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  PROLOGUE


  4,122 B.C.


  Mars will rise once more.


  That is what the Martian told himself as he looked out over the cities of the Xan, laid before him in splendor, spread across the rings of mighty Xanath and trailing off into the distance of the Void, a riot of light and color circling the planet.


  It was terrible beauty, a reminder of his failure, and the last view of this universe he would likely ever see.


  The Martian—no longer a warlord, now a mere prisoner—turned away from the window in disgust. His accommodations now as a captive of the Xan were far more luxurious than the ones he’d chosen for himself as leader of the Martian people. His cell—for it was a cell despite its trappings—included a cushioned bed, a chair, books, even a device that would allow him to listen to the mewlings these Xan called “music.” He did not use any of these. He did not wear the robes given to him. He sat and slept on the floor. He meditated. He was allowed two servants—those reptilian savages from the wilds of Venus—but he did not use them. The trappings remained untouched. Despite it all—the loss of his armies, his weapons, his very homeworld—Althotas of Mars remained singularly fixated on victory. No matter how long it took.


  A soft melodic chime—damn these Xan and their soft sounds!—drew his attention to the door. It opened to reveal four Xan, hooded and armed, with the two little Venusian servants flanking them. In the seven Mars-years since Althotas had been imprisoned, he had seen the Xan transform before his very eyes. When he first arrived, his guards were true soldiers, armored and armed with projectile weapons capable of killing any creature on impact. Now, those who dared call themselves guards and soldiers wore voluminous layers of cloth. The weapons were now staves, tipped with a canny device that would shock and stun their targets, rendering them ineffective but alive.


  It was laughable, this softness. Yet, Althotas knew, these creatures had beaten him. As much derision as he had for the Xan’s newfound pacificity, he constantly reminded himself that somehow—somehow—they had beaten him. And perhaps it was his own people’s martial ways that awakened the rage and determination necessary for the Xan to rise. Perhaps the Xan simply needed a suitable target before they unleashed their hidden barbarity—for barbarity it was. They had little sense of true honor in the throes of battle, and he expected none from them now.


  “Althotas, the council has reached a determination,” the lead Xan sang, its two mouths creating harmonies that sounded somber and excited all at once. “You are required to accompany us.”


  Althotas looked down at his clawed green hands and saw them clenching involuntarily. His very essence was that of a warrior. His first instinct was to rip these “guards” apart with his bare hands, to flee captivity, to rage through their cities and gather an army to him.


  But there was no army. The Martians were as dead as their planet. And the Xan would not follow him. Not these Xan, at least. He could see from his perch the battles upon the rings, both near and far. As ironic as it seemed, in the aftermath of the great Martian-Xan war it was the Xan’s pacifist political party that emerged victorious to lead the Xan into the future. The warrior caste was being hunted. The pacifists were now in charge.


  Wordlessly, his body trembling with disciplined rage, Althotas walked through the door and down the carpeted hallway, his guards scurrying to keep up. Althotas knew the way to the Xan’s so-called Temple of Justice. He had been going back and forth between his cell and the temple for many long days.


  It was about time the damnable council had reached a determination. Althotas was a warrior of Mars, first and foremost, and a leader of his people. Sitting and waiting in captivity was anathema, much as a fish slowly, inexorably expired upon dry land. He would still watch closely to see if these soft Xan would provide him even a sliver of opportunity. But he knew, deep down, that they would take no chances. All he could hope for was death, honorable and painful, one that would allow him to show these creatures true greatness in the end.


  Down stairways and through halls and salons, past gossiping clusters of Xan whispering harmonically amongst themselves, Althotas walked toward his fate. The smooth stone and glass of the Xan buildings were in stark contrast to the rough-hewn fortresses of Mars. The Xan reveled in their aesthetics, with ornamentation meant to show beauty and peace on nearly every surface. And yet there was no virtue in the looks he received from the Xan as he passed them, only fear and loathing. He returned these stares with a smile that showed his razor teeth, and reveled in the double standard of these people. Beauty and peace only lasted so long as he was not there to remind them of their own crimes.


  Finally, he stormed toward the massive double-doors leading into the Temple of Justice’s inner sanctum, pushing through them impatiently and striding into the chamber. The guards behind him immediately rushed forward, flanking him on either side, staves at the ready. He proceeded to the circle where all inquiry subjects stood, lit brightly while the rest of the temple was shrouded in complete blackness. There, around the area in which he had stood nigh daily for such long years, were a series of devices. Small boxes, connected by a cord, reeking of ozone…Althotas could practically taste the occult and alchemical power flowing through them.


  The Xan had, apparently, come up with something new. Perhaps there would be new agonies, ones that would not shed blood. Would the pacifist Xan find the same pleasure in torturing their enemies that their war-obsessed brethren had? He did not break stride as he strode toward the circle. Without being prompted, he stepped over the ring of devices and into the circle. It was the same place where he stood and was tried for so many months. He could see the scratches in the floor where his foot-talons rested as he listened to the Xan’s intolerable singing of justice and peace.


  “Althotas,” a voice boomed.


  “I am here,” the one-time warlord shouted, his voice a raspy buzz compared to the melodic Xan that had addressed him from the darkness. The cowards never showed themselves, not for all this time. It was, he was told, to show the unity of the Xan people in the face of injustice. Althotas knew it for what it was, however. They were trying to place themselves at a remove from their vengeance. They were afraid of what they had done to Phaeton, to Mars itself. They had wielded such immense force in the last days of the war—such destructive power indeed! They had razed verdant Mars into a red desert, and proud Phaeton, one-time colony of Mars, was now a million boulders, scattered around the Sun between Mars and Jupiter.


  Of course they would distance themselves from that. Because they were as children. The Martians knew that life was conflict. And pain. And power.


  Even if you lose.


  “It is the finding of this council that you are indeed guilty of numerous war crimes. You have broken the laws governing conflict between individuals, conflict between nations and conflict between worlds,” the disembodied Xan voice sang.


  “These are your laws, not mine,” Althotas hissed. “the conduct of our war was done in accordance with the highest honor of my people. So pass your sentence and be done with it.”


  “There is more,” the Xan continued. “Recent inquiries have shown that you are also guilty of violating the laws governing alchemical practice, occult practice and scientific inquiry.”


  A second spotlight flared to life from above, shining down upon a stone altar in the center of the room. There, Althotas saw two very familiar items—a green stone slab and a black-covered book.


  “You have used these items to draw the souls from your people and place them in the bodies of others. This plague has been placed upon the lizard creatures of the second world and the ape creatures of the third world, but also upon the Xan themselves,” the voice said. “Dozens of souls. Hundreds.”


  “It is well that you have figured this out, for you know full well there is nothing to be done about it,” Althotas hissed. “These souls will travel from life to life, down through the centuries, until such time as you are forgotten, and the spirit of my people will rise again in new form.”


  “No,” the voice sang with notes of sadness, tempered with an undercurrent of steel. “We have harvested these souls. We have tracked them down and captured them, bringing them back to our Pool of Souls, so that they may learn peace amongst others of our kind.”


  Althotas hung his head, but smiled inwardly. The ritual was massive—more massive than they had suspected. It would be impossible for them to capture every soul. There would be enough for them to one day rally, when the time was right.


  “You have the blood of the lizard and ape people upon your hands, then, along with your own kind,” Althotas said. “So much for your peace.”


  “Peace is larger than any one life, Althotas,” the voice said, tiredly.


  “So is vengeance.”


  “Vengeance is not our way,” the voice replied. “The lives taken to free the souls trapped in other forms was a mercy. We will hide these cursed objects you used for your working, so that they may not be used again. The apes and lizards will not be polluted with your ways. They shall grow independently, and we have agreed to remove ourselves from them as well.


  “And for your crimes,” the voice continued, sounding notes of triumph and determination, “you will be removed from all of us.”


  Althotas smiled once more. “Then kill me and be done with it. I tire of your vapid songs.”


  The boxes at the Martian’s feet began to hum, and lights began to glow upon them.


  “You will not be slain.”


  It took several moments for these song-words to sink into Althotas’ mind. “So how, then, do you propose to ‘remove me,’ Xan?” he spat. “You know that I will struggle to escape from any prison you place upon me. Or I shall simply take my own life to be rid of you.”


  “You will do neither. We have created a special prison to remove you not from society, or from the sight of other creatures, but from this very dimension.”


  As the hum increased in pitch and intensity, Althotas noticed a spot of darkness starting to form before him. It seemed as there was a rip in the very air of the chamber itself, a swirling eddy in reality itself that sucked all light and life from around itself. As it grew, the warlord thought he saw the blackness move within the fissure. In that moment, with all his occult and alchemical knowledge, Althotas came to a conclusion that shook him to his core—he would be removed from reality itself, and placed in a prison where no light, no sound, no sense of being would be permitted. It would be no less than his own personal hell. Althotas could sense the very fabric of reality fraying as the blackness grew. “You have no idea the powers you tamper with!” Althotas shouted. “Complete your working, you cowards, and be damned for it! You fools would tear apart your world to be rid of me, so do it! You are like children with fire, and you will burn for it someday. Know that you should have simply spilled my blood and be done with it, for so long as I live, in whatever place you send me—I will find a way out.”


  The boxes began to glow with a bright, white light and the rift before Althotas grew wider…blacker…as if it were about to swallow everything and extinguish all joy and happiness from the universe.


  But Althotas had not known joy or happiness for many years.


  With a scream, he leapt into the rift.


  And the universe shuddered.


  June 20, 1803


  “Stop tugging at it, Tom, or I swear I shall hang you by it!”


  Sir Thomas Weatherby, Knight of the Bath, former captain of HMS Fortitude and newly promoted Rear Admiral of the Blue in His Majesty’s Royal Navy, clenched his fists at his side while his longtime friend, Dr. Andrew Finch, adjusted his cravat. There was, in Weatherby’s opinion, nothing more useless than a cravat, and should he rise to such a rank in the service where he might effectively do so, he planned to order them out of existence.


  Yet even Finch’s clumsy efforts at sartorial improvement were not enough to dent Weatherby’s overall excellent mood. “Have you seen her yet today?” Weatherby asked.


  Finch smiled, finally giving up on Weatherby’s cravat for the moment. “She looks quite lovely, as you very well know,” he replied quietly. “One does not become a legendary alchemist without using a bit of working on one’s appearance, you know.”


  “She does not need it,” Weatherby said. “She never has.”


  “Well, you could use a bit, old man,” Finch said. “I keep offering, as I know she has, but you refuse it.”


  Weatherby smiled back at this old jibe. He knew of the gray in his brown hair, the lines upon his face drawn by wind and weather, Sun-motes and Void-storm. The scar upon his face more than two decades old, and other, fresher, nicks and cuts. Yet his eyes shone clear, as sharp as the day he became a midshipman, and he remained strong and healthy by whatever grace he had earned in the service of His Majesty’s Navy.


  Of course, he wouldn’t be surprised if his love had been slipping some alchemical concoctions in his tea to keep him hale. But not his looks.


  “She has never offered, Doctor. Perhaps she enjoys my countenance perfectly well as it is. Besides,” he added, casting a weather eye upon his old friend, “you’re looking a bit haggard yourself. Your researches of late are all too consuming. It took my very wedding to pry you from your labs!” And indeed, Finch looked altogether wan and pale, though still strong and quick of step. His sandy blond hair was receding and graying as well, and there had been ever-present circles under his eyes of late.


  Finch favored his old friend with a wink. “I dare say your wedding, old man, is perhaps the finest miracle anyone might have wrought, so of course I had to see it. And it’s about bloody time.”


  A few steps away, Brownlow North, Bishop of Winchester, cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “I do believe we are ready, Sir Thomas. Shall we?”


  Weatherby grinned, shot a look at Finch, and exhaled. “Most certainly, my Lord Bishop. Thank you.”


  The bishop nodded toward the back of Portsmouth’s Church of St. Thomas of Canterbury. And the dowager Countess St. Germain began her walk, smiling radiantly.


  Finch’s indiscreet comments to whether the former Anne Baker used alchemical means to provide her with the bloom of youth, as many women with means had begun to do as alchemy became more prevalent, may certainly have been true. Yet Weatherby did not care one way or the other, for he knew he would always see her through the eyes of a nervous 18-year-old second lieutenant who had fallen hard for the brilliant, determined young woman with a knack for alchemy.


  “You know, Tom,” Finch whispered, “first love rarely gets a second chance. Do try not to foul it up.”


  Weatherby turned quickly toward his friend, only to see the impish smile he’d come to know well over the years, and the sparkle in his eye despite his wan countenance. “I think I can manage, Finch. I’ll simply avoid repeating your mistakes in affairs of the heart.”


  Lady Anne reached the altar in quick time despite the peach-colored dress that seemed to envelop her. She was flanked by her son, Philip the Count St. Germain, and Weatherby’s daughter Elizabeth. Both Weatherby and Anne had married after they drifted apart, and they were both widowed. Second chances indeed.


  Weatherby took a moment to marvel at both children, now all but grown. Philip had recently been accepted to read alchemy at Trinity College, Oxford, while the young Elizabeth hoped to follow in a few short years, as her intensive readings and studies of the Xan and Venus had already impressed some of the foremost academics of the day. Even for a bookish girl like Elizabeth, reading at Oxford would’ve been impossible but a few short years ago. But when your future stepmother was one of the foremost alchemists in the Known Worlds—and a woman possessing of a formidable personality besides—doors could open. If there was a way for Elizabeth to study at a university such as Oxford, Weatherby had no doubt that his soon-to-be wife would find it.


  Then Weatherby’s gaze fell back upon Anne, and all other thoughts were lost. Amazing how she could still do that to him.


  Weatherby took Anne’s hand and kissed it, receiving a brilliant smile in return. Her blonde hair shimmered in the morning light streaming through the church’s windows, accented by the sparkling motes she had created and placed into her tresses that morning. She looked utterly ethereal.


  Another cough from Bishop North brought their attention to the matter at hand. “Dearly beloved,” he began, “we are gathered together here in the sight of God, and in the face of this congregation, to join together this Man and this Woman in holy Matrimony; which is an honorable estate, instituted of God in the time of man’s innocency, signifying unto us the mystical union that is betwixt Christ and his Church; which holy estate Christ adorned…”


  Weatherby let the good bishop speak on, not heeding the words, instead holding the hands of the woman he loved for so long. Finch was quite right; there were rarely second chances at first love. To think that she had harbored such feelings for him as well was a revelation. Had the circumstances been different upon their second meeting, Weatherby would’ve married her sooner.


  As it was, four years seemed appropriate, given the nature of their reunion, which involved the need to hunt down and kill her then-husband, the Count St. Germain, who’d been trying to unleash a new alien hell upon the Known Worlds. Even in the most thorough works of etiquette, such circumstances were wholly unheard of.


  “Therefore if any man can show any just cause why they may not lawfully be joined together, let him now speak, or else hereafter forever hold his peace.”


  The following silence drew Weatherby and Anne away from each other, turning and smiling toward the small congregation invited to this most intimate affair. A handful of senior officers and their wives, notable alchemists, some of London’s more scandalously intelligent women—it was an eclectic mix of sailors and society, academics and rebels. And they were friends, most importantly. Even Sir James Morrow, well and truly retired for the first time in his life, came down from Cambridgeshire for the festivities.


  Suddenly, from outside the church doors, they heard a faint scream.


  Weatherby looked to Anne, who looked back at him with equal measures of bewilderment, annoyance and amusement. Surely it was a bit early in the day for revelries, but Portsmouth was indeed a major port for the Royal Navy, and revelries for men long at sea knew no clocks.


  It was upon the second scream, and the third, that the murmuring of the crowd began.


  At this juncture, the doors at the rear of the church burst open, and a young man wearing the uniform of a midshipman ran through, racing up the aisle to the gasps of all in attendance.


  Weatherby’s first thought was the sword at his side. Shedding blood in a church was bad form, of course, but one does what one must.


  “Admiral!” the boy panted. “Urgent message from the Admiralty, sir! Portsmouth is under attack! You must…” The boy slowed to a walk, his face turning the color of beets, as realization of the ceremony he’d burst into dawned upon him.


  “Under attack?” Weatherby asked, motioning the young midshipman forward so that he might deliver the message upon the paper clutched in his hand. “Surely not! Would not our pickets have detected an incoming fleet early on?”


  The boy once again found his feet and ran up to the admiral, surrendering his papers. Weatherby snatched it up and began scanning it quickly. He quickly ran pale. “Under the channel…dear God.”


  He looked up at the crowd assembled for what was to be a joyous day. “I am afraid it is true. Portsmouth is currently under attack by a French invasion. Please take your carriages and flee immediately. Head north, either for Oxford or Bristol. Midshipman, escort these people to their carriages and horses, if you please, and get them on their way with all due haste.”


  The boy ran back down the aisle, but the crowd simply gaped at Weatherby, stunned and uncomprehending.


  “Damn you all, go!” Weatherby roared. “The French are upon our very shores!”


  Weatherby’s outburst brought the crowd to its feet and immediately they made for the doors in a perfect rush and panic. Elizabeth and Philip stood close by their parents, unsure as to what else they might do, while Finch stood resolutely by Weatherby’s side.


  And Sir James Morrow remained as well, third bench upon the right side, his weathered hands pulling him upright. “I suggest you get on with it, Tom,” he said gently. “We haven’t much time.”


  Weatherby shook his head sadly before turning back to the bishop with eyes wide and visage most grim. “My Lord Bishop, we will have to delay our ceremony under the circumstances.”


  The clergyman, a wiry and spry man in his early sixties, was understandably taken aback. “Excuse me, my Lord Admiral?” And when Weatherby looked upon Anne, her face bore great surprise—and restrained fury.


  Weatherby squeezed Anne’s hand. “I am afraid, my love, we must away before it is too late.”


  To Weatherby’s very great surprise, Anne pulled him back as he made to leave. “I have waited far too long for this, and will not wait a moment longer. My Lord Bishop, how quickly can you marry us?”


  Bishop North was, by this point, completely at a loss. “I suppose but a minute or two, my lord.”


  “Very well,” Weatherby said. “Pronounce it quickly, then! Finch, keep watch.”


  The good bishop began quickly flipping through his prayer book, reciting the words necessary to join the couple before him in matrimony, even as the tumult outside began to increase. Finch stood in the rear of the church, his head poked through the door, joined by a half dozen officers, armed with naught but swords, who had stayed to protect the couple during the now abbreviated ceremony.


  “Do you, Thomas, take this woman, Anne, to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have…” The bishop trailed off as Weatherby arched an eyebrow. “Do you, sir?” the bishop stammered.


  He turned and gave Anne a soft, sad smile. “I most certainly do.”


  “And do you, Anne, take this man, Thomas, to be your lawfully wedded husband?”


  Tears flowed gently down her cheeks as Anne squeezed Weatherby’s hand. “I do indeed.”


  Suddenly, Finch slammed the door of the church shut and began shoving one of the nearby wooden benches in front of it. “They’re coming!” he shouted.


  Weatherby turned back to the ashen-faced bishop. “Now, if you please, my Lord.”


  The bishop slammed his book shut. “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.” And with that, the clergyman dashed toward the church’s sacristy.


  Weatherby and Anne looked to one another. “We really have horrible timing,” she said. “But we are married.”


  “Not yet,” Weatherby said—just before he leaned down and gave her the kiss that was more than two decades late.


  Then the doors burst open.


  Anne gasped as a squadron of French soldiers marched into the church, bayonets at the ready. The fact that their blue and red uniforms were completely soaked was quite secondary to the fact that the soldiers themselves were…dead.


  The soldiers’ skin was stretched thin across their skeletons, so much so that there were tiny tears that exposed white bone to open air. Their lips were peeled back from their teeth, their noses were shrunken, and their eyes were gray and filmy. Under their bicorn hats, the revenants’ hair was limp and stringy. And even from the altar, they could all smell something of the charnel house when the troops entered.


  Yet they marched effectively—indeed, almost as if they were connected by invisible clockworks. And their bayonets certainly looked sharp and ready.


  “Finch!” Weatherby shouted as he drew his sword. “Are these…?”


  “Revenants! Just as we feared!” the alchemist replied as he rushed back to the altar, his blade already drawn. Finch was one of the very few at the Admiralty who thought it possible the French may have gleaned enough alchemical knowledge from Napoleon’s adventures in Egypt five years prior to create mindless but effective soldiers from the corpses of the dead.


  The officers who remained engaged the French squadron with zeal, blocking the center aisle of the church in order to allow the admiral and his bride to escape. Anne quickly gathered Philip and Elizabeth to her and made for the back of the church, following in the footsteps of the bishop. Weatherby and Finch followed, swords at the ready, even as the cries and clashes of steel rang through the hallowed building.


  And that’s when Weatherby saw his old captain and mentor, Morrow, amongst the blue-coated officers, a blade drawn from the old man’s walking stick.


  “James!” Weatherby shouted. “There are too many!”


  The old captain turned and favored Weatherby with a sad smile. “When has that stopped us, Tom? Go! I will take command here.” He then turned to the officers, one of whom had already fallen to the French bayonets. “Men of the Navy! Defend your admiral!”


  And with that, Morrow dove in to the fray, while the others gave a rallying cry and redoubled their efforts.


  “No!” Weatherby cried.


  He moved to join his friend and mentor, but Finch grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Tom, no,” Finch said quietly, but urgently. “We must fly. Allow James his choice.”


  Choking back tears, Weatherby watched as Morrow deftly parried the first attacker and stabbed the revenant in the heart. Yet while the revenant staggered, the creature nonetheless took the butt of its rifle and smashed it into the side of Morrow’s head.


  The old man fell wordlessly. The other officers continued to fight, but only one managed to fell his opponent, cutting the revenant’s head clean from its shoulders.


  Weatherby quickly slammed the door of the sacristy shut, then fled with his wife and family out the back of the church, and into a world he could never have imagined.




  CHAPTER 1


  December 9, 2134


  The man behind the antique wooden desk looked exhausted and overwhelmed. His gray hair, normally coiffed to perfection, was slightly shaggy looking now. The bags under his eyes weighed on his usually clear, dark, lean face, and the blood-shot eyes themselves spoke of a lack of sleep and the anticipation of more sleepless nights to come. His shirt was rumpled, his tie hanging loosely. The holomonitor in front of him was strewn with folders and documents, videos and messages. His inbox was full of somber condolences, sober good wishes. He scanned the holograms blankly, eyes darting, not seeming to know which specks of data should come first.


  Maj. Gen. Maria Diaz felt bad for him. Historically, there weren’t that many vice presidents called upon to succeed their running mates—certainly none so abruptly as Jackson Weathers. But Diaz figured President Linda Fernandez hadn’t really planned on the cardiac arrest that killed her five hours ago.


  And now President Weathers was sitting at the desk in the Oval Office—a desk made from the timbers of the 19th century Arctic explorer HMS Resolute, and a gift from Queen Victoria some 250 years past. Given what she was about to disclose, she found the desk oddly fitting.


  “General…Diaz, isn’t it?” Weathers said, running a hand over his face. “Didn’t expect to see you here. You still with JSC?”


  Diaz stood at attention and gave Weathers a salute. “Yes, Mr. President. Executive director of Project DAEDALUS.”


  She could see the new president search his memories for a moment while his eyes gave Diaz the once-over. He lingered a bit too long over the curves of her uniform—for a woman pushing sixty, Diaz was still in excellent shape. And Weathers’ reputation for the wandering eye, something of a throwback to late 20th century presidents, was apparently well deserved. Diaz smiled slightly. Let him try. Her wife was a sculptural welder and, if anything, was in better shape than the general. President or not, he’d be pummeled to paste.


  Weathers finally shrugged. “I don’t remember that project. What is it?”


  “You weren’t cleared for it until today, Mr. President. DAEDALUS is the Dimensional And Extraterrestrial Defense, Analysis & Logistical Unified Services,” Diaz said. She started counting the seconds until Weathers’ mind parsed the legalese of the acronym. To his credit, she only got to five.


  “Bullshit,” he said, his tone one of both trepidation and resignation. “Can’t be.”


  “Sorry, sir. It’s true. I’ve put all the background files, reports and videos on your secure server. We need your approval for something that’s pretty critical right now, so if it’s all right with you, I’m going to give you the five-minute version before we get to the latest,” Diaz said.


  Weathers nodded, and off she went, having given the same précis at least two dozen times to other top military and civilian leaders in the U.S. and the European Union, the two governmental partners in JSC’s efforts to explore space. She felt her spiel was good at getting her audiences through anger and denial pretty quickly, though nobody seemed to have a perfect handle on acceptance. Hell, she still needed work on that now and then.


  “In 2132, there was an extradimensional incursion on the planet Mars,” Diaz began. “This other dimension, the one that peeked through, is a mirror of our world in the year 1779, with a few key differences. Over there, folks use a process they believe to be ‘alchemy’ to sail between worlds in wooden sailing ships, and to colonize said worlds, which apparently are quite different from those in our own Solar System in terms of survivability. Yes, there are aliens there too—inhabitants of their very different versions of Venus and Saturn. The dimensional overlap was brought about by an alien in that dimension who had been imprisoned for past crimes against the race of aliens living on Saturn. It took the combined efforts of some of their people—the crew of the English frigate HMS Daedalus—and my team at McAuliffe Base to seal the dimensional rift, which we did.”


  Weathers leaned back in his seat, eyes wide, and didn’t speak for a while as he flipped between reports and images Diaz had sent to his holoprojector. He lingered on the images and vids in particular—a frigate crashed on Mars, a massive alien beast tearing into a bunch of 18th century sailors. Finally, he cleared the images and turned back to Diaz with a haunted look on his face. “There’s a lot more to this story, isn’t there, General?”


  “Yes, sir. The complete files are on your server, sir.”


  “And since you’re just skirting past all that, I assume we have something even more pressing?” the President said. “God help me. Skip to that part.”


  Diaz nodded. At least he wasn’t staring at her uniform anymore. “Little less than six months ago, as you’ll recall, the JSC ship Armstrong reached the Saturn system, the first manned expedition there. You’ll also recall the Chinese got there at the same time.”


  “I remember,” Weathers said. “The Chinese played chicken with our ship, then ended up conducting some kind of mining experiment that ended up destroying one of Saturn’s moons, right? What was that moon’s name again?”


  “Enceladus,” Diaz said. “And the Chinese didn’t blow it up. One of ours did.”


  “And I suppose I wasn’t cleared for that tidbit because…aliens?”


  “Yes, Mr. President. We have reason to believe that two of the Armstrong crew, along with the lone Chinese survivor, were somehow infected by an extradimensional alien intelligence related to the incursion on Mars. We also believe that there were primitive lifeforms in the oceans under Enceladus’ ice which served as the infection vector, and that the moon’s destruction freed those lifeforms. Subsequently, the Chinese ship flew through the moon’s debris field, then turned and headed back for Earth. Our concern is that they picked up several of these alien entities.”


  “How primitive are they?” Weathers asked.


  “Nothing more complex than viruses, but you know what happens when you catch a virus,” Diaz said. “Sir, we currently theorize that these primitive lifeforms may possess extradimensional properties, allowing them to serve as carriers for cross-dimensional infection and personality displacement—possession, if you will. We think that’s what happened to our people, and we’re obviously concerned that the Chinese ship, the Tienlong, is bringing more of those bugs back to Earth.”


  “And why not just blow it to hell and back?” Weathers said, sounding a bit irked. “If it’s an alien invasion force, even if it is goddamn microbes, I think we’re justified, don’t you?”


  That’s exactly what President Hernandez said four months ago, Diaz thought. “I appreciate the direct approach, sir, but our people believe that if the lifeforms could survive for thousands of years under the ice on Enceladus, blowing them up could very well just spread them around the rest of the Solar System. The Earth, Moon, even Mars could end up getting showered with them. All it seems to take is one of them to make contact, and we’re concerned they might serve as a vector to bring in others once infection and personality displacement takes effect. The possession of the Chinese, in particular, we believe may have occurred prior to their departure for Saturn via a different source.”


  Weathers’ face wrinkled at this. “Another vector?”


  “There’s been at least one recorded instance of a cross-dimensional rift being re-opened here on Earth, by a former corporate sponsor of McAuliffe Base on Mars. That rift nearly brought other things, stranger things, into our world. That project used a pre-existing artifact that, we believe, had an extra-dimensional counterpart that allowed for infection of the Chinese officer to take place prior to his departure for Saturn. Long story short, we need to study every aspect of this mess in order to figure out how best to defeat the next incursion.”


  Weathers flipped through the reader embedded into the ancient wood of his desk, marveling at the images and details before him. Images of a sailing ship in a canal on Mars. A journal that wrote itself. Carvings found in a cave on Saturn’s moon Titan. The video of Enceladus dissolving into a massive cloud of ice crystals and leaving a small rocky core behind. And schematics of a particle collider buried in the sands of Egypt, which created a second rift between worlds.


  “How long until Tienlong arrives?” the president asked finally.


  “Five weeks. We’re already working on contingency plans. You have write-ups in there already. We’ll need your approval for a few of them in the next few days, sir. The biggest one, though, would be to make an official request to the Chinese government, directly, that we be allowed to board Tienlong before she makes Earth orbit. We need to capture that ship.”


  Weathers frowned. “Why do you need me to do it? Surely there are processes in place for salvage or something like that.”


  “There are, sir, but we would prefer this request be made off the record, and at the highest level, to impress upon the Chinese the need to cooperate,” Diaz said.


  “So you need me to be the heavy and strong-arm the premier.”


  Diaz smiled. “Exactly, sir.”


  “Fine,” Weathers said absently as he moved the folders on his holomonitor to a list labeled TOP PRIORITY. “So what happened to Armstrong in all this?”


  Diaz sighed quietly. “She’s coming in hot, right behind Tienlong. I know her acting skipper. She’s…very motivated to see this through, sir, whatever happens.”


  Stars surrounded Shaila Jain, shining upon her from every direction. The Milky Way stretched across the blackness of space, a bold highway of light leading off beyond vision itself. It was gorgeous.


  She never felt more alone in her life.


  Lt. Cmdr. Shaila Jain, RN, JSC, acting captain of the JSCS Armstrong, sat in the cockpit of her state-of-the-art ship, the room around her transformed via virtual-reality glasses into the starscape before her. Occasionally, the view would be interrupted by a graphic or text and accompanied by a subtle chime, alerting her to some routine shift in the ship’s functioning, or to the presence of yet another message from Earth, wondering if and when she would talk to anyone ever again.


  She wasn’t sure she ever would.


  Five months ago, she had been on top of the world—a new world, in fact. The first person to set foot upon Enceladus, the mysterious ice moon of Saturn. They were there to search for life—evidence of life beyond Earth itself. There wasn’t any on Mars. The Jovian moon Europa was being stubborn. Enceladus, with its under-ice lake, warmed by the push-pull of Saturn’s gravity, was humanity’s best, last hope for finding neighbors.


  The neighbors found them instead.


  Shaila wasn’t supposed to be the first person on Enceladus. She led the landing team, but they had drawn straws, and the honor had gone to Stephane Durand, a French planetologist and her boyfriend and lover of two years. They had been together at McAuliffe Base on Mars. They fought to save two dimensions from an inexplicable, ancient evil. They had become inseparable. And when it came time for Stephane to make history, he had physically picked her up off the landing craft and, in Enceladus’ extremely low gravity, tossed her over the side in his place.


  How many men have given the woman they loved an entire world?


  She smiled sadly at the thought. Smiling was ever-so-slightly easier now, after five months. She would occasionally think of seeing her family on Earth, or the simple delights of a blue sky or a beach. She would smile. And then the guilt and anger over what happened would erase that smile quickly, and she would lock it all down inside and focus on the work again.


  She reminded herself daily that Stephane wasn’t there anymore. Something had gotten to him on Enceladus, and she worked hard to figure out how and why. She reviewed all the videos and records, and tracked down the source. On their first landing, they had been in the path of a cryovolcanic ejection–a cold-water geyser. They got wet. And the microbial lifeforms believed to be in the water must’ve gotten on them. She remembered Stephane in the lander after their historic mission, heading back to Armstrong. He took off his helmet and, reflexively, wiped his gauntleted hand across his face.


  Then he complained of the taste of the water covering him.


  That’s how it got him. That’s why he wasn’t there—both physically on the ship, and present in his own mind. Something had taken possession. And Shaila knew—without more than circumstance and conjecture, she nonetheless knew—that it was tied to what happened on Mars two and a half years ago.


  Back then, they defeated that alien—some horrible, monstrous thing calling itself Althotas. And she was hell-bound and determined to defeat whatever possessed Stephane, whatever made him board the Chinese ship, whatever made him kill Armstrong’s captain, U.S. Marine Col. Mark Nilssen.


  Whatever made him plant the explosive charges that reduced Enceladus to its tiny, rocky core, freeing thousands—maybe millions—of similar little lifeforms, just like the one that possessed him.


  Another chime sounded in her ear, and a small window popped up to her right, next to the constellation Taurus. “DAILY REMINDER: VIDEO TO STEPHANE.”


  Shaila chased the text away with a wave of her hand. She wasn’t in the mood. There were a lot of days where she wasn’t. But…


  “Jain to Archie, come in,” she called over the ship’s comm.


  A few moments went by before the response came. “You really need to let me relieve you up there for a while,” Dean Archibald replied in his maddeningly paternal old-man drawl. “And you really should eat something today, young lady.”


  How long have I been in here? she wondered. She idly called up the holocam to catch an image of herself, and was mildly surprised at the result. She didn’t look too bad—her military training prompted her to stick to a decent exercise and hygiene regiment. Yet the dark circles under her eyes were impressive, reminding her of the black stuff American football players used to cut down glare and intimidate opponents. Shaila’s skin, usually the color of café au lait, seemed sallow and wan. “Roger that. You can relieve me at next watch,” she said. “Going to swing the dish to target Tienlong and send a packet. You have yours ready?”


  “It’s on my server, the usual place. Recorded it a while ago,” the old engineer replied. “And I’ll see you in three hours to kick your ass out of there. Out.”


  Shaila and Archie were the only surviving in-place members of the Armstrong crew. Nilssen was killed when he went to investigate a distress call from Tienlong, the rival Chinese ship that drove them off course from Titan, prompting their landing on Enceladus instead. The ship’s biologist and medic, Maria Conti, was on board Tienlong now, also possessed. The mission’s corporate sponsor, Elizabeth Hall, died on Titan.


  The Chinese had been less fortunate. The DAEDALUS task force investigators believed that one of the Chinese may have been infected prior to leaving Earth, thanks to a minute space-time rift in Egypt, in the ruins of an ancient temple in the Libyan desert town of Siwa. The guy had gone to play tourist there prior to leaving. He may have infected others en route to Saturn. They didn’t know the details yet. But in the end, of the six Chinese crewmen aboard Tienlong, only one remained alive, and he was aiding Stephane and Conti. Four were brutally murdered by their fellow crewmen, and Shaila watched in horror as the fifth took his own life by putting a laser drill to his head on the surface of Titan.


  The image of that suicide still haunted her, when she wasn’t thinking of Stephane.


  “Locate Tienlong,” Shaila told the ship’s computer. A moment later, a red dot appeared in front of her, alongside a window showing as much of that ship’s status as the computer had handy, mostly course and speed. Armstrong was gaining on her. They’d enter Earth orbit mere minutes apart, even though Shaila’s ship had been delayed more than a week due to engine problems. They had burned salt-laden Enceladan water in order to respond to the Tienlong’s original distress call, and Archie had needed the time to clean up the mess the solids had made inside the engines.


  Shaila locked Armstrong’s communications array on Tienlong. There was no way of knowing whether a laser comm would work, so Shaila had to rely on old-fashioned radio for these little exercises. That was fine. She could still focus the call somewhat, and hope that she wasn’t appearing on every holovision set in eastern Europe or something.


  “Record vidmail message and stream to target,” Shaila said. The computer obliged within microseconds.


  She cleared her throat, straightened up, and forced a smile as she began.


  “Hello again, Stephane. I’m still on your tail, of course, and we’re still gaining on you. I know Archie’s trying to find a way to get us over the hump so we can intercept you before you make Earth orbit. If anyone can do it, he can. He says hi, by the way. He told me to say that. Funny, isn’t it.


  “I’m going to keep this short today, because I’m really tired and really fucking pissed at you, and at the world, and at the strange things that are doing this to you and to us. You know, I liked being an ‘us.’ For the first time ever, I actually wanted to be part of another person’s life like that. I…yeah. Anyway, I’m still here. I’m coming to get you. Keep fighting. I love you.”


  Shaila stopped and waved the recording closed as she fought back tears. Every goddamn time. She plucked Archie’s vidmail from his folder and sent it along as well. Shaila had ordered him to send vidmails to Conti, just as she’d been sending them to Stephane.


  Every day. Without fail.


  For the past 159 days. It was the only thing she could do to prevent herself from going crazy sitting around waiting.


  There had been no response.


  “What do you mean there’s been no response?” Harry Yu asked crossly, running a hand through his otherwise immaculate black hair. “You’ve been setting this up for months now, and there’s been nothing from Tienlong at all?”


  Harry paced inside a small office inside a nondescript office park on the outskirts of Kabul, Afghanistan. A century ago, the country emerged from civil war and sectarian strife to become a high-quality corporate safe haven; in exchange for regular “taxes” and outright bribes, businesses could do whatever they wanted in Kabul, no questions asked, no regulations enforced. A lot of financials and biotechs had outposts here, in very similar, un-logoed office parks.


  But Harry Yu wasn’t working for the congloms anymore. The former Total Suez and Billiton MinMetals executive, once a rising star in the corporate world, was on the lam, wanted for questioning by Interpol, the Egyptian police force and—most importantly—Project DAEDALUS.


  Harry didn’t let it show; at least, that’s what he tried telling himself. He still wore the finest clothes he could afford, and with the terras he’d stashed in various accounts around the world, he could still look good. Today was a grey suit and white shirt, the only nod to the weather and location was the lack of necktie. He always felt clothes helped project authority.


  Whether or not he had any authority left was an open question. Most days, his “team” seemed to be humoring him.


  “Your conventional signaling won’t work, Harry,” Evan Greene replied with the hint of a smile. “That’s why we’ve been working on the dimensional phase communications here, which is why we replicated Yuna Hiyashi’s Mars experiment in the desert outside town. That’s the only way we’ve been able to reach them before.”


  Them. The folks from the other side. Extradimensional aliens. Martians, to be specific.


  Harry saw Greene trade a very pointed look with his companion, former U.S. Marine Capt. Margaret Huntington. Both Greene and Huntington had been part of Maria Diaz’ DAEDALUS team over the summer when they turned up and ruined Harry’s attempt to replicate the rift created on Mars two years prior.


  Discovering a whole new universe of worlds was a monumental moment in human history, and Harry Yu would have done anything to be the man to capitalize on it. And he’d gotten so close.


  Yet Harry’s experiment in the Egyptian desert was—well, it wasn’t a failure, was it? A portal was opened. How could he have known that there were some seriously fucked-up creatures on the other side? If Maria had just given him more time, he could’ve replicated the rift, brought in some heavy artillery from G48 or Unity-Halliburton, taken care of things. He didn’t want to go in shooting, of course, but there were worlds full of resources—and alchemy!—that were going unexploited.


  But the portal wasn’t stable. He didn’t have enough time.


  After that, Diaz shut him down and took over his worksite, his company disowned him, and he was busy getting drunk-as-fuck under the radar in Dubai when Greene—who had secretly been on Harry’s payroll—and Huntington walked up clear as day and convinced him to try again. The thing was, he thought Greene and Huntington were buried under the rubble after his particle collider blew the hell up. And Greene never told him he’d recruited Huntington.


  But since then…well, it had been a weird trip.


  First off, Harry didn’t know this Huntington woman in the slightest, but he knew Greene—and there were days Harry felt that the guy wearing Greene’s face wasn’t Greene. Greene was funny, for one, and cocky as hell and downright charismatic; the scientist used to host educational holovision shows before going to work for Diaz and, later, Harry. But lately, Greene was none of those things. Sure, he still had his trade mark mane of silvery hair, his bright teeth and holovision-ready looks. But he had some nervous tics to him, drumming fingers and the occasional twitch, and a near omnipresent thin sheen of sweat on his forehead, even in the air-conditioned offices. To Harry, Greene seemed…stretched. Thinned out, somehow.


  And from what Harry knew of U.S. Marines, the woman before him now was far less disciplined, cool and detached. There was a feral fervor about her that made “unnerving” seem like a garden party in comparison. The fact that she was physically ripped and nominally pretty was even more disconcerting.


  When Harry finally confronted Greene about his survival, the scientist said he’d been in contact with the aliens from the other side—just as Martian scientist/astronaut Yuna Hiyashi had been two years ago on Mars. Greene said he and Huntington had managed to avoid the worst of the building collapse in Siwa and, armed with new knowledge, were working to reestablish contact with the other side to re-open the portal that had flared wide and slammed shut in the temple below the Siwa oasis.


  But they seemed to be keeping Harry very much in the dark. And that wouldn’t do.


  “And you’ve been in contact?” Harry pressed.


  Greene and Huntington kept working away on their rented holostations. “That’s right, Harry,” Greene said coolly. “Not often, not every day, but enough. Soon, we’ll have enough resources available to us to rebuild what you did in Egypt, but better. Bigger. In the meantime, the dimensional phase communicators will help both Tienlong and ourselves better manage the entities aboard that ship so that they can be put to use in opening a new portal when they arrive.”


  Huntington smiled as she worked, a predatory expression that sent a shiver down Harry’s spine and, for the thousandth time, made him question just what the hell he was doing with these two.


  But there were no alternatives. Wanted by the authorities and running low on even his extensive lines of untraceable credit, he’d hitched his wagon to the notion that Greene and Huntington could reopen the portal between worlds, stabilize it and make it so that resources and people could be safely transported from one to the other.


  In business, the only way to correct a mistake is to achieve an exponentially bigger gain. And opening up an entire universe worth of new markets certainly qualified.


  “All right,” Harry said. “But we only have a few months left before my lines of credit run out. After that, all this gets shut down.”


  “It won’t get shut down,” Huntington said quietly. It was the first time she had spoken within earshot of Harry in a month.


  “See that it doesn’t,” Harry snapped, grabbing his coat. “I have to go see about making another tax payment to the local governor. Hoping I can get the price down. No-questions-asked is harder to do these days.”


  Greene and Huntington didn’t bother to respond. And in that moment, not for the first time, Harry wondered just who was working for whom.


  He left the little office and headed out into the cool Afghan afternoon. He didn’t really care how it played out now, he reminded himself.


  It only mattered who was in charge at the end.


  He was distracted by a text, which conveniently popped up on the inside of his sunglasses. It came via an unlisted account on a black corporate network—one that even government stooges couldn’t hack.


  The message read simply: “I know what you’re up to. You can do better than Kabul. I can help. I want in.”


  Harry raised an eyebrow as he got into his car, which dutifully transferred the message onto the windshield. These sorts of messages, while not an everyday thing, were part and parcel of modern corporate life. Some people made a living being anonymous angel investors for questionable yet potentially profitable enterprises. Heck, Harry had dabbled himself, back in the day.


  Now he was on the other end. And he was getting pretty damn tired of uncertainty.


  But…


  “Send reply as follows,” he told the car as he drove off. “I’m interested. Set up a secure link and we’ll talk.”




  CHAPTER 2


  March 27, 1809


  Capt. Patrick O’Brian, commander of HMS Thunderer, looked at his young officers and midshipmen with a practiced eye as they filed into the great cabin of his 74-gun ship. So young. How could I have ever looked this young?


  Yet they were the best England could provide—or, rather, the best the North of England could provide, along with Scotland, half of Ireland and a bit of Wales. Perhaps that’s why the frigate captains looked like green lieutenants, the lieutenants appeared to be naught but midshipmen, and the mids…dear God in Heaven, the mids looked barely weaned from their mothers’ bosoms.


  They were the newest addition to the fleet protecting Elizabeth Mercuris, the floating outpost above the blasted cinder that was the planet Mercury. They would have to do, for the outpost was critical to keeping the French from taking control of the Void itself.


  O’Brian looked out his aft windows at the outpost. It had grown immensely in the thirty years since he first laid eyes upon it. It had started as a commercial trading post for the miners who worked in the caves and caverns of Mercury below, then blossomed—if such a term might be used for such an unsavory place—into a major Sunward Trading Company port. Through alchemy, plenty of sails and no small amount of genius born of desperation, the floating outpost consisted of old ships and hulks lashed together with rope, joined by wooden walkways and bridges, weighed by alchemical lodestones designed to keep gravity and air in place. It was tucked directly behind Mercury so as to keep the heat and light of the Sun from becoming too intense.


  And today, it was England’s last hope.


  There was a rapping upon O’Brian’s door. “Come,” he said over the low murmur of his wardroom officers.


  When the admiral walked in, O’Brian smiled as he stood. Only Thomas Weatherby would knock before entering a subordinate’s cabin.


  The officers and mids scrambled to their feet, eyes wide with shock as they saluted Admiral Lord Weatherby, and O’Brian registered a slight shock of his own. It had been nearly six years since he last saw his old commander and friend—the man’s wedding day, in actuality—and the years seemed to weigh upon Weatherby like an old cloak.


  Weatherby, it seemed, saw something similar in O’Brian as he came across the room and clenched the captain in a warm embrace. “For God’s sake, Paddy, why the hell aren’t you eating?” Weatherby said quietly, his concern broken with a warm smile that, for a moment, banished the lines of worry upon his face and lifted the air of palpable gloom around him.


  “Likely the same reason you aren’t sleeping, my Lord,” he replied. “There is plenty to go around, I fear. Thank you for coming to speak to the lads.”


  “It’s good they know what they’re fighting for here, Captain. Shall I?”


  O’Brian nodded, and Weatherby turned in the cramped cabin to address the wide-eyed youngsters present, thinking much the same as O’Brian with regards to their youthfulness. Those eager eyes, those unblemished faces…it was a sin to think how quickly they would be replaced by glassy dullness and hard lines. And Weatherby felt acutely that his own appearance would be an object lesson on the results of a life in service. His hair was grayed, his face lined with worry and wind, the two-inch scar on his cheek, gained ‘round Mars some thirty years past, a white ghostly line on leathery skin. Yet he could stand tall, walk briskly and hold fast, and his voice could still raise an entire ship to action with one bellow. He might have looked worried—and he was, for England was on the very brink of war—but he was, by no means, ready to bend.


  “Gentlemen,” O’Brian said, quieting the room immediately. “May I present Thomas, Baron Weatherby, Vice-Admiral of the White, Knight of the Bath, and commander of all Sunward forces of His Majesty’s Navy.”


  Weatherby shot O’Brian a look for that overly formal introduction, though he knew that listing his various titles and honors might lend additional weight to his words. Still, it seemed that if those in this cabin needed the additional weighting, there was little Weatherby could say that would move them from whatever strange mind-set they possessed.


  “Officers of HMS Thunderer,” Weatherby began. “I should like to come to know each of you as well as I know your captain here, but I fear time and tide shall not allow it in these dark days. But I tell you this: You have in command of your ship one of the finest men with whom I have ever sailed sea and Void. I trust him with my very life. Follow his commands in both spirit and letter, and you will find naught but success, I promise you.


  “Now, your captain asked me to address you briefly, for many of you have had little word of England, or how our war fares with the damnable French. I should wish to report better news than I have…Napoleon has control of much of the Continent, and has recently taken Spain almost entirely unopposed.


  “I am happy to report that Wellesley and the army are holding fast to Yorkshire, and have even begun an effort to take Derbyshire and advance into northern Nottinghamshire. The French have sent reinforcements, of course, and the battles are hard fought. Their invasion force has dwindled—due in large part to the limited life-spans of their revenant soldiers. Apparently, these abominations can only be animated for three or four years before finally collapsing, allowing their poor souls at last the rest God intended. And with the rest of the Continent pacified, Napoleon’s alchemists have a lack of new…material…from which to create new troops.


  “Meanwhile, the victory at Trafalgar—may God rest Nelson’s soul!—has allowed our fleet to continue dominance of both sea and Void. We have kept the plague that is Napoleon’s army from spreading beyond the Continent. Elizabeth Mercuris is absolutely critical to this effort.”


  There was a whispering and a few chuckles from a corner of the room that caught Weatherby’s ear, and he spied a sandy-haired young lieutenant smiling from that direction. “You there,” Weatherby said, pointing. “Repeat what was just said, if you please.”


  At this the young man’s grin turned into a visage of abject panic, but he immediately stood ramrod straight and spoke clearly. “An opinion was stated, my Lord Admiral, as to the critical nature of Elizabeth Mercuris as anything other than…a whorehouse.”


  Weatherby could not help but smile slightly, as there were indeed several such establishments within the outpost. “Indeed, Lieutenant. But can you tell me why that opinion is entirely incorrect and the truth as to why it is critical to our efforts?”


  The lieutenant—barely past his midshipman years—could only shake his head no. And those around him looked upon him with a mix of terror and pity.


  “Lieutenant, the alchemists here use the ores mined below to create the solution known as Mercurium. This allows our ships greater freedom of movement; with the proper application of Mercurium to the ships’ sails, they may launch for the Void from any point, upon any sea, on any world. Without Mercurium, ships must sail—sometimes for weeks—until they reach a world’s aurorae at the poles, and only there can they catch the Solar wind and be off into the Void. But of course, you knew this already, did you not, Lieutenant?”


  The young man nodded vigorously, and seemed quite apt to have a nervous episode at any moment.


  “France has very little Mercurium at hand,” Weatherby continued. “So little, in fact, that they’ve found it easier to simply build ships from their holdings on Venus, then send them into the Void and keep them there. These Void-squadrons are growing, I’m sorry to report. And with Venus so close, our critical holding here upon Mercury—one of the keys to our dominance of the Void—has been sorely tested, and will likely be tested many times again. It is Mercurium, produced here, that allows our ships to quickly make the Void from wherever our ships may be, while France and her allies must ascend at the poles of any given world—effectively hampering their imperial ambitions considerably. This outpost is thus critical to our efforts.”


  Weatherby looked closely at his audience. He told them nothing new, really, but he had them well in hand, the benefits of rank and legend manifest. “I know you would like nothing more than to make sail for England and expel the French from our homes. And I should be quite glad to give the order. But we face a canny, cunning, well-armed enemy. We must fight intelligently, attacking at points of weakness. England will be liberated, I can promise you. Napoleon will answer for the crimes he’s committed against our King, our Country and against God Himself. And your actions here, aboard this fine ship, under this most excellent commander, will help bring us to that fine day.


  “Mind your stations, heed your orders and excel in all that you do, and the French shall hear Thunderer in their ears before long! God save the King!”


  The young men in the room stood as one and cried out, “God save the King!”


  With a nod, Weatherby moved toward the door, shaking the officers’ extended hands. It both amused and saddened him to think that these young men would one day say, “I once shook Lord Weatherby’s hand!” He overheard a young midshipman say exactly that upon a frigate he inspected last year, and felt both embarrassed and morose afterward. Weatherby had done much since the invasion of England…but Napoleon still held their homeland. All the accolades and titles would mean little until he could see the King return to Buckingham and Windsor once more.


  Then he could finally rest.


  O’Brian escorted Weatherby out onto the main deck and toward the gangplank that would take him back upon Elizabeth Mercuris. “I must apologize for Lt. Stiles, my Lord. I shall see to his further education, of course,” O’Brian said.


  Weatherby smirked as he stepped onto the “ground” of the outpost –more wooden planking, slapdash paths made of old timbers that linked Elizabeth Mercuris’ buildings together. Below the planking was nothing but the Void. “Of course, though do remember we were much like him back in the day.”


  “We were, and we were whipped for it,” O’Brian retorted as he escorted Weatherby toward the outpost’s Admiralty headquarters—a former second-rate ship, long stripped of sail and mast, with windows where its gunports once were and a surprisingly ornate door cut into the lower hull. “Anyway, I shall do what needs be done. How fares the Lady Anne, sir?” O’Brian asked.


  Weatherby smirked, his mind rushing back thirty years to an impromptu fencing lesson—and Anne being the one to teach a very young Midshipman O’Brian a few things. “She is well, Paddy. Already trying to come up with ways to increase efficiency here and produce more Mercurium. T’was never a problem she didn’t enjoy solving, even if there was none to solve at first!”


  The two men laughed as they walked along the wooden path, the hustle and bustle of portside activity all around them. The stars shone clear, and the Sun’s corona was visible around Mercury’s dark sphere below. Above, alchemically-treated sails fluttered in the solar winds, helping to keep the outpost in place, rather than plummeting toward the dark, cold desert of Mercury’s night side. “It was good of you to mention Nelson in there,” O’Brian said. “I know you didn’t get on with him, but since Trafalgar, the men—the officers in particular—see him as a martyr. And we, of course, served with him at the Nile.”


  “Actually, we interrupted him at the Nile,” Weatherby said. “Displaced his favorite captain and put a decisive end to an otherwise long battle. I’m sure he was quite put out. But yes, we need our heroes in these days. If Nelson can continue his service from beyond, then we must use his memory well.”
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