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      Even in space, she’s always been on the outside. Now she and her family face the cataclysmic consequences.

      Lync Michaels never thought her lies would have their own staggering twist. After fabricating her entire background so she could rise through the ranks, the battle strategist is devastated to discover she’s only half-human. But being the sole leader to have beaten their long-standing enemy in battle, she refuses to let politics and confusion stop her from charging back into combat.

      With a plan underway to steal one of the Galactic Alliance’s crucial Beacons, Lync wrestles with the family’s fractured agendas outside the battlefield. But after she finally leads her Ulixi people in a revolt against the military, she demands that any daring plot to save humanity will be done as equals.

      Can Lync unite a divided army before they’re sent to their doom?
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            SHAUNA OLIVAW

          

          SOL, OORT CLOUD — 2272

        

      

    

    
      Zachary glanced left and then right. It was funny watching him try to address her as if she were any one of the particular robotic constructs escorting him. Shauna was both of them at the same time. She also had the consciousness feed from the shuttle popping in and out of her mind when the line of sight precisely hit her antennae without diffraction.

      “And you’re sure you didn’t detect our Olivaw drive inside that thing?” Zachary began. “I mean, it’d be easier if we⁠—”

      “Negative,” she interrupted. “It would’ve shown up on the many frequencies we monitor. Even the military drives have ways for us to detect them. No, whatever is powering that shuttle isn’t one of ours.”

      The fact that he still questioned her as if she made normal human errors in judgment was frustrating. If she’d detected anything indicating this was an Olivaw drive, she would’ve said so. She wasn’t a newbie making a gut call. She was a computer with a human consciousness. One capable of trillions of calculations per second. Hell, she could read a lidar scanner and scan millions of frequencies in the visual and non-visual spectrum in the time it took him to blink.

      She was impressed when he finally ordered her to head out on this rock in the first place. While he was growing up to be a strong man, he was taking his sweet ass time. Her death had done a number on his confidence, and this robotic crutch wasn’t helping with that.

      Had the Four-Laws not compelled her to keep him out of harm’s way, she’d have told him to get off his duff and protect her planetesimal. When she’d been truly alive, she’d spent decades restoring this place and buried down below were the remains of her human body. It was her god-damn shrine, and she didn’t need pirates looting it.

      They needed to branch out and take control of this situation. Her first form could watch after Zachary. She’d take the second one around the other side.

      “It’s over this ridge, so stay sharp and stick to that copy of me.” She veered her second humanoid form left, heading away perpendicular to him.

      “Watch after him,” she transmitted to the first copy.

      “Always,” her first copy replied subconsciously. “Take care of yourself and do me a favor. Kick their ass if you get to them before we do.”

      “Oh, I plan to, and then some.” No one messed with her family, and they certainly didn’t frak with her grave.

      As she distanced herself from the others and worked her way to the far side of the crater, she kicked her chassis into its maximum speed. Crawling at five kilometers per hour was painful. She could achieve seventy kilometers per hour on this planetesimal before she’d break loose and float out of control. It helped that the core of this rock was metallic. The magnetic implants in her feet used that fact to maintain her altitude near the surface.

      Coming around the crater, she still hadn’t detected any transmissions on the surface, nor had there been any signs of movement. The shuttle craft they’d spotted before landing should be opposite this rock formation.

      She stepped up to the edge of the jagged outcropping and worked her hand over the dusty orange face to expose the cameras in her fingers to what was on the far side. There, in the crater’s shadow, about fifty meters from her current position, was the Blazer Dragonfly shuttle they’d seen from orbit. It was parked beside a small cave entrance that had never been there. These bastards had defaced her home.

      The cavern was too dark to make out any details, so she turned her attention to the shuttle. The elongated starship reminded Zachary of a classic sci-fi cruiser, but she saw it differently. To her, it looked like an ergonomic vegetable peeler. Had the kid ever made his own meal by hand, he might’ve had similar ideas.

      While she was studying the ship’s exterior, trying to make sense of the shape of the drive cones, two humanoids walked out of the cave and headed toward the side of the shuttle, opposite Zachary’s position. They were each carrying small transparent tubs that sort of looked like specimen containers. When she zoomed in, there was some type of black powder filling the inside. Where the frak was that coming from? Were they mining the planetesimal?

      She took a moment to analyze a data feed from Zachary and her first copy on the far side of the shuttle. They’d just come into view and for some reason her other form thought it was safe to burst to her. The two humanoids exiting the shuttle froze in their tracks and began gesturing frantically with their arms, pointing in Zachary’s direction.

      “Shit, we’ve been made,” she muttered into the electronic ether. There was no one to hear her except her own mind locked in this robotic cell. She wouldn’t dare risk a useless burst like that and give away her position.

      The two humanoids shoved each other until the one nearest her backhanded the other. Rather than return the gesture, they merely paused and bowed toward the other. A moment later, they both spun in place and sprinted back inside the shuttle. The boarding ramp began retracting inward at once.

      She had to think fast. Her sensors showed they were powering up the landing drives on the bottom side of the shuttle. They were either preparing to exit stage left or were mounting an assault on her son.

      With that spark of an idea from her human consciousness, her Four-Laws engine kicked in, taking control of the robot’s humanoid shell and leading her full tilt toward the shuttle. Apparently, she wasn’t letting them get away. Either that or the computer side of her brain wanted her to disable their weapons. She really needed to keep her internal thoughts to herself.

      As she approached the shuttle, she assessed her options. The ramp had retracted; the door was closed, and the ship was lifting off. It was only millimeters higher than it was a second earlier, but to her an eternity had passed.

      While the shuttle’s exterior was sealed, there were numerous ways she could break inside, including a manual override, but that was on the far side. For now, she’d need to find somewhere to grab on before she worked her way around. Maybe if she got lucky, the bastards would have left their helmets behind, and she could just vent the internal oxygen.

      She leapt upward between the two massive dormant rear drive cones and grasped a maintenance ladder before climbing topside. The shuttle had begun its ascent in earnest as she scrambled up and across the top toward the port side. She used any nook she could find to grasp onto, and she also engaged the magnetic fields in her body to remain attached, all the while being careful not to make a sound. Based upon the files she had for this class of ship, if there were standard armaments, they’d be flanking each side near the front. Port side was as good as anywhere to start. Zachary should be able to see her, and perhaps she’d manage a tight beam in the open.

      Just as she’d made her way to port and was about to climb down the side, the ship rocked. Zachary and her copy were launching an assault on the shuttle, attempting to take out the drive with a round of red-hot plasma. The external cameras on the bottom surface of her torso showed the remnants of the drive. It was glowing brightly and the section she’d climbed had melted away, but otherwise it was intact. Whatever they made it from, a direct hit from a round of ionized gas hadn’t taken them out.

      She had to keep going. There was still a chance the pirates might turn about and confront Zachary, and that wasn’t acceptable to her Four-Laws engine. It was willing her to move forward, and she was incapable of resisting it. She reached around the side of the ship and continued her climb toward where the external weapons mount would be. There was definitely a pod there. From the looks of it, they had missiles and a few light laser armaments.

      Fantastic. Why couldn’t this be a simple pirate ship? Why did it have to be a well armed one?

      As she worked her way toward the bow, she kept an eye on the weapon mounts. Suddenly, the ship rocked sideways, again. From the change in brightness around her, two more plasma charges had hit their mark. As a third was approaching, the pilot of the Dragonfly veered starboard and dodged the glowing energy round.

      A few meters closer and that would’ve been the end of her little hero trip. It was strange being in the moment, struggling to save her son and yet missing the normal human feelings of a body. The sweaty palms, shaking extremities, or raising heart rate were gone. While she sometimes felt phantom pangs of those feelings, her A.I. consciousness kept the mirage of her former human emotions in check. She was a robot, not a frail biological.

      The weapon’s pod was only a half meter away when something strange happened. A fine layer of sparks sprinkled over the exterior of the Dragonfly. Waves of flickering light flowed over her, like water lapping over a tortoise on the ocean shore.

      Her sensors exploded with data, and she couldn’t make up or down from it. The whole thing was odd and wonderful, sort of like they were entering a warp bubble, but that couldn’t be. No one had that technology besides them and the Galactic Alliance.

      And then everything blinked out. Engulfed on all sides, her body entered a powdery windstorm of radiance. It reminded her of the wicked snowstorms in Michigan she’d played in on vacation as a kid. Except the odds were that this whiteness wouldn’t end in hot cocoa.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Somewhere Outside Sol

      

      

      When she finally dropped out of the clouds of white, it took her sensors several minutes to recalibrate. She was attempting to make headway breeching the ship at the same time she was figuring out what was going on around her. Her probability matrix gave her a ninety-nine percent with five nines of certainty that she’d been in a warp bubble. Combine this with the fact that they hadn’t found the Galactic Alliance, and it meant only one thing.

      The Galactic Alliance had found them.

      With her sensor suite finally back online, it only took her a moment to match the star patterns around the ship. They were close to home, just outside Sol. None of the stars had changed much from their current positions. Her internal clocks showed they’d been traveling for thirty minutes and were headed into deep space.

      She didn’t know how long they’d be out of warp, and the sooner she could interface with the ship, the better off she’d be. Whoever was inside had either stolen probe technology from the Olivaws or were observing the happenings of Sol from afar.

      This ship had to have some type of external mating connector of some kind. Something they could use at a spaceport to get a hardline into the infrastructure. It was the easiest way to securely upload data, recalibrate systems, and download transmitter telemetry. She brought up the schematics for this class of ship in her mind’s eye. The connection she was looking for was on the port side. On her side. It was several meters in front of the weapons pod.

      The pathway to the connector was simple enough, but she still took it slow. Risking detection now would lose their upper hand. She needed to find out who or what was inside this thing.

      As she crept on all fours past the weapon mounts, her Four-Laws engine itched. She was putting herself in harm’s way, and the path to her safety was not clear. One’s needless recklessness violated the Third Law of A.I.

      
        
        An artificial intelligence in physical or virtual form must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the Zeroth, First, or Second Laws.

      

      

      She was gambling on something in those first three laws that would usurp this tier of per programming.

      The communication port was standard CoPE tech and easy for her to interface with. She extended a data connector from her hip, being careful not to trigger an external connection warning. Her A.I. side knew the protocol forward and backward, so bypassing this level of the mating process was child’s play. Getting past the security protections inside would be another matter entirely. While the Blazer company wasn’t the leader in drive technology, their computer systems were top-notch. Fortunately for her, the internals of her robotic form weren’t too shabby, either.

      As she navigated the systems, she also rerouted a trickle of power to recharge herself. Not knowing how long she might be out here meant she should top off her charge any chance she got.

      An hour into the connection, she hit pay dirt. She’d been able to bypass the central data core and focused on taking control of the internal systems of the ship instead. Reading someone’s personal logs and replaying the telemetry of where they’d been would come later. Right now, she wanted to see who was inside. To accomplish that, she needed access to the ship’s environmental crawlers and repair bots.

      It was slow-going for a while. She gave a single crawler bot instructions to navigate around the ship, probing each of the rooms within the luxury vessel. After making several recordings, it returned to physically connect with the base station. Only then could she download and replay the visuals. She didn’t want to risk needless wireless broadcasts for fear of being detected.

      Just over thirty minutes into the back-and-forth game of telephone and she found what she was looking for. There in her mind’s eye were either two ugly aliens, or some humans preparing for a costume party.

      They had sixteen eyes and two long antenna atop their head that articulated around as if the stalks had minds of their own. One of them appeared to be eyeing her robotic form, following its every movement. She made sure to follow the normal routes these service bots had taken in the past. Introducing new stimuli the occupants weren’t accustomed to wouldn’t help her situation.

      She flinched when the alien nearest the crawler reached out and picked it up. The alien’s antenna bent down and rubbed up against the exterior of the service bot, almost as if tasting it. A second later the aliens emitted a series of high pitch clicking and squeaking noises and their body gyrated uncontrollably. Were they laughing at the robot?

      Perhaps they saw the device as crude. She earmarked that audio recording and began processing it, seeing if she could translate it over time or cross-reference it with the Galactic Alliance data she had in her memory banks. It was limited at best, but she had something.

      The alien antenna thoroughly inspected the bot before they tossed it over its shoulder. Microscopic jets of air fired from all sides, and the bot safely landed on the ground and crawled toward the nearest uplink recess to receive further directions. As it passed midship, she spotted a table covered in alien tools.

      Snatching a tool would be risky if they could detect its location within the ship. To defend against this, she merely had to get it into her torso to shield it using her stealth storage. Zachary liked to call it absolute blackness, but the name never caught on with her. Its purpose of stealth was all her mind cared about.

      She’d always been a gambler, and recovering the object was no different. This was likely to be one of many such leaps of faith she’d need to take in order to survive this mission. She intended on living long enough to transmit her findings to her people, so she might as well gather as much intel as possible.

      The smallest of the devices she’d seen on the table would require two service bots to procure. Dozens of the tiny robots were onboard and there were printers to churn out more if needed. If she could figure out how to take control of that system without being detected, she could make this ship do her bidding from the outside.

      She issued the commands for the bots to collect the device, using another pair of service bots as a diversion up front. She directed them to work their way up the chairs of each alien and interface with their computers. The act of doing this was standard procedure, but she wanted them to make a bit more noise, vibrating their legs as they ascended the surface rather than in their usually stealthy way. She figured it would get the aliens’ attention and give the other two bots enough latitude to grab the object and bring it to the waste processor onboard the ship.

      Normally, excrement within a human space vessel was reprocessed and broken down for its useful bits. Nothing was ever destroyed, but every so often when an infection hit, the risk of cross contamination meant it needed to be dealt with. Because of this, ships had been designed to eject waste to the outside. The idea of poop floating in space had been the focus of many memes over the centuries, but in reality, these systems were only used dozens of times a year throughout all of Sol. Running into someone’s fecal matter in space was as probable as finding an alien, the irony of which wasn’t lost on her.

      She reprogrammed the waste processor in the rear restroom to eject without recording or alerting the central core. It was simple to bypass the software safeguards when you had physical access. Almost every security countermeasure the Blazer company built into the ship had a manual override. If you breached someone’s physical security, you had the literal keys to their castle.

      After she triple checked the programming, she disconnected from the ship and headed sternward toward the waste ejection port. About five minutes later, the small rectangular alien device that had been resting on the table popped out the side of the ship and into her awaiting hand. She had it safely ensconced in her stealth compartment within seconds and started her analysis, bombarding the device with nanites and multilevel scans.

      While she was processing the initial results, her cameras detected a nearby locker she’d passed over. It wasn’t on the plans she had in her memory banks for a Dragonfly shuttle. Changes to space cruisers weren’t uncommon. For the right price, the sky was the limit with any incentivized company in Sol.

      Putting one hand ahead of the other, she continued her magnetic crawl toward the hatch and inspected it. It was simple enough, a manual latch that opened from the outside. The lock seemed crude and she should be able to disengage it with the right command codes, but she didn’t want to risk detection.

      If this turned out to be an external tool storage bin like she imagined, she might just have a way to hitch a ride for the long haul.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Location Unknown —  2273

      

      

      Shauna had been in warp for nearly a year. Fifty hours after exiting the bubble in Sol, they entered it again. According to her calculations, it’d been just enough time for light to reach their location from when they’d left her memorial site, assuming they were traveling at Galactic Alliance superluminal speeds.

      They must’ve been waiting to see if they had a tail. She couldn’t tell what they’d done on the outside of the ship to determine they weren’t followed, but one of the aliens had cycled the atmosphere and left the ship in their environmental suit. This time they used a different helmet, one far less human looking and giving their antenna room to move about.

      Her body was safely stowed in the external locker she’d discovered. She spent the better part of a week gradually breaking into it from the inside out. Once her calculation had shown it to be safe, she programmed the service bots to begin the slow job of reaching out to her. All the while she tucked herself into a rather unflattering position and took most of her physical shell offline to conserve energy. When they finished burrowing through, the bots spliced into the ship’s network to give her a direct interface to maintenance systems.

      She spent most of her time analyzing the data she’d retrieved from the scans of the stolen alien tool. After days of trial and error, she reverse engineered the device’s APIs and figured out how to communicate with it. It was a machine and therefore no different from her. Its design was highly structured and logical to navigate once you knew how to talk to it.

      The device turned out to be a surveying tool. From her crude analysis, she deduced the aliens must have used it to direct the mining operations at the planetesimal. It had a range of settings, and while none of them breached her stealth container, it returned a surprising level of detail for anything she placed in the compartment alongside it.

      While the device didn’t offer her a translator, once she realized what it was, she used it to translate parts of their language. The different scan results on its display were combined over time to create a master codex of symbols to their human equivalent. It was monotonous, but some progress was better than nothing.

      Over the course of the weeks and months that followed, the service bots brought her more alien tools and equipment littered around the ship. The aliens onboard had entered some type of cryo-stasis liquid soon after they’d dropped into warp the second time and hadn’t made a peep since.

      During her slow explorations of the ship those first weeks, she found what she thought was the primary alien control unit running the show while the aliens slept. They’d coupled it with the ship’s data core midship. She didn’t know how it hadn’t detected her, but perhaps they didn’t bother to interface with and learn all the crude human systems. Their loss was her gain.

      The only thing she couldn’t breach was the storage containers holding the black dust the aliens collected from her memorial site. She’d made countless attempts to open the latches, but one could only try so many random things while cleaning the ship and still avoid detection. If she had physical access, she might’ve made more progress getting inside.

      A few weeks shy of one year at warp and the Dragonfly dropped into regular space. Coinciding with that moment, the aliens’ cryo-pods opened.

      During their sleep, she managed to patch into the ship’s broader systems. While controlling the ship was out of the question, she routed copies of their data streams through her computational core, giving her the ability to see everything they could.

      What she saw when they dropped out of warp was beyond her imagination. There were moons, thousands of moons. At least they looked like moons at first. It wasn’t until the alien scanners connected to the Dragonfly completed their stellar scans that she recognized them for what they really were, massive alien starships. From the volume of ships transferring into and out of the dark spheres, they were preparing for something big.
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      He’d been turning the idea over and over again in his head for days, and the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. They were outgunned in Sol, and the Galactic Alliance forces in Epsilon Eridani were a quarter the size. If the rumors were true, they’d only have one chance at the Beacon of Therion. That window of opportunity would present itself in the seconds after the closing of the Dark Nebula. It was then that the mythical object from the Builders would be exposed.

      Zachary paced around the front of the room, waiting for Mayor Nathan Clarke to arrive with the rest of the battlefield generals. At least that’s what they called themselves. A few had made their way here from Sol, but the people with that title here in Zeta Lupi were by label only. While some had seen battle, they were scientists and engineers first, not military.

      The entrance to the vast chamber opened, and Mayor Clarke walked down the hall, flanked by the soldiers escorting him. Close behind were his two handpicked generals and two more from Sol.

      “This’s far enough.” Nathan rested his hand on the soldier to his left.

      “We were instructed to escort you the entire—” the soldier began.

      “I don’t think Zachary Olivaw is going to assassinate me. You and the rest of your guard can backtrack up to the doors and close them on your way out.” He gestured toward the back of the room.

      The soldier glanced to his left at General Raft from Sol. The general nodded, and the soldier spun around.

      “I want two per door!” the soldier said, barking orders at the others. “Split up into four groups. This place has entries on all sides. Keep your eyes open. Now move, move, move!”

      The soldiers fanned out to cover the perimeter. A moment later the doors sealed them in and the sound of their locks clanged through the room.

      “That’s a bit much, isn’t it?” Zachary scratched his head.

      “You’re telling me.” Nathan walked up onto the stage and reached his hand out toward Zachary. “It’s good to see you again. Last time we had a fair amount of comm lag.”

      He’d briefly spoken to Nathan a few months back, before they departed to the Lupus Dark Nebula, and that was with a five-minute lag in between broadcasts. “Yeah, sorry about that. We were sorta in a hurry. I appreciate you making the time to speak with me, Mayor. We only arrived an hour ago, but it’s imperative we move on to the next stage of the plan.”

      Nathan chuckled and glanced around at the generals. “Fantastic. And here I thought we were just twiddling our thumbs building a fleet of battleships and fighters to save Sol.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant.” He had to slow down. He wasn’t any more in charge of these people than Bradley. Neither of them had held an elected office in any star system, and they certainly couldn’t go ordering anyone around. “What I meant to say was, I have some intel to share with you from our mission. I believe it will influence your next step in saving humanity.”

      He glanced away from Nathan and only now noticed the generals had surrounded him on all sides, pinning him in front of the wall screen. It was unnerving how the four of them stared silently, doubtless planning how to remove him from the situation as quickly as possible.

      “Relax.” Nathan gestured down with his hands. “You seem a lot like your brother. A million clicks ahead of everyone else in the room. How about you slow down and catch us up? I’ve only read over the briefing that Libby put together summarizing your last mission. She didn’t get into the details about this meeting. Only the small discovery that you found humanity’s home star system, fought with multiple alien superpowers, and uncovered the fact that this whole Galactic Alliance thing might be a big misunderstanding. That we’re in fact, a species well over five thousand years old and had superluminal travel before nearly every other alien. You know, the high-level stuff.”

      Zachary smiled and then broke out into a laugh. He couldn’t help himself. “I’m sorry. Yes, that’s a lot to take in. We’ve had far longer than anyone else to absorb the news over these past weeks. As you can imagine, we didn’t believe it was safe to send these details back in our probes.”

      “I should think not,” General Green said. “With the distance between you and us, any number of aliens could have intercepted it. At least according to the galactic maps we’ve been briefed on since being allowed in the Circle of Trust. I believe that’s what you Olivaws call it.”

      “Called it,” Zachary said, correcting him. “Past tense, General. We’re beyond all of that bullshit from my family’s past. Everyone’s in the loop now.” He scanned the faces surrounding him. “Well, everyone with clearance, that is.”

      The generals all chuckled.

      “Besides,” Zachary continued. “None of the aliens we would’ve encountered en route to the Lupus Dark Nebula have evolved enough to pose a threat to us. If they had been, we’d have bigger problems right now.”

      Nathan raised his eyebrows. “Bigger than a galactic invasion threatening our very existence?”

      “With the closest Galactic Alliance species over eighty light years from our current location, we’re pretty safe out here. There are hundreds of thousands of stars between us and them. The odds of an alien finding⁠—”

      “Please don’t finish that sentence,” Nathan interrupted, raising his hand for Zachary to stop. “I’m not one to be superstitious, but I prefer not to tempt fate. Why don’t you get on with why you called us here?”

      Zachary nodded. “Certainly, Mayor.” He gestured over his shoulder and brought up a picture that caused each of them to take a step backward with their mouths gaping open. “That, sirs, is the Beacon of Therion. The heart of what gives the Galactic Alliance their stranglehold over the galaxy. It has allowed the Qudoculi and Thyreuns to run roughshod over nearby aliens, and it was used to extinguish the flame of humanity four thousand years ago. What I’m here to propose to you today is that we steal it out from under their noses.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d been there for hours and had been joined by a dozen other members from engineering and the military. They were all lower in the ranks, but each had some experience flying in either Zachary’s mission or testing the gate drives around Zeta Lupi. A moment earlier, the generals invited Pluto into the chamber.

      He nodded at her as she made her way down the aisle and joined them on stage. She smiled when she passed him, giving him her usual wink before stepping up beside the other members from their Lupus mission.

      “So you’re telling me we’re simply going to drop in, scoop it up, and gate away. Am I following you?” General Yule asked.

      “That’s right.” Zachary nodded toward the battle plans he’d placed up on the wall screen. “We’re proposing multiple waves of ships to act as cover for our catchers, but yeah, it’s a snatch and grab. Or in this case, a snatch and gate.”

      The engineers in the audience chuckled, but the military folks didn’t find it funny. Evidently, their entire plan wasn’t up to snuff with them.

      “It’ll never work,” General Raft said. “There are too many moving parts, and we don’t have enough time to coordinate.”

      “I beg to differ,” Harold interrupted. “At the current rate of learning, construction, and with several well-planned test exercises, this plan has a seventy percent chance of success.”

      Everyone in the room went quiet.

      “Remind me never to have you share the odds of someone’s death next time,” Zachary subvocalized to Harold.

      “What Harold meant to say was that it’ll succeed.” Zachary took a deep breath. “You don’t even want me to ask him what the odds of our success in Sol are.”

      “I made that mistake last week.” General Raft shook his head. “The odds weren’t even a quarter that.”

      “Sorry, sirs. There’s no point in sugarcoating it,” Harold said.

      “What are we missing?” Nathan asked. “I mean, obviously you’re not telling us something. Nothing is this simple.”

      “Oh, there’s nothing simple about this plan.” Pluto stepped toward the group of generals, shouldering her way through the crowd. “We need to wrangle the people in Tau Ceti back here, train hundreds of pilots, and hope we have a few Ulixi in the bunch. Add to that, we need to build thousands upon thousands of fighter craft, and time our arrival precisely after the GA uses the Beacon to seal the Dark Nebula. Nothing about this mission is simple, Mayor, sir.”

      He raised his hands to his face and shook his head. “Well, since we’re laying it all out on the table, we might as well tell them about the Beacon itself.”

      The collective audience glanced at each other and then toward him, hanging on his next words.

      Nathan broke the silence. “What does that mean?”

      Pluto chimed in. “There are rumors the Beacon renders lesser species in a state of awe, unable to control their faculties. Allegedly, they stare at it until it’s shielded, or they die of starvation, whichever occurs first.”

      Nothing about this meeting had gone as planned, and the longer he was here, the less he imagined this mission was going to work, let alone be approved.

      “And why do we want the Beacon?” one of the engineers asked. “I’m sorry if you reviewed it already, but I only just arrived.”

      “The Galactic Alliance reveres these Beacons.” Zachary stepped toward the wall screen and craned his neck. “There are eight of them, spread throughout the galaxy. The network of Beacons gives the alliance instant communication to anywhere a Beacon is present. The distances between them and the lag are as low as you and me here today. With them, the Galactic Alliance can coordinate an assault. Add to this the fact that many of the species in the alliance use the Beacon to focus their mental and spiritual powers, and you have a super weapon. One that is only ever revealed to the galaxy when the alliance seals a Dark Nebula.”

      Nathan was shaking his head. “I get all that. But why do we want it? Won’t they use it against us somehow? And besides, there’s only one of them within reach.”

      Ibu stepped out from behind Pluto and he did a double take. He hadn’t even seen them enter. How the heck had they gotten in here?

      “I asked them to come,” Pluto subvocalized to him. She must’ve noticed his reaction to Ibu.

      “But why?” he replied subvocally.

      “With it, you’ll see everything they see,” Ibu began.

      The people in the room stepped away from the little girl. None of them had expected to see a child in the room.

      Fortunately, Ibu didn’t notice and continued. “You’ll know everything they know. With the right decoding, you’ll also be able to translate and understand their thoughts and every communication. They don’t know humanity has returned to the Lupus Dark Nebula. They can’t comprehend what you discovered inside. With a Beacon of Therion, you would have the upper hand. Any species strengthened by the Beacon, will suddenly be weaker. The Thyreus and Qudoculi have shared this Beacon for millennia and their power will be instantly diminished. The blow will be swift, and it will be felt around the galaxy.”

      You could hear a pin drop when Ibu finished speaking. Zachary walked up and rested his hand on their shoulder before returning his attention toward the generals.

      They were each staring at Ibu, taking in the implications of their words.

      “And… who are you?” General Yule asked. “Your name isn’t coming up on my retinal comm.”

      He squeezed Ibu’s shoulder. “This is Pluto’s niece, on her mother’s side of the family.” He waved his hand. “It’s a long story, but she was with us on our trip to Lupus, and she spent a lot of time reading all of the lore and material we found.”

      General Yule squinted and slowly nodded his head. His eyes were questioning the lie, but Zachary hoped that Harold could cover his tracks quickly.

      “Who cares,” General Raft said. “You’re telling me we’re doing all of this for a little Beacon.”

      Ibu tilted their head and squinted past the general, focusing on the image of the Beacon on the wall screen. “The Nanil had the luxury of being present with a Beacon of Therion on two occasions. It’s written about in the Book of Truth. They spoke of being at one with the universe, of hearing the voices of everyone and everything. Of being told the truth of their very existence in the universe. The two Nanil present returned to their home world on Devid. Upon their return, they penned the Book of Truth and lived to be nearly one thousand years old, twice the age of any Nanil in history.”

      Again, murmurs spread throughout the room as everyone absorbed the scope of what Ibu had just told them. For some reason, their little alien friend neglected to tell him about this. He would’ve led with it had he known.

      Nathan ran his hand through his hair and eyed Zachary. “You buried the lead on purpose, didn’t you?”

      He faked a smile.

      “So, what happens if we don’t take a shot at this Beacon?” Nathan asked. “Let’s pretend for a moment that we didn’t know about this. What then?”

      Zachary was about to answer him when Harold jumped in. “We continue on with Sol, of course. We originally had a fifteen percent probability of success confronting the Galactic Alliance forces there. That was without considering the Selene moon ships which will more than likely depart from Epsilon Eridani to bolster the forces in Sol. With these added cohorts, and knowing the Beacon will be present at some point in the star system, I believe the odds in Sol would be insurmountable.”

      He sighed and shook his head before opening a subvocal comm to Harold. “I thought I asked you not to talk to people about death or statistics.”
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        * * *

      

      He stared out across the expansive hangar, bustling with activity. What was once an assembly line of construction robots was now an active star port teeming with movement and signs of humanity. People were shouting at each other and cheering their training successes. At the same time, cargo ships flowed into and out of the berths, bringing much needed resources and people to Zeta Lupi The Wheel.

      While he stood at the railing, he leaned forward to study the unloading of the nearby mining vessel which had recently docked. Robots engulfed the exterior, nearly ripping the doors open and emptying the massive hauler of the ore that was the lifeblood of their expansion and warfare plans. Orangish sparkling minerals poured into the hoppers of the robotic haulers as they zipped into the distance toward the refinery tubes to dump the contents. Minutes later, they were back to take on more.

      “What’s that one hauling?” Zachary asked. “The orange stuff looks like North Carolina mud.”

      “It’s actually water ice,” Shauna replied. “The orange comes from the excess iron in the asteroid. It was a double mineralogical win. We’re running out of low-hanging fruit planetesimals nearby and need to venture further into the Oort Cloud.”

      He nodded. Without a requirement to stay hidden, their objective to build had come much easier. That still didn’t solve the problem of resources, though. People didn’t realize that reality wasn’t like in the vid-sims. Asteroids and planetesimals weren’t located in dense pockets, they were spread over great distances. Occasionally, you’d find some floating together, but that was rare.

      “What do you think? Should we relocate The Wheel closer to Tiān?” he asked.

      Shauna let the question hang for a moment before answering. “I don’t know if that’s necessary. We could move it closer to another planet. Fumis or Laniger would do. By the time we moved it to Tiān, they might as well build one. This rock isn’t exactly mobile, and besides, it would be a massive waste of resources at a critical hour.”

      What she said made sense. The problem was explaining that to Mayor Clarke. He’d all but demanded it after giving in to the Beacon mission earlier this afternoon. The military brass was worried about OPSEC this far out in the middle of nowhere. Being away from their home planet and people didn’t help, either. He couldn’t imagine the pressure the Mayor must be under from his constituents to ensure the Olivaws didn’t pull one over the eyes of humanity again. In fact, Zachary had gotten Nathan’s approval to seed the details of this change in mission to key individuals. They were planning to leak that it was Nathan’s idea and not the Olivaws. He liked Nathan and would do everything he could to aid in the transfer of power. The last thing he wanted was to have to lead these people into this conflict.

      He didn’t know how Abigail had done it for so long. The pressures of rank and how he was regarded was stressful, and he wasn’t even elected. His situation was worse. He inherited the virtual leadership position due to the severity of his family’s subterfuge, combined with a gulf of confidence in the current leaders and their ability to come up to speed fast enough.

      “Do you think we’ll pull it off?” he asked as he stared out across the hangar.

      “I’m assuming you’re not referring to refining the water ice,” Shauna said.

      He chuckled. “No. I mean stealing a Beacon of Therion. The military strength of the Galactic Alliance is still unknown.”

      “It is, and it isn’t,” Shauna began. “We can assume the technological advancement of humans and Nanil in the Lupus Nebula was a similar trajectory to the GA outside the nebula. If we compare that to the details we scraped from Lisp and your sister’s time in the tribunal ships, we can safely estimate their overall power. There haven’t been many leaps or discoveries by the alliance in millennia. The science has been fairly static according to the records.”

      “So, you think we can do it.”

      Shauna laughed out loud. “I didn’t say that. I said their technology hasn’t evolved. They’re still thousands of years ahead of humans. Even with the stolen knowledge from Lupus, Little Red, and Ibu’s books, our overall scale pales compared to them. We’re talking about thousands upon thousands of Selene moon ships between Sol and Epsilon, and each of those holds hundreds of battlecruisers and thousands more fighters. I can’t imagine⁠—”

      He waved his hand for her to stop. “Ok, I get it. You’re as confident as Harold. Why even try? We might as well quit before we start.”

      “Cut the pity party shit!” Shauna said. “I didn’t raise a quitter, and you’re putting words in my mouth. You and I know the power of the gate drive is still untested in a battle scenario. We have an ace in the hole and our hand isn’t all off suit. We just can’t tell its strength compared to the GA. All we can do⁠—”

      “Is go all in,” he interrupted. When she snapped like that, hints of his mother’s personality came out. He didn’t know if it was always there and merely had trouble breaking free of the Four-Laws Engine or the sheer size of the A.I. machinations around her, but he needed it. Her candor and no nonsense point of view reminded him of Pluto.

      “Where we lack speed, we bring surprise and innovative battle strategies,” she said.

      On cue, a small squadron of gate fighters came tearing down the taxiway and dropped toward the landing pads below the lumbering, mining and transport ships. He tried to pick out which one of the arrowhead shaped crafts was holding the human and which was robotic. With the computer piloting both sets of ships, it was impossible to tell.

      While they were away, some of his team from The Wheel in Sol made their way here to Zeta Lupi, and brought with them new fighter and battle plans. They’d been pulling more military personnel into the fold in recent years and with the GA’s arrival in Sol, that recruiting was now even more frantic.

      “How many fighters do we have?” He walked down the gangplank, circling over the ships below. There appeared to be hundreds of them in the squadrons from this last exercise.

      “We have what you see here.” Bradley walked up beside him.

      Zachary glanced toward the voice of his brother. “Oh, hey. I didn’t realize I was talking out loud.”

      Bradley smirked. “You weren’t. Mom was sharing your conversation with me since I was approaching.”

      It was weird calling Shauna Mom. Bradley had started doing it after they arrived from the Lupus Dark Nebula. To him, it didn’t feel natural, but he wasn’t about to confront his brother about it.

      “Have you been studying the fighter plans, then?” Zachary asked.

      Bradley walked around him and continued toward the lift tube. “I have been. You couldn’t pay me to walk into that hornet’s nest of a meeting you were in earlier, so I poked my head in the tactical training bays on level forty-seven. They were guiding the simulations for these squadrons outside, getting everyone familiar with the new designs.”

      They both stepped into the lift tube and shot downward, popping out a moment later on the flight deck. The squadrons of black fighters surrounded them on all sides and extended well into the distance. From the looks of the people wandering through the ships, there were only a handful of human pilots among the bunch.

      “They pair each human pilot with sixty-three automated peers to make up each squadron. The flight patterns, while directed by the pilot, can be overridden on the field of battle to protect the pilot. Both they and their bombardier are treated like gold. You know, Four-Laws and all.” Bradley walked around the outside of one of the black arrowheads, sliding his hand across its surface. “I’d give anything to take one of these out for a spin. I bet it’s like that Nanil skiff we commandeered from Yaan.”

      Zachary had glanced over the fighter designs while they were preparing for the meeting with the brass. Rather than equip each ship with a gate drive and risk the technology being stolen, they were dropped into the field of battle through a stationary gate floating in space. It opened a single massive ring across space-time and allowed an entire squadron of fighters to fly through. After a few hundred gated, the tachyon field broke due to exponential power demands. This required that they open another gate to drop a few more squadrons through.

      It wasn’t ideal losing the gate tunnel, but it was actually tactically elegant. The gates themselves didn’t open that far away from the other squadrons. Given the gravity constraints of the transfer, they weren’t likely to enter too close to harm’s way unless the Ulixi who’d piloted the gate ring had been purposely trying to drop them inside another ship.

      “I assume we’re not testing these particular fighters with munitions yet?” Zachary asked as he watched Bradley lean forward and peer into the side of the now vacant sphere they’d lifted out of the rear of the ship. He appeared to be checking for its pilot or bombardier. They’d already exited stage left, according to his retinal comm.

      Bradley popped back out of the sphere and shook his head. “Na, not yet. We’re still far from using real munitions. Besides, I think they were debating about what to arm them with until we arrived with the GA weapons’ playbook. They’ve been drooling and arguing over the plans for hours down there. I had to step away before they asked my opinion.”

      “I’m sure they could use your help. You and Pluto are technically the only people who’ve fought an alien ship and lived to tell the tale.”

      Bradley spun around to face him. “Not true! Don’t forget about Crayo and Lync’s little excursion near Jupiter.”

      “Ah yes, I forgot about that. You understand what I meant, though.” He walked up beside Bradley and leaned forward to peer inside the crew sphere. It was cramped, with barely enough room for two humans to be surrounded by mock nuclear warheads and a gate tube. The approach to dropping nukes into an alien ship had been surprisingly effective in both Lupus and Sol. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?” He spun around to face his brother, who was studying him intently.

      “Are you trying to talk me out of going?” Bradley asked.

      He shook his head and sighed. “No, I just… everyone in that room was all doom and gloom. Hell, even Harold was spouting shitty statistics about the mission.” He bumped his shoulder into Bradley as he walked past. “I’ve only had you back in my life a few months, and I’m not keen on losing you again.”

      “Hey!” Bradley reached out and spun him to face him. “You’re the one who went and played hideout for over twenty years, pretending you were headed to Epsilon Eridani. We could’ve had a lot of time together before I left.”

      He waved his hands and raised them in submission. “I know, I know. It was all part of the shitty master plan. I sometimes think we take for granted the time we have when we live to be nearly two hundred. In hindsight, I don’t know what Dad and Abigail were thinking talking me into that.”

      Bradley nodded. “We all inherited that familial hot potato, bro. Now we need to do everything we can to fix what our ancestors broke.”

      He was right. Between his mother and brother, they’d shown him time and again that he needed to lean on others to guide his North Star. Otherwise, he’d spiral into places that weren’t healthy for anyone.

      “I should warn you, you’re gonna be locked up in that rock for a few months.” He glanced over and watched as Bradley fiddled with something in his pocket. “You sure you can handle sitting still that long?”

      Bradley squatted down and rubbed the support pillar that rose out of the ground to hold the sphere and to prevent it from rolling. “Should be plenty of time to beat Pluto at poker. I swear she cheats like the dickens. I can’t ever seem to bluff her.”

      He turned and glanced out across the sea of ships at his level and overhead. “Just do me a favor, would you? Keep an eye out for her.”

      “I’ve got her back, bro.” Bradley hopped up out of a squat as a repair bot rolled up and started tweaking something on the exterior of the sphere they were standing near. “Why’s she so hell-bent on going, anyhow?”

      He swallowed hard. “Her sister’s on Liprosus.”

      “Oh shit, yeah. I forgot.” Bradley took a step forward and tried to push the robot with his foot, but it didn’t budge. He then spun around to face him. “I’d ask you to look after Cynthia while I’m gone, but I’m pretty sure she’d put you in your place if you told her what to do.”

      Zachary glanced over his shoulder. “And Pluto wouldn’t do the same with you?”

      Bradley reached up and scratched his neck, studying the repair bot. He didn’t bother replying. They both knew the answer to that question. “Is this going to work?”

      He spun around and tilted his head. “Do you mean you continuing to try to push robots over like you did when we were kids, or the mission?”

      The little robot rolled closer to them, and Bradley gave it another push with his foot. It didn’t reposition itself or adjust its weight at all. “I still think Harold is fraking with me half the time. He knows the geometry of these things are cattywampus, and then he rolls them up and taunts me, almost begging me to give ‘em a push.” He took his foot down off the spherical robot and stared at Zachary. “The mission. I meant the mission. Is it going to work?”

      “It’s never been done before, but then again, nothing we’ve been doing the past few years has. I guess we’ll find out.”

      A soldier jogged up beside them and then snapped at attention, saluting them both.

      He glanced at the young woman, huffing and puffing, struggling to catch her breath. She couldn’t have been any older than twenty. “At ease, soldier. We’re not military. Whatcha need?”

      “Yessir!” She saluted him. “I’ve been ordered to escort you to the mission briefing on level four.”

      “And you couldn’t have just told us that, Harold?” Bradley asked out loud.

      “I did not issue that command, sirs,” Harold said. “General Raft issued the orders directly to Private Gamal, who is now standing in front of you.”

      Bradley glanced at Zachary and mouthed the name “Raft?”

      “Yeah,” Zachary began. “He’s not happy we’re wasting our time on this ‘little beacon’.” He gestured with his fingers in the air.

      “Apparently he didn’t see the archive footage,” Bradley said.

      Zachary shook his head. “No, he did. Like we’ve said before, this new alien discovery is going to hit reset on hundreds of years of assumptions our people made about technology and the universe. Some are less able to accept that change than others.” He nodded at the soldier. “Very well, Private. Take us to General Raft. I’m pretty sure we can find our way, but something tells me you can’t leave our side.”

      “That’s correct, sir.” Private Gamal turned and began speedily walking toward the lift tube.
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      The ship shook and stabilizers whined as the boring tool advanced into the blue glow of the active gate drive. Clouds of debris billowed backward into the chamber as massive suction hoses attempted to keep the dust from covering their ship. Hundreds of articulating robots darted forward and back, grasping chunks of rock and tossing them into waiting hoppers.

      Bradley wiped at his forehead and for the third time in as many minutes, he whacked his helmet. They only had one chance at this, at least that’s what they were told. They were already dangerously close to the Epsilon Eridani Selene moon ships. Even if they were half a light day from the nearest alien vessel, it was far closer than he’d ever imagined they’d be. He must have missed that part in the mission prep.

      “Out of the Lupus boiling pot and into the firestorm of Epsilon,” he muttered.

      “What’s that?” Pluto’s eyes were fixed on the controls in front of her. She was waiting for the green light from the boring team before she guided their capsule into the hole they were digging in the asteroid. Once inside, they would sit there for a few months until they arrived safely at their destination.

      Zachary reassured him this would work, though General Raft had his doubts. Now that they were in the moment, Raft’s naysaying was eating at the edges of Bradley’s confidence. The team spent weeks preparing for this dig after Adri arrived from Tau Ceti. According to Lync, her talents were off the charts. Her ability to focus on the smallest detail while directing the tachyon fields had surpassed every other candidate in the first batch of trainees. The tiny girl’s skills were crucial to their mission’s success. He only hoped she had the mental strength to push through the pain of the long dig.

      The astronomy team had to obtain a perfect scan of an asteroid to give this mission a chance. Once they’d identified the candidate, Harold launched a probe into the system to study every square centimeter of the rock. The extreme elliptical path of the tiny rock had been a lucky find. He still couldn’t grasp how Harold had pulled it off without being discovered by the GA. The guy seemed to be everywhere at all times.

      “Shit!” Adri screamed over the open comm as the boring tool slid sideways and slammed into the superstructure of the ship. A second later the tool snapped in half and the rear section shot backwards, knocking over a few dozen robots like they were bowling pins crashing into the back wall. Another five meters to the right, and it would have collided with the collapsible barricade that protected their capsule.

      The gate winked out a moment later. All that remained in front of them was the field of stars framing the Epsilon Eridani sun in the middle. They’d lost the asteroid.

      “What the hell happened?” Bradley lurched sideways in his seat. Without the asteroid, they’d need to scrub the entire mission.

      Adri’s voice was shaking. “We had an unexpected mass appear off the starboard side of the asteroid. It was some type of alien ship from the imagery coming in from the forward probes. I couldn’t account for the additional mass in time. It threw everything cattywampus.”

      He reached up and rested his head in his hands. This wasn’t happening. Everything they’d worked for was lost. “So, now what? We go back?”

      “No way!” Adri said. “I’ve got this. Just gimme a second to see where this ship’s headed and I’ll give it another go.”

      “But the masses will move around,” Pluto said. “Especially with that ship nearby.”

      “I said I gots it! My father didn’t raise a goldbrick. He didn’t give up on us in Sol, and I’m not about to quit on you now.”

      Lync had sent on a recording with Adri when she arrived in Zeta Lupi. Said the girl was special and that her father had saved their mission escaping from the Galactic Alliance fighters. He was the first human to kill an alien in battle. Harold’s escapades saving the colonists on Liprosus didn’t go unrecognized, but this girl’s father sparked a movement with the people on Tiān. Ever since the footage of the explosion that took his life aired, the waves of volunteers hadn’t stopped.

      “Ok, we can try it again,” Moet said. “But my orders were explicit. The moment we’re detected, and the mission is compromised, we’re returning to Zeta Lupi. Is that understood?”

      “Yessir,” Adri said.

      Pluto leaned forward and tweaked something on the panel in front of her, bringing up a video feed of Adri on the screen. The little girl couldn’t have been older than six. Sweat was beading up on every centimeter of her exposed pale skin. From the look in her eyes, she was going to pass out.

      “Are you sure you’re ok, Adri? No one’s lost anything but time right now,” Pluto said.

      The little girl grabbed a towel to wipe her face and eyed the indicator that showed someone was watching her. “I’m fine, ma’am. Thank you for asking.”

      “Why don’t you take a second and drink something? You need your energy,” Bradley said.

      The girl leaned forward. Her image got bigger in their camera, and she took a long sip from a straw before leaning back in her chair. “I’m ready, Captain.”

      “Distance acquired, rotation locked.” Pluto studied her controls and then glanced back to the camera showing the bridge and Adri. “She’s all yours, dear. Give it hell.”

      The little girl scrunched up her face and narrowed her focus. A moment later, the gate in front of them formed. The blue tachyon field converged, and the stars panned around, moving up and down until ultimately settling on the asteroid. The drive plumes from an alien ship were in the distance, heading toward a faraway Selene moon as the image slid, gradually focusing on the inside of the asteroid itself.

      “I’ve got it. I’m zeroed in on our pocket,” Adri said. Her voice was strained, and her cheeks were puffing in and out.

      “Engaging secondary bore,” Moet said.

      The robotic boring machine’s rotating teeth and gravitational blasters dove into the partially excavated hole from their previous attempt. Somehow Adri had brought them back to the same point in the asteroid. Lync was right, this girl was talented.

      Chunks of rock began flying as robots clambered forward and continued their repetitive assault on the debris field in the wake of the boring machine. The power requirements for this mission were extraordinary and required the energy from two dozen ships to keep this gate open. They figured more couldn’t hurt, but little did they know they’d need to do it multiple times.

      “Are we ok on—” Bradley began.

      “Shh!” Pluto gestured for him to stay quiet.

      He studied Pluto. The woman was feeling every emotion of the young Ulixi. Just when he thought she was going to pop, she transformed. Her face went blank, and she abruptly calmed. With the seconds dragging by, and the rocks flying, Pluto slipped into a hidden rhythm. She began slowly bopping her head to the sound of chunks ricocheting against some unknown microphone in the drilling area.

      Suddenly, she started singing. “I’ll sing you a song, a good song of the stars.”

      Her voice was a cool breeze on a hot day. He’d never heard anything like it, especially coming from someone as tough as her.

      “Way — hey, blow the Galactic Alliance down. I trust that you’ll join in the chorus with me.”

      Adri replied in tune, her face a mask of pain. “Give me some time to blow the alliance down.”

      Pluto smiled and continued her song as Adri accompanied her. The sight was both shocking and eerie as the boring proceeded at a healthy clip. The girl’s anguish appeared to grow deeper and deeper by the second.

      “Blow the alliance down, bully, blow the alliance down,” Pluto sang. “Way — hey, blow the Galactic Alliance down. Blow the alliance down, everyone, from Earth to Tiān; Give me some time to blow the alliance down.”

      The panel in front of them burst with a green light and Pluto slammed the throttle forward. Their capsule shot from behind the protective cover in the corner, sending the barrier flying to the side of the ship and sticking into the wall like a knife to butter.

      “Brace yourselves!” Pluto shouted. “This is gonna hurt, and I don’t know how much room we have on the other side.”

      He watched their capsule shoot into the dancing surface of tachyons. The hope for their mission safely resting inside. When they hit the light, he
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