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      “The wormhole station is ours.”

      The transmission from the Marine boarding parties that Vice Admiral Isaac Gallant’s people had spent weeks infiltrating onto the Eridani Wormhole Station echoed loudly across the flag bridge of the Confederacy battlecruiser Vigil.

      “Do we have a stable communication wormhole?” the Vice Admiral asked calmly. If his Marines had seized the station, then the die was well and truly cast. The Rubicon was crossed.

      Battle Group Vigil was now unquestionably in rebellion.

      “Brigadier Zamarano has her people holding the line,” his communications officer replied.

      “Put her on,” Isaac ordered. “Kira, what’s your status?”

      “We have secured all key engineering and command segments of the EWS,” Kira Zamarano said crisply. “Resistance has been minimal. We have some casualties but no fatalities on either side. Overwhelming force pulled its usual trick.”

      “Well done, Brigadier. Pass my regards on to the Marines of the 77th,” Isaac ordered.

      EWS had roughly a battalion of Marines as security. Zamarano had infiltrated her entire 77th Brigade aboard the station. That kind of imbalance of forces was useful for avoiding losses.

      “Inter-system communications?” he asked his Marine commander.

      “Locked down. We now control all communication and travel out of Epsilon Eridani,” she confirmed. “What are your orders?”

      “Move to Phase Two,” Isaac replied. “The Battle Group will be on our way momentarily. 35th Brigade will bring your transports with theirs. How many Marines will be needed to hold EWS?”

      “By the time you get our transports to us, I’ll have everything locked down enough that we can leave a battalion behind and bring the other three to Sol,” she confirmed instantly.

      “All right, Brigadier, we’ll see you shortly,” he told her.

      He rose from his chair, striding up to the main holodisplay as his flag deck crew watched, waiting for him to say what they knew was coming.

      “Rhianna, hit the Rebellion channels,” he told his com officer. “Inform Archangel that Bombardier is moving.”

      It would take several hours for the message to percolate through the network of wormhole communicators that linked the Confederacy together, but that was fine. It would take fourteen hours for Battle Group Vigil to reach the wormhole station.

      By the time they were ready to transit to Sol, the Rebellion would be activating cells across human space. Most of those were irrelevant to Isaac—he cared about the cells in Sol, the ones that were supposed to take over Earth Fortress Command.

      “Cameron.” He turned to his operations officer. “Please inform all Captains that we are initiating Bonaparte. They are to set their course for the Eridani Wormhole Station, matching Vigil’s maximum flank acceleration.”

      He smiled.

      “Officers, it’s time to retake the Confederacy for her people.”

      His orders set the entire flag bridge into motion—and thousands of people throughout the hull of the battlecruiser as well. The big holographic tank in the middle of the flag deck showed the icons of his battle group, twenty-five strong.

      Eight of those icons were useless in a fight. Two hundred and twenty meters long and carrying a battalion of Confederacy Marines apiece, the Orbital Attack Transports technically weren’t under his command.

      Brigadiers Zamarano and Michaels had thrown in with his rebellion long before, though. Eight battalions. Two brigades. A tiny force to fling against the might of the Confederacy, but it was what he had.

      Ten ships, smaller than the OATs, moved around them. Those were his destroyers, speedy little ships that were designed to make high-speed attack runs at ships like his Vigil.

      Two missile cruisers flanked the main formation, his snipers that would try to take out destroyers before they closed on the battlecruiser flagship.

      Four warp cruisers led the way, their vulnerable drive rings making them the only ships in his rebellion that could outspeed light on their own. Everyone else required the wormholes, and the warp cruisers couldn’t carry the battle to come.

      That would fall on Vigil herself, the four hundred and thirty-meter-long behemoth at the heart of the battlecruiser group. Two full battle groups guarded Sol, and while Battle Group Vigil out-gunned either of them individually, the fight to come would test them to their limits.

      “Battle Group is in motion,” Commander Cameron Alstairs told him quietly. “Estimated time of arrival at EWS is sixteen hundred hours Greenwich Meridian Time, June fifth, 2386.”

      There was no need for Alstairs to give him the full date, but the weight of the moment was on them all. Only once before had units of the Confederacy Space Fleet turned on their government.

      The result of that was what Isaac Gallant was going to fix.
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      “We have confirmation from Archangel,” Rhianna Rose told Isaac. “All plans are now in motion, and Archangel has double-confirmed activation of Dynamite and their cell.”

      A cell-based structure made sense to Isaac, but it made the kind of massive, multisystem plan they were executing cumbersome. As “Bombardier,” he was in the second tier of cells, but he didn’t know Archangel’s true identity—and all Archangel knew about Bombardier was that they were a battle group commander.

      That would probably have been enough to get a lot of people killed. The Confederacy only had twenty-six battle groups, after all.

      In many senses, though, Dynamite was even more key to their plan than Isaac. Dynamite was a division commander in Earth Fortress Command—there were only six of those, and Isaac was pretty sure he knew which one Dynamite was.

      Dynamite would deliver the EFC to the rebellion and, almost more importantly, neutralize Liberty. Isaac would back Battle Group Vigil against any of the Confederacy’s other battlecruiser groups, but his force could not fight the Confederacy’s dreadnought.

      “77th Brigade’s transports are rendezvousing at EWS,” Alstairs reported. “Brigadier Zamarano reports the last of her people who are going will be aboard in twenty minutes. Colonel Nguyen is retaining command of the station; he gives us thirty-three minutes to wormhole activation to Sol.”

      “Have they had any problems with the communication lockdown?” Isaac asked.

      “Nothing,” Alstairs replied. “No questions, even. That seems…odd.”

      “That’s very odd,” the Admiral agreed. The Eridani Wormhole Station was responsible for all outgoing interstellar communications from the Epsilon Eridani System. It had been silent for over thirteen hours. The rebellion had an excuse and a reason for that, one that should have passed muster, but they hadn’t even been asked for it.…

      “Sir?” Rose asked quietly.

      The word hung in the sudden silence on the flag deck.

      A moment later, Captain Lauretta Giannovi appeared on the computer screen tattooed into Isaac’s left forearm. His Italian-born flag captain looked…uncomfortable.

      “I can’t put my finger on it, sir,” she told him. “But something doesn’t feel right.”

      “I know,” he agreed. He rose from his chair, studying the holographic display.

      “We’ve already initiated,” he told his flag deck crew. “We can’t abort now—if we do, thousands are going to die for nothing.” He shivered. “Once Archangel’s messages start arriving, half the Confederacy is going up in flames.

      “We can’t stop now,” he echoed. He studied the position of his fleet. Currently, they were decelerating for a nice, calm wormhole transition. One that wouldn’t draw attention when they arrived in Sol for anything other than its size.

      “In fact, Cameron—order all ships to cease deceleration. Bring up engines at full, straight at the wormhole target zone. Have Colonel Nguyen prep the wormhole for immediate activation. We’re going to hit it as fast as we can and punch clean through.”

      “We’ll draw all kinds of attention when we come out,” Alstairs noted.

      “Surprise would be nice, but the positioning of Sol’s battle groups is what we’re actually relying on,” Isaac reminded him. “Pass the orders. Let’s punch it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The warships and transports flipped in space, no longer slowing as they approached the wormhole station but blazing toward it. The smaller ships matched Vigil’s acceleration, keeping pace with the battlecruiser that would have to carry the heaviest fighting once they reached Sol.

      In some ways, it was almost a relief to Isaac when the other shoe dropped.

      “Admiral, we have wormhole energy signatures,” Captain Giannovi said flatly over the link from the bridge. “Dropping them to the tactical feed now.”

      Signatures. Plural. That was definitely not good.

      “How bad, Cameron?” he asked quietly as the data filled in on the display.

      “No details on who’s coming through yet, but we have nine individual wormholes forming,” his ops officer replied. “Wait…I have emergence.”

      The battlecruisers led the way. Enterprise, from Alpha Centauri with her overstrength battle group, the Confederacy’s other strategic reserve force.

      Dante, the previous flagship here in Eridani.

      Calypso, from Conestoga.

      Athena, from Tau Ceti.

      Zulu, from Erewhon.

      Victoria, from New Soweto.

      And Glorious from Sol itself.

      Eight battlecruisers. Only Glorious was Vigil’s equal; the other ships were older, smaller to various degrees. Vigil could take any one of them—but there was no way she could take all of them.

      “Sir, the last wormhole…” Alstairs trailed off as the data codes propagated.

      Liberty. As long as the battlecruisers but eight times as wide and carrying six particle cannons to the battlecruisers’ one apiece. The Confederacy’s only dreadnought, with a ninth battlecruiser for escort and an entire battle group to support them.

      “IFF codes confirm the First Admiral is aboard,” Isaac’s operations officer concluded. “What do we do?”

      Ten capital ships versus one. Nine battle groups versus one. If they were here, Isaac could be almost certain that Dynamite had failed, and Earth Fortress Command was still in loyalist hands.

      “Sir, Liberty is hailing us,” Rhianna Rose told Isaac. “…It’s the First Admiral herself.”

      Of course it was.

      They could run. They had enough of a velocity advantage that Battle Group Vigil might be able to pass through the gauntlet and make it into the outer system.

      It wouldn’t help them. If Nguyen tried to generate a portal, Zulu and Athena were positioned to disable the station’s exotic-matter projectors. They couldn’t leave the system. Any other option was just…wasting time.

      “Admiral Gallant is repeating her hail,” Rose told him. “What do we do?”

      Isaac exhaled and nodded.

      “Cameron, order the battle group to cease acceleration,” he said quietly. “Rhianna…put my mother on.”

      The ships around him shut down their engines, coasting on inertia toward the entire fleet that was waiting for them as the image of First Admiral Adrienne Gallant, the unquestioned military dictator of the Confederacy of Earth, appeared in the main holotank.

      Isaac had inherited his merely average height from his petite mother, even if his dark coloring took after his father, a native of New Soweto.

      Adrienne Gallant was slightly built and pale-skinned, with hair that had faded from gold to silver over the course of the last twenty-plus years of dictatorship. She didn’t look like the bloodyhanded tyrant who’d ordered the deaths of hundreds of thousands to maintain her power base.

      Looks were deceiving. Isaac’s mother had blasted her way into Earth orbit and “temporarily suspended” the office of President when the President and his cronies had become too openly corrupt for anyone to tolerate anymore.

      Like most revolutions, she’d had popular support. When that had faded, she’d had the Fleet.

      “Isaac,” she greeted him. “Are we going to play games about what’s happening here?”

      “No,” he said stonily. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t have enough information.”

      “I would not,” she agreed. “Commodore Trevelyan was your mistake, if you wondered. He was doing such a good job, too, until he tried to co-opt the wrong person and panicked.” She smiled coldly. “In his place, I’d have made better arrangements to kill Captain Pratchett if she was uninterested.

      “Instead, your entire house of cards has come crumbling down. So, tell me, Isaac, are you going to run the gauntlet?”

      He was eyeing the math. Vigil was the newest battlecruiser in the fleet—there were perks to being the dictator’s only child—which meant he had a slight but measurable range advantage with his particle cannon over the rest of the Confederacy Space Fleet battlecruisers.

      Vigil could potentially kill at least one, possible even two or three, of her older sisters.

      But then Liberty would end Isaac’s revolt.

      “No,” he finally admitted. “I’d ask you to guarantee my people’s lives, but we both know how often those guarantees have been ignored.”

      That was probably a low blow, but it was true nonetheless.

      “I have done what I must,” Adrienne Gallant said coldly. “I thought you understood that.”

      “I did. It was everything else I objected to,” Isaac replied.

      “Order your ships to stand down and prepare to be boarded,” the First Admiral told him. “Your rebellion is over.”

      Isaac nodded and killed the channel.

      “You heard her,” he told his people. “Stand them down. Stand them all down.”

      He waited there, in his command chair on his flag deck. Watching the red icons of Confederacy assault shuttles swarm over the fleet he’d hoped to free his people with.

      He waited there until the Marines came to arrest him.
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      “Miss Amelie! Miss Amelie! Can I get your autograph?”

      There was something both precious and stereotypical about the girl running towards Amelie Lestroud down the street of Nouveau Paris. She was all of maybe twelve years old, probably hadn’t been allowed to see more than half of Amelie’s movies yet and had a mother closer to Amelie’s own age trailing behind her, desperately trying to impose decorum.

      Amelie smiled at the girl as she stopped and turned to face her.

      “Of course, miss,” she told the child. “Do you have something for me to sign?”

      The girl blinked in confusion, but her mother managed to produce a flimsy copy of Stars of Honor, last year’s big blockbuster action epic, for Amelie to scrawl her signature across. The sheet of paper-like material contained the entire three hour-long three-dimensional production, but it was really only the size it was to allow for exactly this purpose.

      “I’m sorry, she just loves your movies,” the mother told Amelie. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

      Amelie’s companion was manfully refraining from rolling his eyes, but Amelie had known Archie Dresden for a very long time.

      “It’s not a problem,” Amelie assured the mother and daughter pair. “But we are in a hurry, so I can’t stick around.”

      The mother offered profuse thanks as Amelie and Dresden moved on down the Nouveau Parisian street.

      “In a hurry,” Dresden muttered. “That’s a bit of an understatement, isn’t it? Archangel?”

      “Shut it, Artemis,” she replied out of the side of her mouth. The tall blonde actress had long since mastered the art of speaking without anyone hearing or seeing her lips move that she didn’t want. “None of this is that time-sensitive, not until Bombardier is actually in Earth orbit, and children like that are why we do everything.”

      Movies. Appearances. Autographs. Armed multisystem revolution. All of these were things Amelie Lestroud did for the future and the children who would live in it.

      Stepping off the street into the apartment building, they quickly reached their destination. Amelie lived in the penthouse apartment at the top of the seventy-three-story tower—and owned the building, so no one would ever question her arriving there.

      Instead of her luxurious penthouse, however, she and Dresden entered a rundown apartment on the twenty-third floor. The security cameras on this floor had been glitchy for years. That they hadn’t recorded the two of them in the hallway wasn’t unusual, even if it was intentional. This time.

      Amelie let the door close behind them and then tapped the light-control panel in a specific pattern. A piece of cheap plastic paneling slid aside, allowing a very modern communications setup to slide out of the wall as the blinds closed and the door locked behind her.

      “What updates do we have?” she asked Dresden as she took a seat at the console.

      Officially, Archie Dresden was her bodyguard. Anyone who’d noticed his earbud would have dismissed it as part of his job.

      Unofficially, he was Artemis, the right-hand man of the leader of an armed revolution.

      “All of the B-tier cells have reported in but one,” he told her. “I’ve heard nothing out of New Soweto. Buzzard hasn’t checked in.”

      “Damn. What about the secondary?” she asked.

      “I’ve thrown a note in the dead drop for Cherry Bomb, but I haven’t heard back,” he said grimly. “We may have to temporarily write off New Soweto, move in later once we’ve secured the other systems.”

      “I’d be more okay with that if New Soweto wasn’t the CSP HQ,” she pointed out. The Confederacy Secret Police were exactly what they called themselves—and the biggest obstacle to Amelie’s revolution. “What about battle group tracking? Do we know who’s moving? Not that I’m really questioning Bombardier, but I’m curious who they actually are.”

      “That’s the odd one,” Dresden replied. “We’ve got a lot of movement in the battle groups, more than usual but not entirely out of the norm…but the first to move was Epsilon Eridani.”

      “Gallant’s son?” Amelie said. “That’s not a good sign. There’s no chance in hell that Battle Group Vigil is Bombardier.”

      “Except Eridani’s wormhole coms also went down exactly on Bombardier’s schedule,” her bodyguard pointed out. “The Iron Bitch’s son might actually be Bombardier.”

      “Great. Because we need more complications at this late an hour,” she snapped. “What about Dynamite? Have we heard from their control?”

      “Final confirmation codes. Nothing more. We shouldn’t hear anything more until after it’s all over.”

      Amelie nodded, drumming her fingers on the console. “So…what do we do now?” she finally asked.

      Dresden laughed.

      “Unfortunately, my dear Amelie, we wait,” he told her. “We’ve spent ten years arranging this, contacting the factions, assembling the Bravo cells and making sure the money and weapons went where they need to be.

      “And you, Miss Lestroud, made it all happen. Which means now you wait to hear how it all comes out.”

      She grimaced.

      As one of the Confederacy’s top actresses, she had every reason to travel across star systems and meet with thousands of people. Her trips had been the perfect cover for meeting and negotiating with rebel organizations in every star system. She’d bribed and laundered and blackmailed and—though she didn’t like to think about it—murdered her way to assembling the largest prepared revolution in history.

      Now it was time to throw the dice and see where her carefully assembled plans landed.
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      “Still no response from Cherry Bomb?” Amelie asked, checking the com systems.

      “Nothing,” Dresden confirmed. “Our entire New Soweto network is down.” He shook his head. “With it being the CSP’s headquarters…”

      “We’ve probably lost everybody,” the actress-turned-revolutionary half-whispered. The nature of a cell-based organization meant she had only the roughest notion of how many people they’d had on New Soweto…but Buzzard had been planning on assaulting the CSP’s main facility.

      That meant hundreds, if not thousands, of armed volunteers. All of whom were now off her network, potentially arrested or dead. It wasn’t a good first step.

      “Fleet movements are getting…hazier,” Dresden said as well. “Our contacts in the wormhole stations are saying that a lot of the interstellar Fleet coms are going black. Very black.”

      That wasn’t good. They’d relied on their ability to see what Fleet was doing to keep Bombardier warned if the CSF was moving against him. But if the…

      “Wait, what the hell?”

      “Archie?” she snapped.

      “I just got an emergency pulse from Chariot—and then the entire Sol network went offline,” he told her. “All Chariot said was that Bastard was down and they were compromised.”

      Red icons started to flash up across Amelie’s system and she stared at them in horror.

      “Our coms are down,” she said softly. “All of our wormhole station people just went offline.”

      She now had no idea what anyone outside of the Nouveau Versailles System was doing. “Is it just us or did all communications go down?” she asked.

      The Confederacy had only done that during the purges, when entire system governments had risen up against the central government. They’d shut down all of the communication wormholes.

      “Everything is down,” he told her. “They’ve gone to full blackout. That should have taken hours to get into play. How?”

      “They knew we were coming,” Amelie said flatly. “Someone fucked up. I don’t know if they’re ready for us everywhere, but they knew it was coming.”

      She hit a button.

      “Bartholomew,” she barked into a microphone. “Everything’s busted. Go now.”

      Bartholomew was the primary cell leader on the planet of Cherbourg, the man charged with organizing the rebellion’s seizure of government houses and the planetary defense centers.

      “We need to move,” Dresden said grimly. “Bartholomew” was also Barry Wong, Archie Dresden’s boyfriend. “We need to go to ground while our people try and pull what they can out of this mess.”

      “I can’t abandon⁠—”

      “Yes. You can,” her minder snapped. “If they haven’t flagged you, your connections are the only chance of pulling anything out of this disaster.”

      “And if they’ve flagged me?” she demanded. “They seem to be waiting for everything else.”

      “Then my job is to make sure you get out alive,” Dresden told her. “That’s what you’ve paid me for for fifteen years, Amelie Lestroud. It doesn’t change just because you dragged me into this revolt!”

      She swallowed hard. The communications setup was worthless now. Worse than worthless, in fact, because if any of the Bravo cell leaders were compromised, the Confederacy Secret Police would be able to follow the trail back to it.

      “You have a plan?” she asked meekly.

      Dresden smiled brilliantly at her.

      “Of course I have a plan.”
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      Amelie’s bodyguard went to the same lighting-control pad she’d opened the coms setup with and typed in a different sequence of lights—one she hadn’t been aware was in there.

      A dusty bookshelf that had probably never seen a book in its lifetime swung away from the wall, exposing a man-high metal cabinet. Dresden crossed to it and plugged a code into the safe’s keypad to open it.

      He pulled out a pair of armored vests and passed one to her. Somehow, she was unsurprised that it fit perfectly over the tank top she was wearing under her blouse and disappeared neatly when she put the blouse back on.

      By the time she’d put on the armor, Dresden had finished emptying the cabinet. He passed her a small concealable pistol with a shoulder holster to go under her blazer as he strapped a slightly larger weapon to his own waist.

      Amelie had starred in enough action movies that she recognized the final weapon he pulled from the cabinet.

      “A pulse rifle?” she said softly. “Seriously?”

      “The Confederacy Secret Police has access to every piece of gear that the Confederacy Marines do,” he pointed out. “If they come after you with battle armor or combat vehicles, we need to have some method of taking them down.”

      She shook her head but didn’t argue. The pulse rifle was a vastly scaled-down version of the pulse guns that formed the main armament of warships these days—but those had entire fusion plants feeding them plasma.

      The pulse rifle was disturbingly energetic for a hand weapon, but it could take down just about anything the CSP sent after them.

      Dresden checked something in the cabinet as she was shaking her head at him, and cursed.

      “We’re in trouble,” he said grimly. “CSP just sealed the front of the building. I guess they tracked us faster than I expected.”

      Amelie went cold.

      “They’re here already?”

      The rebellion had been more compromised than she’d ever thought if the secret police were already there.

      “Hopefully, they’ll go to your penthouse,” Dresden reminded her. “But I have an override on the elevators for just this occasion. We’re out of time; let’s go.”

      It seemed Dresden had prepared for everything. They charged out of the apartment and into the empty corridor, and made it to the elevators uninterrupted. Her bodyguard checked his military-style tattoo-computer and then tapped a command on his wrist, activating the car without using the regular controls at all.

      “They’ve got aerial coverage, too,” he said grimly. “I’m in the Nouveau Paris Police network…they’ll lock me out pretty quickly, but the back door should give me about ten minutes of oversight.”

      “If they’re above us, where are we going?”

      “Down,” Dresden told her as the elevator car lurched into motion. “One of the main storm sewers runs eleven meters from the basement of the building. I had a tunnel dug years ago.”

      She was shaking her head at his preparations again when the elevator doors slid open and gunfire echoed in the confined space of the basement. Once again, the CSP was one step ahead of them.

      “Stay here!” Dresden barked. She didn’t even have time to argue before he was out of the door, the terrifying hiss-CRACK of the plasma rifle overwhelmingly loud in the confined space.

      The plasma rifle fired four times in rapid succession, and then the basement was silent.

      “Come on,” her bodyguard ordered, his voice…strained.

      Amelie was familiar, if nothing else, with how fake injuries looked in movies and she was expecting the horror she saw as she came out.

      The secret police hadn’t been expecting a pulse rifle. Four plasma bolts had wiped out a ten-man squad, but not before they’d managed to shoot Dresden repeatedly. The body armor had stopped some of the rounds, but the CSP had used armor-piercing bullets.

      “There’s nothing you can do for me,” he told her. “I’ll…cover you.”

      Amelie didn’t think he was going to live long enough to make any damn difference.

      “I can’t leave you,” she hissed.

      “Yes. You can,” he replied, wincing at his wounds. “The tunnel is through there”—he gestured—“in the janitor’s lockers. Third locker from the left has a keypad. Code is five-five-five-six.

      “There’s a hover-bike at the end of the tunnel, next to the storm sewer.” He coughed. There was blood in it. Dresden was fading fast. “Follow the storm sewer out of the city and head for Ile de Bonita.” He coughed again.

      “Joey’s Marina,” he gasped out. “They…were never part of the rebellion. A backup. They’ll know where to go.…”

      He was gone.
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      The hover-bike was a few years old, but someone—probably Dresden—had clearly been maintaining it.

      Tears burned at the corners of Amelie’s eyes as she ran through an abbreviated start routine, bringing up the bike’s antigravity generators and fans simultaneously. It might not be safe or smart, but she was in a hurry.

      And if she smashed herself to a pulp against the roof of the storm sewer, that might be better for everyone.

      She dashed the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand and then slammed a helmet onto her head. There was a second bike, a harsh reminder that she wasn’t supposed to be alone. That she could never have made it this far on her own.

      The sounds of shouting behind her focused her mind and she kicked the bike into gear, leaping off the ground and down the storm sewer. She was lucky it was midsummer there in Nouveau Paris and the spring snow melt and storms had passed.

      There was enough space in the sewer for her to fly the bike, screaming down the tunnel at a speed that was insanely unsafe. She knew, in the back of her mind at least, that she was walking a fine line between taking unreasonable risk and being outright suicidal, but she didn’t care.

      If the Confederacy Secret Police had known enough to come for her, then everything was doomed, and all her life’s work had achieved was to get tens, possibly hundreds, of thousands of people killed. She’d watched some of the videos of the mass executions from the last round of purges.

      That was what she’d led her followers to.

      The storm sewer was perfectly straight, angling down toward the ocean at enough of a gradient to guide the water. She blasted through over twenty kilometers of tunnel in under six minutes before bursting out onto the open sea.

      Ile de Bonita was almost five hundred kilometers away, just under two hours at the bike’s maximum speed. Now she was out in the open and above water, sustaining that was harder, but the bike’s screens protected her. Mostly.

      They didn’t protect her hearing, however, and she missed the approaching aircraft until they flanked her.

      Black-and-red assault shuttles, Confederacy Marine spacecraft pressed into duty as high-speed interceptors, flew on either side of her. She ignored them, trying to find the nerve to bite down on the poison tooth she’d had implanted without telling Dresden.

      If they took her alive, they could end the entire rebellion…but it looked like they’d already done that.

      She tried to evade, diving for the surface, only for an EMP blast from one of the shuttles to cripple her hoverbike.

      Amelie Lestroud had enough time to realize that there were easier ways to kill her before she heard stunners whine and blackness swept over her vision…still at least three meters away from the water.
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      They’d left him his uniform. There was a bitter irony in that to Isaac Gallant.

      In fact, the only clothes he had in his luxurious cell were his Vice Admiral’s undress uniform. The guard at the door still treated him with respect when they delivered his meal. Everyone acted like he remained a senior flag officer of the Confederacy Space Fleet as opposed to a condemned traitor.

      The cell itself was incredible. They’d locked him in what he was reasonably sure were the visiting VIP quarters for Earth Fortress One, the central command facility for Earth Fortress Command. An entire wall was transparent aluminum, allowing him to look out over the surface of the planet below.

      Like the rest of the command centers, EF-One was in geostationary orbit above Earth’s equator. North and South America spread out beneath him in a glittering array of nighttime lights and immense megalopolises.

      He was reasonably sure he could pick out New York City from there, the central capital of the Confederacy and home to the Senate. That had been where the plan had been supposed to end, with him dissolving the Senate and calling new elections.

      Things hadn’t gone according to plan. He didn’t have access to news or datanet feeds, but if his mother had known enough to bring Liberty to Epsilon Eridani, she’d known enough to short-stop Archangel’s entire rebellion.

      As if summoned by his thoughts, the door to his cell slid open with a soft sound. Footsteps followed, a familiar fast, almost hyperactive, pace.

      “I thought you, of all people, understood,” Adrienne Gallant finally said.

      “I trusted you for a long time,” he replied. He didn’t turn to face her, still looking at the planet below. “The coup was hard enough to swallow. I’m not even sure, anymore, how I convinced myself that the purges were justified.”

      “Order had to be maintained. If the Confederacy collapsed, everything we’d done had been for nothing.”

      “Everything we’d done,” he echoed. “Mass executions of people who’d surrendered in exchange for their lives. Literal purges of the bureaucracy, the military. The mass imprisonments—the use of political prisoners as slave labor in facilities you owned.

      “Where did it go wrong?”

      She chuckled bitterly.

      “It’s hard to say, isn’t it?” she replied. “I can’t argue with any of that. It all made sense at the time, but you look at it in total and it’s hard to justify.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because it all made sense at the time,” Adrienne Gallant repeated softly. “And then, eventually, you get to the point where you’re holding things together with blood and duct tape and just praying someone will come along and help.

      “Which was supposed to be you.” She sighed. “I trusted you above the rest, you know? I knew you would avoid the slippery slope, that you could avoid the corruption.

      “Guess I should have thought through what that might mean in the short term, huh?”

      He was silent.

      “What’s the point of this?” Isaac finally asked. “I doubt our efforts aren’t about to set off a new round of purges. Do you want to remind me how many people I got killed?

      “I made my choice. Turn me over to the damn executioners.”

      The room was silent for a long time. If Isaac hadn’t been able to see her reflection, he might have thought she’d left.

      “I’m weak enough to admit that I don’t have the stomach to order my own son killed,” she said quietly. “And you’re too much my son for us to play any games pretending you infiltrated the rebellion to betray them.”

      “Not a fucking chance,” he snarled. “So, what, you kill everyone else and I get to live with that, huh? How long do you think it’ll be before I swallow my own damn gun after that?”

      She chuckled sadly.

      “Not long. No longer than I would have lived if I’d failed and been spared. I am not prepared to order the execution of my own son, Isaac. I am also not enough of a hypocrite to spare you and condemn a million others.”

      “I weep for your ethical dilemmas,” he told her. “Are we done?”

      The First Admiral sighed.

      “For now,” she agreed. “There will be consequences, Isaac. But your involvement changes what I am prepared to do. We shall see.”

      He was silent, ignoring her now as he looked at the cities beneath him.

      She waited for a few more minutes, then left. Her footsteps were slower this time, barely recognizable as hers.
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      Isaac’s supper that evening arrived precut, without even the intentionally fragile plastic knife they usually gave prisoners. That led him to take a second look at his quarters and come to the conclusion that, if he hadn’t already been, he was now definitely on suicide watch.

      There were no curtains for the observation window. The bed was an adjustable-viscosity gelpac with a self-warming canopy—no bedclothes to fashion into a noose. No rope-like objects in the quarters at all. No unsecured heavy objects. No sharp objects.

      He was…reasonably sure he wasn’t suicidal. Not yet, anyway. That could easily change once the full magnitude of his failure sank in.

      Fatalistic, sure. He was prepared to face execution for his actions, to die along with the officers, spacers, and Marines he’d led into this mess. It seemed he was to be spared that, but…

      The VIP quarters were a gilded cage, but they were a cage nonetheless. He had no way to check in on his people. Couldn’t speak to Giannovi or Alstairs, or any of the dozen and more Captains who’d followed him into mutiny.

      He hoped that Archangel and the rest of the planetary cells had realized things had gone wrong fast enough to flee to safety, but hope was all he had.

      Watching through the observation window, he saw another set of glittering lights cross Earth’s orbit. Ships of a dozen types and sizes moving cargo up and down the gravity well of the Confederacy’s beating heart.

      It took Isaac a moment to realize that several of the lights were heading toward EF-One. He had a flare of hope and then sighed. They were warships, but they weren’t there to rescue him. It was, in fact, Vigil herself…being towed by a pair of tugs into a spot where she could be watched by the heavy guns of Earth Fortress Command.

      Like him, his ship was a prisoner.

      Somehow, that was as depressing as anything else he’d seen of late.
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      Nine days.

      For nine days, Isaac Gallant sat in the VIP quarters, able to see his former flagship orbiting less than five kilometers away, going more than a little crazy.

      His guards were unfailingly polite and respectful, delivering his meals—clearly prepared by the same chef who was responsible for the flag mess on the station—regularly and efficiently. The cleaners who came through his room were equally polite and efficient, in the way that only longstanding military NCOs can be.

      Not that a man who’d spent his life in the military left much to clean, regardless of how much pampering his mother’s influence had bought him. He’d gone through the Academy before Adrienne Gallant had seized control of the Confederacy, after all.

      Like any citizen of the Confederacy, Isaac had a list of movies and books stored on his personal computer to go through if he ever had time. Unlike most civilians, his computer was physically installed on his arm—though it could also speak to the screen in the VIP quarters.

      That helped keep him from going completely insane, but there were only so many books and drama movies one could watch. By the fourth day, he’d degraded into watching spectacle blockbusters starring Amelie Lestroud, everyone’s favorite blonde action heroine.

      By day nine, he was into classified research memos on gravity-warp-drive weapons. The grav-warp drive was an evolution of the original calculation by Alcubierre and came along with the inherent invulnerability while encased in the bubble of warped space.

      Of course, a warp cruiser could no more fire out of its grav-warp than be fired upon, but there’d been research done on taking out a warp ship at full speed. The memo was inconclusive—but Isaac could tell from its tone that the researchers had been told to stop before they ended up with conclusive data.

      Only the Confederacy, after all, had grav-warp drive warships. There were fewer than thirty gravity-warp-drive ships in human space. If you could fly up to a wormhole that could fling you three or four hundred light-years in seven point four two seconds—every wormhole trip lasted exactly the same length of time—why would you play around with ships that could go a “mere” four times the speed of light?

      He’d made his own career with an unexpected and effective use of a warp cruiser, shutting down a potential civil war before it had begun. In hindsight…well, the irony wasn’t lost on him.

      The First Admiral, it appeared, hadn’t learned to knock in the nine days since her last visit. This time, he looked up as his mother entered, his focus on his tattoo-comp, not the window this time.

      “You know, there is pornography in the library I have access to,” he said mildly.

      “It wouldn’t even be the first time I’d walked in on you watching that, let alone the first time I’d walked in on someone,” she pointed out. “Besides, you are a criminal.”

      “Traitor and rebel, technically,” he replied. “Criminal understates things so very drily.”

      “I see you continue to find this hilarious,” Adrienne Gallant snapped.

      “I have few pleasures left to me in life, it seems,” Isaac told her. “I may as well mock you. The honesty is refreshing for me, if nothing else.”

      She visibly swallowed a snarl, then sighed at him.

      “This isn’t easy for me, you know,” she said quietly.

      “Was betraying every principle you overthrew our government to support easy?” he asked bluntly.

      “No,” she replied. “Sometimes, yeah, let’s be honest. But not always. It came down to holding the Confederacy together or watching everything I had sworn to defend and sacrificed to preserve come apart in anarchy and fire.”

      “But after everything you did or ordered done, what was left of what we tried to defend and preserve?”

      “I’m not here to debate with you,” the First Admiral told him. “I accept what I did and why I did it. I wanted you to understand, once, but you neatly rendered that unnecessary, didn’t you?”

      “Why are you here?” he asked. “I won’t pretend it’s not good to have company or that I regret seeing my mother, but, fuck…just because I was leaving killing you to someone else doesn’t mean I hadn’t accepted it needed to happen.”

      Adrienne Gallant turned her back on him, walking over to the observation window and studying Earth below them.

      “I know.” Her voice was very small. “Just like I knew Franz would never understand.”

      Isaac winced. Franz Liebermann had been his father, Adrienne Gallant’s lover and partner of over two decades.

      And Vice Admiral Franz Liebermann had died aboard his flagship, defending Sol against his lover’s fleet. No one knew if he’d known who was in command. Only that regardless of what he knew, Franz Liebermann had done his duty.

      “But we are where we are,” she continued. “Your rebellion has been crushed. Fewer fatalities than I was afraid of, but that just leaves me with more damned prisoners than I know what to do with.” She shook her head. “Cohen, of course, would have us execute them all. I’ve been a bad influence on that man.”

      Fifth Admiral Cohen had once promised the lives of a surrendering rebel fleet—only for the First Admiral to order all of the officers executed.

      “Given history, sparing anyone is inconsistent, isn’t it?” Isaac asked. “We knew what we were getting into.”

      “I already said I won’t execute my only damn son,” Adrienne barked. “And I won’t be enough of a hypocrite to execute five hundred thousand others and spare you. If you live, everyone lives.”

      “I suppose we have the prison space for that,” he said flatly. “You can send us to work on those lovely exotic-matter plants you own. You know, that personal benefit you swore never to take from your office?”

      She sighed.

      “I already said I wasn’t here to debate you,” she reminded him. “I’m here to tell you what was decided, for your fate and the fate of your rebellion.”

      Adrienne Gallant smirked, and if Isaac could tell she was hiding pain behind the smirk, well, he was her son.

      “It even gives us a benefit, in truth. Because we’re being merciful, we can launch a far wider sweep than we were expecting. If we were just going to line you all up against the wall and shoot you, we can only sweep so wide. Active members of the rebellion are one thing, but families and sympathizers and college rabble-rousers are quite another. We can’t really shoot them.

      “We can send them with you, however.”

      “With us where?” Isaac asked carefully, trying to conceal the horror of the implications.

      “I can’t kill you, Isaac,” Adrienne Gallant said. “I don’t have it in me. I can’t keep you prisoner—not a flag officer of the Confederacy Space Fleet. Not my son. You and I both know what an icon of rebellion you would become. You and Lestroud both are too damned famous to keep as political prisoners.”

      Lestroud? What did the actress have to do with this, Isaac wondered.

      “That leaves us one real choice, and thankfully, one of our side projects has offered a spectacularly convenient opportunity.”

      She turned to face him. With Isaac seated, even his petite mother could glare down at him.

      “The sentence is exile, Admiral Gallant,” she said flatly. “You and everyone even associated with your rebellion, far beyond where you can ever threaten the Confederacy again.”
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      Isaac sighed, still seated in the chair he’d been reading in, and leveled his best unintimidated look on his mother.

      “Exile to where?” he asked. “Where could you even send us that’s beyond the Confederacy’s reach?”

      The First Admiral chuckled, tapping on her tattoo-comp and taking over control of the screen in his quarters. The image of a star appeared on the screen. A strange star.

      A spinning star…one of two.

      “The J2222-0137 binary pulsar system,” she explained. “A fascinating piece of astrography and one we’ve been investigating for years. It’s at the very limit of the Confederacy, one of the first systems accessed with fourth-generation wormhole generators.”

      A fourth-generation generator could create a wormhole crossing three hundred light-years. If it had been reached with one of those, from the existing borders of human space when the fourth-generation platforms came online…it was almost nine hundred light-years from Earth.

      Still not exactly beyond the reach of the Confederacy, though. Unless… Isaac vaguely recalled something about a station built at a pulsar, testing new types of wormhole generation.

      “For the last twenty years, J22 has been home to Hermes Station, the Long-Range Wormhole Research Facility,” Adrienne continued. “They’ve been experimenting with using the binary pulsar as a booster to dramatically extend the range of our wormhole generators.”

      “I’m guessing they succeeded?” Isaac asked.

      “They succeeded in opening over twenty wormholes, Isaac, before they managed to identify a pattern that would allow them to open the same wormhole twice,” she admitted. “We sent through a survey expedition of warp cruisers to investigate the other end.”

      She shivered.

      “We missed the first damn pickup. They’d calculated wrong and opened the wormhole seventeen thousand light-years off target,” she noted. “We grabbed them on the second scheduled pickup, though, with their survey data of the stars around the emergence point.”

      Adrienne Gallant turned back to the window looking at Earth…no, Isaac realized. Looking at Vigil. What did she see in his old flagship?

      “We started assembling a colony expedition, and then the Hermes Station team finished rerunning their numbers,” she continued. “We can open wormhole XL-17 one more time. Just one. The next opportunity to open it will be in over two hundred years—something to do with alignments of the J22 pulsar with another pulsar at the other end of the galaxy.

      “We were debating still sending a colony expedition, made up of volunteers, but now…now, well, I have a few million dissidents that need to go somewhere else.”

      Isaac swallowed.

      “How far?”

      “It’s hard to nail down the emergence location exactly,” she pointed out. “We barely know anything about the region except what we can identify.”

      “But you know, roughly, don’t you?”

      “It’s the other side of the galaxy,” Adrienne told him. “The Hermes staff estimates seventy-five thousand light-years or so. Once you go through, you’ll never be coming back.”

      Exile. That was pretty definitively final.

      “Some mercy,” Isaac replied. “Sending us that distance, I’m assuming the wormhole opens in deep space?”

      Wormholes could emerge at planet-star Lagrange points or in deep space, a minimum of six light-months from a star. The one natural wormhole humanity had ever found was closer in, going from thirty-one light-hours away from one sun to forty-one light-hours away from the other.

      But to open a wormhole across the length of the galaxy…

      “Pretty much exactly two light-years from the nearest star system,” she confirmed. “Of course, we had a solution for that even when we were planning on sending volunteers. They’re calling it a ‘warp cradle’, a grav-warp ring big enough to create a bubble that can move an entire fleet.

      “Which you’ll need,” Adrienne concluded. “I may need to get rid of you, but the thought of setting up a second basket for humanity’s eggs has value of its own.”

      She gestured at the battlecruiser.

      “We’ll give you Vigil back. Your entire battle group, in fact. Crews, too. We’ll see what our sweep of the rest of the Fleet produces, but I suspect you’ll have at least a second battlecruiser, and I’ll make sure you end up with at least six warp cruisers.”

      “You’ll trust me and my people with warships?” he asked.

      “Fuck, no,” Adrienne snapped. “Your magazines will be empty and your particle and pulse guns physically disabled. Your munitions will be carried on one of the freighters accompanying you—you can arm once you’re on the other side of the galaxy.”

      “So. Multiple capital ships. Freighters. Colony ships, I’m assuming.” Isaac shook his head. “At least it will be a comfortable exile.”

      “I leave that to you,” she told him. “You’ll have all of the resources of a top-tier colony expedition. It’s not like you’ll be able to call home for help. Once XL-17 closes, you’re done, Isaac.”

      “Out of your reach,” he noted.

      “Out of sight, out of mind, but not dead,” she replied. “That’s as much mercy as I can afford—it’s not like you left me any choice.”

      “We won’t be the last,” Isaac said quietly. “The tighter you squeeze the Confederacy, the greater the risk it will implode on you.”

      “I have to take that risk,” Adrienne told him. “Or watch it disintegrate. However much blood and fire I must shed to hold humanity together, I will shed it. But XL-17 gives me a chance to sweep up every dissident and troublemaker we know of alongside your actual rebellion.”

      She smiled coldly.

      “If I’m going to be merciful, then I see no reason not to spread my mercy as wide as possible.”
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      “Move it!” the guard barked, a shock stick rapping against the walls of the cells as he made his way along the prison row. “Everybody up, everybody out. If you’ve got anything in there you want to keep, grab it now; you are all moving out.”

      Being the suspected leader of the rebellion had earned Amelie the grand luxury of a cell to herself with what she suspected was the most comfortable bed in the orbiting prison station. It only had three unavoidable hard lumps.

      The cell doors popped open as the guard passed by, and she slowly obeyed orders. The bruises from her earlier attempts at actual disobedience were a reminder that the Confederacy Secret Police’s prison wardens were not gentle souls.

      A line of wardens was moving along the row of cells, using shock sticks for chivying anyone who wasn’t moving fast enough. As usual, they were low-powered enough to merely hurt rather than disable.

      A second line carried stunguns. If the prisoners tried to rush the shock stick-wielding wardens, they’d be laid out unconscious in moments.

      It had happened while Amelie had been there. The prison was at least double capacity, stuffed full of people from her failed rebellion. Since the real identity of Archangel had been a carefully guarded secret, she had all the guilt of being responsible for everyone being there without the danger of being blamed for it by the people around her.

      There were people in the Nouveau Versailles System who knew who she was to the rebellion. Unless they were all dead, they were probably somewhere on this station.

      Most of the prisoners around her were still wondering why the actress was in with the rebel scum.

      The guards kept barking orders and Amelie fell into the line, following the stream of prisoners.

      They were emptying the cell blocks. All of the cell blocks, she realized, as they moved into one of the larger prisoner-transfer areas. A massive open bay had been commandeered to hold most, if not all, of the station’s prisoner population.

      She stopped in horror at the edge of the bay. There had been, give or take, twenty-five or so thousand people in the rebellion in Nouveau Versailles.

      This bay held at least twice that, crammed in like cattle. Presumably, some transports would be arriving soon to move them out somewhere…else. Probably a work site, but why would they be moving everyone?

      “Hey, bitch, you ain’t famous enough to not have to move,” one of the wardens barked. Amelie turned in time to watch a shock stick flash toward her—too late to do anything about it. She braced herself for the impact…except it didn’t happen.

      The warden hit the ground instead, one arm tucked behind his back by a black-armored Confederacy Marine.

      “She’s in the bay, so she’s ours,” the Marine told the warden before he let the man up. “Go start getting the second batch ready if you need to get your sick jollies.”

      The warden bolted, and the Marine turned an assessing gaze on Amelie.

      “Rebels or not, there are fucking standards,” he noted calmly. “Not the first warden we’ve had to educate today, Miss Lestroud. Keep moving, please.”

      She nodded her thanks and joined the crowd. They might have traded up for a better class of jailer, but they were still prisoners.
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      “Amelie!”

      It took her a moment to place the person shouting through the crowd. One of the minor disadvantages of fame was that most of the people around her knew who she was, though, thankfully, that didn’t seem to result in that many requests for autographs in prison.

      Then she spotted Barry Wong, the tall man gently pushing his way through the crowd toward her. Wong had been in charge of their operations on Cherbourg, and enough of the crowd were members of his organization that they made way for him to get through and wrap her in a tight embrace.

      “Archie?” he asked softly, looking around for his boyfriend.

      “He didn’t make it,” Amelie admitted. “He tried to get me out, but… they were waiting for us.”

      “Everywhere,” Wong told her. “They pretty clearly didn’t know exactly what we were planning, but they knew something was coming. The precincts were all locked down, and the local CSP facility dropped an entire battalion of Marines from orbit the moment we arrived.”

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t think we actually lost that many people,” he continued. “Overwhelming force convinced most people to surrender rather than fight it out.”

      “But now we have no control,” Amelie whispered. “I led all of these people here.”

      The part of her brain that had helped write horror movies was noting that the bay was designed to hook up to a large transport…but could also simply be opened to space. If someone wanted to dispose of fifty or sixty thousand rebels and dissidents…

      “These can’t all be ours, can they?” she asked, looking around the chaotic crowd.

      “I…don’t know who ‘ours’ is, per se,” a massive, older-looking gentleman nearby told her, “but I would guess not.” He offered a hand and she saw he was wearing an eyepatch. “I’m Professor Lyle Reinhardt, from the Nouveau Paris University.”

      He looked around.

      “I got caught up in a sweep of the university,” he noted. “I’m a physicist, Miss Lestroud. I won’t pretend I haven’t had my involvements with the student union and some of their more vocal protests, but I’m hardly a rebel.”

      “They must have been sweeping anyone they considered a dissident,” she replied. “That’s…not a good sign.”

      Reinhardt swallowed.

      “I wasn’t informed of any charges. Just stunned and woke up in a cell,” he admitted. “This isn’t right.”

      “No, it’s not,” Wong agreed. “That’s what we tried to stop.” He shrugged, gesturing around him. “They were waiting for us, Professor, and what you see around you is the Nouveau Versailles branch of the rebellion.

      “So far as I can tell—and between Amelie and I, we should be able to tell—they swept up everybody.”

      “Everywhere,” Amelie told the two men. “The entire rebellion was snapped up as soon as we moved.” She shook her head. “And now we get to see if the Iron Bitch is feeling more merciful than usual.”

      If Archie Dresden’s assessment that Bombardier had actually been Vice Admiral Gallant, that was…actually possible. For now, however, she was taking her reassurance from the fact that the Marines moving through and organizing the crowd weren’t wearing vacuum helmets.

      So long as there were Confederacy troops in the bay who’d die with them, they were going to live at least a few more minutes.
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      The Marines organized people into rough rows, an approximation of lines waiting to board the presumably inbound transport through the locks at the front of the bay. There were tens of thousands of prisoners in the space and maybe four hundred Confederacy troops…but the Marines were unquestionably in control.

      Several portions of the lines were made up of unconscious bodies dragged into place. The Marines were being gentler than the secret police had been, but they were perfectly willing to use whatever force was necessary.

      Amelie stuck with Wong through the formation of chaos into order, ending up near the front of one of the lines
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