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  For my mom and grandfather,

  who always encouraged me to dream big


  PROLOGUE

  4,137 B.C.

  Mars would soon be dead.

  Standing on the balcony of his fortress, the warlord knew—despite all his efforts and his brilliance—that the battle on the fields below would end in crushing defeat. The flanking gambit backed by his most aggressive general had failed, as he knew it would; the eldritch machines of the enemy made short work of his massed armies. But it was not a gambit designed to win. It merely bought time.

  The warlord clutched his scimitar in one tightened, green fist. This war was all but over. Another was beginning. A new front. A terrible and uncertain front…but potentially a winning one.

  “My lord, it is time,” came a voice from behind him. “The subjects are ready.”

  He turned to his chief disciple and aide-de-camp, Rathemas—a fine warrior in his own right, and an even more adept mystic. Rathemas bore a look of grim determination on his face, but his black-eyed gaze remained steady. His hand rested lightly on his own scimitar, sheathed now but ready enough should the defenses finally break.

  Once again, the warlord turned back to the blasted plain for one final look. Dark yellow blood marred the rust-red plains—the blood of heroes, the warlord knew. It would be avenged, though not in this lifetime.

  But the warlord was no longer interested in such short time spans. He watched his final lines of beast riders fall to the lightning strikes of a terrible war machine—such a beautiful, horrible creation it was!—before turning back to Rathemas. “So it is,” he said finally. “Begin the power sequence. I follow shortly.”

  Rathemas bowed and left quickly, the claws on his feet clacking against the bare stone floors.

  Sharp, dissonant shouts floated up from the battlefield, and he knew without even looking that the time was shorter than Rathemas knew. The human vanguard had been crushed, and the enemies’ war-cries were shrill and piercing. It must be now.

  The warlord turned and followed his disciple through the halls of the fortress. His fellows cleared a path for him immediately, pressing their backs to the stone walls and saluting crisply, even as many struggled to stand under the weight of exhaustion and injury.

  Outside the skies were black, roiling masses of alchemical cloud, pierced by the erratic, failing electrical currents linking his citadel to others across the planet, others now likely in ruins. The once verdant plains below were ground to dust, the metal of sword and armor now rusting amid the blood and ichor. Nearly the entire planet’s water supply had slowly been blasted out into the Void during the year-long onslaught. It would be mere hours before the last citadel fell.

  But improbably, it would be time enough for a final masterstroke. What the enemy thought would be the end of the war was merely the opening of a new stratagem, one that would come to fruition over centuries.

  The warlord strode down corridors, hurtled down stairways, brushed past the dead and dying, all while bringing his mind into focus for the task ahead. His will had to be as sharp as the long-hafted blade in his scabbard, and he had many opportunities to practice such concentration in the years since he assumed the mantle of leadership on behalf of his people.

  Finally, in the lowest dungeon of his tallest citadel, he arrived in the massive stone chamber set aside for this ritual and began surveying the preparations of his acolytes and disciples. The room was a vaulted, circular space nearly more than a hundred yards wide, with cunning arches supporting the high domed ceiling and arcane sigils carved in the walls providing the only décor. In the dim electrical light, he could see the subjects were indeed ready—a band of some two hundred humans, along with another sixty enemy beings, their low harmonic moans bringing sweet minor chords to his ears. Thirty reptilian beasts from the second world, barely sentient and scraping futilely at their iron bonds, were in a third area. Together, these groups formed a triangle, in the center of which was the semi-circular altar, hewn of black stone and covered in ritual accoutrements—the symbolic tools of high occult practice and the gears, switches and knobs that represented the pinnacle of his people’s technology.

  Finally, streams of warriors and acolytes entered the room, chanting as he had prescribed. Dozens, and then hundreds, flowed through the doors, forming a circle around the altar—and another circle, and another. A thousand strong, the massed horde began to sway to the susurrant drone of their own voices, enraptured by the chance of final victory.

  Naturally, they were not told of this victory’s cost, or of its time frame. But they were loyal, and they would see its value in the days and years to come. No matter how long it took.

  The ranks of the faithful parted for the warlord as he strode, full of purpose, to the altar, his faithful Rathemas by his side. “You need not be here,” he told his disciple with solemn paternal pride. “You are free to go and die in defense of this working.”

  Rathemas gave a shadow of a smile. “There are plenty outside left to die, my lord. I want to be part of the final victory to come.”

  The warlord could not help but smile in turn. That was Rathemas, true to the end. He was the only other creature in the universe who knew of the full extent of the warlord’s plans, and yet here he was, ready to give far more than one single life for the cause. He placed a long, spindly hand on his disciple’s shoulder. “Then it will fall to you to lead them, when the time is nigh. You will know the hour and bend all to your Will.”

  Rathemas nodded and stopped at the foot of the dais leading to the altar, leaving the warlord to ascend the steps. Upon the altar, he saw the two most precious components there, awaiting the necessary infusion of physical and occult energies needed for the plan to work—two books, one with a cover hewn of the finest emeralds left upon his world, and the other shielded with the blackest onyx, the pages stained with the blood of both ally and enemy alike.

  Chanting softly to himself, the warlord began. He poured noxious liquids over these books—containing the most powerful magical, alchemical and technological processes in the Known Worlds—powered up his etheric generators and ritually cleansed the souls of those present according to the ancient ways.

  Then, just as the citadel shook violently under the enemy’s siege engines, etheric lightning shot from the altar in every direction to pierce the souls of every being in the room, save the warlord. He closed his eyes and savored the screams—the first notes of his magnum opus—before a final stroke of energy shot through his own body.

  “In here!” cried the sergeant, his slug-projectile weapon pointing through the doorway into the massive basement chamber. The melodies of his voice were martial, staccato, and hopeful, all at once, and were audible despite the heavy armor that covered him from head to toe.

  Quickly the squad entered and fanned out, weapons at the ready. But there seemed to be little need. The room smelled of ozone and blood, and the broken husks of long, green-skinned bodies were strewn about, as if thrown around by a giant hand. Yet in other areas, the squad found their fellow soldiers, prisoners now, unconscious but alive. The humans and lizard-creatures also seemed to avoid whatever had slain the warlord’s allies.

  The officer walked in and quickly identified his quarry. “There. Bring the chains,” she sang excitedly, pointing to the green-skinned figure slumped over the console in the middle of the room. “And fetch the healers. We should repatriate these captives to their homeworlds.”

  Within moments, the figure was bound hand and foot, lying on the floor unconscious. “The carnage,” the officer sang dolefully, quietly, an elegy to the fallen. “What has this madman done?”

  A cough from the floor drew everyone’s attention as the warlord—the enemy of many worlds—sputtered and awakened. “It is…victory.”

  The officer stepped forward to tower over him. “No, it seems you’ve failed, Althotas,” she sang, her voice carrying minor chords of contempt and rage. “Only your compatriots have fallen.”

  The squad pulled the warlord Althotas to his feet, roughly, supporting him under their arms. Althotas did not respond, instead allowing a small, strange smile to appear on his bloodied, yellow-streaked face.

  Mars would be dead soon.


  CHAPTER 1

  July 21, 1798

  Allah, be merciful. It is like lambs to the slaughter,” the young man said as he surveyed the flat plain far below. His was, perhaps, the finest vantage point one could muster—atop the Great Pyramid of Cheops itself—and yet one neither side from the battle below had seen fit to use.

  Far below and far away, the young man and his companion watched the first line of mounted mamelukes charge forth across the desert toward the arrayed forces of infantry and artillery before them. The cries of the horsemen could be heard faintly over the desert wind, their words not quite discernible, though both men knew that among the cries, many of the mamelukes would be shouting allahu akbar—God is great.

  Wisps of smoke erupted from the lines of the European infantry, followed shortly by the sound of gunfire reaching the observers’ ears. The Europeans, in actuality, were not in lines per se, but had arranged themselves in squares, with artillery pieces in the center of their formations. It was a canny move, for it allowed more muskets to be deployed against the charging cavalry. Thus the mamelukes fell in waves, as if harvested by an invisible scythe. Barely a handful of riders made it to the European lines, and these few were handled expediently by the soldiers and their bayonets.

  The second line of mamelukes charged, this time trying to take a different tack by aiming for the spaces between the squares. Perhaps they had hoped to peel off at the last moment before getting caught in the crossfire, but that experiment never came to fruition, for the cavalry riders and their horses fell just the same. It was an exercise in utter futility and, perhaps, the very end of a storied era of warfare in this part of the world.

  “Murshid, I feel I must warn someone,” the youth—barely a man of 16 years—said to his companion. “Should we not ride to Cairo?”

  The older man, who appeared to be a very hale and healthy forty, merely shrugged under his robe and turban, which seemed an odd pairing with his sandy hair and thinly drawn face. “Cairo knows, Jabir. The mamelukes rode forth from there, after all, and the city is far closer to the fighting than we are. They’ll see it from the battlements, and know the extent of the defeat when no one rides back afterward.”

  Jabir studied his mentor intently. The older man sat serenely on the stones of the pyramid, some four hundred feet above the valley floor, as he watched the defenders of Cairo shredded before the modern European army, which had arrayed itself in massive squares of men, muskets, and cannon protruding from all sides. Surely, the great murshid—“teacher” in the Arabic tongue, a sure sign of respect for a foreigner—would be keen on learning the kinds of alchemical shot the Europeans used, the tactics they employed and, in the end, what their purpose was. But to Jabir, Cairo was his one and only home, and he knew it would fall to these new crusaders within days, perhaps less. He wanted to do something—anything—but exactly what…he knew not.

  “So it’s true,” the murshid murmured to himself, still in Arabic. “They’ve come all this way. But why? Why Cairo? Why now?”

  Jabir cleared his throat. “The traders in the suq say this Frankish general wishes to cut off the English from India. He hopes to hurt them so they sue for peace back where they came from.”

  The murshid shook his head. “A likely story,” he said, standing and stretching his long limbs, his robes fluttering amid the winds that graced the slopes of the ancient monument. “You might as well direct your attention toward a gnat when your enemy stands before you. There are other reasons for this.”

  The murshid started climbing down the steep rocks of the pyramid, leaving Jabir scrambling to pack up their gear and follow. “Where are we going, murshid?”

  The older man turned to his student, a compassionate look upon his face. “Cairo is lost, Jabir. I’m sorry. The best we can do now is head north. I doubt the English will have allowed the French to simply sail across the Mediterranean without contest, and I’ll wager the Royal Navy will be at Aboukir Bay before long. There’s 25,000 Frenchmen down there, and they’re just about done cutting the heart out of the mameluke army. So we’ll go and tell the English what has happened here.”

  Jabir frowned as he slung their gear over his back. “Why? So that they too can come and launch a new crusade?”

  “No, Jabir,” the murshid said. “The English have India. They rule the sea and the Void, and they have little quarrel with the Ottomans. But this French general…he is canny. Last I heard, the Royal Navy is all that’s keeping him from launching an invasion of England itself, or taking flight beyond Earth. And should this general reach land, as you can see, there is no stopping him. He must be contained to the Continent, lest England fall.”

  The two continued to pick their way down the side of the crumbling limestone pyramid, occasionally stopping to watch the fighting rage on. “I thought you did not care about England, murshid,” Jabir observed.

  “It is true that I left home a long time ago,” the man replied. “But there are still friends whom I care about most dearly. And they will be among those who will be told to fight this General Bonaparte. I must tell them what happened here, so they may be prepared.”

  Jabir nodded; friendship he could understand. “I will defer to your wisdom, as I do in all things, murshid.”

  That brought a small, wry smile to the man’s face as he replied in quiet English. “Good luck with that,” said Dr. Andrew Finch, formerly of the English Royal Navy—one of the finest alchemists in the Known Worlds.

  July 28, 2134

  A single rust-colored rock sits upon red soil, shrouded in darkness. It begins to tremble, slightly at first, but then starts to move of its own accord. It rolls…uphill. Gaining speed, it ascends a hill of rubble, then moves vertically up an orange cliff face. It reaches the top, piling atop other stones. There are tears and sadness from somewhere, shouting and vengeance. The stones rise higher, the cliff surrounded by a purple sea. Suddenly, the sky turns black, and from nowhere, snow bursts in a whirling fury.

  “Ow! Damn!”

  Lt. Cmdr. Shaila Jain shook herself out of the momentary reverie at the sound of Stephane Durand’s voice. He was grinning sheepishly as he rubbed the back of his head, turning to examine the culprit—a protruding electrical access hatch, the corner of which caught him squarely on the crown of his head. He gave it a sharp slap with his hand—which in turn sent him floating away in the opposite direction, prompting another oath, this one in more familiar French.

  Shaila couldn’t help but giggle. The French language was sexy as hell, even if it involved swearing and a rather comical attempt at zero-g movement by a mostly naked Frenchman. She had been enjoying some well-deserved afterglow when the little half-trance overcame her, and her laughter now was equal parts relief and genuine amusement. “Hey, this was your idea,” she teased. “I told you it wouldn’t be easy.”

  She watched as Stephane managed to grab one of the overhead conduits and arrest his sudden flight, blushing furiously. “We didn’t have this problem when we were doing it, yes? So why now?”

  Shaila launched herself toward her coverall-slash-uniform, twisting her body mid-flight so she could slide the lower half on as she progressed down the storage bay toward her boyfriend-slash-shipmate. “I’m just better at this than you are. And I can multitask better, too.” She arrived just in time to loop an arm around his waist, ending her zero-g flight with a caress and a hug, her black hair flowing all around them, dark Indian skin contrasting with his paleness.

  “You mean? While we were…you were making sure we hit nothing?” Stephane asked, brushing aside a strand of his blond hair from his eyes. “I thought I did a better job than that!”

  She slid up his torso and planted a kiss on his face. “Don’t worry. You were fabulous, as usual. I wedged myself in before you really went at it.”

  “All right,” he demurred, returning her kiss with one of his. “Thanks for this. I always wanted to try.”

  “Was it what you expected?” she asked.

  He laughed quietly. “Yes and no. It was…different. Parts were very good. Parts were just confusing.”

  Ever since the Joint Space Command Ship Armstrong launched four months ago for Saturn—humanity’s first manned mission to the ringed planet—Stephane had been asking to give zero-gravity sex a try. With manned spaceflight well into its second century, they weren’t really breaking new ground, except on a personal level. But Shaila, a Royal Navy pilot and the ship’s second in command, had heard all the stories about zero-g antics, and knew that the fantasy wouldn’t quite measure up. Stephane could be awfully persuasive, however. And today seemed like a good day to experiment.

  “Happy two years together,” Shaila said.

  “Give or take,” he replied. “Funny you measure our relationship by what happened that day on Mars. You were not even out of medical for more than a week after that.”

  Unbidden, Shaila’s memory raced back two years, to the longest three days of her life, during which the red planet was wracked by earthquakes, her mining colony nearly collapsed around her, and her life was nearly taken by the first alien species ever to come into contact with humanity.

  On this side of the fence, she reminded herself.

  “Sometimes really bad shit has to happen before you realize how lucky you are,” she said, reaching up to snag Stephane’s coverall, which was languidly floating past over his head. “I thought you were some asshole playboy.”

  “I am,” he smiled. “The planetary geology thing, this is just a fake.”

  “Yeah, well, then you had to go and save my life a few times. Cat’s out of the bag, darling.”

  Stephane’s reply was cut off by the ship’s intercom: “Archie to Jain, Archie to Jain, please report to command. Over.”

  Shaila looked up at the comm speaker in surprise; it was Dr. Dean Archibald’s watch, but for months, all a watch entailed was running diagnostics, relaying communications, and staring out the window as Saturn began to get larger day by day. What would he need her for? On the other hand, he didn’t sound an alarm, so it’s not like the ship was in trouble.

  Shaila turned to see Stephane with a wide-eyed, oh-shit look on his face. “Do you think he saw us?” he whispered incongruously, looking as if he got caught with his hand in the proverbial cookie jar.

  It was enough to make Shaila laugh. “We’re not the first people to have sex in space, you know,” she said, shaking her head as she launched herself across the cargo bay toward her socks and shoes while sending various articles of Stephane’s clothing back at him as she went. “And it’s not like JSC can up and fire us out here. We’re a billion clicks from the unemployment queue.”

  She turned to look at Stephane as he struggled into his coverall, which produced a series of cartwheels along with another bout of swearing in surprisingly lyrical French. Zipping up her own coverall, she quickly slid her socks and shoes on. “I’ll catch up with you later. Don’t forget you’re on mess duty tonight—don’t make me write you up for tardiness!” As she pulled open the access hatch, she plugged the camera’s feed line back into its socket—a little joke, one of many on this trip, at Stephane’s expense. He generally took them well, and Shaila had no idea why she insisted on pranking him. Sometimes she wondered if she was so unused to actual happiness that she subconsciously tried to sabotage it.

  Whatever. Stephane was a good sport—and besides, it would take a minute for the system to reboot and his indecency broadcast to the entire ship. He’d be fine.

  Shaila quickly propelled herself down the access corridor that spanned the ship’s length, using regularly spaced handholds to guide her flight. Behind her were the two cargo bays, which were positioned just fore of the ship’s reactor room and engine core—the very latest in nuclear propulsion technology that made the trip to Saturn a reasonable length. After the cargo bays were the access hatches for Armstrong’s landers, which would be used when they arrived in the Saturn system to explore the four moons on deck for this mission—Titan, Iapetus, Enceladus, and Tethys.

  She quickly flew past the ship’s hub, where four access tubes spun idly around the central axis of the ship. These tubes led to the ship’s outer ring, which rotated around the axis in order to create artificial gravity aboard. Crew quarters, labs, and the medical berth all spun around the ship at 2.5 rotations per minute in order to give the crew about 85 percent Earth gravity. Combined with exercise, a carefully constructed diet and a regular dose of pharmaceuticals, it was enough to stave off the worst effects of space travel on a two-year mission.

  Shaila grabbed a handhold just before the door to the ship’s command center, which was an ambitious name for a glorified cockpit. She pulled open the hatch and entered a hemispherical space about three meters in diameter, with enough seats for three people; the three other seats were on the zero-g science lab and observation lounge, located directly under the command center.

  Inside the command hemisphere, Shaila found Dr. Dean Archibald, one of the foremost nuclear engineers in the world, a certified mathematical genius with a second Ph.D. in physics to boot. He was 90 years old and still fit enough to pass muster with JSC’s medical staff. That was a good thing, because not only did he design the Armstrong’s next generation nuclear propulsion system, but he was one of a bare handful of people qualified to run it.

  And at the moment, the wiry engineer with the handlebar mustache and snow-white hair was sitting in the command center as if he were suspended in space itself, his gloved hands outstretched and fluttering in the darkness. Armstrong featured the latest in holographic command-and-control software, which essentially projected the space around the ship on the surfaces inside the command center. The goggles Archie was wearing projected holographic controls into his field of vision, while the computer measured where his hands were in that holographic space and the gloves provided tactile stimulation. Archie could be plotting the course of a rogue asteroid, running a diagnostic on the ship’s reactor, or simply writing an e-mail to his girlfriend, about whom Shaila had already heard far too much. He was old, after all, no matter his conditioning.

  “What’s up, Archie?” Shaila said as she floated into the room, grabbing a pair of goggles hanging off the armrest of the command chair next to Archie and sliding into the seat. She buckled herself in and slid the semitransparent headset on. Immediately, her surroundings included her piloting controls, a communications panel, a general computer workstation and her lucky holographic fuzzy dice. She looked over at Archie and saw he was working on a communications diagnostic. The headset also gave her the latest on Archie’s workflow for the watch; he was efficient as usual, it seemed.

  With a practiced wave of his hand, Archie slid his holographic screen closer to Shaila’s seat and widened the view. “We were just getting our usual data dump from Houston when we had a seven-second interruption in the feed.”

  Shaila studied the screen intently. Armstrong kept in constant contact with Earth through the latest in laser-guided communications. Houston sent data destined to the ship to any number of satellites situated in Earth orbit, in the Earth-sun Lagrange points, and around Mars as well. Armstrong’s communications suite would seek out signals from each of these sources every second and recompute their positions vis-à-vis the ship, which was hurtling through space at nearly 11,000 kilometers a second. When the computer latched onto a signal, laser beams would send microsecond pulses across space with startling accuracy, forming the ones and zeros of data packets. While it took a lot of pulses to create a full data packet, it was still a lot more efficient than old-fashioned radio.

  Archie’s screen showed the typical cascade of data packets—the pulses of light transmitted from Houston—and then a strange millisecond cutoff. From there, a different set of data packets had taken over before a second millisecond blip. The normal feed had resumed after that.

  In data terms, seven seconds was a very long time. Shaila could see numerous parallel tracks of data being sent, in packets large and small. It was enough for a couple thousand e-mail messages, a few dozen vid-mails and maybe a snippet of a holovision show. “It wasn’t just an interruption. It was a different signal,” she said quietly. “Who else besides Houston would be trying to talk to us?”

  “No idea,” Archie said. He widened the view again so that only the interfering data packets were showing. “These are encrypted to hell and back, and they’re not using any key that we have. I’ve got the computer working on it now.”

  Shaila nodded. Armstrong’s quantum computers were expensive as hell, but the multistate hardware would make short work of most encryption schemes. “It’s probably some kind of stray transmission from the Moon or Mars. Pop a message off to JSC to let them know that we caught this. They’ll probably want to run some diagnostics on their comm gear, and get some military folks to do the same on their end.” She smiled over at Archie. “It’s not like anybody else is out this far.”

  The old engineer began composing an e-mail message to Houston, copying and dragging the image of the data interruption into his message screen. Shaila gazed out at the star field in front of her, her gaze being drawn to Saturn, about half the size of the Moon as seen from Earth and getting closer every day. The computer immediately highlighted the view and provided the ship’s course and distance to the planet. Just twenty-three days to go.

  Suddenly, a second message popped up in her field of view, and a soothing female voice sounded in the room. “Partial decryption completed.”

  “Show us,” Archie said. Immediately, the message screen widened to accommodate the decrypted data from the comm feed interruption.

  They were Chinese characters. Several dozen of them.

  Shaila and Becker looked at each other in surprise. “Well, I’ll be damned. Translate,” Archie ordered.

  A moment later, the pictograms were replaced with English words.

  …has gone to Shanghai to find work. It is about time he left that horrible village. In the meantime, Mei-Lien misses her daddy and says to say hi. She hopes you will bring her ice from Saturn’s rings and…

  Shaila sat there in shock. Ice from Saturn’s rings? “Where’s the rest of the message?” she demanded.

  “This was the smallest partial data packet available for decryption and translation,” the computer responded. “The others will take anywhere from several minutes to eight hours.”

  Shaila’s fingers flew across her holoboard, pulling up intelligence reports and maps of orbital Earth and Mars. She studied the data silently for several minutes while Archie—whose security clearance was far lower than Shaila’s—updated his message to Houston and logged everything carefully.

  Finally, Shaila had her answer, and it wasn’t one she was happy about.

  “I think we’re getting company,” she said, a look of despair on her face.

  August 2, 1798

  HMS Fortitude plunged through the dark night sky, her helmsman struggling valiantly to keep her ruddersail true. Attempting the descent from Void to sea was hard enough during the day, but at night, in the middle of a seeming gale, with a battle raging below? In all of the great naval battles of history, there was no record of a ship making keel-fall from the Void onto the sea in the midst of combat. And yet that is exactly what HMS Fortitude and her captain, Thomas Weatherby, were about to do.

  Not everyone aboard was excited about making such history, however.

  “Wind’s picking up!” Folkes called out. “She’ll be setting down hard at this rate!”

  The officer next to him simply nodded. “Understood, Folkes. Straight on until the captain says otherwise.”

  Folkes’ arms were getting quite sore, and he could see the tiny flashes of green and red alchemical shot from the sea below. There had to be thirty ships down there, and it was nigh impossible to tell friend from foe. “Can ye not at least tell him, Mr. Barnes?” he pleaded quietly.

  Second Lt. James Barnes frowned, but still stood ramrod straight, staring ahead across the deck toward the ship’s bow and the sea below. “Mind your station, man. The captain has sailed into far worse.”

  A blast of wind shook the Fortitude violently—no mean feat for a 74-gun ship of the line, one of the workhorses of the British Royal Navy and home to more than six hundred souls. Even the officer shifted his stance in order to keep his feet. After a moment, once the ship stopped heaving, the second lieutenant walked away from the wheel toward Weatherby, who stood stoically at the very back of the quarterdeck, the gold piping on his uniform and hat signaling his mastery of the ship.

  “Captain, the wind’s getting worse,” Barnes reported. “Can we not tack in sail?”

  To Barnes’ very great surprise, Weatherby gave him a small smile. “She can handle it, Mr. Barnes. Besides, you were right. I’ve made keel-fall in far worse conditions than these. Come with me a moment.”

  Weatherby immediately strode forward, Barnes in tow. They clambered down the stairs to the main deck, quickly walking forward amid a flurry of salutes from the men, all of whom were secured to the ship with body lines in case their descent proved more violent than even the captain had wagered. Finally, they clambered up the stairs to the forecastle, or fo’c’sle, where another officer stood watch with a looking glass.

  “Any luck?” Weatherby asked the first lieutenant, widely considered to have the best eyes of any man aboard. There were few others whom Weatherby trusted so closely as he.

  “I see two lines moving on either side of a third, sir,” Lt. Patrick O’Brian replied. “The third is caught in the crossfire between the two, but they’re returning fire well enough. The southern line is quite close to shore, though. I imagine one or two might run aground if they’re not careful.”

  The captain nodded grimly. “That sounds like Nelson. He always enjoyed taking risks. Any room for us to make keel-fall?”

  O’Brian offered the captain his glass. “Southern line. It appears one of ours is out of the fight at the moment. We could splash down right next to the two largest French ships. Could be rather difficult, though, sir.”

  Weatherby eyed the scene below. “I see it. ’Tis a tight fit, Mr. O’Brian, but we’d rake the French before they knew what hit them.” He snapped the glass shut and handed it back. “Mr. Barnes, beat to quarters, if you please.”

  The younger officer turned and shouted back down the length of the ship. “We shall beat to quarters! All hands to stations!” He then quickly left the fo’c’sle and began seeing to the ship’s readiness as one of the marines began drumming a martial beat. Men quickly pulled their cannon away from the hull and began loading, while the rest of the marine detachment—with body lines firmly secured—began climbing up to the tops, their muskets slung around their bodies.

  “How bad do you think?” O’Brian asked quietly, once again peering out toward the battle below. Nearly twenty years in service together brought forth a familiarity that extended beyond rank.

  “Us? We shall do our duty,” Weatherby said. “Them? Hopefully far worse than we.”

  With a clap of O’Brian’s shoulder, Weatherby made his way back to the quarterdeck. They would splash their keel upon the Mediterranean Sea in mere minutes. Thankfully, the men of Fortitude were well drilled, and Weatherby expected they should be ready to fire as soon as they made keel-fall. But it would be a close thing. Such a descent took an incredible toll on the ship’s timbers, not to mention exhausting the alchemical workings that kept it aloft in the first place. They might turn the tide in this engagement, but it would take some repairs before they were fit for the Void once again. They had been en route to Portsmouth when a chance meeting with a Sunward Trading Company sloop brought them news of Rear Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson’s pursuit of the French through the Mediterranean. From there, it was simple deduction as to the French destination, and a decision to beat them to it. The French, however, were already there. As was Nelson.

  Just as Weatherby ascended to the quarterdeck, the four men on the wheel lost their grip upon it. The captain rushed forward, driving his left shoulder into the space between the spinning spokes. A sharp jab of pain told him he was successful; he knew then that he and the ship’s alchemist-surgeon would meet later on.

  “Captain!” Wilkes cried as he once again regained control. “I’m sorry, sir! We couldn’t hold her!”

  Weatherby gingerly straightened up, his left arm now dangling limply at his side. “Then ask for help next time,” he said, trying to make his tone paternal despite the pain and frustration. “It’ll do us no good if we land upon our allies.”

  “Aye, captain. Sorry, sir.” Wilkes immediately shouted for two other men to come join their efforts.

  Weatherby turned to see O’Brian had followed him astern. “Shall I call for Dr. Hawkins, sir?”

  “No, I think not,” the captain said, managing a small smile through the obvious pain. “He’ll be nervous enough as is. I should be the least of his worries about now. Guide us in, Mr. O’Brian, and have the larboard battery ready to fire on my command.”

  The sounds of the battle below could be now be heard—cannon fire, mostly, punctuated by the occasional explosion as a ship’s powder magazine succumbed to burning timbers. Weatherby was thankful that they were still too far aloft to hear the inevitable screams of dying men.

  He would hear those screams soon enough, however. “We’re close!” O’Brian shouted from his post along the quarterdeck railing, where he leaned out to determine their best landing point. “Two points to starboard, thirty degrees up on the planes!”

  Immediately, the six men on the wheel began cautiously turning to starboard, while the men on the Fortitude’s four planesails—two on each side, running outward at a square angle from the hull—were brought up to catch the winds and soften their decent.

  “Larboard battery, make ready!” Weatherby shouted, trying desperately not to clutch his throbbing shoulder. It would do no good for the men to see him weakened mere moments before engaging the enemy.

  The men on the left side of the ship complied with his order, running the guns out and bringing their flintlocks upward. But they looked to the quarterdeck with fear, and rightly so. Not only were they to be the very vessel to try to drop from the Void straight into an engagement, they were also aiming for a spot uncomfortably close to shore, at night, and with only an educated guess as to their opponents.

  “Attention all hands!” Weatherby cried out as he approached the front railing of the quarterdeck. “Englishmen are dying down there at the hands of the damnable French! We cannot—will not—allow this to go unmet! Stand fast and show these frogs what Englishmen can do when they show their Fortitude!”

  The men below cheered and rejoined their work with a grim determination, while Weatherby took a deep breath and tried to ignore the throbbing pain in his shoulder. It wasn’t his first speech by far—he’d commanded ships for over a decade now. In fact, he remembered his first such rallying cry as if it were yesterday, even though it was nearly twenty years ago, and he was barely past boyhood then.

  The fact that his ship at the time was destroyed shortly thereafter was something he preferred not to dwell upon.

  “All hands, brace!” O’Brian cried out. Weatherby immediately grabbed on to the rail before him with both hands, ignoring the pain that lanced through his shoulder as a result. He looked to larboard, where the tops of other ships began to fly past…then the sails…the rigging….

  With a deafening splash and a bone-shaking collision that sent the entire crew sprawling, the Fortitude arrived on the seas of Earth once more.

  Water cascaded over the sides of ship, primarily upon the maindeck, but even the officers aft were soaked. The cries of men could be heard—on Fortitude? The other ships?—as everyone was tossed about violently. Weatherby fell backwards, slamming his back into the mizzenmast. One of the marines in the tops fell, his body line failing him, and landed upon the main deck with a sickening smack of flesh upon planking. The fo’c’sle nearly submerged itself entirely into the waters of the Mediterranean as the ship’s momentum carried it forward, and dozens of men skittered forward across the deck, desperately grabbing at ropes and railings.

  Fortitude continued to bob and sway upon the sea as her captain regained his feet, his shoulder throbbing anew from the lashing his body had taken upon keel-fall. “Run out the guns!” he cried, not even sure of where they landed at this point, but knowing he must be ready. Weatherby looked toward his left once more and saw Fortitude had been lucky enough to come alongside a slightly larger ship, a third-rate with a few extra guns. He quickly scanned her stern.

  The French tricolor hung there.

  “Larboard battery! FIRE!” Weatherby shouted.

  Almost as one, thirty-seven gun crews responded, sending streams of alchemical cannonballs hurtling toward the French vessel. The captain looked on as the glowing shot broke through rigging, planking and men. Most of the French crew was engaged on the other side of the ship, and had only began rushing to their starboard side to engage this new threat that had seemed to materialize out of nowhere.

  It didn’t matter. Fortitude’s guns fired true, and many Frenchmen died painfully under their wrath. Weatherby saw that the enemy vessel was likely out of the fight, her quarterdeck a smoldering ruin and her guns askew throughout.

  “Rudder amidships, full sail!” Weatherby shouted. “Reload! We shall engage the next ship in the line!”

  The men flew into action, and a moment later the Fortitude surged forward, her captain looking forward to the next French ship—a massive first-rate ship with three gun decks. It was likely L’Orient, as the French had very few ships of that caliber, and she was their best. Fortunately for Fortitude, the ship already appeared to be in dire straits, with fires seemingly spouting from every gunport.

  But L’Orient was not dead yet, as the report of her cannon soon attested. Thankfully, her full complement of guns were not available to her—only twenty or so managed to get off shots toward Fortitude as she neared. This was more than enough, however. The crew ducked as shot careened through the ship, boring holes into the upper and lower gun decks, blasting part of the fo’c’sle into shards and cracking the ship’s foremast, which nonetheless managed to hold.

  “Return fire at will!” Weatherby shouted, and the Fortitude’s guns responded quickly, shredding L’Orient’s lower gun deck with cannonballs laced with mystic alchemical formulae. Some pounded through the oaken planking like a knife through butter, while others followed to set all ablaze as if it were mere tinder. Still others exploded within the ship itself, causing splintered wood and ensorcelled iron to cascade through the air and turning the interior of the ship into an abattoir.

  Weatherby saw the fires raging through the blasted gaps in the French flagship’s hull; she was not going to last much longer. “Mr. O’Brian, twenty degrees to starboard, if you please, and post lookouts to keep us away from those shoals. Fire teams make ready.”

  Just as quickly as she arrived, Fortitude peeled away from the French line—joined by many of the French ships seeking to escape the wreckage of L’Orient. The fires on the French flagship were spreading, and the men aboard—she had a complement of at least a thousand men—were streaming over the sides and swimming for shore, for their fellows, and even for the English ships. Weatherby dispatched his more junior lieutenants and midshipmen to oversee the recovery of any man overboard; the laws of sea and Void required no less.

  “Sir?” O’Brian said quietly.

  The captain turned to see his first lieutenant peering back toward the French line before handing him the looking glass. “The first ship we engaged, sir,” O’Brian said.

  Looking through the glass, the captain saw that their first target was trying to move off from L’Orient along with the rest—and the rest of Nelson’s fleet was doing an admirable job of making it difficult for any of the French to find room to escape. Weatherby focused on the ship’s aft.

  Emblazoned there, below the French tricolor, was her name: Franklin.

  A moment later, fire filled the captain’s field of vision. The powder magazine aboard L’Orient blew, turning the proud flagship into a pile of tinder. But by this point, only a few flaming shards made it to Fortitude, and the crew quickly extinguished the fires.

  Weatherby somberly handed the glass back to O’Brian, his mind filled with thoughts of an old, wise friend from his youth, one who put aside politics and rancor in the name of a greater good. “Come about, Mr. O’Brian. I want to take Franklin as a prize before the rest of the fleet blows her out of the water,” he said.

  “She deserves no less.”


  CHAPTER 2

  July 28, 2134

  With less than four weeks to go until their scheduled arrival at Saturn, the mood of the Armstrong crew had been improving daily. Their mission checklists had started going from the banal repetition of routine shipboard duties to experiment diagnostics and increased observation of Saturn and its moons. The six members of the crew were going to be the first-ever human beings to survey Saturn first-hand.

  Or would they? Everyone had already received word about the Chinese intercept, and the faces around the table were pretty glum. Shaila wondered how they’d take to this briefing. There was even more going on than they realized.

  “All right, people, let’s go,” said the ship’s commander, Col. Mark Nilssen, U.S. Marine Corps. The wiry, crew-cut skipper was every inch a Marine, from the tattoos to the muscles to the weathered eye. “Three hours ago, Archie discovered an interruption in our comm feed. Normally, this wouldn’t be such a big deal; we’d just run a diagnostic, find the source of the interruption, fix it and request the data again. But this wasn’t just an outage. The comm signal was interrupted by another signal entirely, and the computer decrypted it and translated it from the original Chinese. What we got were several personal vidmails and e-mails, some basic ship-update commands and about twenty minutes of a popular Chinese reality holoshow.” This prompted a few smirks and raised eyebrows around the table as the skipper continued. “But those personal messages contained a few references about Saturn which surprised us. So Jain ran some queries through our intelligence database. Jain?”

  Shaila nodded at the colonel and turned to address the rest of the crew, unconsciously giving Stephane a slight smile as she did so. “According to JSC reports, there are only a handful of communications stations that can relay laser-comm data and only a few long-range survey ships that can receive it—that we know of. They can broadcast from Earth, of course, their base on the Moon, and from a pair of satellites at the L4 and L5 Earth-Sun Lagrange points. And right now, there are three ships out there that could receive that data. One’s in the shop, one’s around Venus and one’s supposedly in the Jovian system.”

  Shaila paused to call up a hologram of the Solar System, which sprung to life above the conference table for all to see. “As you can see, Venus is on the other side of the Sun from us, so there’s no way they could miss their ship that way. Jupiter is at least in the right direction, but still a good 40 degrees away. They’d have to have a major technical foul-up in order to cross our signal streams.”

  “I think there is a ‘but’ coming here,” Stephane said. “This is too easy to explain away.”

  Nilssen nodded. “Naturally. The Chinese ship Tienlong was supposed to be surveying the Jovian system for the past month or so. Our satellites there caught it entering the system and swinging around toward the far side of the planet. We assumed they were using the planet’s atmosphere for braking, but we never caught them entering a stable orbit. We assumed they plotted a course away from our assets, like they usually do, but we always manage to catch a peek somewhere. This time, no luck. At first, we thought they may have skirted the atmosphere too close and took a dive into the planet, but the Chinese assured us that their mission was fine—and of course, told us to mind our own goddamn business.”

  The Chinese were notoriously insular and private about their space activities, a tradition going back more than a century. They had even taken to using holographic cloaking and light-dampening coatings for some of their near-Earth assets. Naturally, such reticence made the Chinese immensely popular for congloms—shorthand for multinational conglomerates—to partner with. Space exploration and, more importantly, exploitation was the next frontier in big business, and would likely stay that way for decades to come.

  Nilssen nodded over to Archie, who picked up the thread. “With Jain here looking up China’s assets in place, it was easy to figure out where the laser comm might have been going,” Archie said. “It’s a simple point-A to point-B thing. Logically, however, there was no way that any of their Earth-based or Lagrange assets could’ve been sending that signal to anybody unless they had a major technical fuckup. Unless…”

  Archie stood and gestured within the holographic image of the Solar System. “We know when Tienlong left Earth, about two weeks after we did. We also know from its course that it was headed for Jupiter, and we saw it arrive there last month before it disappeared. However, what if they didn’t stop at Jupiter, but used its gravity in a slingshot maneuver to head to Saturn?” Archie traced a path with his finger, which the computer dutifully illuminated in the hologram. “We know their speed from the time it took for them to get to Jupiter from Earth. And we can extrapolate their Jupiter approach from what our satellites there caught. The boost they’d get would place them about here.” Archie jabbed a gnarled finger at a spot on the hologram, which began to glow red. “Now, take a look at China’s L4 comm satellite, the position of the Armstrong and that big red dot.” Archie traced a line between the three points.

  A very straight line, one which the computer dutifully animated.

  “We got lucky,” Nilssen said as Archie took his seat. “If this were some random intercept, the odds would be huge. But seeing how their orbits worked out, they probably should’ve known we’d be in their way at some point, and they didn’t do a good enough job on their security.”

  “Actually,” Archie interrupted, “I don’t think it was security. I think they didn’t get as much of a boost from Jupiter as they thought. The idea would be to beat us to Saturn, after all. As it stands, we’re going to arrive pretty much at the same time.”

  “Which means there’s a very good chance we could run into them, literally,” Shaila added. “Lord knows they can be pretty cavalier about respecting other people’s space out here. I wouldn’t be surprised if they maneuver just to edge us out of our orbit, since they’re behind schedule.”

  There was silence around the table for several moments until, finally, Dr. Maria Conti, the ship’s medical and biology officer, spoke up. “Why did we not slingshot around Jupiter and save a few weeks?” she asked.

  “Safety, mostly,” Nilssen said. “Cutting it that close around Jupiter requires a lot of extra shielding and energy. Sure, you shave a few weeks, but if you’re off your game for a minute, you end up either diving into the planet or shooting off target into nowhere. The magnetic and gravitational fields play hell with your sensors at high speed. And don’t forget, until now we didn’t realize this was a race. Now we’re stuck playing a huge game of chicken with a really big planet, and the Chinese had the element of surprise.”

  “But now they will play chicken, as you say, with us, yes?” Stephane said.

  “Possibly,” Nilssen said. “As you can imagine, Houston’s having kittens about this, and they’re doing everything they can to get a firm track on Tienlong, if it really is Tienlong out there in the first place. Once we get them pinpointed, we can at least make some adjustments to our course before we get there so we can avoid them. Archie, how’s our reactor output looking?”

  “We’re running at about 85 percent,” he said, running a liver-spotted hand across his face. “I suppose I can get you to 95 percent, but any more than that and we start having to worry about fuel consumption. We need some wiggle room once we get there in order to rendezvous with the depots.”

  Prior to Armstrong’s launch, JSC had sent three depot ships on a slow course to Saturn. By sending food and fuel ahead, the Armstrong could get to Saturn faster without carrying the cargo necessary for the return trip. In fact, they only needed to rendezvous with one of the ships to get home safely—the other two would simply allow Armstrong to extend its mission and survey more of the Saturn system if the situations warranted.

  “What about their fuel situation?” Conti asked. “Any sign of depot ships from them?”

  “Great question. Hard to say,” Nilssen responded. “The Chinese wouldn’t let anybody get close enough to the ship in orbit to get a good look, and the intel is pretty spotty. It’s possible they simply brought enough food and fuel for the entire trip, or maybe the depot will launch once they’re there safely.”

  “They could always try to refuel after arriving,” said Dr. Elizabeth Hall, the mission’s corporate specialist. Hall was executive vice president for extraterrestrial resources at ExEn Corp., the world’s largest energy conglomerate and the mission’s corporate underwriter. Unlike most corporate specs, she had a Ph.D. in geology as well as an M.B.A., and thus was actually qualified to be aboard; she had even taken on additional training to serve as emergency pilot.

  “Exactly,” Nilssen said. “Between water on Enceladus and pick-your-hydrocarbons on Titan, refuel is a definite possibility.” He didn’t need to mention that Armstrong had emergency procedures in place to refuel on site as well, in case the rendezvous with their pre-launched fuel depot didn’t go as planned. “For now, we just don’t know. In the meantime, though, we got about three and a half weeks to get ready. Jain?”

  As second in command, it fell to Jain to let everyone know just how much their workloads would be increasing as they approached Saturn. Funny how the number two person aboard ship never got to be the popular one. “All right, then. Archie, we need to get some short-range comm gear up and running. We don’t have an extra laser-comm on board, so we’ll have to use good old-fashioned radio waves. I want digital, analog, holo, 2D vid, audio-only, and text. Throw in Morse code while you’re at it. English and Chinese. Let’s say hello, ask them their intent and offer assistance if they’re off course.”

  Archie nodded. It was highly doubtful, at this point, that the Chinese were off course. “I’ll put it on a repeat loop so they’re absolutely sure we’re here.”

  Shaila smiled. “Well done, then. Maria, there’s a chance that their slingshot move didn’t go so well, since they’re not ahead of us, so let’s double check our medical stores and make sure we can actually offer assistance if they need it,” Jain continued. “Stephane, research everything you can about their landers and their docking systems, then request some docking simulations holos from Houston. If we need to shuttle over to them, we need to be sure we can dock with them safely.”

  She looked up at the table, trying to catch the gaze of each of her colleagues. “I know we’re going to be busy with experiments and observations as we get closer to Saturn, but with another ship out there somewhere, God-knows-where, we’re going to have to squeeze in some additional drills, particularly evasive and collision drills. Some of them will be unannounced. I’ll apologize now so that I can freely tell you ‘tough shit’ later.” This got the laughs that she had hoped for. Always deliver bad news with humor. “Our first announced drill will be tomorrow at oh-nine-hundred, to start things off civilized. Everyone else, try to think of your worst-case scenarios and come up with procedures for dealing with them. Colonel?”

  Nilssen nodded. “All right.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “There’s one question that still doesn’t have an answer: Why?”

  Hall frowned a little. “Obvious, isn’t it? They got a backer who wants to go head-to-head with ExEn in trying to stake a resource claim. And the Chinese love sticking it to JSC whenever they can.”

  “True,” Nilssen allowed. “But…there’s more. A lot more. I was just briefed on this stuff a couple hours ago, and I’m still…well, I’m going to hand it off to Jain and Durand. Go.”

  With a quick look over to Stephane, who gave her a smile of encouragement, Shaila cleared her throat. A sudden wave of nerves came over her, and she was grateful for the holopacket she brought with her on the voyage. The just-in-case had become necessary.

  “You’re right, Liz. The Chinese do have a backer. Corporate registry for the Tienlong is Total-Suez, the French-Hong Kong conglom. Turns out we know one of the senior execs signed on as a manager. His name’s Harry Yu.” Shaila pressed a button and the image of a handsome Chinese man sprang to life in three-dimensional light above the table. “Harry’s been there less than two years, arriving just ten months before Tienlong launched. Turns out Total-Suez bought out his old company, Billiton Minmetals.”

  “How do you know him?” Conti asked.

  This is where it gets tricky. “Harry was the senior Billiton mining exec on Mars more than two years ago when…well, when things went down,” Shaila said. “Chances are, he walked off-planet with a briefcase full of highly classified information that would’ve made a Saturn mission suddenly look amazingly interesting to a more ambitious conglom. While this could simply be a case of corporate one-upsmanship, it’s been decided that there could potentially be more here. You were scheduled to receive this briefing only once we made Saturn, and only if we discovered things there that warranted it. With the Chinese and the congloms involved, though, it’s been determined to get you up to speed now, so you’ll know what to look for.”

  Shaila pressed a few more keys on the table, calling up a large vidfile.

  The image of Harry Yu was replaced by that of a middle-aged Hispanic woman in a U.S. Air Force uniform with a pair of stars on her shoulders. She greeted the room with a curt nod. “Armstrong, I’m Major General Maria Diaz, executive director of Project DAEDALUS. If you’re watching this, then something’s gotten really interesting out there in Saturn space. I promise this will help you deal with it, but it’s not going to be easy to digest. I’m going to ask Jain to put this presentation, and the accompanying reports and holovids, on your personal servers for you to review at your leisure. You’re going to have a lot of questions, but a lot of the answers are in those files—the contents of which, by the way, you’re not to share with anybody. You already know we’re reading your comms, so really, don’t even try it.

  “What you’re facing today in Saturn space has its roots in something that we’ve taken to calling the Daedalus incident, something that happened two years ago at McAuliffe Base near the southern ice cap of Mars. To put it very bluntly, the area-of-operations around McAuliffe was the location of history’s first recorded extraterrestrial—and extradimensional—incursion.”

  Archie, Conti, and Hall all leaned closer, almost in unison, looking both surprised and highly skeptical. Nilssen watched dispassionately—this was his second viewing, and he’d spent all his emotions after the first one. Shaila caught a glimpse of Stephane with a small smile on his face. He was a good bluffer in poker, but not here. Not now.

  “By means which we’re still trying to understand,” Diaz continued, “Dr. Yuna Hiyashi came into contact with an extradimensional being known as Althotas, who claimed to be a warlord from Mars’ ancient past. And he was—in his dimension. Turns out this other dimension is very close to our own in many ways, running almost parallel except for a few key points.

  “One, the other dimension was about 350 years behind our timeline; their year was 1779. Two, they used an unknown kind of technology to propel sailing ships through space. Yes, actual three-masted sailing ships with cannons and everything. They called their technology ‘alchemy,’ and it appeared to work far better than the historical antecedent in our own dimension.”

  Shaila smiled, remembering the day Diaz recorded the holo. She had stumbled over the word “antecedent” five times. A small pang of emotion hit her suddenly. Diaz was her mentor, her role model, and a real friend. Shaila missed her.

  “Three, the worlds of their Solar System are far different from ours. For whatever reason, most of them are habitable. As far as we know, there’s indigenous life on Venus, Mars, several Jovian moons and,” Diaz paused for effect, “an actual advanced civilization of non-human sentients living in cities built on the rings of Saturn.”

  “Oh, bullshit,” Archie said quietly. Shaila just smiled a bit broader. She knew what was coming next.

  “All of these strange new worlds are unconfirmed, based almost entirely on the journals of one Thomas Weatherby, acting captain of HMS Daedalus, a 32-gun frigate in the English Royal Navy. He’s the guy who crashed his ship into Mars, smack dab in our ops area. He was chasing another ship, led by a guy who wanted to free Althotas from some kind of pocket dimension. Thankfully, Weatherby was able to stop him—in cooperation with Jain and Durand here, and a few other folks, including myself.

  “I imagine you’re still skeptical, so I prepared a holovid for you. It was edited together from our suit cameras, as well as handheld footage taken by Yuna Hiyashi right before her death.”

  Shaila watched as Diaz’ face disappeared, replaced with a Martian landscape. The computer automatically lowered the lights and boosted the sound. She could hear the pop-pop of musket fire already—and a terrifying, utterly unnatural scream.

  “What was that?” Hall asked, eyes wide.

  “Martian sand beast,” Stephane said. “You’ll see.”

  Shaila got up from her seat and, tapping Stephane on the shoulder, headed for the door. It would take them a few hours to go through all the videos and reports on the Daedalus incident. She’d seen it all several times. She occasionally still had nightmares. Not to mention those annoying semi-dream things that kept nagging at her. Those kept changing, and whatever they were, she was sure there wasn’t a good answer for them.

  “Why are we leaving?” Stephane asked once they left the common room.

  Shaila shrugged. There were a lot of reasons, but few worth getting into at the moment. “I’ve seen it all before. I lived it. So did you. There’s at least two hours of vids alone in there. And someone has to watch the ship. So let’s give them some time to wrap their heads around it.”

  “I’m still trying,” Stephane said, giving her a slight grin. “Some days, it even works.”

  Shaila gave him a small, tired smile in return, but her mind flashed back to the images she had seen in her mind’s eye a few hours ago. They had been occurring ever since Mars, anywhere from days to months apart, always different, always keyed on what occurred there, and yet…different.

  She hadn’t told anyone. And she was damned if she was going to start now.

  “Come on,” she said. “We have a lot more work to do.”

  August 4, 1798

  Weatherby waited outside the great cabin on board HMS Vanguard, his hat tucked under his arm and his full dress uniform chafing him in the heat of the afternoon. The occupant of said cabin knew very well Weatherby was waiting outside, but seemed to take no further notice, despite the fact that it was he who summoned Weatherby from Fortitude to report.

  Finally, after several minutes, a gruff voice barked, “Come.”

  With more than a little relief, Weatherby opened the door to the cabin, closed it behind him, and saluted the man sitting behind a simple desk. “Reporting as ordered, admiral.”

  Rear Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson nodded briefly, but did not look up from his writing, which appeared to be slow and laborious for him. At first, Weatherby thought it was the bandage wrapped around the admiral’s head, which seemed to obscure his left eye somewhat. But finally he saw the true reason—the admiral’s right hand was not his own.

  “My apologies, Weatherby,” the admiral said. “I’m still getting used to this damned contrivance.”

  “Not at all, sir,” Weatherby responded. “Alchemical replacement, is it?”

  Nelson finally put the quill down and arose from his seat, coming around the desk to formally greet Weatherby with an outstretched hand. Aside from the graying hair and the replacement arm, Nelson was nearly as he was when Weatherby first met him nearly two decades ago—a small, thin man with a surfeit of energy and bravado.

  “Lost the arm at Santa Cruz de Tenerife last year,” Nelson said. “When I swore to give body and soul for England, I didn’t know it would be piece by piece.”

  Weatherby laughed as he took the admiral’s hand—the artificial one, as it turned out. It was harder than a human hand, the clay comprising its “flesh” having been made from specially foraged soils on Venus, mixed in with sulfur-iron from Io and crystals harvested from caves upon the Moon. The arm made a very soft clicking sound as Nelson disengaged from the handshake. “Clockworks within it, then?” Weatherby asked.

  Nelson lifted his hand to regard it. “So they tell me. The surgeon who made this presented his work to the Royal Society, I’m told. Of course, it was damned expensive, but worth the cost, I’d say.” Nelson dropped his hand and gave a grin. “I should think I’d look ridiculous with my right sleeve pinned to my chest or some such.” The admiral waved Weatherby to a chair opposite the desk. “You were late,” he noted, but without rancor.

  “Aye, sir. I do apologize, but the currents between Mars and Earth were particularly sluggish, even for this time of year,” Weatherby said. “When we received word of the mysterious French fleet coming out of Toulon and your pursuit of them, I immediately set a course for Earth. Once we arrived, it was a simple matter of putting together likely landing areas, then using our telescopes to find signs of activity.”

  Nelson nodded. “All sound moves on your part. ’Tis a shame we can’t communicate better with our ships in the Void. I should imagine it rather useful to have a pair of eyes in the sky, looking for the French.” Nelson stretched a bit before continuing. “Saumarez is a bit upset with you.”

  Weatherby raised an eyebrow at this. Sir James Saumarez captained HMS Orion, the ship that had tacked away from the engagement, giving Fortitude the space it needed to drop into the fight. “I don’t think our arrival put Orion at risk, sir.”

  “No, not at all,” Nelson said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “James led the vanguard on his line. I think he merely wanted to put some shot into L’Orient before you did, that’s all. You may want to smooth his feathers should you see him before you depart for Portsmouth.”

  “Portsmouth, sir?” Weatherby asked, surprised. He had assumed that he would remain in the Mediterranean after the battle, as it seemed Napoleon would either attempt to bring in more supplies by sea, or seek escape from Egypt. Returning to England was quite a change from the prospect of continued action.

  Nelson handed over one of the papers on his desk. “Your orders. You’re hereby promoted to commodore, with Bellerophon, Majestic and Swiftsure under your command. You’re to take the prizes from this engagement back to Portsmouth and see to it that they’re refitted for duty as soon as possible. From there, your squadron will be dispersed and you’ll take new orders from the Admiralty.”

  Weatherby nodded and scanned the orders, trying to keep his anger under wraps. Nelson was famous for many things, including loyalty to the captains under his command—his “band of brothers,” as he liked to quote from Shakespeare. Weatherby, however, was not part of this fraternity; he had never actually been assigned outright to Nelson’s squadrons. He couldn’t help but wonder if this assignment—mere escort duty—was done to help assuage Saumarez’ ego. Or Nelson’s, for that matter. Fortitude’s arrival likely made the battle shorter and more decisive than it might otherwise have been, and it was Weatherby’s initiative that made it so.

  Furthermore, Bellerophon and Majestic were heavily damaged in the battle; Fortitude and Swiftsure would be the only two ships to defend them all. They would be ripe pickings should another French squadron come calling.

  A rap upon Nelson’s door interrupted Weatherby’s thoughts. “Come,” Nelson called.

  A young lieutenant, looking half-scared and quite apologetic, poked his head through the door. “Pardon the interruption, admiral, but there’s an Englishman here says he’s from Cairo, says he has news of the French troop movements there. Asked to talk to you and Captain Weatherby, both.”

  Nelson and Weatherby exchanged a look of bemused surprise. “Well, he’s well informed,” Nelson said. “Show him in.”

  A moment later, an incongruous sight walked into Nelson’s cabin. The tall, lanky man was dressed in the galabia and abaya of the local Muslims, complete with a loosely wrapped turban, yet his features were plainly those of a European, despite the tan. With him was an Egyptian teen, similarly dressed.

  Weatherby studied the man carefully, even as the latter looked at him with something akin to amusement. Then it hit him and he jumped to his feet: “Finch!”

  The captain of HMS Fortitude and his former shipmate quickly met in a crushing hug. “Well, then,” Weatherby said once they were disentangled. “Don’t you look charming. All the rage in Cairo this season?”

OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
V4 A N /

= =

THE ENCELADUS

CRISIS





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
x/éwéw/ g g/Zm/ ez
éﬂBEUS

Includes an exclusive ex(ervt from MJ-12: Inception,
a brand new series from Michael J. Martinez
and Night Shade Books!






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
|
|

HT A7 TN IR A
THE ENCELADUS

CRISIS

BOOK TWO OF THE DAEDALUS SERIES

%ﬂ/ﬂﬁéy L%a//&tm

NIGHT SHADE BOOKS
NEW YORK





