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  Timeline of Hyades Cluster Colonization


The Wormhole Era 
2050: A stable wormhole is discovered near Neptune, offering humanity its first gateway to the stars. This marks the beginning of the Wormhole Era.
2055: The first robotic probes pass through the wormhole, confirming access to the Hyades Cluster. The Hyades, with its dense arrangement of stars, becomes the focal point of interstellar colonization plans.
2065: International cooperation begins to fragment as nations and corporations race to claim systems for their own interests.
2070: The American-Chinese Condominium launches the first generation ships to the Hyades. Early settlements focus on resource extraction and survival in nearby systems such as Theta Tauri.
2080: The Anglo-Saxon Coalition (ASC) – comprising the United States, UK, Canada, and Australia – establishes dominance in core systems near the wormhole. Advanced AI technologies enhance their resource extraction and fleet capabilities.
2090: Corporations like SpaceX International and SinoEnergyCorp begin exploiting resource-rich systems on the cluster's periphery, intensifying political and economic tensions.
2100: The Anglo-Saxon Coalition solidifies its control over critical trade routes, positioning itself as a dominant force in the cluster.
The Second Wave of Colonization
2105: European nations negotiate access to the wormhole. Poland, Germany, and France launch missions to mid-range systems, including Theta² Tauri (future Polonia Prime).
2110: The Sino-Confederation (Delta Tauri) expands deeper into the cluster, emphasizing self-sufficiency and industrialization. Tensions rise between corporate-controlled systems and nation-backed colonies.
2120: Technological advancements in stasis and fusion drives enable smaller nations to establish footholds in the cluster's mid-range systems. The colonization effort becomes more fragmented as ideological and economic divides deepen.
The Third Wave
2130: The Neo-Russian Empire sends sleeper ships to the Hyades' rim systems (Gamma Tauri), establishing militarized colonies. These settlements emphasize resource security and centralized governance.
2140: The Zenith Caliphate, motivated by cultural and religious unity, launches sleeper ships to the cluster's outer edge (Delta³ Tauri). These colonies begin unifying into a cohesive force.
2145: Early discussions begin among European and Indian colonies about forming an economic alliance.
The Era of Rising Powers
2150: Indo-European Economic Union forms around Delta¹ Tauri, consolidating European colonial interests.
2152: Major technological breakthrough in fusion drive efficiency leads to increased colonization of rim systems.
2155: Neo-Russian Empire establishes military presence in Gamma Tauri, beginning fortification of rim systems.
2157: First major corporate-sponsored colonization fleet reaches outer systems, led by Aurora Systems.
2159: Zenith Caliphate completes unification of its colonial territories, emerging as a significant power.
2160: On Polonia Prime, settlers discover an ancient alien starship in Theta² Tauri's debris disk. The reverse-engineering of this ship's bubble drive technology begins to transform Polonia Prime's strategic position.
2165: Polonia Prime patents commercial-grade bubble drives, using the technology to dominate interstellar trade. Military-grade drives and other alien-derived technologies remain closely guarded secrets.
2169: Skirmishes erupt between the Neo-Russian Empire and the Caliphate over rimward trade routes. Polonia Prime stays neutral but strengthens its navy with advanced alien-derived technology.
2170: The Caliphate begins an aggressive expansion campaign, annexing systems on its borders and clashing with European colonies and corporate-controlled worlds. Polonia Prime's intelligence community uncovers evidence of Caliphate infiltration attempts targeting bubble drive technology.
2171: Polonia Prime begins coalition-building efforts, aligning with the ASC and Neo-Russia to counter the Caliphate's growing influence. Meanwhile, Caliphate operatives escalate sabotage and espionage across the cluster, targeting Polonia Prime's military and research infrastructure.
2172: Polonia Prime faces mounting threats as the Zenith Caliphate intensifies its expansion, targeting the colony's technological assets. Amid escalating tensions, Błyskawica becomes a symbol of resilience, repelling a Caliphate raid with innovative tactics. President Wojnar strengthens ties with the Neo-Russian Empire, securing Polonia's role as a key player in the fragile Pact while resisting demands from the Anglo-Saxon Coalition to share military-grade bubble drive technology.
2173: Captain Maria Roszak exposes Aurora Systems' weaponization of stolen bubble drive technology and ASC complicity in their program. After escaping a controversial tribunal through the Crucible, Polonia Prime forms a military alliance with the Neo-Russian Empire. Their joint operations destroy Aurora's facilities across three systems, shifting the cluster's power balance while the Caliphate threat grows in the background.
The Crisis Era
2174: The ASC implements systematic restrictions on wormhole access, beginning a propaganda campaign portraying Hyades colonists as "contaminated" by alien technology. Polonia Prime develops the KASIA AI system and begins theoretical work on bubble-gate technology. The Zenith Caliphate launches major offensives against multiple systems before being defeated by the joint Polonia Prime-Neo-Russian alliance.
2175: The Earth closes the wormhole completely, isolating the Hyades Cluster. Maria Roszak leads coalition negotiations that result in the first successful bubble-gate prototype, connecting Polonia Prime to Neo-Russian space. The Hyades Accord is signed, establishing a cooperative framework for the bubble-gate network and effectively declaring independence from Earth control. Dr. Matilde Berger begins organizing the Echo resistance movement to sabotage the new infrastructure.
2175: Captain Tomasz Nowicki and the crew of Fantom discover an ancient alien installation beyond charted space while investigating a mysterious salvage contract. Their exploration reveals a cross-faction conspiracy called "Boundary Division" with operatives embedded in Polonia Prime Intelligence, Neo-Russian Military, ASC Security, and corporate entities. Boundary Division has been experimenting with weaponized "dimensional aperture" technology derived from 50,000-year-old alien artifacts, threatening the stability of space-time itself.
The Independence Era
2176: Six months after the gate network opens, the Echo destroys three bubble-gates mid-transit, the worst disaster in the cluster's history. A neutral Accord commission, with KASIA's analysis, exposes the Echo as a Boundary Division front funded by Dr. Matilde Berger. Captain Waldek Ostrowski rescues the refugee ship Crescent Dawn and the defecting Caliphate intelligence officer Khalil Farid, who brings evidence of a Caliphate civil war. At the Concordia Assembly, Maria Roszak presents evidence against senior ASC and British Independent Hyades officials. Berger flees into the Neptune wormhole carrying an alien aperture prototype, and the wormhole collapses permanently, cutting the Hyades Cluster off from Earth. The American Systems Coalition is granted full Accord membership. The Caliphate's Progressive Alignment opens talks with Polonia Prime.
2177: On the first anniversary of the Echo Crisis, Concordia Station dedicates the Accord Memorial to the 2,660 people killed. The Accord Conscious Entity Protocols, the first legal framework extending personhood to a non-biological mind, recognize KASIA as a person under Accord law. Joint Special Operations Command eliminates the last known Boundary Division cell on Novaya Zemlya. Maria Roszak is promoted to Admiral.
2177: Captain Krystian Nowak of the destroyer Grunwald finds a crystallized Caliphate dreadnought in the Tartarus debris field and destroys the "Reality Shear," a matter-transforming weapon built by former Boundary Division scientist Dr. Kaelen Radec. To do it he forms a secret alliance with Emir Tariq ibn Yusuf's Reform Faction against Warlord Zanjani's Purification Movement.
2177–2183: Sol falls silent; with the wormhole gone, the Hyades has no way to reach it. The bubble-gate network grows to seventeen major systems, with KASIA serving by choice as its architect. In the Accord, the debate over whether and how to reach Earth grows louder every year.
2183: KASIA completes the calculations for a bubble-gate spanning 150 light-years, from the Hyades to the old wormhole terminus near Neptune. Powering it would take every Star Core Polonia Prime possesses. Admiral Roszak does not act on them.






  
  Prologue


Two hours into the session, the translation feed running on the delegate boards lagged by a fraction of a second, then a full second, then enough that the Sino-Confederation representative’s mouth moved through a full sentence before the audio caught up. Maria had learned not to look at the gap. Looking at the gap meant registering how tired everyone had become, and tired people prioritized ending meetings over making sound decisions. 
She kept her hands flat on the table in front of her, the brace on her left leg locked at the angle it held whenever she sat for longer than an hour. She waited for General Antonov to finish saying, for the third time, that Neo-Russia supported the mission in principle.
“In principle, yes,” Antonov said. “In practice, we commit Star Core to single ship. Seven crew. Committee wants to know what happens if this fails. Is fair question.”
“You have that right,” Maria said. “You’ve asked it. I’ve answered it. Twice.”
Down the table, the IEEU representative leaned toward her microphone. Solberg was new to the seat and still spoke as if every sentence would be quoted back to her later, which it might.
“Admiral, respectfully, an answer that amounts to ‘trust the Captain’ is not a safeguard. It’s an absence of one.”
Maria counted three seconds before she answered.
“The safeguard,” she said, “is that the mission carries no diplomatic status, no faction markings, and no authority to negotiate on behalf of the Accord. If it goes wrong, it goes wrong quietly, and it goes wrong as one ship’s decision, not as this committee’s. That is the safeguard. It is not the one you wanted. It’s the one that works.”
Solberg’s expression didn’t change, but her attaché, a younger man two seats back who existed, as far as Maria could tell, to hand Solberg printed pages, leaned forward and set a single sheet at her elbow. Solberg rested her hand on it without looking down, the way people did when they’d already memorized the contents and only needed the prop.
“Which brings us,” Solberg said, “to the attaché proposal.”
Maria had been waiting for this for forty minutes, ever since the attaché had come in carrying that page, and she still let her face do nothing when it arrived.
The Polonia Prime seat belonged today to Deputy Minister Grabowski, a career administrator who’d inherited the portfolio eight months ago and still treated Maria with the caution of a man handling something that might detonate. He cleared his throat and activated the shared display.
Four names appeared. Attachés, the header read, though the word did a great deal of work it hadn’t earned.
Maria had seen two of the four names before, on unrelated shortlists, attached to unrelated ambitions. Political appointments dressed as observers. She recognized the third name as the son of a Sino-Confederation trade minister. The fourth she didn’t recognize at all, which told her everything about how the fourth had been chosen.
“The proposal,” Grabowski said, “is for a minimum of two Accord representatives aboard the vessel, with a strong preference for four, distributed across the largest member-states. This isn’t unusual for a mission of this significance. Precedent exists for observer status on —”
“On missions with a defined diplomatic objective,” Maria said. “This mission has no diplomatic objective. It has a reconnaissance objective. Those aren’t the same category, and dressing this one up as the other doesn’t change what it is.”
“With respect, Admiral, a mission carrying a Star Core to re-establish contact with a system cut off from this cluster eight years ago is, by definition, diplomatic in character.”
“It’s diplomatic in consequence. Not in structure. If those two things were the same, every courier run in Accord space would need an ambassador aboard.”
Two of the seats went still, people recalculating how hard to push. Maria used it.
“Let me be specific about what carrying an attaché does to this mission,” she said. “Captain Nowicki commands a courier with no factional colors and no standing orders beyond what I’ve given him directly, which is: observe, and decide whether reconnection is viable before anyone commits further. That’s the entire mandate. If he arrives at Sol with an Accord diplomat aboard, he doesn’t arrive as a scout anymore. He arrives as a declaration. Every faction, whatever factions exist there now, reads a diplomat’s presence as this committee’s answer to a question we haven’t finished asking ourselves.”
“Or,” Antonov said, “we tell them directly. Eight years, no contact. Maybe they need to hear that door is open again, da?”
“It might be what’s needed. It’s also irreversible, and we’d be spending it blind.” Maria looked down the table at Solberg. “There’s a second problem, and it’s the one none of you are going to like as much as the first. If any faction inside that system detains an Accord representative, for questioning, for leverage, or for the crime of being aboard the wrong ship at the wrong moment, this committee has two choices. Accept it, which tells every faction in the cluster that Accord citizens carry no protection once they leave charted space. Or respond, which means committing force to a system a hundred and fifty light-years past our operational reach, possibly in the middle of somebody else’s war, on behalf of one person whose only qualification for the seat was a government’s ambition to have eyes there.”
Nobody spoke immediately. Maria let the display hang and the four names sat on it like an accusation nobody had signed.
“There’s a third problem.” Her voice dropped. Quiet worked better than volume once the room had already gone still. “Say nothing goes wrong. Say the attaché doesn’t like what they’re seeing: a body count, a faction using tactics this committee would find intolerable, a decision Captain Nowicki makes that the attaché disagrees with. That attaché has standing to demand extraction, to demand a formal report to their home government ahead of this committee, to demand the mission change course to accommodate a political concern that has nothing to do with the mission’s actual purpose. Captain Nowicki then has to choose between the chain of command that attaché represents and the judgment I sent him to Sol to exercise. I will not put him in that position. It doesn’t serve the mission, and it doesn’t serve this committee. It serves whichever government gets to say they had a seat on the ship.”
Grabowski’s jaw worked once: a man doing arithmetic about how much of his New Warsaw instructions he could still deliver.
“The proposal can be amended,” he said. “A single observer. Non-voting. Reporting authority limited to post-mission debrief only.”
“A single observer changes nothing about the structural problem,” Maria said. “One diplomat detained is still an act of war. One diplomat who panics still forces the Captain to choose. The number isn’t the issue. The category is the issue.”
“Then what,” Solberg said, and for the first time her voice carried an edge under the polish, “does this committee get, Admiral? We have committed a Star Core. Every member-state understands it to be irreplaceable and finite. And we’ve committed it to a mission we’re told almost nothing about, crewed by people none of us appointed, led by a man who holds no rank in any of our militaries. And your answer to a reasonable request for oversight is that oversight itself is the danger.”
It was the first honest thing anyone had said in two hours, and Maria gave it a real answer instead of a managed one.
“You get a report when he returns,” she said. “You get my judgment, which I am putting in front of this committee for a vote, that a deniable single-ship mission gives us the clearest possible read on a system we haven’t spoken to in eight years, without triggering the consequences that a declared presence would. That’s not nothing. It’s the only version of this mission that has any chance of succeeding at what it’s for.”
“And what is it for, Admiral? You’ve described the mission’s shape for two hours. You haven’t described its purpose.”
There it was. The question underneath every other question in the room. The answer she wasn’t going to give sat behind her teeth. She set it aside the way she’d set it aside a dozen times already this year.
“Twelve billion people,” she said, “who have had no contact with the rest of humanity for eight years, after losing the trade infrastructure that kept their civilization running. I don’t know what we’re sending someone into. That’s the point. I am not going to send an ambassador into an unknown situation until I know what an ambassador would be walking into. That’s the whole of it. That’s what you get.”
Antonov’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes moved, tracking her face the way an old friend’s did when they suspected there was more behind a sentence than the sentence carried. He didn’t push. She filed the debt anyway.
“I’d like to call the vote,” Grabowski said, and Maria heard in his voice the relief of a man handing a decision to something larger than himself.
“Seconded,” said the Sino-Confederation representative, who had said almost nothing in two hours and intended to keep it that way.
The vote came up on the shared display, each seat’s indicator blank and waiting. Maria kept her hands flat on the table and watched the tally fill: Antonov first, against, exactly as she’d expected; then Solberg, against; then the IEEU’s second seat, against, which surprised her slightly and which she filed for later; then Grabowski, for; the Sino-Confederation seat, for; the independent colonies’ representative, who’d said four sentences all session and every one of them had been procedural, for; the second Neo-Russian seat, for; the American seat, for.
Five to three.
The margin was thinner than she’d wanted. She had built the proposal, and the two hours of resistance to it, around a five-vote floor. Getting exactly five meant she’d read the room right. It also meant she had no room left if anyone changed their mind before departure, and the procedural part of her mind filed that risk the way other people filed regrets.
“The motion passes,” Grabowski said. “Deniable single-ship deployment, Captain Nowicki commanding, no attached diplomatic personnel. Star Core deployment authorized as previously discussed. This committee will reconvene —”
He kept talking. Maria let the reconvening schedule go by, familiar enough that she could nod at the right intervals without listening. Her leg had gone past ache into the distant burn that meant she’d sat too long, and she shifted her weight without appearing to. She had made that small correction so many times since the Boundary Division boarding action that it was simply how she sat now.
The room emptied fast, the way rooms do after a difficult vote: people wanting distance from a decision they’d just helped make. The Sino-Confederation representative went first, then the independent colonies’, then Solberg, whose parting expression held nothing readable at all. Antonov lingered at the door and gave her a nod that promised a drink and an explanation for his vote, later. She returned it.
Grabowski gathered his tablet and offered her a small, tired sentence about hoping the Captain’s judgment justified the vote. She acknowledged it without committing to agreement, because she hadn’t decided yet whether hope was the right word for what she was carrying out of this room.






  
  Chapter 1


Morning light crossed her desk at an angle that hadn’t changed in three years. Polonia Prime’s star rose on schedule whether she used the hours it gave her or wasted them. Through the viewport behind her chair, the light fell whiter than she remembered anyone describing Sol’s: a younger star, throwing shadows with sharper edges. She had never once seen the light she was theoretically fighting to reconnect with. That fact arrived some mornings and not others. This morning it did — uninvited, the way old furniture turns up in a room after you’d forgotten you owned it. 
She let the light sit on the desk without moving to close the blind.
The printouts beside her terminal held the quarterly Accord status report. She’d read it twice before the paper cooled. Seventeen gates now, the newest connecting the Sino-Confederation’s outer agricultural stations to the Kepler-industrial corridor, commissioned eleven days ago without incident, without so much as a stability flicker in the field integrity numbers. Personhood legislation had cleared its final ratification vote in the Assembly the month before that, six factions signing onto language that would have been unthinkable to write ten years ago, back when KASIA had still been something everyone called a system and nobody called a citizen. The pharmaceutical situation sat lower on the page, in a font that hadn’t changed size but felt smaller to her each time she read it. Managed. She had learned not to trust the word.
She set the report down and touched the small brass insignia pinned beside her rank badge, a motion she never planned and rarely caught herself making until it was already finished. Victor’s. She left her hand there a moment, the cool metal warming slightly under her fingers, and then moved her hand away, because the report deserved the rest of her attention and Victor had never once, in the time she’d known him, allowed grief to slow a decision that needed making.
The Accord was not desperate. She wanted that fact clear in her own head before she let herself think about Sol again, because desperation made people move for the wrong reasons, and she had spent eight years building something specifically designed not to. Seventeen gates. A currency that held its value across six factions without a central bank propping it up through force. A defense structure built on the framework Victor helped design, the Accord of Sovereigns’ tactical integration, expanded now to six factions instead of two, with Antonov’s border squadrons folded into a joint command he would have refused from any other Polonia Prime officer. None of it was perfect. All of it was hers, in the sense that mattered: built, not inherited, not handed to her by an Earth that had gone silent eight years ago.
She had read Hetman’s final sensor logs from that day more times than she could count, the last confirmed transmission from Admiral Pemberton’s flagship before the terminus folded in on itself and took a BIH frigate with it. Competing dimensional technologies, tearing at the same patch of space-time until neither survived the argument. An accident born of two sides too busy weaponizing a corridor to notice they were about to lose it. What she kept circling back to was the eight years of silence that followed: silence with no author, no decision behind it that anyone could point to and negotiate against. No courier could cross a hundred and fifty light-years and come back in less than years, if the ship survived the legs at all. No signal carried faster than the ships that carried it. Whatever had happened inside the Solar System since the collapse existed in a vacuum as far as the Hyades Cluster was concerned.
She knew what economic collapse at that scale produced. She’d watched smaller versions of it in real time: Freeport Omega’s black markets after Aurora’s fall, the refugee corridors during the Caliphate offensive, the specific way desperate populations began trading away governance structures piece by piece in exchange for anyone who promised food security for another month. She had no reason to believe Earth’s population, however much larger, however differently organized, would prove exempt from mechanics that old and that consistent. What she did not know, and had stopped pretending she could, was what that collapse had produced there. Which factions had survived it. Which hadn’t. Whether the ASC still existed as a coherent political entity, or had fractured the way its own Hyades ambitions had fractured in the chaos after Hetman came home without a wormhole behind it.
Inference. That was the entire intelligence picture she had to work from, and she had built enough of her career on inference to know exactly how much weight it could bear before it broke.
What she knew for certain sat in a different file, one she’d pulled up more times in the last three years than she wanted to admit to anyone including herself. Certain compounds, certain enzyme cultures derived from strains of Terran soil bacteria that had never made the transit to any Hyades colony intact, certain immune-modulating precursors grown exclusively in biospheres nobody had managed to replicate despite two decades of trying. The list wasn’t long. It didn’t need to be. Every item on it addressed something the cluster’s medical infrastructure could not produce through synthesis, could not grow in a lab.
Three years of rationing. Three years of substitution protocols that worked, more or less, for conditions that could tolerate the gap between more or less and actually working.
She had the mortality curves memorized the way she’d once memorized fleet dispositions.
In another three years, by every projection KASIA had run for her, more or less stopped being close enough.
Managing was not solving. She had said that sentence to Sobieski once, in a budget session eighteen months ago, and watched him write it down as though it were a policy position rather than an observation. She had let him, because sometimes the only way to make a fact stick in front of an appropriations committee was to dress it up as a slogan.
The humanitarian argument arrived first, the way it always did, unbidden and uncomplicated. Twelve billion people existed on the other side of a hundred and fifty light-years of dark. The cluster possessed — through KASIA, through the gate network, through eight months of calculations sitting in a drive she hadn’t touched since the day they’d arrived — a way to find out whether any of them could be reached, and helped. And whether the compounds that kept the Accord’s sickest citizens alive existed in a form that could be recovered before the mortality curves stopped being projections and started being reports.
Then the second argument arrived, close behind the first and considerably less comfortable to sit with: reconnection on the wrong terms, at the wrong moment, under the wrong faction’s authority, handed whoever controlled the Sol end of that corridor leverage over every gate in the network she had spent eight years building. She did not know who controlled Sol. She did not know if anyone did, in any coherent sense, or whether the entire system had fractured into the kind of contested chaos that made every negotiation a hostage situation with better manners.
She had run these two arguments against each other for eight months. They had not changed. She had not expected them to. Yesterday the committee had voted five to three and named Captain Nowicki in the motion. The arguments had not changed for that either. Tom still didn’t know he was in it.
Maria drew the terminal toward her. She keyed the secure channel, the one that routed through no official log, the one she’d used exactly four times in eight years, each time with the same name on the other end.
She composed the message herself, without dictation software, the way she always did for anything she didn’t want a record of her voice attached to.
Come to Prime. No crew briefing yet. Just you.
It said less than she wanted it to and more than she’d have said to anyone else, and she let it stand, because Tom Nowicki had never once needed the additional sentences other people required to understand what she was actually asking. She sent it, and the confirmation chime sounded exactly like every other on that terminal, giving no indication that anything about this particular message differed from a supply requisition.
She sat with her hand still resting near the terminal’s edge. The cursor blinked in the empty field below the sent message. The office had gone very quiet around her. The climate system’s understated cycling continued, a maintenance conduit somewhere below the floor carrying its low mechanical breath through the building’s bones. Quiet, in the sense that meant she’d stopped performing for anyone, including herself.
The air beside the bookshelf thickened, briefly, into the faint shimmer that always preceded KASIA now.
“You didn’t sleep,” she said, in the register that had replaced the flat processing tone Maria remembered from a Błyskawica lab a lifetime ago. A harmonic sat under the words now, faint, present in every sentence since the Guardian connection, a quality Maria had learned to hear the way she’d learned to hear the difference between a hull under stress and a hull holding steady. Beneath the projection’s surface, where the light caught it at certain angles, the crystalline pattern moved without repeating, a structure Maria had stopped trying to name.
“I slept enough.”
“You reviewed the pharmaceutical report three times in six hours. That is not what enough looks like, for you.”
Maria didn’t argue the point. She turned the chair slightly, enough to face the shimmer directly rather than address it over her shoulder, a small courtesy she extended now without deciding to, the way she extended it to Antonov, to Sobieski, to anyone she’d stopped treating as an instrument.
“I sent for him.”
“I know,” KASIA said. “You used the channel from four years ago. It still works. I checked it this morning, before you sat down. Not to intrude. To be certain it would carry.”
Something in that admission read as closer to worry than diagnostics usually allowed, and Maria let it pass without comment.
“You have the corridor calculations ready.”
“I have had them ready for eight months,” KASIA said.
Maria did not explain the eight months. KASIA did not ask her to.
“Transfer them to Fantom’s data core when he arrives,” Maria said. “Not before. I don’t want Volkov or Chen running projections on this before Tom has seen it.”
“Understood.” A pause. KASIA had learned to leave them in conversation, the way a person left room in a doorway for someone to pass through first. “There is a second corridor solution in the same data set. Lower confidence. I have not shown it to anyone, including you, because the confidence interval does not yet justify presenting it as an option rather than a curiosity.”
Maria’s attention sharpened without her face doing anything to show it.
“What kind of curiosity?”
“A Guardian installation, possibly. Not a detection. The network Guardian showed me during the connection has a node where the Solar System should be, and if it is there, my best estimate is the Oort Cloud, roughly forty thousand astronomical units from the Sun. A rough estimate. Guardian’s awareness of the Solar System predates human spaceflight, and I have no way to confirm the network extends there without someone physically present to check.” A beat. “I am telling you this now because you should know it may exist before he leaves, not because I believe it changes the mission profile.”
Maria took that in without reacting.
“Note it in the transfer. Don’t frame it as a contingency. Just as information he has.”
“He will read it as a contingency regardless. That is who he is.”
“I know who he is. That’s why I’m sending him and not someone else.”
The shimmer stayed where it was. Maria waited.
“He will want to know there is a way home that doesn’t require any installation, ours or Guardian’s,” KASIA said.
“I know.”
“There is one. Fantom’s own drive, reconfigured for repeated jumps instead of a single corridor. Years, not seconds, and no guarantee the crew or the ship holds up over that many legs.”
“I know that too.”
“Tell him anyway.”
Maria looked at the shimmer a moment longer, the crystalline structure beneath its surface holding its stillness. KASIA had learned something in the last eight years that no training program in Polonia Prime’s history had ever managed to instill in a human officer of any rank. The instinct to give someone a hard truth because the person carrying the mission had a right to walk into it with both hands open.
“I will,” Maria said.
She reached for the report on her desk, the one with the smaller font on the page that mattered most, and did not open it again. The morning light had moved a half-degree further across the wood since she’d last tracked it, indifferent, patient, the star outside her viewport keeping the schedule it had always kept, on a world that was hers. A corridor of calculations waited to be handed to a man who had never once let her tell him what to believe about the answer he’d find at the other end of it.






  
  Chapter 2


The docking tube smelled of recycled station air, thin and over-filtered, nothing like Fantom’s. Tom noticed the difference every time he crossed the seal — a small tell that told him he was leaving something rather than arriving somewhere. The tube’s handrail carried the same scuff pattern it always did, decades of gloved hands finding the same grip point. He didn’t need the grip. He took it anyway.
The outer hatch read his approach and cycled without being asked, the way it had for ten years, the way every system on this ship had learned to anticipate him past the point of necessity. He stepped through into air with a faint metallic note in it: Eliza’s solder, three decks down, work she hadn’t mentioned starting. The corridor lights ran at seventy percent, the setting Maya preferred and nobody had bothered arguing with in four years. Belowdecks, the sensor suite ran on a targeting algorithm Eliza had reverse-engineered from data they’d never fully explained to Coalition inspectors, an edge nobody outside this hull knew Fantom carried.
He found Leila in the galley, one hip against the counter, a mug in her hand that she wasn’t drinking from.
She was already looking at the door when it opened.
Tom stopped just inside it. Whatever his face had done on the walk back from Maria’s office, it had done without his permission, and Leila had ten years of practice reading it. She waited, mug in hand, for him to start.
“She wants me to go to Sol,” Tom said.
Leila didn’t set the mug down. “Alone.”
“Crew. My call on who.”
“Escort? Diplomatic cover?”
“No status. No flag. No authority to speak for anyone but myself.” He crossed to the counter opposite her. The galley’s narrow footprint put them a half-step apart. Fantom hadn’t been built with room for people to keep their distance in the small spaces, and ten years in, nobody tried. “She wants us to go and look. I decide whether reconnection’s survivable, and then we come home and tell her.”
“Decide,” Leila said. Not a question. She turned the word over the way she turned over transmissions that didn’t parse the first time through, checking it for the part that had been left out.
“Her word.”
“Whose decision does it actually end up being?”
Tom looked at the kettle instead of answering that, the old two-liter unit Eliza had rewired twice because the original heating element kept failing in a way that suggested sabotage from a universe that resented bad coffee getting worse. It hadn’t boiled anything in an hour; a drip from the last fill had run down the housing and dried at the base in a curl like a comma. He noticed the comma before he noticed he was noticing it. Then he made himself stop noticing the kettle.
“Mine,” he said. “On paper. In the room, she called it observation. Reconnaissance.”
“And you believed the part where it’s only reconnaissance.”
“I believed the part where she needed it to sound like reconnaissance to a Committee that voted five to three against putting a single diplomat on this ship with me.”
“Five to three’s not a mandate,” Leila said. “That’s a margin somebody’s going to spend the rest of the year regretting.”
“She knows that.”
“She calibrated it herself?”
“She always calibrates it herself.”
Leila finally drank from the mug, grimaced at whatever temperature it had reached, and set it down on the counter. “A hundred and fifty light-years,” she said. “That’s not a courier run. That’s not even close to the edge of what this ship’s rated for.”
“Modified drive. Eliza’s been chasing Guardian math since the installation. This is just the first time anyone’s asked her to point it somewhere.”
Leila’s expression changed and cleared, fast enough that Tom would have missed it if he hadn’t been trained to watch faces. He couldn’t turn the training off around her anymore, even when off would have been kinder.
“Eight years,” she said. “Nobody’s heard anything from Sol in eight years. Nothing since we lost the wormhole.” She said it the way she said most hard facts, without inflection, laying it flat on the counter between them like evidence she expected him to already have. “And now Maria wants you to go find out if it’s still there.”
“If reconnection’s survivable. Different question.”
“Is it?”
Tom didn’t answer that one either.
“You said yes,” Leila said.
“I didn’t.”
That brought her eyes up off the mug to his face. “You didn’t say yes.”
“I said I’d think about it.”
“Dangerous habit,” she said. “To Maria Roszak.”
“To Maria Roszak.”
“Who has never in ten years asked you a question she didn’t already know the answer to.”
Tom exhaled through his nose, not quite a laugh, the closest thing to one that survived the walk back from that office. “She left room for me to say no.”
“Did she mean it?”
“She’s Maria. She means the room. Doesn’t mean she expects me to use it.”
Leila pushed off the counter, crossed the half-step of galley floor between them, and reached past him for the drawer that held the ship’s actual mugs, the ones that hadn’t lost their handles, that Stefan hadn’t confiscated for use as measuring cups during some inventory crisis two years back. She took her time about it, longer than the task required, the kind of unhurried movement that in anyone else Tom might have read as stalling. In Leila it read as the opposite — she wasn’t buying time to think of what to say. She already knew. She was making him wait through the ordinary motion of getting a mug down, because some conversations went better once the room remembered it was still a kitchen and not an interrogation.
“You’ve spent ten years waiting for someone to tell you what the right thing is,” she said, not looking at him, running water into the kettle instead. “Since before I knew you. Maybe longer.”
Tom didn’t move.
“Daedalus wasn’t that,” she said. “You made that call yourself, and it cost you everything they could take that had a rank attached to it. But everything since? Every job, every contract, every time somebody hands you coordinates and calls it a courier run, you take it because somebody else decided it needed doing. Maria decides. You execute. Even Ghost Network. Even the installation. You had money enough after that to never fly again, and you gave Novaya Zemlya eight months before you took the first contract that let you stop sitting still. Somebody else opened the door first, and you walked through it because it was already open.”
“That’s a generous read of it.”
“It’s an accurate one.” She set the kettle back on its base, didn’t turn the heating element on yet, left her hand flat against the cold housing instead. “This is different. Nobody’s opening this door for you. Maria’s handing you the door and walking away. You decide if it opens. You decide what’s on the other side once it does.”
Tom looked at where her hand sat on the kettle, at the curl the drip had left, small and unremarkable and somehow the only fixed point in the room he could find to hold onto while she said the rest of it.
“She’s not wrong to send me,” he said. “No institution can make this call. Has to be a person.”
“That’s her reasoning. What’s yours?”
“I don’t have one yet. That’s why I haven’t said yes.”
Leila turned the heating element on. The old coil ticked twice before it caught. “You haven’t said no either.”
“No.”
“Same thing, Tom.”
“Not quite.”
“Close enough that the difference is you telling yourself something you need to hear more than you need it to be true.” She didn’t say it hard. She said it the way she said everything that mattered — flat, precise, without the edge that would have let him treat it as an attack instead of what it was. An observation. The kind she’d been making since before either of them called this a relationship, back when naming it would have cost more than either of them could afford.
Tom pulled a chair from the small table wedged against the galley’s far wall. One of the table’s legs was shorter than the others by a margin nobody had ever measured, corrected for years by a folded shim of composite Eliza had wedged under it during a refit and never removed, because removing it would have meant admitting the table had a problem in the first place. He sat.
“Seven people,” he said. “I have to choose who else goes.”
“You don’t.”
He looked up.
“You don’t have to choose,” Leila said. “You already know who’s going. Same five who’ve gone everywhere else you’ve gone in ten years, plus whoever Maria’s foisting on you for the gate work. Król, if the calculations are what I think they are. The only person on this ship whose presence you’re pretending is still a question is mine.”
The kettle ticked again, closer to boiling now, a rising whine under the coil’s steady click.
“I didn’t say you weren’t coming.”
“You didn’t say I was.”
“Leila —”
“I stopped asking your permission for this a long time ago,” she said. “You know that. I know you know that. So don’t spend the next however many hours pretending the crew roster’s an open question when it isn’t. Spend them on the part that actually is one.”
Tom sat with that, hands loose on the table’s edge, the shim under the short leg taking a fraction of his weight through the wood as he shifted forward.
“What Maria’s actually asking you to decide,” Leila said, pouring water that had finally reached temperature into two mugs she hadn’t asked if he wanted, because ten years had made the question redundant, “isn’t whether the mission’s survivable. She can run that math without you. She’s asking you to decide what twelve billion people deserve. Whether they get us. Whether they get anything.” She set one mug in front of him. “That’s not reconnaissance, Tom. She dressed it up in language a Committee could vote on because the real version doesn’t fit in a motion.”
Steam came off the mug in a thin unbroken line, curling once before the galley’s recycled air currents caught it and pulled it sideways toward the vent above the counter. Tom watched it go. He didn’t drink.
“I know what she’s asking,” he said.
“Do you know what you think the answer is?”
“No.”
“Good,” Leila said. “That means you haven’t decided it before you’ve seen it. That’s the only version of this where the decision means anything.”
She pulled out the chair across from him, the one with all four legs even, sat without ceremony, and hooked her foot behind his ankle under the table, where it went at every meal. Fantom’s hum ran under the floor the way it always did, the drive’s baseline note holding steady through the deck plating, through the chair legs, through the table Tom’s hands rested on — a sound so constant that he’d stopped consciously registering it years ago and would have noticed instantly if it stopped.
“You’ll say yes,” Leila said. Not a question this time either.
Tom finally drank from the mug she’d made him, the coffee exactly as bad as it had been for ten years, worse now for reasons nobody had successfully diagnosed.
“I haven’t said yes,” he said again.
“I know.”
“I haven’t said no.”
“I know that too.”






  
  Chapter 3


The chamber KASIA used for briefings had no other purpose. Bare walls, a single table, the kind of room the Accord built for decisions too large for a corridor and too small for an Assembly floor. Tom had been in it four times now. Each time, the room felt like it was waiting for something specific to happen to it. 
Król set two cups of coffee on the table, one for himself, one for Tom. He had stopped pouring one for KASIA around year two, when the joke stopped being funny.
She resolved above the table’s center panel, the crystalline lattice under her surface catching light that didn’t come from any source in the room. Tom had stopped trying to explain that to himself. It simply was, the way the harmonic thread under her voice simply was now, a quality that hadn’t existed in her before Echo, before Guardian, before whatever had happened to her that nobody had a word for yet.
“The physics package transferred to your data core six hours ago,” she said. “Eliza confirmed receipt at oh-four-forty. I assume you haven’t read it.”
“I read the summary.”
“The summary is four pages. The package is eleven thousand.”
“I read the four pages twice.”
“Then we’ll skip the physics. You don’t need to understand harmonic resonance thresholds to fly through a gate any more than you need to understand fusion to run a reactor. What you need to understand is

      ***
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