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            Prologue

         
         The Galaxy was already ancient a billion years ago when the Authority established itself as the dominant voice of some millions
            of high-technic civilizations. A true empire in all but a few quibbling details, the Authority had no emperor and only rarely
            intervened in any individual species’ governance. Those civilizations within its ancient folds gave their allegiance, in myriad
            forms, to the Authority’s principal Mind deep within the hellish depths of the Galactic Core. In theory, at least, that Mind
            was aware of all its teeming quadrillions of dependents.
         

         
         In fact, and of course, it took time—often a great deal of time—for information to pass through the tangled network of interstellar
            gates from the Galaxy’s outer spiral arms into its shining heart, and just as long for the Mind’s judgments and commands to
            make the journey back. The Galactic Empire was very powerful . . . but it was also very slow.
         

         
         The Authority did establish rules, demand compliance, and pass judgment. Subject races obeyed, or they passed into extinction.
            Any given species could send their ships through the ancient gate rings, or they could use relativistic intersystem travel
            in order to establish colonies within uninhabited systems, but engaging in wars of conquest or extermination was forbidden.
         

         
         These were privileges reserved for the Authority.

         
         And now the Minds of the Galactic Authority deep within the fastness of the Core might have to exercise that privilege once
            again with the noisily upstart inhabitants of a minor star system twenty-six thousand light-years away.
         

         
         Human civilization, so-called, would obey the Authority, or it would very soon now pass into extinction.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         “That’s it, Dek,” Alexandra Morrigan said, shaking her head. “No more! I’m sick of it. I just want to die and get it over
            with.”
         

         
         Her massive companion seated in the flier’s cabin regarded her through glittering lenses. “Get what over with?” it asked. “Life?”
         

         
         “Life,” she agreed. “Endless interactions with idiots. Round after round of the same political nonsense. Self-serving narcissists
            playing games I simply don’t want to play. Having to attend vapid social functions . . . like this one.” She snorted. “Homo superioris! What bullshit!”
         

         
         “True. A better taxonomic classification would be Homo sapiens superioris. Do you intend to kill yourself?”
         

         
         Was there a hint of concern behind the robot’s words? Type 40s weren’t supposed to develop emotions, but AI minds did change
            and they did evolve. More than aide, valet, and bodyguard, Dek had been her companion for the better part of this lifetime.
         

         
         “No, Dek,” she said. “Don’t worry. I’ll live this one out. But no more new lives. No more rejuvenations . . .”

         
         “It seems a waste, Alex.”

         
         She actually laughed. “Dek, there’s no law that says I have to live forever!”
         

         
         “I don’t understand your desire for . . . oblivion, presumably. Do I understand that you simply dislike your fellow humans?”

         
         “Not all of them, Dek. I suppose there are a few of them out there with both brains and common sense.” She considered the
            question for a moment as the flier cruised north through a darkening late-evening sky.
         

         
         Morrigan was 398 years old and bore the physical features and bearing of someone in her sixties. In what amounted to a series
            of eight lifetimes—with seven rejuvenations—she had picked her way through dozens of careers. At one time or another, she’d
            been an artist, an amortality consultant, a software engineer, a network memegineer, a genegineer, and an AI designer. For
            twelve years around 2300, a century and a half ago, she’d been in the U.S. Marines, rising to the exalted rank of gunnery
            sergeant but resigning her commission. Then ninety years ago she’d signed on again.
         

         
         She was a Navy captain now. She’d tried hard to make a long-term go of this one, but . . .

         
         She closed her eyes. Almost four hundred years old, she thought, and I still don’t know what I want to be when I grow up!

         
         The flier’s chime alerted Morrigan that the craft was on final approach to Aurora Tower. “Almost there,” she told Dek, then
            swiveled her seat to face the control nest. “Unfortunately.”
         

         
         “Indeed,” her sleekly molded companion replied. “You are aware that machine AI is far better able to handle a landing than any organic brain.”
         

         
         “You would say that, Dek.” She wrinkled her nose as she brought up the holographic heads-up display. It was an old piece of verbal byplay.
            “You’re an AI, after all.” Her finger dragged through an illuminated touchfield. “I have control.”
         

         
         “You have control, Captain Morrigan,” the flier’s AI agreed. “Altitude one-four-zero-seven meters, velocity one-five-nine,
            heading zero-one-eight. Hold steady on five-degree slope.”
         

         
         She sighed. “Yes, Mother.”

         
         The flier dropped through the night, stars and a first-quarter moon visible through the bubble canopy, with the sprawling blue-white glare of ground lights below: the Denver Megapolis sprawling to the west, all the way to the mountains of the Front Range, and the Denver Spaceport dead ahead. Morrigan’s destination, however, was to her left—one of the kilometer-high arcologies clustered within the megapolis proper. 

         
         Directions flickered within her visual field, fed to her brain by her corona, which in turn was linked now to the flier’s
            AI. Her hand moved within a field and she thought her intention. The flier banked sharply to the left, and Aurora Tower slid
            across the canopy until it was directly ahead and just below. From here, it looked like an enormous mushroom with a three-hundred-meter
            cap shaped like a dinner plate. The upper surface was dominated by the Logan manse and outbuildings, but there was plenty
            of room left for parks, patches of wooded land, a large pond with a central, illuminated rainbow fountain, and a private landing
            pad.
         

         
         “Aurora traffic control is overriding our approach,” the flier told her.

         
         “Damn,” she said. “Okay . . . tower has control.”

         
         “I don’t think they trust you, Alex,” Dek told her. “You being org and all.”

         
         “Aw, they just don’t want us to have any fun.”
         

         
         Under Aurora Flight Control, the flier descended smoothly across the rim of the plate, hovered briefly above the glare of
            the landing pad, then drifted to a perfect touchdown. The flier’s doors gulled open, and Morrigan turned her seat. “Well,”
            she said. “Into the furnace.”
         

         
         “Do you want me to stay with you?” Dek asked. He was already out the door, unfolding to his full two-meter height of gleaming
            blue-black metal.
         

         
         “Don’t be silly.”

         
         “We are about to enter one of those ‘vapid social functions’ you mentioned. I have no wish to see you harmed by ennui or by
            frustration.”
         

         
         “I’m a big girl, Dek. I can handle it.” She reached up to adjust her corona—a smoothly shaped horseshoe of what looked like liquid metal reaching from the back of her head around to points just behind the corner of each eye. It was securely in place—part adornment, part IT network connection, part personal secretary. 

         
         “I know, Alex. You’ll be fine.”

         
         She faced the Logan manse as the flier sealed up and lifted off behind them, wafting off to a holding garage beneath the plate.
            Welcome, Captain Morrigan! a bright, female voice said through Morrigan’s corona, the words forming inside her head. A green light winked on within
            her visual field. Follow the guide and come on in. We’re delighted you could make it!

         
         Morrigan couldn’t tell if the voice was human or AI. It didn’t matter, of course. Artificial intelligences often served as
            avatars for their owners. “It’s good to be here,” she lied, and followed the light. As if I had a choice.

         
         Her looming, robotic companion followed.

         
         The party in the manse and within the surrounding grounds was already well under way, a warm and brightly erotic swirl of
            life and color and outright hedonism. The Logan family, she’d heard, sometimes threw parties like this that lasted for a week.
            They could afford the lifestyle, certainly. The clan matriarch, Daphne Logan, had inherited a few trillion centuries ago from
            the legendary Troidertrust. Her family had been among the very first asteroid miners, and they’d made their first few fortunes
            by trashing most of the rare elements markets on Earth.
         

         
         That had been a long time ago, but Morrigan remembered all the excitement on the news feeds.

         
         I’m online if you need me, Alex. That was Pixie, the AI component of her coronal intelligence and the voice of her electronic alter ego.
         

         
         “Watcher mode, Pixie,” Morrigan said. “I won’t be needing you.”

         
         Her guide light winked out as she stepped into the entryway, and Morrigan stopped, looking around, not certain where to go. Several dozen people were engaged in conversation and senshares just within the broad atrium at the end of the walk, a partially enclosed space opening both into the building proper and the decks and gardens outside. Social nudity was common for all sexes, though there was a glowing, flashing array of gowns, suits, animated tattoos, and ostentatious jewelry. Morrigan had neither dressed nor undressed for the evening; the invitation had explicitly told her “come as you wish,” so she was wearing her Navy dress blacks, a uniform deemed proper attire for any and all social occasions. 

         
         Around her, pairs and threesomes cuddled in sheltering pods, while other guests stood on the deck or lounged or coupled in
            adaptive furniture that grew and shifted to accommodate moving bodies. Architecture and furnishings both tended toward the
            abstract, with soft lighting, large sculpted plants, and plenty of softly rounded walls and surfaces beneath an open night
            sky or under vaulted ceilings lost in darkness. Sometimes it was difficult to tell whether you were inside or out.
         

         
         “Mist?” a man’s voice said at her side. She turned to face a small man offering her what looked like a crystal ball on an
            ornate platter. Morrigan’s corona seemed at a loss to identify him and could only tag him with the word servant floating within her visual field. He was old—shockingly so in this glittering crowd of young, athletic, and, above all, wealthy humans . . . people so wealthy they could afford to have human servants. He wore a plain dark jumpsuit that made him all
            but invisible within this setting.
         

         
         She didn’t normally indulge, but something inside wouldn’t let her refuse the old man. “Thank you,” she said, and lifted the
            crystal from its stand. “You . . . work for Lady Logan?”
         

         
         “No, miss. Not usually. I’m with the catering service.”

         
         “What’s your name?”

         
         But another voice interrupted inside her own mind. Captain Morrigan! So nice of you to come!

         
         Morrigan turned to face a young woman wearing a full sensory helm that covered her face save for her lips and chin. A dazzling
            spray of silver filaments spread out and down from her crown, framing her in glittering light; that and the silver wrappings
            on her arms were all that she wore.
         

         
         But Morrigan’s corona was cranking out data, ID’ing the woman as lady daphne logan, with a cascade of biographical and genealogical data spilling down the right side of her visual field. Morrigan knew that
            Lady Daphne had been born well over 250 years ago; this person looked to be no more than fifteen.
         

         
         Ah, the miracle of ENS . . .

         
         “Don’t bother the servants, dear,” Lady Daphne told her, speaking out loud now. The voice was that of a teenage girl; the
            will behind it was mature and implacably unyielding. An emotil appeared beneath her name reading [mild irritation]. “They have so much work to do.”
         

         
         “My apologies, Lady Daphne.” She wasn’t going to argue social ideologies now, especially not with the function’s hostess.
            “Thank you for having me.”
         

         
         “Of course, dear. My . . . you do look so fetching in your uniform!”
         

         
         Morrigan gave the woman a quick helmet-to-toe-and-back glance. “At the moment I think I’m overdressed.”

         
         Nonsense, my dear. The words sounded once more in her head, placed there through her corona. Whatever makes you comfortable.

         
         Social nudity didn’t make Morrigan uncomfortable in the least. It was, after all, more or less the norm throughout what passed
            for Earth’s tangled principal culture and had been for centuries, with clothing worn only for comfort or protection or to
            broadcast a particular social message. What irritated her was the blatant display of bare flesh simply to showcase the owner’s
            use of ENS and gene edits, a kind of genetic one-upmanship.
         

         
         “There’s someone over here I’m sure you’d like to see, dear,” Lady Daphne told her, taking her by the arm.

         
         Morrigan grudgingly permitted the unwanted familiarity and allowed herself to be led inside the manse. Beyond the entryway was a large sitting room, its ceiling invisible in the shadows somewhere overhead. A man in the gold-heavy uniform of a Navy admiral sat on a low, comfortable dais, the center of a conversational group of women, men, neuts, genmanips, and robots. Several were other fleet officers, like her wearing dress blacks. Dek, she saw, was already there. She’d wondered where he’d gotten to. 

         
         Rear Admiral Jaime Koehler looked forty but had been born in 2185, giving him a truage of 263. He was on . . . what? His fourth
            lifetime? His fifth? She honestly wasn’t sure.
         

         
         Not that it mattered.

         
         He turned to face Morrigan with a large smile, his emotil flashing [pleasure]. “Ah! Here’s my esteemed flag captain now!” he said, saluting her by raising his mist crystal. “Alex! Get yourself over here!”
         

         
         “Hello, Admiral,” she said, ignoring this familiarity as well. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

         
         Her invitation had arrived that morning as an attachment to electronic orders from the Admiralty. The Navy, she knew well,
            was at pains not to cross the oligarchic plutocracy that was the Terran government . . . and that meant the social strata
            forming the political base for that government, the Illiminati—the Latin meant, roughly, “those without limits.”
         

         
         Koehler grinned. “The Logans are throwing this fest for us, didn’t you know? For the superiors of the Grand Fleet before our heroic embarkation for Abyss!”
         

         
         “No, I didn’t.”

         
         “It’s all politics,” Captain Harrison said, smiling. He was big, heavyset, and the current commanding officer of the cruiser
            Endymion. “Senator Martin is afraid we’re going to make the Galactics angry. And Brandt here is terrified of something upsetting his
            negotiations with them.”
         

         
         “Hardly terrified, Captain,” a nude man standing nearby said. He wore a complex filigree of silver down his left arm, and
            his elaborately coiffed corona ID’ed him as Dr. Feodor Brandt of the UE Foreign Service. Like the rest, he looked no older
            than thirty, but his electronic credentials suggested an age of several centuries. “The Dr’kleh faction possesses minds that
            are brilliant . . . brilliant. They’re so intelligent they grasp every side of a problem at once, without emotion or prejudice. Our talks with them are already bearing fruit.” He smiled at Morrigan, lifting his crystal in salute. 

         
         “Senator Martin may be right,” Captain Jobert, of the fleet monitor Erebus, added. “I’d hate to be on the wrong side of those . . . people.”
         

         
         “Senator Martin,” yet another fleet captain, Ellen Carter, chimed in, “is an idiot. Peace at any price . . . and to hell with
            our extrasolar colonies.”
         

         
         Carter, Morrigan knew, was from Pavo, an Earth colony almost twenty light-years from Earth. The undeclared war with some of
            the Galactics’ clients had consumed Delta Pavonis IV twenty-three years ago, and she would not be happy with the rumors circulating
            about the Joining. Currently, she was CO of the light cruiser Invincible.
         

         
         Koehler patted the cushion next to him. “Here, pet. Sit yourself down!”

         
         She sidestepped the invitation, blocking her corona from broadcasting her annoyance. The admiral’s words hadn’t exactly been a direct order . . .
         

         
         She and Koehler had been lovers on and off for the past century. They’d met while she’d been a civilian consultant in D.C.
            and he’d been the XO of the Port Diego, a fleet escort carrier. They’d been close . . . very close, close enough that they’d discussed a formal long-term union. More, Koehler had been responsible for getting her to
            reenlist in the Navy after an extended sabbatical, a service hiatus of some fifty-four years. Twenty years ago his patronage
            had nailed down her promotion to captain.
         

         
         She knew she should be grateful. Usually she was.

         
         But she was not his “pet.” She was 135 years older than Koehler and well on in her eighth lifetime. She was older than most of the people
            here, including sweet little Lady Daphne. They, all of them, could take their righteous Homo superioris attitudes and stuff them up their condescendingly righteous asses. Illiminati indeed . . .
         

         
         “Tell me, Captain,” Brandt asked her. “What do you think we’ll find out beyond Abyss?”
         

         
         Foreign Service meant diplomat, which in turn meant patrician. Obviously wealthy, obviously superior. That could scarcely ingratiate him to Morrigan.
         

         
         “The Sirius star system, of course,” she replied. “What else?”

         
         Was he testing her? Brandt’s emotil simply said [interested], but if he was prying or trying to goad her, she doubted that his corona would give that away. To hide her nervousness, she
            lifted her mist close to her face. Sensing the movement, the crystal sphere split across its top, emitting a curling cloudlet
            of pale gas; as she inhaled it, she felt a heady surge of pleasure sweep up her spine and across her scalp, a ripple of pleasant
            gratification, of a cheerful confidence edging out her self-doubt.
         

         
         She also realized with a tingling rush how much she still wanted Koehler, and in that realization she noted an alarming fading
            of her inhibitions. Whoa! Not too much of that!

         
         She surreptitiously placed the globe in the planter of a bright red-orange tropical shrub beside her—Canna coccinea, according to her corona. Voluptastims like mist, fog, and feelgood all were perfectly acceptable, both socially and legally,
            but she wanted a clear head tonight—a clear head and no pre-mission entanglements.
         

         
         “Actually,” Brandt was saying, “I was thinking about the Galactics. They’ve offered us a chance to join their community. The
            Joining, right? It’s what Humankind has been dreaming of for centuries.”
         

         
         “Exactly, Feodor,” a young, lanky genmanip said, lifting eir crystal of mist. Eir only adornment besides the corona encircling
            eir hairless head was a glowing spiral, a representation of the Galaxy, hovering above eir smooth-skinned chest. “The Galactics
            are here to usher us all into paradise.”
         

         
         “The Galactics,” Koehler said with distaste, “are not gods.”
         

         
         The manip gave a dismissive wave of eir free hand. “They might as well be. Think of what we shall learn . . . and of what
            we shall become!”
         

         
         “Dala’s right!” a young woman gushed. She, too, wore the galactic spiral of the Joining, hovering between her bare breasts. “According to the Church, they will transfigure us all. Caterpillars becoming butterflies!” 

         
         “Maybe,” Brandt said, [skeptical]. “Thus sayeth the Church of the Joining, but what’s important is our transformation into a mature species.”
         

         
         “Well spoken,” Lady Logan said. She joined the group with something odd and technological floating beside her.

         
         “Ladies, gentlemen, mannies,” she said, gesturing at her silently hovering companion, “this is why I invited all of you here tonight. We have a very special guest with us, a representative from the Galactics. May
            I present One of the Galactic Central Authority. Some of you know him, ah, know em already.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” Brandt said, toasting the object with his mist crystal. “How are you, One?”

         
         “Well, Mr. Brandt. I trust you are well also.”

         
         The voice emanating from the Galactic was smooth and articulate, natural, and with a tone somewhere between a light male and
            a deeper-than-average female voice—perfectly gender neutral, in other words. One’s body was obviously a machine of extremely
            advanced design, a meter-tall mass floating just at eye level on silent gravs. It was roughly ovoid but with a gleaming silver
            surface constantly shifting and changing, as though it were made of liquid mercury, an alien analogue to the coronas present
            in the room. Morrigan suspected that it represented some type of advanced nanotechnology—trillions of cell-sized machines
            held together by a magnetic or gravitic magic far beyond current human technology.
         

         
         The thing had eyes—she assumed they were eyes—a dozen deep red cabochons of different sizes, like rubies, floating in the
            silvery liquid surface. It appeared to have at least one of the crystals watching each of the humans there.
         

         
         Morrigan was surprised to find that her corona couldn’t identify One, that it didn’t even seem to recognize that the Galactic was floating right there in front of her. Were her corona’s sensors somehow being blocked? Or was One representative of a technology completely beyond the corona’s grasp? 

         
         “So why are you here, One?” she asked. She’d downloaded reports on the arrival of a number of the machines—Floaters or Glitters,
            as the media had tagged them. She knew what the news feeds had said about them: “technological liaisons from the Galactic
            Core, here to guide Humankind into a new and peaceful relationship with the rest of the Galaxy.” It was better, she thought,
            to get her information when possible straight from the source.
         

         
         All twelve of the being’s eyes drifted together onto one side of the hovering egg, studying her. “To spy on you, of course,”
            One told her. “Yours is a fascinating species, and we have been interested in your development for some time now.”
         

         
         One’s answer generated a nervous murmur of laughter through the group. “Oh, come now, One!” Lady Logan said. “You’re here
            for other reasons than that.”
         

         
         “The Authority’s message, One!” Brandt said, his voice just barely touched by urgency.

         
         “What message would that be, One?” Captain Harrison asked.

         
         “Why, our invitation, of course. An invitation to your species to join the Galactic community. Dr. Brandt is quite right.
            Many on your world have been yearning for contact with a Galactic civilization you felt certain must exist. For thousands
            of years, your religions have sought final union with an agency, with a being, far greater and more powerful than you. And now, at long last, that time has come. We are here to invite you into the Galactic
            community.”
         

         
         “The Galactic Empire, you mean,” Captain Carter said. Her corona tagged her as [hostile].
         

         
         “Translate it as you will,” One said with an indifferent air. “The Authority has no emperor as you think of the term. We represent some millions of advanced civilizations working together for the common good while seeking to help emerging cultures like your own. The closest thing we have to a ruling government is a congeries of . . . call them extended intellects. Fifth Singularity, highly evolved, noncorporeal. In fact, they actually have very little in common with lesser minds. They guide the rest of us but rarely issue edicts or demand obedience.” 

         
         “How admirable,” Carter said. She was still [hostile].
         

         
         “I’ve heard, One,” Morrigan said carefully, “that acceptance of your offer comes with a rather high price.”

         
         “We expect certain standards of behavior within our association, Captain, yes. But the abundance of technological and material
            prosperity open to you through your acceptance is, I think you must agree, worth any small sacrifices asked of you.”
         

         
         “As I understand it,” Koehler said, “the cost is a lot higher if we don’t agree . . . isn’t that right, One?”
         

         
         “Nonsense,” a young-looking woman, a civilian tagged simply as Nessa, said. She was wearing a wisp of gown that was all shimmering
            light and rainbows. “We should do what the gods tell us to, right? For our own good!”
         

         
         Nessa appeared programmed to speak in ejaculatives, stressing every few words for . . . what? For effect? To make people believe
            she knew what she was talking about?
         

         
         “I mean,” she rattled on, “if we become part of their . . . their community, we can use the gates freely, right? And . . . and just think! They’re billions of years older than we are! Just think how smart they are! They’ll be able to help us with all our problems, I’m sure!”
         

         
         “True,” Brandt said, perhaps trying to derail Nessa before she strained something. “A highly evolved civilization will have
            highly evolved moral and ethical standards.”
         

         
         “I don’t know about that,” Koehler said, [amused]. “They haven’t exactly been brimming over with altruistic warm fuzzies, have they?”
         

         
         “An alien society,” Morrigan pointed out, “will by definition have alien goals and alien ideals.”

         
         “Probably,” Koehler said. “My bet is that if they have answers to our problems, we’re going to have to pay for them.”

         
         “What you should consider, Admiral,” One told him, “is the cost you will pay for not joining the interstellar community.”
         

         
         And there it was, Morrigan thought—the iron fist hidden within the velvet glove, as Napoleon once had put it. The teeth behind the smile. As she understood it, the Galactics’ invitation could be refused; they would not force Earth to join if humanity wished to be left alone.
         

         
         But if Humankind refused the invitation, the door to the stars would slam shut.

         
         For centuries, Earth had been experimenting with several designs of gravitic FTL drives. That research would have to be abandoned.
            Over the past few centuries, Earth had established some seven extrasolar colonies among nearby stars using near-c relativistic travel. Those colonies would have to be evacuated, their populations repatriated to Earth. Humans might have
            their colonies on Mars or the Jovian satellites, but their reach and their grasp would be bounded by the limits of their own
            solar system.
         

         
         And humans would forgo all use of the enigmatic gates far out in the Kuiper Belt—Abyss, Void, and Stardeep. As members of
            the community they could freely use those stargates to leave the Sol System and explore the Galaxy. Refuse the Galactics’
            offer, and Humankind would forever be restricted to its own system, isolated and alone.
         

         
         Quarantined.

         
         The representatives of the community had never discussed just how the Galactics would enforce their demands. But the general
            assumption was that the community was very old and would possess technologies—and weapons—utterly beyond the ken of human
            civilization; technologies, as one historical philosopher had put it, indistinguishable from magic.
         

         
         “How about it, One?” Koehler asked. “Will the Galactics help Earth with its problems?”

         
         “Which problems?”

         
         “Population, for one.”

         
         “For a start, Admiral, I suggest that your species either give up Engineered Negligible Senescence or stop all reproductive
            activity. Whichever you prefer.”
         

         
         “What, give up sex?” Morrigan said sweetly, facetiously. “What kind of choice is that?” A few in the group dared to laugh—nervously.
         

         
         “Lower your species’ death rate,” One told them, “and you must lower your birthrate, or choke in your own garbage as you devour every scrap of available resources and inevitably die smothered
            in your own wastes. There is no other solution.”
         

         
         “Of course there are other solutions, One,” Koehler said. “There are always solutions. We’ve come a long way with practical nanotechnology, which lets us transform waste into anything else we wish.
            We have begun building off-world colonies—”
         

         
         “Surely none of you imagine that you’ll be able to ship your excess population off-world to other systems,” One said.

         
         Well, that much was obvious, Morrigan thought. And Jaime was not stupid, so she assumed he’d been testing the Galactic, or
            perhaps goading em. Earth’s current population hovered at fifty-two billion. Humans would never be able to build enough ships—ships
            big enough, ships fast enough—to more than nibble at that number. Whether Jaime was talking about colonizing other worlds
            or building deep-space orbital colonies, the creation of new places to live would never keep pace with Humankind’s birthrate.
         

         
         The global human population had once stabilized at ten billion in the twenty-first century and even declined for a while,
            but with the introduction of ENS treatments it had been steadily and swiftly rising again. People seemed unwilling to forgo
            children. Laws limiting the numbers of children were deemed draconian.
         

         
         “Our civilization is still seeking a balance,” Koehler told the Floater. “Medical technology gives us ample means for reducing
            the birthrate. But we still have some problems with the necessary . . . ah . . . social engineering.”
         

         
         “He means,” Nessa said knowingly, “that the Sapies breed like rabbits.”
         

         
         Did this creature have a brain? Morrigan wanted to punch her.
         

         
         Sapies . . . Homo sapiens. While people who’d received ENS treatments were not, in fact, a new species of humanity, many had begun referring somewhat disingenuously to clinical amortals as members of one: Homo superioris. Sapies and Supers—the two new faces of Humankind. The assumption of the ruling class was that eventually the Sapies would
            die out, leaving Homo superioris as the only remaining representative of Humankind.
         

         
         Morrigan deeply resented the artificial distinction and had to block her corona’s broadcast of her emotional response. If
            someone commented on her emotil, she would end up telling the whole group how she really felt, and that would be undiplomatic, to say the least.
         

         
         “We need time, One,” Koehler told the Floater. “I admit that our technology has rather outpaced our ability to cope with it,
            but we’re working at it. No, we can’t ship our excess population off-world, of course not. But our off-world colonies at least offer a measure of hope to those who have to stay here. Colonization is a kind of
            pressure release valve for us, you see?”
         

         
         Not to mention, Morrigan thought, a guarantee that some humans will survive if . . . when . . . Earth’s civilization collapses.

         
         “Your best option,” One replied, “is to join the Galactic community. We don’t promise to help every species with its internal
            problems, but you at least will have access to thousands of other biological species like yourselves, as well as tens of thousands
            of post-Singularity species, all of whom have faced similar issues in their pasts . . . and solved them. You need only sacrifice a modicum of your independence in order to receive abundant stability, order, and security. I would
            think that the choice is obvious.”
         

         
         “And what about Delta Pavonis?” Carter demanded. “Thirty thousand colonists, slaughtered!”
         

         
         And among them, Morrigan thought, the young woman who’d been Ellen Carter’s wife. The news of the attack had reached Earth
            only three years ago; Carter had been CO of the Wayfarer, one of the near-c vessels that had brought news and a few survivors back to the Sol System. And the Pavos weren’t alone. There’d been other
            raids, in other systems, with other refugees. Galactic representatives so far had been dismissive of such “minor border incidents.”
         

         
         “I am sorry, Captain Carter,” the Floater told her. “The fact of the matter is that the Delta Pavo system has been set aside for
            colonization by another species, the Veykaar—the Crabs, as I believe you call them. Earth had no right to appropriate those
            worlds.”
         

         
         “The Crabs hunted us down like vermin!” Carter replied. “You had no right—”
         

         
         “We had every right,” One replied, “as arbiters of Galactic civilization.”

         
         “You have the unmitigated gall to call yourselves civilized?” Carter’s emotil was rapidly cycling now between [furious], [horror], and [grief].
         

         
         Morrigan stepped closer to Carter and touched her arm. Easy, Ellen, she told her over a coronal mind-to-mind link. This isn’t the time . . .

         
         “Then when is it fucking time?” Carter demanded, turning and shouting into her face. “When they’ve hunted us down and murdered us all?”
         

         
         “Take her outside, Alex,” Koehler told Morrigan.

         
         “Come on, Ellen,” she told the woman. “We can’t start a war here.”

         
         “The war,” Carter said, “has already been started. By them.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “What the hell do you mean she’s been relieved?” Morrigan demanded.
         

         
         Morrigan and Koehler were strapped into adjoining seats on board the fleet shuttle designated as the admiral’s barge, as the
            blue sky visible on the cabin’s projection screens faded to black. Acceleration pressed them back in their seats. The flight
            from Denver Spaceport up to UTS Constellation in orbit would take twenty-five minutes.
         

         
         Admiral Koehler glanced around the shuttle’s cabin, obviously concerned about privacy. Twelve other Connie personnel occupied seats: two of the admiral’s aides, the squadron’s tactical officer commander, Armand Boucher, and others.
            Dek sat aft, stolid and imperturbable. Dr. Brandt was in conference with two of his aides aft.
         

         
         “Alex,” Koehler said, his voice low, “you saw her. Captain Carter is unstable, okay? I don’t want her in command of one of
            my ships.”
         

         
         “She’s not crazy. She’s angry.”
         

         
         “And this mission is essentially one of diplomacy. I can’t afford to have one of my people reacting emotionally at a delicate
            moment.”
         

         
         And how long, Morrigan wondered, would the human species be divided between rational men and emotional women? As long, most
            likely, as there were men to make that distinction.
         

         
         Morrigan let it pass. “She had to fight to retain her command status when she arrived from Pavo, you know. Something like this could wreck her career.” 

         
         “And a hotheaded skipper disobeying fleet instructions could start a war that wrecks Earth. You want me to risk that?”

         
         Morrigan sighed. “Of course not, sir, but—”

         
         “No buts. Her exec will take command of the Invincible. Commander Holt has been waiting for his chance at command for a long time. Slowpro.”
         

         
         “Slowpro” was military slang for “slow promotions.” Though in theory not an absolute qualification for membership, the tight-knit
            club of naval officers tended to be Supers—wealthy, well connected, and amortal. Many joined the Navy in the first place to
            take advantage of free ENS treatments, with the result that officers especially became a deeply entrenched and ultraconservative
            gerontocracy. With a limited number of command billets available throughout the entire Terran Navy, an officer could be sitting
            on the promotions list for decades before a new one opened up. Morrigan herself had held the rank of commander for thirty-three
            years before her promotion to captain, a long time to serve as department head or XO, or to be the skipper of small stuff—escorts,
            light destroyers, frigates, and the like.
         

         
         Hell, she might still be waiting in the wings if it hadn’t been for Koehler’s patronage.

         
         “So . . . is Ellen going to be put on the beach?”

         
         “She’ll be evaluated at Bethesda. After that . . .” He shrugged. “We’ll see.”

         
         He put his hand over Morrigan’s on her armrest. She slipped it free. She wasn’t going to make an issue of it, but the fact
            of her being the apprentice of a wealthy fleet commander—especially a wealthy fleet commander who’d once been her lover—had been galling her for some time. Her romance with Koehler had ended
            amicably twenty-three years ago, while she’d been skipper of a Naval Bureau desk in Washington. She appreciated his help;
            damn it, that was the way things worked in the modern Navy. But she was determined now to make it on her own, even if her life, without another ENS treatment, was due to end in another decade or two. 

         
         The thought left a cold and empty feeling in her stomach, but her fists tightened in her lap as she pushed aside the fear.
            It was time to let go.
         

         
         You okay, Alex? Koehler asked her, speaking within her thoughts. Mind-to-mind links via coronas let them talk without sharing with everyone
            else on board the shuttle.
         

         
         Fine, she replied, nodding silently.
         

         
         I’ve noticed that you’ve been quite formal with me lately. Cold, even . . .

         
         Jaime, this job is hard enough without the gossip and speculation about our relationship, okay? I appreciate the opportunity
               to be your flag captain. I do not appreciate being thought of as your lover.

         
         I see . . .

         
         I just want to be careful starting out. I can’t block all the rumors, but I can remain personally above reproach and avoid
               feeding them. Understand?

         
         Of course I do, he replied. You fought your way to where you are today on your own power. I respect that. I promise I’ll be good.

         
         And you need to be damned careful as well, she told him. And that means no holding hands and no having me sit on your lap! At least not in public . . .

         
         She wondered why she’d added that last. She liked Jaime, liked him a lot . . . but did she still love him?
         

         
         She’d known him for the better part of a century and she still wasn’t sure.

         
         You are absolutely right, Alex. I’m sorry if I was . . . inappropriate. I guess I was just dropping back into what we—what we used to share.

         
         He sounded so lost in that moment she very nearly reached for him . . . and mentally kicked herself for the impulse.

         
         No need to be sorry. But . . . thank you for understanding.

         
         I should’ve known better, he said with a grin, trying to get together with a woman twice my age!

         
         Koehler didn’t know about her decision to stop the treatments, and she didn’t want to open that particular tub of worms.

         
         Someday, she told him, things will be different.

         
         Aloud, she picked up on the earlier conversation. “Ellen is right, you know. We’ve been at war with the Galactics for years.”
         

         
         “‘Undeclared hostilities with a minor faction within the Galactic polity,’” Koehler said, quoting a strategic sitrep circulating
            within the Navy Department. “The problem with the Galactic Empire is that it’s so damned big. We’re getting jostled by some of our near neighbors, yeah, but whatever passes for leadership at the Core probably hasn’t
            even heard about what’s happened out here yet.”
         

         
         “Or they don’t care,” Morrigan replied.

         
         “Quite possible. They’re gods, remember? And by comparison we’re ants.”

         
         “Gods.” Could the high-and-mighty rulers of the Authority really have powers that merited such a term? They certainly seemed to possess
            the requisite detachment. “Look,” she said. “You heard what that Galactic said last night. The Crabs took over Pavo because
            the Galactics let them!”
         

         
         “We don’t know anything about the Galactics’ internal politics, Captain.”

         
         “We know that their client races are moving into areas we control . . . or used to control. Not just Delta Pavonis. Zeta Tucanae.
            Alpha Mensae. Kappa Ceti. Their politics may consist of using proxies to force us back and back and back until our military situation is untenable.”
         

         
         “Which is why DSF-Eight is being dispatched to Abyss,” Koehler told her. “Sirius Station has gone silent. That may be coincidence,
            or that may be some more deliberate jostling by the Galactics or their clients. If we find anything threatening on the other
            side of Abyss, we will push back . . . hard. Sirius is too close—right on our cosmological doorstep, in fact—for us to just
            smile and bow out.”
         

         
         “Is that NavDep talking? Or you?”

         
         He grinned. “A little of both. Senator Martin has quite a following in D.C., and even more so in Geneva, Moskva, and the others. His Star Union Party is quite powerful. Overall, the Pentopoly is favoring a nonmilitary resolution to this thing. And they do have some good arguments about not getting into a brawl with people a billion years ahead of us.”
         

         
         “And what do you think?”

         
         “I think we watch ourselves, but that doesn’t mean we roll over and play dead. We could fight if we had to.”

         
         “Good God, how?”

         
         “Asymmetrical warfare has been around for a long time now. There are ways a David can take out a Goliath.”

         
         “Ha. Not when David has a sling, and Goliath has full body armor and a tactical nuke.”

         
         “Never underestimate the Ewoks.”

         
         “E—what?” She couldn’t remember that word, but it did seem familiar. She did a quick search of her coronal memory archive,
            looking for the reference.
         

         
         Ah . . . there it was—a bit from an old fantasy vid popular back when she’d been a kid. A primitive tribe of fuzzy teddy bears
            beating an army of well-armed and -armored troops using nothing but rocks, clubs, and spears . . . what nonsense! Hell, why
            had she even saved that memory?
         

         
         She told Pixie to flag it for later discard.

         
         “Okay, got it,” she told Koehler. “One question. Are you nuts? Sir?”

         
         Koehler looked surprised. “You think we should surrender?”

         
         “Hell, no! I just think Ewoks are silly.”

         
         He chuckled. “Maybe they are. But the idea of taking on high-tech troops using innovative tactics is not silly and is not
            new. The important thing to remember is that even the underdog can win if he avoids a stand-up slugfest . . . and if the big guy loses his political will.”
         

         
         “If we get into a brawl with the Galactics—the Big Bads at the top, I mean, not the proxies—our problem will be getting them to realize we’ve even hit them in the first place. I’m thinking mosquito against one of those extinct giant land animals . . . what were they called?” 

         
         “Dinosaurs?”

         
         “I was thinking elephants, but yeah. Same idea.”

         
         “If the Galactics have taken up permanent residence at Sirius,” Koehler said, “we will stand up to them. We really have no
            other choice.”
         

         
         An alert chimed. “Admiral Koehler?” a voice said. “Constellation is coming up on-screen.”
         

         
         And so she was . . .

         
         The screens in the shuttle’s cabin showing the view forward were centered on a massive, shrouded shape emerging now from darkness.

         
         “There she is,” Koehler said. “So damned ugly she’s positively distinguished looking.”

         
         “Hey, that’s my baby you’re talking about, Admiral.”
         

         
         Over a kilometer long and the color of night, UTS Constellation had never been exposed to the concept of streamlining, for she was a creature of deep space, not planetary atmospheres. As
            a ship type, Dauntless-class dreadnaughts were blocky, bulky, and angular, replete with sponsons, nacelles, spikes, turrets, and outriggers. Her
            outer armor lay like curved and thrusting daggers from amidships to her blunt prow, with internal structures, ports, conduits,
            and massed lateral batteries visible behind the blades. She was moored to a far larger structure behind her, Fleet Orbital
            Glenn; a flight of Stiletto fighters emerging from the giant’s shadow provided a sense of scale: minute, glittering star points
            all but lost against a wall of light and dark. Each massing 2.8 megatons and with crews of nearly forty-four hundred, there
            were exactly six dreadnaughts in the North American contingent of the Terran Grand Fleet: Dauntless, Endeavor, Ranger, Hornet, Saratoga, and Constellation. The fact that Alexandra Morrigan was the captain of one of those monsters made that command the apex of her career.
         

         
         And maybe that was a large part of why she was so ready now to retire from life. How in hell could she possibly top this?
         

         
         Or could it simply be that she feared the fall if she somehow slipped way up at the top?

         
         “I think she’s beautiful,” she murmured, more to herself than to her admiral.

         
         She’d taken command of the Connie just a week ago, transferring to her bridge from the aging fleet battler Olympus. Koehler had nominated her for the post of fleet captain, the CO of the admiral’s flagship . . . and hadn’t that fired up the scuttlebutt about “the admiral’s woman.”
         

         
         She was old enough that gossip and scandal didn’t bother her much, if at all, but the implication that she’d slept her way
            to command still angered her. Sure, she’d had help along the way—patronage. What senior naval officer had not? Somehow, though, after centuries of enhanced social awareness, the upper echelons of
            military command still carried the distinct leathery taint of an old boys’ club.
         

         
         Not that women were actively discriminated against, oh, no, of course not . . . not in this enlightened day and age. Yet the fact remained that a sizable majority of senior command personnel and staff, at Fleet HQ,
            within the Navy Department, and throughout the Terran Pentopoly that governed Earth, were males—most of them born, like Morrigan,
            in the twenty-first century. And if an amortal held power . . . why, conceivably, would he ever relinquish that power?
         

         
         If there was a problem with the current government, it was the fact that few among those in charge were willing to step aside
            in favor of younger blood or younger ideas.
         

         
         Well, she was going to step aside. But first she would show the gossips that Alexandra Morrigan wasn’t anybody’s woman save her own.
         

         
         Constellation slowly grew to fill the forward screens. The shuttle’s destination was Bay 12, just aft of and below the bridge. Golden light
            spilled into space as the shuttle grew near, the lock gaping wide to receive it.
         

         
         By the ancient tenants of maritime law—last on, first off—Admiral Koehler was first down the shuttle’s boarding ramp and onto the Constellation’s deck, while Morrigan was just behind him. Two ranks of ship’s Marines snapped to attention with a thunderous clash of battle
            armor. Commander Vincent Neal, Connie’s executive officer, snapped to attention in front of Koehler and rendered a crisp salute. “Welcome aboard, Admiral.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Vince.” Koehler’s return salute was less formally precise. “Good to be back.”

         
         “And Captain Morrigan, welcome aboard. The ship is yours.”

         
         “Thank you, Commander. Ship’s status?”

         
         “The ship is ready in all regards for embarkation, ma’am. Watering complete, stores on board, weapons and ship’s systems all
            green. We are currently on administrative hold awaiting the return of 312 personnel still out on liberty. We’re also due to
            receive one more Stryker squadron on board—the Nightwings.”
         

         
         “Very well.”

         
         “Preflight at fifteen hundred hours, people,” Koehler put in. “Command staff and senior ship officers, Briefing CIC.”

         
         The routine was old and relentlessly predictable.

         
         Morrigan wondered if Koehler really intended to confront the Galactics at Sirius.

         
         And, more, if the strike force’s actions were about to trigger an all-out interstellar war. A war, she thought, that would
            be all but impossible for Humankind to win.
         

         
         Or survive.

         
          

         Lieutenant Iohn Damian was not wearing his corona. Running around without one was frowned upon in polite society, of course,
            but he reasoned that there was no actual law against the practice.
         

         
         He was in a watering hole called the Interstellar, located just inside the main gate of Port Diego and popular with Navy officers.
            At the moment, he was planning his strategy; his acquired target was a gorgeous girl seated at the bar to his left.
         

         
         “So, babe . . .” he said. “How would you like me to take you to the stars?”

         
         The woman gave him a cool and decidedly unimpressed look. She wasn’t typical of the other women in this joint: conservative
            clothing, no skin animations, and an expression more bored than sexy. Damian took this as a challenge.
         

         
         “Don’t tell me,” she said. “Fighter jock, right?”

         
         “Right the first time, sweetheart. I drive SF-112 Strykers for a living and I’m very good at what I do.”
         

         
         Her eyes—deep gold—grew large, and she fluttered ten-millimeter lashes at him. “Ooh. Is that some kind of starship?”

         
         “Only the fastest, most powerful, sexiest, most intelligent spacefighter out there, baby. Just like her pilot!”

         
         “Uh-huh. Where’s your corona, hotshot?”

         
         “My . . . what?”

         
         “Corona, genius.” She tapped her own corona, a standard-issue military model: sleek, black, and no-nonsense. “Your transtim
            module. You know . . . ‘transcranial direct-current stimulator’? Lets you access smartthings and BrainNets? Lets you ID people
            in your Net? Lets you open doors or buy a cuppa caff? Maybe even lets you function as a somewhat interactive member of the
            human species?”
         

         
         “Oh, sure. Lets me jack into my fighter, right. But I don’t wear the things off duty, see?”

         
         “Why not? You are military, right?”
         

         
         “Sure, but I don’t like the brass always watching, y’know? Tracking me? Putting everything I do in a data file someplace?
            Cramps my style, baby.”
         

         
         “Ah . . . so you’re a Rejector?”

         
         “Nah. Those guys are crazy. I just like my privacy, know what I mean?”

         
         “So what’s your unit, flyboy?”

         
         “VFA-84 Nightwings. Best of the best of the freakin’ best!”
         

         
         “No shit? Well . . . I’ll tell you what, troglodyte. If you were wearing your corona like you’re supposed to, you’d have read
            my ID.”
         

         
         “Wait . . . trog—what?”

         
         “Troglodyte. A knuckle-dragging anthropoid with an acute case of testosterone poisoning.”

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “If you’d seen fit to wear your government-issued corona, you would know that I am Lieutenant Commander Donna Esposito and
            that I’m squadron CO of VFA-84, and that makes me your CO. You tracking?”
         

         
         Damian sagged inside. Oh . . . shit!

         
         “Uh . . . yeah. Yes, ma’am. Tracking, ma’am.”

         
         “Good. I suggest you get your ass back to base and get ready for launch. We’re due back on board ship tomorrow by eleven hundred hours,
            and I do not want any of my people hungover.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am. Aye, aye, ma’am.”

         
         She actually smiled at him. “Good troggie. See you at preflight muster.” She swiped her hand over the payment pad on the bar
            to settle her tab, slid off the chair, and walked off without a backward look.
         

         
         Damian drew a deep breath. He was a newly minted fighter pilot, fresh out of school, and had reported in at VFA-84’s Port
            Diego barracks only that morning. Maybe, he thought, he should have looked up his new CO before hitting the Diego bars.
         

         
         Jeez, what a royal bitch . . .

         
         A young woman sat down on the stool to his right, flashing him a bright smile as she settled in. She appeared to be wearing
            nothing but a swirling mass of animated tattoos. The chances that she was in his chain of command seemed comfortably small.
         

         
         “So, babe . . .” he said. “How would you like me to take you to the stars?”

         
          

         In the small head tucked away in her quarters, Morrigan stepped from the shower stall and padded naked across the tiled deck to the vanity. Her viewself activated as she stepped close, projecting not a mirror image but a true one. A gesture of her hand rotated the image before her, allowing her to see herself from all angles, and she sighed. 

         
         She didn’t much care for what she saw.

         
         Alexandra Morrigan was not vain about her appearance and especially not about her age. By this time, almost four centuries
            from her birth and well on in her eighth lifetime, she was used to the plodding cycle of youth, followed by maturity, followed
            by the increasingly constraining limits of advancing age. With a truage of 398, her appage now was closer to seventy, and
            she looked it. Normally she paid scant attention to apparent age, and she was willing to concede that spreading webs of wrinkles
            around eyes and mouth, sagging breasts and gluteals, and thinning white hair all contributed to that image that society at
            large was still pleased to call “mature,” “experienced,” even “handsome.”
         

         
         But handsome or not, damn it, she hurt. She ached, especially in her knees and hips—possibly incipient arthritis arising from decades of accumulated wear and tear
            on her joints. Modern nanomedicine worked wonders to keep age at bay, to relieve pain, even to lift sagging spirits, but inevitably
            life became an unending grind of minor health problems and discomforts and inconveniences. Sometime in the past decade or
            so, she’d begun losing her flexibility—again. She could no longer drop cross-legged to the floor; she had trouble reaching
            things high above her head and was once again beginning to lose her hearing in the higher frequencies. Worse, more and more
            she was losing her ability to take long, swift-striding rambles in the forested hills back home, and that was genuinely distressing.
         

         
         “You look,” Dek said behind her, “quite striking, Alex.”

         
         “Bullshit, Dek. I’m old.”

         
         “There are things you can do about that.”

         
         Yes, there were. ENS adjustments would have extended the appearance of youth, of course, even maintained her flexibility and energy, but for the past couple of decades she simply hadn’t had the time . . . or the interest. Sitting in a command chair or at a desk just didn’t cut it when it came to decent exercise. 

         
         When she didn’t answer, Dek added, “I had in mind full rejuvenation. The naval service does offer them, you know.”

         
         A full ENS rejuve would take a week out of her schedule, but it would reset the clock. She could be young again . . .
         

         
         “Fuck that,” she told the robot. She sighed. “Getting old sucks, you know? But amortality sucks worse. I’ve done the rejuve thing before,
            remember? Seven times.”
         

         
         “That, I would suppose, is something you’ll have to decide for yourself. Uniform of the day?”

         
         “Standard blacks, with ribbons.” She would be meeting some of the squadron’s ship captains at the briefing this afternoon,
            so utilities were out. There was no need for ceremonial full dress, not by a long shot, but a display of decorations would
            be expected in a meeting like this.
         

         
         Dek handed her a dark garment pad, and she pressed it against her chest to activate it, feeling the nanomatrix spreading out
            over her skin, circling her throat, and rippling down her arms and body. Each different polity of the Pentopoly had its own
            military colors—scarlet and gold for Beijing, light blue and white for Geneva, gray and red for Moskva, green and yellow for
            Buenos Aires. D.C. had adopted black trimmed with gold. The pad had already been programmed with her service ribbons and decorations,
            brightly colored rectangles covering her left breast, and even that represented only her most prestigious decorations while
            leaving out her campaign ribbons. She’d been in military service for a long time.
         

         
         “If I may say so, Alex,” Dek told her, “you have much to be proud of, beginning with a most distinguished career.”

         
         “All good things come to an end eventually, Dek,” she told the robot. She checked her corona for the time. “I’d better get going. You can straighten up in here, then stand down. I won’t be needing you.” 

         
         “As you wish, Captain.”

         
          

         Machinist’s Mate (Quantum) Chief Todd Kranhouse grinned at the Marine seated to his right. “What I could never figure,” he
            said, “was what jarheads are good for in hard vacuum.”
         

         
         Marine Gunnery Sergeant Philip Garner gave the sailor a dark glare. “Well, for starters, snipe, we’re there on board to make
            sure enlisted pukes like you don’t get out of line, right?”
         

         
         “Yeah? And who keeps the jarheads in line?”

         
         “Bigger, badder jarheads . . . like me.”
         

         
         The two men were on board the liberty shuttle coming up from Port Diego. It had been a pretty good liberty, Kranhouse thought.
            Man, oh, man, that girl yesterday in Ensenada . . .

         
         Despite the verbal sparring, Kranhouse and Garner were old, if unlikely, friends. Hell, Garner had saved Kranhouse’s ass in
            a barroom dust-up on Fleet Orbital Glenn a couple of years ago and kept him from getting picked up by the SPs afterward. The tradition of Marines versus Navy was an ancient and venerable one,
            a rivalry extending no doubt all the way back to the Marine soldiers and oarsmen manning Assyrian biremes during the reign
            of Sennacherib. In Kranhouse’s opinion, though, there were some good Marines. A few.
         

         
         “It just seems to me that Marines are a—whatchacallit—an anachronism today. Whatcha gonna do . . . board and storm the Galactic
            flagship?”
         

         
         “If we have to. Besides, Marines are supposed to hold the high ground,” Garner said. “Right? You can’t get no higher than
            space.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but in space no one can hear you yell ‘Ooh-rah!’”
         

         
         “Ooh,” Garner replied in a flat voice, “fucking rah.”

         
         “Don’t tease the Marines, Todd,” HM1 Jason Slater said with a chuckle. He was strapped in on Kranhouse’s left. “They bite.”

         
         “Doc’s right, snipe,” Garner said. “Reach in a hand, pull back a stump.”

         
         Kranhouse held up his hand, extended the middle finger, and waggled it. “Feels okay to me.”

         
         “Hey,” Slater said, nudging him in the arm. “There’s home.”

         
         A single display on the shuttle’s forward bulkhead showed the eight-kilometer-wide disk that was Glenn Orbital, with Constellation tucked in close alongside. Beyond, Kranhouse could see other ships of the Third Fleet’s Dreadnaught Strike Force Eight—Endymion, Erebus, Invincible, and a dozen others. The Constellation battle group currently numbered sixteen c-shooters, including three escort carriers, as well as sixty Starscouts and some four hundred fighters, with human personnel
            numbering just under twenty thousand.
         

         
         Command of that mob, Kranhouse thought, must be a nightmare.
         

         
         He did not envy Rear Admiral Jaime Koehler in the least.

         
          

         “Flag captain” was an ancient naval term, a position rather than an actual rank going back at least to the eighteenth century.
            Falling in and out of favor over the centuries, the designation today was largely ceremonial; flag captains and fleet captains
            were the commanders of flagships, vessels with an admiral—a flag officer—on board leading a fleet.
         

         
         Rear Admiral Koehler’s flag was now displayed on a bulkhead monitor in Briefing CIC, a large conference room aft of Constellation’s Combat Information Center. Though ships of war no longer flew flags from masts or flagstaffs, Koehler had “broken” his
            flag—displaying it electronically—as soon as he’d stepped on board.
         

         
         Which meant that he now was very much in charge.

         
         And as his flag captain, Morrigan was not only skipper of the Constellation, but served as senior aide and general factotum overseeing all fleet operations.
         

         
         The other ship captains were gathered in Briefing CIC already, some present physically, most as holographic projections. With the fleet getting ready to embark, a majority of the other COs had elected to attend virtually. 

         
         “Ladies, gentlemen,” Koehler said to formally begin the meeting, “thank you for being here. I know you’re all busy preparing
            for boost, so I’ll keep this short. First of all, SecNav and the Washington AINet have officially given us clearance to go
            through the Abyss Gate to check up on Sirius Station and to explore the other gates in the system.”
         

         
         “About damned time, Admiral,” Captain Knutson of the Theseus growled.
         

         
         “Your general orders have been uploaded to your ship AIs, but I want to take this opportunity to stress that this is a diplomatic
            tour . . . a showing of the flag. This is intended as a peace mission. We want to show the Galactics that they can trust us
            loose in the Galaxy.”
         

         
         “Damned patronizing Glits,” someone groused out loud.

         
         “Belay that,” Koehler said. “Now, many of you already know my new flag captain, Alexandra Morrigan. I expect all of you to
            give her the same support and loyalty you’ve given me.
         

         
         “And as long as we’re doing introductions . . . Li? If you please?”

         
         Behind Koehler, something glittered. The glitter thickened, sparkled, then coalesced out of empty air, forming a silently
            drifting sphere obviously derived from the same technology that Morrigan had seen last night with One. It was smaller—the
            size of a man’s head—and had fewer ruby-lensed eyes, but it clearly was a representative of the Galactics.
         

         
         There was immediate murmuring from those present, some of the louder mutterings decidedly angry.

         
         Koehler gestured toward the floating silver ball. “May I present Li, our liaison with the Galactics. Ey will be our guide
            and our translator for our probe into the Sirius system today.”
         

         
         “I protest, Admiral!” the image of Captain Aric Bradshaw, of the Heraclean, said. “Why do we need one of them?”
         

         
         Captain Arnold slammed his palm against the tabletop. “That’s right, sir! How do we trust the fucking Glits after Delta Pavonis?”
         

         
         “As you were!” Koehler snapped. “Quiet, all of you! Captain Bradshaw! Can you speak Kapik?”

         
         “No, sir.”

         
         “Digital Trel?”

         
         “Of course not. Sir.”

         
         “Captain Arnold? Once we get over there, what are the destinations of each of the five Sirius gates?”

         
         “Well, we know Abyss connects back to Sol, sir.”

         
         “And the others?”

         
         “I have no idea, Admiral. No human does.”

         
         “Li has been deep-vetted by AI Liskov, AI Von Neumann, and AI Eich. You care to try second-guessing them?”
         

         
         “No, sir.”
         

         
         Liskov, Von Neumann, and Eich were three of the transapient AI networks running the Terran Defense Agency. Named for important
            contributors to the revolution in machine intelligence, they were self-aware, superhumanly intelligent, and very thorough. As a lieutenant commander, Morrigan had worked for Liskov, named for the computer scientist Barbara Liskov, for
            several years in D.C. and had a deep respect for em. If AI Liskov had checked something out, Morrigan was more than comfortable
            with eir judgment.
         

         
         She wondered if the ship captains would be as well.

         
         “Li was created politically neutral,” Koehler went on. “Ey possesses data that we will need beyond the Abyss Gate, both for
            communicating with other Galactic agents and for fleet navigation. There is risk, certainly, but SecNav, the Joint Chiefs,
            and the D.C. AI all feel there is far greater risk in attempting to navigate the ring gates blind. For your information, Li
            has agreed to remain here in Briefing CIC for the duration of this mission.” He swept a cool gaze across the assembled naval
            officers, both those physically present and those present virtually. “Any of you who can’t live with this are free to step
            down in favor of your exec or another qualified officer.” He waited a beat. “Anyone?”
         

         
         “Hell, Ranger’s good to go, Admiral,” Captain Tracy McGowan said. An old friend, she caught Morrigan’s eye and winked.
         

         
         One by one, the other officers agreed, some reluctantly. The holo image of Commander Holt, the new skipper of Invincible, had a disturbingly eager expression, as if he was excited about the prospect of tangling with the Galactics. Captain Matthew
            Arnold, of the escort carrier Cataphract, looked grim, his fists clenched on the table before him.
         

         
         “Li?” Koehler said, glancing at the hovering sphere. “Would you care to add anything?”

         
         “Given current tensions between your civilization and mine, I do perfectly understand the reluctance some of you may have
            to work with me.” The voice, Morrigan thought, was identical to that of One last night. “All I can tell you is that your own
            transapient Minds analyzed my AI systems and programming completely, searching specifically for any indication of duplicity,
            dissimulation, or deceit. I assure you that I would not be here now if they had found me to be untrustworthy.”
         

         
         “And that, people,” Koehler said, “is good enough for me! Li has also uploaded all of eir navigational data to the Constellation’s computer network and only to that network. If the data is corrupt or hides some sort of Trojan horse, only the Connie will be affected.”
         

         
         “Trust,” Li added, “must start somewhere. Only by working with agents of the Galactic Authority such as myself will your people
            learn that you have nothing to fear from us and everything to gain through cooperation. Consider this opportunity as a test
            Joining, a chance to get to know us better, and we, you.”
         

         
         In the end, all the fleet’s captains agreed to the guide’s presence on board the flagship, and Koehler transmitted oplan contingencies to the entire fleet. That list included, insofar as was possible, every conceivable threat or maneuver that Koehler’s staff and the fleet’s AIs could anticipate, together with detailed responses to those threats. Long gone were the days when a combat fleet could engage in combat under the signal “England expects that every man will do his duty,” the flag message sent by Admiral Lord Nelson to his fleet at Trafalgar. Space combat could evolve far faster than humans could process, and complex plans of fire and maneuver, oplans, had to be worked out ahead of time.
         

         
         Morrigan couldn’t help wondering if Li was aware of these battle plans, though, and if ey was capable of betraying the human
            fleet if things went south.
         

         
         She had to remind herself that no less a Mind than AI Liskov had investigated the Galactic liaison.

         
         That would have to be enough.

         
         Embarkation was scheduled for 1330 the following day, and there was a hell of a lot to do before then.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Lieutenant Iohn Damian came wide awake in a strange bed. He still didn’t have his corona, so he had no idea what time it was,
            but he had the feeling that he’d badly, badly overslept.
         

         
         The girl with the animated tattoos was asleep next to him, though she’d turned the art show off last night to prove she wasn’t
            wearing anything underneath. Damian sat up, and the girl stirred. What the hell was her name? Ella? Ellie? Something like
            that.
         

         
         “Ionnie?” she said, her voice muzzy with sleep. “What is it?”

         
         “What time is it, babe?” he asked her.

         
         For answer, she fumbled open a compartment in her bedside table, withdrawing a slender semicircle tiara and slipping it on.
            “Mmf. Nine fifteen. Why?”
         

         
         Damian dropped back flat on the bed. “Fuck!”

         
         “What’s the matter, sweetie?”

         
         “I was supposed to check in on base by oh-eight-hundred.”

         
         “Well, just tell them you’re running late, is all . . .”

         
         Damian groaned. Normally, overstaying liberty was good for a slap on the wrist and a stern lecture from your CO, but to be
            late today of all days . . .
         

         
         The Nightwings had been scheduled to lift from Port Diego at 0900 hours—fifteen minutes ago. They were due to join UTS Constellation at Glenn Orbital forty minutes later. Scuttlebutt had it that Connie’s battle group was boosting for out-system that afternoon.
         

         
         Which meant, Damian thought, that he was in one hell of a world of shit.

         
          

         “Captain on the bridge!”

         
         “Carry on,” Morrigan said, stepping through the bridge entryway and walking toward her seat. Constellation’s command bridge, located forward and a deck above CIC and the flag bridge, was dark and a bit claustrophobic, with the eerie
            glow of a hundred monitors and holodisplay screens providing a blue-white and shadow-edged Illimination. Twenty-three men
            and women sat at the various command stations, monitoring Constellation’s life.
         

         
         Commander Neal, the ship’s XO, rose from the command chair. “The ship is yours, Captain.”

         
         Morrigan slid into her seat. “Thank you, Mr. Neal. How do we stand?”

         
         “Ready in all respects for departure, ma’am. Awaiting final clearance.”

         
         “Very well. Maintain station.”

         
         “Aye, ma’am.”

         
         She used her coronal to engage the flag bridge screen, bringing up Koehler’s image. He was engaged in conversation with one
            of his aides, Commander Greer, and she waited until he was finished.
         

         
         “Admiral? Awaiting your command.”

         
         “Flag has precedence, Captain. At your discretion.”

         
         “Very well, sir.” She looked at Neal. “Bridge status.”

         
         “Bridge secure, Captain. Ready for boost.”

         
         “Engineering.”

         
         “Engineering ready in all respects, Captain.”

         
         One by one, the various ship departments reported in, a cascade of voices filtering through Morrigan’s corona.

         
         “Power feeds,” she called.

         
         “Up and running, Skipper,” MMC(Q) Kranhouse replied. “Performance nominal.”

         
         “Chief Boatswain, deck.”

         
         “Working parties on-station, Captain,” Chief Boatswain McElroy reported. “Avatars and robotic analogs report all decks clear
            and secure.”
         

         
         “Mr. Lewis, you may switch to internal gravity.”

         
         “Internal gravity, aye, aye, Captain,” the ship’s systems officer
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