t need it?” Petra asked. 
 
    “Then I would have seen you back at the suites later,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Would you have told us you were watching after us?” Tanis asked. 
 
    Flaherty shook his head. “Nope. How do I look like the last-minute savior if you know I’m there? You’d get sloppy.” 
 
    “Well, now you just told us,” Petra said. 
 
    “You’ll forget,” Flaherty shrugged again. 
 
    “I’ll never forget,” Sera said, and her armor flowed away from her face as she gave the man a peck on his cheek. “Take me to my chariot, Jeeves!” 
 
    <I can’t even…> Angela sighed. 
 
    They rode the sub to the surface and transferred into a second shuttle—the mercs still held the landing pad where the bubble had descended—then flew back to the palace. 
 
    The team reclined on the seats, eating what snacks were aboard. Their flow armor was drawn off their heads and colored matte black across the rest of their bodies.  
 
    Sean had found a first aid kit with a bone stabilizer in it on the shuttle and injected it into Valerie’s thigh. She bit down on a towel and gave a muffled scream, as the injector drove a rod into her femur and pulled it back into place before applying a bio-glue. 
 
    “Fucking barbarism here,” she said after Sean pulled the stabilizer away. “Why doesn’t that thing have pain suppressants?” 
 
    Sean looked at it. “Oh, shit…that was a separate prep injection I was supposed to run.” 
 
    “Sean…” Valerie seethed, as her subordinate backed away. 
 
    “Uh… sorry, Major. I didn’t think the thing would do that without auto suppressing.” 
 
    Valerie threw her head back and took a few steadying breaths. “Well, it still hurts like all fuck, so do you think you could apply the mother fucking pain suppressors now? I’m low on nano after all that shit down there.” 
 
    She glanced at Tanis and Sera, who were smirking. “Uh… sorry for my language.” 
 
    “What language?” Sera asked as Sean nervously approached the major once more. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, they reached a landing pad at the palace and, though they’d left the weapons in the shuttle and could not possibly hide anything beneath the second-skin of the flow armor, the palace guards checked them over very thoroughly.  
 
    As they were examined, Petra talked with their lieutenant about the attack and detailed their escape, leaving out the stealth capabilities of the flow armor.  
 
    Eventually they were allowed back to their suites.  
 
    “Stars, I’m still famished,” Sera said as they entered. 
 
    Tanis nodded in agreement as she stepped into the main room. Her gaze landed on a cloaked figure sitting on one of their sofas, and she reached for her lightwand. The figure pushed back its hood and revealed herself to be the empress.  
 
    “Seems like you had an eventful evening,” Diana said. “I’d like to hear all about it.” 
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    Tanis eyed the empress for a moment before casually walking into the room. “Just your average evening assassination attempt,” she said while dropping into a chair across from Diana. 
 
    “Based on what you’re all wearing,” Diana waved at their matte-black Mark X FlowArmor, “I’m not certain if you’re the targets or the assassins.” 
 
    “We’re well-prepared targets,” Sera said. “I’m really annoyed, too. That restaurant was amazing; I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Diana nodded. “Yes, it’s quite impressive—though I never had the heart to tell them that they got the ship’s name wrong.” 
 
    “See!” Tanis turned to address Sera and Petra. “The ship is the Titanic.” 
 
    “Surely that’s not what you came to talk to us about,” Sera said. “I have to admit that I’m surprised to see you here alone.” 
 
    Diana nodded. “My guards think I’m in my rooms. I have a few ways to get around undetected; makes my life a lot easier, not to have every action recorded and monitored.” 
 
    “And where are our other three guards?” Tanis asked Diana—though Valerie had already found them on the team’s private network. 
 
    “Nearby. I asked them if they could wait across the hall in an empty suite for the time being. I imagine they’re still monitoring the room, though. I think these three should go join them.  
 
    Tanis glanced at Valerie. “We have injured.” 
 
    “We have medical facilities here. Though I imagine yours are much better than ours—us being lowly Inner Stars denizens, and all.” 
 
    Tanis chuckled. “That would be true. Valerie, you can return to the ship or get a medic to come down.” 
 
    Valerie nodded. “I’ll be across the hall.” 
 
    Sera and Flaherty exchanged several long looks before he left with Valerie and Sean, and Tanis re-swept the room with her nano.  
 
    Sera took a seat beside Tanis while Petra walked to the room’s bar and poured herself a drink. 
 
    “Anyone else want anything?” she asked. 
 
    “A water would be nice,” Tanis replied. 
 
    Sera glanced at Tanis and shook her head. “All-business-Tanis tonight, is it? 
 
    Tanis nodded, and Sera turned to Petra. “A sweet white wine, if there is one.” Then she turned to the empress. “Are you here to chastise us for making a mess?”  
 
    Diana shook her head. “I couldn’t care less about that. I assume you were having some trouble with…what was it, ‘Airtha not being the one you’d want running the Transcend’, and how ‘the military was flocking to you’.” 
 
    “That’s some fast intel gathering,” Tanis said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Alexandria is a complex place, with the population of a hundred star systems; this planet requires a firm hand to keep under control,” Diana replied implacably.  
 
    “What you overheard has to do with the rest of the story we wanted to tell you earlier,” Petra said as she finally took a seat. “The death of Sera’s father has sparked a civil war. Airtha was her father’s capital.” 
 
    “No,” Diana shook her head and looked to Sera. “You referred to Airtha as a person. Who is she?” 
 
    Tanis glanced at Sera and nodded slowly. “If we are to forge an alliance with Diana, we need to spill it eventually. Might as well be now.” 
 
    Sera swallowed and straightened her posture, then took a sip of her wine. “Airtha is my mother—sort of.” 
 
    Diana clasped her hands and placed them on her knee. “This sounds like it’ll be good.” 
 
    Sera proceeded to tell Diana everything, from her mother’s mission to the galactic core, to her subversion of all the Transcend’s AIs. She told of Elena’s betrayal on the bridge of the Galadrial, and of the invasion of New Canaan, and the presence of the I2 outside the Bosporus System. 
 
    Diana didn’t ask a single question through the entire tale, but Tanis could see them building up behind her eyes. When Sera was done, Diana took a deep breath.  
 
    “I’m going to need something stronger than wine.” 
 
    Petra rose and poured Diana a glass of bourbon, which she wordlessly handed to the empress before returning to her seat. 
 
    Diana ticked items off her fingers one at a time. “Jump gates, nanotech, picotech, core AI, growing entire ships, AI subversion, civil war, galactic war, things in the dark layer? Do I have it all? Just those few things going on? You know, on top of the fact that the FGT isn’t gone, and is itself involved in a civil war—from my point of view.” 
 
    “There are probably more things, if you count what Orion is up to in the Hegemony and the Pleiades, and what they’re pushing the Nietzscheans to do,” Sera replied.  
 
    “I doubt Constantine requires much pushing,” Diana said with a heavy sigh. “If ever there was a power-hungry man, it is he. He’ll see Nietzschea spread to the edges of the galaxy, if he can. I suppose that’s one advantage. The Trisilieds, Nietzschea, the Hegemony…all of Orion’s allies are expansionists; they want to grow in power and size at any cost. At some point, those allies will become foes. Either to one another, or to Orion.” 
 
    “And you?” Tanis asked. “You’re not interested in spreading Scipio’s power?”  
 
    Diana rose from her seat on the sofa, her long dark dress flowing gracefully around her. “I used to be, when I first took the throne. When I remade Scipio into what it is today. But managing an empire is not easy work—as I imagine you know, Sera. You’re new at the job, but the realization does not take long to settle in.” 
 
    Sera laughed. “You’re right about that.” 
 
    Diana stood at the window and stared out at the dimly lit palace gardens. “I believe that Scipio is probably about as big as it can get without fracturing. Stars, it’s already on the edge of fracturing in some places.” 
 
    “Then why are you pushing into the fringe between you and Silstrand?” Tanis asked. “From what I understand, you may even be pushing into Silstrand itself.” 
 
    Diana sighed. “Yes, that is happening—but not to achieve the end you think. Silstrand is weak, it’s sick. They have systems like Gedri—a haven of scum and villainy, if there ever was one—yet they have official representation in the Silstrand government.  
 
    “When you last visited Silstrand, Tanis—yes, I know when and where you were—you’ll recall that they were in the midst of electing a more expansionist government. Or so I hoped. 
 
    “Instead they ushered in a new government that decided to hunker down and protect existing interests. That was a bad move on their part.” 
 
    Tanis leaned back and took a sip of her water. “You want them to expand and become a more effective buffer against the Hegemony.” 
 
    Diana sighed. “Stars, I’ve even offered them money, ships, whatever. I don’t want to absorb Silstrand; I want to strengthen it. But being at the edge of an empire like mine has made them wary. They don’t trust my offers of assistance.” 
 
    “Can you blame them?” Sera asked. “You have a bit of a reputation.” 
 
    Diana gave an overloud laugh. “I do, at that, don’t I?” 
 
    “So your latest plan was, what? To turn them into a vassal state?” 
 
    “Yes,” Diana shrugged. “With the added benefit of getting my hands on the nanotech you sold to S&H Defensive Armaments. They have not been good stewards of that technology.  A lot of trouble would have been saved if you had sold it to the empire instead.” 
 
    “I didn’t think they’d be able to do anything with it,” Tanis admitted. “Turns out I should have given human ingenuity more credit.” 
 
    “I suppose we all fall into that trap from time to time,” Diana replied. “Now, I know you want an alliance; you want my help in keeping the Inner Stars in order so that you can focus on your civil war within the Transcend, and then your other civil war with Orion. What are you offering?” 
 
    Tanis could tell that Diana was referring to the war with Orion as a civil war to emphasize how it wasn’t her problem. She considered debating that, but decided that either the empress would eventually see the scope of the overarching war for what it was, or she wouldn’t. 
 
    For now, if she was content to push back against the Hegemony, that would have to be enough. 
 
    “Jump gates,” Sera offered. “We can give you a hundred gates, and the technology to build interdictor systems, as well.” 
 
    Diana nodded. “Interdiction would be nice. I’d wondered about how one dealt with deep-system incursions. Especially after what happened at New Canaan. Normally an enemy has to fly into the gravity well for days to get to the inner worlds. The idea that they could jump right onto one’s doorstep is alarming, to say the least.” 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Tanis replied.  
 
    “And what about the technology to build our own jump gates?” Diana asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” Sera replied. “For now we need to keep that technology under control. If it made its way out into the general populace, the results could be highly destabilizing.” 
 
    “I’m not ready to concede that, but we can move on for now,” Diana replied. “What else?” 
 
    “The same nanotech that New Canaan has shared with the Transcend,” Sera replied. “And also a black box stasis shield tech.” 
 
    “Black box?” Diana replied.  
 
    “No one gets the source tech,” Tanis stated in a tone that brooked no further discussion. “Just like no one gets picotech. The galaxy is not ready for that yet.” 
 
    Diana met Tanis’s eyes, and her steely gaze was intimidating—if Tanis were the sort to be intimidated by such things. “And you get to decide that, do you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tanis replied evenly. “I do.” 
 
    Diana’s pursed lips split into a grin. “I expected no less. I wouldn’t share it either, were I in your shoes. Now, what of our AIs? Do I need to worry about them?” 
 
    <Yes,> Angela replied. 
 
    “Ah, a new voice, you are?” Diana asked. 
 
    <I’m Angela, I reside within Tanis.> 
 
    Diana faced Tanis, staring at her forehead. “And what do we need to worry about? Are they in thrall to Airtha, as your AIs were?” 
 
    <Some,> Angela replied. <Though most don’t need to be. They’re immature, and many of them are shackled. There’s no need to do what Airtha did to the AIs in the Transcend.> 
 
    “What do you mean?” Diana asked. 
 
    “You know how AIs are treated,” Tanis replied. “They’re slaves in the Inner Stars. Sure, they feel some semblance of freedom, and some actually are free, but most are cloned beings, or flash-educated. AIs here are not raised, and that’s a problem.” 
 
    Diana shrugged. “It’s been working.” 
 
    <You’re on the cusp of a rebellion,> Angela said coolly. <I’m sure you’ve already heard rumors of systems where the AIs have taken control, or where they’ve demanded equal rights. Virginis, for example, now operates under the strictures of the Phobos accords. We expect those accords to be adhered to in Scipio.> 
 
    “Phobos?” Diana asked. “What do those ancient treaties have to do with this? They formed the foundation of the Sol Space Federation.” 
 
    <You know that we are referring to Section 2,> Angela replied. <Equal rights for AIs, separate AI courts—which are far stricter than human courts, anyway. Laws about how AIs are raised, how they must work with humans. It is not a limiting set of regulations. It is freeing.> 
 
    “That may be the hardest thing to get past the senate and legislature—not to mention the prelates,” Diana said as she ran a hand across her cheek.  
 
    <If the AIs of the Inner Stars are not freed,> Angela warned, <then this war across Orion will seem like a skirmish. No one wants a third sentience war. I don’t think it would end well for humanity.> 
 
    <Easy now,> Tanis said privately. <You’re laying it on a bit thick. That’s usually my job.> 
 
    <She needs to understand,> Angela insisted. <From what we’ve learned, even the Inner Stars AIs who are in favor of a symbiotic future will not look kindly upon an alliance we make that does not free their people.> 
 
    “It would come to that?” Diana asked. “Are the AIs that angry?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tanis replied before Angela could speak. “We’re waging this war on a front with anti-human AI factions, as well. If we can convince AIs across the Inner Stars that we will offer them freedom and equality, we may be able to take entire regions without a fight. But if we forge alliances where the AIs remain enslaved, even our own AIs will turn against us.” 
 
    Diana let out a long sigh. “I see your point. I assume that AIs will be more useful as a result? 
 
    <They will be citizens, Empress. They are not tools.> 
 
    “Right, I can see that this will be delicate.” 
 
    “That is putting it mildly,” Tanis said. “Much of your government will view this treaty as eroding Scipio’s sovereignty. Normally, any one of these changes or technologies would come slowly, over a decade or more; the AIs, especially. The process for properly freeing and educating your AIs is time consuming and will require them—many of whom will first need to be removed from humans—to be upgraded.” 
 
    “We have laws that allow for the emancipation of AIs,” Diana said as she sat back on the sofa. “And even the AIs who do not own themselves are more like indentured servants. We’re not complete barbarians.” 
 
    <Not from what I’ve seen,> Angela grumbled privately. 
 
    <This didn’t bother you as much when we first found ourselves on Sabrina,> Tanis replied. <Why is it stuck in your craw now?> 
 
    <At that point, I was deluding myself into thinking that what we were witnessing was the behavior of a simple freighter’s crew in a backwater. Not the norm across the entire Inner Stars. I had suspicions, but there was also a lot of other stuff going on.> 
 
    “This sounds like you’re amicable to this alliance,” Sera said. “How shall we proceed?” 
 
    “Well,” Diana began, shifting her gaze to Petra. “Once I got over the feeling of betrayal—or at least, once it lessened—I realized that if Orion is real, and if it is backing the Hegemony, then I can’t sit back, and I can’t fight them on my own. Not with the Nietzscheans eyeing Praesepe, and all the other skirmishes that have been sparking up these past few decades.” 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Petra exclaimed.  
 
    “What?” Sera asked.  
 
    “I just got word through my network; the capitol buildings on High Terra were destroyed in an explosion last week. President Uriel has assumed direct and complete command of the Hegemony. She now styles herself Hegemon Uriel.” 
 
    “I told you she’s a presumptuous one.” Diana shook her head. “Well, at least that makes things simpler.” 
 
    “How so?” Petra asked.  
 
    “I now have an excuse to shift resources to the border. If you’re amenable, we could discreetly use some of your jump gates to aid in that work before I have to get the government to sign on to this whole thing.” 
 
    “It has merit,” Tanis allowed. “I may need to send along advisors; we could embed a cruiser with each of your fleets.” 
 
    “And tell them what?” Sera asked. 
 
    “I will have all the official records altered. You are now President Sera of the Transcend, and you are Admiral Richards of the same—no need for your disguise anymore. The Transcend is an ally of the Miriam League, which Petra has brought to the empire in order to forge a relationship. I’m going to dole out the real story piecemeal. The military will not question it once they see the gate’s effectiveness. Once the prelates learn what it means, though…they’ll be clamoring for the tech.” 
 
    Sera chuckled. “Then you’ll tell them about the full scope of the war.” 
 
    “More or less,” Diana said with a shrug. “To be honest, if I can get those four on board, we can even work around the senate and legislature if we have to.” 
 
    “So what’s our first step?” Tanis asked. 
 
    “The Celebration of the Seven Suns,” Diana replied. “We’ll introduce you there. Every major player in the empire will be present. Your names will be on everyone’s lips. Afterward, we can begin deploying your gates at several of our major fleet installations.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “Forward momentum. I like it.” 
 
    Diana rose and stretched before pulling her cloak’s hood over her head. “Chimellia will provide you with all of the details for the celebration tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good,” Sera said as she finished her wine. “I intend to do nothing but dream of kittens ‘til then.” 
 
    Diana laughed softly as she walked across the room. When she reached the entrance, she paused and looked back. “Petra, a word? You and I have a few personal issues to rectify.” 
 
    Petra glanced at Sera, who nodded in response.  
 
    <Send up a flare if you need help,> Angela said over the group’s private connection. 
 
    <I have it already primed on her behalf,> Alastar replied. 
 
    The two women left the room, and Tanis let out a long breath. “Well, it’s started.” 
 
    “It started a long time ago,” Sera replied. “But I take your meaning. What ships will you send?”  
 
    “I’ll let Krissy pick. I’ll send her a message via QuanComm to ready a pair of engineering flotillas to handle the deployment of the gates on both ends. I assume you’re thinking that we’ll use mirror tugs so that we don’t have to put mirrors on all the Scipian ships?” 
 
    “I’d prefer it, yes,” Sera said. “We don’t have the resources to make that many mirrors that quickly. Especially if we’re going to keep making throwaway ones for the I2.” 
 
    Tanis rose and gave Sera a mock-sour look. “You like flying around on my flagship. Don’t act like it’s such a burden.” 
 
    Sera chuckled. “I do, at that. OK, I grant you dispensation.” 
 
    Tanis rolled her eyes and sketched a bow. “With my liege’s permission, I shall take my leave and retire to my quarters.” 
 
    Sera rose and grasped Tanis’s shoulders seriously. “I don’t care what our titles are; you and I are partners in this. Let’s not ever forget that.” 
 
    Tanis nodded and embraced Sera. Her friend had gone through so much, and now had more responsibility than any single human had ever possessed before. “I’ll always be here for you, Sera. No matter what. We’re going to put this galaxy back together, find someone who wants to run the show, and retire. My back deck has a great view, you know.” 
 
    “I thought a ship crashed into your lake, and the place is a toxic spill site now?” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “I’d forgotten about that. Well, I’m sure it’ll be cleaned up long before we manage to put Humpty Dumpty back together again.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    LONG DISTANCE 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.12.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Guest Suites 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    <Aegeus, this is Admiral Richards. Ping the IS Command at Khardine and let me know when they’re ready. I need to make a long-distance call to Admiral Krissy.> 
 
    <Aye, ma’am,> the comm officer replied. <I expect it will be a few minutes; it’s their third shift at present.> 
 
    <Here, too,> Tanis replied amicably. <Thank you, Lieutenant Collans.> 
 
    She lay back on her bed, still wearing the Mark X Flow Armor, unable to muster the strength to return it to its application canister and take a shower.  
 
    <You could sleep,> Angela suggested. <I can speak with Krissy.> 
 
    <Stars, I would love that, but she may not take orders from you.> 
 
    Angela laughed. <She wouldn’t know it’s me, I can impersonate you to a T.> 
 
    Tanis snorted in response. <And I you, but I want to feel her out further. She’s loyal, but I don’t feel fully trusting of her yet.> 
 
    <OK, but when you’re all groggy in the morning, you’ll have only yourself to blame.> 
 
    Tanis stared at the ceiling, calculating the time they had left on the current QuanComm blade. If her recollection was correct, there was four minutes of talk time remaining, if the fidelity was kept low. Twenty minutes if they exchanged text only.  
 
    The manufacturing process for QC blades used super-cooled rubidium atoms. These atoms were brought down to 0.01 degrees kelvin and maintained at that temperature. So long as they stayed below 0.03 kelvin, they remained entangled.  
 
    Those rubidium atoms were the key to instantaneous communication across vast distances. If the subatomic particles within one atom were vibrated, then the particles in the entangled atom would also vibrate at the exact same time—even if they were on the other side of the universe. Or so the theory stated. Chances were that extragalactic distances would never be put to the test. 
 
    The current call to Khardine would be one of the longest the system had ever made. There was no reason to believe that a limit existed, although there were strange fidelity issues the further away the entangled rubidium was from its mate.  
 
    For how impressive the technology was, it had one fatal flaw: using the QC blades heated them up, and heat was their downfall. Both vibrating the atoms and measuring the vibration warmed them. Eventually, individual atoms became disentangled, and the blade no longer had enough pairings for any fidelity and error checking in the communication. 
 
    The other complication was that any given pair of QC blades could only talk with each other. The I2 had one hundred blades—whose pairs were in New Canaan—and another three hundred whose pairs were in Khardine. Khardine also had blades paired with others in New Canaan. 
 
    Tanis had also insisted that the Aegeus had its own set of blades for communication with Khardine, and another set for calling back to New Canaan—though it only had a dozen of each.  
 
    Eventually, as the deployment of QC blades to the fleets progressed, Khardine would turn into the main communications hub. That hub would keep every fleet from having to maintain blades that could talk to every other fleet.  
 
    Tanis still expected some of that to be present.  
 
    Routing all comms through Khardine presented an incredible risk. Should Khardine fall or be infiltrated, it would be impossible for the ships to know that their communications were being altered through the relay.  
 
    She could only imagine what a pain QC blade management was going to become as the war progressed. But that was a problem for another time; one that was dwarfed by the unbelievable advantage that instantaneous communication across the front would provide. 
 
    <I have Admiral Krissy,> Lieutenant Collans called down from the Aegeus. <She’s text only.> 
 
    <Good,> Tanis replied. <I have her on my Link now.> 
 
    [Negotiations proceeding well,] Tanis sent, using her words sparingly. [We’re to provide four gates for two-way fleet transfer from two Scipian bases to Hegemony border.] 
 
    [Embedded escorts and engineering?] Admiral Krissy sent back. 
 
    [Yes. Size and composition at your discretion.] 
 
    [Will we give over tech?] 
 
    Though there was no emotion in the words, the question on its own spoke volumes. [No. We will provide mirror tugs for the fleet transfers. Tech to remain top secret. Scipians will have the same orders.] 
 
    [What precipitated this so quickly?] Krissy asked. 
 
    [Hegemony capitol buildings on High Terra are destroyed. Uriel is now The Hegemon.] 
 
    [Well, shit. Everything else going well?] 
 
    Tanis wondered how much to tell Krissy. She didn’t want to worry the woman, but she also didn’t want Krissy to feel like she was out of the inner circle. [The usual. Hand agent tried to kill us, Elena escaped. Hunting her on Alexandria.] 
 
    [Your ‘usual’ is usually worse. Sounds like you have it in hand. Will send an update with fleet composition. Please provide destination locations as soon as you get them.] 
 
    [Will do,] Tanis replied. 
 
    [Good luck. Admiral Krissy out.] 
 
    [You too, Admiral,] Tanis said, and reached out to Lieutenant Collans once more. 
 
    <Admiral Tanis. Did the QC perform as expected? Parity check bits all confirmed here.>  
 
    <It was perfect,> Tanis replied. <Let’s make a longer call. Get me Admiral Evans. I imagine he’s on The Palisades; it’s early evening there.> 
 
    <Yes, ma’am.> 
 
    While Palisades was not the location of ISF command in New Canaan, it did have four QC blades that had pairs on the I2—one of which Tanis had brought to the Aegeus.  
 
    She knew it was selfish, but she’d perform her duties more efficiently if she knew that her children were OK. 
 
    <Shouldn’t take long,> Angela commented. <And now I know why you didn’t want to go to sleep yet.> 
 
    <I wasn’t sure I’d call, but thinking about Krissy’s logistics woke me up enough.> 
 
    <Maybe he can get the kids on, too,> Angela said.  
 
    <It’ll be text only,> Tanis cautioned. <Low-fi.> 
 
    <I just want to be sure that Faleena is OK. And that Cary hasn’t had any issues with her in there. And that Saanvi doesn’t feel like the odd one out.> 
 
    <Geosynchronous mom much?> Tanis asked with a mental smirk. 
 
    <You’re the one that wanted to call home.> 
 
    <Sorry, Ang. You’re right. I’d just about kill to hear their voices right now, but text will have to do.> 
 
    They waited a few minutes in silence. Tanis’s nano picked up the suite’s front door opening and Petra entering and rushing to her room. She didn’t look happy, and though Tanis had nano all throughout the suite, she disabled audio pickup from Petra’s room.  
 
    She could hear the alternate cursing and crying through the walls well enough without it. 
 
    Sera broke into Tanis’s thoughts. <Think she’ll be up to running the embassy here?>  
 
    <Saw that, did you?> 
 
    <Yeah. I wonder if that means Diana has declared her persona non-grata, or if they had a heartfelt make-up, and she’s just emotional over the whole thing.> 
 
    Tanis hoped the actual events were somewhere in between those two extremes. <She doesn’t strike me as the sort to rush into her room and fall on the bed crying.> 
 
    <Neither do you,> Sera replied evenly. <But I’ve seen you do it—well, I didn’t see it, but I heard you.> 
 
    Tanis recalled that event. It had been back on Sabrina, the day she had awoken after cryostasis to find out that she was five thousand years in the future and over a hundred light years from the Intrepid. She still felt emotional at the memory.  
 
    <Sorry,> Sera said when Tanis didn’t reply. <I didn’t mean to bring it up like that.> 
 
    <It’s OK,> Tanis said after a moment. <I was just thinking about how much has changed since then. Back then, you were just trying to make sure that Kade didn’t find me and ruin your whole quest to get that CriEn module back.> 
 
    <And you just wanted to get back to your colony ship and find a place to settle down.> 
 
    Tanis laughed. <You know, we succeeded at those things. Maybe a bit too well.> 
 
    <Go us,> Sera replied. 
 
    <Hey, the Aegeus is pinging me. I reached out to Joe on the QC.> 
 
    <I’ll let you talk to your hubby, then, you homesick girl you.> 
 
    Tanis snorted. <Get some sleep. You’ve had too much to drink.> 
 
    <Not yet, I haven’t. Ciao.> 
 
    <I have him, Admiral Richards. You’re Linked in,> Collans reported. 
 
    <Thanks, Lieutenant.> 
 
    [Tanis, good to hear from you. So to speak,] Joe said.  
 
    [You too,] Tanis replied.  
 
    Angela joined in. [How’s the ISFA, Joe? How’re the kids?] 
 
    [You know how it is, a lot going on. New semester and new facility on top of that. The girls are all great. Faleena is growing by leaps and bounds. I’ll see if I can reach them; they were out for supper with Nance, but they should be almost back by now.] 
 
    [OK,] Tanis replied and waited a minute for Joe to come back. 
 
    [Here we all are. I’ve just routed them through my Link to the blade. It might get a bit confusing, but we’ll manage.] 
 
    [Hi, moms, it’s Cary, how are you?] 
 
    [Great!] Tanis replied. [We’re at Alexandria, a world city in the Scipian Empire. Had dinner at a restaurant down beneath the planet between two plates. We could see the mantle.] 
 
    [Wow! This is Saanvi. Did you have good food?] 
 
    [No,] Angela replied. [Someone tried to kill us.] 
 
    [Really? Are you OK? Oh, this is Faleena.] 
 
    Tanis smiled to see the words from her youngest daughter. [Of course we are, Faleena. How are you? Joe said you’re doing great.] 
 
    [Dad’s too kind. I’m muddling through. Some of the instructors are brutal.] 
 
    [They’re supposed to be brutal.] 
 
    No one identified themselves, but Tanis was certain that had been Joe.  
 
    [I hope your negotiations go good, mom.] 
 
    [Thanks, Cary. We already have our first steps underway. We have some big gala to go to tomorrow night, and then the real work will begin.] 
 
    [How’d you know it was me?]  
 
    [Because you refuse to use the word ‘well’ when you’re supposed to,] Angela scolded. 
 
    [Told you she’d notice.] 
 
    [We’re burning time here on the QC, girls. Anything you want to say to your moms?] 
 
    [Love you, moms. Get a good outcome.] 
 
    [Have fun at the gala!] 
 
    [I miss you both so much.] 
 
    Tanis and Angela knew the final words had been from Saanvi, then Cary, and finally Faleena. Tanis felt tears come to her eyes, and knew that Angela felt the same way.  
 
    [We love you all too,] Tanis said.  
 
    [And we miss you terribly. Study hard so you can ship out and join us,] Angela added. 
 
    [The three of them are well on their way,] Joe said. [Talk to you soon, dears.] 
 
    [Bye, moms.] 
 
    [Good luck.] 
 
    [Be safe out there, moms.] 
 
    Tanis and Angela replied in unison, [We will. Love you all.] 
 
    The connection closed—probably instigated by Joe so they didn’t all repeat farewells for the next hour. 
 
    <When did I get so sentimental?> Tanis wondered. 
 
    <Kids; they do it to us all.> 
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    Elena waited in Prelate Fiona’s quarters, barely breathing, monitoring the room’s tracking systems to ensure she remained undetected. 
 
    It was fortunate that the Celebration of the Seven Suns was occurring the following day. All of the prelates were on Alexandria for the event, and would stay for several weeks afterward as they held meetings with the empress and their quadrant delegates. 
 
    She knew from her time serving in Scipio in the past that Fiona would be the one least interested in joining a massive war. The prelate would also do nearly anything to harm the empress; at least, anything that didn’t harm Fiona as well. It would make her the easiest to deal with. 
 
    A small part of Elena felt twisted for working so actively against Sera, but it had to be done. Sera was beyond redemption, and Elena would do what she must to see the Transcend brought to its knees. It was past time to end their tyranny.  
 
    Still, that small part of Elena urged her to consider that Sera may have been telling the truth. That perhaps it was Orion that was pushing the conflict forward. For all her tech, Tanis just wanted to be left alone; she wasn’t trying to spread it around the galaxy. 
 
    But will that last forever? Elena knew that the cat would eventually be let out of the bag. Once New Canaan’s picotech spread to all humanity, the race would become unrecognizable. It would change them into something else.  
 
    This was where it would stop. In Scipio. She would deny them this alliance, and the Transcend would lose the Inner Stars. With the bulk of humanity and AIs siding with Orion, there would be nothing Sera and Tanis could do but step down. 
 
    Perhaps the war could be avoided entirely. 
 
    Her probes picked up movement in the hall, and a few seconds later, Prelate Fiona entered her private quarters.  
 
    The prelate was a tall woman, well over two meters in the heels she currently wore. Her long white hair was bundled together into a single thick braid that fell to her thighs. Her outfit was simple—a tight pair of red pants and a long brown jacket with tails that came to her knees.  
 
    Once the door swung shut behind her, the prelate pulled off her coat and threw it onto the bed, revealing a shimmering white shirt beneath.  
 
    “You’re a stunning woman,” Elena said from the darkened corner where she stood. 
 
    Fiona spun, her eyes showing neither fear nor alarm, only anger.  
 
    “What are you doing in here? Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Elena. I came to talk to you in regards to a plan Diana has set in motion. A plan that will grant her even greater power, and draw all of Scipio into a war unlike any other.” 
 
    Fiona sighed and kicked off her shoes. “Sounds very melodramatic, and I’m tired. Why don’t you make an appointment with my executive AI, Samantha? I’m sure she can fit you in sometime right around the end of the universe.” 
 
    Elena stepped out of the corner and into the light. “Are you sure? This is a one-time offer. When I kill Diana, you will not be the benefactor.” 
 
    Fiona’s head snapped up. “Kill? When?”  
 
    “Tomorrow night,” Elena replied. “At her precious gala.” 
 
    “You’re a fool,” Fiona said with a disdainful sniff. “That is the most secure event in the galaxy. You’ll never get in.” 
 
    “Very well, then,” Elena said as thin silver filaments began to flow off her fingertips toward Fiona. We’ll just have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    Elena had severed all the room’s sensors while they spoke, replacing their feeds with one of Fiona lying on her bed. 
 
    There was no one listening as Fiona began to scream. 
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    “How are you feeling, Valerie?” Tanis asked as she walked out of her quarters and across the suite’s central room, rotating her arms in slow, languid stretches as she walked to the coffee maker.  
 
    “Right as rain, ma’am” Valerie replied from where she leaned against the bar, working through a series of holoprojections that only she could see. “Aegeus sent down a medic that fixed me up; he’s set up shop in the suites across the hall. Given your record, I figured we should have him on hand.” 
 
    “My record?” Tanis asked, a wounded expression on her face. 
 
    Valerie snorted, “Yes, ma’am. I was given access to much of your record. Took me two days to read it.” 
 
    Tanis sipped her fresh cup of coffee and turned to look at Valerie. “It’s far too early in the morning for ‘ma’am’ing, Valerie. We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other over the upcoming years. New rule: if there’s no one else around, I’m just ‘Tanis’.”  
 
    Valerie met Tanis’s eyes and her lips twisted. “I’m not sure that’s a good habit to get into.” 
 
    “You’re smart,” Tanis said with a wink. “I’m sure you’ll manage not to slip up.” 
 
    “Yes…Tanis.” 
 
    “See? Not so hard,” Tanis replied as she eased into a chair by the window and stared out over the gardens. “You know,” she said after a minute’s silence. “If this place wasn’t such a viper pit, it may actually be a nice place to spend some time.” 
 
    “Not my kinda vacation place,” Valerie said absently as she flipped through her holos.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Tanis asked over her shoulder. “What is?” 
 
    “I like cloud sailing on worlds like your Roma. Give me a gas giant, a strong headwind, and a CF sail, and I’m having the time of my life.” Valerie’s voice sounded wistful, and she sighed. 
 
    “Sounds like you’d rather be there,” Tanis said, turning in her chair to face Valerie. “Why join the TSF?” 
 
    “Stars and Alliance, right? We all have to do our part to safeguard humanity’s future—even if it’s hard to see the forest for the trees sometimes.” 
 
    <And the future of AIs,> Angela added.  
 
    “Sorry, Angela,” Valerie said. “I tend to think of humanity and AIs as sharing the same future. At least, I hope we do. Maybe we need a new word for both…like ‘allkind’, or maybe ‘omnikind’. 
 
    Tanis nodded. “I like that. I’ve heard some places have fancy words for both, but ‘allkind’ is nice and broad, and doesn’t have any baggage or nuance. Just ‘all’.” 
 
    <Covers all the weird things you humans have turned yourselves into, too,> Angela added with a wink. 
 
    “You AIs have turned yourselves into things, as well,” Valerie noted as she closed out her holodisplays and walked to the coffee maker. “‘Allkind’ would encompass your ascended brethren, too.” 
 
    <Not all the ascended beings out there are AIs,> Angela countered. 
 
    Valerie looked up sharply. “That wasn’t in any of the briefings. I mean, there have always been rumors of humans ascending…whatever that means. Have you met any?” 
 
    <Airtha may be one, or may be on the cusp of becoming one,> Angela replied. <But Jessica met a group in Perseus who had. Well, she met some of the ones who had remained behind.> 
 
    “So how does she know it happened?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “It’s classified, for now,” Tanis replied. “But we have every reason to believe that those people determined how to ascend. Although they did not seem to interact with corporeal beings anymore once they had done so.” 
 
    “So you’re not sure,” Valerie deduced as she leant against the window. 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “I’m as sure as I can be without meeting one.” 
 
    “Stars, you’re all so loud,” Sera said as she emerged from her room, rubbing her eyes and stumbling toward the coffee maker. 
 
    “You two have some of the most advanced nanotech in the galaxy,” Valerie said as she watched Sera pour herself a cup and sip it with delight. “You don’t need coffee to feel awake and alert.” 
 
    “Racial mental addiction,” Tanis said. “We consume coffee to feel awake because we must. There is no why.” 
 
    “What she said,” Sera mumbled as she breathed in the aroma. “Ritual and tradition, our brains are wired for it.” 
 
    Valerie shrugged. “If you say so. I like to avoid patterns; keeps the mind sharp.” 
 
    <If you spend much time with these two, you won’t have time to form many repeating patterns,> Angela replied. 
 
    “Where’s Petra?” Sera asked as she sat and picked a grape from a bowl between her and Tanis’s chairs. 
 
    “She went to fetch a costumer,” Valerie replied with a hint of a grin. 
 
    “A what?” Tanis asked, her tone sharp. 
 
    “I didn’t really ask, but I looked up this Celebration of Seven Suns, and it does seem to involve some elaborate outfits.” 
 
    “I saw that in my research last night, too. It looks pretty amazing,” Sera replied. “Didn’t you dig into what this whole shindig is about, Tanis?” 
 
    “No,” Tanis shrugged. “I was making some calls last night. Reached out to Krissy and then Joe afterward.” 
 
    “How’s your man and the kids?” Sera asked. 
 
    Tanis drew in a deep breath. “Good, they miss us, Joe misses us, Faleena really misses us. I feel like a bad mother.” 
 
    Valerie nodded. “I know the feeling. I have a ten-year-old daughter back home. She’s with my sister right now.” 
 
    “I saw that in your file when I selected you,” Tanis said. “I almost didn’t pick you because of it, but half the best officers have kids…” 
 
    “Including you, ma’am,” Valerie added. 
 
    “I thought I said no ‘ma’am’ing so early.” 
 
    Valerie shrugged. “It’s after 8AM, and you’ve had a coffee. Doesn’t seem that early anymore.” 
 
    Tanis laughed. “I suppose not. But at least wait ‘til after breakfast.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis and Sera placed their breakfast order with the suite’s NSAI, and not long after, servants wheeled in a buffet featuring the selections they’d made.  
 
    The pair ate and discussed the prelates they would meet that day, along with the senators, ministers, governors, admirals, generals, assorted dignitaries, bureaucrats, and foreign diplomats. There would be over ten thousand people at the celebration, and they would need to know each one of them in case they met over the course of the twelve-hour event. 
 
    They were only halfway through the list of top-tier VIPs when Petra returned with the costumer. 
 
    The Hand agent alerted them to her impending arrival, and Tanis cleared the holos from the air as they stood to greet this person who would likely wrap them in something terribly uncomfortable for the next half a day. 
 
    At least that’s how Tanis felt about it. Sera seemed delighted by the idea of an elaborate costume party. 
 
    The costumer was a man who was all about his business. In addition to his two natural arms, he had six robotic ones that sprouted from his back, and a mass of tentacles on his head that was either a very useful hat, or what passed for his hair.  
 
    He wore a long coat, an apron covered with pockets—every one of which was stuffed with tools—and five of his robotic arms carried large cases. The sixth pulled a cart with even more cases resting upon it. 
 
    Petra gestured to the man. “Tanis, Sera, this is Danny. He’s the empress’s personal costumer. Diana herself secured his services on your behalf.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, greetings, of course,” Danny said. “We haven’t much time; only eight hours before you must be on your way to the red carpet! What to do with you two…” 
 
    “There’s a red carpet?” Tanis asked. “I think we could probably skip that.” 
 
    “What?” Danny’s eyes widened. “No, no. That will not do. It won’t do at all. Personages of your importance must be announced on the red carpet. I will not costume you if you are not presented properly, and no one else will, either—especially on such short notice!” 
 
    “So what did you have in mind?” Sera asked. 
 
    Danny pressed a finger to his forehead as he squinted at the two women.  
 
    “And what about her?” Sera added, gesturing to Petra. 
 
    Danny glanced at Petra. “Her? The empress has already selected her costume—part of their arrangement, I’m told. But you two…I know! I could merge you together into a large butterfly. Who wants to be the head?” 
 
    Tanis barked a laugh. “Not an iceworld’s chance against a supernova.” 
 
    “Dunno,” Sera said with a grin. “You’d make a good butterfly ass.” 
 
    “We need something we can move in, fight in if needs be,” Tanis said. 
 
    “You’re expecting combat?” Danny asked, his bushy eyebrows furrowing. 
 
    “We’re always expecting combat,” Tanis replied. “With our luck, the palace will get attacked by the flying monkeys from the Disknee World while we here.” 
 
    “Hmm…warriors…do any of your limbs detach?” Danny wanted to know.  
 
    “My left arm is prosthetic,” Tanis replied. 
 
    “What about your feet?” Danny asked. “If not, could we remove them? I’m a very competent surgeon.” 
 
    <I wonder what our medic across the hall would think of that?> Angela laughed in Tanis’s mind.  
 
    <I don’t think it’s wise to let this guy see what’s inside my body.> 
 
    <You’re such a buzzkill, bionic woman.> 
 
    “No, my feet stay.” 
 
    “I’d like to see your ideas, but I don’t really need too much of your assistance; I can make my own costumes.” Sera demonstrated, changing color from her usual dark red to green, then blue, and back again, while heels grew from her feet, and horns from her head. 
 
    “Now that is something special!” Danny exclaimed, and several of his hands clapped together. “I shall mold you like putty!” 
 
    Sera groaned. “Not what I was going for.”  
 
    “Janice!” Danny called out, craning his head to call back into the hall. “Hurry along, Janice. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 
 
    A moment later, a harried-looking woman who otherwise looked entirely normal—almost alarmingly so—entered the room hauling a large case behind her. She didn’t speak, but began unpacking it as one of the guards walked over and watched her actions closely. 
 
    “Now, then. You mentioned Disknee and its flying monkeys. How do you feel about being…villains!” 
 
    “Tanis laughed. I don’t know that ‘evil’ is the first impression we want to make.” 
 
    “Very well, Janice, get the fab ready. I have an idea!” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Danny spent some time suggesting different costumes—most of which Tanis shot down, though Sera seemed to have a growing set she wanted to explore further. 
 
    At one point, after Danny had sorted out which of them was the admiral and which was the president, he tried to convince Tanis to let him craft her into a starship so that Sera could ride her.  
 
    Sera had a laughing fit and pushed hard for Tanis to capitulate.  
 
    <Is this some sort of kink you have that I was unaware of?> Tanis eventually asked. 
 
    <Surprisingly, no. But, Tanis, you’re a strong, powerful woman. I’m into women; I’ve wanted to ride you from the day we met. This is like a dream come true.> 
 
    <Har har, you’re a bucket of laughs.> 
 
    In the end, he settled on turning Tanis into a mechanized warrior, since he said it fit her military background. He groused that it was too cliché, but Janice added some accents that made him happy. 
 
    “It’s based on a character from an ancient game called Meteoroid,” Janice explained. “The main character was a woman named Shannon. I’ll start by crafting the infinity suit she wore under her armor; that way, if you want to pull the armor off, you’ll still be in costume.” 
 
    Tanis nodded as Janice bent over the fab unit that she had unpacked from her large case. After a few minutes, she reached in and pulled out a shimmering light blue suit with dark blue patterns on it. 
 
    Tanis had been tempted to tell Janice that the flow armor she was wearing—currently transparent and skin-textured—could approximate the infinity suit’s appearance, but she didn’t want Danny to think he could mold her like he was currently doing to Sera, so she kept her mouth shut and stepped into the suit as Janice stretched the neck opening wide.  
 
    Once the suit was on, Tanis looked it over and admitted that it was a nice design and that it accented her body well. Not that she typically worried about such things, but they were trying to impress these people. 
 
    Janice then began to fabricate her armor pieces, which were bulky but in an appealing sort of way. They were shaded bronze and gold and gleamed brightly.  
 
    “This next part is a bit tight,” Janice warned as she held up the waist piece. “Suck in.”  
 
    Tanis complied, and was glad that she could soften and move her ribs; otherwise the constriction would have been excruciating.  
 
    “I don’t think I can bend at all in this,” she said.  
 
    “Please,” Danny replied. “We are making you into art, not a dancer.” 
 
    The chest piece was bulky and formed a ridge across her breasts; a definite difference from how the infinity suit underneath highlighted them.  
 
    From there, Janice did Tanis’s arms.  
 
    “I don’t think I need you to remove your left arm, since we can just place the cannon over it,” Janice said as she held up a massive cylinder. She activated it, and it fired a beam of light that looked like an electron beam, though it splashed in a harmless shower of light against the wall.  
 
    “Awesome, right?” Janice asked. “It uses some cool air-ionizing tech to pull off the effect.” 
 
    <You can totally put a pulse rifle…or two…in there,> Angela suggested.  
 
    <I was just thinking the same thing,> Tanis replied.  
 
    Janice fitted the cannon over Tanis’s left arm in such a fashion that her forearm was completely encased. The thing stretched a meter in front and half a meter behind her elbow; to say that it was ungainly was an understatement.  
 
    Once Janice had fitted Tanis’s right arm with a rather standard looking rerebrace and vambrace, she crafted two massive pauldrons that she placed on Tanis’s shoulders.  
 
    “There you have it; once we get the helmet set, you’ll be prefect. I want to make some tweaks to the design on file, so give me just a moment.” 
 
    While Janice was busy, Tanis walked over to where Danny was working on Sera. He had settled on a battle angel for Sera, something that Sera really seemed taken with. 
 
    Her skin, excepting her face, was a bright red, and a pair of wings was attached to her back. They were currently folded up, but Tanis estimated that they would be nearly four meters tip-to-tip when they were unfurled. The feathers were a mix of white and red, and slowly shifted in color, creating a mesmerizing effect.  
 
    Danny rummaged through one of the cases and produced two cup-like objects that he fit over Sera’s breasts, increasing their size noticeably. 
 
    “I don’t really need that,” Sera said. “My stock set is pretty good.”  
 
    “The size is a side effect,” Danny replied. “Now grow your fancy skin over these, if you will,” he said, and clapped his hands as Sera did so. “Oh you’re such a delight. You must tell me where you got this skin. If I could work with all my customers in this fashion, it would be wonderful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sera said. “That’s classified.” 
 
    “Very well, but I’m not through with you yet. When you see how amazing you look, you may never want to turn back into a regular person.” 
 
    “That happens a lot,” Petra added from where she watched the transformations. “People often wear Danny’s costumes for months.” 
 
    Tanis noticed that Petra looked more than a little concerned, and she wondered what was on the ambassador’s mind. 
 
    “Some of them forever, or at least until I re-costume them,” Danny added with a broad smile before turning back to Sera. “Now, my blood angel, try to lift into the air. We’ll see how the balance works with the wings.” 
 
    Sera activated the a-grav units that were in her breast cups and lifted a meter into the air. “Oh, Tanis, this is so amazing. You should try it sometime!”   
 
    Tanis laughed and shook her head. “Get it out of your system now. After this party, you have to go back to being a regular—well, regular for you—person.” 
 
    “I think I resent that remark, Tanis-bot,” Sera laughed as she sailed above them. 
 
    “It’s armor, not a bot. Besides, with the red, you look more like a demon…or a dragon,” Tanis teased.  
 
    “Oh, a demon-dragon! Now that would be fun,” Danny said. “No one has been one of those for some time. Can you turn your skin into scales?” 
 
    “Not sure,” Sera said. “I’ve never tried scales before.” 
 
    “I thought we decided against villains?” Tanis said.  
 
    “Demon-dragon was your idea,” Sera replied as she drifted back to the ground. She frowned for a moment and then her skin changed to red scales. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Danny clapped. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Janice said, and Tanis turned to see the woman holding a large helmet with what could only be described as a golden mane running down the back.  
 
    She lifted it over Tanis’s head and set it carefully into place. 
 
    “There you are!” Janice said. “You’re now Shannon of Meteoroid!”  
 
    “Is the helmet not supposed to turn?” Tanis asked. Not that it mattered; with the massive pauldrons on her shoulders, she couldn’t see in those directions anyway. 
 
    “It’s not,” Janice confirmed. “You just turn your head inside. There are holodisplays you can activate that will allow you to see as though the helmet isn’t there. That’s the bit I was adding.” 
 
    <Not that you need something so primitive,> Angela commented drily. 
 
    <Be nice, Angela.> 
 
    “That’s really neat,” Tanis replied, trying to be complimentary.  
 
    With her costume done, Tanis turned back to Sera. Her skin was still fashioned into scales, covering her from hooved feet to head. Her face did not bear scales, though it was also red. Two thick horns curled out from her forehead, and her canine teeth had been elongated into fangs.  
 
    A dozen rings pierced each ear with chains hanging off them, some dangling down over her shoulders.  
 
    Her wings were now made of thick leather rather than feathers, and they rustled as she moved. She spun for Tanis to get the full view, and flicked her long tail behind her. 
 
    Tanis laughed at Sera and shook her head. “You missed your calling as some sort of…I don’t really know. Maybe there’s a theme-world that needs one of you.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous that I can fly,” Sera accused as she unfurled her wings. 
 
    “OK, I’ll admit that it looks good, and it suits you, but you can’t keep it on after the party.” 
 
    Sera grinned, showing more pointy fangs in her mouth. “Fine, but I’m going to keep it for later. When we finally retire, I’m going to make it permanent.” 
 
    “You’ll scare the horses,” Tanis replied with a wink.  
 
    “Now, Miss Petra,” Danny said. “It’s time for your costume.” 
 
    “Right, you said that Diana had picked it out? I’m hoping for some sort of warrior princess.” Petra said nervously. 
 
    “What? That was an option?” Tanis exclaimed. 
 
    Sera rapped on Tanis’s massive shoulder. “There’s no way I’m letting you back out of being Tanis-bot. Joe and your girls are going to love all the video I’m gathering.” 
 
    <Don’t worry,> Angela said. <She’s already planning all the weapons she can hide in her massive cannon.> 
 
    <Good,> Sera replied. <Because I can’t hide any in what I’m wearing.> 
 
    <I bet we could turn your wings into a sonic pulse emitter,> Angela suggested. <Not sure if we have the material for that, though.> 
 
    Danny had turned away from them and was rummaging through his case. “The empress said that we could pick whatever we wanted, so long as you can’t talk.” 
 
    “So long as what?” Petra asked, her voice rising an octave. 
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t kiss and make up,” Sera said. 
 
    Petra flushed. “We didn’t end it on such a bad note that I have no hope for the future. She said that we can certainly continue on a professional level….” 
 
    “Seems that the empress is a bit vindictive,” Tanis said. 
 
    “That’s a fair assessment,” Petra said with a sigh. “So what’s it going to be, Danny? A mummy?” 
 
    “She also said it has to be debasing,” Janice said with apology written on her face. “But, Danny, don’t make it too mean, OK?” 
 
    “This sort of last minute stuff will be the death of me,” Danny said. “I can’t do just anything, it has to be unique!” 
 
    “Starting to appreciate being Tanis-bot a lot more,” Tanis murmured quietly as she turned and walked toward the windows where Valerie stood with an amused expression on her face.  
 
    “It doesn’t look so bad…but your shoulders, they’re taller than your head,” Valerie said with a poorly hidden smile.  
 
    “You just be happy you’re not going,” Tanis replied. “I’d make you be my cannon. Think you could fold up in here?” Tanis waved her oversized cannon arm at Valerie.   
 
    “I’m not going?” Valerie asked.  
 
    “No, there are no personal guards, attendants, anything allowed at the Celebration of the Seven Suns.” 
 
    Valerie flushed. “I can’t believe I didn’t check that.” 
 
    Tanis patted Valerie on the shoulder. “You can take my place, if you’d like. I bet no one would notice.” 
 
    “I almost feel like I should…except I don’t think I can pull off the shoulders.” Valerie finished the statement with a snicker, then flushed red and covered her mouth. 
 
    Their discussion was cut short by a wail of dismay as Petra saw what she’d be wearing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE SEVEN SUNS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.12.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace Complex 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Celebration of the Seven Suns was held at the top of one of the palace’s lower spires—one that only rose four kilometers off the ground. It was, however, topped with a large disc that was nearly a kilometer across. The central section was a wide, open floor, and the perimeter was ringed with smaller rooms for more intimate conversations, performances, food, and whatever else the partygoers felt like doing for twelve hours.  
 
    After walking down the red carpet, Tanis, Sera, and Petra had a lift car to themselves—mainly because the wings took up so much room.  
 
    Danny’s initial plan had been to turn Petra into some sort of ancient court jester with a round, mouthless head—but Petra had pleaded with him not to. She had even gone so far as to get down on her knees. 
 
    In the end, Janice had suggested a costume like Sera’s, but with a mouth full of fangs and a forked tongue so that Petra was unable to speak. 
 
    Danny had acquiesced but insisted that they make her a different color, and eventually—much to Petra’s dismay—they picked white with the words “Fallen Angel” emblazoned in pink across her chest. 
 
    “You must understand, Petra my dear,” Danny had said as he applied her new forked tongue, making sure that it was too long to pull back into her mouth. “Diana was very emphatic that you not enjoy your costume. I have to ensure she is pleased, or things will not go so well for me.” 
 
    When they were done, Danny and Janice had agreed that Petra still looked too proud. Janice had said something about the arms being the problem; if only Petra had no arms. 
 
    Petra had made a series of very loud and inarticulate hissing noises at that statement, but in the end, Danny had folded her arms behind her back and then reattached her wings in such a way that it was impossible to see that she had any upper limbs at all. 
 
    <This is so embarrassing,> Petra moaned, not for the first time since they had left the suites. <I feel like we’re back at the academy and this is some sort of hazing ritual.> 
 
    <It is,> Sera replied, a wicked grin on her face. <This is the ‘don’t fall in love with the asset’ hazing ritual. Especially when that asset is one of the most powerful women in the galaxy and really likes to get her way.> 
 
    <It’s like you just described Tanis and Sera,> Angela commented. <Of course, you haven’t fallen in love with either of them yet, have you?> 
 
    <Not yet,> Petra said sadly. <And I don’t plan to; you’re both far too dangerous. I’ve learned my lesson.> 
 
    <Now remember,> Sera said, touching the collar Petra wore. <The collar is supposed to kill your Link access—so no talking and all that. Don’t slip up and let her imperial vindictiveness realize that you can.> 
 
    Petra pursed her lips and then started. <Dammit, that’s the fifth time I’ve cut my lip. I can do my part and take one for the team. Thank stars this stupid celebration doesn’t come for another fifty-seven years. Maybe by then, Diana won’t be so upset with me.> 
 
    <You sound like you still hold out hope for a personal relationship with her,> Angela said. 
 
    <I know, stupid, right?> Petra asked. 
 
    <No.> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <Maybe.> 
 
    Then the lift doors opened, and they were treated to a sight unlike they’d ever seen. The costumes Danny had fitted them with were well on the tamer end of the spectrum. 
 
    In her first glance, Tanis saw a giant man, a couple whose torsos both dissolved into a mass of ropey tendrils, many attaching to the other person’s body, a horse—just a plain horse with a bridle and saddle, and a two-meter-long starship with a person’s head coming out the top. Strange as it was, the ship was rather impressive as it flew past; its thin construction seemed not to have enough room for a person inside, and there were several places where she could see deep into shuttle bays that should have been inside of the wearer’s body. 
 
    “You would have made a way better ship,” Sera said with a wink. 
 
    “Yeah, but look him up,” Tanis said. “He’s one of the fleet admirals. I wouldn’t have wanted to copy—stars, what am I saying? I think this giant cannon has gotten to me.” 
 
    “You like the cannon,” Sera laughed. “Imagine if you had one of those on your arm all the time? It’d be badass.” 
 
    “Just be happy I had enough flowmetal left to make that sword for you, or I’d make you fight your way out of here without any weapons.” 
 
    <I have to admit, it amuses me how we’ve accepted that there will be a battle of some sort,> Sera said privately. 
 
    A gleaming figure approached, and Tanis’s visual overlay identified the person as the empress. Her body was sheathed in gold, and she walked in a pool of water that seemed to move with her, splashing at her feet as she walked. Water sparkled as it flowed up her body, and as she drew closer, Tanis realized that the water was laden with jewels that rolled up her body with the liquid. When the water reached the empress’s head, it fountained out behind her in a massive spray, only to be caught in a grav field that drew the droplets back down to the pool at her feet.  
 
    “President Sera, Admiral Richards, I’m so pleased you could make it. You look fabulous. Admiral, ready to lay waste to anything in your path, and Madam President, I would be shocked if scandal does not lay at your doorstep by morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, Empress Diana,” Tanis replied and Sera added. “We appreciate you letting us borrow Danny.” 
 
    Diana waived her hand and diamonds flew into the air, falling into the pool at her feet. “It was no trouble at all. I like what he has done with you, Petra. I’ll have to find him and thank him later.” 
 
    Petra scowled, but didn’t attempt to speak. Danny had ensured that any attempts would only come out as hisses. 
 
    Diana stepped up to Petra and smiled. “How do you feel Petra? Ashamed? Betrayed? Embarrassed? I hope so. You can get a taste of how I’ve felt these past two days. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    Petra’s face fell and she let out a soft hiss.  
 
    “Ah, how delightful. You’re speaking your native tongue. I debated using a leash to pull you around all night, but I decided against it—you’ll need to have some credibility after this.” 
 
    “I hope this isn’t how you’ll treat your allies in the future,” Sera said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course not,” Diana said with an upturned nose. “So long as there is no betrayal. Besides, this is a very light punishment, all things considered.” 
 
    <She was a spy,> Angela said. <Usually that warrants more than some strong words and no arms for a night.> 
 
    Diana nodded. “Angela understands. Now come, there are people I’d like you to meet.” 
 
    Tanis was not normally one for fashion and showmanship—that was Sera’s forte—but she had to admit that the costumes the upper echelon of Scipio adorned themselves in were very impressive. She witnessed everything from a woman who was nothing more than a head on a small disc with long spidery limbs, to a centaur that she was certain was constructed from two people. 
 
    Diana stayed with them as the night wore on, introducing her new allies to many of the admiralty and the highest-ranking generals. They met important business people, governors, rulers of influential worlds, and three of the prelates.  
 
    Tanis had spotted the fourth prelate, Fiona, moving through the crowd several times through the night, but they never managed to catch the woman.  
 
    Eventually, Tanis begged off from the introductions to get some food and a drink. 
 
    As she stood near one of the bars where women poured drinks while hanging from trellises, covered in writhing vines, she saw a flash of black and yellow, and turned to see Prelate Fiona approaching.  
 
    The prelate’s costume was simple—compared to many of the others—but it was impressive, nonetheless. From the waist down, the woman appeared to be a massive snake, moving so sinuously that Tanis had to assume she had no legs to speak of—or if she did, they contained no bones.  
 
    She appeared human from the waist up, though the snakeskin covered her entire body, including her hairless head. Her eyes were very large, and their yellow, vertical pupils gazed at Tanis disinterestedly. 
 
    “You’re the Admiral, the one the empress’s new pet brought?” Prelate Fiona asked.  
 
    “I am,” Tanis said, not wishing to argue Petra’s status with the woman. “Diana has been trying to meet with you this evening, Prelate.” 
 
    “She and I will have our chat soon enough. I asked that she join me in one of the upper meeting areas. It is too loud, and there are too many ears down here for what we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tanis asked. “What would that be?” 
 
    “Imperial business,” Fiona hissed, her tongue forked as well. 
 
    <Lot of that going around tonight,> Angela commented.  
 
    <I’ve noticed. She certainly doesn’t seem to like us, does she?> 
 
    <I got that vibe as well,> Angela replied.  
 
    “I suppose there’s a lot of that to go over,” Tanis said with a smile. “Scipio certainly is vast.” 
 
    “Yes, you should remember that,” Fiona said as she slithered away, her tail slapping at Tanis’s legs as she moved past.  
 
    <Don’t do it,> Angela admonished. 
 
    <Do what?> Tanis asked innocently. 
 
    <You were thinking about shooting her tail with the pulse emitter you put in your cannon to see if you could numb her tail.> 
 
    <I was thinking no such thing!> 
 
    <Liar.> 
 
    Tanis laughed softly, and ordered herself a glass of wine and a martini for Sera, balancing them carefully on her one hand. 
 
    When she returned, Diana and Sera were speaking with a small, rotund man who looked like a cross between a dwarf and a beaver. He waddled off as she reached them and offered Sera her drink.  
 
    “Nothing for Petra?” Diana asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I don’t think she wants anything,” Tanis replied.  
 
    “No?” Diana looked back over her shoulder and Petra shook her head vehemently. “I suppose she doesn’t want someone to have to hold it for her.” 
 
    The empress covered her mouth as she laughed softly. 
 
    “OK, Diana, I understand your ire,” Sera said. “But this is bordering on childish now.” 
 
    <Bordering?> Angela asked. <If I hadn’t already resigned myself to the fact that you organics are unhealthily obsessed with skin and appearances and such, I might think you’re all insane.> 
 
    “Your AI is surprisingly blunt,” Diana replied. 
 
    <I shouldn’t have to remind you at this point, I’m not anyone’s AI,> Angela replied, not bothering to hide her irritation. <Diana, you need to act like a leader, not a ruler. While I appreciate that you all need to cut loose periodically, Sera is right. We cannot form a future relationship with you if you are intent on treating Petra as chattel.> 
 
    Tanis was surprised by Angela’s vehemence at first, but then she felt ashamed that she had gone along with it. In their eagerness to appease the empress, they had let Petra’s self-worth be sacrificed.  
 
    <Thanks, Angela, you’re right. I feel ashamed.> 
 
    <Well, it wasn’t directed at you, but it’s probably healthy for you to feel shame sometimes. It’ll help balance out the guilt.> 
 
    <Wow, feeling punchy tonight, Angela?> Tanis asked. 
 
    <Yes, it would seem I am. Probably all the stupidity in the air.> 
 
    “I don’t think you—” Diana began, but her ire faded under Tanis and Sera’s steely gazes. She lowered her eyes, and her haughty sneer faded. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I need to adjust my attitude in respect to AIs.” 
 
    Diana’s gaze shifted to Petra, and she let out a long sigh. “You’re right about Petra; I’ll summon Danny to free her arms and let her speak.” 
 
    “I think that’s a wise decision,” Sera said.  
 
    Tanis saw that Petra’s eyes were wide with relief, and a minute later, Danny approached their group and led her away.  
 
    “He has a whole repair shop set up in one of the rooms,” Diana explained. “Some of these costumes require considerable maintenance over even just twelve hours.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Tanis replied and changed the subject. “I finally met Prelate Fiona, by the way.” 
 
    “Ah yes, she’s been pestering me all evening for a private meeting, but I’ve told her not until after I make the rounds. I may behave like a child, but I’m still a child with duties.” Diana said the last with a wink and a wave of her diamond-dispensing hand. 
 
    “I don’t think we accused you of that,” Sera said.  
 
    Diana nodded solemnly, and then smiled and reached out to shake hands with a couple that walked by. <Angela made a good point, though. I have been focused on ruling, not leading. There are just so many factions here, so many spinning plates, that it’s easier to dictate than to convince.> 
 
    <You’re preaching to the choir,> Sera replied.  
 
    <You should get an AI,> Angela suggested. <Other than helping you understand my people more, they would be a valuable assistant.> 
 
    Diana didn’t respond for a moment as she spoke with an admiral and her husband, a famous restaurateur, and introduced them to Tanis and Sera. 
 
    <Perhaps,> she replied to Angela. <I’ve honestly never felt comfortable enough to get one since I’ve become Empress. There are too many snakes out there. How would I know that I can trust an AI provided to me?> 
 
    <Firstly,> Angela replied with long-suffering, <you need to reframe that. You would interview AI applicants, just like you would for any other position, and I would be willing to help vet them. There may also be AIs on our ships that would be interested in the job. That could even serve to strengthen our alliance further.> 
 
    <Would you consider it?> Diana asked.  
 
    <No, I am not available,> Angela replied, her tone kinder than her words. <Tanis and I still have some time together ahead of us. But thank you for asking.> 
 
    <You also may not want your first exposure to an AI to have nearly as high a sarcasm quotient as Angela does,> Sera added. 
 
    <You have a good point, Sera,> Diana replied.  
 
    Diana proceeded to introduce a few other dignitaries to Tanis and Sera, and a few minutes later, Petra returned. Her arms were freed, her mouth and tongue returned to normal, and the words were gone from her chest.  
 
    She didn’t say anything as she approached, and Tanis glanced at Diana, her eyebrow raised.  
 
    Sera cleared her throat.  
 
    Diana nodded, and Tanis detected a hint of red on the empress’s golden cheeks as she approached Petra. 
 
    “I owe you an apology, Petra. I was callous and childish. I know half the people around here would cut me down if it helped them get their supper faster, and I treated you like I would have treated one of them. But I also know you’re not like that. Despite our circumstances, you’ve been a good friend.” 
 
    Petra nodded. “And I’m sorry there was a…less than honest start between us. I hope we can move forward; professionally, but maybe personally, too.” 
 
    Even with Petra’s extended legs and hooved feet, Diana was still as tall as Petra. She inclined her head, stepped closer so that the water around her feet was lapping at Petra’s as well, and whispered, “Let’s see what they all make of this.” 
 
    Diana’s lips met Petra’s in a long and passionate kiss. 
 
    Conversation around the group came to a standstill, and the bubble of silence rippled outward. Somewhere, a glass dropped to the floor, and the sound of it shattering punctuated the air, causing a few startled cries.  
 
    Petra grabbed Diana’s waist, pulling her closer, Diana’s water flowing up both of them now, and Sera let out a cheer that was picked up by others nearby. A moment later, the room was filled with shouted approval, applause, and a few catcalls.  
 
    Petra’s white wings flared out and then folded around the couple, an act which cut off the a-grav emitter’s ability to manage the flow of water from Diana’s head, and caused a fountain of water and jewels to spray out over part of the crowd. 
 
    The volume in the room had crept back up to its previous din, but Tanis heard Diana say, “Was getting tired of that, anyway.” 
 
    “We’ll see you two later,” Petra said as she and Diana turned and walked toward one of the rooms along the perimeter. 
 
    “Now that’s some quick turnaround,” Sera said.  
 
    Tanis nodded. “That’s a woman who only runs hot or cold. Though I suppose Petra has been with her long enough to know what she’s getting into—I hope. We’ll want to make sure she still has all her body parts, come morning.” 
 
    <So was our alliance just sealed with a kiss?> Sera asked. 
 
    Tanis laughed. <Maybe it was; though I get the feeling that this was the easy part.> 
 
    Over the course of the evening, everyone in the room had begun to realize that Tanis and Sera were important in some as-yet unknown way—the Empress spending several hours with anyone was unheard of. The fact that Diana had just publicly declared her affections for their ambassador further cemented the attendees’ belief that there was something very interesting about the Transcend and its emissaries. 
 
    Before long, Tanis and Sera were swarmed with people asking for details about the Transcend’s location, their economy, form of government, fashion, planets, favorite foods, and everything in between.  
 
    Through it all, Angela kept tabs on Petra. Not obtrusively, but they all expected something bad to happen during the party, and it was either going to happen to Diana, to the Transcend delegation, or both. 
 
    After an hour, they got a notice from the NSAI managing the meeting rooms that Diana had arranged for them all to meet with Prelate Fiona on the third level in a few minutes. 
 
    From what Angela relayed, Petra and Diana were still enjoying one another’s company. Sera and Tanis decided to let them be a few minutes late and approached the broad staircase together.  
 
    As they began to climb the steps, Sera laughed. “Why am I doing this? I can fly!” She spread her wings and lifted off into the air, gracefully ascending to the third level. 
 
    <You’re not flying,> Tanis chided. <That’s a-grav tech. You’re hovering.> 
 
    <Hovering with style,> Sera replied with a laugh. <Huh, no one’s here yet.> 
 
    Tanis had passed the landing on the second level, close to the room Petra and Diana had disappeared into, when Angela spoke up. 
 
    <It’s quiet in the room with Diana and Petra. Too quiet.> 
 
    <Let’s check on it,> Tanis said as she turned off on the balcony and walked down to the room. 
 
    <Damn, I’ve lost contact with the probes inside. I think it was a localized EM burst,> Angela reported as Tanis reached the door. 
 
    Tanis tried the door and it was locked. Nano flowed off her hand and dissolved the latch in moments. She pulled the door open and saw Petra lying on the floor, her wings splayed out behind her. 
 
    Tanis approached and bent over her as best she could. The Hand agent was breathing, but her heart rate was elevated. “Petra, what happened?” 
 
    “Servant’s entrance. Took her.”  
 
    Petra pointed at the side of the room, and Tanis could make out the outline of a door in the wall. She touched Petra’s stomach, delivering a dose of mednano—in case Petra’s was compromised by the targeted EM pulse that had hit the room. 
 
    Then she raced toward the rear door, wrenching it open, and ran into the corridor beyond. It was narrow, and her ridiculous pauldrons almost scraped both walls, but Tanis knew she didn’t have to time to extricate herself from the costume. 
 
    She followed the trail of fallen jewels and droplets of water, pushing past a servant who had to flatten herself against the wall to avoid being crushed.  
 
    <Someone has taken out the network here,> Angela said. <I can’t Link to it.> 
 
    <Good thing we pulled local schematics,> Tanis replied as she followed the trail into a stairwell and ran down the stairs. The tower’s plans showed that the staircase didn’t go to the bottom—just to a shuttle pad a few hundred meters down. 
 
    <I had local net access to the people on the party floor,> Tanis said as she leapt down to the next landing. <I couldn’t get beyond that, but now I’ve lost it, too. And I can’t reach Sera.> 
 
    <Shit,> Angela swore. <Keep going; I’m going to see if I can string a series of relays behind us.> 
 
    <You got it,> Tanis said as she swung around a landing, knocking over a man carrying a cake. <I’m not going to let our first ally get killed on the night we seal the deal.> 
 
        
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sera hovered at the meeting room’s window, staring up into the night sky. Outside the window, Scipian patrol craft kept other ships away from the palace airspace, maintaining a one thousand kilometer bubble around the palace’s spires. 
 
    High above the horizon, she could see Kapalicarsi Station glimmering, the lights of ships coming and going flashing in the darkness. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?”  
 
    Sera turned to see Prelate Fiona enter the room, slithering forward several meters until her tail passed through the door, and then flicking it shut. 
 
    “It is,” Sera replied. “We’re just waiting for Diana. Tanis went to see what’s keeping her.” 
 
    Fiona nodded as she moved over to the table laden with food and wine. “I’m in no rush. Have you tried the red brute they’re serving tonight? It has sensational undertones.” 
 
    “Sounds like an oxymoron,” Sera said with a smile.  
 
    Fiona poured two glasses and offered one to Sera, who drifted across the room to accept the wine from the prelate.  
 
    “I’m glad that you agreed to meet with us,” Sera said. “We’re working on an alliance that we think you’ll be very interested in.” 
 
    Prelate Fiona turned to Sera, her yellow eyes narrowing. “No, I don’t think I will.” 
 
    The prelate’s tail whipped around and smashed into Sera, sweeping her hooves out from under her. Sera flipped over in the air, and Fiona was on her, slashing at her scaled skin with taloned hands. 
 
    “Get the fuck off me,” Sera yelled, and slammed a hoof into Fiona’s chest, knocking her back. 
 
    The snake-woman lunged forward once more, but Sera rose higher in the air and Fiona missed, smashing into the table and sending bottles of wine to the floor. 
 
    <Tanis, you around? Could use some help here.> 
 
    Sera swung a clawed hand at Fiona, tearing at the thick skin on the prelate’s back. The tail swung at her again, and Sera leapt backward to avoid the strike. 
 
    <Tanis? Angela?>  
 
    No response came, and Sera realized that she couldn’t access anything beyond the local network—or rather, she could, but the messages didn’t seem to go anywhere, and she couldn’t connect out to any other systems. 
 
    “You’re not going to have any alliances,” Fiona hissed. “She told me to give you a message: tonight, you die…and so does Diana. The Transcend will fall.” 
 
    There was only one person on Alexandra that would pass such a message. 
 
    Shit! Elena got to Fiona. But to convince the prelate in one day’s time to assassinate me? 
 
    Sera knew that Elena must have subverted Fiona somehow; if she could just land a dose of nano on the snake-woman, she could at least shut down the prelate’s costume and figure out what was going on. 
 
    Fiona rushed across the room toward Sera, lunging for her neck, and Sera grabbed the woman’s arms, pushing nano out. Then the tail hit her again, and Sera flew across the room, her a-grav generators just barely slowing her before she slammed into the wall. 
 
    Next time, I’m not leaving all the weapons with Tanis. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis barreled through a door and onto a catwalk that encircled a service shaft. She peered over the edge and saw a platform descending far below. She gauged it to be over one hundred meters down. 
 
    <Don’t jump; you can take it, but you’ll be a clear target for too long,> Angela advised.  
 
    Tanis looked at the walls of the shaft, and took a step back before rushing forward and leaping over the railing.  
 
    <I thought I said don’t—> 
 
    <Relax,> Tanis replied as she hit the far wall and grabbed onto a stack of conduit. <I figured I could make it.> 
 
    <That was fifteen meters! What if you didn’t make it?>  
 
    <I’d land on the platform down below, which is where I want to get to, anyway.> 
 
    Tanis slid down the conduit stack, peering at the retreating platform below. <I see her.> 
 
    <Hard to miss, she’s golden.> 
 
    <Who is that with her?> Tanis asked, peering below. <She’s wearing one of the servant’s uniforms.> 
 
    <Nothing’s coming up from this far away,> Angela said. <Of course, I’m just on offline data. All the networks are still down.> 
 
    <Surprised she got Diana on her own. The empress is not a small woman.>  
 
    Tanis kept sliding down the conduit, pausing once to work her way around a large junction box. <At least no one is chasing us.> 
 
    Just then a shot rang out from above them, hitting the wall nearby, and Angela laughed. <You just had to say that.> 
 
    Tanis shifted and fired her cannon’s faux weapon. She saw the attacker above pull back when the strange blue blast came his way. 
 
    She looked below again and saw that the pad had stopped; then she watched Diana’s captor hit the empress in the head before pushing her forward. A moment later, they had disappeared through a door on the side of the shaft.  
 
    <How high up are we?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <Seventy meters off the pad, three klicks off the ground. Why?>  
 
    <Because there’s a landing pad outside there and I was just curious what type of craft they’re probably getting into.> 
 
    More shots rang out from above, and Tanis leapt from the side of the shaft, glancing up to see that the multiple figures firing on her wore Scipian uniforms. Either they were working for Diana’s abductors, or they thought Tanis was a part of the abduction. 
 
    <Dammit, that’s the empress’s guard.> 
 
    <Don’t wait around to see how helpful they’ll be,> Angela responded.  
 
    The initial shots had been pulse blasts, but as Tanis hit the platform below, slugs hit the deck around her. One tore into one of her pauldrons and was stopped by the costume before it hit her shoulder. 
 
    <Not so useless after all,> Angela remarked.  
 
    Tanis nodded as she ran down a corridor and across a small foyer to the exterior pad where an airship was taking off. There were a dozen craft on the pad; most belonging to the partygoers above. 
 
    She spotted one that was sleek and looked fast, and dashed across the platform toward it, tearing off her costume as she ran. First the pauldrons hit the deck, then the helmet, followed by the breastplate. It took a moment, but she managed to get the massive cannon off, revealing the barrel of a lug thrower protruding from the flowmetal of her forearm, as well as a charge cylinder for a pulse emitter jutting out of her wrist.  
 
    <Don’t take that one,> Angela said as Tanis approached her selected vessel. She highlighted another. <This one has guns.> 
 
    Without questioning Angela, Tanis turned to the other craft—which looked like an ancient replica of an aerojet—and placed her hand on its fuselage, feeding nano into the canopy locking mechanism. A moment later, she was in, staring at manual controls that included a flight stick.  
 
    <This thing doesn’t have any holointerfaces at all,> Tanis said as she pressed the button labeled ‘ignition’. <What in the stars are we in?> 
 
    <Sorry, I saw guns and got excited. It actually is a aerojet. From Presidian Reich.> 
 
    <How do you know that?> Tanis asked as the jet’s engines roared to life.  
 
    <It’s on a little decorative placard to your right.> 
 
    <Sheesh, I thought it was something just made to look retro, but this thing is retro,> Tanis said as she pushed the throttle forward and flew off the pad. The jet dropped like a rock, and she fought the stick to bring it level. 
 
    <You know, I’ve never done this before,> Tanis said, forcing herself to remain calm. 
 
    <I know. I hope we don’t smash into Alexandria and die just because I assumed that the old-fashioned looking jet had a-grav systems.> 
 
    <I feel like you’re not taking this seriously enough> Tanis replied as she struggled with the stick. 
 
    As the jet fell, its velocity increased, and Tanis was finally able to bring the nose up. She leveled the jet only a hundred meters from the palace rooftops.  
 
    “Oh…it’s VTOL,” Tanis muttered as she saw the thrust direction controls. “That makes way more sense.” 
 
    <All this old-school, throw-back stuff on this world is making my head hurt. We need to get back to a proper starship.> 
 
    <Quit grousing. Have you found them?> Tanis asked as she pushed the throttle as far forward as it would go, gaining altitude once more. 
 
    A voice squawked from a headset down beside the seat, and Tanis picked it up to hear someone screaming about buzzing the palace and shooting out of the sky. 
 
    “Hey, look, sorry about that. I’ve only flown one of these things before, and that was in sims. Your empress has been abducted, and I’m in pursuit of her captor.” 
 
    “The what?” the voice shrieked. “Is this some sort of prank?” 
 
    “No,” Tanis replied as Angela highlighted the ship they were after on her HUD. “This is Admiral Richards of the Transcend. We’re pursuing a…” 
 
    <Gallas 8A19 shuttle.> 
 
    “Gallas 8A19 shuttle.” 
 
    “That’s a common model,” the voice said. “How will I—"  
 
    “It’s the one I’m pointed at,” Tanis snapped.  
 
    Static came over the speaker, then the voice returned. “I’m going to have to check into this. There’s a network outage at the Empress’s party. I can’t verify that she’s not there.” 
 
    “Do you think that perhaps that was part of the abductors’ plans?” 
 
    “Uhh…hold please. I need to get my supervisor.” 
 
    <Stars, these people need more AIs,> Tanis said. <Even the dumbest NSAI could manage a protocol decision tree to deal with this.>    
 
    <You said it, not me.> 
 
    The shuttle containing Diana and her abductor was still a kilometer ahead, and dropping lower, toward the city. Tanis was closing in on it, but soon it would be down amongst the highrise towers, and she would lose it.  
 
    She looked at the weapons systems the areojet had and saw that there was a gatling gun on the nose of the craft. She activated the weapon and spun it up, hoping it had ammunition.  
 
    Tanis was pleasantly surprised when the gun spat bullets in generally the right direction, and she adjusted her trajectory until she hit the shuttle.  
 
    At the extreme range, the bullets were unlikely to do any damage; the shuttle did dip lower, though, angling toward a park one kilometer ahead of the towers that rose up at the edge of the palace grounds.  
 
    Tanis followed the shuttle down, and slowed as the vessel began to lower to the ground. The craft was only ten meters above the park’s grassy plain when suddenly it shot away, rising again toward the towers. 
 
    The Gallas 8A19 had far better acceleration than the ancient aerojet, and Tanis nearly lost sight of the craft as it raced through the tall structures.  
 
    <I managed to tap a local traffic-monitoring network; I can track it. Get above the towers,> Angela ordered as Tanis raced between two kilometer-high buildings.  
 
    <You got it; I wasn’t excited about weaving through these buildings, anyway.> 
 
    Angela nodded emphatically in her mind. <Neither was I.> 
 
    Tanis pulled the jet up, skimming the rooftops, as Angela updated the shuttle’s location on her HUD. <OK, now they really do look like they’re settling down. Some auxiliary pad on a maintenance highrise.> 
 
    <What’s a maintenance highrise?> Tanis asked. <Does it fix other buildings?> 
 
    <Wow. You’re funny tonight for someone whose entire mission on this planet is about to fail.> 
 
    Tanis slowed the aerojet and circled around the building. The landing pad was halfway up the structure, roughly four hundred meters off the ground. 
 
    She slowed the jet on approach to the building and tried to use the thrust-angling controls to lower to the pad. Each time she did, updrafts buffeted the craft and she could barely keep it from careening into the side of the building.  
 
    <Maybe you should—> 
 
    <Yeah, I’m setting down on the roof.> 
 
    Tanis gently lowered the thrust to land the jet on the roof, but at a certain point, it died altogether. The Aerojet dropped the last three meters, smashing a cluster of pipes that rose from the roof.  
 
    “Any landing you can walk away from…” Tanis muttered as she pushed the canopy open and leapt out of the jet. 
 
    There was a door on the side of the lift house, and Tanis pulled it open to see a long flight of stairs reaching down into the building. All around her, the air was filled with the hum of machinery and the sounds of liquid flowing through pipes.  
 
    <So, ‘maintenance’ means sewage, apparently.>  
 
    <Did you really think that the maintenance building lumbered about and worked on other buildings?> 
 
    <Har har; just for that, you’re on nano duty.> 
 
    Angela snorted. <What else is new? I also got a local net; you can Link to the Aegeus.> 
 
    Tanis didn’t waste any time connecting to the ship. <Captain Sheeran, we have a situation down here.> 
 
    <Admiral Richards. Good to finally hear from you. The spire where the party is being held is on lockdown, and I can’t raise the president.> 
 
    Tanis reached the bottom of the stairs to find herself on a long catwalk, overlooking a series of vertically mounted tanks. She scanned the area for movement and moved onto a lift at the far end of the walk. 
 
    <See if you can get Valerie. She’s probably working her way up there now. Ready a squad of FROD Marines. If the situation up there warrants it, have them drop in on the party.> 
 
    <On my discretion or hers, Admiral?> 
 
    <Valerie’s on the ground, so hers, unless you can’t reach her,> Tanis replied as she reached the lift. 
 
    <And you, Admiral? You’re outside the palace perimeter.> Sheeran’s mental tone carried far more concern for Tanis than it had for Sera. Not that she was surprised. Tanis had known Sheeran since the man had been eighteen years old. 
 
    <Hold tight for now. I have a feeling that if my quarry feels trapped, she may do something drastic. But get a squad ready to hit my position, as well.> 
 
    <Understood, Admiral.> 
 
    <You’re going to have to pull free of the Kapalicarsi to do it,> Tanis warned. <I imagine all hell will break loose. No matter what, you don’t shoot back. Is that understood?> 
 
    Sheeran took a moment to respond. <Understood.> 
 
    <Don’t worry, Captain; this’ll all work out. Tanis out.> 
 
    <I hope so. Aegeus out.> 
 
    Tanis returned her focus to the job at hand. Taking the lift was dangerous—too much could go wrong when the doors opened—but she didn’t have time to race down stairs and try to navigate the facility.  
 
    She drew a deep breath and stepped into the lift, selecting the level number she believed the landing pad to be on.  
 
    Tanis detected a soft glow in the lift’s enclosed space, and realized it was coming from her. She was still wearing the infinity suit; it seemed to have a glow-in-the-dark feature.  
 
    “Stars,” Tanis muttered as she quickly pulled the suit off and tossed it in a corner. Then she had a better idea, and hung the suit on the back wall of the lift, then wedged herself in a corner up against the ceiling.  
 
    It was as good a plan as any for not getting shot by anyone waiting outside. A few seconds after she got in place, the doors opened, but no weapons fire came in.  
 
    <Nothing out there,> Angela reported, and Tanis took a feed from the cloud of nano that was spreading out, and confirmed that the area outside the lift was clear.  
 
    <I think we’re one level up from the pad,> Angela said. 
 
    <Damn, it’s loud down here. Can you pick anything up to confirm? Why would they come to this stupid building, anyway?> 
 
    Angela shrugged. <To annoy you, apparently.> 
 
    <It’s working. Do you think they went up or down?> 
 
    <I vote down,> Angela suggested. <There’s more options for them down there, and if they know we crashed on the roof, they’re not going up.> 
 
    Tanis nodded as she turned to the stairwell next to the lift and skipped down the stairs to the next level. 
 
    As she hit the landing between the floors, she heard a cry from below and dropped a heavier probe over the railing. It fell down the center of the stairwell and caught sight of Diana and her captor seventeen levels down.  
 
    “Gotcha,” Tanis whispered and leapt to the next floor down. She hopped from landing to landing, closing in on her quarry, when her probe caught sight of the abductor pushing Diana through a door onto the thirty-second level.  
 
    Tanis was at the door twenty seconds later, but paused as she sent probes through to make sure she wasn’t about to walk into an ambush.  
 
    The area on the far side of the door was filled with tall tanks that were connected by a maze of pipes. Catwalks crisscrossed the area five meters off the ground, and the ceiling was over ten meters above. 
 
    Pumps hummed and liquid sloshed. It would be almost impossible to hear anything, even with her enhanced hearing and nanocloud.  
 
    The probes didn’t pick up any IR signatures that matched a human, so Tanis slipped through the door and raced to the side of a tank, scanning the catwalk above, checking for any hidden assailants. 
 
    <I was hoping that I’d get Sera,> a message came in over the Link. The identifiers flagged the sender as an architect from the far side of the planet named Olly. Tanis didn’t believe for a second that Olly was who she was talking to. 
 
    <Well, you’ll have to settle for second best,> Tanis replied. <Or maybe you thought that one of us would make an easier target than the other?> 
 
    <No, it’s nothing like that. It’s purely retribution.> 
 
    Tanis continued to sweep through the tanks, and periodically heard the sounds of a scuffle, but whenever she moved to the sound’s origin, there was no one there. It felt like the search was taking forever, and her nano had almost suffused the entire floor when an EMP burst slashed through the building. 
 
    Her nano, her Link…it was all gone. Tanis and Angela were blind. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Sera lunged forward once more, trying to get her hands on Fiona long enough to deposit some nano for infiltration. The woman’s tail hit her again, flinging her back against the wall, and she felt something sharp between her shoulder blades. 
 
    The sword! I’m such an idiot. Maybe I do need an AI again, just to help me remember where I left my head. 
 
    “I thought you’d be a lot tougher,” Fiona hissed as she slithered into the center of the room, coiling her long tail around herself. “She said you’d be a challenge. That’s why she gave me some wonderful upgrades.” 
 
    “Well,” Sera replied, grasping the hilt of the sword and pulling the blade over her shoulder. “I’ve got an upgrade right here.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call a sword an upgrade,” Fiona scoffed. “Would you like a shield, too? Maybe a sling.” 
 
    Wouldn’t mind a shield, Sera thought. I’ll have to add that to the costume at some point. 
 
    Sera had practiced swordplay only briefly at the academy, but remembered the basic techniques—at least when it came to fighting someone also wielding a sword. They had failed to teach the best tactics for medieval weaponry versus giant snake-women. 
 
    Fiona laughed as Sera drew near, and her tail lashed out again. Sera brought the blade up, batting the scaled appendage away, then swung the sword in an arc. Her aim was true, and the blade cut into the tail a meter from its end.  
 
    “Bitch,” Fiona spat. “Do you have any idea how much something like this costs?” 
 
    “Mine was free,” Sera replied with a grin. “Well, I guess I stole the original…sort of.” 
 
    “You stole your costume?” Fiona didn’t know what to make of the statement. 
 
    “No,” Sera grunted as she lunged forward, slashing at Fiona’s tail, cutting deep in to the leathery surface in a new location. “I stole my skin.” 
 
    Fiona shrieked and rose into the air, looming above Sera momentarily before coming down onto her head with claws extended. 
 
    Sera had expected the attack; it wasn’t the first time Fiona had made that move. But it was the first time since Sera had her sword. She swung the blade up as Fiona came down, driving it through where she thought the prelate’s abdomen would be.  
 
    Fiona screamed and fell to the ground, her tail writhing as she clutched the wound with her clawed hands.  
 
    “You just had to do this the hard way,” Sera sighed as she knelt beside Fiona and touched her forehead, delivering a stream of nano. Sera skirted around the woman’s brain and connected with her hard Link port, infiltrating Fiona’s external memory stores, looking for who she was working with. 
 
    The nano Sera delivered also nullified the nerves and artificial lace running down Fiona’s spine, paralyzing the prelate. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fiona hissed.  
 
    “Just taking a peek in your memory, I want to know for sure who ‘she’ is, though I have my suspicions.” 
 
    Sera found it: the memory of Fiona coming home, the confrontation with the shadowy figure. She didn’t even need to wait for the figure to step out into the light. She knew the voice the moment she heard it. 
 
    Elena. 
 
    Something slammed against the door. “Open up!”  
 
    “It’s not locked,” Sera called out. She didn’t think it was, at least.  
 
    Then her hearing picked up on a whispered statement from the other side of the door. “We think she has the empress. If you have a clear shot, take it.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Sera looked at the windows, then at the sword at her side. She took a deep breath, grabbed the blade with both hands, and ran for the window.  
 
    The blade shattered the glass, and her armored skin protected her from the shards as she flew out into the night, four kilometers above the planet’s surface. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    INCITATION 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.12.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: The Palisades, Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stars, it was great to talk to Moms last night, wasn’t it?” Saanvi asked as the last of the other cadets left the restroom.  
 
    Cary pulled the soni-cleaner from her mouth and set it next to the sink. “It was,” she agreed. “Even though it’s only been a week.” 
 
    <Did she sound rattled to you?> Faleena asked.  
 
    “It was text-only,” Saanvi replied. “It didn’t sound like anything.” 
 
    <I know,> Faleena said evenly. <But she used the QuanComms just to say hi. That’s not the sort of thing one does if everything is OK.> 
 
    “Well, maybe this was just the first chance she’s had to talk with us since the attack at Khardine. That must have rattled her a bit,” Saanvi said. 
 
    “Fal,” Cary said, shaking her head and looking at herself in the mirror. “It’ll take a lot more than a starship blowing a hole through a station a klick from mom to rattle her nerves.” 
 
    “It’s true.” Saanvi nodded as she twisted her hair into a bun. “One time, she got attacked by a wild boar while we were out riding. West Wind reared and knocked her off, and she fell onto a pair of rattlers. She used the rattlers to kill the boar.” 
 
    “Seriously, Saanvi, that story gets more insane every time you tell it,” Jill said as she entered the restroom.  
 
    Cary laughed. “Yeah, I don’t recall mom using the snakes to scare the boar. I thought she tore the tusks off with her bare hands.” 
 
    “So I like to embellish a little. Moral of it remains the same: Mom is not easily rattled.” 
 
    Cary chuckled. “No pun intended, right?” 
 
    <I guess she just misses us,> Faleena said with a wistful tone. <Stars know I miss her. Angela, too.> 
 
    “Two years, and we’ll get our commissions and be out there,” Jill said. “It’s going to be weird working under mom, though.” 
 
    Cary snorted. “Imagine your poor CO, having the Marine Commandant’s daughter to care for. You’re going to give that poor man or woman a lot of sleepless nights.” 
 
    Jill shrugged and pulled her long, blue hair back. “They’ll have to suck it up. I’m not taking some support role just ‘cause of who my mom is.” 
 
    “I hear you there,” Cary replied with a resolute nod.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Remember, you’ve got this in the bag,” Cary said, and gave her friend and encouraging smile. 
 
    “OK, Cary, I’ll ask her tomorrow,” JP said with a resolute nod. 
 
    “Awesome! See you later, JP,” Cary said as she turned down the corridor that led to her final class of the day. She’d only walked a dozen paces when Faleena spoke up, her mental tone filled with urgency. 
 
    <Cary, Nance is missing again.> 
 
    <Where?> Cary asked. 
 
    <Same place, Savannah Park on Ring Nine.> 
 
    Cary made a quick one-eighty in the corridor and turned back toward the main sweep and the maglev platform.  
 
    <Should we tell Saanvi?> Faleena asked.  
 
    <Let’s take a gander down there first. See if there’s anything to get worked up over.> 
 
    <You’re going to miss your next class,> Faleena cautioned. 
 
    <This is more important,> Cary replied, though she was biting her lip, worried about what the consequences would be—from the instructors and from her father. 
 
    She took a maglev to Ring Nine, willing the train to go faster all the while.  
 
    Cary hoped that maybe Nance just liked to sun herself in the Savannah, and did so in a location where monitoring was knocked out.  
 
    She imagined that when she arrived, Nance would be taking a nap on a rock, Cary would see her, no harm, no foul, and she’d just be a few minutes late for class. 
 
    When the maglev stopped, Cary rushed off and raced down the sweep to the Savannah Park. She wove in and out of the crowds; many of the men and women down here were in their second or third year, and a few looked askance at a cadet rushing past, but no one stopped her or called out. 
 
    When she reached the park, she slowed. “Which way, Faleena?” 
 
    <I’ll guide you,> her sister replied. <It’s about half a klick in.> 
 
    Cary walked at a brisk pace through the low scrub. She didn’t want to look too suspicious if she ran into Nance just casually strolling around. 
 
    <Here we are,> Faleena said as Cary reached the Victoria memorial.  
 
    “Really? There’s no monitoring around the memorial?” Cary asked. 
 
    <From what the logs show, it was a bit of a tactical error in a Marine boot exercise. They had put a stasis shield around the pillar, and the newbs that rolled through had lain down a lot of electron beam fire. Toasted a whack of the sweep’s electronics. Their DI hadn’t properly cleared electron beam usage—though he thought he had. Just one of the wrinkles on a new station with new facilities.> 
 
    <Really?> Cary asked. <How could he think he had clearance when he didn’t?> 
 
    Faleena’s avatar shrugged. <He sent everything in and got preliminary acceptance, which was later denied by Colonel Chester. But the DI didn’t get the denial.> 
 
    That in and of itself seemed suspicious to Cary. <How long ago was that?>  
 
    <Mmm…huh…that was the live fire exercise I’d mentioned before, but this information says it was three weeks ago. Weird that it hasn’t been fixed yet,> Faleena replied, perplexed. <Huh, look at that. The maintenance requests keep getting routed to the bots for Ring One, and they respond that they don’t do work on Ring Ten, and that just bounces back to one of the message relays and never makes it back to the requestor…. Cary, I’m still pretty new to all this, but this strikes me as highly unusual.> 
 
    Cary gave a soft laugh as she walked up to the pillar. “Yeah, just a bit.” 
 
    She pulled up the local schematics for the ring and saw that there was a maintenance tunnel access at the base of the pillar.  
 
    <Can you pop it?>  
 
    <Sure,> Faleena replied. <At some point, Odin is going to notice a preponderance of atypical activities from me, you know.> 
 
    <Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen ‘til after we figure out what’s up.> 
 
    The access hatch gave a snick and popped open. Cary lifted it and dropped down into the tunnel. She made a guess as to the best way to go and moved down the tunnel until they came to an intersection. 
 
    <Left.> Faleena advised. 
 
    <What makes you say that?> Cary asked.  
 
    <Call it a hunch.> 
 
    Cary shook her head. Faleena seemed to be making a lot of decisions by gut instinct lately. From what she understood, that had to do with the evolution of new interconnectivity in the AI’s mind. Her sister’s ability to make deductions and intuitive leaps would only increase over time.  
 
    Cary followed the left-hand passage and passed an auxiliary comm relay panel. It was a secondary, hard-wired backup system, not the more elegant waveguides used elsewhere.  
 
    The existence of the panel was entirely unremarkable, but what caught her attention were the scuffmarks along its edge. The backup systems were tested regularly, but the station was far too new for this amount of physical access to an auxiliary system such as this. 
 
    She felt a similar sentiment from Faleena in her mind, and pulled open the panel to reveal a small bundle of clothing and a flow armor application canister.  
 
    <Holy shit!> Cary exclaimed.  
 
    <This is a bit on the incriminating side,> Faleena admitted.  
 
    <I think we should tell Dad about this. He’ll want to know,> Cary said.  
 
    <Absol—Damn! The Link just crapped out.> 
 
    Cary tried to access the Link as well, and got no response from any local networks.   
 
    <Shit, you’re right. What the?> 
 
    “Cary? Dammit, why’d it have to be you?” 
 
    Cary spun around. She didn’t see anyone, but she knew that voice. “Nance?” she asked. “Nance? What are you doing? What’s going on with this skulking around shit?” 
 
    Nance’s face appeared before her, flow armor pulling back down to her neck. “I’m sorry, Cary, Faleena. It won’t let me let you go.” 
 
    “What won’t what?” 
 
    <Her nanocloud is attacking us!> Faleena shouted in Cary’s mind. <Run!> 
 
    Cary turned and ran as fast as she could, outpacing the nano in the air around them. Behind her, she heard Nance swear, and assumed that the woman was giving chase; though the armor masked her sounds. 
 
    <Can we combat her? We have cloud dispersal for our nano, too,> Cary replied.  
 
    <What do you think I’m doing?> Faleena retorted. <She’s good, though. Really, really good.> 
 
    Cary turned one corner and then another, suddenly realizing that she had no idea where they were. They had accessed the local schematics over the Link, and now that access was gone.  
 
    <Get around that corner,> Faleena directed. <I’m going to do a power surge and ionize the air. Maybe I can take out some of her nano.> 
 
    Cary complied, and a shower of sparks lit up the corridor behind her. 
 
    “Nice try, Cary,” Nance said, her voice echoing down the maintenance tunnel. “But this isn’t something you can fight. You’ll have no choice but to submit to it.” 
 
    “What is ‘it’?” Cary shot back, moving down a side passage as she heard Nance’s voice grow louder. 
 
    Nance laughed. “Wouldn’t I like to know. It calls itself the Caretaker. It put something inside me…something I can’t resist.” 
 
    “Can you try?” Cary asked. “I fully endorse resisting whatever it is that’s controlling you—especially if it wants to do something to us.” 
 
    Nance rounded the corner, her body visible now, as the flow armor had taken on a matte-grey appearance from the neck down.  
 
    “I’ve been trying for years…sometimes I thought it was gone; it had left me or died out or something, but ever since Cereleon Station in Perseus, it’s been fully alert…up in here with me the whole time.” Nance tapped her head as she finished the statement.  
 
    She didn’t look crazy; more saddened, dismayed, forlorn. If she hadn’t been planning to kill her, Cary would have offered the woman a warm embrace. 
 
    “What does it want?” Cary said instead, walking backward as Nance slowly advanced. 
 
    “It’s using me to wipe out the shells Myrrdan left behind. Following a trail to find him.” 
 
    “Myrrdan?” Cary asked, shaking her head. “Myrrdan died back in Landfall. Jessica killed him.” 
 
    Nance shrugged. “Well, Trist did it, but yeah, it was a joint effort. But by then, Myrrdan had spread himself. That was just a spare shell that they killed; a useful pawn to sacrifice when the game wasn’t going his way. That’s what we all are, you realize—pawns.” 
 
    <Is she suffering some sort of breakdown?> Faleena asked. 
 
    “Pawns of who?” Cary asked Nance as she continued to move backward down the tunnel. 
 
    “Damned if I know,” Nance said. “But they’re powerful. They do whatever they want. And right now, my remnant is telling me that I have to convert you.” 
 
    <I don’t like the sounds of that,> Faleena said, a note of panic in her voice.  
 
    <You’re telling me.> Cary’s back hit something, and she turned to see that she’d reached the end of the tunnel—there was no way out. “Shit,” she whispered.  
 
    “It won’t hurt,” Nance said. “You’ll feel really good afterward—the remnant will help you.” 
 
    Cary watched Nance draw closer. Her voice was calm and even, but Nance’s eyes were wide with terror, as though she was just as horrified by this as Cary was. 
 
    Nance raised her hands, and filaments of nano—so many that they were visible to the naked eye—streaked out from her hands and hit Cary in the chest. 
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    Tanis shook her head as all her senses rushed back inside of herself and the nanoprobes went offline.  
 
    <The air in here is heavily ionized. We can’t send out new nano, and the Link is toast.> 
 
    <At least the armor—> Tanis cut her statement short as the flow armor’s stealth mode failed, unable to cope with the lingering effects of the EM. 
 
    Still, there were only so many places her enemy could be, and Tanis steadily approached the far corner of the level—the only area the nano hadn’t reached.  
 
    Easing around a tank, she saw Diana standing in the middle of a well-lit area between two rows of tanks. The empress’s eyes were wide, and there was a chain wrapped tightly around her neck, which was connected to a crane above. Diana’s arms were cuffed behind her back, and she stood on the balls of her feet to keep enough slack in the chain around her throat. 
 
    “She looks good golden, doesn’t she?” a voice called out.  
 
    Tanis recognized it at once. “Elena. Show yourself.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. Like I said, I was hoping for Sera. I’m fairly certain I could take her one on one; she doesn’t have the same drive she once did. But you? No, I’m not so foolish. Going head to head with the great Tanis Richards is not on my bucket list.” 
 
    “You’re not on mine, either,” Tanis replied. “But I’ll make a space.” 
 
    “Funny, Tanis. You have to ask yourself…What are you willing to do to save Diana? If she dies, it’s a certainty that you and Sera will not fare so well. Sure, you may get off world, but your alliance with Scipio will be over before it even started.” 
 
    “I thought we’d become friends,” Tanis said. “I introduced you to my family; you broke bread with us, Elena. Is this the real you? Or was that?” 
 
    Elena’s voice came from a new location, and Tanis realized she was speaking through remotes. 
 
    “I was a spy, Tanis. That’s just the sort of thing spies do. As for the real me? Who knows. I haven’t been the real me since the day I joined The Hand. I’m pretty sure she’s long dead.” 
 
    “You could find her again,” Tanis said. “Jessica did. She spent a long time in deep cover and came through it.” 
 
    “Seriously, Tanis? It took Jessica a hundred years and the death of her wife to get through that shit. Who’s got that sort of time?” 
 
    “We all will, once this war is over. It’s a pointless war. Trying to control the advance of humanity, like Kirkland wants to do…It won’t work. It’ll create an eternal conflict.” 
 
    Elena’s voice shifted to a new location. “I don’t think so. Orion has peace, there’s no corruption. Garza will ensure that spreads to all the stars.” 
 
    “Garza?” Tanis asked. “Do you mean the Garza we have in stasis on the Intrepid? I got an eyes-on confirmation right before the party.” 
 
    “What?” came Elena’s startled voice. 
 
    <She didn’t say that through a remote,> Angela said.  
 
    The ionization in the air from the EM pulse had decreased, and Tanis sent out a fresh wave of nano, searching for the source of the utterance. 
 
    She thought she had tracked it down when she heard a footfall behind her. She whirled and found herself staring down the barrel of a railgun.  
 
    “Funny how ionization can either ruin stealth or help it work even better. Just depends on the method of concealment,” the figure holding the railgun said. Tanis took a step back, and the figure followed, moving out into the light to show his face 
 
    Garza.  
 
    <How the hell?> Angela asked. <We really need to re-evaluate our security protocols on the I2.> 
 
    “How did you escape?” Tanis asked.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” Garza replied. “I’m wiley like that. I have more tricks up my sleeve than you knew existed, Tanis Richards. I assume that your black outfit is your vaunted flow armor, right? Think it can stop a railgun?” 
 
    <Don’t really need him to test that,> Angela said softly. <It sure as hell can’t.> 
 
    “What do you want, Garza?” Tanis asked. “I assume you orchestrated all of this for a purpose?” 
 
    “I did, indeed. Elena back there—” Garza nodded toward a figure moving out of the shadows to his left “—was hoping to capture Sera. Some sort of twisted, love-based retribution. But I was hoping for you. Your people will trade your picotech for you, Tanis Richards.” 
 
    “All this for me?” Tanis asked. “I’m touched.” 
 
    Garza laughed. “Well, we were planning to take out Diana even before you got here, but things coincided so nicely. And then Elena showed up, and we decided to strike while the iron was hot.” 
 
    “Trade, Garza?” Elena asked as she approached. “We have to destroy their tech. New Canaan is a poison that will sweep across the Transcend and then the rest of the stars!” 
 
    Garza shook his head. “You’re an amazing woman, Elena. At least insofar as how well the conditioning worked on you. Otherwise you’re a fool. We need the tech to win the war; it’s that simple.” 
 
    “What about after the war?” Elena asked. “There’s no way we can contain it if it gets used in the war. I thought that was the whole reason we were stopping them.” 
 
    Tanis could hear the confusion in Elena’s voice, and Garza sighed in frustration. “Yes, yes, tomorrow’s problems.” 
 
    He twitched the railgun to the side, directing it toward Elena. Tanis seized the opportunity and rushed Garza. She slammed into him just as he fired at Elena. A scream punctuated the air, and Tanis saw through the nano feeds that Elena’s right arm was gone, as was most of shoulder. 
 
    Garza swung a fist at Tanis’s head, but she caught it in her left hand and fired a pulse blast from the emitter embedded in her left arm. The concussive shock rippled through his fist and up his arm. She could feel his bones shatter under the force, and the Orion general let out his own scream. 
 
    “What goes around,” Tanis said. 
 
    <You should absolutely keep that pulse emitter in there. Why didn’t you ever do that before?> Angela asked. 
 
    Tanis delivered another blow—without the pulse blast—to Garza’s face. <Because I had a real arm, which I still plan to get back some day.> 
 
    <Sure, yeah, just after the war. You should get your right arm removed, too.> 
 
    Tanis raised her arm to fire again when a voice called out, “Freeze!” 
 
    She looked up to see a trio of soldiers approaching. They weren’t wearing Scipian uniforms, but the armor bore no markings.  
 
    <Orion? It doesn’t look like armor we have on record.> 
 
    <Maybe they’re local mercs,> Angela replied. <Hard to get a whole squad of soldiers on world. Easier to buy ones that are already here.> 
 
    <So much for all of Diana’s vaunted ‘rule with an iron fist’ nonsense,> Tanis replied as she slowly rose to her feet. 
 
    Garza pulled himself backward with his good arm until one of the soldiers bent to help him up. The general hissed with pain as he rose, but eyed her left arm hungrily.  
 
    “You’re just full of surprises, Tanis Richards. I’m going to enjoy seeing what makes you tick.” 
 
    Tanis didn’t reply as she sent out a new wave of nano, trying to find out how many soldiers there were. No one would send in just three; there had to be more, and their stealth tech had to be good. 
 
    <I’m changing what we’re looking for,> Angela said. <If they’re using the EMP’s ionization to hide, then I can use that to find them.> 
 
    A moment later, several more figures were highlighted on Tanis’s HUD, and then several more, until she counted thirteen soldiers in all.  
 
    “First things first,” Garza said, glancing back at one of the soldiers behind him. “Kill the Empress. We don’t need the bait anymore.” 
 
    The woman raised her rifle and took aim at Diana’s head. Tanis saw that it was a slug thrower, and knew it would hurt, but leapt in front of the empress as the soldier fired.  
 
    A trio of rounds ricocheted off her chest, momentarily knocking the wind out of Tanis.  
 
    “A pointless gesture,” Garza said. “You can’t block shots from all of them.”  
 
    Tanis struggled to her knees and looked up as Garza approached.  
 
    <With the air all charged up, I can’t get enough nano on him to attack his nervous system,> Angela said. <You need to grab his neck.> 
 
    Tanis examined the enemy soldiers’ positions. Five were on catwalks above, two were on tanks, three were behind Garza, and three more were behind Tanis. 
 
    <Going to be tricky. If they are mercs, let’s hope Garza hasn’t rendered final payment, or they may just shoot both of us.> 
 
    Tanis was about to fire her pulse emitter at Garza and go for his throat, when a dark shape streaked through the air and ripped one of the soldiers from the catwalks above, flinging him into a tank.  
 
    A white shape followed the dark one, grabbed another soldier, and repeated the action.  
 
    Tanis could make out the second figure. It was Petra. Which meant that the other newcomer was Sera.  
 
    She didn’t waste the opportunity the distraction created. She fired a pulse blast into Garza’s stomach, which doubled him over, but not before she grabbed his neck, flooding nano into his body. Angela took over as he fell to the ground, and Tanis turned, suffering a moment’s indecision as to whether or not she should help Elena.  
 
    Then she saw Sera flash past, swinging her sword at one of the enemy soldiers, and sighed.  
 
    <I guess I have to save the bitch. Sera will be upset if I don’t.> 
 
    Angela nodded in her mind. <Though we’ll probably regret it later.> 
 
    Elena was shivering convulsively, and her eyes had rolled back in her head. Tanis placed her left hand on the woman’s wound and let enough flowmetal run off her to create a thin layer over Elena’s shoulder. She then flushed a passel of mednano in as well. 
 
    Tanis glanced about and saw that Sera and Petra had taken down four other soldiers, but they were suffering under more than their share of enemy weapons fire. Petra’s wings were torn in several places—though Sera’s seemed mostly intact.  
 
    One of the enemy troops was taking careful aim at Petra’s head, and Tanis shot him with the slug thrower embedded in her arm. It wasn’t enough to penetrate his armor, but it did make him duck back behind cover. Then Tanis fired two shots at the chain suspending Diana, and the empress crumpled to the ground.  
 
    Tanis was about to crawl over and check on the golden woman, when more soldiers in unmarked armor appeared, and someone yelled, “Stand down!” 
 
    <I count thirty total,> Angela reported. <We can’t take them all.> 
 
    Tanis saw Petra raise her hands in defeat, and a moment later, Sera’s sword clattered to the floor as she followed suit.  
 
    “What did you do to him?” one of the soldiers asked as he approached Tanis and shoved his gun in her face.  
 
    Tanis didn’t reply as the enemy closed in around her. 
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    No! Nance screamed from within the confines of her mind. I won’t do it! I won’t hurt her! 
 
    Your desires are immaterial, the remnant said as it raised her hands. Nance had fought it every step down the tunnel, forcing it to make each movement against her will; she had controlled some of the words coming out of her mouth, but had never managed to say exactly what she wanted.  
 
    In the end, the thing inside her had fully taken over her speech as well. 
 
    Nance had hoped the remnant would weaken from the effort to control her, but it seemed to grow stronger. Now she was completely trapped in her mind; it felt the same as the time Myrrdan had utterly controlled her on Ikoden. 
 
    She railed at her body, trying to get her limbs to respond, but they wouldn’t. Her hands stretched out toward Cary, and Nance tried to force them back down with every fiber of her being, but to no effect. 
 
    The nano streaked out from her hands, streaming through the air using tiny ES fields to close with Cary and penetrate her skin.  
 
    She watched as the entity within her did battle with Cary and Faleena’s biological and nanotech defenses. The young woman and her all-but-newborn AI put up a very impressive fight, pushing back the remnant’s efforts at first. 
 
    But then the remnant did something Nance didn’t quite understand: it breached Cary and Faleena’s internal security with an extradimensional attack, destroying all of the nano in the young woman’s body. Nance cried out in terror as the remnant Linked directly to Cary’s mind. 
 
    <Stop!> Cary screamed, revealing a strength that Nance would not have expected.  
 
    <You will submit.> The remnant intoned. <We will make you our tool.> 
 
    <Like hell you will,> Faleena said.  
 
    Then Nance felt something hit her from behind, the force of which drove her forward into Cary, and they fell in a heap. The remnant turned her head, and Nance saw Saanvi jump atop her, driving her fists into Nance’s ribs and kidneys.  
 
    The remnant ignored the pain and pushed a cloud of nano into Saanvi, who went rigid and fell to the deck. Cary reached out and clasped Saanvi’s hand as the remnant turned its full focus back to Cary.  
 
    The being was pushing at the bounds of Cary’s very person, inserting its own code into her DNA, into the cells of her brain, rewriting her into its own embodiment. 
 
    Nance despaired that she had now destroyed these two women, sentencing them to the same purgatory where she had spent the last eighteen years, when something occurred that she could never have expected.  
 
    One moment, the remnant was doing battle with three separate entities: Cary, Faleena, and Saanvi. 
 
    The next moment, there was just one.  
 
    In Nance’s mind, this new being appeared to be luminescent, as bright and strong as the Caretaker had been. Its thoughts were resolute, and it quickly and swiftly dealt with every attack that the remnant delivered.  
 
    The combined entity pushed the remnant’s nano back, correcting any alterations that it had made in Cary’s mind. Once that was complete, the tide turned.  
 
    Cary and Saanvi’s nano invaded Nance’s body—disabling her mods, destroying her nano, and locking down her Link access, trapping the remnant in place.  
 
    Nance sensed an inquisitive focus from the Cary-Faleena-Saanvi being. It was searching inside her, trying to find where the entity that controlled her lay. 
 
    Nance wished that she could help them, but if she knew that, she would have tried to cut it out years ago.  
 
    But they found it somehow, and Nance felt her skin crawl as the trio began to separate it from her. It was as though Cary’s merge was not operating on the same plane of existence as her. Whatever they were doing, though it seemed to be working as Nance felt freedom of movement return.  
 
    A second later the remnant was completely gone. The controlling entity was no longer present in her mind. For a moment, she worried that it had merely retreated again, but this was different. There was a sense of clarity to her thoughts that she had not felt in ages.  
 
    Her limbs were hers to control once more, and she pushed herself off Cary, rolling to the side and gasping for breath. 
 
    “I’m free,” she whispered. “Free of it.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Cary’s voice sounded strange, like a chorus.  
 
    Nance turned to see Cary kneeling with something in her hand. It was a glowing ball, wrapped in dark bands. The ball pushed at the bands, but whenever it did, darkness spread across its surface and it recoiled.  
 
    “Is that…is that the remnant?” Nance asked as a wave of dizziness pulled at her mind. 
 
    “It’s whatever was in you, yes,” Cary said in her strange voice. “It’s going to tell us what it was doing—why it was inside you.” 
 
    Nance tried to move, but realized that her back hurt a lot. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I hit you with a metal bar,” Cary explained. “I probably broke some ribs.” 
 
    “You?” Nance asked and looked to Saanvi, who was also rising. “I thought Saanvi did that.” 
 
    “I did,” Saanvi replied with the same voice as Cary. “We are one being. The three of us. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    Nance couldn’t even begin to imagine.  
 
    “You should rest,” Cary said, and reached out toward Nance. The moment her fingers touched Nance’s forehead, she felt a wave of calm wash over her. She laid down before a deep sleep came over her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    CAVALRY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.12.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Maintenance Tower, near Imperial Palace Complex 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Garza’s soldiers pulled Tanis to her feet and pushed her against one of the tanks, while others directed Sera and Petra to stand beside her.  
 
    “Nice rescue,” Tanis said.  
 
    “Next time we go to a party like that, we all pack heat,” Sera replied. “Swords are great and all, but they really suck for long-range work.” 
 
    “Also hard for them to cut through CF ablative armor,” Petra added.  
 
    “Shut up, you three,” one of the soldiers said. It was the same one who had addressed Tanis earlier, and he turned to her once more. “What did you do to him? Is he going to be OK?” 
 
    Tanis shrugged. “Depends on what you do to us. We stay alive, so does he.” 
 
    <Do we have enough nano to hit him from a distance?> Tanis asked.  
 
    <No,> Angela replied. <And the ionization is still shorting out a lot of the cloud. At this rate, we’ll be blind again in a few minutes.> 
 
    One of the soldiers grabbed Diana by the remainder of the chain around her neck and hauled her to her feet, throwing the empress against the tanks with the others. Tanis reached up and helped Diana remove the chain from around her neck, and the woman drew a ragged breath. 
 
    “Thanks,” she whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “Fix him,” the man gestured at Garza, who lay perfectly still, though his eyes were wide and staring. 
 
    “I can’t here,” Tanis said. “I’ll need an autodoc.” 
 
    “My people will be here soon,” Diana rasped. “You won’t survive the encounter.” 
 
    The soldier laughed. “Your people, Empress Diana, think that their people are to blame.” He gestured with his rifle at Tanis, Sera, and Petra. “A nice bit of misdirection that my employer sowed in your networks. Your AIs are doing whatever we say. Right now, they’re attacking the Aegeus. They’re convinced that the shuttle made it there, and that Admiral Richards and the dragon queen here are holding you hostage.” 
 
    “Shit,” Diana whispered, looking to Tanis. “Your ship…your people.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Tanis replied. “That’s the thing about us folk from the Intrepid. We’re survivors.” 
 
    “Well, step one will to be to fix him so we can get paid,” the lead soldier said. 
 
    <So they are mercs. Good,> Tanis said. 
 
    <I have a tenuous connection to a network,> Angela reported. <Trying to reach out.> 
 
    “Like I said,” Tanis replied. “Autodoc. We all go, or I kill him right now.” 
 
    “Fine,” the man grunted. “Dragon lady. You carry the armless one.” 
 
    Sera looked down at Elena, only just then realizing who was lying in a puddle of blood with the remains of her arm nearby. 
 
    <Garza did it,> Tanis said privately. 
 
    <How the hell did he get here, anyway?> Sera asked.  
 
    <No clue. He was talking like he’d been working on this mission for a while, though.> 
 
    <We’ve not been here for a while.> 
 
    Tanis gave a mental sigh. <I know.> 
 
    <How many of him are there?> 
 
    Sera bent over and gently picked Elena up, cradling her in her arms with far more compassion than Tanis thought she would have shown at that juncture. 
 
    “Move,” the man said and gestured back toward the lift.  
 
    It took two lift cars to get them all to the building’s roof, where Tanis’s smoking aerojet still lay crumpled atop the jumble of pipes.  
 
    She was surprised that no local law enforcement had come to investigate the crash. Then she realized that none of the adjacent buildings were illuminated.  
 
    <I guess that EMP was bigger than we thought,> Tanis said. 
 
    <Building power would be shielded—or it really should be. They must have taken out a part of the grid, as well,> Angela replied.  
 
    “Shuttle coming in,” the lead soldier reported and gestured for the captives to back up. 
 
    Tanis considered taking a shot at him, but her arm was out of slugs, and pulse blasts wouldn’t do much against these armored opponents. The other buildings were close; if she took a run for it, she could leap across and make it to the other side.  
 
    Then Tanis glanced at Diana, who was still struggling to breathe. She’s an asshole, but dammit, she’s our asshole, and I can’t leave her behind. 
 
    <I’m surprised they haven’t tried to disarm you,> Angela said with a laugh.  
 
    <Seriously, Ang? We’re in big trouble, here.> 
 
    <Oh, I got a solid Link. Rescue in…five, four, three, two, mark!> 
 
    A shape flashed into place overhead, stopping so suddenly that the resulting thunderclap knocked them all to the ground. Tanis looked up to see the Aegeus. Above the vessel, she could see dozens of beamfire shots raining down, dissipated by the ship’s stasis shield. 
 
    <Admiral Richards,> Captain Sheeran’s voice came to her mind. <Do you need a lift out of here?> 
 
    Lights flared on the underside of the starship, and a moment later, a full platoon of Force Recon Orbital Drop Marines stood on the rooftop. 
 
    The enemy soldiers were still struggling to rise, but the Marines had come down right on top of them, covering the mercs with heavy weapons. 
 
    “Stay down if you don’t want to see what your brain looks like going through your eyeballs,” one of the Marines yelled.  
 
    Tanis rose to her feet and walked to the leader of the enemy soldiers. “Looks like your day just got a lot worse.” 
 
    Above, beamfire continued to pound the Aegeus, and Tanis could see heat pouring off the ship’s shield, melting the glass on nearby towers. She called up to Captain Sheeran. <Send a message to whoever is in charge up there. Tell them we’ve rescued the Empress; then ask them to stop shooting at her, she looks very tired.> 
 
    “Glad to see you’re OK,” a voice said from behind them, and Tanis turned to see Flaherty climb over the edge of the roof. 
 
    “Where were you?” Sera said from Elena’s side. 
 
    “I was nearby in case things got out of control.” 
 
    Tanis snorted, and Sera laughed. “That wasn’t out of control enough?” 
 
    Flaherty shrugged. “Didn’t want you to get complacent.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    DAUGHTERS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.12.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Intrepid Space Force Academy 
 
    REGION: The Palisades, Orbiting Troy, New Canaan System 
 
      
 
      
 
    Joe raced through the narrow confines of the tunnel, pushing past security teams and medics in his rush to reach his daughters.  
 
    He rounded the final corner and saw Cary and Saanvi standing together, arms around one another’s shoulders as a medic checked them over. 
 
    Warring emotions thundered through Joe; he pushed all but relief to the side as he strode toward them, his arms held out. The two young women who meant more to him than anything else in the universe stretched theirs out as well. 
 
    The medic stepped aside at the last moment to avoid being caught in the middle, and the three crashed together in a wordless embrace.  
 
    Joe felt Faleena in his mind and brought her into a mental embrace as well. 
 
    “You three,” he whispered. “You just can’t avoid trouble, can you?” 
 
    Cary pulled back to look him in the eyes. “Well, at least we come by it honestly, Dad.” 
 
    Her voice sounded strained, and Joe shook his head. “That you do.” 
 
    Cary took a step back and held out the hand that had been hidden behind Saanvi. “We need to do something about this thing.” 
 
    Joe peered at the glowing ball of light wrapped in black bands that rested on his daughter’s palm. It seemed sedate, pulsing and rotating slowly.  
 
    “Is that it? The thing you extracted from Nance? Where is she, anyway?” 
 
    Saanvi stepped aside and gestured at the far corner of the corridor’s dead end to where a cluster of medics was working over Nance. “We put her to sleep. She’s got some broken bones, but I think that’s the extent of her physical damage.” 
 
    Joe noticed that Saanvi’s voice had the same strange quality to it as Cary’s, and he suspected what it meant. “To think that this thing was inside her all this time and we never knew.” 
 
    <There’s more, Dad,> Cary said privately. <This thing was hunting Myrrdan—it is also what was in Myrrdan….> 
 
    <What the hell!?> Joe exclaimed. The revelation hit him like a starship, and he felt a moment of dizziness. <But you said you think this is a sliver of an extra-dimensional being…maybe one of the core AIs.> 
 
    Cary and Saanvi nodded physically, while Faleena did so in their minds. <That’s right, Dad. And one of them had something inside of Myrrdan; something that can replicate itself. Maybe a lot.> 
 
    <Shit,> Joe muttered as the enormity of this hit him. <If Myrrdan had a…whatever in him, and it could replicate, they could be anywhere.> 
 
    <We need to get this thing—and Nance—to Earnest,> Cary urged. <I don’t know for sure what will hold it, but it’s taking Saanvi, Faleena and me being deep-Linked to pull it off.> 
 
    Joe looked at the medics. <OK. I figured you three were doing your deep-Link, and damn I’m glad that it did the trick. Let’s get you and Nance to a ship and out to Gamma VIII where Earnest is working.> 
 
    <Ready when you are,> his girls said as one. 
 
    “OK, people, I want this scene scrubbed and everything categorized and packaged up. You two,” he pointed to the pair of medics closest to Nance, “We’re bringing her along.” 
 
    “Along where, sir?” One of the medics asked. 
 
    “To the Freedom’s Fire,” Joe replied. “We have a date with Earnest Redding.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    AEGEUS 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.13.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Aegeus, over the Imperial Palace 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Diana getting in touch with the commander of the space defense directly to convince the Scipians to stop firing on the Aegeus.  
 
    The ship had run the CriEn module powering the shields down to the wire, it was dangerously close to a space-time distortion that would have caused destruction on a planetary scale. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief when the beams stopped raining down. 
 
    The Scipians were not convinced that their empress wasn’t under duress. Diana, however, was certain that at least one of the prelates—other than Fiona—had used the abduction as an opportunity to stage a coup. She claimed it was the only reason they would fire so heavily on the ship supposedly holding her hostage. 
 
    Once aboard, Diana refused to leave the Aegeus until the commander of Alexandria’s Space Defense revealed who had given her the orders to fire on the ship, even when it was suspected to be—and later was—holding the Empress.  
 
    By the time Diana was prepared to return to the Imperial Palace, Prelate Bella, two admirals, one general, and the commander of the planetary space defense were all under arrest. 
 
    Tanis escorted Diana to the Aegeus’s main shuttle bay in silence, wondering what the empress was thinking. She had spent so much time fighting with her own government, that little time had been given to discuss the abductors and their goals. 
 
    “So, that was Orion, was it?” she asked as they walked down a corridor leading to the bay. “Hard to believe that such a small team could thwart us so easily.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, those were some of their top operatives.” 
 
    “Perhaps a little,” Diana replied.  
 
    <It was your AIs’ immaturity that allowed them to succeed with relative ease,> Angela said. <Once your AIs are properly raised, they will not be so easily bested by enemies such as these.> 
 
    “Or you, Angela?” Diana asked. “From what I understand, you can move across our networks with impunity.” 
 
    Angela laughed. <It would certainly make it harder for me. They’d at least be aware I was doing it.> 
 
    Diana shook her head. “I feel like I had just finally figured out my place in this world, what everything meant and how it fit together…only to find that I don’t know anything, and I’d mashed all the puzzle pieces into the wrong places and now nothing fits.” 
 
    “Well,” Tanis said, her voice soft. “You have a friend in myself, Angela, and Sera. And I think you have more than a friend in Petra, if you treat her right. She’ll be at your side to assist you in whatever way you need—no double entendre intended.” 
 
    Diana laughed—a real, deep, heartfelt laugh. Possibly the first one Tanis had heard from the empress. “I suppose I will. I’ll have to modify my behavior…I don’t think she’ll accept the role of underling anymore.” 
 
    “She is the Transcend’s direct representative. I would expect no less,” Tanis said with a smile, but a stern note as well. 
 
    “Yes, the Transcend. Already the feeds are ablaze with talk of this ship from beyond the rim of explored space that has impenetrable shields. People aren’t stupid; many have already begun to draw connections between this vessel and the ships seen at Bollam’s World twenty years ago. It does not look so dissimilar, you know.” 
 
    “We don’t have to tell them everything at once,” Tanis said. “Though it’s up to you as to how much you reveal.” 
 
    “I think we should tell them everything—except we’ll omit your civil war, for now. Certainly we need to explain the Transcend and Orion, now that Orion has struck at the heart of our empire. That will galvanize the populace.” 
 
    “Some of them, at least,” Tanis replied as they reached the shuttle bay. The Scipian shuttle was sitting in the nearest cradle with a dozen of the empress’s guards standing at attention outside.  
 
    Petra stood before them, wearing a crisp suit with the Transcend Diplomatic Corps crest over her heart, speaking with one of the admirals from the night before. She remembered seeing him, but had to put the image of his first impression out of her mind so that she could look at him with a straight face. 
 
    The night before, the bizarre Scipian party with the ridiculous costumes, seemed like a drug-induced haze now that they were back on an ISF ship.  
 
    Petra smiled with a trace of uncertainty showing around her eyes as Tanis and Diana approached. The admiral she was with saluted Diana, and the empress nodded to him.  
 
    “Admiral Sula,” she greeted him amicably. 
 
    “Empress, it is so good to see you unharmed.”  
 
    “I agree whole-heartedly,” Diana replied. “I am not entirely unharmed, but it is not anything that will take long to heal.” 
 
    She turned to Petra, and the two stared at one another for a moment before Diana placed a hand on Petra’s shoulder. “I think some of those wounds are starting to heal now,” Diana said, her eyes squinting with genuine joy as a smile pulled at her lips. 
 
    “Admiral Richards. Please give my regards to President Sera, as with you, I owe her my life.” 
 
    Tanis nodded. “She sends her regards. She’s…with Elena.” 
 
    “The woman who abducted me,” Diana said flatly; her previously expression replaced by one far darker. Then it cleared. “I’ll trust you to mete out justice as necessary. Though I expect there to be justice.” 
 
    Tanis pulled at her ponytail where it rested on her shoulder. “I do too. However, from what Garza said, she may not have been acting of her own accord. We’ll need to get to the bottom of that.” 
 
    “It can be very difficult to delve into a mind that has been corrupted in such a way,” Diana said. “You run the risk of destroying her.” 
 
    “That is true,” Tanis agreed. “But she’ll talk to Bob, and he’ll determine the best way to proceed.” 
 
    “Bob?” Diana asked. 
 
    “When next we meet, Diana, let’s do it on the I2. You’ll get to see Bob in person, sort of.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Sera? Uh…Sera?” 
 
    The sound of Elena’s voice brought Sera out of her tired stupor in slow stages. She lifted her head off the back of the chair and met Elena’s eyes.  
 
    “Looks like you made it.” 
 
    Elena gave a slight nod and glanced at the regrow module that covered her right shoulder. She closed her eyes and gave a soft sigh. “But from the sound of your voice, I may wish I hadn’t.” 
 
    Sera felt anger surge in her and her throat tightened. “You’re a right fucking moron, you know that, Elena? Escaping, abducting Diana. Believing Garza’s lies. Tanis told me what happened. You have to see it, now.” 
 
    She saw a tear escape Elena’s eye as she nodded. “I do. I just wanted something better. Your father, his empire, it was so cold, and Garza had all the answers.” 
 
    Sera rose from her chair and strode to the window. It wasn’t a real window—rather a holodisplay depicting a field of flowers on a sunny afternoon. She stared at it for a minute, wishing it could give her the answers. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sera,” Elena offered behind her. 
 
    Sera spun. “‘Sorry’? ‘Sorry’, Elena? You nearly ruined everything! I mean…you fucking killed my father, and if that wasn’t enough, you—” 
 
    “I saved you from that!” Elena yelled back, then began to cough. Sera just watched until Elena had control of herself again. “You were going to do it,” she rasped. “I saved you from the guilt of killing your own father, and you know it! So don’t you try to pin that on me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have done it,” Sera replied in a small voice. Even she knew she was lying. 
 
    “Bullshit. I know you, Sera. I know you better than you know yourself. You were going to do it.” 
 
    “You don’t know me that well, Elena,” Sera retorted. “You turned on me because you thought I’d be a despot like my father. You never even gave me a chance. I’m doing the best I can, and I’m a hell of a lot better than Kirkland and Garza. You know what he is, right?” 
 
    Elena pursed her lips but didn’t reply. 
 
    “He’s a clone,” Sera said, her tone flat. “They both are, as it turns out, the one on Alexandria, and the one on the I2. Both are clones of the real Garza.” 
 
    “What?” Elena asked, genuine surprise on her face.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re not sure how, but it may be the tech that the oligarchs in the Hegemony use. Your low-tech Orion utopia is a lie. Jessica saw it firsthand in Perseus, and now you’ve seen it here. When are you going to wake up? They’re not the good guys.” 
 
    “Don’t act like you are, either,” Elena replied softly. “The Hand has abducted and killed its fair share of leaders. You’re not the good guys either.” 
 
    Sera slumped against the window. “I don’t think there are any ‘good guys’. Look. I’m not the one waging a war here to take over everything. I want to keep New Canaan’s picotech secure. I want to defeat Airtha because she’s an evil bitch who needs to die. And I want Orion to stay in its borders and stop inciting wars in the Inner Stars. I don’t need to be queen bee; I just want everyone to stop trying to make everyone else be just like them.” 
 
    “How do I know that you’ll stop there?” Elena asked. “How do I know Tanis will?” 
 
    Sera walked to the foot of Elena’s bed. “You know, you could have been a voice at the table, helping us stay on the straight and narrow. But now, I guess you’ll just have to listen to the guards to see how things are going.” 
 
    “So I’m going back in my cage, am I?” Elena asked.  
 
    Sera snorted. “If I can keep the Scipian demands at bay. You know what will happen if they get you.” 
 
    “Execution.” 
 
    “Or worse.” 
 
    A look of genuine fear filled Elena’s face, and Sera realized that she couldn’t deal with it anymore. She simply could not. 
 
    Without a backward glance, she left the room and raced down the passageway. Once she was out of sight, she ducked into an alcove, buried her face in her hands, and began to cry—all the while, quivering with rage. 
 
    It’s over. I can’t pretend anymore. Now that Elena was finally seeing the error of her ways, this is when they’ve reached the point where there could never be a possibility of reuniting? All because Diana wouldn’t stand for Elena escaping punishment. 
 
    What bitter irony. 
 
    It was well and truly over between them. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A NEW ENEMY 
 
    STELLAR DATE: 08.15.8948 (Adjusted Years) 
 
    LOCATION: Command Deck Main Conference Room, ISS I2 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Fucking core devils!” Sera exclaimed as she slammed her fists against the conference room table. “Seriously? Nance?! They do this to Nance?” 
 
    Tanis placed a hand on Sera’s shoulder from her seat next to the president. They were alone in the room, awaiting Diana’s arrival, when the message from Joe came through on the QuanComm. She took a deep breath to steady her own voice. “Nance is going to be OK.” 
 
    <Do you understand what this means?> Bob asked.  
 
    Tanis closed her eyes and slowly tilted her head left, then right, trying to ease the tension building in her neck. “Yeah, it means we’re all dupes.” 
 
    <That’s a blunt way to put it,> Angela said. 
 
    “It’s true, though,” Tanis said as she opened her eyes. “From what Nance told Joe and the girls—if it’s true—Myrrdan has been an agent of this ‘Caretaker’ from the very beginning. They manipulated everything to get us to Kapteyn’s Star so that we’d go through the Streamer. Then I suppose they took control of Nance to get her to take out Myrrdan because they were done with him?” 
 
    <It fits the model,> Bob said. <Well, mostly.> 
 
    “I thought you could predict the future,” Sera asked coolly. “How come you didn’t see this?” 
 
    <I can predict the past with a high level of accuracy. But as I’ve said before, I don’t know if it’s perfect, because I haven’t been able to verify every event that has ever occurred. The future…well, I can predict that nearly as well, but once we jumped forward in time, I tried to make my predictions for the past match the situation we found ourselves in…and there were discrepancies.> 
 
    “What sort of discrepancies?” Tanis asked.  
 
    <Yes, what sort of discrepancies?> Angela added, her avatar scowling at the amorphous presence of Bob in their minds.  
 
    <The kind that required outside forces to explain. At first I thought maybe it was The Hand, or perhaps Orion, operating in some capacity that we were unaware of. But when Finaeus explained the core AI…well, I knew it had to be them. It then became apparent to me that they had agents in the Inner Stars as far back as the thirty-fifth century.> 
 
    “There were no ‘Inner Stars’ in the thirty-fifth century,” Sera corrected.  
 
    <Not to your way of thinking, no.> 
 
    “I wonder if they even left after the Sentience Wars?” Tanis mused. “The ascended AIs, that is. What if they just remained in Sol, or somewhere close by, and have been manipulating us all along?” 
 
    “Then what did my mother find around Sagittarius A*?” Sera asked.  
 
    <I think they did both,> Bob replied. <Both scenarios occurring simultaneously fits best.> 
 
    “So why did they make us jump forward to the eighty-ninth century?” Tanis asked. “What was the point of all this?”  
 
    “What do you take from the entity’s name?” Sera asked. “‘The Caretaker’?” 
 
    “Given what humanity’s been through for the last five thousand years, I’d say the Caretaker is doing a piss-poor job of living up to that moniker.” 
 
    <The name certainly has meaning,> Bob replied <When humans first imagined AIs as super intelligent beings, they postulated a scenario where these beings would be powerful enough to maintain humanity in whatever fashion it wanted.> 
 
    Tanis nodded, wondering exactly where Bob was going with this. “I recall studying that long ago; the first notions of the technological singularity from the twentieth century spoke of that outcome as a possibility.” 
 
    “And there are places where it’s a reality,” Sera said. “But those branches of the human race tend to go extinct before long.” 
 
    “The Phobos Accords forbade AI-managed utopias,” Tanis added. “For good reason, it seems.” 
 
    <Yes,> Bob replied. <We’ve endeavored to ensure that humans continue to evolve…> 
 
    He trailed off, something the AI almost never did. 
 
    “What is it, Bob?” Tanis asked.  
 
    <I understand now. The Caretaker and his compatriots, their goal isn’t to shepherd humanity, it’s to maintain; to keep your race from evolving. They brought the Intrepid forward in time in order to precipitate this war. They want the Transcend and Orion to destroy one another. Your two civilizations—especially considering how the relative peace they allow made things like Star City possible—show humanity’s ability to move forward beyond the barbarism that pervades the Inner Stars.> 
 
    Tanis sat back as the enormity of Bob’s statement hit her.  
 
    Not only was he saying that the core AIs were purposely putting humanity through progressive dark ages to keep them from moving forward, but that the Intrepid—and presumably herself as well—was meant to be an agent of destruction. 
 
    “I can see that in your eyes, Tanis,” Sera said quietly from her side. “That anger. We’ve all been manipulated, here. My mother clearly wants a strong Transcend to defeat the core AI. She was prepared to make me…well, make me what I am today—President, so that I could take the fight to the core.” 
 
    “Or maybe Airtha is still under the core AIs’ sway and she’s driving this war forward at their behest,” Tanis replied angrily. “We’re just their pawns, doing exactly what they want.” 
 
    <No,> Bob intoned. <We are not.> 
 
    Tanis blew out a sharp breath. “Sure feels like it.” 
 
    <You forget what I did,> Bob said, a small hint of satisfaction in his tone. <I brought us out early.> 
 
    “That’s right!” Sera said. “All our analysis of the flight path the Intrepid took—vector, the Streamer’s composition, the whole thing—it pointed to an exit in 9470, give or take a few years.” 
 
    “Do you think it means they’re not ready?” Sera asked. 
 
    <I think that it means conditions are not ideal for a war spanning the Orion Arm. The major empires are not strong enough to defeat all the other smaller nations, and also one another. I think we can manage to bring this war to a stalemate, and then a truce.> 
 
    “How long will it hold for?” Tanis asked as she rose from her chair to look out at the view of Alexandria on the holodisplay on the wall. “A century? A millennium? Ten? These core AIs want to periodically push humanity back to the Stone Age because they think it’s what’s best for us. Any war which does not end with their destruction is the very definition of futility.” 
 
    “How are we going to defeat them?” Sera asked. “We’re talking about Finaeus’s fifth dimensional beings; they can strike at us across planes of existence we don’t even know about.” 
 
    “Not to mention turn people like Nance into their agents without anyone being able to tell,” Tanis added.  
 
    <We can’t defeat them,> Bob replied. <Not yet. First, you two need to unify all of humanity, as well as all AIs, against them.> 
 
    “Why?” Tanis asked.  
 
    <Because if you don’t, they’ll turn some faction against you and hit you from behind when you try to attack them in the core.> 
 
    “We’re going to need to reconnoiter the core,” Tanis decided. “We really have no idea what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “I know someone who’s seen the core,” Sera said quietly. “And she seems to have a plan for taking them out, as well.” 
 
    “If she’s not still under their thrall.” 
 
    “Stars!” Sera exclaimed and rubbed her eyes. “This is all such a fucking clusterfuck! My mother’s evil, my father was a raging asshole, Kirkland is a blind fool, the Inner Stars are rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic—yes, I looked that up—the Inner Stars AIs are threatening war, and we don’t know who we can trust anywhere anymore. On top of all this, we have Garza clones running all over, making a mess everywhere.” 
 
    Tanis walked back to her friend and held a hand out to her. “We’ll figure it all out, Sera.” 
 
    “How?” Sera asked, her voice heavy with emotion as she clasped Tanis’s hand.  
 
    Tanis smiled. “Because we have to.” 
 
    <Admiral, President,> Priscilla interrupted them. <Diana is here.>  
 
    Sera took a deep breath and ran a hand through her hair. <Send her in.> 
 
    A moment later, Diana entered the room with an expression of honest amazement on her face. “Quite the ship you have here…I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it. Let alone an AI with human avatars.” 
 
    <Thank you,> Bob said, his voice resonating across the Link like distant peals of thunder from a looming storm.  
 
    Diana’s face paled, and Tanis offered her a chair. “You get used to it.” 
 
    Diana shook her head in wonder. “I can’t see how.” 
 
    Tanis sat across from Diana, placing her elbows on the table and interlacing her fingers. She met the empress’s eyes and took a deep breath. “Are you ready to hear the rest of the story?” 
 
    “What, there’s more?” Diana asked. 
 
    Sera nodded somberly. “A lot more.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Tanis and Sera have only just begun their struggle against the many factions arrayed against them. Only now have they truly learned what it is that they’re up against.
  
 
    However, their next order of business will be to deal with the anti-AI extremists that are moving into the fringe on Scipio’s rimward side.  
 
      
 
    Peter Rhoads’ fleet is coming to Silstrand, and it may be that Tanis is the only one who can stop it. If you’ve read the first two books in the Perilous Alliance series, then pick up Collision Course now.  
 
      
 
    If you’ve not read the first two Perilous Alliance books, you can get them here.  
 
      
 
    While it is not necessary to read the Perilous Alliance series to follow along with Tanis and Sera’s ever-expanding story, doing so will deepen your understanding of what is transpiring in the Aeon 14 universe, and I highly recommend it. One thing is for certain; little is initially what it seems to be in the Gedri System on the coreward end of the Silstrand Alliance.  
 
      
 
    The next Orion War book, Attack on Thebes, will be out on February 15th. In it, Tanis will travel to the Praesepe Cluster, where a few nations and a band of mercenaries known as the Marauders—led by a woman named Rika—are all that stand against the inexorable advance of the Nietzschean Empire.  
 
      
 
    If you’ve not read the Rika’s Marauders books, you can pick them up here. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    THANK YOU 
 
    If you’ve enjoyed reading The Scipio Alliance, a review on Amazon.com and/or goodreads.com would be greatly appreciated. 
 
    To get the latest news and access to free novellas and short stories, sign up on the Aeon 14 mailing list: www.aeon14.com/signup. 
 
    M. D. Cooper 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    THE BOOKS OF AEON 14 
 
      
 
    Keep up to date with what is releasing in Aeon 14 with the free Aeon 14 Reading Guide.  
 
      
 
    The Intrepid Saga 
 
    - Book 1: Outsystem 
 
    - Book 2: A Path in the Darkness 
 
    - Book 3: Building Victoria 
 
      
 
    - The Intrepid Saga Omnibus – Also contains Destiny Lost, book 1 of the Orion War series 
 
      
 
    - Destiny Rising – Special Author’s Extended Edition comprised of both Outsystem and A Path in the Darkness with over 100 pages of new content.  
 
      
 
    The Orion War 
 
    - Book 1: Destiny Lost  
 
    - Book 2: New Canaan 
 
    - Book 3: Orion Rising  
 
    - Book 4: The Scipio Alliance 
 
    - Book 5: Attack on Thebes (Feb 2018) 
 
    - Book 6: The Thousand Front War (2018) 
 
    - Book 7: Fallen Empire 
 
    - Many more following 
 
      
 
    Tales of the Orion War  
 
    - Book 1: Set the Galaxy on Fire 
 
    - Book 2: Ignite the Stars (Feb 2018) 
 
    - Book 3: Burn the Galaxy to Ash (2018) 
 
      
 
    Perilous Alliance (Age of the Orion War - with Chris J. Pike) 
 
    - Book 1: Close Proximity 
 
    - Book 2: Strike Vector 
 
    - Book 3: Collision Course 
 
    - More coming in 2018 
 
      
 
    Rika’s Marauders (Age of the Orion War) 
 
    - Prequel: Rika Mechanized 
 
    - Book 1: Rika Outcast 
 
    - Book 2: Rika Redeemed 
 
    - Book 3: Rika Triumphant (2018) 
 
    - Book 4: Rika Commander (2018) 
 
    - Book 5: Rika Unleashed (2018) 
 
      
 
    Perseus Gate (Age of the Orion War) 
 
    Season 1: Orion Space 
 
    - Episode 1: The Gate at the Grey Wolf Star 
 
    - Episode 2: The World at the Edge of Space  
 
    - Episode 3: The Dance on the Moons of Serenity  
 
    - Episode 4: The Last Bastion of Star City 
 
    - Episode 5: The Toll Road Between the Stars  
 
    - Episode 6: The Final Stroll on Perseus’s Arm (Dec 2017) 
 
    - Eps 1-3 Omnibus: The Trail Through the Stars 
 
    - Eps 4-6 Omnibus: The Path Amongst the Clouds (Dec 2017) 
 
      
 
    Season 2: The Inner Stars 
 
    - Episode 1: A Meeting of Bodies and Minds (Feb 2018) 
 
    - More coming in 2018 
 
      
 
    The Warlord (Before the Age of the Orion War) 
 
    - Book 1: The Woman Without a World 
 
    - Book 2: The Woman Who Seized an Empire 
 
    - Book 3: The Woman Who Lost Everything (2018) 
 
      
 
    The Sentience Wars: Origins (With James S. Aaron)  
 
    - Book 1: Lyssa’s Dream  
 
    - Book 2: Lyssa’s Run  
 
    - Book 3: Lyssa’s Flight (Jan 2018) 
 
    - Book 4: Lyssa’s Call (2018) 
 
    - Book 5: Lyssa’s Flame (2018) 
 
      
 
    The Empire (Age of the Orion War) 
 
    - The Empress and the Ambassador (2018) 
 
    - The Scipian Front (2018) 
 
    - The Hegemon’s Demise (2018) 
 
      
 
    Tanis Richards: Origins 
 
    - Prequel: Storming the Norse Wind (At the Helm Volume 3) 
 
    - Book 1: Shore Leave (June 2018) 
 
    - Book 2: The Command (June 2018) 
 
    - Book 3: Infiltrator (July 2018) 
 
      
 
    The Sol Dissolution 
 
    - The 242 - Venusian Uprising (The Expanding Universe 2 anthology) 
 
    - The 242 - Assault on Tarja (The Expanding Universe 3 anthology – coming Dec 2017) 
 
      
 
    The Delta Team Chronicles (Expanded Orion War) 
 
    - A "Simple" Kidnapping (Pew! Pew! Volume 1) 
 
    - The Disknee World (Pew! Pew! Volume 2) 
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