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“Crap.”  Centurion Eve Haller pulled out her earbug and tossed it aside in disgust.  “The damned rebels just breached our outer defensive line.  I was hoping Her Imperial Majesty’s 14th Guards might hold on a little longer, if only for the honor of the Crown.”

Lieutenant Colonel Brigid DeCarde gave her battalion operations officer an ironic smile.

“If that was the explosion we just felt, then I’d say they didn’t merely breach the outer ring but flattened it entirely, so don’t be too hard on the Guards.”

Haller made a dismissive gesture.  “One can never be too hard on the Guards, sir.  Useless gits that they are.  Good thing we pulled our people back to the inner line last night.  And too bad for the 14th, but they wouldn’t listen.  I’d say the final round is about to start.”

“Do you intend to inform her nibs?”  Major Piotr Salmin, the battalion’s second in command asked.  “Before she drinks herself into a stupor, seeing as how it’s almost lunchtime?  Or will you leave that unpleasant duty to the Guards?”

DeCarde, a muscular, square-faced blonde with deep blue eyes beneath short, sandy hair, exhaled noisily.  “At least when our dear governor general is sloshed, she’s not trying to play tinpot general based on her three years as a reserve officer in the 1st Imperial Guards forty years ago.”

“Considering the morale of the 14th Guards Regiment these days, I figure she only has to order one more suicide mission before what’s left of it defects to the enemy.  Then, we’ll be the last thing standing between a bloodthirsty mob and Countess Klim’s scrawny throat.”

Haller’s macabre laughter bounced off the command post’s solid rock walls.  “If those bastards think the rebels will accept them with open arms, they’re delusional.  After what they did?  They’ll be lucky if the only thing they get is summary execution and not the sort of treatment the Guards supposedly inflicted on rebel prisoners when we weren’t watching.”

“So will we.”  Regimental Sergeant Major Cazimir Bayn, a barrel-shaped veteran of the Imperial Marines muttered.  “Rebels won’t differentiate between the Guards and us, even if we took no part in the atrocities.  Hell, we weren’t even on Coraline when the worst of them happened.”

“True,” Haller nodded as she picked up the earbug and reinserted it.  “It’ll be a repeat of the 3rd Marines’ last stand at Fort Wagner.  No survivors.”

“Except there won’t be an Imperial Marine Corps left to commemorate our noble deaths,” Salmin, a solemn-looking, dark-haired, dark-eyed, forty-something career officer said.  “Or strike our unit permanently from the order of battle.”

Haller tilted her head to one side and held up a hand.

“B Squadron reports a rebel battalion moving up to seize the breach, but the survivors from the Guards companies manning the outer defenses are running away instead of trying to delay them.  Major Pohlitz figures their panic will infect the Guards companies holding the inner defensive line and would like to move his squadron into the fortress before the inner defensive line turns, and I quote, into a massive clusterfuck that’ll leave my ass hanging in the wind for no damn reason.”

DeCarde turned her eyes back to the status board where the tactical diagram was shifting in response to fresh data.  “Permission granted.  Tell him to try and be inconspicuous.”

She mentally cursed the blinkered idiots who sent her battalion to Coraline when they knew the entire Shield Sector was in full revolt against the imperial government.  At last count, half or more of the Marine Corps and Navy had declared for the rebellion against Empress Dendera.  But her Imperial Pathfinders were elite strike troops, not cannon fodder to be wasted on forlorn hopes, such as saving Countess Klim from a fate DeCarde thought was thoroughly merited.

If it weren’t for an inability to break her oath, something baked into the family DNA, she might have turned her battalion, the 6th of the 21st Imperial Pathfinder Regiment, against the empire herself.  Of course, since her Marines now shared the final redoubt with the last loyal unit on Coraline, there would be no going over to the rebellion.  Klim’s vicious response to the first sparks of disaffection, as per Empress Dendera’s orders, made every imperial trooper share in the guilt.  And the rebels would make sure her troops shared in the punishment alongside the 14th Guards Regiment.

A lengthy, though muted rumble echoed through the empire’s last redoubt on Coraline, a massive fortress carved out of the Talera mountain range long ago, well before humanity left its native world.  DeCarde knew nothing of the civilization that built it but admired their handiwork and believed nothing short of a kinetic strike from orbit might dent stone rendered almost impervious to any damage.  The grim fortifications overlooked rolling foothills crossed by a sluggish river that drained the surrounding countryside until it met the Western Ocean near Alexandretta, the half-destroyed colonial capital fifty kilometers away.

“Did our rebel friends find a stash of artillery ammunition we missed, or are the factories back in operation?”

The last loyal Navy ships to pass through the Coraline system weeks earlier carried out a savage orbital bombardment of rebel-held areas at Governor General the Countess Klim’s orders, enough to destroy any semblance of modern technology.  It was one more item on the long list of sins committed against the citizens of Coraline in the name of a distant empress willing to kill billions if it would help prop up her rule over a fractious empire.

“I doubt they repaired factories, Colonel.  Our last drone overflight didn’t show evidence of rebuilding.”

And it was the last drone overflight, period.  Nothing flew on Coraline or orbited the planet.  Between them, the 6th of the 21st and the 14th Guards Regiment shot down everything the rebels captured or commandeered, a favor the latter returned with interest.  The rebellion’s shock troops on Coraline came from the 118th Imperial Marine Regiment which had mutinied months earlier, and they proved to be tough, capable enemies.

“Meaning they can’t keep hammering away at Klim Castle.”  DeCarde used the ironic name her troopers gave the ancient fortifications.  Its formal designation was Talera Fortress.  “For the good it’ll do them.  Whoever built this place knew a thing or two we can’t even begin to understand.”

“Until a Navy task force loyal to the rebellion appears overhead.”  Sergeant Major Bayn, not a cheerful soul at the best of times, sounded positively glum.  “Then, it’s a quick jump to Valhalla for the likes of us.”

“Did you intend to live forever, RSM?”  Salmin gave the old noncom a sardonic grin.  “Besides, where would we go if we escape the countess’ hospitality?  Maybe the empress destroyed the wormhole network and blew up every antimatter cracking station in the sector, effectively halting FTL travel.  Right now, I figure the pro and anti-rebellion forces are probably duking it out above the sector capital, turning each other into so much orbiting scrap metal.”

“That’s what I always liked about you, Major, sir,” Bayn replied.  “Your optimism.”

“Uh-oh.”  Centurion Haller raised a hand to catch DeCarde’s attention.  “Her nibs is summoning a command conference.  Perhaps the latest rebel advance knocked her brain cells back into alignment.”

“Let’s hope she’s already well into her cups.  Otherwise, our dear countess might just decide on a sortie to end this siege in a blaze of glory, and I don’t have the patience to talk her out of it.  When is this blessed event to occur?”

“In ten minutes.”

DeCarde sighed.  She picked up her brimmed field cap, adorned with the regimental insignia of the 21st Imperial Pathfinder Regiment, a crown-topped winged dagger with the numeral 21.  Until last century, the Imperial Marine Corps boasted twenty-two elite Pathfinder Regiments.  But the current empress’ dynasty, founded by a power-mad, greedy senator who led a coup against a weak emperor and seized the throne for himself, disbanded half of the Marine Corps’ Special Forces and eliminated the Imperial Army altogether.

To replace them, he created an Imperial Guard Corps loyal to his person rather than the constitution, unlike the Navy and Marines whose allegiance was not to the person on the throne.  Now, only five Pathfinder Regiments remained.  Or perhaps not even that many.  Her battalion could well be the last of its kind remaining.  DeCarde didn’t doubt that given a chance, her regimental commander would have gone over to the rebellion and broken the crown off his insignia.  Would that she could do the same, but Klim’s actions ensured no further imperial troops would dare make overtures to the rebels, lest they be massacred out of hand.

She gave her second in command a weary grin.  “The battalion is yours if I blow Klim’s head off and end up in front of a Guards firing squad.”

“You realize the idea of taking command at this juncture simply thrills me.”  Salmin grimaced with distaste.

“If the colonel shoots her nibs, you’ll not need to worry about that particular burden, Major.”

DeCarde gave her sergeant major a tight grin.  “Now who’s being an optimist?”
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“The flagship, sir — it’s gone.”  Disbelief, mingled with outrage and not a little fear.

Captain Jonas Morane, commanding officer of the Imperial Starship Vanquish, turned tired, blood-shot eyes on the cruiser’s combat systems officer.  His angular face bore the weary, almost resigned expression of someone who knew his life was changing forever.  If they survived the next few hours or days.  

“What?”

“Valens’ subspace beacon vanished.  She’s either been taken or destroyed.”

“I guess we’ll find out which it is when the visuals reach us.  In approximately three minutes, right?”

Lieutenant Commander Annalise Creswell nodded.  She was an athletic redhead whose normally bright green eyes were dulled by the stresses of fighting a losing war.  Fatigue and worry lined Creswell’s pale features, giving her the appearance of someone ten years older.

“Three minutes, sir.”

Subspace radio was practically instantaneous within the confines of a star system.  But it still took coherent light a second to travel three hundred thousand kilometers, and Morane’s ship was fifty-four million kilometers from the main force engaging the rebels near Toboso, the Cervantes system’s sole inhabited planet.

Vanquish, a long, wedge-shaped fast attack cruiser and its three consorts sat athwart the 197th Battle Group’s escape route, waiting for the main force to disengage from a rebel ambush so they could flee through Wormhole Cervantes Two.  Hopefully toward a system still in the hands of naval units loyal to the empire, although they were getting fewer each day.

“What about the others?”

“Still transmitting.”  Creswell hesitated.  “Cancel that.  Stilicho just went dark as well.”

“Damn.”  Morane ran a hand through his short, black hair as his mind tried to deal with the rapidly deteriorating situation.  Two more heavy cruisers either taken or destroyed by Admiral Loren’s rebel fleet.  On top of their earlier losses.  

He’d told Rear Admiral Greth, the 197th’s commanding officer, it was too risky entering the Cervantes system.  The rebels surely controlled such a significant wormhole junction and were ready to attack any unwary loyalist vessels passing through.  But Greth wouldn’t hear about falling back toward the imperial capital and saving his battle group’s strength until they could join others still faithful to their oaths.  

For the sin of objecting to aggressive action against the rebellion, Morane and his fast attack cruiser were left out of battle.  Their mission was to protect the 197th’s most vulnerable units, the replenishment ship Narwhal and two frigates damaged in their previous engagement with Loren’s forces, Nicias and Myrtale.  Greth considered it a punishment for lacking the right fighting spirit.  

Morane, who was increasingly doubtful about the wisdom of fighting the rebellion head-on, voiced no objections.  He didn’t want to court a needless death.  If that made him a coward in some eyes, so be it.  The empire was finished, he could feel it in his gut, and the rebellion wouldn’t fare much better.  No entity born of such violent dissolution could last.  

Now another pair of the 197th Battle Group’s remaining heavy cruisers were gone, their crews dead.  And for what?  So a psychotic ruler could cling to her throne for another few weeks or months?

Morane kept his eyes on the combat information center’s primary display, waiting for the moment visual evidence of the flagship’s fate reached Vanquish.  With Greth gone, command would pass to the senior of the captains in the main strike force, though it wouldn’t be Tanaka, of Stilicho. 

“We just lost subspace contact with Belisarius as well, sir.”  A pause, then a gasp.

The command cruiser Valens’ image vanished in a blinding flash of light.  Seconds later, another flash announced the destruction of her consort, Stilicho.

“What the hell is happening around Toboso?”

“Perhaps Admiral Greth stumbled across several rebel battle groups concentrating for a large-scale attack.  If they were running silent, he wouldn’t have noticed them until the last minute, now we’ve lost both of our scouts.”  Creswell’s matter-of-fact tone belied the somber blanket of defeat settling over Vanquish’s combat information center.

Morane grunted.  “I’d call that a massive blunder rather than a stumble, Annalise.”  He didn’t need to add that he’d warned Greth against charging in headlong.  There was no need.  All of his senior officers had been present during that unpleasant discussion.

Two minutes later the stunned CIC crew watched Belisarius’ shields collapse after sustaining more anti-ship missile hits than its defenses could handle.  Several more volleys slammed into her massive, curved hull.  Then, she too became a miniature star with a very brief lifespan as her antimatter containment bottles ruptured.

“I still can’t believe we’re killing each other like that, Captain.”  Combat Systems Chief Petty Officer Lettis’ subdued voice sounded almost mournful.  The gray-haired spacer shook his head.

“Family quarrels are often the most vicious of all, Chief, and civil war is the ultimate family quarrel.”

“Too bad we can’t find a rogue wormhole, go back in time, and kill Dendera before she becomes empress.”

“You’d have to go back another three generations and kill Stichus Ruggero, I’m afraid.  The empire’s fate was sealed when the Senate and the Fleet failed to oppose his accession to the throne.”

Another bright light flashed across the display and Creswell consulted her status board.  “That was probably Theodosia.  She’s no longer transmitting.  The remaining ships have come around Toboso and are accelerating back toward us.”

“With the rebels in pursuit.”  Chief Lettis cursed volubly in five languages.  “The escorts are gone.  Vanished.”

Morane took a deep, calming breath to fight back the despair welling up his throat.  Only two heavy cruisers remained of the six that exited Wormhole Cervantes Two forty hours earlier.  And the ailing frigates sheltering under Vanquish’s guns were the last of the 197th’s smaller combatants.  His own ship was the sole survivor of the battle group’s half-dozen more nimble fast attack cruisers, just as Alcibiades and Hephaestion, now desperately accelerating away from Cervantes, were the last of the heavies.  Five ships left of a battle group that started out with eighteen.

According to the latest intelligence report, one only Greth and the starship captains were allowed to see, this scenario was repeating itself in sector after sector.  Dendera might hang on to Wyvern and a few of the core systems, but the rest of the empire was plunging into anarchy as warlords fought each other for supremacy.  Few of the rebellious admirals could claim Loren’s brilliant grasp of politics, let alone his charisma.  Fewer even would be able to hold their sectors once the disintegration started in earnest.

And once sundered, the empire would not be reunited in his lifetime.  It might never be reunited at all if this civil war brought down the long night of barbarism some human historians had foreseen.  And civil wars always became the epitome of savagery. 

With a heart grown heavy at the notion something would end here, today, he came to the decision he’d been contemplating for months while waiting for the right time.  

“Signals, order the rearguard to execute the planned turn and set course for Wormhole Two.  We need to get there before the rebels come any closer.  Bridge, captain here.”

A tiny holographic projection of Morane’s first officer, Iona Mikkel, appeared in midair by his command chair.

“Sir?”

“Turn the ship toward the wormhole and hit the accelerator.  We’re out of here.”

Mikkel nodded.  “I figured as much.  Do you think Alcibiades and Hephaestion will make it?”

“Depends on what sort of acceleration the rebels can manage and with what weight of ordnance.  A stern chase is a long one.  But I don’t want to stick around and find myself within range.”

“Since you’re now the senior surviving captain in the 197th, no one will be able to fault you for withdrawing.”

“Am I?”

Mikkel’s laughter held a grim edge.  “We first officers keep track of such things.  And may I suggest that the remains of our magnificent battle group haul its ass back to Wyvern where we can lick our wounds under the orbital station’s guns?”

Morane slowly shook his head.  He activated the invisible privacy screen that would keep his words from reaching the CIC crew’s ears and waited for Mikkel to do the same on the bridge.  Once the applicable telltale turned green, he said, “We’d never make it.  Too many systems between here and the capital have fallen into rebel hands.”

“Then we defect.”

“And merely prolong the agony or tear our crews’ loyalties apart?  Besides, to which of the self-proclaimed sector rulers do we pledge ourselves?  Loren isn’t the only admiral to renounce his oath.  According to a report the flagship received a few days ago, almost every sector except Wyvern’s is in revolt.  Each rebellious admiral, general or viceroy is trying to steal a march on his or her neighbors and proclaim themselves the one true ruler.  If the Shrehari weren’t going through similar troubles while fending off their former Arkanna allies, we’d surely face an invasion by now as well, or at least the Rim Sector would.  Sorry to spring this on you, but Greth wanted us captains to be the only ones who knew.  The empire is gone just as surely as the 197th’s heavies.”

Mikkel’s hologram stared at him in silence for what seemed like an eternity.  “Somehow, I knew this would come sooner rather than later.  If we can’t make it to Wyvern and don’t want to join one of the rebellious fleets, what then?”

“We quit the whole shebang.”
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The lonely walk to Governor General the Countess Jessamyn Klim’s inner sanctum through bleak corridors burned out of living granite always gave DeCarde an impression of entering the nine circles of hell, one after the other.  Klim’s appointment as regent of Coraline followed a pattern familiar since Senator Stichus Ruggero became Emperor Stichus in flagrant violation of the constitution more than a century ago.  

Of minor, if not quite penniless nobility, Klim was the sort who would sell her soul in return for preferment at court.  Appointment as governor general in one of the five hundred star systems colonized by humans was enough for an oath of undying loyalty even to a sociopathic sovereign such as Stichus’ great-granddaughter Dendera.  

Competence, a sense of responsibility or even basic morality were not required.  Greed, lust, gluttony, wrath, and treachery, on the other hand, were virtues in her circles.  And thus, humanity’s long, golden age of peace and prosperity was coming to a violent end.  A thousand years of empire undone in less than a thousand days.

It irked DeCarde profoundly that she was caught in the treacherous rapids of disintegration with nothing more than death awaiting her and the 6th of the 21st at the end.  Would matters be different if Fleet HQ sent her elsewhere, or even kept her battalion at home?  Perhaps not.  The Imperial Pathfinder Regiments were the Fleet’s quick reaction force, used to quell trouble anywhere at short notice.  If not Coraline, then another, equally rebellious star system in the Shield Sector.

Klim’s conference room seemed to float at the center of the fortress as if it was a world apart, as did her private quarters.  Her staff moved every precious hanging, piece of furniture and knick-knack into the last redoubt from her official residence when she evacuated Alexandretta ahead of the advancing insurgents.  Transport better used to bring more ammunition and supplies instead pandered to Klim’s vanity.  A cloying smell of perfume assailed DeCarde’s nostrils as she entered, something the governor general’s aides sprayed to cover the earthier aromas of Guards and Marines whose personal hygiene weren’t up to Klim’s delicate standards.

DeCarde’s Imperial Guards counterpart, Lieutenant Colonel Dagon Verkur already sat at a massive table carved from a single piece of dark, lustrous native wood.  His regiment lost more than half its strength during the vicious fighting of the last few months, including its commanding officer, a minor baronet with the tactical sense of an amoeba.  But he was adept at playing politics and enforced Klim’s decrees with utter brutality.

Verkur, the regiment’s senior surviving officer, wasn’t much better than his former CO even though his family couldn’t claim more than the odd knight in its lineage.  He knew DeCarde considered him a butcher and gave her a silent sneer when she slid into a chair across from him.

“I hear your soldiers were practicing the four hundred meter sprint earlier today, Dagon.  How will they get their exercise once the rebels finish pushing us all the way back into Klim Castle, I wonder?”  Verkur, a round-faced, middle-aged man with a weak chin and a receding hairline, made an obscene gesture at her.  DeCarde laughed, but without humor.  “I love you too.  Any idea what she wants now?  Is she running out of gin and needs us to do a sortie so we can capture the nearest distillery?”

“One day your smart mouth will buy trouble your ass can’t afford, DeCarde.  Even if you are one of Her Majesty’s super-warriors.”

“The way things are shaping up, I think we’ll be leading the final charge before that happens.  Unless you intend to commit suicide, which probably isn’t a bad choice in your case.”

The door to Countess Klim’s private apartments, a plastic panel fitted into a smooth opening carved by an alien civilization long ago, swung back.  A tall, thin, patrician woman swept through and sat at the head of the table.  Both DeCarde and Verkur examined her carefully for signs of inebriation so they might know what to expect.  She, in turn, studied them with deep-set, cold, dark eyes beneath perfectly coiffed silver hair.

“Which of you would like to tell me we’re successfully holding off the rebel scum while we prepare to retake the initiative and sally forth to our final victory?”  Her querulous voice betrayed the unsteadiness of someone overwhelmed by events and self-medicating in the most time-honored fashion.  “That explosion was our Guards Regiment dealing the enemy a deadly blow, wasn’t it?”

“The rebels breached the outer perimeter,” DeCarde said without preamble.  “We withdrew to the inner line, but at this rate, the rebels will force us back within the next forty-eight hours because it seems they found a fresh stock of artillery ammunition.  Since our own counter-battery capabilities are gone, the only thing we can do is hunker down and wait for them to run out.  This morning’s attack, thankfully, caused my unit no casualties.  How about you, Dagon?”

“Nine dead, twenty-three wounded,” he said in a flat tone.  “I’m afraid Brigid is right.  The rebels can apply pinpoint pressure on us at a ten to one ratio.  Even the best troops in the empire will eventually give way.”  

He did not, DeCarde noted, mention the possibility that his panicked soldiers might withdraw from the inner defensive line and into the fortress without even waiting for that pinpoint pressure.  Which was just as well because she’d ordered her own troops to pull back so they could avoid needless casualties.

A vexed air further pinched Klim’s narrow, bird-like features.  “Surely the Navy will be back to relieve the pressure.  Someone will have heard our distress call before the rebels destroyed our subspace transmitters.”

DeCarde shrugged.  “The last starships to visit Coraline, other than smugglers, were the one that bombarded the rebels from orbit.  Either someone is blocking the wormholes, or anything that can go FTL is busy dealing with worse messes than what we’re facing.  Or the entire sector has gone over to the rebellion and is now under Admiral Loren’s control.  Which means the next Navy vessels we’ll see will probably be keener to destroy this fortress than the people besieging it.”

“You’re a cheerful little person, aren’t you, Colonel DeCarde.”  Klim glared down her nose at the Pathfinder who was anything but small.

“Reality doesn’t care whether it makes you happy, Countess.  Reality merely demands we acknowledge it.  And the reality is that we’re fucked, with a capital F.” 

“And defeatist to boot, which the Crown has decreed is a capital crime.”

DeCarde felt anger and exasperation clamoring for release.  “Thanks to your cack-handed application of our psychotic empress’ short-sighted, idiotic policies, the rebels hoisted the black flag.  Otherwise, I’d recommend asking for terms.  Heck, I’d go out there myself and at least negotiate my battalion’s surrender.  But I can’t.  The rebels want to see every one of us hang even though we Imperial Pathfinders did not take part in the atrocities your 14th Guards Regiment perpetrated.  That’s what serving the empress has come to — collective guilt, followed by collective punishment.”

Klim and Verkur stared at her in shock for daring to criticize the sovereign.  Finally, the latter said, “That’s treasonous talk, DeCarde.  And it’s enough to see you garroted.”

“Good luck trying.”  She gave them a contemptuous glare.  “But you’ve given me an idea.  Perhaps I should simply order my Pathfinders to kill every single guardsman, then offer our beloved governor general to the rebels in exchange for letting us leave unharmed.”

An appalled look twisted Klim’s pinched face.  “You wouldn’t dare.”

“In a nanosecond.”  She nodded at Verkur.  “And he knows we can do it too.”

“I do not.”

DeCarde pointed her finger at the Guards officer and mimed firing a gun.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.  Now, if this meeting was merely so you could vent your spleen, Countess, I’ll be on my way.  I have plans to make, and Dagon has casualties to visit.  Then we need to figure out ways of prolonging this clusterfuck, so the rebels find a new hobby and bugger off.  Preferably before we run out of ammunition and rations.”  She climbed to her feet.  “Especially rations.  Enjoy your afternoon gin, Countess.”

**

[image: image]


“That probably wasn’t the smartest thing to say, Colonel.”  Piotr Salmin shook his head in mock dismay after DeCarde related her meeting with Klim and Verkur.

“No, but considering the situation, it might be our only way out.”

“And then what?  We’re stuck on Coraline.  The rebels will be able to massacre us at their leisure.  Do you think they’ll ever accept our defection?  After the last few weeks of fighting?”

DeCarde made a face.  “I suppose not.  It would have been better if we defected the moment we set foot on Coraline instead of tainting our colors with Klim’s stench.”

“Hindsight is always perfect.  We didn’t know how bad things were until our window of opportunity slammed shut, thanks once more to the Fleet’s blind, dumb and deaf intelligence service.”

“In fairness, Piotr, the sector is a hopelessly chaotic disaster beyond even the best intelligence officer’s abilities.  Perhaps even the entire damned empire.”

“May the devil take that bitch Dendera and her entire clan.”

DeCarde raised her tea mug.  “I’ll drink to that.  Somehow uttering treasonous words seems to cheer me up.”

“Should we break the crown off our badges?  You know, take it a step further and declare our own rebellion against the empire?”

“And make the battle for Coraline a three-sided mess?  Are you sniffing antimatter fuel, Piotr?”

“Just trying to find an exciting end for the 6th of the 21st.  Something for the ages.  A story they’ll be telling until the last Marine passes away.”

A profound sigh escaped DeCarde.  “I never figured I’d be re-enacting the Farhaven disaster when I took my commission.”

“It’s time someone adds a new holy day to the Marine Corps’ calendar celebrating our most heart-rending defeats.”

“Pass.”

“Not your call, boss.  Make the bugler sound the charge.”

“We don’t have a bugler, Piotr.”

DeCarde’s second in command snorted.  “Give me two minutes, and I’ll solve that little problem.”

“Drafting one of Dagon Verkur’s toy soldiers doesn’t count.  There’s too much blood on their instruments.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.  Lance Corporal Yorig in D Squadron apparently plays a mean bugle.”

She nodded while a small smile danced on her lips.  “I’d heard something to that effect.  He plays in a brass combo, right?”

“Nothing but the best thirty-second-century classical jazz.”

“Not my sort of music.  At least not right now.”

“Too old or not old enough?”

“Neither, although four hundred years old isn’t classical, Piotr.  It’s damned ancient.”

Salmin snorted.  “Depends on your definition of the word.”

“Right now, I feel ancient, but that’s probably because we’re fighting for a lost cause that wasn’t worth the life of a single Pathfinder in the first place.”  When Salmin opened his mouth to speak, DeCarde raised her hand.  “And don’t give me that ‘ours not to reason why’ crap.  I didn’t buy it when I was a noncom, and I don’t buy it now.”

Salmin took a sip of his tea and grimaced.  “It’s a real shame we’ll go down fighting with this swill in our guts rather than a proper brew.”

“Can’t be helped.”

Centurion Haller chose that moment to stick her head into DeCarde’s makeshift office.  “Observation post Theta Four reports movement behind the rebel lines.  It looks like they’re bringing reinforcements across the river.”

“Already?”  Salmin sounded incredulous.

“I guess whoever’s commanding the 118th these days believes in keeping the initiative.”  DeCarde drained her tea and stood.  “The bastard wants to make sure we’re bottled in tight so he can starve us into surrendering.  Warn the Guards please, Eve.”

“Wilco, sir.”  The centurion tossed off a quick salute and retreated into the operations room.
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Commander Iona Mikkel stared at her captain as if he’d just grown a second head.  “Pardon?”

“If my reading of the situation is correct, we’re facing a civilization-level collapse the likes of which humanity has never seen before.  And it will happen very quickly.  No matter where we go or who we join, our future is bleak at best.  Give it a few decades, and we might well see star system after star system lose its technological base, either to orbital bombardment by rivals, lack of maintenance as interstellar trade grinds to a halt or simple neglect.  Once that happens, we’ll lose the ability to build and fuel FTL ships, and that means the end of our interstellar civilization.”

“Isn’t that just a bit overly pessimistic, sir?”

“Is it?  Since Loren proclaimed the Shield Sector’s secession from the empire, we saw people wearing the same uniform as you and I kill countless thousands of their former comrades and destroy some of the most advanced starships ever built.  Do you think they’ll hesitate to bombard planets resisting them, or destroy trade to starve holdouts?  And then we’ll see scavengers come around, the human and non-human slavers, pirates, reivers and corsairs who lurk beyond the frontiers.

“They’ll be looking to feed off humanity’s remains and take what we didn’t destroy ourselves.  Then, at a given point, if we’re not there yet already, destruction and death will amplify each other in a closed loop and grow until no one can stop the madness.  As history has proved many times, this ends only when nothing remains.  The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are riding across the galaxy, Iona.  And they won’t leave until they’re sated.”

“War, famine, pestilence and death.”

“Pretty much in that order.  The colonies that aren’t self-sustaining will die off first.  They’ll likely be the lucky ones.  The more advanced star systems will die a lot harder because their fall comes from a greater height.”

Mikkel’s image seemed to shiver, although that could be an unsteady holographic projection.  “What is your intent, sir?”

Before Morane could reply, Creswell raised her hand.  “Alcibiades is taking damage from rebel missiles.  She...”  The combat systems officer swore.  “She’s gone.”

“Is everyone on the new course?”

Lettis nodded.  “Aye.  They report ready for a jump to the wormhole’s entrance whenever we give the word.”

The jump, a sprint in hyperspace to reach their escape route was the most the injured frigates could manage.  Fleeing the Cervantes system via old-fashioned FTL travel through interstellar space was beyond them.

“The word is given.”

A klaxon sounded and seconds later, the universe tumbled into a kaleidoscope of colors and sensations.  Morane felt the usual transition nausea twist his guts for a few moments.  Then everything settled, but Vanquish was no longer in contact with her consorts, nor could her sensors track the last remaining heavy’s forlorn attempt to escape. 

Morane felt for the people aboard Hephaestion, watching the 197th Battle Group’s remains vanish, but his first responsibility was to the ships in his charge and their crews.  

Now that he’d come to a decision, Morane felt strangely liberated, as if the imperial crown on his naval insignia and on the cruiser’s hull were gone.  He no longer belonged to Empress Dendera’s Navy or to anyone else’s.  The same held true for everyone aboard Vanquish, the supply ship Narwhal and both frigates, but they didn’t know it yet.

Mikkel’s hologram shimmered with a waving hand.  “You were about to tell me what you planned, sir.”

Morane checked the privacy screen, then said, “Are you familiar with the Lyonesse system?”

The first officer shook her head.  “I’d have to look it up.”

“So would ninety-nine percent of the Navy’s officers, Iona.  It’s a wormhole cul-de-sac.  One connection only, leading to Arietis via two sterile systems, each with only two mapped wormhole termini.  Lyonesse is an Earth-norm planet, a minor colony that achieved level two self-sufficiency ten years ago.  Better yet, a corrupt sod in the Imperial Procurement Service established a Fleet supply depot on its surface, near the main settlement.”

“A supply depot in a wormhole cul-de-sac?  That’s hardly practical.”

“No, but apparently it was profitable, and another sign of the empire’s decline.”

“That’s where you’re taking us?”

“Lyonesse is the only system within our reach that might survive the chaos because it’s a minor dead-end in the wormhole network.  It also has enough resources to support a technologically advanced society if the worst happens and interstellar communications, travel, and trade collapse for centuries.”

“What about those who don’t want to come along into what sounds like permanent exile, but instead would rather try to return home and be with their families?  Not everyone is a confirmed career hound without close loved ones like you or me, Skipper.”

Morane grimaced.  He was expecting the question to come up.  It had plagued him ever since he planned their escape in case matters turned for the worst.

“Once we’re away from Cervantes, I’ll speak to whatever’s left of the 197th and offer everyone who doesn’t want to come with us a chance of landing on a suitable world somewhere between here and the Lyonesse wormhole.  It’s up to them after that.  If enough want to split away, perhaps we can exchange crews with one or both of the frigates and cut them loose.”

“Harsh, but I suppose it’s the only thing we can do.”

“I assume you’re with me, Iona?”

“Of course.  And I daresay most of our crew will be too.  They can see what’s happening just as clearly.  There’s no better sign from the Almighty than watching people who once held allegiance to the same Crown destroy your battle group.”  She paused, then asked, “How do you estimate our chances of running the gauntlet from here to Lyonesse?  We’ll pass through dozens of wormhole junctions and the rebels will hold many of them.”

“Stealth.  Pretending to be rebels in rebel-held systems and loyal in systems still under Crown control.  And a circuitous route, through sterile systems, those without wormhole defense arrays and systems without a permanent naval presence.  The only junction I’m apprehensive about is Arietis.  At last news, it was home to a task force.  Maybe even a full battle group.

“If the admiral in charge of the Coalsack Sector has mutinied, our run across that system could be interesting.  What I’d really like is to pass unnoticed and avoid tempting anyone into following us.  If no one realizes a handful of Navy ships took a minor wormhole out of Arietis, one leading to an equally minor colony, so much the better.  But first, we get out of here, Iona.  Then we’ll worry about the rest.”

“Hopefully, the rebels didn’t slip a few ships between our emergence point and the wormhole.”

“They may not even have known we were in the system until we jumped just now, what with their attention focused on the heavies.”

“Whistling through the graveyard, Skipper?”  Mikkel gave him a mischievous smile.

“Working the odds, nothing more, Iona.”

“And Hephaestion?”

“If she survives, she can catch up with us after we make the wormhole transit to the next system.  If not...  I know that sounds cold-blooded, but whatever force killed six heavy cruisers and their escorts in such a short time will turn us into debris without so much as an afterthought.”

Mikkel raised both hands in surrender.  “You’ll not hear a word of disagreement from me.  My aspirations don’t including dying nobly for a lost cause.”

**
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The public address system startled Morane from his silent contemplation of the wormhole network. 

“Now hear this.  Emergence in five minutes.  I repeat, emergence in five minutes.  That is all.”

Unable to sleep, he had spent the ten hours since Vanquish went FTL with busywork and fighting off self-doubt.

Tired legs carried him from his day cabin to the CIC before the jump klaxon sounded three times.  Once more ensconced in his command chair, Morane braced himself for the inevitable nausea.  When it passed, his eyes were drawn to the tactical projection, searching for Narwhal, Nicias, and Myrtale as well as any rebel ships blocking their way.

“Everyone made it and no enemy contacts,” Creswell announced.

“What about Hephaestion?”

A long pause while the combat systems officer checked her status board.  “Nothing.  Her subspace transponder is no longer there.  I’m not picking up any enemy ship signatures near Hephaestion’s last known position.  They either broke off the chase or went FTL to intercept us.”

Morane let out a long, almost mournful exhalation and briefly closed his eyes.  Over three thousand spacers dead in the space of what?  A few hours?  All because the late and unlamented Rear Admiral Greth, Peer of the Realm and Knight of Wyvern, wanted to teach a lesson to what he thought was only a motley bunch of rebels.  Instead, he found several battle groups and an inglorious end.

“Get our ships synced and ready for wormhole transit, then go to silent running and stand by.  I want no one to hear us pop out on the other side.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The better part of an hour passed while Morane did his best to avoid fidgeting before the signals petty officer reported, “All ships confirm silent running and ready for wormhole transit.”

“We are synced,” a disembodied voice reported from the bridge, “and ready to cross the event horizon.”

“Start the countdown to final burn.”

“Starting the countdown to final burn,” Vanquish’s navigation officer replied.  “Burn in sixty, that’s six zero seconds.  Event horizon in thirty that’s three zero minutes.”

Precise to the second, Wormhole Cervantes Two swallowed the 197th Battle Group’s survivors half an hour later.  For a few hours, they disappeared from the face of the galaxy as they crossed a dozen light years without knowing what waited at the other end.  

In the eyes of Captain Jonas Morane, formerly one of her Imperial Majesty’s officers, it was the first step on a long and perilous journey to a sanctuary he’d only ever seen in his mind’s eye.  A refuge he believed might become humanity’s best, if not only chance of avoiding a darkness that could last for thousands of years.  Or perhaps even forever.
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“Who are you?  What do you want?”  A querulous male voice erupted from the command post’s central communications unit.  “Fucking imperial scum.”

“I am Lieutenant Colonel Brigid DeCarde, of the 6th Battalion, 21st Imperial Pathfinder Regiment and I want to discuss terms with the commanding officer of the forces besieging Talera Fortress.”

“He doesn’t speak with butchers and war criminals.”

DeCarde expected that sort of reaction, but for her troopers’ sake, she had to try.  “You know we didn’t take part in the counterinsurgency operations on Coraline.  The 14th Guards Regiment is solely responsible.”

“You fought alongside them when we rose to take back what was ours.  That makes you complicit after the fact.”

“How about I discuss this with your commanding officer?  I’m sure he’d like to know how we can help you folks avoid any more unnecessary casualties.”

“General Tymak can’t be disturbed.”

DeCarde glanced at Salmin and mouthed, “General?”  Her second in command merely shrugged.  The 118th Marines listed a Tymak among its senior officers from what she recalled of the intelligence briefing the Guards Regiment gave them upon arrival.  A major or lieutenant colonel.  

That the rebels were giving themselves promotions and new titles meant they didn’t expect the empire to regain control of Coraline.  Maybe they also now had a sovereign or a president, someone whose face replaced Dendera’s on official portraiture.  It might even be an aesthetic improvement.  DeCarde didn’t like the empress’ crazy eyes.  She always felt as if they were following her across the room, looking for an excuse to order her arrest and execution.

“Not even if we offer him Countess Klim on a silver platter?”

“You’d betray Dendera’s personal representative?”  The rebel’s tone took on a derisive edge.  “What about the Imperial Pathfinders’ traditional loyalty?”

“Our oath is to the Crown as guarantor of the empire’s constitution, not to any governor general or viceroy.  Or to the empress herself.  My troops and I would rather not be massacred for the sins of the countess and her Guards Regiment.”

“They why don’t you simply walk out of the fortress under a white flag?”  The mocking tone grew stronger.

“Because I can’t trust you to treat us as prisoners of war under the Aldebaran Convention.  Not after what happened to the loyalists who stayed behind, thinking you’d treat them as non-combatants.”

“So you know about that, do you?  It’s no more than what they deserve.”

“Look, both sides committed excesses.  We can stop the killing and the dying now if General Tymak is open to negotiations.”

“And Klim?  Or her damned Guards Regiment?”

“You’d be in your rights to investigate and prosecute them for war crimes.”

“Why bother with the legal niceties Klim and her minions ignored?  They’ve already condemned themselves to death.”

“But not us Marines.”  She paused.  “Listen, I won’t offer to change sides because you won’t accept us.  However, I can offer a cessation of hostilities.  What I’m asking is for your permission to withdraw in good order, with our arms and equipment, to a sanctuary where we can wait for a starship that will take us home.”

The man laughed.

“A starship?  Is that everything?  Not one damn Navy vessel has passed through in months.  The system’s subspace radio relay is gone, and for all we know, parts of the wormhole network might have collapsed.  No.  We can’t allow you to sit around with your guns and armor forever, and we sure as hell won’t send you out on any of our remaining FTL ships.  The longer you hang around, the more you might get it in your heads to try something against the Coraline government.

“So you see, we can’t afford to let the empire’s super-soldiers roam free.  Walk out of the fortress under a white flag, without weapons or armor.  Otherwise, you can stay with Klim and the rest while we wait until starvation does the job for us.  It’ll be entertaining to see who survives the coming outbreak of cannibalism.  My bet is on you Pathfinders.”

DeCarde glanced at Salmin again.  Did the unnamed rebel just give away their game plan?  That once the imperial forces were truly and well stuck inside the ancient alien redoubt, they’d be allowed to wither on the vine?

“And if we come out under a flag of truce?  We join the surviving loyalists in your concentration camps.  Or are they actually extermination camps?  We’ve not heard much about them in your provisional government’s news broadcasts.”

When the man didn’t immediately reply, DeCarde gave Salmin a knowing look.  “So that’s the plan, is it?  Murder anyone who still has an allegiance to the empire so you can cleanse Coraline?  That way, if an expeditionary force shows up to retake the system, it’ll face a uniformly hostile planet and think twice.  Are you smoking Coraline wacky weed?  An imperial task force will retake this system in a matter of days.  Do you understand what sort of the damage small, iron core asteroids will do if they’re dropped on your cities from orbit?  Your provisional government won’t be begging for mercy because it’ll be wiped out in the first few hours.”

A loud, derisive snort.  “What do you care?  You’ll be dead by the time Wyvern bestirs itself and sends what’s left of the Imperial Armed Services to retake the sector.  Which I doubt will ever happen.  The final newscast we received before the subspace relay died made it clear that most of the outlying sector commanders imitated Admiral Loren and rebelled.  Your empire is finished.  Too bad you didn’t figure it out before tainting yourself with the Guards’ stench.  We might have welcomed you back then.  Now was there anything else?”

“Please inform General Tymak of my offer.  His opinion might differ.”

The man chuckled.  “General Tymak was expecting you to try something like this after we cut off any chance of escape.  I just gave you his opinion and his answer.  Feel free to surrender once you realize that a quick death is preferable to a slow agonizing one.”

“So you are running extermination camps?”

“That’s how one deals with imperial vermin.  Enjoy what’s left of your life, DeCarde.”

Dead silence descended on the command post.  Haller glanced up from the communications unit.  “They’ve broken the connection.  Do you want me to try and relink us?”

DeCarde shook her head.  “I think he was pretty clear about rebel intentions.”

“What now?”  Salmin asked.  His expression betrayed no emotions, but DeCarde could read dismay in his eyes.

“We’re certainly not about to start sizing up our comrades from the 14th Guards Regiment as long pig for when the rations run out.”  She climbed to her feet.  “While there’s life, there’s hope, right?  Let’s do what I should have thought about weeks ago when it was becoming clear we were on the losing side of this family spat.  Eve, please set the communicator to broadcast an automated message at the heavens on every Navy frequency, using the most recent encryption algorithm, and put it on a repeat cycle.  If a ship passes through the system on its way from one wormhole to the other, it’ll hear us.”

“What should the message say, sir?”

“The 6th Battalion of the 21st Pathfinder Regiment is surrounded by hostile forces intent on annihilation and requires immediate extraction.”

A faint smile appeared on Salmin’s lips.  “Doesn’t our unit title include the word ‘Imperial,’ Colonel?”

“If one of Admiral Loren’s ships receives our message instead of a loyal unit, perhaps their first reaction won’t be to bombard the fortress from orbit if they think we switched sides and broke the crown from our insignia.  Right now, I’ll make nice with anyone not intent on shooting us out of general principles.”

“That’s what I thought.  And if they decide to strike at us anyway?”

“Then we won’t die at the hands of the Coraline rebels or from consuming rancid Guards Regiment meat.”

Centurion Haller made a retching sound.  “I’d rather blow my own head off than eat that species of long pig.  Or any sort, really.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Salmin said.  “If we run it through the nutritional processors, you won’t know the difference.”

“Not even in jest, Major.”

**
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“Do you think they’ll make it?”  Commander Mikkel nodded at the primary display in Captain Morane’s day cabin.  It showed the frigate Nicias, her imperial insignia removed, leaving the 197th Battle Group.  She was headed for the first of several wormhole transits on a journey to Aramis, the sector capital where her captain would join Admiral Loren’s rebel forces, though many aboard no doubt harbored different ideas.

“I don’t know, Iona.”  Morane’s tone held an undercurrent of sadness.  He looked up at his first officer, a forty-something, olive-skinned brunette whose features were as deeply etched by worry and fatigue as his own.  “I hope so, but if they run across anything bigger than a corvette whose crew is still loyal to the Crown...”

“In a sense, I can understand those who prefer joining the insurrection rather than go into exile with us.  Your speech made it clear the chances of ever seeing our native worlds, our friends or our families again once we hole up in the Lyonesse system were damned slim.  At least on Aramis, those disinclined to fight for Loren can desert and find their way home again before interstellar travel becomes too difficult, or if you’re right, collapses altogether.”  Mikkel chuckled.  “But I liked the way you explained how those of us bowing out of the empire altogether might become a human knowledge vault like one of those ancient seed vaults we read about in historical texts.”

“As long as forces from either side in this civil war don’t reach Lyonesse.”

“Or anyone else intent on creating chaos, and that sort isn’t exactly in short supply at the best of times.”  

Morane shrugged.  “There are no guarantees.  However, I’d rather try something that doesn’t involve slaughtering other humans in job lots.”

“Me too, Skipper, and I daresay most of those who stuck with this battle group feel the same.  I was surprised so few elected to leave, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been.  You sure know how to make a persuasive speech.”

“With the galaxy going to hell, settling at the end of a wormhole cul-de-sac in an era when no one spends time and fuel traveling between the stars in hyperspace anymore looks pretty good.  But I expect a number of our people will regret their decision once the herd instinct of remaining with trusted shipmates wears off and they miss the old homestead and kinfolk.”

Mikkel cocked an amused eyebrow at her captain.  “Homestead?  Kinfolk?  Are you turning colonial on us already?  What if they don’t talk like that on Lyonesse?”

Morane shrugged.  “Then I start a new trend.  And we should think about heading off.”  He nodded at the telemetry beneath the frigate’s image.  “Nicias is almost at the event horizon, so she doesn’t need an escort anymore.  But we must still cross this system to Wormhole Four, and if the rebels are following us from Cervantes...”

“Aye.  They could appear at any moment.”  She climbed to her feet.  “I’ll order the officer of the watch get us underway.  Hopefully, we’ll manage a clean break.”

“And even if the rebels see us before we cross the event horizon, we’re passing through two uninhabited systems with three termini each before we reach Coraline and the first wormhole connecting to the Coalsack Sector.  Since they probably concentrated around Toboso for a major operation, they won’t waste time chasing us any further.  We’re not much of a threat to anyone.”

“From your lips to the Almighty’s ear, sir.”

“I don’t think the Almighty is listening to us these days, Iona.  Otherwise, why let humanity retake the path of self-destruction?”

Mikkel gave him a tight smile.  “It’s that pesky free will thing, sir.  Either that or He figures we’re due for another cleansing by fire and sword after we drowned our glorious thousand year empire under a wave of self-satisfied degeneracy.  Or at least our supposed betters did.”

With that observation, she left Morane to stare at the stars on his cabin’s display.  A few minutes later, the jump klaxon sounded, and the 197th’s three remaining starships jumped across the system before heading down another wormhole and further away from the sector capital that gave birth to the rebellion.
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Shortly after emerging from Coraline Wormhole Two, several days and wormhole transits later, the CIC signals petty officer raised his hand to attract Morane’s attention.  “Sir, I’m picking up a distress signal on standard Fleet radio frequencies, plural, from Coraline.  It’s encrypted with a four-month-old algorithm, but there’s no subspace carrier wave.  The Coraline system’s relay is either down or destroyed, and none of the wormhole traffic control buoys are broadcasting.”

“What sort of signal?”

“Text only.  It says the 6th Battalion of the 21st Pathfinder Regiment is surrounded by hostile forces intent on annihilation and requires immediate extraction from Coraline.”

“Pathfinders?  What the hell is a battalion of Pathfinders doing here?”

“More to the point, sir,” Mikkel said, “why aren’t they identifying themselves as Imperial Pathfinders.  Our Marine Corps siblings are punctilious to a fault about proper protocol.”

“Perhaps they renounced their allegiance to the Crown.”  He thought for a moment, then touched the command chair’s arm.  “Captain to the CIC.”

Creswell’s voice replied almost at once.  “CIC, sir.”

“I need a close scan of Coraline and its immediate environs.”

“Will do.  Is that related to the distress signal we picked up?”

“Aye, Annalise.  I’d like to swing by Coraline instead of making directly for the next wormhole terminus.  Finding a battalion of Pathfinders marooned in a minor system like this and calling for help intrigues me.  Especially since it seems they dropped part of their regimental title, the same part we’ve shed.”

“You’re thinking kindred spirits?”

“Perhaps.”  Morane turned to his navigation officer.  “Tupo, plot a course to take us within four light minutes of Coraline.  That’ll cut the time lag and still give us enough of a standoff in case rebel ships are hiding in orbit.  Once the CIC confirms there are no clear threats, we’ll jump.” 

“Aye, aye, sir.”  Lieutenant Hak replied.

“Signals, the moment we drop out of FTL, send a reply merely identifying us as the cruiser Vanquish and ask for a full situation report.  Use the same encryption.”  He climbed to his feet.  “Officer of the watch, you have the con.  I’ll be in my day cabin.  Iona, with me.”

“I have the con.”  Lieutenant Vietti took the command chair.

Once in his sparsely furnished and decorated office, halfway between the bridge and the CIC, Morane drew two cups of tea from the samovar sitting on a sideboard.

“What are you thinking, Skipper?”  She accepted a mug and sat in front of Morane’s desk.  “I see that look on your face.”
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