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TIMELINE OF 
THE CENTAURI CLUSTER

2170 AD

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

2200 AD

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

2200 AD
EXODUS ERA

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

2251 AD

Josias Matthew Aponi born, Eunomia asteroid settlement.

2280 AD

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

18,000 AD
DAWN ERA

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

24,000 AD
REMNANT ERA

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

30,000 AD
CRUCIBLE ERA

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

31,080 AD

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

31,430 AD

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

35,118 AD

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

35,127 AD

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

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

35,280 AD

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

41,500 AD
PRESENT ERA

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

41,550 AD

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

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

42,250 AD

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

42,326 AD

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

42,350 AD

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








DRAMATIS PERSONAE

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

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

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

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

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

THYRA … Eternal Empress of the Crown Dominion.

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

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

MAJOR SISKALA-INGRID … Thyra’s chief bodyguard.

LUUS-MARCELA … Now and Forever Queen of Bassa.

RAMONA-NUK … Now and Forever Queen of Nizinsk.

INESSA-MARWA … Now and Forever Queen of Cheluli.

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

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

MAKAIO-FARAJI … Wynid archon. Assassinated.

JIMENA … Forensic technician, Terence’s wife.

VANILDA … Daughter of Terence & Jimena.

OLOMO … Archon of the Heresy Dominion.

SAHDIAH … Archon of the Talloch-Te Dominion.

LILIANA … QIX archon.

GYVOY ENFOE / DAGON … QIX archon.

LORD STETHOS-REMI … Wynid’s court datamaster.

JOLAV-DABNY … Clavissa’s father.

UALANA-SHOIGU … Wynid’s chief archon.

IUNTIN-DETLEF … Senior archon of the Family Guillrameo.

LADY ASAHI-IRYNA … Wynid archon.

DEJEAN … Captain, Diligent.

CHIEF OCTAIN … Engineer, Diligent.

RADWARNO-WERKAS … Commander, Squadron Twenty-Three.

TOŠE … Freelance security specialist.

MEDUSA … Sahdiah’s agent.

ANDINO … Captain, Arcadia’s Moon.

DAVE … Silicate.

DAVE … Silicate.

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

CARODE … Uthran Celestial.

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






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

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

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

WE ARE THE TRAVELERS.

—THE TRAVELER’S CREED





 

 

 

 

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

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

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

THE FIRST FALL OF KELOWAN

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She bent over and kissed the girl’s brow.

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

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

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

“Thank you, child.”

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

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

“Indeed. The countess has triumphed.”

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

“Is the ship ready?” Liliana asked.

“Everything is ready.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It’s stealthed?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her image vanished.

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

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

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

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

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

“Everyone is going to be looking for him.”

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

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

“Yes,” he said flatly.

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

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

“I see,” Thyra replied neutrally.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The dreadnought’s network alerted her that Queen Inessa-Marwa’s fleet had begun to arrive through the Cheluli egress Gate. She brightened. “Ah, some politics to deal with. Let’s see how quickly my dear sister queen falls into line.”
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THE AEACUS WAS accelerating at a smooth one point four gees toward the Capo Frois ingress Gate. That unnaturally heavy force made every one of Terence’s joints ache, then there was the queasiness in his stomach. Also, his neck felt like he’d cricked it at some point. Jimena didn’t seem to be suffering quite as much, despite being almost the same age. It didn’t affect Vanilda at all. Youth never realizes its own blessings, he griped silently. His resentment had grown when he saw how the acceleration left Medusa apparently unperturbed—and surely she was nearly as old as he was? Yes, he’d rechecked his file on her, which was ambiguous about her age. She certainly shouldn’t be okay, given she’d spent weeks in medical suspension while he hid her in the Penacova hospice.

There is no justice.

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

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

“I’m fine,” he grunted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah. Any guesses as to which one?”

“The Arcadia’s Moon,” Vanilda exclaimed.

“Yeah.”

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

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

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

“Yeah. I know it fits, but … really?”

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

“I know.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m getting in one, too,” she admitted. “We have to go faster; this is our son we’re talking about. Not to mention a whole lot of answers to what the hell is going on.”

[image: Paragraph break image]

JOSIAS APONI WAS in the passenger lounge in the Arcadia’s Moon, resting on one of the ship’s hemispherical couches while it accelerated away from Dolod at an unobtrusive third of a gee. He had relaxed into his dual state, a small part of his mind aware of external events—the caretaker, he called it. An attribute of his personality that could handle the inconsequential: sitting, walking, eating; small talk. (Yes, the burger tastes good; no more coffee, thanks; sure, darling, let’s go to the party tomorrow.) It left his true self free from the trivia of people to concentrate on anything he considered important. Like right now, for example, working out how the hell to survive his wife’s mistake.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gyvoy regarded him with mild puzzlement. “What?”

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

“You think?”

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

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

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

“Yes?”

Now Liliana was leaning forward attentively

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

Gyvoy gave a modest shrug.

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

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

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

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

Gyvoy turned to give her a genuine look of surprise.

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

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

“Which is?” Gyvoy asked with quiet menace.

“Turn you into a shortarse.”

“Excuse me?”

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

“One seven seven,” Gyvoy said.

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

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

Josias gave her an appreciative nod.

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

Liliana grinned knowingly at Josias. “Nicely played.”

The compliment sent a winter chill all the way up his spine to spike his brain.
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TERENCE HAD BEEN inside the Aeacus medical pod less than three hours when a secure signal came in from the trackers sticking to the Infinite Totality as it drifted along its holding orbit. Another ship was approaching.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He has to be.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

“Sounds like Neusch thinks so.”

“Sweet Asteria. Why?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thyra followed the curve of the slender aureate ring, seeing a small









































































[image: Advertisement image: Exodus: Step Forward by Peter F. Hamilton]







OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
HELI UM
S EA

C"DDUS

BECOME HE TRAVELER





OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg
SET=V =0 R¥N'A R D
EXODUSGCAME.COM
(171 YR - P

© 2026 WIZARDS OF THE COAST LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.






OEBPS/images/img_004.jpg





