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            PROLOGUE

          

          THE WRONG STARS

        

      

    

    
      Ameus Centeta awoke with a jolt.

      It was the crashing of his body through plasteel and concrete, the slamming of his back against earth and rock, the termination of a descent as terrifyingly fast and noisy and conscious as it was strangely and murkily recalled.

      Centeta was certain he had never left the bed, but his body knew with equal certainty that it had just fallen from great height, it had been killed by its impact with a less kind echo of his mattress, an echo which belonged to another place altogether.

      He lay still and calmed his breathing in the darkness, soothed his nerves, deferred to the parts of himself still recovering from the shock.

      There were footsteps in the corridor outside the room. Many of them, hurrying from right to left. Voices, too, some hushed and worried, others loud and alarmed. Someone slapped a hand against his door.

      “Are you in there, Centeta?” Foreman Kotalain’s voice. “Don’t tell me you slept through that!”

      Slept through what?

      He threw off the covers, stumbling sideways when they tangled his feet, and half-stumbled, half-hopped across the room, kicking off the sheet as he went.

      “Lights.”

      The room responded, dialling up the ambient glow and highlighting its recessed wash stand and slender wardrobe. He threw on whatever clothes came to hand first.

      As he reached for the door panel the whole building shook.

      He stumbled again, grabbed for support, and then recognised with a start that the building had not really shaken at all. No, the sensation had not been one bit like that, and nothing in the room had wobbled or rattled or been shaken or vibrated out of place. There had been no creaking or groaning of the superstructure, no crumbling of plaster or fall of fine powder, no cracking of paintwork or buckling of plasteel. Something much, much stranger had just occurred.

      For a moment he was light-headed, as though he was being pulled in every direction, then his stomach leapt up and somersaulted, and finally there were patterns of fractured light in the periphery of his vision, patterns which lasted only just long enough for his brain to register they had even existed.

      The last time he had experienced all of those sensations together, along with the motionless analog of a change in momentum, he had been aboard the starship the company had chartered to bring his team to Shuul.

      Dressed, Centeta left his room and went after those few stragglers who still hurried through the dormitory corridors, following them into the trunk corridor, then out to the service concourse, and finally to the exterior doors of the building.

      Outside those sliding glass doors, at the edge of the Lady Ocharis Bel-Begu grand plaza, his more easily woken colleagues had joined a throng of what must have been nearly a thousand people. From every building fronting onto the plaza, from auto-cabs and other light vehicles, from the pedestrian underpasses leading up from the transit hub below, from every conceivable place surrounding the plaza they had come, and others were still arriving.

      Centeta surveyed the quiet crowd before him and divined the general direction to which they provided their attention. Like them, he looked up.

      It took a while before his subconscious began to whisper that there was something amiss, and even when it did so he could not seem to lock on to what the problem actually was. Through large gaps in the scant cloud cover, stars twinkled comfortingly wherever he looked. Lights moved steadily across the sky in low orbit, much as they did every hour of the day and night, around Shuul and all the many worlds of the Imperial Combine of Earth.

      “The stars,” said a voice.

      Centeta looked to his left. It was a female Kibriani who had spoken. He recognised her by her unique and distinctive head patterns — she was one of the external auditors who had been in the process of sweeping through the company’s files when news of the war had first reached Shuul.

      Her link flickered.

      “The stars are wrong,” it said on her behalf.

      Centeta looked again. Sure enough, now he was looking for recognisable patterns, everything he saw was incorrect. The patterns he ought to have been able to see were absent, and emblazoned in the deepest indigo of the clearest patches of night sky were myriad points of foreign light, all of them conspiring together to rewrite the entire firmament.

      Gone was the shield-bearer. She had been rising reliably over the rooftops when he had retired the previous evening, he was sure of it. Gone were the three orphans. Gone were the promised chalice, the proud vintner, and the beguiled stag. The stars above him — above them all — were not just unfamiliar, they were almost deliberately incorrect, as though they were trying to make a point as quickly and convincingly as they could.

      A strange, harsh light now fringed the southern horizon. Bright, and yet somehow not illuminating the skies as widely or deeply as it really ought to have done. It was discomforting to look in that direction.

      “What in the many worlds just happened?” Centeta said. “How can the stars be wrong?”

      The Kibriani made a jiggling motion which — in the absence of any speech from her link, or additional communication of any other kind — he interpreted to mean ‘I have no idea’.

      “That sensation,” he breathed.

      A thought formed in his mind, a notion so unlikely and outlandish and radical it felt like it ought to be forbidden. It was the only explanation that made any sense. As insane as it sounded even while inside his own head, as much as the concept boggled his mind, as vast as the energy requirements must have been… the stars could only be so entirely wrong for one reason.

      “We’ve been moved,” he said. “The whole planet. Someone opened a wormhole directly in Shuul’s path.”

      “Impossible,” said the Kibriani. Her link repeated the word twice more.

      “How else could the stars be wrong? The planet must have moved.”

      “All planets move.”

      “You know what I mean… moved abnormally. These constellations aren’t just skewed, they’re not even remotely familiar. We must have travelled light years for that. It simply couldn’t happen any other way.”

      “But a wormhole?” Her link rasped. “Imagine the power that would take.”

      “I’m trying not to. Worlds, and imagine how much xtryllium you’d need. The size of the coils you’d burn through.”

      A wormhole capable of moving a planet. Just thinking about what that would do to the coils in a gravity needle generator made him feel ill. All that time spent manufacturing and refining xtryllium, microgram by precious microgram. All those precise, exacting quality checks. The expertise needed to place it oh so very gently into containment rigs and transport it oh so very carefully between star systems. The time and funds spent by all the space-faring civilisations to oversee each others’ operations, monitor each others’ production and assay facilities, to ensure the mutually desirable goal that no black market should ever be allowed to exist.

      All of that, just to have so much xtryllium burn away in the furnace of its own gravitational reactivity.

      He had been gazing into the sky as he thought about that horrifying waste of material, his eyes tracing lines between the alien stars now in residence above their heads. The most coherent line drawing he had envisioned, superimposed between those distant suns, was in the shape of a grasping hand. He shuddered and returned his attention to the silent plaza.

      The whole throng was looking at him.

      No, not at him, but past him. Over his head. Some of them were pointing.

      He turned, and finding his view blocked by the three above-ground stories of X-otic Handling Corporation, he began to walk out into the crowd to get a better view.

      It was while he was moving further from his workplace, out into the centre of the plaza, that he first heard the sound. He noticed it during the same short span of moments in which he began to register that many of the people around him were wide-eyed, some with open mouths, some clutching each other, others beginning to move slowly through the crowd as if trying to leave without triggering the very stampede they thought might end up killing them.

      That noise, just at the edge of perception. A throbbing, rumbling, resonant sound, so far away right now as to arrive at his sense boundary in the infrasonic realm.

      And now he had the view he had desired, he could also see the lights. These were not static points of distant, alien sunshine. These were coherent shapes, picked out by formation lights, moving steadily and inexorably as if rising from the horizon.

      Craft, advancing on the city. From far out over the great, grey sea, dropping as low as they could manage, as though planning to slip in under the sensor floor and firing arcs of the city’s orbital drop defences. It was a tactic the news feeds had been talking about, all throughout their most recent coverage of the Great War of the Shaeld.

      It was conceivable, he considered, that whatever incredible power had moved Shuul across the galaxy had also damaged her orbital platforms and left behind her Imperial Navy defence cordon as a result, meaning that anyone who had been waiting for them at the destination space could now approach the planet unopposed.

      It was also conceivable that the reason the craft appeared to be making a beeline directly towards him, was because he was standing next to one of the largest repositories of xtryllium on the planet. And whoever they were, those people in the approaching ships… they certainly needed access to a new source of xtryllium right about now.

      The encroaching lights had risen higher, grown larger, and the sound of orbital drop engines now rolled quite distinctly across the waters and beaches and plains out beyond the city limits.

      Ameus Centeta pulled himself together, made the conscious choice to preserve his own existence for as long as was practicable, and turned away from X-otic Handling Corp. Like most of the other beings who had come outside to see what was happening, he managed somehow to flee the plaza in much the same dignified and conscientious manner of a lifelong resident of Shuul.
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      Defeat.

      They say you can never go home. They say the world is always ending. What you had is now lost, what you have you do not, and what you gain you will lose. Where you were has now changed, where you are is different in every moment, and where you will be is not yet made.

      But the universe tempers its own war of attrition against us by allowing potential to become the things we consider to be real.

      From the command deck of the ICS Night’s Shadow, Elm Caden watched his conquered homeworld recede into the volumetric display of the master battle map. He stared until his retinas retained the afterimage of those icons representing the Shaeld Hrathan dreadships, accompanied by Damastion’s new and unwanted planetary companion. The afterimages were rimed with fury, and faded far too slowly.

      ‘Desolation’, that was the fitting code name given by Admiral Hong to the intruding world. And ‘war planet’ was how the admiral had classified the body, militarily speaking. The very words of that classification punched out a hollow within Caden. It was as though the admiral had gone out of his way to over-emphasise the might of the enemy presence here, and the sheer futility of any effort that could be raised in defiance of their power.

      War planet. War planet.

      By all the many worlds, Caden thought. How do we contend with a thing like that? What kind of a war are we even in? At what point will we find ourselves in a strategic situation we actually know how to fight our way through?

      “They’re almost within effective weapons range,” Tactical called out. “Two minutes, more or less.”

      In front of Caden, Captain Orri Hekekia arose from his command chair and straightened his tunic. He stepped to the edge of the master battle map and rested his hands at the small of his back, one atop the other.

      “Ready on all defensive systems. COMOP, get your ear pressed up against that speaker. If the admiral says we need birds in the air I want them launched in the same second.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Caden took a few steps forward, approaching the captain. “We could really do with getting out of here.”

      “You don’t think I know that? We’re not going anywhere until we’re clear of that interdiction field. And even then…”

      “Be honest with me — do you think it’ll do us any good to jump?”

      Hekekia grunted. He turned his body away from the battle map and faced Caden.

      “They’ve almost certainly got someone in this task force. At least one warm body, probably more — just think how many people are aboard our ships. All those opportunities for infiltration. Even if we can get away from the Axicon system, they’re going to know where we’ve jumped to before we do.”

      Caden thought for a moment.

      “That would require that they’d concealed a group of Shaeld Hratha somewhere amongst our fleets, and could maintain pretty much continuous long-range contact with them.”

      The captain’s brow furrowed.

      “So we can potentially lose them,” said Hekekia’s executive officer. “If we’re quick and co-ordinated?”

      “In theory, yes. But Voice knows how we operate. By now he’s absorbed the knowledge of hundreds of flag officers, strategists, and commanders. There’s a small chance he’ll predict every single likely rendezvous point we might choose, and send welcoming parties to all of them.”

      Hekekia closed his eyes briefly, pressing his fingertips against the metal rail encircling the battle map.

      “And he could do that easily enough, because he’d just need a couple of large-frame ships at each potential rendezvous, with a messenger vessel clear of their interdiction field. Once they had us pinned down again they’d be able to summon all their friends, at their own leisure.”

      “Exactly,” said Caden. “Small traps, big trouble.”

      “Then what we need is to jump somewhere that makes no sense⁠—”

      “Somewhere that’s more along the lines of nowhere,” Caden said. “At least until we can hop our way across to somewhere defensible. Laeara would be the best bet as an ultimate destination, given our current location.”

      “Agreed,” said Hekekia. “I expect Admiral Hong will have had the same thought.”

      “They’re on our side of the targeting line, Captain,” said Tactical.

      The warning tones began to sound immediately.

      “Cut that racket and give me sitrep,” the XO bellowed.

      “Our whole task force is going to be outmatched,” Tactical said. “Pretty much everything they have around Damastion is now oriented this way, with about five of the dreadships and their companion fleets right on our tail.”

      “Picking up their in-fleet transmissions,” said COMOP. “Encrypted of course. Seems like battle instructions, from the shape of it all.”

      “Birds in the air then, Captain?”

      “You’d better believe it, Tactical,” said Hekekia. “I want every single fighter we have launched in the next minute. Prime all defences, integrate flak barrier calculations with our nearest friendlies, drones in defensive screen formations. Start picking your targets for our long-range rail guns.”

      “Sir!”

      “Commander, shout up the master-at-arms. I want her entire security complement kitted up for combat and ready to repel boarders within three minutes. Tell her she can draw more resources from infantry if need be.”

      “On it, Captain,” said his XO.

      The command deck of Night’s Shadow came alive with fresh activities. A distinct sense of renewed purpose flooded around Caden, superimposing itself over the general battle-readiness of the bridge crew.

      “You want my people to go assist with that?” Caden said.

      “Don’t bother. We’re carrying half of the Ten Eighty-Fifth. Two companies’ worth of Tankers should be enough to make anyone regret barging their way into my ship. Thanks for the offer though.”

      Caden nodded.

      “Let’s see them then, Tactical.”

      Tactical finished compiling data from the sensor palettes and fed it to the master battle map. The map resolved immediately, autoscaling initially to show the boundaries of the theatre of combat, basing the radius of the view on the most distant techno-signatures detected. The war planet Desolation was the farthest icon of them all.

      “We’re almost at the edge of their interdiction field,” said Caden. “Any idea if we can move quicker as a group than they can?”

      “That’s not the right question,” said Hekekia. “Only the ship that’s interdicting needs to gain on us to keep us from jumping. For every ship here to escape under conventional drive, we all need to be capable of moving faster than the vessel generating the field.”

      “And are they? Faster I mean… all of our ships?”

      Hekekia stared deep into the battle map, then returned to his command chair.

      “Not yet certain.”

      “Have they… has Voice made a tactical error here? He should have had a battle group head away from us. Then when it was out from under their side’s interdiction field, that group could have jumped directly to where we are.”

      “Maybe Voice isn’t as smart as you think he is.”

      “I don’t know. Considering the assets he’s committed here, I was expecting something more definitive. I feel like we’re missing something…”

      That would be business as usual.

      COMOP looked up from a holo. “Admiral Hong is signalling all commands, sir. Wants us to act as though we’re going to hold our ground and fight. A feint, he called it.”

      “About time! Helm, make it happen.”

      “Recall our birds to immediate perimeter, Captain? Until we have combat parameters defined?”

      “Keep them as they are, Tactical. Interleaved escort formation for our group. I’m conscious the enemy is still free to bring in reinforcements from outside their own interdiction field. If we have to redeploy I’d rather it’s inwards than outwards.”

      Caden smiled thinly. “You much prefer fighting to retreating, don’t you?”

      Hekekia’s glowering face broke into a smirk. “I’m not a big fan of running away, as you appear to have gathered…”

      Caden smiled inwardly this time. As Night’s Shadow had left Damastion’s orbit behind, Hekekia had still been protesting Hong’s retreat order — loudly, vociferously, and explicitly — when Caden had at last returned to the heavy carrier’s command deck. COMOP had confided in him, very quietly, that it had been by far the longest and rudest rant anyone present had ever witnessed on Shadow’s main bridge.

      “…But Hong is in charge. The man definitely knows what he’s doing. I’m certain he brought us here with a contingency plan in mind, and if we do have to fight it probably won’t be for very long.”

      “We’re not going to get away from here without a bloody nose,” Caden said. “I hope there's also a plan for what to do after this feint of his, because it feels like this is now the endgame. Voice won’t want all these ships shoring up the defensive lines somewhere else. He’s aiming to either capture this task force, or neutralise it.”

      Hekekia swivelled his chair around so he could face Caden directly, and stared into his eyes. The effect was immediate. The captain had every confidence in the task force’s commander, the tactics the admiral planned to employ, and the skill and resilience of the other captains of the fleet. Yes, Orri Hekekia had every confidence in them all right, and he wanted so sincerely for Elm Caden to trust in them too.

      But that's the problem, thought Caden. Voice always exploits that trust.

      Now you’re getting it.

      “We'll have to take that bloody nose,” Hekekia said. “No avoiding it, probably. But once we get out of the system I expect we’ll be splitting apart and making a sequence of random jumps.”

      “I really don’t think splitting apart is a good option,” said Caden. “The more sub-fleets we scatter across this arm of the galaxy, the higher the chances are that one of them will flee to a system Voice has predicted as a rendezvous. If interdiction is in effect when they arrive then they’ll have no way to tell us they need help. And they’ll each be less capable of defending themselves purely because of the reduced numbers.”

      “COMOP, pass that along to the admiral,” said Hekekia. “The recommendation from the Shard is that we move as one.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Captain,” said Tactical. “I can’t really explain why we’ve not been fired upon yet, but their forces are moving to flank us on every cardinal axis. They’re trying to surround us completely. Trying to engulf us.”

      Caden turned away from the view ports and looked at the battle map instead. Hekekia stood up once again, and moved to stand next to him.

      “Here comes that bloody nose you mentioned.”
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      Worlds, thought Captain Aker Santani.

      She swiped once more, and for the sixth time her holo replayed the aft sensor data Hammer II had recorded while fleeing the space immediately surrounding Damastion. Far behind the battleship, dwindling to a small, faint disc in the recorded footage, Damastion was just about visible against the backdrop of dark space. Santani knew the true scale of the astronomical distances involved, but even so the visiting planet — the enemy planet — looked terrifyingly close to that precious blue orb.

      Between those receding planets and Hammer had been the small matter of a fleet of mighty dreadships, and all the many support vessels they had brought with them, determined to chase down the Imperial task force no matter how long it took.

      Many of them were still chasing.

      “Tactical, how’s our gap to the Shaeld forces?”

      “Good and bad, Captain. Virtually all of their large-frame vessels are still coming after the task force, but we’re out-pacing them. Smaller stolen ships are gaining… I think we can probably cope with them easily enough.”

      “Think we’ll make another clean getaway?”

      “I’m afraid not, no.”

      “Explain.”

      “Whichever of their capital ships is interdicting is following after us. The whole interdiction field is moving with that ship, so the front edge of the field is going to recede ahead of us almost as fast as we can move towards it. Those closest ships will be able to engage us before we’re free to open a wormhole. If they have any sense they'll establish a new interdiction field from the first large-frame ship to get near us, and then we definitely won’t be going anywhere. Alternatively, once the trailing edge of the field clears Damastion they might jump one of the ships from back there to our locality, and establish a new field that way. They may yet have the time for that.”

      Shit, thought Santani. Shit-shitty-shit.

      Whoever was commanding the enemy fleets had certainly done a good job of corralling the Imperial task force, trapping it in the space local to Damastion. And bringing in that… that war planet? Genius. A mobile base of operations, a gravity-shifting nightmare, and a gargantuan, plan-destroying wild card, all rolled into one. The enemy meant to bring this fleeing task force to a halt, and all indications were that they would have their way.

      “Stand by,” said COMOP. “Further message from Admiral Hong. He says we only need to last until the flagship’s distress signal reaches the system periphery.”

      “Captain.” Commander Klade stepped to her side. “It sounds as though Admiral Hong foresaw that we might run into problems. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he has an ace up his sleeve.”

      “That’s why he’s the admiral.”

      “Ma’am,” said COMOP. “Further to his previous, he’s instructing all ships in the task force to stop fleeing and hold position before the interdiction field crosses Damastion’s orbit. I guess if there’s going to be another battle here, he’d prefer the rest of their forces to not jump in around us.”

      Santani turned her upper body fully to stare at COMOP, who shrugged. There was a long pause.

      “Well then,” she said. “Full stop, Helm. Bring us about to face our pursuers.”

      “All weapon systems are ready to engage, Captain,” said Tactical. “Tasking C-MADS turrets to absorb frontal fire, priming all rail guns for saturation bombardment. Drones are ready to swarm, and flash lasers are warmed up.”

      Santani nodded, stood, and stepped directly to the edge of the master battle map, her hands resting on her hips.

      “Ready all stations,” she said. “This is probably going to be rough.”

      “Bringing us about,” said Helm. “I’m afraid we were almost at the very rear of the task force before we stopped, so ‘rough’ seems likely. We’re right at the front now.”

      “We have incoming already,” Tactical said. “The pursuing ships have reformed into five separate groups. They’re now peeling apart and moving to flank.”

      Klade returned to his post quickly and thumbed his holo.

      “All hands, prepare for combat immediately.”

      “Tracking multiple contacts,” Tactical said. “Stolen ships for the most part. I’m seeing one dreadship moving up to escort each of the battle groups, and the rest of them are hanging back. Third, Sixth, and Eleventh fleets are manoeuvring for engagement with the closest enemy groupings.”

      “Helm,” said Santani. “Get us into formation with our nearest carrier wing, and position us so Tactical can maximise flak cover integration.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Mister Klade?”

      Klade rose from his combat station and came closer to Santani.

      “Five dreadships,” said Santani. “Almost a hundred of those things arrived at Damastion, and when they get the chance to jump in and finish us off, only five of them actually confront us.”

      “It does seem odd,” said Klade. “I’m afraid I don’t have any ideas.”

      Santani frowned. “Something isn’t right here.”

      “Captain?” Tactical asked.

      “Tactical. Spit it out.”

      “Captain, they’re not even target-locking. The enemy ships are moving in on approach for complete enclosure, but they’re… They’re taking up what I’d describe as a more defensive posture.”

      Santani gestured for Klade to stand aside, then leaned forwards to rotate the master battle map. She swept the view across to the enemy markers, encaged them with her fingers, and stretched outwards until they filled the holographic volume. Just as Tactical had said, the five dreadships and their stolen cohorts waited motionless, facing the task force.

      “So they are. Huh. Mister Klade, what do you make of this?”

      “Literally no clue. This is not what we’ve come to expect from them, not at all.”

      “Ma’am,” said COMOP. “Flagship Actual has now instructed Third, Sixth, and Eleventh to stay their attack runs. Admiral Hong is ordering everyone to put distance between us and the enemy forces, while we still can. He proposes cutting into the field, back towards Damastion. That way the enemy ships waiting there can’t jump towards us.”

      “A madness, but I don’t see that we have much choice,” said Santani. “Helm, bring us about to match the flagship. Then give me hard burn.”

      “Captain.”

      Santani watched the enemy vessels swing down through the battle map’s holographic volume as Helm changed the battleship’s orientation and heading. Following the example set by the flagship, Hammer appeared to climb relative to the enemy forces, heading out of the plane through which she had been chased in an effort to manoeuvre around her pursuers.

      The captain kept staring while the map scaled down the dreadships, depicting the increasing range, and she stroked her chin. Whatever those few ships wanted with the task force they would not be able to obtain it by force — there simply were not enough of them. But why? The enemy fleet besieging Damastion had more than enough vessels and guns to obliterate the Imperial forces many times over, even without involving the war planet the Shaeld Hratha had now thrown into the mix. Had either destruction or coercion been their entire goal, they could have attained it with barely any effort by now.

      “They’re following,” said Tactical. “Leisurely pace, but they are matching course. No hostile actions as yet.”

      “Keep an eye on them. Do you still have the intruding planet on sensors?”

      “Yes ma’am. Been observing it since before we left Damastion’s orbit.”

      COMOP looked up from his holo. “The admiral has designated it the code name ‘Desolation’, Captain.”

      “Fitting,” said Santani. “What can you tell me about Desolation, Tactical?”

      “Evidence of biomes with widespread depletion. Topography shows some unusually regular features on the planet’s surface. Kind of inverted cones, like massive pits in the ground. I’m seeing a uniquely strong xtryllium signature, and a gravitational compression which correlates to that perfectly.”

      Santani raised an eyebrow. “Speculate.”

      “Could be acting as some kind of anchorage?”

      “You’re saying that as well as being a mobile operating base, it’s also… sort of a gate?”

      Tactical shrugged. “I’m saying it could be, Captain.”

      “Feel free to elaborate, Tactical. Nobody here is going to be checking your work. The rulebook went out the airlock the moment this ‘Desolation’ joined the battle.”

      “The way it looks to me,” said Tactical, “the planet Desolation appears to have been… how can I put this… repurposed. As the commander observed while we were still in-atmosphere at Damastion, it used to be a populated alien world. Now it appears to be mostly barren and technologically adapted.

      “As well as being able to deliver military assets, like we witnessed first hand, the planet itself has characteristics which could make it capable of binding wormhole apertures. I think the inference that it can be used as a gravitational anchor is sound. Helm will doubtless have an opinion on that.”

      Santani switched her attention from Tactical to Helm.

      “From my readings I concur,” said Helm. “The gravitational profiles I’ve been seeing since it arrived all support that. If you can open a large enough wormhole to fling Desolation through, then you can increase the accuracy of your exit aperture even as the planet is actually arriving. And once it’s where you want it…”

      “…then you can open another massive, bound wormhole with frightening precision,” Tactical said, “from a ridiculously remote base of operations.”

      “Why would you want to do that?” Said Santani.

      “Desolation has been delivered into a precise orbital path,” said Helm. “Probably one that’s subject to compensation for its apparent tracking of Damastion’s mass. Desolation would have to complete a full orbit of the star Axicon before it could re-enter its wormhole, and given the energy such a wormhole would require it’s unlikely anyone would want to keep it open that long. It would be better to shut it down, and open a new wormhole when you needed it — using Desolation itself to bind the new aperture.”

      “Thinking about planets as movable assets,” said Santani. “This is going to force a paradigm shift in our military planning. And just as we were getting to grips with how best to fight those dreadships, now we’re behind once again.”

      “I’m afraid it’s probably worse than you think, Captain. I might not have made my meaning as obvious as I thought I did just then.”

      “Helm, I know I’m going to regret saying this but… please do explain.”

      “Desolation was taken from somewhere, and in all likelihood it’s been delivered here to allow another large and precise wormhole to be opened in this system from a remote location. They didn’t do that just so they could deliver some more fleet and then take Desolation away again, that’d be a colossal waste of energy. The ships they sent with it could just as easily have come with the original invasion force.”

      “But we already know the tactical intention,” said Klade. “This move was designed to collapse the fracture barriers around Damastion, right?”

      Helm shared a look with Tactical.

      “I really doubt it,” said Tactical. “If you can muster up enough energy to create a wormhole on this kind of scale, then you can also take down those barriers in a number of easier and safer ways. I think that was just a convenient side effect, and what they actually wanted was to create an anchorage in this system. They’ve got a whole different plan here to what we thought would happen⁠—”

      “Oh my worlds…” said Klade. “Oh my fucking worlds. And there’s nothing we can do to stop it.”

      A shudder travelled along Santani’s spine. “What? What is it?”

      “Captain,” said Klade. “They’ve sent that thing here so that they can take Damastion.”

      “They’ve already taken Damastion⁠—”

      “No, take Damastion. Move it. Spirit it away from here to another star system entirely, just like they must have done with that war planet.”

      After a moment, Santani became aware that her mouth was hanging open.

      “Well… shit.”

      “Captain,” said COMOP.

      “I almost don't want to know, COMOP.”

      “I think…” COMOP said, quietly. “I think you're really going to have mixed feelings about this.”

      “Oh!” Tactical gasped. “I see it too. Now tracking.”

      “What?!” Santani barked.

      “Another ship just jumped into formation with an enemy battle group. Looks like it came in from somewhere across the system, outside of their interdiction field.”

      “So? Why all this drama? It's just one more ship.”

      COMOP exchanged a concerned glance with Tactical before replying. Santani braced herself.

      “Yes, Captain. But it isn't just one more ship, you see. It identifies as a vessel we were told was lost with all hands.”

      “COMOP, please just put me out of my misery. Who’s out there?”

      “Ma’am, its transponder is saying it’s the ICS Stiletto. It’s Admiral Pensh’s ship.”
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      “Get me confirmation,” Hekekia shouted.

      “That carrier is supposed to be a lifeless hulk,” said the XO, “adrift somewhere on the Perseus arm.”

      Caden stared at the expanded holographic view of the ICS Stiletto, not sure he could believe his eyes either. The last time he had seen that great ship had been at Aldava, after it had accompanied his mission to Echo all those many weeks ago. The last he had heard — the last anyone had heard — the carrier had later gone down with all hands while in combat against the Viskr Junta’s naval forces.

      Now the straight, utilitarian lines of Stiletto’s dual-frame hull were interrupted by wounds — missing hull plates, twisted and extruded cross beams, and scorched and blackened paintwork. But the ship itself was very much still active.

      “All transponder codes are a match,” said COMOP. “It’s the real deal, Captain. And I’m now receiving a wide-band transmission. Stiletto is broadcasting holographics.”

      “Let's see it,” said Hekekia.

      The captain gave that order very quietly. In the short time Caden had known Hekekia he had learned very quickly that the Earth-native officer was rarely anything other than brash, confident, and loud. But speaking to COMOP that way, it was as if Hekekia was asking a mortuary technician to pull back a sheet, to reveal what was lying on the slab.

      Perhaps that is exactly what he's asking for.

      “I've decrypted the signal,” said COMOP. “It's a very simple Imperial encoding — I doubt it was intended to be kept private. I think this is a message intended for our forces, not for theirs.”

      A hologram shimmered into existence next to the master battle map.

      “—will not be fired upon. I will repeat, any ship which powers down its engines and weapons will be considered cooperative, and I will not fire upon you. Once again this is Fleet Admiral Frewn Pensh, of the Imperial Navy’s Second Fleet, urging all commanders of the fleeing task force to surrender immediately to the superior power. You will not be harmed.”

      “Worlds on fire,” said Hekekia. “The old bastard survived Seawall then.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Caden said. “But don't be fooled. He's a trophy, that's all. Another of Voice’s puppets.”

      “This is your opportunity to join something greater than yourselves,” Pensh said. “Join something greater than the Imperial Combine. Fill the oncoming silence, and survive the black fires yet to come.”

      “COMOP,” Hekekia grunted. His eyes remained fixed on the hologram of Admiral Pensh. “Transmit to flagship Actual, maximum encryption. Make sure Admiral Hong is in no doubt that Pensh is certainly a Rasa, not a miraculous survivor. Get me some Deep-damned orders.”

      “Sir. Sending now.”

      Caden gripped the side of Hekekia’s chair and leaned forwards.

      “This is a smooth move from Voice,” he said. “How long until we can get the fuck out of here?”

      “COMOP?” The XO said. “How are we looking?”

      “I’m told almost ten minutes remain, Commander,” said COMOP. “In the meantime Admiral Hong is ordering all commands to do as instructed and power down weapons and defences. He says we need to at least look like we’ll cooperate.”

      “Tactical,” said Hekekia. “Stand down.”

      “Captain, I really don’t like those orders. If our defence systems are powered down⁠—”

      “I don’t like it any more than you do, Tactical. The risks are clear, but those are the orders.”

      “Admiral Hong is right,” said Caden. “If we don’t comply we’ll be punished. We might stand a chance against just those ships following us, but Voice won’t be flummoxed for long by our manoeuvres. If we look like we’re going to be troublesome he’ll definitely commit more assets.”

      “So… somebody needs to stall Pensh,” said Hekekia.

      The words hung in the air for a pregnant moment.

      “Right then,” said Caden. “Guess we’d better ask Admiral Hong’s permission for me to respond on his behalf.”

      “COMOP, like the man said.”

      “Sir.”

      “Just to be safe,” Caden said, “is there some way to mask precisely which ship is sending my response?”

      “Easy enough,” said the XO. “We can ask other ships to cooperate in forming a general broadcast network. Why’d you ask?”

      “A precaution. Castigon said Voice is now out to destroy me. I don’t know if that’s true, but I sure wouldn’t want Pensh to aim every gun he has out here directly at this one carrier. Not on my account.”

      “That’s very considerate of you,” said Hekekia.

      Caden managed a smile.

      “We have a go from Admiral Hong,” said COMOP. “Whenever you’re ready, Shard Caden.”

      Caden opened his mouth to speak, gesturing with his hand that he was ready, but COMOP interrupted straight away.

      “Hold on, there’s now another transmission going out, in the clear. It’s one of ours, and it’s not encrypted.”

      “Let’s hear it,” said Hekekia.

      “—from Captain Aker Santani of the ICS Hammer. Admiral Pensh, please respond.”

      Caden gaped. “Oh my worlds, Aker… what are you doing?”

      “Compromising us all, it would seem,” said Hekekia. “The admiral won’t be happy about this. Any ideas, COMOP?”

      “We could jam her,” said COMOP. “But then nobody else in the funnel will be able to talk with Pensh, including Shard Caden.”

      “Aker Santani.” Admiral Pensh’s words filtered through the comm system. “It’s so very good to hear your voice again.”

      Captain Hekekia looked to Caden as though he could burst. “Any word from flagship Actual, COMOP?”

      “Coming through now. He says ‘let it play out, we needed a distraction’.”

      “There we go then,” said Caden.

      “We all thought you were dead, Admiral,” said Aker Santani. “A casualty of Operation Seawall.”

      “No, Aker, no. Not dead at all. Like many of the ships sent to Seawall, Stiletto has been given new purpose. As have we all.”

      “Many ships…” the XO breathed.

      “Stolen,” said Caden. “Lured out to Viskr space and then taken by Voice. He’s been playing us right from the very start. Since before the start.”

      Caden could have sworn Hekekia’s glowering face darkened in colour even as he watched. The XO, on the other hand, leaned against a safety railing, paling as the blood drained from her cheeks.

      “It’s that purpose that worries me, Admiral,” said Santani. “You’re asking us all to trust the very same enemy that’s torn through the Imperial Combine.”

      “She’s not gone mad then,” said Hekekia. “Thank the many worlds for that.”

      “Captain Santani was there the very first time we engaged the Shaeld,” said Caden. “She’s been involved in various steps along the path to this moment. I’m very much hoping she’s not fooled by Pensh for one second, despite their past involvements.”

      “I’m here to help you put those worries aside, Aker,” said Pensh. “All of you. There has been far, far too much animosity between us all, and it needs to end.”

      “A friendly face,” the XO said. “They seriously think we’re this naive?”

      “Don’t underestimate the enemy.” Caden bunched his fists. “This might seem like an obvious ploy, but unless Voice has a desperately broken understanding of how humans work you can bet there’s a secondary objective here.”

      “Of course there’s animosity, Admiral,” said Santani. “The Shaeld Hratha have blockaded our worlds, attacked our fleets, killed civilians, and occupied cities.”

      The longer the exchange went on, the more reassuring Caden found Santani’s words. When he had first heard her voice over the comm system, calling out to Frewn Pensh, a small but very loud part of him had feared that her long shared service history with the admiral might get the better of her judgement.

      Knowing Santani as I do, he told himself, I should probably have had more faith.

      Faith will be what gets her killed.

      Shut up, he told the Emptiness. I’m trying to have a day off from you.

      “We want to bring you into the world that is made,” said Pensh. “We keep telling you this. It was your decision to make a fight out of it — that is not what we would have chosen.”

      “And what is this world, exactly? From what I’ve seen and heard, Admiral, Voice has been particularly vague about that part.”

      “Cataclysm is coming,” said Pensh. “The world that is made is how we all escape.”

      “Cataclysm…?” Hekekia said.

      “Listen,” said Caden. “Just listen. We might be about to actually get some Deep-damned answers at last.”

      “What is this cataclysm, Admiral?” Santani said. “How do we know it will even happen?”

      Caden held his breath. The rest of the command deck fell away from him, the movements and murmuring of the crew all dropping into a dimly lit silence.

      “It brought the entirety of the Shaeld Hrathan civilisation to death and destruction,” said Pensh. “Everything they had built was laid to waste, and only the luckiest of them survived for long enough to flee here. But they have not yet escaped the black fire — it is expanding outwards. It will spread to this galaxy too.”

      “And we know this is not just a ploy because…?”

      “Really Aker, as if we would even need to lie to you. You have seen for yourself the power we now wield. Look at your battle map, and tell me that even these few assets we have gathered in the Axicon system could not squash your task force like bugs.”

      “That last part is true,” said Santani, “but it doesn’t make any of the rest of it true.”

      “You are entirely free to not act. We would prefer that you join us, but as we have said before you are welcome to what remains for as long as it lasts. Cataclysm, you will find, is very much on its way. If you wish to stay on this path, to find out for yourselves, then we ask only that you do not stop us from proceeding along our path. We would like to survive.”

      “And what exactly is this path of yours, Admiral? What is it you really want us to do?”

      “Aker,” said Pensh. “At this point I cannot simply divulge my aims, I think you know that well enough. Time and again your people have tried to disrupt and sabotage and interfere, even without knowing what it was you had involved yourselves in. We are many now, and we understand you well.

      “You know enough about our goals to make a decision — we aim to survive, and we invite you to survive with us. But if I share my full plans with you at this point, when you believe yourselves to be so deeply besieged, that is where you will then focus your aggression. You will aim your violence directly at what I hope to achieve. You will tell yourselves it is merely self-defence. You might suspect privately that it is revenge of some sort. But however you choose to describe it, what it will certainly not be is cooperation.

      “No. The only way you too can now survive, and the only way you can truly understand, is if you trust yourselves to join me.”

      The comm channel went quiet, and Caden could well imagine Santani struggling to decide how, and if, to respond to Voice’s last proposal.

      “Doesn’t sound at all like a cult,” Hekekia snarled.

      “That’s one word for it,” said Caden. “He’s going for the weak links. Trying to find people who are weary already, or scared of heightened conflict.”

      “Captain,” COMOP called out. “Word from the flagship. Admiral Hong wants every command to be ready to act at a moment’s notice.”

      “You heard, Helm. The moment the word is given.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Tactical, also stand ready.”

      “Was born ready, Captain.”

      “Sounds like the admiral is very much decided, for his part,” said Caden.

      Hekekia smiled back at him, reassuringly, as if there had never been any question of that.

      “What else would he do? Like you said, this is the enemy trying to erode our resolve. We’re headed for total war, and we all know it.”
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      On the command deck of the Hammer, Aker Santani reeled at the sheer arrogance she saw in Pensh’s proposal. Just switch sides, he had told the Imperial task force. Don’t ask questions — join us, without knowing why.

      Like hell.

      “Captain.” COMOP called over to her. “Task force Actual has signalled all commands. Stand by for immediate action.”

      Santani turned her attention away from the hologram of former Fleet Admiral Pensh — very much how she now thought of him — and directed it towards Tactical instead.

      “Ready on weapons. Don’t power up until the word is given.”

      “Ma’am.”

      “Helm. You’re probably going to have to plot very quickly.”

      “Yes, Captain. Standing ready.”

      The shimmer of Pensh’s hologram cast long, flickering shadows against the bridge bulkheads, stretched and skeletal versions of the bridge crew.

      “Is there no answer you can give us, Aker?” Said Pensh. “Surely your commanders must have given you some prompt by now.”

      “Single bearing coming through,” said COMOP. “I’m sending it to Helm. We don’t yet have a go and there’s no specific co-ordinate set at the current time.”

      “Received,” said Helm. “I’ll calculate for the most efficient turn and burn on that heading.”

      “Our patience is not infinite,” said Pensh. “Though you doubtless need time to deliberate, we⁠—”

      “I have a go from the Admiral,” COMOP shouted. “Helm, wormhole is opening. Precise lock sent to your holo.”

      “Get that thing off my holo-projector, COMOP,” Santani snapped.

      Pensh’s image vanished, still mouthing words which were drowned out by the sounds of a bridge filled with frenetic activity.

      “This is the XO,” Klade said. His voice boomed across the address system, even on the command deck. “All crew prepare for heavy incoming. Damage control teams to standby.”

      “Handshake signal coming through… encoding matches our authenticators… the wormhole is ours. Opened from the system periphery.”

      “Helm, stop for nothing.”

      Santani felt the ship turn — painfully slowly, it seemed to her — the inertia tugging at her body just at the very edge of sensation.

      “Enemy forces are opening up,” Tactical shouted. “We’re about to take hits.”

      “Weapons free,” Klade shouted back. “Flash lasers on their targeting sensors, orient all C-MADS with a line to cover aft defensive hemisphere.”

      “Yes, sir. Drones and fighters?”

      “Keep our birds in their hangars — we don’t want anyone left behind. But drones, yes. Empty whatever we still have racked.”

      “On it.”

      “Tactical,” Santani said. “What’s your appraisal of the capabilities of Stiletto?”

      “It’s pretty beaten up, Captain. Lots of missing armour, defensive capabilities are probably compromised significantly. But sensor readings suggest their offensive weapons are mostly operational.”

      “Good enough, Tactical. We have the manoeuvring advantage. Any opportunity you get I’d like you to sling everything we have directly at the weakened areas of that carrier.”

      “Admiral Pensh’s ship, ma’am?”

      Santani paused for a moment, digesting the doubt behind the question.

      “Hear this, all of you. That is no longer Fleet Admiral Pensh, and the crew aboard that ship are gone. You understand? Gone. They’re part of the enemy now, every last one of them. You see your chance, Tactical, you give no quarter. That’s an order.”

      “As you say, Captain.”

      “Helm, time on wormhole intercept?”

      “Six minutes, Captain.”

      “COMOP. Signal spread in the battle map, if you would.”

      “Aye.”

      COMOP sent the sensor data to the master battle map. The central hologram expanded out to show the full extent of both the Imperial task force and the pursuing ships. The gap between the two fleets was not as large as Santani would have liked, already overlapping effective weapons range to a perilous degree.

      “Multiple reports of hull impacts coming from throughout the ship,” COMOP said. “Some of their slugs are getting through.”

      “Helm, I’m assuming we’re at best possible speed?”

      “We are, Captain. Conventional drives are pushing just beyond hard burn. I’m risking tolerances already.”

      “Captain,” Tactical called out. “A moment?”

      Santani tore herself away from the battle map and rose from her seat to head over to Tactical. As she did so a shuddering jolt travelled through the structure of the ship, causing the deck plates to buck against her feet. She grabbed a railing for support and half-hauled, half-leapt her way across the deck to Tactical’s station.

      “Go on?”

      “Enemy craft have all deployed their drones to counter ours. But not a single fighter has left their hangar bays.”

      “...Yet?”

      “They would have launched by now if they were going to at all. The more incoming fire we take, the more assault vectors, the harder it is for C-MADS to deal with their heavy ordnance and the more of their big hits get through. They must know that.”

      “I know what fighters are for, Tactical. I don’t mean to be rude but please get to the point.”

      “I think they’ve declined to launch for the exact same reason we did.”

      Santani had the same thought as Tactical even as she heard the words.

      “They’re going to try to jump with us.”

      “It’s what I’d do. Either get through the wormhole before it closes, or detect the point of origin. Get at least one ship to our destination point, by any means they can, and start interdicting all over again.”

      “COMOP,” Santani shouted. “Is anyone out there jamming enemy comms?”

      “Not that I can see, Captain. Lots of signals I can attribute to e-warfare attempts, but I’m not seeing anyone broadcasting wide spectrum interference.”

      “Get as much noise blasting at them as you can. It’s probably too late, but if we’re lucky it’ll stop them from getting accurate reads off this wormhole.”

      COMOP had just turned back to the holo when all the bones in Santani’s body juddered as though they had been struck with hammers. A metal brace fell from the overhead, dropping between them and obscuring her view for a moment, and the lights flickered out across the whole command deck. The entire crew was illuminated for one long moment only by the ghoulish light of their holos, just before the emergency bridge lighting took over.

      “Tactical?”

      “Stiletto has noticed our bee-stings, Captain,” Tactical shouted. “I think Admiral Pensh might have decided he’s not that bothered about camaraderie after all.”

      “Drop the opportunism,” Santani said. “Find the weakest part of their defence grid and rail gun the shit out of it. The moment they re-orient their turrets to defend, get our missiles flying. Target all forward sensor palettes.”

      “Only sensors, Captain?”

      “It’s a carrier. We’re not going to hit anything critical while fleeing ahead of them. Let’s try to take out those systems that inform all the others.”

      “Understood.”

      The command deck filled with the rumble and thud of the battleship’s rail guns, even over the ringing impacts of the decoy flechettes and impactors peppering her armoured hull. Santani returned to her command chair and sat down heavily.

      “Time, Helm?”

      “Two minutes.”

      Santani drew her lips into a thin line and listened to the ringing of the hits reverberating throughout the passageways of her ship.

      It will be close, she thought. Damned close.

      “Tactical, Stiletto?”

      “We’re scoring hits, Captain,” Tactical called back to her. “Several sensor palettes disabled. They are, however, now bearing down on us specifically.”

      “Keep it up. Saturation fire might dissuade them if they have limited sensor coverage. COMOP — signal anyone who’s close enough to join in with our efforts.”

      “Aye.”

      “Energy build-up in the Stiletto capacitors,” Tactical shouted. “They’re preparing to fire their main beam.”

      “Project bearing?”

      “They’re still pointed directly at us.”

      “Helm, hard starboard! Plot an evasive course. COMOP, alert all nearby commands to take advantage the moment Stiletto empties his capacitors.”

      “On it, Captain.” COMOP tapped at a holo, fingers flicking and swiping faster than the eye could track. “FYI, the first of our ships has reached the worm⁠—”

      “Main beam fired,” Tactical shouted. “It’s a miss-miss for us, Unjust Fate was clipped before the beam lost coherence.”

      “Are they still moving?” Santani asked.

      “Just about. Looks like hull damage along the port-side, venting. I’d imagine they lost some C-MADS, sensors, and compartment integrity. But they’re still with us, yes.”

      “Return fire, full barrage on all aft rails.”

      “We’re approaching the boundary, Captain,” said Helm.

      Santani tore her attention from the tense scenes being played out between the icons of the master battle map, and stared at the main viewport. There, ahead of Hammer, lay the means of their escape. The wormhole was already filling most of her view. The upper and lower reaches of its perceptual boundary were hidden by the ship’s hull, but the rest of that twisted ring of dancing light sang to her of hope. The event horizon beckoned, a welcome sight indeed.

      “Prepare to jump, Helm,” Santani said. “And the moment we complete this transition, be prepared to jump again.”
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      Caden looked around, at all the haggard and inarguably bemused faces staring right back at him, and he took a deep breath. When he had told everyone to gather in the wardroom aboard Night’s Shadow, so that he could explain to them why he had made such strange statements as they fled the surface of Damastion, he had thought this discussion would be a simple enough matter. But as he now reviewed his thought processes in his own head, it was beginning to all seem like a bit of a stretch even to him.

      Eilentes, Throam, Santani, Bruiser, and Lieutenant Colonel Straeger waited quietly, watching Caden casually, perhaps in case he decided to begin suddenly without waiting for the latecomers. The holographic images of Doctor Rohana, Doctor Bel-Ures, and Joarn Kages showed all three were continuing with their work while they too waited for the meeting to begin, whereas Captain Thande simply stared silently into the holo-sensors in her office aboard Disputer.

      Everyone is so tired, Caden thought. So thoroughly worn down.

      He wondered if — in their depleted and exhausted states — they would even take in all the complicated reasoning he needed them to understand. Perhaps more worryingly, if they saw any serious flaws in his reasoning which he would want them to point out, would they have the energy to say anything, much less argue their own cases? Would they even see any flaws?

      The toll of operation after operation — or constant work and neglected sleep, in the case of the two academics and Joarn Kages — was beginning to show. The past day had at least ended up becoming increasingly anticlimactic for some of them.

      After retreating from Damastion and fleeing the Axicon system, Caden had expected that the fleet would be fighting running battles from rendezvous to rendezvous as Voice’s fleets chased them down or sprang ambushes upon them. But he had been surprised to find that Voice had either given up or failed after only a handful of the task force’s hastily coordinated jumps, with the Imperial ships having to fight their way to freedom a mere two times more. Thanks to Admiral Hong, those battles had been more on the level of skirmishes than Caden had dared to hope for.

      The task force had just jumped to its sixth randomly selected destination point in a row, to ensure that since the last engagement not a single one of Voice’s craft could possibly have sneaked through a wormhole at any point along the circuitous escape route, or detected the destination point and jumped there independently. The admiral had instructed all commands that they would again be holding position, watching carefully for any incoming wormholes that were not of their own making.

      Caden was happy with the plan, and satisfied so far that their tactics for escaping Voice’s fleet were working — satisfied enough that he had now placed all ship-board decisions back fully in Hekekia’s capable hands, and convinced the captain to allow Santani’s request to shuttle across to Shadow between jumps.

      But the temporary reprieve had not magically caused everyone to be refreshed, nor had it restored their physical and mental states until they were again fighting fit and primed to take on what now felt like half of the galaxy. Even while they had administered antibody tests to each other — or witnessed the tests of those appearing by hologram, administered by the crew members a holo nominated at random from each ship’s roster — they had all seemed apathetic and sluggish.

      The time it had taken to conduct all of that bobbing and weaving through star system after star system had given Caden time to think, to condense his suspicions and figure out how best to articulate them. It had, however, also allowed those small doubts that were emerging to take root. He wondered if any of those doubts would flourish as he talked, now that they were taking hold.

      The hologram of Doctor Bel-Ures turned to face him as, somewhere across the galaxy, she looked directly into her holo-sensors.

      “I’ve been informed the Vavilov will be making another safety jump shortly,” she said. “I’ve got just over a half-hour with you before the connection is dropped.”

      “Hopefully we’ll be starting soon,” Caden said. “We’re only waiting on representation from Fleet.”

      “Eyes and Ears not sending anyone?” Throam asked.

      “I wanted to get Brant involved, but there was no response,” Caden said.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” said Eilentes.

      “Not at all. But we can’t do anything about it now, and we’ll soon be headed to Laeara anyway, so it’s just going to have to wait.”

      Eilentes continued to stare at Caden for a few seconds longer, maybe trying to imagine how he felt about the lost contact. It was something most people in the room had experienced lately, her included. While nobody had said it outright — at least, not to him — he could tell they were all terrified of what might be happening to their disturbingly silent loved ones, friends, and colleagues.

      “Perhaps some other point of contact?” Kages said. “No offence intended to the estimable Operator Brant, but he is not exactly… oh, how shall I put it… high up the food chain.”

      “Maybe not, but he is resourceful, and convincing, and he’s on-side already,” said Caden. “You make a valid point though, and I did try. Since Eyes and Ears went underground it’s been difficult to pin any of them down, which I suppose was the whole idea. I tried the invigilator you suggested too — Bel-Askis, I’ve had dealings with him myself — but again, no connection possible.”

      “I believe he will be staying mobile, perhaps on a civilian ship. The man is certainly wily enough for such subterfuge. I imagine he was probably in wormhole transit when you tried him. I shall keep trying to establish communications while we talk.”

      “I would have thought you’d want Irim Su here as well,” said Dr Bel-Ures.

      “Same story,” Caden said. “No contact. Worlds only know where she is right now, or what she’s up against. She gave me the impression the Lem Bataan are as embattled as we are.”

      Zolyn Feior entered the compartment at last, letting the hatch swing closed behind him, and he went to sit on the far side of Eilentes. The sergeant dragged his fingertips across her shoulders as he walked behind her chair, and she smiled up at him.

      Caden glanced at Throam and saw no reaction at all.

      A fourth hologram rippled into existence, nudging the others into new positions as the wardroom’s holo-projector shared out the space above the conference table. Admiral Brea Kalabi’s tired face resolved in the shimmering air.

      “High Admiral Bel-Taulon has asked me to convey her apologies,” said Kalabi. “As you’d expect she’s tied up with the current strategic oversight session. Otherwise she would most certainly have attended.”

      “Glad you could join us, Admiral,” said Caden. “Honestly, it’s just a relief to hear such sessions are taking place.”

      “Some may believe it’s about Deep-damned time,” said Kalabi, “but none of you heard me saying that.”

      “Indeed. Should we also expect Admiral Betombe?”

      “He too sends his apologies — same reason. He’s been connected to the oversight sessions from the start. I’ll get him up to speed when the current session ends.”

      “Ah, that explains my calls being routed to his COMOP every time. He’ll be very pleased to hear that his bridge officers aren’t even telling me what his movements are. Even though his current commitment was literally my idea.”

      Kalabi smiled knowingly.

      “Well then, Shard Caden. I believe that’s everyone you said was definitely coming.” The holographic manifestation of Doctor Rohana flickered gently, responding to energy fluctuations in the micro-wormhole threaded between Night’s Shadow and her research vessel. “I’m eager to hear your thoughts. Like Doctor Bel-Ures, I will probably lose my connection at some point too. Lovelace has not performed a safety jump for ten hours now.”

      “Okay,” said Caden. "Thanks for coming, everybody. I’ll get straight to the point. This is what I think we’re actually fighting.”

      He stood, stepping out from the table so that he was within sight of everyone seated before him and clearly within the view of the wardroom’s holo-sensors. It was as though he was about to present evidence at a hearing, and for a moment he was very glad he had made no effort to include Maber Castigon in this meeting. That would have taken him back to events best left forgotten, a distraction he did not need.

      He took a deep breath, and began.

      “About seven Solar centuries ago a race known to Glanced Esteem was wiped out. The ambassador told me that this race was incinerating its own colonies to kill off a pestilence. But their efforts were failing, and eventually some neighbouring species came to finish the job. They left behind some kind of artefact which relayed a history of those events to Glanced Esteem. Whatever that artefact said, Glanced Esteem seems confident that their pestilence was the same thing — exactly the same thing — as what it now calls the ‘Mind with Many Mouths’. The ambassador also confirmed for me that this is the same entity the Lem Bataan call ‘the Manifold Hand’. And we know from Irim Su that the Manifold Hand is the same thing we call Voice.”

      There was no immediate response, only a lengthy silence, and the people sitting before him looked to one another questioningly.

      “So… this war has really been going on for centuries,” said Kalabi, eventually. “Across the whole galaxy?”

      “Sort of, but not exactly.”

      “Please do explain.”

      “So far as we’re aware there’s no record of the Shaeld Hratha from that far back. Nobody seems to have encountered them until very recently. So I doubt Voice — our Voice — truly originated with them. Rather, I think that in them he’s finally found what he really needs. And that was a recent discovery for him.

      “I think something very like Voice is what emerges when Blight infects a telepathic species. I think it has arisen many times before, in a more limited sense than what we’re seeing now, and on those previous occasions it was only a matter of time before it was perceived as a threat and destroyed by other concerned species. In all those previous incarnations Voice has never reached the point where he becomes entirely conscious and effectively omni-present.

      “The extinct race — the ones Glanced Esteem knew — I think they were only partially susceptible to Voice. Enough that they could mount a decent resistance for a while, at any rate. Glanced Esteem said they had unity, harmony… I think he meant some kind of hive mind. But they apparently didn’t have exactly the same qualities as the Shaeld.”

      “Which qualities would those be?” Kages asked.

      “I think it’s the Shaeld communion song that’s made all the difference. It’s some sort of interactive mental environment. I think they share it between them. All of them, without any barriers save maybe distance. That’s what Voice has latched onto this time around. It’s how he controls the Shaeld, and it’s the medium that lets him exist as fully as he does. It was exactly what he needed to grow and develop quickly, in total secrecy. Take that away and I think he would go back to being nothing. He would go back to being Blight. Just powder blowing around on the breeze, forming plaques wherever it finds trash to settle on. Nothing more.”

      Eilentes stared back at Caden with the others, her arms crossed in front of her as they had been since she first sat down. He saw dubiousness written in the deep furrows of her brow.

      “I don’t understand why you’re drawing this parallel between Voice and the Blight,” she said. “Actually no. I do see the parallel, but not why you think they’re one and the same thing.”

      “It’s all inferred, admittedly,” said Caden. “But I think the evidence is mounting. Glanced Esteem called Voice a ‘pestilence’. I realise that word came from a four-stage translation, so the intended meaning might be open to interpretation. But it doesn’t really describe Voice, not on its own. It’s far more fitting to describe the Blight.”

      Throam also frowned. “So?”

      “Okay, this is what I’m thinking. Blight is virtually the only microbe we know of that has been successful in spreading across half the galaxy, and we know it’s ancient. It’s barely changed in… well as far back as we’ve seen fossil evidence. It’s already a symbiotic amalgam in its own right, so it’s probably highly specialised. It might be that it evolved specifically to thrive when it infects a telepathic vector. That’d be quite the niche.

      “There isn’t really a consistent pathology in most species, as though it’s not sure what to do with itself once it infects us. But if it spreads like wildfire within a telepathic environment, and if there’s always a hostile reaction to infected organisms — like the genocide described by Glanced Esteem — that would explain why, in a galaxy bursting with life, we see basically no truly telepathic, sentient civilisations, even though we know for sure they can evolve. We don’t see them because they eventually produce some version of Voice, and then they get wiped out by everyone else around them.

      “It also explains why the Blight is such an aimless plague most of the time. We know that when the spores have nothing to infect they just sort of wait around. And we have so little evidence of it evolving across longer time scales. Let’s not forget the Blight is everywhere, just like Voice claims to be. People who have been exposed to it previously seem resistant to Voice’s commands, sometimes even if they undergo complete transformation into a Mouthpiece⁠—”

      “Like Medran Morlum,” said Throam.

      “Exactly. I think that’s maybe some kind of immunity, conferred by their past exposure to Blight. Morlum himself said that he was resistant, he just didn’t appear to know why. And Castigon — he too is some kind of anomaly. Voice can’t or won’t take him. Is it a coincidence, do we think, that Maber is covered in the Blight marks he’s picked up over the solars…?”

      He trailed off at last and regarded his audience. The faces looking back at him seemed as bemused as they had been before he started talking, now perhaps even incredulous. He decided then and there not to mention his own suspected immunity to Voice. It was an additional complication these brains did not need to struggle with.

      Eilentes’ arms remained crossed. “This is all pretty thin evidence.”

      “You know what, in all honesty I suppose we shouldn’t even call it evidence,” said Caden. “But I don’t see anyone else rushing to explain why Voice can’t always maintain full control of blighted Rasas. Doctor Bel-Ures, any ideas?”

      Bel-Ures shook her head emphatically.

      “No,” she said. “We’ve not even come close to a hypothesis. The answer is definitely somewhere in how the virus acts within the body, but as you’ll appreciate studying it immediately after infection is… challenging. I think your speculation is the best working explanation we have right now for what we’re actually observing. I’d like to see some controlled tests, of course, but there it is.”

      Feior cleared his throat and leaned forwards in his seat. In the otherwise silent wardroom, all eyes turned to the Tanker.

      “We’ve seen no routine transfers being made between dreadships, not even a single shuttlecraft. Those grounding splinters are like one-way landers. The Shaeld rarely leave their ships, so far as we’ve seen. So if what you’re saying is true, then how exactly did the Blight infect them all?”

      “What do we know about the Shaeld Hratha?” Caden said. “They reproduce sexually, but they don’t appear to have any gamete-producing organs. So how do they fertilise? What do they have? We already know the answer to that — they have a sophisticated means of sharing information. Perhaps they can use that to share any information. I think when the time comes to reproduce they access genetic data from a desirable individual remotely, then they write it directly into their own cells. All through their communion song.”

      Feior leaned back again. “I wouldn’t say I’m an expert on biology or anything, but that’s… it seems kinda nuts.”

      “Doctor Rohana?”

      “I’ve not found the mechanism yet, but it’s at least possible. At this point we have no choice but to take their communication-at-range as a given. So if we assume a biochemical basis for two-way telepathy, which would have to be mediated by specialised cellular structures, then there’s nothing I can think of that would preclude that kind of information sharing. It would certainly be an elegant way for a colony organism to ensure strong genetic variation, and it would explain some mysteries the eggs have presented us with.”

      “And if that’s how they breed,” said Caden, “then imagine what a suitable pathogen could do with their biology, if they had no natural immunity to it. It could hijack those processes, write its own information directly into their cells, and infect every single Shaeld Hrathan individual connected to that particular instance of the communion song. Total infection of the whole population, by remote, at the speed of thought.”

      Eilentes uncrossed her arms at last.

      “No natural immunity,” she said. “They don’t come from around here, do they?”

      “No,” said Caden. “Admiral Betombe figured out that part, and Voice seems to have confirmed it through what’s left of Admiral Pensh. Worlds only know where the Shaeld first originated — I suspect it was here, since they’re compatible with the Blight, but we’ll never know. We are confident they had a mature civilisation spread throughout one of the dwarf galaxies associated with the Milky Way, and these ships we’re seeing now have travelled to us from there. Which means there would be nothing in their recent genetic history to prepare them for this current infection.”

      “So… pandemic then?”

      “Exactly. They arrived here maybe a half-century ago, after their ascendants fled this cataclysm we’re told hit their systems in Canis Major. They started to explore — looking for colonisation candidates, I guess — and of course it wasn’t long before they encountered the Blight. At least one of them must have been exposed conventionally. They had no idea what was about to happen, or perhaps they simply had no means of imposing telepathic quarantine. So almost straight away their whole expedition was contaminated, even with most of them having no direct exposure to the pathogen itself. They were still in contact with others through the song, so within a short period of time the expedition’s mothership was also infected, and not long after that⁠—”

      “Their entire migratory fleet,” said Thande. “Every single one of them.”

      “Worlds…” Kalabi’s hologram breathed.

      “Precisely. Since then their Blight infection has gone from being a simple, intruding symbiotic microorganism, to something completely different. It produced a pattern of its own within the communion song, and that pattern became more and more complex. It became Voice.”

      “So…” Feior said. "Just explain, so I have this straight in my head. What exactly do you think Voice is? Because the Blight may be many things, but conscious it ain’t. It’s just a dumb-ass microbe. It can’t think.”

      “No, the Blight isn’t conscious,” said Caden. “It’s just a dumb microbe, like you say. But Voice? Voice isn’t exactly the same thing as the Blight. He’s something a bit more special. He’s a mind. The infected Shaeld Hratha form the physical, collective brain, and he is a parasitic consciousness residing within it. He has no body of his own. He’s an intruder in their communion song, an emergent property of their illness. Consider him a symptom, if you want, but understand that he’s a symptom that’s self-aware. He's stuck in limbo, effectively, but he has control of the Shaeld and he can also act through what we call Rasas.

      “I’m fairly certain those ones we call Thralls can only receive information and instructions, but the Mouthpieces seem as though they have a totally different relationship to Voice. I think when they’re near the Shaeld they have greater access to the communion song, and they can talk to Voice directly, as a part of his whole. He sees what they see and he knows what they know. He’s not just his own mind, but the aggregate of all of their minds too, no matter where they are or what species they come from.

      “He’s proud of what he has become, maybe even vain. He keeps telling us that himself. ‘I am’, he says. I doubt he has anything like memories from his previous incarnations, but he’s probably aware in some sense of what he is and how he came to be. He definitely knows what he wants to become next. He will fight to survive and grow and prosper, just like any other living thing. In fact that’s exactly what he has been doing. Worst of all, the bigger he gets — the more minds he acquires — the more knowledgeable he becomes. That’s not only terrifying, and a serious strategic problem for us, but it’s got to be addictive too.”

      “So militarily speaking,” Straeger said, "if I understand you correctly… there is no leader we can assassinate, no government we can topple, and no base of operations we can destroy. The enemy has no government. The enemy has no homeland. The enemy is a shadow in the darkness, and a whisper on the wind. The enemy is a thought.”

      “Yes,” said Caden. “That’s exactly what we’re dealing with.”

      “How in the damnable Deep do we strike a fatal blow against thought? It can’t be done. Unless you destroy the brain, it’s a fight we’re going to lose.”

      Silence.

      “One conspicuous solution presents itself,” said Caden. “As you say, we destroy the brain. We take a leaf out of the Blight’s long, sad history, and do what elder races have done in ages past. We cull the vectoring species until Voice simply cannot be sustained.”

      “Genocide?” Eilentes gasped. “You want to wipe out the Shaeld Hratha?”

      Caden turned towards her, slowly.

      “I think ‘want’ is a bit of a strong word. I’d much rather not, believe me. But we may have to accept it as our last fallback position if we can’t find any other way. The many worlds only know how we would even do that, seeing as the Shaeld Hratha are a little difficult to get to, but ultimately we may have no choice.”

      “Even if that were an achievable solution,” said Eilentes, “it’d be a terrible one. What you’ve just explained is that the Shaeld are unwilling participants. Just like our Rasas, they’ve been hijacked and coerced. If you’re right — and for the record I’m starting to believe you are — then they are the most tragic victims in all of this. We can’t very well murder them all, just to stop Voice. We mustn’t. It’s not right.”

      “I agree with you, Euryce, I really do. But we should probably acknowledge that in the end it won’t even be up to us.”

      There was yet another long moment of silence.

      “A dilemma for the Home Council, perhaps,” said Kalabi.

      “This might be a good moment to circle back to the Mouthpieces,” said Bel-Ures. “Before I lose my connection.”

      People shifted in their seats. The tension in the room began to soften, and Caden thanked the doctor mentally for her calm intervention.

      “Please do, Doctor,” he said.

      “The body you sent me, Herik Pammon. As you warned me there wasn’t a great deal left intact inside his head. But what we did see suggested that yes, you’re right — Mouthpieces probably do have a different relationship with Voice compared to the typical Rasa. There were indications of significant differences in the abnormal brain structures. I can’t stress enough how important it is that we get an intact specimen.”
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