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CHAPTER 1



Soren stood at the Wraith’s starboard airlock, staring at the two Marines from his universe and their two doppelgängers from this one, his mind reeling from the sudden turn of events. His joyous reunion moments ago with Alex and the other two surviving Scorpions—all three of them alive, unhurt and free from the Grand Admiral’s military prison on Teegarden—had been shattered. Cold dread now replaced his elation, settling in the pit of Soren’s stomach like a block of ice.

Scorpions Jackson and Zoe lay motionless on the deck, their bodies unnaturally still, their faces slack and devoid of the vitality that usually animated them. Nearby, Scarabs Jackie and Zee lay sprawled on the deck, equally unresponsive.

Lukas' panicked voice continued to crackle through his comms, the scientist's words barely registering through the shock. The urgency in Lukas' tone sent a chill down Soren's spine, each word hammering home the seriousness of the situation. Soren shook his head, forcing himself to focus despite the immediate chaos around him.

"Lukas," he said, his voice steadier than he felt, "repeat that. What's happening? Every detail, now."

"The Convergence, sir," Lukas replied. “It's started. The energy signatures we've been tracking since the Fist of Justice attacked FOB Alpha—they're intensifying. The patterns are changing, becoming more erratic. It's like...it's like the fabric of reality is starting to unravel. No, more like they’re beginning to wind tighter. I've never seen anything like this before."

“Are you absolutely certain?’ Soren asked.

"Yes, sir," Lukas said, his voice tight with barely contained panic. ”That last shot...it’s like...like it opened Pandora's box, and now we can't close it."

Soren's gaze once more swept over the unconscious Marines. The sight of his son's teammates, usually so full of life and energy, lying there like discarded puppets, sent a wave of nausea through him. "Lukas," he said, his voice low and urgent, tension coiling in his gut, “Jackson and Zoe and their counterparts...they've all collapsed. All four of them, at the same time. That’s why, isn’t it?”

When Lukas spoke, his voice was hushed, as if he were afraid to give voice to his thoughts. "Yes, sir. It...it must be. They're versions of each other from different dimensions. With the barriers between realities already beginning to break down, their proximity to each other must be causing some kind of reaction."

Soren's jaw clenched. “Lukas, standby,” he said, turning to Alex, who knelt beside Jackson, his hand on his subordinate's shoulder, his expression tight with worry. The sight of his son, usually so confident and composed, now looking lost and confused, twisted something in Soren's chest.

He turned to Major Kosta. “Frank, we need to separate the doppelgänger pairs. We need to put Jackie and Zee back on Athena and transfer them to another ship.”

Frank nodded, his professionalism overriding any questions he might have had. "Of course, Captain. Sergeant Volkov, Corporal Swix, assist with the transfer.” He motioned to Jackie and Zee. “We need those two back on Athena immediately.”

“Yes, sir,” the Lammergeiers replied, rushing to retrieve the two Scarabs.

"What's happening to them?" Sarah asked, her voice trembling slightly as she helped guide Jackie's limp form through the airlock. "Will they be okay?"

Soren met her gaze, seeing the fear and uncertainty there. "I think so, once we put some distance between them and our versions.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I don’t completely understand, either,” Soren admitted. “But this is what we need to do right now. We’ll figure out the details as soon as we can, I promise you that.”

“I’m going with them. You’ll take care of Theo?”

“Of course.” He laid his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll make sure you’re kept apprised of his condition.”

“Thank you.” She glanced over at Jackson and Zoe. “I hope they recover, too.”

“I’m inclined to believe they will.”

Sarah nodded and boarded Athena right behind the Lammergeiers and her two teammates. Soren closed the airlock on Wraith’s side. A few seconds later, Volkov sealed off Athena.

“I hope this works,” Alex said, still kneeling beside Jackson. Dana had positioned Zoe’s head in her lap, comfortingly stroking her hair.

“Me, too,” Soren replied. It would be easy to give in to the same panic Lukas had expressed, but panic wouldn’t solve anything. It would only make it harder to think, react, and plan. The Convergence was here, whether they liked it or not.

He felt a slight shudder as the Athena pulled away from the Wraith. For a moment, nothing happened, the silence stretching like a rubber band ready to snap. Then, with a gasp that echoed through the chamber, Jackson and Zoe stirred.

“Uhh,” Zoe moaned softly. “What..oh, Dana.” She looked up at Alex’s sister, still disoriented.

“What the hell happened?” Jackson groaned, his hand going to his head, his face contorted in pain. "Feels like I went ten rounds with a Rhino-class warship. Last thing I remember is stepping through the airlock, and then...nothing."

Zoe sat up slowly, her face pale and drawn, her usual composure shattered. "My head," she whispered, wincing at the sound of her own voice, her hands pressing against her temples. "It's like...like something was trying to pull my brain apart. I could feel..I don't know…what it was.”

“I saw things,” Jackson said. “Things I didn’t understand. It was almost like I was somebody else.”

“Yeah, I felt that way, too,” Zoe replied.

“The same thing happened to Jackie and Zee,” Alex told them. “We separated you from them, and then you woke up.”

“Are you kidding?” Jackson said. “Were those Jackie’s memories then?”

“They must be,” Zoe said. “I saw how Zee got her scar. Not in a battle, like it would seem.” Tears sprang unbidden to her eyes, but she didn’t say any more about it.

“It’s okay,” Dana said behind her. “You’re okay now.”

Zoe looked back at her and nodded. “Yeah. Thank you for being here with me. I need a friendly face right about now.”

“I need a drink,” Jackson said.

"It's the Convergence," Soren explained, his voice grim, each word like lead in his mouth. “According to Lukas, it's started. And you, being versions of each other from different dimensions and in such close proximity, all four of you felt the effects more acutely than the rest of us."

“But I thought you destroyed the Fist?” Zoe said.

“Too late to prevent it from firing one last shot,” Soren replied. “Apparently, it was one shot too many.”

“It figures,” Jackson said. “All that time, and the last shot is the killer.”

“Believe me, it’s hard for me to swallow, too. We destroyed the ship only seconds later. But there’s nothing we can do about that now. We have to deal with what’s in front of us.”

Jackson turned to Alex. “You’re lucky, Gunny. You don’t have any counterpart in this dimension any more. Or the other dimension either. You’ve made a good habit out of killing yourself.”

“I didn’t kill Alexander. Theo did.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jackson coughed, trying and failing to laugh. “The point is he’s dead, and you’re not.”

“Lukas,” Soren said, re-engaging the scientist. “Your theory was correct. Separating the doubles revived Jackson and Zoe.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Captain,” Lukas replied. “I think, anyway. It does confirm my analysis. This has to be the beginning of the Convergence. There’s no other explanation.”

"How long do we have?" Soren asked, dreading the answer. The question hung heavily in the air.

"I don't know, sir," Lukas admitted, the fear in his voice palpable. "There are too many variables, too much we don't understand about the process. I need more time to observe the changes, to try and work out some kind of predictive model. It could be days, it could be years. I just don’t know yet. But time…we have to assume that time is something we might not have much of anymore.”

"Understood. I'm sending Dana down to assist you. We need answers, and we need them quickly. The fate of...well, everything might depend on what you can figure out."

“Aye, Captain,” Lukas replied before the comms disconnected.

Soren turned to Dana, who had shifted to sit against the bulkhead beside Zoe. The sight of her, usually so confident and composed, now looking scared and uncertain twisted something in Soren's chest. "Dana," he said, his voice softening slightly, but the urgency remained, "I need you to help Lukas. If anyone can figure this out, it's the two of you working together. We're counting on you."

Dana’s expression hardened with resolve, though Soren could see the fear lingering in her eyes. "I'm on it, Captain,” she said, rising to her feet to leave. She looked down at Zoe. “If you need to talk, you can find me in the research lab.”

“Thank you,” Zoe replied. “I’m thankful Alex has a sister like you.”

Dana turned to leave, her voice tight with suppressed emotion. "We'll find a way to stop this. We have to."

As she hurried away, Alex approached Soren, his face etched with exhaustion and conviction. He looked like he'd aged years in the past few minutes. "What do we do now?" he asked.

Soren took a deep breath, the eyes of everyone in the passageway on him. "For now, we stick to the plan. We finish picking up survivors, retrieve what equipment we can from both Teegarden and the Strickland Federation ships, and then clear the area. We need to regroup, assess our resources, and figure out our next move.” Soren touched Alex's shoulder, feeling the tension in his son's muscles. “But you and your team have earned some rest. You've been through hell. Take some time to recover while we finish up here."

Alex shook his head, a familiar stubborn set to his jaw. "No," he said firmly. "I can't rest, not yet. Not until we've safely folded away from here. Let me help with the rescues. Please. I need to do something. I can't just sit by while all this is happening."

“I’m with Gunny, Captain,” Jackson said, rising to his feet. “My headache’s already getting better.”

“Mine too,” Zoe added, standing up. “We can rest once we’re clear of this system.”

Soren studied his son's face, seeing the determination burning in his eyes. He recognized that look—the same one he saw in the mirror every time he faced impossible odds. Pride swelled in his chest, tempered by a father's worry. For a moment, he was tempted to insist, to pull rank and force Alex to rest. But he knew his son, knew that shelving him now would lead to a worse outcome in the future.

“Okay,” he conceded. "We've recovered some power armor from one of the Federation Komodos. It should help with the rescue efforts. But Alex, I need all three of you to promise me something. If any of you start feeling as tired as you look, don’t try to be heroes and push through. You’re liable to not only get yourselves killed, you’ll put other people at risk.”

"Understood, sir. You have our word."

Soren tapped his comm unit again. "Harry," he called out, "where's that power armor we recovered? We need it prepped and ready five minutes ago."

“It’s still in the hangar, Captain," Harry's voice returned. “I was about to have the team deliver it to the Marine quarters.”

“Hold back on that,” Soren replied. “Alex and his team are coming down to claim it.”

“Captain, if you don’t mind me asking…shouldn’t they be resting? They’ve been through quite an ordeal.”

“I appreciate your concern, Harry. But you know me, so that means you know my son.”

Harry laughed. “So unless you want to lock him in the brig, it’s best not to waste one’s breath arguing. Yeah?”

“Precisely,” Soren answered with a small grin. “Soren out.” He disconnected, glancing at Alex, who nodded before turning to Jackson and Zoe.

Alex’s straightened as he slipped back into his role as squad leader. "You heard the man," he said, his voice taking on a familiar command tone, steel underlying every word. "Let's suit up and get back out there. We've got people to save, and not much time to do it." He pivoted back to Soren. “Thank you, Captain.”

As the Scorpions hurried off towards the hangar, Soren watched them go with a complex mixture of emotions swirling in his chest: pride at their dedication and skill, fear for what they might face in the coming hours, and a gnawing worry that ate at the edges of his consciousness. The weight of command had never felt heavier, the fate of not just his crew but entire dimensions resting on his shoulders.

They had won the battle, destroyed the Fist of Justice, and rescued Alex and his squad. But the war was far from over. The Convergence loomed over them like a gathering storm, its full fury yet to be unleashed. Meanwhile, the Grand Admiral was no doubt planning his next move.

The thought sent a chill down Soren's spine.

They needed to find a way to stop the Convergence and end this nightmare once and for all. And they needed to do it fast. The clock was ticking, each second bringing them closer to an unknown catastrophe.

As he started back to the bridge, Soren felt confident that their hardest battles were yet to come. The pressure was immense, the stakes higher than they'd ever been. But they had no choice. They had to succeed.

The alternative was unthinkable.


CHAPTER 2



Soren navigated the crowded corridors of the Wraith, his senses assaulted by the chaos that had overtaken his usually orderly ship. The passageways now teemed with an extraordinarily diverse array of rescued personnel. Federation of United Planets officers in ragged uniforms mingled uneasily with an overflow of cowed Strickland Federation survivors. Their previous enmity temporarily set aside in the face of shared trauma, a cacophony of voices echoed off the bulkheads, a discordant symphony of relief, pain, and confusion.

"Watch it!" a harried-looking Wilf called out, nearly colliding with Soren as he rushed past with an armful of medical supplies. His eyes widened in recognition. "Oh, s-sorry, Captain! I didn't see you there."

Soren waved off the apology. “It’s fine, Wilf. You’re doing a great job. Those supplies are needed more than deference to your commander right now. Carry on."

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

As Wilf rushed on and he continued his journey, Soren passed by one of the forward compartments, now serving as the primary holding area for the personnel they had rescued. He paused, peering through the small viewport in the door. Inside, he could see dozens of enemy soldiers, their expressions a complex mixture of relief, uncertainty, and barely concealed fear.

An SF lieutenant, a young woman with a bandage wrapped around her head, caught Soren's eye. For a moment, they stared at each other. Then, almost imperceptibly, the lieutenant gave a small nod of grudging respect. Soren returned the gesture before moving on, his mind grappling with the strange turns of fate that had brought them to this point.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Soren made his way to the ship's primary shield control room. As he entered, the busy hum of activity momentarily halted.

"Captain on deck!" a young technician called out, causing the room's occupants to snap to attention.

"As you were," Soren said, waving them back to their tasks. He hurried over to Lina as she extricated herself from an open panel with a grunt of effort. “Here let me help you, Lina.”

Her face red from exertion, he slid his hands under her arms and assisted the maintenance chief to her feet. “Thank you, sir.” She smiled up at him, much of her blonde hair, usually tied back in a neat ponytail, now escaped its confines to poke out in a messy disarray.

“No problem, Lina. How are we looking?"

She pulled a rag from the back pocket of her coveralls and wiped her hands, leaving a few streaks of grime across her palms to match the one on her cheek. “You didn’t need to come all the way down here, Captain. You could have just asked over the comms.”

“I was in the neighborhood,” Soren replied.

“May I be frank, Captain?”

“Of course.”

“Bullshit.”

Soren and Lina both laughed. “I wanted to see how you’re holding up for myself. You can lie to me over the comms.”

“I’m like most of the crew right now, sir. Hanging on by a thread and fueled by tenacity and desperation. How are you holding up?”

“Same,” Soren answered, glancing at the huge black box that housed the electronics for the shields. He didn’t know much about them, other than the system worked to equalize and selectively bolster power across the network of nodes creating the energy barrier. It was a critical function, which is why it was part of the Wraith’s heavily protected core. Seeing Lina working inside it didn’t give him a good feeling. He’d expected to find her directing her techs to areas which needed repair. “Is there a particular problem with the controller?”

Instant relief came when Lina shook her head. “No, Captain. The controller itself is fine, but we took some heavy hits to the grid, and it turns out we have a shortage of circuit boards to repair the ones that were toasted, so Ethan, Tashi, and I are getting creative with the redistribution pattern. It needs to be manually reset within the switchboard.”

“I see. Where are Ethan and Tashi now?”

Hearing his name, Tashi appeared from behind a console in the corner, his face glistening with sweat. “I’m here, Captain. We've managed to scrounge enough parts to get about sixty percent of the failed nodes back online," he reported, "but the rest will need bypass and reconfiguration.”

“We can’t use anything from the SF or FUP derelicts?” Soren asked.

“The boards are custom made for the Wraith,” Tashi said. “We can work on modifying spares the recovery teams are picking up, but it’ll take time, and we don’t want to risk going into a fight with our pants down.”

“That’s for sure.” Soren agreed, looking back at Lina. “What's your estimate on time to full restoration?"

Lina's lips pressed into a thin line as she considered. “With our current solution and at our current pace? A few days.”

“And to modify the circuit boards?”

“A few weeks, at least.”

"That'll have to do," Soren said. "Keep at it, and let me know immediately if you run into any major setbacks.”

“Aye, Captain,” Lina replied. “If you want to speak to Ethan, he’s in primary engineering.”

“Thank you, I’ll go pay him a visit as well.”

The corridors seemed to stretch endlessly as Soren made his way to engineering, the low thrum of the ship's systems growing louder with each step. As he entered the crowded control center, the organized chaos of engineering enveloped him. Crew members stood at small terminals, working remotely with scattered teams on problems that had developed following the battle.

He spotted Ethan hunched over a diagnostic console, his face illuminated by the flickering display. The chief engineer's brow was furrowed in concentration. He occasionally tapped a few keys and checked how that affected the readouts in front of him.

"Ethan," Soren called out as he approached. “How do we look?”

Ethan straightened, wincing slightly as he worked out a kink in his back. He ran a hand through his graying hair, leaving it standing up at odd angles. "Captain," he greeted, his voice gruff with fatigue. “All of the most serious fires are thankfully out. We should have that console on the bridge repaired within the hour to finish up our worklist. The ripples in the power delivery are still a problem, though. I’ve traced it to Reactor One. I was going to take a look at it myself once I finished checking the latest round of diagnostics.”

Soren’s mind flashed back to the original power delivery problems they encountered with the Wraith fresh out of Omega Station. “But you can fix it, right?”

“Yes, sir. I think I know what’s causing it. Those hits we took knocked us around a little. Probably a loose coupling, but the power supply is the chief’s greatest responsibility. I’m not letting anyone else do my job for me.”

“That’s why you were always my favorite chief engineer,” Soren said. “Speaking of being knocked around, where are we with the hull breaches?"

Ethan's expression tightened, the lines around his eyes deepening. “Emergency bulkheads are sealed, so we’re good on that front. I need to get a better look at the extent of the damage, but..."

"But what?" Soren pressed.

"But I've been waiting on Bastian to free up a drone for an external survey," Ethan finished. "With all the rescue operations, he’s stretched thin. For all we know, we could have structural damage or a leak that could cause serious issues if we ignore it for too long.”

Soren nodded, understanding the engineer's concerns all too well. "I'll reprioritize with Bastian,” he promised. "We need that survey ASAP. What about our other systems? "

"Life support is stable, but with all the extra bodies on board, we're pushing the scrubbers to their limits. We'll need to offload some of our guests sooner rather than later."

“We’re planning to drop most of the SF survivors on Teegarden before we depart,” Soren replied. “So the air quality shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Is that wise, sir? To return them to the enemy?”

“It’s not going to change the face of the war, and we have nowhere to put them. We don’t need them clogging up the scrubbers.”

Ethan grinned. “Good point.”

“I want you to prioritize the damage survey and the reactor. If you need additional personnel, pull them from non-essential areas."

"Aye, Captain," Ethan replied, a determined glint in his eye. "We'll have her purring like a kitten in no time. A very large, very angry kitten with a big, bad spacetime-ripping gun.”

"That's what I like to hear, Chief. Keep me posted."

As he left engineering, he once more lamented the loss of the Wraith’s cloaking system while trying to work out how the Fist of Justice had tracked them in the first place. The transmitter had been removed, which meant they’d used some other method to negate their invisibility. There were no survivors from the Fist, so there was no one from the ship that he could ask.

From engineering, Soren headed to sickbay. The doors slid open with a soft hiss, and Soren was immediately assaulted by pained groans and the sharp orders of medical staff, all punctuated by the constant beeping of various machines. The smell of antiseptic mingled with the metallic tang of blood, creating a nauseating cocktail that filled the air. Every bed was occupied, with less injured patients sitting on the floor. Medical staff moved with practiced efficiency, their faces etched with fatigue.

Amid all the controlled chaos stood Asha Nguyen, her usually immaculate uniform stained with blood. Her short black hair was messy, and dark circles under her eyes spoke of hours of non-stop work. She was applying a patch to a burn victim's arm when she spotted Soren.

"Captain," she acknowledged, her voice strained but professional.

Soren’s eyes crossed over the crowded room. The sight of so much suffering twisted his gut. At least these spacers had lived. So many more hadn’t been so fortunate. “How are you holding up?"

Asha finished applying the patch before answering, her movements quick and precise despite her obvious exhaustion. "It's been non-stop since we started bringing people in," she reported. "Most injuries are superficial—burns, lacerations, broken bones. Nothing we can't handle, but the sheer volume..." She trailed off, shaking her head.

"What do you need?" Soren asked, cutting straight to the chase.

Asha's eyes darted around the overcrowded sickbay, quickly assessing their most pressing issues. "More hands would be ideal,” she said. "And if we could clear out some of the walking wounded, make room for the more serious cases. We're running low on supplies, too. Regenerative patches. Painkillers. Broad-spectrum antibiotics. We're burning through them faster than I'd like. And the pods are full, with a waiting list that stretches across all of our beds and to one of the unused berthing compartments down the passageway.”

Soren nodded. "I'll see what I can do about getting you more personnel. Perhaps we picked up some medical crew from the SF rescues who can help. As for supplies..." He paused, considering their options. "We might have to get creative.”

“Tear up bed sheets for bandages, you mean?” Asha's eyebrows rose slightly at the suggestion. "And SF personnel? Are you sure that's wise, sir?"

"At this point, we don't have the luxury of being picky," Soren replied. "If they can help save lives, I don't care what uniform they wear. Just...keep an eye on them."

"Understood, sir," Asha nodded. "I'll make it work."

"I know you will," Soren said, his voice softening slightly. "You're doing an amazing job, Asha.” He raised his voice so the rest of the medical staff could hear. “All of you are doing amazing jobs."

As he turned to leave sickbay, a familiar voice called out behind him. "Soren!"

He turned to see Jane making her way through the crowded room. She had a bandage on her cheek and bruising around both eyes, but her arm had healed and she was alive and walking, at least.

"Jane, should you be up and about?"

She waved off his concern, a flash of stubbornness in her eyes that reminded him so much of his own Jane. "I've been cleared for duty," she said firmly. "I need you to bring me up to speed. What's our current status?"

Soren hesitated for a moment, glancing around the bustling sickbay. This wasn't the place for conversation. "Walk with me," he said, leading her out into the corridor where they could speak more privately.

As they made their way through the ship, Soren filled Jane in on the events that had transpired since her rescue—the incident with Jackson, Zoe, and their counterparts, Lukas' dire warning about the Convergence, and their current efforts to regroup and resupply.

Jane listened intently, her brow furrowing deeper with each passing moment. When Soren finished, she was quiet for a long moment, digesting the information. Finally, she spoke, her voice low and tight with concern. "This Convergence...how much time do we have?"

Soren blew out a bleak, truncated breath and shook his head. "We don't know. Lukas and Dana are working on it, but...it could be days. Hell, it could be years. We just don't have enough information."

"Damn," Jane muttered. She was silent for a few steps, then came to a decision. "We need to move quickly," she said, her voice taking on the sharp edge of command that Soren had come to respect. "I can provide coordinates to a safe rendezvous point. We can regroup with the remaining FUP forces there, and it's a good location to send a message to the CIP. We'll need their help now more than ever."

"Agreed. We need to finish up here at Teegarden and make the jump as soon as possible. I don't like the idea of lingering in contested space, especially with the Wraith in its current condition."

As they approached the bridge, Jane's pace slowed slightly as she turned to Soren and placed her hand on his arm, drawing him to a halt. "Soren," she said, her voice softer now, her expression one of admiration and exasperation. "What you did out there...taking on the Fist like that. Your maneuver…it was incredibly brave. And incredibly foolish."

Soren couldn't help but chuckle. "Says the woman who was planning to ram the damn thing. Pot, kettle, Jane.”

Jane smiled back at him. "Fair point. To be honest, I was only thinking about saving my people, not saving…well, everything.”

"Your counterpart would be proud," Soren replied, his voice warm with admiration. "Of both of us, I think."

They moved on, stepping onto the bridge, where Keira approached immediately, datapad in hand, her usual composed demeanor slightly frayed around the edges. "Captain, I have that ordnance report you requested. We're sitting at just under fifty percent capacity, but what we have is loaded and ready.”

"Thank you, Keira," Soren replied, taking the datapad and quickly scanning its contents. He turned to Jack, who sat at the command station. "Jack, I have the conn.”

“Aye, Captain,” Jack replied, relinquishing the seat. “Admiral Yarborough, it’s good to see you up and about.”

“Thank you,” Jane replied. “I’m eager to help move things forward as quickly as possible. I think we all feel like sitting ducks out here like this.”

“Quack, quack,” Jack answered. “I agree, but we still have spacers and equipment to salvage.”

Soren took up the command seat before opening a channel to the Marine contingent. "Liam, status update on the rescue operations."

There was a brief pause before Liam's voice came back, clear but tinged with fatigue. "We're down to the last two shiploads of survivors, sir," he reported. "Should have them onboard within the hour. It's slow going—some of the corridors on those damaged ships are pretty mangled, and we're having to cut through in places. But we're making progress."

"Good work," Soren replied, noting the strain in the lieutenant's voice. "What about equipment salvage?"

There was a longer pause this time before Liam answered. "That's... going to be more challenging, sir. We've started bringing over what we can from the disabled ships, but it's a drop in the bucket compared to what we need. And down on the surface...that's another story entirely. We're stretched thin as it is, and coordinating with ground teams will take time we might not have."

Soren was about to respond when Jane stepped forward. “Captain, as long as we have all the freed prisoners, I recommend leaving the surface equipment behind. The CIP can provide what we need."

Soren raised an eyebrow at her confidence but nodded. "If you’re sure they will…”

“I am.”

“Alright then. Liam, focus on the orbital rescues. As soon as the last survivor is aboard, I want to know. We'll be clearing out immediately afterwards.”

"Aye, sir," Liam replied, a note of relief in his voice at the simplified orders. "We'll get it done."

As Soren closed the channel, he turned to face Jane and Jack. "We'll hold a full debriefing once we've made the fold,” he announced. "For now, everyone knows what they need to do. Let's get it done and get the hell out of here, before Grand Admiral Strickland has a chance to throw the rest of the kitchen sink at us.”


CHAPTER 3



Alex's boots clanged against the metal deck of the derelict SF ship, the sound echoing ominously through the empty corridors. The presence of Jackson and Zoe behind him was a comforting reminder that he wasn't alone in the stricken warship.

"This place gives me the creeps," Jackson muttered. “It's like a damn haunted house in space. I’m half expecting a xenomorph to pop out of the walls."

"Focus, Three," Alex replied, though he couldn't shake the unsettling feeling himself. "We're here to find survivors, not movie monsters.”

"I know, I know," Jackson sighed. "But you can't tell me this doesn't feel off to you. It's too quiet."

Zoe chimed in, her voice low and tense. "He's right, Gunny. Something's not right here. We should have encountered someone by now, even if it was just...bodies."

They had been searching the ship for over an hour, methodically working their way through each deck. So far, they had found nothing but empty corridors and lifeless consoles. But there had to be survivors here somewhere. The ship had been hit with the Fist of Justice’s vortex cannon and knocked offline, not gunned down by the FUP. While there were a few hull breaches from successful missile strikes, most of the crew should still be alive.

As they approached the entrance to engineering, Alex held up a fist, signaling the others to halt. He could hear something on the other side of the door, faint voices barely audible through the barrier.

"You hear that?" he whispered, straining to make out the words.

Zoe nodded, her helmet tilting slightly as she listened. "Survivors. But how many? I can't get a clear count."

"Sounds like at least a handful," Jackson added. "Maybe more. Could be trouble if they're armed and panicky."

"Only one way to find out," Alex replied. “I’ll get the door. Stay alert. They might not be friendly."

Alex dug his armored fingers into the seam of the hatch and pulled, forcing the sliding door to shift against the mechanism that had moved it into place. The hatch groaned slightly as Jackson’s helmet lights swept into the compartment.

In the center of the room, holding onto the center console and each other to keep from floating away was a group of about forty SF crew members. They shrank back at the sudden flood of light, their eyes struggling to adapt after sitting in darkness for the last four hours.

“It’s okay,” Alex called out, his voice amplified by his suit's speakers. He raised his hands in a placating gesture, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible in the bulky power armor. "We're here to help."

One of the SF crew, a captain by his insignia, shifted to face them. "Identify yourselves," he demanded, his voice hoarse but commanding.

"We're part of a rescue team," Alex said. "We're here to get you off this ship before you run out of breathable air.”

The captain’s shoulders sagged with visible relief. "Thank the Grand Admiral,” he muttered. "We thought we were going to die here."

“Captain,” Alex said. “Are you the only survivors?”

“Unless you found others,” he replied. “We were running a skeleton crew to begin with. We weren’t even supposed to be out here, but the orders came through to scramble the strike force to Teegarden, so that’s what we did. I never imagined the shitstorm we were folding into.”

"Sir," Alex said, addressing the captain, "we need to move quickly. We have a shuttle waiting to take you to safety, but we need to go now."

The captain nodded, turning to the others. “It’s time to move out. You know the emergency evacuation procedures.” He shifted his attention back to Alex. “Which ship are you from? The Talon? The Fang?”

“The Wraith,” Alex said, realizing suddenly that because of their armor, the captain believed they were with the Federation.

“I’ve never heard of that ship.”

“It’s not a Strickland Federation vessel,” Alex answered.

The reaction was immediate and intense. The SF crew froze, their expressions shifting rapidly from relief to shock and then anger and fear.

"What kind of trick is this?" the captain demanded, voice rising in fear and rage. “You’re wearing Federation armor.”

“There’s no trick. We confiscated these suits," Alex replied, keeping his voice calm and steady despite the tension thrumming through his body. "The battle's over, Captain. You lost. We destroyed the Fist of Justice and routed your fleet. But we're not here for revenge or to take prisoners. We're here to save your lives."

The captain’s eyes darted between Alex, Jackson, and Zoe, clearly trying to assess the threat. "And why should we trust you?" he spat.

"Because if we wanted you dead, you'd be dead already," Jackson chimed in. “I think that’s pretty obvious, considering you can’t even see without our lights. We're trying to save you ungrateful bastards."

"Three," Alex warned, then turned back to the SF crew. “You have two choices. You can come with us and live, or you can stay here and die when this ship's air supply runs out. We're not going to force you, but I strongly suggest you take the first option."

The SF crew exchanged uncertain glances, their earlier relief replaced by confusion and fear. The captain studied Alex intently, as if trying to peer through his faceplate and read the truth in his eyes.

"And what happens if we go with you?" he asked. "Are we prisoners of war? Don't try to tell me you're doing this out of the goodness of your hearts."

“I understand why that might be hard to believe, considering the way Grand Admiral Strickland treats his military. But yes, we’re doing it because you don’t deserve to die like this, in a derelict ship taken offline by your own flagship. The Admiral may just decide to drop you back on Teegarden. This war has taken enough from all of us. We're not interested in adding to the body count."

A tense silence fell over the engineering bay. Alex could almost hear the gears turning in the captain’s head as he weighed their options. The man's eyes darted around the room, taking in the faces of his crew, the dead systems of the ship, and the three armored figures before him.

Finally, he nodded with a heavy sigh that deflated his entire body. "Alright," he said. "We'll go with you."

"You're making the right choice,” Alex said. “Now let's move."

As they made their way, floating back through the dead ship, Alex could feel the tension radiating from the SF crew. They moved in tight formation, hand on the shoulder of the spacer ahead of them. The ship groaned and creaked around them as if protesting their departure.

One of the SF crewmen, a young man with a haunted look in his eyes, moved in close to Alex. "You," he said, his voice barely above a whisper, cracking slightly with nerves. "You sound just like him. Like Alexander Strickland. I've met him a couple of times. It's...it's uncanny."

Alex's step faltered for just a moment before he regained his composure. This was a complication he hadn't anticipated. "I get that a lot," he replied, trying to keep his tone neutral. "It's just a coincidence."

"Alexander Strickland is dead,” Jackson said loudly enough for the entire crew to hear. “He died on Teegarden."

The young man nearly spun out of control before Alex caught his arm to steady him. "That's...that's impossible," he stammered, his face paling even further. "He can't be dead. He's invincible. The Scarabs are unbeatable. You're lying. You have to be lying."

"The Scarabs have changed sides," Zoe cut in, her voice firm but not unkind. "They're with us now."

The SF crewman shook his head violently, as if trying to dislodge the information. His breathing had become rapid and shallow, panic evident in every line of his body. The other SF crew, listening in, seemed equally confused and worried.

"No, no, you're lying,” the spacer said. “This is some kind of psychological warfare. It has to be."

“They’re not lying,” Alex said, pausing to turn to the crew. He locked eyes with the captain through his faceplate. “Alexander Strickland is dead.”

The captain glared back at him, searching for the lie. Not finding it, he lowered his eyes and nodded. “I believe you.”

Another SF crew member spoke up as they reached the airlock where their shuttle waited. This time it was a woman. "Why?" she asked, her voice trembling slightly. "Why would the Scarabs turn on their own like that? It doesn't make any sense. They're the elite, the best of the best. They wouldn't just...switch sides."

“Because they finally realized that Grand Admiral Strickland doesn't care about them,” Alex answered. “He's just using them as part of his own unquenchable hunger for power. You’re tools to him, not people." He went on to explain about Theo's cancer and how Strickland had refused to let him seek treatment. As he spoke, he could see the doubt creeping into some of the SF crew's eyes. Not all of them—some remained stubbornly defiant. One of them spoke up.

"The Grand Admiral wouldn't do that," he protested. "He's a hero. He's bringing peace and stability to the galaxy."

"Is that what you call this?" Jackson asked, gesturing broadly at the dead ship around them. "Peace and stability? Wake up and smell the bullshit.”

The man fell silent, and none of the other SF crew questioned them either, but as they boarded the Stinger, Alex could see conflict still on their faces. Everything they had believed in was being called into question, and the uncertainty was taking its toll.

The journey back to the Wraith was tense and quiet. Alex watched the SF survivors, ready for any potential trouble, but they were too shell-shocked to attempt anything.

As the Stinger touched down in the Wraith's hangar, a wave of relief washed over Alex. Another successful rescue mission completed. But as he watched the confused and frightened SF crew disembark, he couldn't help but wonder what would become of the few he had convinced of the truth and who might decide they wanted to change sides, too.

He hoped they would get the chance.

The hangar was a flurry of activity, with teams of Marines and medical personnel rushing to assist the new arrivals. Alex watched as Sergeant Mackie took charge of the SF survivors, guiding them toward a makeshift processing area that had been set up.

"Good work out there," Liam said, approaching Alex and his team. The lieutenant looked exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes, speaking of long hours and little sleep. Alex knew the feeling. "That should be the last of them. Captain wants us to wrap things up here and prepare for departure."

Alex nodded, feeling the fatigue of the past few days settling into his bones. Every muscle ached, and he longed for a hot shower and a real meal. "Understood. Any word on our next destination?"

Liam shook his head. "Nothing concrete yet. Scuttlebutt says we're heading to some secret rendezvous point, but you know how reliable that is. We'll find out when the Captain decides to tell us, I guess."

"Fair enough," Alex replied. He turned to Jackson and Zoe. "Let's unload these tin cans, hit the showers and grab some chow. I don't know about you two, but I'm running on fumes here."

"You don't have to tell me twice," Jackson replied. “I smell like I've been marinating in this suit for a week."

“Let's be honest, Three,” Zoe said. “You didn't smell much better before you put that suit on."

Their banter continued as they made their way to the lower decks, the familiar surroundings of Marine operations a welcome homecoming. As they stripped off the borrowed SF power armor, Alex could feel the aches and pains of the past few days making themselves known. Every movement was an effort, his muscles protesting after days of constant tension and exertion.

The shower was a blissful relief, the hot water washing away the grime and tension. Alex let it run over him, his mind drifting as he tried to process everything. He was so tired, it all just swirled together in a confusing mess.

"Hey, Gunny," Jackson called as he entered the next stall over. "You fall asleep in there?"

Alex chuckled, the sound echoing off the tile walls. "Just thinking, Three. It's been one hell of a week, hasn't it?"

"You can say that again," Zoe chimed in from her shower stall to Alex’s left. "I feel like we've lived a lifetime in the span of a few days."

"Tell me about it," Jackson agreed. "One minute we're prisoners, the next we're leading a revolution, and now we're rescuing the very people who were trying to kill us a few days ago. My head's spinning just trying to keep up."

Alex stepped out of the shower, wrapping a towel around his waist. “We’ll have time to rationalize everything once we fold. I hope.”

Freshly showered and changed into clean uniforms, they made their way to get some chow. The corridors were busier than usual, filled with a mix of Wraith crew and rescued personnel.

The chow hall was even more chaotic. The room was packed, filled with a cacophony of voices and the clatter of utensils. The air was thick with the smell of food and the underlying current of uncertainty that permeated the entire ship.

They grabbed trays and moved through the chow line, loading up on reconstituted mashed potatoes, veggies, and synthetic beef.

"I'm so hungry I could eat a Rhino-class warship, with or without the condiments,” Jackson quipped, piling an alarming amount of meat onto his tray.

Zoe rolled her eyes, but her tray was just as full. "Let's just hope it tastes better than it looks. I'm not sure my taste buds are prepared for this level of culinary adventure."

“It’s not one of Harry’s specialities,” Alex said. “But it’ll do. At least we’re eating it here on the Wraith, and not down on the surface.”

“Yeah, it’s good to be home,” Jackson agreed.

Claiming the only empty table, they dug in with gusto. For a few minutes, there was nothing but the sound of eating as they focused on satisfying their hunger.

"You know," Jackson finally said between mouthfuls, his words slightly muffled, "I never thought I'd be so happy to eat Navy chow. But right now, this tastes better than anything from a five-star restaurant."

Zoe nodded in agreement, her usual composure set aside in favor of enthusiastic eating. "I think I could eat my own boot and it would taste better than that slop we had on the prison ship.”

Alex was about to reply when Jackson dropped his fork with a loud clatter.

“What…the…hell?”


CHAPTER 4



Alex looked back over his shoulder, following Jackson’s gaze to the mess hall entrance. Sergeant Volkov and Corporal Swix had just entered, though he didn’t think they were the reason for Jackson’s outburst. That was directed at the woman who had entered with the two Lammergeiers.

Sarah.

The former Scarab entered with the sergeant and her squadmate, moving casually between the tables. The three of them, dressed in t-shirts and cargo pants in black and gray camo, moved to and through the chow line, drawing wary glances and hushed whispers from the other diners, all of them aware of who this Sarah was.

To Alex's surprise, once they had filled their trays, the three Marines made their way directly to the Scorpions’ table. There was a moment of awkward silence as they stood there, trays in hand. "Mind if we join you?" Volkov asked.

Alex exchanged a quick glance with Jackson and Zoe. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the five empty chairs. "Plenty of room.”

As they settled in across the table from the Scorpions, the atmosphere remained thick with unspoken questions and lingering enmity, especially from Jackson, considering how close he and Malik had been.

Alex took another bite of his food, chewing slowly as he tried to think of what to say to break the ice. "I'm surprised to see you back on the Wraith," he said finally, addressing Sarah. "I thought you'd be staying with Jackie and Zee. Are they doing okay?"

"Theo's here," Sarah said simply, her fork poised over her food. “Jackie and Zee are doing fine now that they’re separated from their counterparts, so this is where I need to be right now."

Jackson, never one for subtlety, leaned forward, his eyes focused like lasers on Sarah. "So what made you ultimately decide to turn traitor?” he asked bluntly.

“Jackson!” Alex snapped.

Sarah shot Jackson a sharp look but her voice didn’t hold any animosity when she spoke directly to Alex. "It's a fair question, Gunny. I owe you an explanation, at the very least." She was quiet for a moment as she put her fork down. The table fell silent, everyone waiting for her to continue. "It was Theo, at first," she said finally, her voice low. "Seeing how Alexander and the Grand Admiral treated him...it…opened our eyes, I suppose. We've always been told that we're the best, that we're valued above all others. But when one of our own needed help, needed compassion...it wasn't there.

She paused, taking a deep breath before continuing. "But then, when Strickland used that neural link on you…and we saw your memories...it was like a slap in the face. Suddenly, we could see everything we'd lost, everything we'd given up, laid out in front of us." Her voice grew more intense as she continued, the words spilling out as if she'd been holding them back for way too long. "It made us realize how much our lives have changed, and not for the better. When things happen slowly, it's hard to notice. It’s like trying to watch your hair grow. But when you can see it all condensed like that, you get perspective. Everything is worse under Strickland, not better. We fell for the lies and propaganda and never realized that’s what it was.”

The table remained silent as they absorbed Sarah's words. Alex could see the pain and confusion in her eyes, the struggle of someone whose entire worldview had been turned upside down. He felt a surge of sympathy for her, for all of them. It couldn't be easy, questioning everything you believed in.

“I’m glad having my memories put on display like that led to some good at least,” Alex said. “To be honest, I had hoped it would.”

“We saw the way you treated your squadmates,” Sarah said. “Alexander never gave us half as much respect. He never listened to our opinions or showed any interest in us as individuals. He didn’t care about us like you care about your people.”

“Alexander’s life was a lot different from mine,” Alex agreed. “My father lives to serve others. To protect them. Not to serve himself. “The table fell into momentary silence, save for the sound of chewing.

“So, what about you two?" Zoe asked after a time, turning to Volkov and Swix. "What's next for the Lammergeiers?"

Volkov shrugged, her usual confidence tempered by uncertainty. "Honestly, I'm not sure. We're hoping for new orders when we get in touch with the CIP. For now, we're just trying to make ourselves useful here. It's...strange, being here. We’ve trained for so many scenarios, but nothing quite like this."

Swix nodded in agreement, speaking up for the first time. "It's like we're in limbo. Not quite part of the crew, but not outsiders either. We want to help, but we're not sure where we fit in with all of you.”

"Why don't you train with us?" Alex suggested. “Together, we almost make a full squad.”

Volkov's eyes lit up at the suggestion, a spark of enthusiasm breaking through her professional demeanor. "That's not a bad idea. I’m in.”

“Me too,” Swix added.

Alex looked to Jackson and Zoe, who both nodded in agreement. “This should be fun. Especially if we get to try out that armor of yours.”

“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself,” Swix said. “We don’t have enough Phalanx to go around, and it learns from the wearer, so it’s not as easily interchangeable as your gear.”

“That’s too bad,” Jackson replied, disappointed.

“I’d understand if you don’t want me taking part,” Sarah said. “But I’m sort of orphaned right now, too. I know I’m the enemy and would be a sixth wheel, but⁠—”

“You saved my life,” Alex said. “Or at least, you didn’t stop Theo from saving it. You’re welcome to train with us, too, Sarah. Between our three different origins, experiences, and training methods, we could probably learn a lot from each other. It could help us all find our footing in this situation."

Volkov nodded enthusiastically. “We could exchange techniques, compare notes on different combat scenarios. It would keep us sharp and maybe help bridge some of the gaps between our various backgrounds."

Alex looked around the table, glad to see a little excitement finally mix with everyone’s apprehension, even Jackson’s. They made up a strange group, but maybe training together was exactly what they needed to face the challenges ahead. "Alright," he said with a grin. “Let's do it."

As they continued their meal and the conversation gradually relaxed, Alex couldn't help but feel a glimmer of hope. They had a long, difficult road ahead of them, with threats both known and unknown looming on the horizon. But looking at the diverse group around him, he felt like maybe, just maybe, they had a chance to come out the other end of this in a damn good place.

"So," Jackson said, leaning back in his chair with his trademark grin finally showing up, "who wants to take bets on which one of us ends up in sickbay first? My money's on Swix. He looks like he'll go down pretty easy."

Swix's eyebrows shot up, a competitive gleam in his eye. "Oh, you're on, Private. I'll have you eating those words faster than you inhaled that mystery meat."

As the group dissolved into good-natured bickering and boasting, Alex felt some of the tension of the past few days begin to ease. The Convergence was coming, the Grand Admiral was still a threat, and the fate of multiple universes hung in the balance. But for now, at this moment, they were together. They were alive. And they would be ready to face whatever came next.


CHAPTER 5



Soren sat in his ready room, leaning forward at his desk, datapad cradled in his hands. The daily report from the crews had just come in, and he scrolled through them eagerly. With Wraith and the remains of the FUP attack force due to exit fold space within the hour, completion of all their major tasks would be a ray of light in an otherwise gloomy situation.

Ethan's report on the reactor repairs was thorough, detailing the countless hours spent recalibrating systems and replacing damaged components. The chief engineer's dedication shone through in every line, his tenacity in having the Wraith operating at peak efficiency evident in the meticulous nature of his work:

Reactor output now stable at 98.7% efficiency," Ethan had written. Fluctuations in the power grid have been reduced to within acceptable parameters. Recommend continued monitoring of the tokamak for potential micro-fractures. Delivery is fully rerouted around breached compartments.

Soren made a mental note to discuss the potential for fracturing with Ethan in person. If there was even a slight risk of failure, he wanted to know all the details.

Moving on, he found Lina's report on the shield repairs. Her usual concise style was apparent, but Soren could sense the accomplishment and pride behind her words:

Shield routing recalibrated to improve coverage during supply shortage, 50% of board modifications completed. ETA on full completion, three days.

Soren grinned. They were ahead of schedule on the board modifications, no doubt thanks to Tashi and his experience modding shuttles back on Earth. He would never be able to thank Jane enough for recommending the search for crew members in the Dregs.

The final report was from Lieutenant Moffit, detailing the progress of the Marine training program. Soren's heart swelled with pride as he read the man’s words, knowing Alex had a tremendous hand in everything reported:

The Marines are adapting well to the SF power armor, Liam wrote. Under the purview of Gunnery Sergeant Strickland and Sergeant Volkov, Private Holt has been focusing on close-quarters combat techniques, while Corporal Swix has taken charge of advanced weapons training. We've had a few hiccups–Private Mendoza managed to get wedged between the overhead and one of the pipes during jump jet training, but overall, the progress has been impressive. Now, where can we get more armor?

Soren went on to read the reports from Asha, Harry, and Phoebe, pleased with everything. He scrolled back through the updates, wondering why Lukas and Dana had failed to file a timely update.

The door chime interrupted his concern. "Enter," Soren called out, straightening in his seat as the door slid open.

Lukas stepped into the ready room, his usual neat appearance somewhat disheveled. Dark circles under his eyes spoke of long hours spent poring over data, and his hair stuck up at odd angles as if he'd been repeatedly running his hands through it.

“Lukas, is everything okay?” Soren asked in response to his appearance.

"Captain," Lukas greeted him, his tone urgent. "I apologize for the interruption. I wish I could say that everything is okay.” He held out a datapad, his hand trembling slightly.

Soren took the device and scanned the information displayed. Graphs and charts flickered across the screen, though he had no idea what any of them meant. It obviously wasn’t anything good.

"Sit and talk to me, Lukas," he said, looking up at the scientist. "What does all this mean?”

Lukas practically fell into the chair on the other side of Soren’s desk. He took a deep breath, visibly steadying himself. "It's the latest data on the Convergence, sir. We've been monitoring the quantum fluctuations ever since the incident with Jackson and Zoe, and...well, the patterns are intensifying."

“I didn’t know you could monitor the situation while we’re in fold space,” Soren said.

“Obviously, there are limitations to the data we receive from the sensor arrays, but the tachyons don’t lie.” He chuckled uncomfortably.

Soren's jaw clenched. "How bad is it?"

"Bad, sir," Lukas replied, his voice dropping to almost a whisper as he sat forward, bracing his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. “I believe Dana and I have come up with a baseline algorithm that can predict the rate of merge with relative accuracy. Being that this is a unique event, there’s always the possibility that we’re wrong, but I felt confident enough about it to bring it to your attention.” He paused, his countenance darkening. It was obvious this was something he would rather do anything else but say. It was enough to make Soren sick to his stomach.

“Go ahead, Lukas. Lay it on me.”

“Yes, sir. We believe the Convergence will accelerate on a logarithmic scale, meaning that it will start relatively slowly at first, but accelerate dramatically once it reaches what I’m calling the point of no return. That’s the point at which, if there is a way to reverse the instability, the soap bubbles are slipping together too quickly and are too deeply integrated to separate them again.”

“How long?” Soren asked.

“Six months, give or take.”

Soren stared at Lukas. “Until we pass the point of no return, or until the Convergence is completed?”

“They’re essentially the same thing, but six months to the point of no return.”

“It sounds like a lot of time, but we both know it isn’t.”

“No, sir.”

Soren closed his eyes briefly, taking a deep breath and exhaling slowly. When he opened them again, his gaze was steel-hard. “And Dana concurs with your findings?"

Lukas nodded. "She's been over the data a dozen times. We've approached it from every angle we can think of. Like I said, the tachyons don’t lie. The algorithm may be off, but the conclusion is inescapable."

“Does that mean your six months may actually be one or two?”

“We’ve done our best to be conservative. It’s more likely we have a little more time than that. Of course, if Grand Admiral Strickland shows up with another Fist of Justice, you can jettison all the work we’ve done for the last nine days out of an airlock.”

"I see," Soren said, his voice calm despite the turmoil in his mind. "Thank you for bringing this to me, Lukas. You mentioned reversing the Convergence. Do you have any additional thoughts on that?”

“Only that it’s my next order of business. By understanding how the Convergence is progressing, I hope to reverse-engineer it, so to speak.”

“Come to me immediately if you need any additional resources. Or anything else. Undoing the damage before we reach the point of no return is the most important work any of us could ever do.”

Lukas chuckled again. “No pressure, then. Right, Captain. We'll keep at it. There has to be a solution. There just has to be."

As Lukas turned to leave, Soren called out, "And Lukas? Get some rest. I need you sharp."

The scientist managed a weak smile. "I'll try, sir. But with all due respect, I don't think any of us will be getting much rest until this is over."

Soren allowed himself a moment of vulnerability as the door closed behind him. He slumped into his chair, the pressure of time working against them. The fate of not just his crew, not just the resistance, but potentially all of reality rested on their actions in the coming days and weeks.

The console on his desk chimed, pulling him from his dark thoughts. "Captain," Bobby’s voice came through. “Exiting the fold in five minutes.”

Soren straightened, pushing aside his personal worry. His crew needed him to be strong and be the leader they deserved. "Thank you,” he replied, his voice steady. "I'm on my way."

He stood, stretched, and exited the compartment, taking the short walk to the bridge. As the doors slid open, he was greeted by the familiar hum of activity. His crew moved with purpose at their stations, preparing for their arrival.

“Jack, I have the conn,” he said as he made his way to the command station.

“Aye, Captain,” Jack replied, turning the seat over to him. “You have the conn.”

"Status report," Soren called out, choosing to remain standing in front of the command chair. He ran his hands over the control surface to check on the various displayed operations as the bridge crew reported in.

Ethan spoke up first. “All systems nominal, Captain,” he replied. “I can provide more detail if you haven’t had a chance to read the daily yet?”

“No, thank you, Ethan. I’ve seen your report. Excellent work.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Keira looked up from her tactical station, eyes bright with focused readiness. "Shields are at ninety-eight percent, weapons systems are fully operational, sir.”

"Very good.” Soren remained on his feet, eyes on the command surface, watching the countdown to fold completion. “We should be coming out of the fold in safe space, but considering the possibility of additional spies within the FUP, let’s not take that for granted. Sang, be prepared for evasive maneuvers upon arrival. Keira, prep the conventional weapons and be ready to raise shields.”

“And the vortex cannon?”

“I don’t want to infer too much distrust of the FUP’s security situation.” He glanced over his shoulder. Jane had yet to arrive on the bridge. “Especially with Admiral Yarborough on her way here to the bridge.”

Keira smiled lightly. “Of course, sir.”

The crew remained silent as the countdown reached zero. The darkness of the viewscreen became a flare of white light before settling into a view of normal space. For a moment, the bridge was silent, save for the soft beeping of consoles.

"Four FUP warships detected, sir," Mark reported from his station, breaking the silence. "No sign of enemy activity in the immediate vicinity."

Soren nodded, a small measure of relief washing over him. Their escorts had all made it safely. "Any sign of the reinforcements?"

“Aye, Captain,” Mark answered after a short delay. “Multiple contacts detected one AU distant. From the signatures, it appears to be the FUP fleet.”

The contacts flickered into existence on the tactical display. Soren’s eyes darted across the screen as he quickly took stock of their reinforcements. Three Komodo-class cruisers, two Valkyrie-class destroyers, and the unmistakable bulk of a Rhino-class battleship at the heart of the formation.

“Not the backup we were hoping for,” Jack commented.

"Six warships," Soren muttered, disappointed in the turnout. It was far too few to stand against the might of the Strickland Federation.

As he watched, more contacts began to appear on the display. They were smaller vessels lacking the distinctive signatures of warships.

"Sir," Mark called out, "I'm detecting a dozen additional ships. Civilian vessels, by the look of things. Repair ships, tenders, and support craft."

Soren clenched as the reality of their situation sank in. This was it. Everything the FUP had left was gathered in one place. The showing was pitiful, at best.

He forced the doomed look from his face as the bridge doors parted and Jane entered, immediately joining him at the command station.

“Admiral,” Soren said. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better, now that we’ve arrived.” She turned to look him in the eye. “I know this doesn’t look like much of a resistance, but remember, the CIP is on our side now.”

“I haven’t forgotten. You’ve fought so hard. It must be difficult knowing this is all that’s left.”

“It is,” she agreed. “But I swore to fight to the last man, and I will if that’s what it takes. I can at least take some comfort in that.”

"Indeed. Samira, open a channel to the fleet," Soren ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

As she worked to establish the link, Soren considered the logistics of their next moves. They needed to offload the rescued personnel as quickly as possible, freeing up the Wraith's resources for the challenges that lay ahead. As they worked to consolidate their forces, they had to remain vigilant. The SF could appear at any moment, and they needed to be ready.

"Channel open, sir," Samira reported.

Soren nodded to Jane to proceed.

“Captains, this is Admiral Yarborough. I’m sure there are plenty of rumors going around right now regarding our situation and the outcome of the attack on Teegarden. Let’s put that scuttlebutt to rest right now. Our mission was a success. We rescued over two thousand of our captured brothers and sisters in arms, and destroyed the Fist of Justice. With that said, the victory didn’t come without a heavy price. What you see on your sensors is what remains of our resistance. We’re beaten up, but we aren’t broken. We’re small, but we’re still mighty. With the help of Captain Strickland and the Wraith, additional reinforcements will soon be on the way from the CIP. Our mission now is to slow the Strickland Federation’s advance and survive until help arrives. We all know that’s not ideal, but we also know that allowing Grand Admiral Strickland to declare total victory is not an option. I’ll provide a full debriefing soon. Until then, I’ve arranged for personnel transfers from the Wraith and the rest of our incoming ships to bolster your crews. Prepare to receive them. Support craft, it is imperative we begin repairs to damaged vessels immediately. Yarborough out.”

Soren nodded to Samira, who closed the channel. He opened a personal comm line to Harry.

“Harry, we’re ready to start transferring the FUP spacers to their assigned ships.”

“Aye, Captain,” Harry replied. “I’ve got them all lined up and ready for redeployment. I even have them sorted in alphabetical order and by height.”

Soren smiled. He couldn’t be sure Harry was joking about sorting them by name and stature. “How long do you expect the transfers to take?”

“The first batch will go slowly as we only have the Stinger and two small shuttles. But once the other ships send over their transports, things will pick up. I’d say two hours, three tops. Speaking of which, is Admiral Yarborough going to join us?”

“Not yet,” Soren replied. “We have some other matters to attend to first.”

“Understood.”

“Thank you, Harry.” Soren disconnected the comms and turned to Jane and Jack. “We need to contact Councilwoman Bao on Glaive. It's time to bring the CIP into this fight for real."

“We need to be careful about what information we share,” Jack said. “The last thing we need is to panic our potential allies.”

“But we can't sugarcoat the losses we've suffered," Jane countered. "They need to understand the urgency of our situation. If they hesitate now, it could be the end of everything."

Soren held up a hand, silencing the brewing debate. "You're both right," he said, calm but authoritative. "We'll give them the full picture, but we'll frame it in a way that emphasizes our strengths and our resolve.” He turned away from them. “Samira, open a tranSat channel to Glaive.”

“Aye, Captain. It’ll take a few minutes to establish a link.”

“Transfer it to my ready room as soon as you do. Keira, you have the conn.”

“Aye, Captain,” they both replied.

Soren turned back to Jane and Jack. “Let's see if we can reach Councilwoman Bao."


CHAPTER 6



Soren, Jack, and Jane entered the Wraith’s ready room. Soren took his seat behind the desk, while Jack and Jane occupied the two on the opposite side. All three remained silent while they waited for Samira to report.

“TranSat link established,” Samira announced. “Delay to Glaive is three minutes.”

Jane had intentionally chosen the location close to Glaive, not only to better communicate with Bao, but to escape quickly into CIP space if necessary. Not that crossing invisible territorial markers would stop the SF from giving chase, but if that happened, he hoped the CIP would jump in to defend them and their sovereign territory.

“Councilwoman Bao,” Soren said. “Admiral Yarborough and I have returned from Teegarden. We’d like to discuss the plan going forward.”

They waited six minutes for the reply.

"Captain Strickland," she greeted him, her voice strained. "I'm glad to hear you made it back safely. I’ve been waiting anxiously for news. Please, fill me in on the outcome of your operation.”

Over the next hour, Soren laid out the events at Teegarden in detail. He described the destruction of the Fist of Justice, the rescue of Alex and the prisoners, and the devastating losses suffered by the FUP fleet.

"The Fist's final shot," Soren explained, “was devastating. We lost nearly half our fleet in that single attack. But we managed to take her down, Councilwoman. The Fist of Justice is no more, and Alexander Strickland was killed on Teegarden by one of his own squad. The Scarabs have joined our Scorpions.”

"That's wonderful news, Captain," Bao said. "Alexander and the Fist of Justice were thought to be invincible. The Fist’s destruction and Alexander’s death, not to mention the Scarab’s defection, will be a significant blow to SF morale. Of course, Admiral Yarborough, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Councilwoman,” Jane said, her face remaining a mask despite the mention of Alexander’s death.

"It came at a heavy cost," Soren agreed, his tone somber. "But it's given us a chance, a real opportunity to turn the tide of this war. However, we can't capitalize on this victory alone. We need the CIP's help, now more than ever."

"The destruction of the Fist is indeed a significant victory, but the losses you've described are staggering. I’m concerned that the wider Council may hesitate to provide sufficient reinforcements, or rather, any reinforcements, to maintain the initiative. Even as you were fighting and dying to achieve your aims, our military experts are recommending additional fortifications in Glaive’s orbit and around all of the CIP planets…and nothing more.”

Soren glanced across his deck, sharing a frustrated look with Jack and Jane. He wasn’t completely surprised by the decision. Knowing war with the SF was growing closer and as inevitable as ever, they wanted to defend what was theirs with everything they had. He couldn’t fault them for that.

"Councilwoman," Jane said, her voice urgent, "we don't have the luxury of hesitation. Every moment we delay gives the SF a chance to regroup and launch a deadly attack on your territories. We need the CIP's fleet to seize the initiative and take the fight to the Federation. Hit them before they can hit you.”

“The unexpected nature of a preemptive strike will leave them on their back feet,” Soren added. “It will delay their ability to launch an all-out assault and buy the time we need to bring the resources I promised into play.”

“I understand,” Bao answered, after six minutes of tense silence while waiting on the tranSat relay. “I’m continuing to put pressure on the wider coalition. And I promise you, all of my resources are committed to providing the assistance you’re requesting. That includes the reinforcements the CIP has deployed to Glaive. The first ships should arrive within the next few days. I think it’s best if the FUP fleet joins us here. Close, but not too close. We don’t want any Federation spies spotting you.”

“We have a different plan in mind, Councilwoman,” Jane said. “I intend to use my fleet to harass and delay the Federation by striking strategic targets guerrilla warfare-style. I have additional strategies to put your fleets to use, and I’d like to review them with you soon. In the meantime, the Wraith will return to the Eye. Captain Strickland’s mission is to bring reinforcements from the other dimensions. That’s how we win. It may be the only way we can win.”

“I know better than to question your tactical aptitude, Admiral,” Bao answered. “And what of the Convergence?"

Soren exchanged a glance with Jane before answering. "I'm afraid the Convergence has started,” he said gravely. “Lukas has estimated six months until the damage is irreversible.”

"By the stars," she whispered. “What does that mean for us? Is there nothing that can be done?"

“Right now, we’ve witnessed two sets of doppelgängers collapsing in close proximity. Separation allows a full recovery, but as the Convergence progresses, they may need to be further and further apart to remain unaffected. And that’s just the most obvious sign of the merge. As for what can be done to stop it…we’re still working on that. But it remains imperative that the Federation doesn’t build or utilize another weapon like the Fist of Justice. It would change the equation entirely. We need time that only the CIP can help provide.”

"You'll have it, Captain," Bao said. "I'll push for an accelerated deployment of our forces. I’ll call in every favor I have. Admiral, I will speak with you soon. Captain, godspeed.”

As the transmission ended, Soren leaned back in his chair. They had a plan, but so much could still go wrong.

"Well," Jack said, breaking the silence that had fallen over the ready room, "I suppose that went about as well as we could have hoped."

Jane nodded, her expression thoughtful. "They're scared," she observed. "And with good reason. But at least Glaive is committed to the fight, even if the rest of the Coalition is dragging their feet.”

Soren stood. “Every minute counts. Jane, I assume you'll be heading back to your ship soon?"

A flicker of emotion passed across Jane's face, too quick for Soren to identify. "Yes," she replied. "I need to begin coordinating our repair efforts, and you need to be on your way back to the Eye.”

As they made their way to the hangar bay, Soren became acutely aware of Jane's presence beside him. They had been through so much together in such a short time, forging a bond that transcended the boundaries of their separate universes. The thought of parting ways, potentially for the last time, left a hollow feeling in his chest. She might not be his Jane, but she was still a Jane, and he had come to care for her quite a lot.

The conversation with Bao had taken long enough that most of the activity in the hangar had died down. Only a few groups of FUP crew remained, preparing to board what would likely be the last shuttles out. Harry stood at the front of the groups, a maestro conducting a human symphony. He smiled when he saw Soren and Jane approaching.

“Captain. Admiral.” He came to attention.

“At ease,” both Soren and Jane said at the same time. “Which shuttle is mine?” Jane asked.

Harry pointed to the craft, where the last assigned crew stepped through the open hatch. “I saved you a seat on that one, Admiral.”

“Thank you, Harry. It’s been wonderful getting to know you.”

“You as well, ma’am. Good hunting out there.”

Soren escorted Jane to the shuttle. As they reached the craft, Jane suddenly turned to face Soren, her expression an indecipherable sea of emotion.

"Soren," she began, her voice soft but intense. "I...I want you to know how much I appreciate everything you've done. For me, for the resistance, for all of us. You've given us hope when we thought all was lost."

Before Soren could respond, Jane stepped forward and embraced him tightly. The gesture caught him off guard, but he found himself returning the hug, drawing comfort from the warmth of her presence.

"Be careful out there," Soren murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "We still have a lot of fight left in us, and we need you."

Jane pulled back slightly, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "You be careful, too," she replied.

And then, to his utter shock, Jane leaned in and pressed her lips to his in a tender and desperate kiss. For a moment, Soren was too stunned to react. He didn’t return her kiss, but he wasn’t angered by it. He understood where it was coming from and felt sorry for this Jane.

She pulled back, her cheeks flushed, eyes dancing with embarrassment. "I'm sorry," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I just...in case I never see you again, I wanted my last kiss with a Soren to be a good memory."

Soren simply nodded, struggling to find the right words. "Jane, I..." he began, but she cut him off with a shake of her head.

"Don't," she said, a sad smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "We both know the odds we're facing. Just be careful out there. And know that, no matter what happens, you've given us all hope."

With that, she turned and boarded the shuttle, leaving Soren standing on the deck. As the craft lifted off and glided out of the hangar, Soren touched his lips, still feeling the ghost of this Jane's kiss and longing for his Jane’s lips on his one more time.

As he returned to the bridge, Soren pushed both Janes to the back of his mind. They had work to do, and the clock was ticking. The fate of everything they knew hung in the balance, and he couldn't afford to be distracted.

“Keira,” he said, activating his comms. “Have Bobby plot a course to the Eye. It’s time to pay our nemesis another visit.”

“Aye, Captain,” Keira replied. “I hope Harry stocked some ice cream.”

Soren laughed as he disconnected the comms, though there was little other humor to be found beyond the simple joke.

Whatever happened next would shape the fate of not just their universe but countless others. They had to succeed. The alternative was unthinkable.


CHAPTER 7



Alex ducked, his Karuta power armor whining with the sudden movement as the piece of twisted metal Swix had thrown at Sarah missed her by a mile and nearly took Alex’s bare head off. Alex watched it crash into the bulkhead behind him, the loud clang echoing throughout the open cargo bay. He swung his head back around just as Sarah launched herself at Swix. Chaos erupted in the compact urban warfare arena as the two armored figures collided in mid-air and lit into each other, armored fists swinging as they hit the deck.

“Hey!” Alex shouted in response to the near miss. He waited until they both stopped swinging and turned to face him. He growled low in his throat.“Let’s try not to kill your Gunnery Sergeant, shall we?”

“Sorry, Gunny,” Swix replied over his comm. “I get a little carried away sometimes.”

Alex noticed Jackson flanking Swix from behind. His jump jets set on low power barely emitted a whisper of sound as he flanked the Lammergeier. Alex almost smiled, but he bit the inside of his lip to hold back his amusement in an effort to not warn Swix what was coming. “Just be more careful next time.”

“Copy that,” Swix said. “I won’t throw anymore spent reactor parts, I prom—” Jackson hit him hard mid-word, but Swix didn’t go down. He whirled and engaged Jackson on the spot.

The contrast between the two types of powered armor the Marines wore was stark and immediately apparent as the fight unfolded. Alex couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy at the superior technology as he watched Swix and Jackson exchange offensive strikes. Jackson’s Karuta suit, while impressive, looked almost primitive compared to the streamlined efficiency of Swix's Phalanx. Every movement Swix made was fluid and precise, the advanced armor responding to his slightest impulse as if it were an extension of his own body. Jackson finally evaded Swix’s assault, collapsing behind a stack of empty containers.

It had taken days to arrange the lower deck cargo bay into a compact urban warfare training course, but the effort had been worthwhile. Stacks of empty containers like the one Jackson hid behind formed impromptu buildings, while twisted pieces of metal and scattered debris created treacherous alleys and choke points, forcing the combatants to constantly adapt their strategies.

"Just remember," Alex called out,, "we're pulling our punches here. This is about technique, not brute force. I want to see smart moves, not just who can hit the hardest."

"Understood, Gunny,” Swix replied, his voice carrying a hint of anticipation. He looked back and forth between Jackson’s hiding place and where Sarah stood. “Come on, you two. Come and get me!”

Sarah started toward him. "We'll show you some finesse, Swixie."

Jackson emerged from behind his cover and faced Swix. "Don't worry, we won't break you.” He shrugged, something hard to do in armor. “If we can help it.”

Sarah and Jackson launched across the compartment, blurs converging on Swix from opposite directions. Alex had to move forward to see the outcome of their attack as the two Marines went for the mock kill. Considering they had all known one another for years—just not the same versions, in the same dimension—it was a well-coordinated assault. Alex had already noticed how this Sarah took their Sarah’s aggressiveness up another notch.

Sarah’s armor whined as she whirled in midair to kick Swix in the head. At the same time, Jackson landed behind him. The deck plates groaned under the sudden addition of his armor's weight as he dropped low to sweep the Lammergeier's legs out from under him.

Swix was ready for them. With gracefulness that belied the heavy appearance of his armor, he ducked under Sarah's kick while simultaneously leaping over Jackson’s sweep. His Phalanx armor hummed, jump jets flaring briefly to enhance his natural agility as he twisted in midair. He grabbed Sarah's leg, yanking her down and slamming her into Jackson with a resounding clang of armor. The two Scorpions landed on the deck in a tangle of limbs while Swix jetted to the top of the crates, landing there, hands planted on his hips like a superhero.

"Damn it!" Sarah cursed, struggling to disentangle herself from Jackson.

"Get up, get up!" he urged, trying to roll to his feet.

Before they could recover, Swix leaped off the crates. Moving with incredible speed, he was on them in the blink of an eye, his hands a blur as he whirled from one to the other, battering each of them with precision strikes. In less than ten seconds, the sound of armored fists finding their marks was over. Sprawled on the deck, Sarah and Jackson tapped out, Swix standing over them, his posture relaxed but alert.

"Impressive," Alex said, unable to keep the admiration from his voice. He approached the group, his heavy footsteps echoing in the sudden quiet. "Swix, that was some maneuver. Your use of their momentum against them was brilliant."

Swix nodded, offering a hand to help Sarah up. "Thanks, Gunny. The idea is mine, but the Phalanx makes it happen. It's like the armor knows what I want to do before I do it. To be honest, it feels a bit like cheating against the Karuta model.”

"It's like fighting a ghost," Sarah added. “That Phalanx armor is so smooth, I can barely keep up.”

Jackson nodded in agreement. "We need to rethink our approach against superior tech. Maybe focus more on being unpredictable and less on raw speed."

"Good thinking," Alex approved. "Adapt and overcome."

“That was impressive, I agree,” Zoe said, moving up beside Alex. “But I think we’re all just waiting for the main event.”

“What main event?” Alex asked.

“You against Elena,” she replied. “Sergeant versus sergeant.”

Alex felt a flutter of nervous excitement in his stomach. He'd been watching Volkov train over the past few days, and her skill was undeniable. The thought of going up against her was both thrilling and intimidating. They’d been mostly leading the sparring rounds, not participating in them.

"What do you say, Sergeant?" Alex asked, turning to face Volkov.

"I thought you'd never ask, Gunny,” she replied, her voice carrying a hint of amusement as she grabbed her helmet and hopped down from where she had been watching from atop another stack of crates. “I’ve been waiting days to punch you.”

A chuckle rippled through the assembled group as Alex and Volkov donned their helmets and took their positions at opposite ends of the training area. The atmosphere in the cargo bay changed, friendly competitive tension and anticipation thickening the air.

Jackson's voice cut through the silence. "Ten bucks on Volkov dropping Gunny in under a minute. Any takers?"

Alex glanced at him. “Seriously?”

Jackson shrugged. “Sorry man, but I saw her fight on Teegarden. And she already whipped my ass three times. You’re screwed.”

"I'll take that action," Zoe replied, a smile evident in her voice. “I know Gunny's got a few tricks up his sleeve to balance out the Phalanx advantages.”

Alex tuned out their banter, focusing entirely on Volkov. He rolled his shoulders, trying to loosen up inside the confines of his armor. The Karuta looked more cumbersome than the Phalanx, but he was determined to make the most of his experience.

"Ready when you are, Gunny," Volkov called out, her stance deceptively relaxed.

Alex didn't reply. Instead, he exploded into motion, crossing their distance in a heartbeat. The cargo bay filled with the sound of thundering footsteps as he charged. He feinted left, watching Volkov's subtle shift in response, then dropped into a slide, aiming to get under her guard and take out her legs.

"Nice move!" he heard someone call out, but he couldn't spare the attention to identify the voice.

Volkov was ready for him. She leaped over his slide toward her with ease, her jump jets firing to give her extra height. The blue flare of her thrusters illuminated the cargo bay for a split second as she twisted in mid-air, her foot aimed directly at Alex's head.

"Watch out, Gunny!" Zoe's warning came just in time for Alex to barely avoid the crushing impact, Volkov's armored foot passing inches in front of his helmet. He sprang to his feet, Volkov’s fist coming at his face in a lightning-fast jab. He managed to deflect it, the clash of armor on armor ringing out loud, but the force of the blow still sent shockwaves through Alex’s suit and up his arm.

"Come on, Gunny!" Zoe shouted. "Show her what you've got!"

The sound of their combat—the clash of metal on metal, the whine of overtaxed servos, the grunts of exertion from both fighters—filled the cargo bay. Alex held his own for a while, and his Marine training and combat experience allowed him to match Volkov's skill. However, it quickly became apparent that the Phalanx armor gave her a significant edge. Her movements were faster and more fluid, allowing her to land two blows for each of his.

Alex tried to create distance between them, firing his jump jets to leap backward. The sudden thrust caught Volkov off guard, giving him a moment's respite, but she was on him instantly, her jets propelling her forward with incredible speed. She caught him mid-air, her momentum carrying them both to the deck.

They hit hard, Alex on his back with Volkov on top of him. The impact reverberated through the cargo bay, drawing winces from the spectators. Alex struggled to break free, but Volkov had him pinned, her armor's enhanced strength proving too much for him to overcome.

"Yield," Volkov said, her voice calm despite the intensity of their bout. "You're beaten, Gunny."

Alex let out a frustrated sigh, knowing she was right. "I yield," he admitted, tapping out on the deck and throwing his arms out wide.

As Volkov helped him to his feet, Alex heard applause. He turned to see the others gathered around, their faces filled with admiration. Even Jackson, never one to pass up an opportunity for a quip, seemed impressed.

"Damn, Gunny," he said, shaking his head in mock disappointment. "And here I thought you were supposed to be the best of us. Guess Zoe owes me a tenner.”

“I’ll gladly pay you Tuesday,” Zoe replied, sharing a grin with Jackson.

Before Alex could respond, a familiar voice cut through the chatter. "I'd say he acquitted himself quite well, all things considered."

The group fell silent, turning as one toward the door and immediately snapping to attention.

“Captain on deck!” Volkov called out.


CHAPTER 8



"At ease," Soren said, waving off the formality. His eyes scanned the makeshift course, taking in the various obstacles and the signs of their intense sparring sessions. "I see you've been keeping busy. How's the training coming along?"

Alex stepped forward, removing his helmet to address his father directly. Sweat plastered his hair to his forehead, and he could feel the beginnings of bruises forming from his bout with Volkov.

"It's going well, sir," he reported. "We've been focusing on integrating our different fighting styles and getting used to the capabilities of both types of armor. The Phalanx suits are impressive, to say the least."

Soren nodded, his expression thoughtful. "I can see that. You've all been putting them through their paces, I take it?"

"Yes, sir," Volkov chimed in, stepping forward to stand beside Alex. She removed her own helmet, revealing a face flushed with exertion but eyes bright with enthusiasm. "We've been running drills and sparring matches, trying to push the limits of both the Karuta and Phalanx armors. The Scorpions have been quick studies."

"And how are you finding the Karuta armor compared to the Phalanx?" Soren asked.

Alex hesitated for a moment, not wanting to sound ungrateful for the equipment they had. He glanced at the others, seeing the same thoughts reflected in their eyes.

“To be honest, Captain, it's like comparing a rowboat to a starship."

Soren chuckled at the analogy. "That bad, huh? Well, maybe we can see about getting some more of the Phalanx suits from the CIP. In the meantime..." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small device. "I thought you might like to have your augments back.”

Alex's eyes widened at the sight of the activator. A rush of anticipation flooded through him.

“Hell, yeah,” Jackson said ahead of him.

“I’m not going to complain about it, sir,” Alex added with a grin.

With a few quick taps, Soren reactivated Alex's neural augments.

“Whoa," Alex breathed. Flexing his hands, he blinked rapidly, taking in every detail of the cargo bay with startling clarity. "I forgot how intense the transition is." It was like stepping out of a fog he hadn't even realized he was in. Colors seemed brighter, sounds clearer, and every movement around him slowed down as his own reflexes quickened.

"Everything okay, son?" Soren asked, a note of concern in his voice.

Alex nodded, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Better than okay. I feel like I've been half-asleep since my visit with Grand Admiral Strickland on Earth.”

He turned to Volkov, a challenging glint in his eye. "Care for a rematch, Sergeant?"

Volkov's eyebrows rose, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. "Feeling confident, are we? Alright, Gunny. Let's dance."

As they took their positions once again, Alex could feel the difference the augments made.

"This should be interesting," he heard Zoe mutter. "Maybe I can win my money back."

“Double or nothing?” Jackson offered.

“You’re on.”

"Begin!" Swix barked.

Their second bout was even more intense than the first. With his augments active, Alex was able to keep up with Volkov's enhanced speed and strength. They moved through the obstacles with fluid grace, their armored forms blurring as they exchanged blows and counters.

The cargo bay echoed with a symphony of clashing metal. This time, Alex managed to land a few solid hits, his augmented reflexes allowing him to find openings in Volkov's defense that he hadn't seen before.

"That's it, Gunny!" Zoe cheered. “She’s not so tough after all!”

But in the end, the superior technology of the Phalanx armor still proved too much for Alex. Volkov caught him with a well-timed throw, so fast that Alex's augmented senses barely registered it before she tossed him to the deck. The impact rattled his teeth despite the armor's protection, and before he could recover, Volkov was on him, once again pinning him.

"That was a lot better," she said, standing and offering him her hand, her voice tinged with respect, "but you’re still not quite there."

"Thanks," he replied, accepting her hand and allowing her to pull him to his feet. "You're not so bad yourself, Sergeant." Despite the defeat, he felt a surge of satisfaction. He had held his own far better this time, and the rush of the augments combined with the intensity of the fight left him feeling more alive than he had in weeks.

Soren stepped forward with pride on his face despite Alex's defeat. "Impressive work, both of you," he said, his voice carrying across the compartment. "Sergeant Volkov, the CIP chose their operatives well."

Volkov straightened, a hint of color rising in her cheeks at the praise. "Thank you, sir. It's an honor to work with your team."

Soren turned to Alex, his eyes shining with paternal pride. "And Alex, you've shown significant improvement already. The way you adapted to the augments so quickly, integrating them with your combat style. Keep it up, and you'll be giving the Lammergeiers a run for their money in no time."

"Thank you, sir," Alex replied, feeling warmth in his chest at his father's words.

After Soren turned on the other’s augments, the group began to disperse, chattering excitedly. Alex caught his father's eye. "Sir," he said, keeping his voice low, "do you have a moment? There's something I'd like to discuss with you privately." It had been gnawing at him since they'd left the FUP fleet behind.

"Of course," Soren replied, picking up on Alex's solemn tone. They stepped out of the compartment and moved down the passageway, the noise of the others continuing to train quickly fading. "What's on your mind, son?" he asked once they were alone.

"I've been thinking about our current mission. About the Wraith heading back to the Eye while the rest of the FUP fleet stays behind to fight."

Soren's expression remained neutral, but Alex could see the slight tensing of his jaw and the barely perceptible narrowing of his eyes. His father was preparing himself for whatever came next. "Go on," Soren prompted, his voice level.

Alex pushed ahead, the words coming out in a rush now that he'd started. "I can't help but wonder if we...if my team and I…should have stayed behind with the main fleet. The Wraith’s mission now is more diplomatic. Trying to convince the governments of the other FUPs to send reinforcements. I just...I feel like we could have done more good on the front lines." He paused, searching his father's face for any reaction. "Don't get me wrong," he added quickly, "I understand the importance of what we're doing, but with the Convergence accelerating and the SF still out there...I can't shake the feeling that we—the Scorpions, that is—are headed in the wrong direction.”

Soren was quiet momentarily, his eyes studying Alex's worried expression. He finally sighed. "I understand where you're coming from, son," he said, his voice gentle but firm. "The desire to be in the thick of things, to feel like you're making an immediate difference. I’ve certainly felt the same way many times during my career.”

He paused, his gaze drifting past Alex as if looking into the past he had just referenced. When he blinked and refocused on Alex, his gaze was intense.

"The truth is,” he said, placing a hand on his son's shoulder, “we have no way of knowing what resources we might need, what challenges we might face where we’re going. I hate to say it, but I don’t expect it will be a smooth exercise, convincing the FUP whose Soren and Alex entered our dimension specifically to kill us to now fight with us. Having you and your team aboard…you’re an incredibly valuable asset that I’m grateful to have ready to deploy if and when the time comes. Even if that time never comes, I’ll sleep better knowing you’re here to answer the call if I do need you.”

Alex nodded slowly, processing his father's words. "I hadn't thought of it that way," he admitted, feeling some tension drain from his shoulders. "I just don't want to feel like we're running away from the fight."

"You're not running away," Soren assured him, his grip on Alex's shoulder tightening slightly. "You're preparing for the next phase of the war. Sometimes, the most important battles aren't fought with guns and ships, but with words and alliances.” Soren smiled. “But it never hurts to have guns, ships, and Scorpions to back them up.”

Alex returned his father’s smile, a mix of relief and renewed determination washing over him. "When you put it that way, I guess we are still on the front lines. Just a different kind of front."

"Exactly. And believe me, if I thought for a moment that you and your team would better serve the main fleet, I would have left you there. But right now, this is where you need to be."

“Thanks, Dad,” Alex said. “I appreciate your faith in us. Though…I guess we aren’t really the Scorpions anymore. We’re parts of three separate squads, fighting as one unit.”

“Sort of a Convergence of Marines,” Soren joked.

Alex laughed. “Yeah, I guess you could call it that. But there can be only one Convergence. I feel like we need a different name that encompasses everyone. A new, combined identity.”

“Do you have any ideas?”

Alex shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been good at naming things.”

“I know. That’s why your goldfish was Fishy, and your hamster was Hammy.”

They both laughed.

“Well, since you’re stationed on the Wraith, what about the Ghosts?”

Alex shook his head. “All I see with that is a white sheet with two round, black eyes saying ‘boo.’”

“How about Phantoms, then?”

"Phantoms," Alex repeated, testing the name. "I like it. Stealthy, frightening, fast. And it sounds pretty cool.”

“This ship has always been about bringing together unlikely allies, about being more than the sum of our parts. The Phantoms embody that spirit perfectly."

"Thanks again, Dad," Alex said softly, the words carrying a depth of meaning beyond the simple gratitude.

"Anytime," Soren replied warmly. "Now, get back in there. You have training to continue, and I have rounds to make.”

As Soren's footsteps faded down the corridor, Alex returned to the training area, where the others were still milling about, discussing the session. As he entered, all eyes turned to him, curiosity and concern evident in their expressions.

"Everything alright, Gunny?" Jackson asked, a note of worry in his voice despite his attempt at a casual tone.

Alex nodded, a smile spreading across his face as he looked at the assembled group. They were a mismatched bunch—former enemies turned allies, warriors from different dimensions united by a common cause. But in that moment, he saw them for what they truly were: a team. His team.

"Everything's fine," he said, his voice carrying a new note of conviction. "In fact, I think I've got a new name for our little group, if you're all interested."

"Let's hear it," Volkov said eagerly.

Alex paused momentarily, looking each of them in the eye before speaking. "We're not just Scorpions anymore, or Scarabs, or Lammergeiers. We're a new unit, unique to the Wraith. A unit that can move fast, strike quickly without warning, and disappear. We're Phantoms."

There was a moment of silence as the name sunk in. Then, slowly, heads began to nod in approval.

"Phantoms," Jackson said. A grin spread across his face. "I like it. Has a nice, spooky ring to it. Plus, it'll look great as a patch."

"If we ever get patches,” Zoe added dryly, but there was a smile in her voice.

"It's appropriate," Sarah chimed in, her voice thoughtful. "Given our unique circumstances. We're not quite here, not quite there. Caught between dimensions, between loyalties."

One by one, the others voiced their agreement.

“In that case, Phantoms it is," Alex said. The name felt right, settling into place like a missing puzzle piece. "Let's get back to work.”


CHAPTER 9



The Wraith exited the fold in a brilliant flash of light. Soren gripped the arms of his command chair, his eyes fixed on the main viewscreen as the swirling chaos of the Eye came into focus.

“I don’t believe it,” Lukas breathed from where he and Dana stood behind Mark. "It's...it's enormous."

Soren's jaw clenched as he took in the sight. The Eye lay before them. But it wasn’t the Eye he remembered from their last encounter.

While it remained a beautiful terror of swirling energies, its visibility from their current distance reflected how it had expanded in size, its multicolored stormfront filling the viewscreen.

Before he could find words to express his awe and primal fear of the maelstrom, the once-orderly patterns of energy at the outskirts of the anomaly exploded in a chaotic, violent surge, pulsing and flickering with an otherworldly light.

“Maybe we should find another way in,” Jack said in response to the surge.

“Shall I raise the shields, Captain?” Keira asked.

“Negative,” Soren replied. “We don’t want to attract any undue attention by increasing our energy signature. But be ready to activate them on my command.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Mark, put the grid over the barrel, and tell me what you see,” Soren said.

The projection activated, the grid currently empty. They had exited the fold beyond sensor range, with the expectation the SF would still have ships in the area. Having lost the ability to cloak, they would need to balance caution with speed to re-enter the anomaly and return to the second dimension.

Mark studied his terminal, reviewing more fine-grained sensor data than the grid displayed. "We’re well outside the range of any potential SF sensors, sir. It looks like there’s…something ahead of us, but its composition is unclear.”

“Can we get it on screen?” Soren asked. “Maximum magnification?”

“Aye, Captain,” Mark replied. “Let me see what I can do.”

The viewscreen shifted, zooming in on a section of space between the Wraith and the Eye. Soren shivered subconsciously as the image resolved. A large field of debris drifted silently through the void, composed of chunks of twisted metal and shattered hull plating, warped starfighters, crushed railgun batteries, and other tell-tale remains.

"Are those...ships?" Lukas asked, his voice barely above a whisper. Both he and Dana had come over to stand beside Soren’s command chair.

“What's left of them,” Soren replied grimly. “It looks like the SF tried to send a fleet through the Eye."

"And failed spectacularly," Keira added, her tone a mixture of awe and horror.

The bridge fell silent as the implications sank in. The debris field before them was a graveyard, a stark reminder of the dangers they faced.

"Captain," Lukas said, breaking the tense silence. "Given the increased size and instability of the Eye, I...I'm not certain our original traversal algorithm will still be accurate."

Soren turned to face the scientist, his expression grave. "What are you saying, Lukas?"

He swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing nervously. "The Eye has changed significantly since our last passage. The energy patterns, the gravitational fluctuations—they're all different now. Our original calculations may no longer apply."

"Can you recalculate?" Soren asked, though he was pretty sure he already knew the answer.

Lukas shook his head. “Not without more data, and certainly not right away. We'd need to get closer, run more detailed scans. Even then, there's no guarantee we could plot a safe course. I’m sorry, Captain. I assumed the Eye would have changed. Expanded. But I didn’t expect…this.”

“You couldn’t have known,” Soren replied.

“We aren’t starting from square one at least,” Dana said. “And we can use the patterns we’ve identified since the Convergence began to input any updates to our original algorithm.”

Lukas’ face brightened at the idea. “That’s right. Good thinking, Dana.” He reached out and squeezed her hand. “Captain, we should head back to the lab and get to work. If we need to make adjustments on the fly, it’ll be easier from there.”

“Agreed,” Soren answered.

Lukas and Dana hurried off the bridge, determined to find the answers they needed quickly. Without them, plunging blindly into the Eye was tantamount to suicide.

With time being such a precious commodity, Soren turned back to the viewscreen. “Sang, take us in slowly. We need time to react to any surprises.”

"Aye, Captain," she replied, her movements on the controls graceful as she guided the ship forward.

As the Wraith inched closer to the Eye, the sense of unease on the bridge grew palpable. The debris field loomed larger on the viewscreen, a grimmer reminder of the fate that could await them the closer they got to it.

"Sir," Mark called out suddenly, his voice tense. "I'm picking up new contacts near the Eye. Federation ships, a lot of them."

A few seconds later, the targets appeared on the sensor projection: a sizable fleet holding position around the Eye's perimeter, a formidable barrier between the Wraith and their goal.

“Composition appears to be three Rhino-class battleships, five Komodo-class cruisers, and at least a dozen Valkyrie-class destroyers,” Mark reported. “They’re within range to intercept before we can reach the Eye.”

"Damn," Jack muttered under his breath. "That's a lot of firepower. And us with no cloak."

"If only they'd all flown into the Eye,” Jack said.

Soren allowed himself a grim chuckle as he turned to his XO, his voice low. "What do you think? We could try to sneak around, use the debris field for cover.”

“We’d lose a lot of time,” Jack said. “Hours, if not days.”

“The direct approach is awfully risky.”

“It also might be our only shot. We don't have time for subtlety, and who knows what that anomaly will do next. I’m already wondering if we’ll be able to make it back through with our reinforcements.”

“Me, too,” Soren admitted. “But one thing at a time. If we fail here, it won’t matter.” He turned back to the tactical grid, studying the positions of the SF ships. “Sang, pitch down twelve degrees, yaw left seven, full speed ahead on my mark.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, making the adjustments with the vectoring thrusters.

“The only way into the Eye is through the enemy fleet,” he announced to his crew, watching them exchange uneasy glances. “We’ll make it.” No one voiced further objections. They trusted their captain, even in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds.

The Wraith surged forward, the tension on the bridge ratcheting up to match their increasing velocity. Soren’s pulse pounded in his ears, his hands tightly gripping the arms of his chair.

"They've spotted us," Mark reported, his voice tight. “They’re moving to intercept."

“Keira, shields up. Sang, full speed ahead.”

On the projection, Soren watched as the enemy ships began to move, their formation shifting to cut off the Wraith's approach. It was like watching the jaws of a trap slowly closing around them.

"Steady," Soren called out, his voice calm despite the chaos unfolding before them. "Sang, thirteen degrees to starboard, flatten the yaw, pitch eight degrees up.”

Sang smoothly adjusted their course to match the invisible course Soren had laid out in his mind. So far, the enemy ships were moving precisely how he’d anticipated. He could only hope that would last.

“We’re nearing the debris field,” Mark reported.

“Sang, get us through it, but don’t slow down,” Soren ordered.

“I’m not sure I can thread that needle, sir. Not at this speed.”

“Just do your best.”

They dove into the thick spread of debris, the ship shifting in multiple directions as Sang worked to avoid the bulk of the wreckage, especially the larger pieces. Smaller bits ignited the shield’s blue energy to dissipate or deflect them, but one large chunk caught the edge of the starboard stern corner, shoving them slightly off course. Sang corrected with deft skill, guiding them through the mess with minimal impact.

Even so, the small course corrections had thrown off Soren’s precision plot. He eyed the tactical, drawing a new one. Before he could order the new vector, Sang adjusted to it, spotting the same slim opening he had. It wouldn’t save them from taking enemy fire, but it would spare them as much as possible.

The distance between the two fleets closed rapidly, and the SF ships grew larger on the viewscreen with each passing second.

“Entering optimal weapons range,” Mark announced.

“Sang, maneuver at your discretion,” Soren directed.

The SF ships covered the distance to firing range in seconds. Immediately, even as Sang moved to throw off their aim, stations began sounding the shrill tones of target lock.

The alarm abated briefly as flashes from missile tubes and railgun batteries signaled a barrage of incoming fire from portside, starboard, and below. A quick half-roll and constant course correction mitigated the railgun rounds, but it wasn’t enough to lose the rockets. They slammed into the shields, the Wraith shivering in response to the rapid-fire hits.

“Shields at ninety percent,” Keira reported.

Soren winced. That punch was harder than he’d expected. Still, the only escape was into the Eye.

They didn’t fire back. Willing to let the enemy forces hit them with everything they could, Soren counted on their speed and enhanced shielding to carry the day.

It seemed the Eye had other ideas.

Another massive surge of energy erupted from the outer edge of the Eye, a tendril of pure power lashing across space. It whipped through the nearest SF ships, engulfing them in an unbelievable maelstrom of cosmic energy. Soren watched in awe as their shields overloaded, the energy backing up into their systems. Secondary explosions rocked the ships from within, breaking them into large, dangerous pieces of debris.

“Three Federation ships destroyed,” Mark reported, his voice filled with disbelief.

"There's our opening," Soren said, leaning forward in his chair, the hint of a smile tipping up the corners of his mouth. "Sang, full speed ahead! Wind us through that wreckage!”

The Wraith pushed forward, thrusters pushed to their limits. They plunged into the mess, weaving through the debris field, using some of it as cover.

The respite was short-lived. The remaining SF ships quickly recovered, their weapons blazing to life as they sought to close the small gap the Wraith was exploiting. The ship shuddered and bucked as Sang threw the Wraith into a series of wild maneuvers, swinging the ship deftly between incoming fire and drifting debris.

"Shields at seventy-five percent," Keira reported as a particularly vicious barrage slammed into them. “We won’t have anything left for the Eye at this rate.”

"We’re almost there,” Soren replied, his eyes fixed on the swirling vortex of the Eye growing ever larger on the viewscreen. "We just need to hold out a little longer."

The ship rocked again as another volley found its mark. Warning klaxons blared across the bridge as systems strained under the assault.

“Sang, get ready to execute the entry sequence,” Soren barked.

“On it, sir.”

“Samira, alert Lukas and Dana. We're making our approach!"

“Aye, Captain.”

The Eye loomed before them now, filling the entire viewscreen with its swirling, chaotic energies. Gritting his teeth, his eyes fixed on the tactical display, Soren felt the ship begin to shake, buffeted by the gravitational forces emanating from the anomaly. They were so close, the Eye looming larger with each passing second, but the SF weren't giving up. Their remaining ships pressed the attack with increasing desperation.

"Sir," Mark called out, his voice tight with urgency, "I'm detecting a power buildup in one of the SF Komodos. It looks like…oh shit!”

"Spit it out, Lieutenant," Soren snapped, even as dread pooled in his stomach.

"It's a vortex cannon, sir. They must have retrofitted one of their ships. They're powering up to fire!"

The words hit Soren like a physical blow. If that weapon discharged, it could tear the Wraith apart, to say nothing of what it might do to the already unstable Eye.

They were out of time and out of options.

"Sang, give me everything you've got," Soren ordered, his voice tight with determination. "We need to reach the Eye's threshold before that cannon fires. Ethan, I need every ounce of power you can give me to the engines!"

"Aye, Captain!" Ethan's voice came back, strained but determined. "Rerouting power from non-essential systems…now.” The Wraith bucked, shuddering in protest as Sang pushed her beyond her designed limits. “You've got it all, sir, but I can't guarantee how long the engines will hold up to this output!"

The Wraith rocketed toward the Eye's threshold. The boundary between normal space and the chaotic interior grew closer with each heartbeat until the Eye finally filled the entire viewscreen, its swirling energies a mesmerizing and terrifying sight. And behind them, only seconds away from unleashing its devastating payload, the SF Komodo moved into position to bring its vortex cannon to bear.

As the Wraith reached the precipice, teetering on the edge, Soren felt a moment of perfect clarity. Everything they had fought for, everything they had sacrificed, had led to this moment. Whatever came next would determine the fate, not just for their dimension, but for all reality.

”Entering the Eye!” Mark called out.

Soren’s eyes narrowed, hands death-gripping the armrests of his seat. "All hands, brace for…"

The rest of his words caught in his throat as the Wraith plunged into the storm. In the tertiary display of the viewscreen, a bright pulse of the vortex cannon flashed behind them—the deadly beam racing towards them—a harbinger of destruction nipping at their heels.


CHAPTER 10



Soren’s jaw clenched, certain the spear of whorling spacetime would connect, stabbing them in the back, ending their lives and determining the fate of three universes in one swift blow.

Instead, with little more than a flick of her wrist, Sang activated the vectoring thrusters and pushed the Wraith sideways. The cannon shot went wide, scraping past the ship’s shields and sinking as far into the Eye as the vortex could reach.

Before Soren could draw a breath of relief, a rope of impossibly hot plasma erupted from the Eye where the vortex energy had slashed into it. It writhed and pulsed with a life of its own, tendrils of flame reaching out toward the Wraith as if trying to grasp it in its scorching embrace. Only Sang’s quick work engaging the starboard thrusters to move the Wraith mere feet to port avoided a direct hit. The fiery shaft blasted along the Wraith’s starboard side, burning against the shields before stretching into the distance behind them.

It followed the trajectory of the cannon shot back to its source, wrapping around the Komodo like a hungry predator consuming its prey. The enemy ship's hull glowed white-hot for a brief moment before it simply ceased to exist, leaving behind nothing but a rapidly dispersing cloud of superheated particles.

“Damn,” Jack whispered, his face pale.

“Good work, Sang. Now, get us back on course,” Soren ordered, keeping his voice steady even as he reeled with astonishment.

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, already moving to put the Wraith back on the algorithm’s suggested path, guiding the ship ever-deeper into the anomaly. With each passing heartbeat, Soren grew more hopeful that the calculations remained relevant. That, like before, they could navigate this treacherous passage.

His optimism was short-lived, snuffed out as quickly as it had ignited.

Without warning, a tendril of pure energy, crackling with immense power, lashed out from the chaotic storm around them. It struck the Wraith's port side with a glancing blow powerful enough to send the ship into a violent spin. Soren bounced around in his seat so hard his stomach gave a sickening lurch that sent scorching bile up his throat. Forcing it back down, his gaze snapped to Sang. She barely reacted to the constant shifts of inertia, her hands steady on the control as she calmly leveled out the rotation.

“Shields down to fifty percent!" Keira shouted.

"Lukas," Soren called over the comm, his voice cutting through the tension on the bridge, "we need an updated model, or we may not reach the center.”

"We're working on it, Captain," Lukas replied, his words rushed and breathless. "But it's not easy. The data we're collecting is...it's fluctuating rapidly. We're doing our best to solve the equation, but⁠—"

His words were cut off by another violent shudder that rocked the ship, though there had been no tell-tale flash of blinding light that came with an energy tendril.

"Multiple contacts!" Mark shouted. "Captain, you're not going to believe this. Some of the SF ships have followed us into the Eye!"

Soren glared at the sensor projection. He had hoped the destruction of the Komodo would deter further pursuit, but it seemed the Federation's determination outweighed their intellect. Or perhaps their fear of failure was greater than their fear of the Eye itself.

"It seems our friends aren't ready to give up just yet," Soren said. "Keira, return fire! Target the lead ship."

"Aye, Captain," Keira replied.

"Sang," Soren continued, "continue evasive maneuvers, but try to stay as close to our projected course as possible. We can't afford to lose our way.”

The Wraith's weapons came alive, lancing out through the chaotic energies of the Eye, the railgun rounds absorbed by the enemy ship’s shields. Missiles launched and turned rearward, criss-crossing incoming projectiles that even in the best case scenario would weaken their already diminished shields.

Soren winced in preparation for the additional hits. But before they could impact, something extraordinary happened.

The space around the Wraith rippled and distorted, like the surface of a pond disturbed by a stone skipping across it. Time itself slowed behind them, the enemy missiles hanging suspended in the void, barely crawling forward at a snail's pace.

“We’ve entered a temporal distortion,” Soren heard Jack mutter to himself.

“And just in the nick of time,” Soren added.

“Literally,” Jack quipped back.

The Wraith passed through the affected area, emerging on the other side. The enemy ships and their weapons missed the dilation wave, remaining in regular time and, therefore, falling much further behind. The missiles, unable to adjust to the Wraith’s unexpected teleport forward, lost their lock and vanished into the Eye.

Watching it happen, an idea formed in Soren's mind, a desperate plan born of their dire circumstances. "Lukas!" He commed the scientist, his voice urgent. "Can we use these time dilations to our advantage? If we can intentionally enter them, we might be able to lose our pursuers and avoid the energy discharges."

There was a moment of silence as Lukas considered the proposal. When he finally spoke, his voice was hesitant. "It's...possible," he said slowly, drawing out the word. "But Captain, we have no way of knowing how much time we might gain or lose. We could emerge to find that days or even weeks have passed, and we’re already up against a possible deadline.”

“Literally,” Jack muttered to himself again.

"Not to mention the potential physiological effects," Dana added. "Our bodies aren't designed to handle repeated time dilation events."

Soren absorbed their warnings, weighing the risks against their dwindling options. "I understand your concerns, but we don't have a choice. It's either risk the time loss or be torn apart by either the enemy or the Eye.”

"Aye, Captain," Lukas responded, though Soren could hear the doubt in his voice. "But I want it on record that I think this is a bad idea."

"Noted," Soren replied grimly. "Let's hope it's just bad enough to work. Sang, if you see a time dilation, fly us into it.”

“Aye, Captain,” she answered, her voice as composed as ever.

The pursuing SF ships hadn’t given up on them. "Incoming!" Mark shouted, a barrage of missiles streaking toward the Wraith like a swarm of angry hornets.

Soren's stomach lurched, but he didn’t get nauseous this time as the Wraith dove and rolled, narrowly avoiding the bulk of the enemy fire. The inertial dampeners struggled to keep up with Sang's wild maneuvers. However, a few missiles found their mark, detonating against their already strained shields in a series of bright flashes.

"Shields at forty-five percent," Keira reported, her voice strained.

As they emerged from their evasive roll, Soren saw their salvation—another pocket of dilated time—shimmering faintly against the backdrop of swirling energies. It looked like a soap bubble floating in a maelstrom, fragile yet offering a tantalizing promise of safety.

"There!" he shouted, pointing at the viewscreen with an outstretched arm. "Sang, take us in!"

The Wraith plunged into the temporal anomaly and then burst out on the other side of the dilation, the enemy ships choosing not to follow them in.

“Captain,” Mark said. “The enemy ships are…gone.”

Soren stared at the projection. He was right. The enemy had vanished. “It’s the dilation,” he realized. “We slowed down, and they must have shot ahead of us.”

“How long were we in there?" Jack asked, a note of worry in his voice as he massaged his temples. "I feel like I've aged a year."

Mark consulted his console. “As near as I can tell we lost a week in there. But I could be wrong. The temporal mechanics at play here are beyond my full understanding.”

Lukas could give him a better answer, but Soren wasn’t about to distract him with that right now.

“A week is better than a year,” Jack said.

A collective sigh of relief passed through the bridge crew. Their gamble had paid off, at least for now. They had lost their pursuers.

However, they were hardly out of danger.

Another tendril of energy lashed out from the chaotic storm around them, a writhing tentacle of pure power that threatened to engulf the ship. Sang threw the Wraith into a series of wild maneuvers, the ship twisting and turning like a leaf caught in a hurricane.

“Shields at thirty-eight percent,” Keira reported as the tendril scuffed the hull's starboard side.

Soren’s jaw clenched. They had to be nearing the Eye's center. They had to be almost there. He was about to bet his life on it.

"Ethan, I need you to find more power. Sang, full speed ahead.”

"Aye, Captain," Ethan replied, "but I can't promise the engines won't shake themselves apart in the process."

The Wraith found another level of acceleration, bucking and shuddering, threatening to tear itself apart with each passing second. Soren could hear the hull groaning around them, the engines no doubt stressed to their breaking point and complaining loudly through the superstructure.

"Come on,” he muttered, willing the ship to hold together. "Just a little further. You can do this. Harry’s got ice cream for you.”

Just when it seemed they couldn't take any more, when Soren was certain the next violent shudder would split the ship in two, they broke through. The violent turbulence ceased abruptly as they entered the Eye's center, the sudden absence of chaos almost as jarring as its presence had been.

"We've made it," Sang reported, her voice tight with relief.

“Full stop!” Soren barked. “We need a few minutes to catch our breath.”

Sang began to roll the ship over from bow to stern, bleeding off more speed, even as she reduced thrust to keep the engines from falling apart. Soren wasn’t sure they could shed enough velocity to stop before they reached the other side of the Eye. If they couldn’t, they would be in deep trouble, stuck back out in the storm that had nearly destroyed them on the way in.

That wasn’t their only problem.

"Sir," Mark cried, "one of the Federation ships has made it through."

Soren's eyes narrowed as he looked at the projection. The enemy ship was in bad shape, with gaping holes in its hull and scorched and melted plating. Normally, he wouldn’t feel threatened by a ship like that at all, but in their current state, even a wounded SF vessel could prove deadly.

"They're persistent, I'll give them that," he muttered, a grudging respect in his voice. "Keira, target that ship. I want it taken out before it can cause any more trouble. We've come too far to be stopped now."

"Aye, Captain," Keira replied. "Weapons locked and ready. Firing solution plotted."

The Wraith's weapons sprang to life once more, a barrage of missiles streaking toward the lone SF pursuer. The enemy ship, its shields depleted by its harrowing journey through the Eye, stood little chance against the onslaught. The missiles tore through the weakened hull like tissue paper.

Explosions blossomed along the length of the SF ship, each one brighter than the last. For a moment, it looked as if the vessel might somehow hold together. But then, with a final, silent eruption of light, it succumbed to the inevitable. The ship broke apart in a spectacular display of destruction, scattering debris across the relative calm of the Eye's center.

"Target destroyed," Keira reported, a note of grim satisfaction in her voice.

“They didn’t even try to fire on us,” Jack noted.

“Or hail us,” Samira said. “Perhaps their systems were offline.”

“No quarter,” Soren said, justifying the kill. “Not with what’s at stake.”

The ship groaned, and sudden pressure shoved Soren against his restraints, reminding him that they still had velocity to shed. His eyes went to the tertiary viewscreen, the rear feed allowing him to watch the oncoming far edge of the Eye’s center, the bright flare of the thrusters casting a glow along the bottom edge of the screen.

“Sang, can we stop in time?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Aye, Captain,” she answered confidently. “We’ll make it.”

Soren felt some of the tension drain from his body, his trust in his helmsman so absolute he didn’t need to wait for them to stop before he calmed.

They were safe, for the moment. But they weren’t out of danger yet. They still had to navigate back through the other side of the Eye's treacherous energies to reach their destination.

"Well done, everyone," he said, his voice carrying pride and weariness. "But let's not celebrate just yet. We still have a long way to go." He opened the channel to the science lab, hoping for good news. "Lukas, please tell me you've made progress on that new algorithm. We can't afford to fly blind on our way out of here."

There was a moment of tense silence before Lukas' voice came back, strained but tinged with excitement.

"We're close, Captain," he replied, rapid typing audible in the background. “The data we've collected has been invaluable. I think...yes, I think we have a solution." There was a pause. "It's not perfect, and it's probably not permanent, but it should get us through."

"That's the best news I've heard all day," Soren said, feeling a weight lift from his shoulders. He allowed himself a small smile, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. "Send it to Sang's station immediately. We need to move before the Eye decides to throw any more surprises our way."

“Uploading now," Lukas confirmed.

The backward pressure eased as Sang cut the thrusters, easing the ship to a full stop. In the tertiary, Soren could only see the far side of the Eye, though it was hardly far from them now. They had come to a halt no more than a few thousand feet from the inner edge of the Eye.

“The new algorithm is integrated and ready to go,” Lukas announced.

“Captain, maybe we should stay here awhile,” Ethan said. “We can make some repairs, and give the shield generators time to cool off.”

“I’d like to,” Soren replied. “But I don’t trust the Eye won’t reach out to smack us the way it did the Federation ships on our way in. It’s as risky to stay as it is to try to navigate our way back through.”

“Understood.”

“All right, Sang. We've made it this far. Let's finish this."

"Aye, Captain," Sang replied.

The Wraith began to move again, flipping back over to leave the relative safety of the Eye's center. Almost immediately, they were buffeted by the swirling energies and gravitational anomalies that filled the space around them. The ship groaned and shuddered, its hull protesting against the strain, but this time, Sang's movements were more assured, more precise. The new algorithm worked, allowing her to anticipate and avoid the worst of the anomaly.

"Shields holding at twenty-five percent," Keira reported, the Wraith like a needle threading its way through a tapestry of cosmic forces.

They passed through several more time dilation zones, each giving them a momentary respite from the chaos. Soren watched the projection intently, half expecting more SF ships to materialize behind them at any moment. Still, the scope remained clear, showing nothing but the swirling energies of the Eye.

"We're making good progress," Mark announced, a note of cautious optimism in his voice. "If these readings are correct, we should be approaching the Eye's outer boundary soon."

An unexpected energy tendril flashed ahead of them as if in response to his words, stretching toward them like a whip. There was no time to evade the strike; they could only hope the shields held. The flare blinded the viewscreen feeds and shook Wraith violently. Soren bit his lip, drawing blood as he was tossed side-to-side, along with the rest of the bridge crew.

"Shields failing!" Keira shouted over the din of straining metal and blaring alarms. "We're down to five percent! Another hit and we're exposed!"

“Ethan, divert whatever power you can to the shields,” Soren ordered.

“We’re liable to blow the controller if we push them any harder,” Lina said.

“We’ll blow ourselves if we don’t,” Soren countered. “Ethan!”

“I’ve diverted as much as we can spare,” Ethan replied. "Any more and we'll overload the reactors!”

As the viewscreen regained its clarity, all Soren saw were swirls of color and energy, making it impossible to tell how close they were to the exit. He gritted his teeth, hands tight on the arms of his chair, and willed the ship to hold together for just a few moments longer, knowing that everything—their mission, their lives, the fate of multiple universes—hung in the balance.

"Come on," he muttered, his eyes fixed on the chaotic display before them. "Just a little further."

And then, suddenly, it was over.

The Wraith burst from the Eye, emerging into the calm of space with a final, violent shudder. The abrupt transition was jarring, the sudden silence almost deafening after the nearly fatal end to their passage.

For a long moment, no one on the bridge spoke. They simply stared at the viewscreen, hardly daring to believe they had made it.

"Well done, everyone," Soren said, his voice filled with genuine admiration. "That was one hell of a ride. You should all be proud. We've accomplished something today that most would have thought impossible."

A cheer went up from the bridge crew, the tension finally breaking. They had done it. Against all odds, they had traversed the Eye again and reached their destination.

"I can't believe it," Jack said, shaking his head in wonderment. "We actually pulled it off. Soren, you magnificent bastard, you've done it again."

But even as they celebrated, Soren knew their mission was far from over. They had reached their destination, but now came the genuinely challenging part—convincing this dimension's FUP to join their fight against the Strickland Federation and the encroaching Convergence.

“Bobby,” he said, his voice tinged with relief. “Set a course for Tau Ceti.”


CHAPTER 11



Soren's eyes snapped open, his heart racing as he jolted awake. Something felt off, a nagging sensation in the pit of his stomach that he couldn't quite place. Lying still, he quickly noticed that the rhythm of the Wraith's operations had shifted, the subtle vibrations through the deck plates telling him they were no longer in fold space.

He bolted upright, immediately tense. They shouldn't have exited the fold for another week.

Before he could fully process the situation, his comm unit chirped urgently. "Captain," Vic's voice came through, tension matching his own. "You're needed on the bridge immediately. Something's wrong."

"What kind of wrong, Vic?" Soren asked, already swinging his legs over the side of the bed.

"I'm not sure, sir. We've dropped out of fold space, and there's something out there. It's probably better if you come see it for yourself, sir."

"On my way," Soren replied. He didn't bother changing out of his pajamas, instead slipping his feet into a pair of worn slippers and grabbing his uniform jacket from the back of a chair. The soft fabric of his sleepwear felt incongruous with the urgency of the situation, but there was no time to waste on formalities.

As he hurried through the corridors, the ship felt eerily quiet. The few night shift crew he passed looked surprised to see him, unaware that anything had gone awry.

"Evening, Captain," one of them said, beginning to wave before he unexpectedly lost his balance, stumbling and catching himself against the wall with a groan.

"Are you okay, spacer?" Soren asked, stopping to help.

"I…I think so, sir," he answered, though he looked pale.

"Report to sickbay immediately," Soren ordered.

"Aye, Captain."

He ran the rest of the way to the bridge.

The bridge doors hissed open, revealing a scene of controlled chaos. The main viewscreen dominated the far wall, displaying a sight that made Soren's blood run cold. A massive rift rippled across the starfield, distorting the space around it. They were still some distance away, but he couldn't find the outer edges.

"Report," Soren barked, rushing to the command chair. His eyes never left the viewscreen, taking in every detail of the anomaly before them.

Vic turned from his station, his face as pale as the crewman he had stopped to assist. "Sir, we dropped out of the fold just before I contacted you. The failsafes detected the anomaly and brought us out to avoid a collision." He paused, his entire body shivering. "I...I don't feel so good, Captain."

Before Soren could respond, Vic's eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped back in the command seat, held only by the restraints. Before Soren could react, a groan from across the bridge drew his attention. Lieutenant Marzano at tactical had slumped over his console, his fingers still resting on the controls.

His thoughts immediately turned to the invisible gas both Jack and Jane had used to knock him out for journeys to undisclosed locations. Had someone sabotaged the bridge, the ship, to seize control? He had allowed the two Scarabs on board. Did they have anything to do with this?

"Asha," Soren barked over his comms. "I need medical assistance on the bridge, immediately!"

She didn't reply. One-by-one, the bridge officers succumbed to the same sudden sickness. In a matter of seconds, Soren found himself the only one left standing on the bridge.

"Asha!" He repeated. "Do you copy?"

Still no reply.

"Damn it," Soren muttered, his jaw clenching as he surveyed the scene. He realized it couldn't be gas. He felt completely fine.

But if not gas, there was only one other explanation he could devise.

A flashing light at the comms station drew Soren's attention. He moved quickly to it, shifting Ensign Rye's slumped body to get a better look at the display. It showed an incoming video hail on an encrypted FUP Navy channel.

Soren looked over his shoulder to the operations station, where the sensor readings were displayed. There was nothing except the rift.

"What the hell is going on?" he muttered as the comms station light continued flashing. Taking a deep breath, he keyed the accept command and turned toward the viewscreen, bracing himself for whatever fresh hell awaited them.

The screen flickered, and Soren found himself staring not at another version of himself as he had half-expected but at a face both familiar and strange. It was Jane, or rather, a version of her, seated in a Wraith's command chair. But this wasn't the Jane he had just left behind. Half her face was scarred from an old burn.

He glanced at Vic, slumped at the command station, his hunch confirmed. They had all passed out because their counterparts were near. Which meant…

"This is Captain Jane Strickland of the Wraith," she said, her voice carrying the same authoritative tone Soren recognized from Admiral Yarborough but tinged with a weariness he'd never heard before. "To whom am I speaking? And why aren't you on video?"

Soren swallowed hard, fighting to keep his composure. Another Wraith, with Jane on board and his wife, no less. But his doppelgänger wasn't present, or he would be unconscious, too. "This is Captain Soren Strickland of the Wraith," he replied, the words feeling surreal as they left his lips. He chose to ignore the video question. He had no intent to reveal himself to an unidentified speaker when he answered the hail, and it didn't seem to matter now. "Jane…how are you here?"

Jane's eyebrow raised slightly, surprised by the question. "Another Soren," she mused. "But are you friend or foe? Tell me, Captain. Where are you headed?"

Soren hesitated for a moment, weighing his options. If this other version of his wife was hostile, they were already at a severe disadvantage, unable to cloak and caught with their shields down. He decided honesty was the only play.

"Tau Ceti," he said finally. "We're on a mission to gather allies against the Strickland Federation and reverse the Convergence." He paused, glancing around at his fallen crew. "You seem to have a mirror crew to my own. But where's your Soren?"

"He had to transfer to another ship after we witnessed the effects of the Convergence. "

"You've encountered the effects before," Soren said, realization dawning. His eyes flicked back to the operations terminal. According to sensors, there were no other ships in the area. But he knew that wasn't true. "How many Wraiths are with you?"

She smiled in response. "Of course, I should have guessed you would work it out so quickly."

Two Wraiths shimmered into view, their cloaking devices disengaging in perfect synchronization. Jane's, and someone else's.

"Who's commanding the second Wraith?" he asked. "You must have unique crews to keep them in proximity."

"We do," Jane replied. "I think you can guess who the other ship commander is."

Soren had two guesses. “Either Dana or Jack. But either would be unconscious right now. So who’s in charge?”

“Does it matter?”

“It might.”

“Where they’re from, Soren and Jane have a third child.”

“David,” Soren said, a pang of sadness washing through him.

“How did you know?”

“In my dimension, we lost him to a miscarriage,” Soren replied.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Soren and David had to swap the crews of the Wraith and the Fist of Justice, in their dimension," Jane explained. "Their Soren is on the Fist, with their Jack, Keira, etcetera."

"So you're trying to stop the Convergence as well?" Soren asked. "Because we could really use the help. My Dana and Lukas have been working on a way to reverse it, but⁠—"

"You've identified the cause of the Convergence then?" Jane asked, growing excited. "You know how it happened?"

"We do," Soren answered. "It's⁠—"

Jane put up a hand to stop him. To Soren's surprise, she smiled. It was a weary smile, tinged with sadness. "We are helping you, Captain. More than you know." She paused, her expression growing somber. "The dimensions are merging, as you know. Like you, we originally believed only a few were affected. But over the last month, we learned that wasn't true. In a similar way to how you've just learned it isn't true."

“There are more than three," Soren said.

"Many more," Jane confirmed. “We believe the Convergence is happening in all of them. Infinite variations, infinite possibilities, all collapsing into one."

Soren's mind reeled at the implications. "How...how is that possible? The scale of it..."

"I don't know," Jane said. "It's beyond my ability to reconcile in my own mind. The one thing I do know is that not every dimension is…pleasant, for lack of a better word. They see the Convergence as an opportunity, instead of a disaster. We've been searching for the cause so we can try to stop it. But if you know the cause, if you're working on the problem…" She trailed off, her thinking expression familiar to Soren. "This is an opportunity," she continued after a short break. "As of right now, my dimension appears to be the only one bleeding into this one, a link to the three dimensions we've previously encountered. But there's no telling how long that will last."

"Our Lukas estimates six months, well, closer to five now, before the Convergence is irreversible," Soren told her.

"Then that's probably about how long we have. If you know the cause and are searching for the cure, then we'll refocus our efforts on preventing the threats of our dimensions from spilling over into yours. Otherwise…" She trailed off again, shaking her head. "If you know the source, then it falls to you to reverse the damage."

Soren nodded slowly. "We're working on it. But our cloak was damaged. Without it, we're at a severe disadvantage. I don't suppose you have the means to repair it?”

The other Jane shook her head. "I'm sorry, Captain. We don't. But remember—you're a Soren Strickland. A Wraith. You've overcome impossible odds before. You're more than capable, with or⁠—"

Jane's eyes widened in surprise, and the comms disconnected.

Before Soren could even move, a flicker of movement on the viewscreen caught his attention. Another Wraith burst through the rift, its weapons already blazing to life. At once, it fired its vortex cannon, the destructive beam lancing out and tearing through David’s Wraith.

“No,” Soren whispered painfully, losing his chance to speak to a version of David before he was once more lost. A version of the David he and his Jane had only ever had a chance to bury. The ship disintegrated in a silent explosion, scattering debris across the void. Soren watched in horror as the hostile Wraith turned its attention to his ship.

Jane's Wraith was already in motion. It surged forward, interposing itself between Soren and the attacker. Its weapons came to life, a barrage of railgun fire peppering the enemy vessel, missiles not far behind.

The two Wraiths engaged one another, their movements jerky and inexperienced, leaving Soren to wonder if Jane was operating the ship alone from the command station, which he knew was a herculean task.

One he had to undertake himself.

He hurried to his station even as Jane's ship rolled to port, unleashing a devastating broadside that lit up the void between it and the enemy Wraith. The enemy Wraith answered in kind, its railguns spitting streams of hypervelocity rounds that created shield flares along the length of Jane's ship.

Soren removed Vic's restraints and quickly dragged him away from the station, taking his place. He used the command surface to raise the shields before switching to the helm console. Without a stick, he had no way to control the ship with as much precision as Sang, but he could at least get them out of the area.

He didn't, though. Like a rabbit caught in the open by a cougar, he didn't want to draw the predator's attention. Instead, he watched, transfixed, as the battle unfolded.

The ships wove wide patterns through space, each maneuver a calculated risk, each burst of weapons fire a potential killing blow. Jane's Wraith swung around a piece of debris from the destroyed Wraith, using it as cover to block the enemy Wraith's fire. A volley of missiles erupted from its launch tubes, spreading out in a deadly barrage.

The hostile Wraith's shields flared brilliantly as the missiles impacted, the energy barrier straining to absorb the onslaught. Most of the missiles detonated harmlessly against the shields, but two slipped through as the defenses faltered, slamming into the enemy vessel's port side. The impact sent it into a spin, venting atmosphere and debris.

But the fight was far from over. The enemy Wraith righted itself with a burst from its maneuvering thrusters, once more bringing its railguns to bear. A devastating barrage of fire speared out, catching Jane's ship along its ventral surface. Soren could see the shields flare and fail, leaving a series of holes in the Wraith's hull.

Jane's Wraith accelerated suddenly as it vectored back toward the rift. The enemy Wraith followed. Within moments, the two remaining Wraiths vanished back through the rift, still locked in their deadly struggle.

For a long moment, Soren stood alone on the bridge, surrounded by his unconscious crew, waiting for one or both Wraiths to return while trying to process what he had just witnessed. The sheer scale of what they were facing threatened to overwhelm him. It wasn't just about saving their dimension anymore, or even three. They were fighting for the very fabric of reality itself.

A groan from the floor snapped him back to the present. Vic was stirring, his eyes fluttering open. "Captain?" he mumbled, his voice thick with confusion. "What...what happened?"

Soren moved to help him to his feet. Their revival meant the Wraiths had moved away. Or more likely, one was destroyed, the other leaving the rift behind. It didn't matter which. He just hoped they didn't come back.

"It's a long story, Vic," he said. "But right now, we need to get to Tau Ceti. Fast." He paused, his voice dropping low. "Things have just gotten a lot more complicated, and we don't have a moment to lose."


CHAPTER 12



“Captain,” Vic said, still disoriented from being knocked out by the proximity of a second version of himself. “What do you need me to do, sir?”

"I need you to wake Sang, Bobby, Jack, Wilf, Tashi, Lukas, Dana, and Alex," he replied, already moving towards the exit. "Use the emergency protocols if necessary. I need Bobby and Sang to plot the fastest way around that rift and get us back into the fold to Tau Ceti. The others are to meet me in the conference room in thirty minutes."

"Aye, Captain," Vic replied crisply. "Should I inform them of the situation?"

Soren paused at the threshold of the bridge, considering the question. "No," he decided after a moment. "I'll brief everyone together. Just tell them it's urgent."

"Understood, sir," Vic acknowledged. "I'll have everyone where they need to be."

As Soren hurried through the corridors of the Wraith, his mind raced with the implications of what he had just witnessed. The encounter with the other Wraiths had shattered his understanding of the Convergence, expanding the scope of the threat beyond anything he had previously imagined.

He needed time to process, to think through the ramifications, but time was a luxury they could ill afford. Every second that ticked by without specific progress felt wasted, and success still seemed so far away.

Damn it, they didn’t even have a means to slow the Convergence, never mind reverse it.

Reaching his quarters, Soren quickly stripped off his pajamas, the soft fabric falling to the floor as he moved with practiced efficiency. Never mind a shower or the whiskers bristling from his chin. He slipped into his uniform, the familiar routine providing a momentary anchor amidst the chaos of his thoughts. The cool touch of the fabric against his skin was grounding, a reminder of his duty and purpose.

As he fastened the last button on his jacket, smoothing out non-existent wrinkles, his eyes fell on the framed photo of his family, with Jane smiling back at him from his desk. The sight of her face, so similar yet so different from the scarred version he had just encountered, sent a pang of longing through his heart.

"I wish I could talk to you right now,” he murmured, allowing himself a brief moment of vulnerability. His fingers traced the edge of the frame, lingering for just a second before he pulled away. "You'd know what to do. You always do.”

Squaring his shoulders, Soren took a deep breath and headed for the conference room. By the time he arrived, the rest of the summoned crew had assembled. They sat around the large table, their faces a mixture of confusion, concern, and barely contained curiosity. The air in the room was thick with tension. They all knew they had been comatose for a short while and that something monumental had occurred during those scant few minutes.

Tashi fidgeted in his seat, his fingers drumming an erratic rhythm on the table's surface. Wilf’s fingers danced with one another, twiddling nervously in the air. Jack seemed lost in thought, his eyes distant as if replaying recent events in his mind. Lukas and Dana sat perfectly still, their postures stiff, while Alex's gaze darted between the assembled crew members, assessing them.

Soren took his place at the head of the table. His gaze swept across the assembled faces, noting the dark circles under their eyes and the lingering confusion in their expressions. After the same thing had happened to Jackson and the Scarabs, he knew they had to be experiencing headaches and a feeling of disorientation.

He opened his mouth to begin the briefing, but before he could speak, Tashi burst out, unable to contain himself any longer. "Captain, I...I think I…No, I know I was close to another version of myself," he blurted, his hands gesticulating wildly as he spoke. "I had these weird dreams, but I don’t think they were dreams. At least, they didn’t feel like dreams, but I was out cold so I don’t know. But I felt like I was me, but not me. It was...it was intense. Like, I was working on this engine design I've never seen before, but my hands knew exactly what to do. And there was this woman...I think she was my wife, but I've never met her in my life!"

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room. Jack nodded, turning his gaze to Soren. "I experienced something similar," he said, his voice grave. "It was like memories that weren't mine, but they felt real. I was on a Wraith, but it wasn't our Wraith. And I was...I was the captain."

The others chimed in one by one, each describing their own surreal experiences. Wilf spoke of fixing unfamiliar systems with practiced ease, while Dana recounted complex equations that solved themselves in her mind. Lukas described theories and experiments he had never conducted, but somehow, he knew the test results.

Soren listened intently, noting the similarities in their accounts. As the last person finished speaking, Alex's eyes widened with sudden realization.

"Wait a minute," he said, his voice cutting through the chatter. The room fell silent, all eyes turning to his way. “Tashi is right. We must have been close to doppelgängers, but how can that be true for me? I had the same experience. Only mine…” His face reddened. “Well, I was married to Sergeant Volkov. But anyway, if we all had these experiences, including me, and my counterparts are dead..." He trailed off as the implications sank in.

"The ships must have come from a fourth dimension," Dana finished for him, her voice hushed with awe. She leaned forward, her eyes alight with scientific curiosity. "But how is that possible? We thought there were only three dimensions affected by the Convergence."

Soren nodded grimly. "Not just a fourth dimension," he said, his words silencing the room. The weight of what he was about to reveal pressed down on him, but he knew he couldn't hold back. They needed to understand the full scope of what they were facing. "During our unexpected exit from fold space, we didn’t encounter another Wraith. We encountered three other Wraiths."

A collective gasp went up from the assembled crew. "Three?" Lukas repeated, his voice barely above a whisper as his eyes widened, his scientific mind already considering the idea. "But that would mean..."

Soren nodded, confirming the unspoken conclusion. "There are far more dimensions involved in the Convergence than we initially believed. Possibly an infinite number."

The room erupted into a cacophony of voices filled with colorful cursing, each crew member trying to process this staggering revelation. Soren allowed the chaos for a moment before raising his hand for silence. Gradually, the noise died down, replaced by a tense, expectant hush.

"I know this is a lot to take in," Soren continued, his eyes meeting each of theirs. "But there's more. Another Jane was Captain of the second Wraith. She told me how these dimensions have begun to merge. Not all at once, as if they’re being pulled in from every direction, with countless rifts opening to all the different dimensions. Rather, they appear to be collapsing into one another, like links in a shrinking chain.”

“So,” Lukas said. “If you drew this dimension on paper, it would be a grid of three columns, with rows above and below. Our dimension would be four, the Grand Admiral’s dimension five, and my dimension, six.”

“Yes,” Soren agreed. “I believe so.”

“And the row above it would be dimensions one, two, and three. But does the access go from one to four, or five, or six? Or can one and two connect to five and six? I’m sure you can see where I’m going with this.”

“I can,” Soren said. “And the answer is, I don’t know. But what I do know is that all of these dimensions seem to have one thing in common, at least.”

“What’s that?” Alex asked.

"It appears that in these dimensions, there are versions of me who are both allies and enemies. Some Sorens are working to stop the Convergence, while others like the Grand Admiral..." He trailed off, his words hanging heavy in the air.

"While others are trying to control it," Jack finished.

“Yes,” Soren said.

“Captain,” Lukas said. “Do you know if these evil Sorens, for lack of a better term, are always a one to two ratio within the dimensional trio?”

“No, I don’t. But the third Wraith that I encountered entered to attack the other two.”

“Do you know who was commanding that ship?” Jack asked.

“No. But we know it wasn’t a doppelgänger of anyone on board our Wraith.”

“If Jane was in charge of the first Wraith you encountered, who commanded the second?” Dana asked.

“David,” Soren replied softly.

Dana and Alex both gasped.

“Who’s David, sir?” Wilf asked.

“My Jane had a miscarriage in between Alex and Dana. She was seven months pregnant at the time. We knew he was a boy. We had already named him David.”

“I’m so sorry, sir,” Wilf said, face flushing deeply with embarrassment and dismay.

“Thank you, Wilf. It’s okay. It was a long time ago. I only wish I had the chance to hear his voice, to see the man he would’ve grown into. But the enemy Wraith hit his Wraith with its vortex cannon.”

“That’s awful,” Dana said, looking down at her lap and sniffing back tears.

“Jane distracted the enemy Wraith, and led it back through the rift. That’s when you began waking up. It was a surreal experience, to say the least. But perhaps the strangest part of all is that every dimension we've encountered seems to revolve around me. It's as if I’m somehow at the center of this entire cosmic event. And I can’t for the life of me figure out why.”

The room fell silent as everyone struggled to make sense of the statement. Faces showed a mix of disbelief and fear at the sheer scale of what they were dealing with.

Wilf finally broke the silence, his fingers curled in strangely expressive concern. “No offense, Captain, but what makes you so special?" he asked, voicing the question on everyone's minds.

Dana spoke out before Soren could respond, not that he had an answer. "It's because a Soren created the Convergence,” she said. "Think about it. If a version of you was responsible for triggering the Convergence, it makes logical sense that the event would ripple out from that point, affecting all versions of you across the multiverse."

“I don’t know…” Tashi uttered, shaking his head. “It doesn’t seem that logical to me.”

“Me, either,” Wilf added. “How can an event ripple?” He turned his fingers to point questioningly at her.

She stood up, pacing as she continued her explanation. "It's like dropping a stone in a quantum pond. The Sorens are the stones. If they’re all entangled in some way, then the ripples would all expand from the Sorens, putting them in the center of the consequences affecting each Convergence.”

"That... actually makes a lot of sense," Lukas said, nodding slowly. "It would explain why we're at the center of it all. The Captain isn’t just a participant in this event; he’s the source of it.”

“Even if he had nothing to do with it,” Jack said.

“Yes,” Dana agreed.

"It's as good a theory as any," Soren said, nodding thoughtfully. "And it's certainly the best we have right now."

Jack leaned forward, his hands clasped on the table. His face was a mask of determination, focusing on the practical implications of their situation. "This is all fascinating, and terrifying," he said, "but what does it really change for us? Our mission is still the same, isn't it? Stop the Convergence, save reality?"

"It changes more than you might think, sir,” Tashi interjected, uncharacteristically serious. "For one thing, it means the chances of encountering another version of ourselves is increasing. And right now, that means we get knocked out cold at a minimum. That could be a problem we don’t need.”

Lukas nodded, his face pale as he considered the possibilities. "It could be even worse than that," he said, his voice low and tense. "If more of these dimensional links bleed together, we could end up with dozens of versions of ourselves in proximity. Or worse..." He trailed off, swallowing hard before continuing. "We might begin to merge.”

A collective shudder passed through the room at the thought. The image of multiple versions of themselves fusing together, memories and personalities blending into some horrific amalgamation, was almost too much to bear.

Soren stood, drawing all eyes to him. "You're right, Jack," he said, his voice steady and determined. "Our objectives remain the same. But this new information does change things. The way I see it, despite whatever hesitation we might have had before about risk, we can't afford to be cautious now. Stopping the Convergence isn't just our primary goal—it's our only goal."

He paused, his gaze sweeping across the room, meeting each pair of eyes in turn. The intensity of his stare conveyed the gravity of their situation more than words ever could. "If that means taking extreme measures, then so be it. If we have to assassinate the President of the FUP to achieve our aims, then we need to be ready to do that. The fate of not just our universe, but all of reality, hangs in the balance. We cannot afford to fail."

The room fell silent as the weight of Soren's words sank in. The crew exchanged glances, determination and apprehension etched into their faces. They all understood the immense responsibility that rested on their shoulders, but...

"We're with you, Captain," Alex said, breaking the silence. His voice was firm with resolve. “We’ll do whatever it takes." There were supporting nods and murmured affirmations from everyone.

"Thank you, all of you. I know this is hard to wrap your mind around. And I ask that you spread the word as best you can. Alex, especially with your squad. And Jack, I want you to inform Minh and his team. Tashi, engineering. Wilf, communicate this to Asha and her people. Understood?”

“Aye, Captain,” they responded in unison.

“Good. Let's get to work, or try to get back to sleep as the case may be. Dismissed."

After the crew filed out, each lost in their own thoughts about everything they had discussed, Soren made his way to the bridge. The corridors seemed longer than usual, the universe a completely different beast than it had been an hour ago.

Upon entering the bridge, he found Bobby and Sang hunched over the navigation station, deep in discussion. Their voices were low and urgent, fingers tracing paths across the charts displayed on the screen.

“Sang, Bobby, what do you have for me?” he asked as he approached, his voice cutting through their concentration.

Bobby looked up. Dark circles under his eyes betrayed the emergency nature of their work. "We've plotted a course around the rift, Captain," he reported. "But it's going to take some time. We estimate about twelve hours before we can safely re-enter the fold and continue on to Tau Ceti."

Sang nodded in agreement, her usually unflappable demeanor showing signs of strain. "We've considered every possible vector, sir," she added. "This is the fastest route that doesn't risk intersecting with the rift."

Soren nodded, suppressing a sigh of frustration. Every hour felt like a precious resource slipping away, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. "Understood. Make it happen, and keep me updated on any changes. If you see any way to shave off even a few minutes, take it."

"Aye, Captain," Sang replied. "We'll get us there as quickly and safely as possible."

With nothing left to do but wait, Soren returned to his quarters. The door hissed shut behind him, leaving him alone with his thoughts. He sat on the edge of his bed, the events of the past hour replaying in his mind. It was too much to truly comprehend.

He laid back, staring at the ceiling, willing sleep to come that eluded him, his mind busy trying to make sense of it all. The fate of all reality rested on their shoulders. Surprisingly, he didn’t fear the responsibility. In some ways, he even invited it. This was a mission for which he wouldn’t want to sit on the sidelines and watch. This was a mission he didn’t want entrusted to anyone else.

Instead of Dana’s theory, maybe that was why he was always at the center?

As he tossed and turned, Soren couldn't shake the image of the scarred Jane. What had happened in her dimension to leave her so marked? And what other versions of himself and his crew might they encounter before this was over?

The questions swirled in his mind, unanswerable and relentless. Sleep, when it finally came, was fitful and filled with dreams of endless Wraiths, locked in eternal battle across a shattered multiverse. In his dreams, he saw countless versions of himself, some allies, some enemies, all caught in the inexorable pull of the Convergence. And through it all, a sense of urgency, a ticking clock counting down to a moment that would decide not only his fate but the fate of all reality.


CHAPTER 13



As the blinding light of exiting fold space faded, Soren took in the sight of Tau Ceti, a jewel of blue and green hanging against the backdrop of the starscape. The planet was only visible from their current distance with maximum magnification, their position as close as they could get while remaining outside sensor range. After the emergency with the rift, they had completed the trip without incident, but he knew the real challenge was just beginning.

Dana and Lukas stood at his right elbow, with Lukas looking especially nervous about Soren’s plan. Dana’s posture was stiff, her hands clasped tightly behind her back, while Lukas kept adjusting his glasses.

“Lukas, are you ready?” Soren asked, his voice low enough that only they could hear.

"As ready as I’ll ever be, Captain. Though I have to admit, my stomach feels like it's doing somersaults."

“You’ll do fine,” Dana said. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Admiral Lane will scream at me,” Lukas answered. “I don’t like being screamed at.” He looked over at Soren. “Captain, I didn’t leave my position with the FUP on good terms. The military…well, they liked me at first. They don’t like me now.”

“I know,” Soren answered. Lukas had made the same arguments when he’d first presented the plan. “But you have new information for them.”

“They won’t listen to me.”

“Maybe not, but we have to try. There’s too much at stake to make any assumptions.”

“Y…yes, sir.”

“Samira,” Soren said, “See if you can establish a tranSat link.”

"Aye, Captain," Samira replied, immediately tapping on her console. After a tense minute, she looked up. "Link established, sir."

Soren nodded to Lukas. "It's your show now, Doctor."

Lukas stepped over to the comms station, his face pale but determined. He leaned past Samira to input his encryption key and identifier, his hands shaking visibly as he worked to contact Tau Ceti’s naval yard using his credentials.

Soren had no doubt the transmission would go through. The question was if anyone would respond to it.

After a tense minute, a voice came through the speakers. “Dr. Mitchell. I thought you were dead.”

Soren and Dana glanced at one another, both of them immediately recognizing the sound of Admiral Montoya’s voice, shocked that he would be on Tau Ceti instead of Earth. The only reason Soren could come up with for that was so that he could be closer to the rift his FUP fleet was using to attack Soren’s dimension.

Lukas cleared his throat, his voice steady despite the tremor in his hands. “I…I don’t know who told you that, Admiral, but they were obviously mistaken.”

“Were they? Or is this some kind of trick? The imposter dimension has a Lukas, too, and Omega Station is drifting through space in pieces.”

Lukas paled at the callous remark. Soren’s jaw clenched. This Montoya clearly had more in common with the Soren of this dimension than the Adrian Montoya of his.

“This…this isn’t a trick, sir,” Lukas said. “I’m the one who discovered the rifts and identified the Convergence. I can send you my thesis, if that will convince you.”

Montoya chuckled darkly. “I’m not sure how you survived, but I’ll humor you, Doctor. What is it you want?”

“Admiral, I need you to listen carefully. We don't have much time. What I'm about to tell you is going to sound impossible, but I assure you, it's all true."

“Go ahead. I’m listening.”

“I’ve been to the center of the Eye, sir. It…it’s not what we thought. It’s a portal to another dimension. A third dimension. In that dimension, Soren Strickland has overthrown the government and seized control of the galaxy. He⁠—”

“Stop right there,” Montoya said. “You expect me to believe that Captain Strickland turned on the FUP?”

“I told you it would sound impossible. Yes, he did, in that dimension. And sir, the Convergence…it’s started. And it's far worse than we ever imagined. There aren't just three dimensions at risk. There are countless others, possibly infinite."

“Is that all?” Montoya asked.

“Sir?” Lukas answered in confusion. “No. That’s not all. The third dimension’s Strickland is the reason for the Convergence.”

Montoya's tone hardened, skepticism evident in his voice. “You’re making some outrageous claims, Doctor. You can’t seriously expect me to just accept them on your word.”

“Well, no. I can show you the algorithms. The computer models. I’m sure the Navy has noticed more rifts appearing.”

“We have noticed that, but you predicted the increase in rifts five years ago. That’s nothing new.”

“Their appearance will accelerate, if we don’t do something about it. Sir, I can provide my research. I’m telling you the truth.”

“Research can be faked, doctor.”

Lukas hesitated, his confidence wavering for a moment. He glanced at Dana, who gave him an encouraging nod. "Admiral, I know this is difficult to believe, but you have to trust me. We've seen things...experienced things that defy explanation. The attack on the other dimension has to stop. You’re killing people for no reason, no gain. Even if you wipe out every last person in that dimension, there are other versions of you. You’ll either merge or die. It’s possible we’ll all die, unless we do something about it…now!”

“I think you’ve lost your mind, Doctor,” Montoya replied angrily. “You expect us to halt a major military operation based on your say-so? I need concrete evidence.”

Lukas turned to Soren, his eyes pleading for help. Soren drew in a breath, knowing it was time to reveal himself.

"Perhaps I can provide that evidence, Admiral," he said.

There was a moment of stunned silence before Montoya's voice returned, filled with shock in addition to his anger. "Strickland? I should have known Lukas might have escaped Omega Station with the imposter Soren.” He laughed ominously. “And you think you can convince me that you’ve been through the Eye and found an evil Soren?”

"That's correct, Admiral," Soren replied, keeping his voice calm and steady. "I need you to understand that the situation is far more complex than you realize."

Montoya's voice came back, furious and cold. "Complex? You've been fighting against us. And now you have the audacity to contact us directly? Give me one good reason why I shouldn't order your immediate destruction."

"Because, Admiral, if you don't listen to what we have to say, there won't be a dimension left for you to defend. We're on the brink of a catastrophe that could unravel the very fabric of existence."

"Convenient," Montoya sneered through the speakers. "You show up with wild claims just as we're gaining the upper hand in this war. Why should I believe anything you say?"

"Because I have hard evidence that there are more than two dimensions.”

Montoya’s anger subsided somewhat when he spoke next. “Do you, now? What kind of evidence?”

“A recording from the Wraith’s video feeds, showing four Wraiths in the same place at the same time. One of the Wraiths destroys another.”

“Anyone can create a video of anything with a little technical know-how and a few hours of spare time. You’ll have to do better than that.”

“It’s from the Wraith’s feed,” Soren said. “It’s watermarked and timestamped. It can still be faked, but it would take a lot more than a few hours, and more technical know-how than anyone on my ship possesses.”

Montoya's voice held a hint of uncertainty when he spoke again. "Even if what you're saying is true, how do you propose we stop something of this magnitude?"

“For one thing, we need help against the evil Soren, as you called him. He’s winning the war in his dimension, but it’s his weapon that created the instability that became the Convergence. As long as he has the means to build another, none of us can ever be safe.”

“I see. And you’ve found a way to reverse the Convergence?”

“We’re still trying to figure that out," Soren replied. "But we can't do it alone, and we can't do it while our dimensions are at war. We need to pool our resources, our knowledge. We need to help the FUP in the third dimension defeat Grand Admiral Strickland. Admiral, please. Just help me get in contact with President O'Hara. This is bigger than our conflict, bigger than any one dimension."

Montoya laughed, the sound harsh and mirthless through the comm system. "You must be joking. You think I'd let you anywhere near the President? For all I know, this is some elaborate assassination attempt."

"Damn it, Adrian!" Soren exploded, using the Admiral's first name in his frustration. "This isn't about politics or power anymore. The fate of all reality is at stake here. If we don't find a way to stop the Convergence, there won't be a Federation, a Presidency, or anything else left to fight over!"

There was a moment of silence, and Soren could almost picture the uncertainty on Montoya's face. But Mark's urgent voice cut through the tension before the Admiral could respond.

"Captain," he called out, his voice tight with alarm. "We've got movement in orbit. Three warships have broken formation and are on an intercept course."

Soren's mind raced, quickly putting the pieces together. "They've estimated our position from the tranSat delay,” he muttered. Turning back to the comm, he addressed Montoya one last time. “Stalling, as if I wouldn’t notice your hounds on the hunt? You know me better than that, Adrian. This isn’t over.”

With a sharp gesture, Soren signaled Samira to cut the transmission.

"Bobby," Soren barked, "get us out of here. Short-range fold, now!"

"Aye, Captain," Bobby replied, coordinates already set and calculated.

Of course, Soren had expected this avenue to lead to a dead end, but like he’d told Lukas, they couldn’t afford to make assumptions. They had to try.

“Executing fold,” Bobby updated.

The Wraith escaped in a flash of light. When they emerged a minute later, the pursuing ships were nowhere to be seen on their sensors.

A heavy silence fell over the bridge as the crew processed what had happened. Jack was the first to break it, his voice low and filled with concern.

"What now, Captain? It doesn't seem like the Admiral was very receptive to our message."

Soren turned to face his XO. In that moment, he felt a clarity of purpose that cut through the doubt and fear.

"Now, Jack?" Soren said, his voice carrying across the bridge. “It’s time to go home.”


CHAPTER 14



Two weeks after their failed attempt to reason with Admiral Montoya, the Wraith hid in the silent void of space behind the swirling clouds of Venus—a mere quarter-AU from Earth. The proximity to their homeworld, albeit not in their own dimension, filled Soren with anticipation and dread.

On the bridge, his eyes were fixed on the main viewscreen and the image of Venus dominating its display. The planet’s thick atmosphere was a roiling mass of sulfuric acid clouds obscuring the planet's hellish surface—an apt metaphor for their current situation—where danger lurked behind a deceptively calm exterior.

"Any contacts, Mark?" Soren asked, his voice cutting through the bridge’s tense quiet.

Mark shook his head. His eyes never left his console, the glow of the screen reflecting off his features as he responded, "Nothing yet, Captain, but we both know that if this FUPN is anything like ours, they can send drones to sweep the area at any time.”

Soren did know. Keeping the Wraith hidden behind Venus was their best option, but it wasn’t foolproof. “Stay sharp. We can't afford any surprises."

He turned to the navigation station. "Fold coordinates, Bobby?” Soren inquired, his tone carrying a hint of urgency.

Bobby's eyes met Soren's. "Set and ready, Captain," he replied. "We can fold at a moment's notice, just in case.”

"Let's hope we don't need to make a quick getaway, but it's always better to have an exit strategy."

Soren’s comm chirped before Phoebe's voice came through, crisp and professional. "Captain, the shuttle is prepped and ready for departure. My crews have checked her top to bottom, and she's purring like a kitten. A highly maneuverable, well-armed kitten."

Soren couldn't help but chuckle at Phoebe's attempt at humor. “Thank you, Phoebe. We're on our way. Jack, you have the conn."

Jack nodded, stepping forward to take Soren's place at the command station. His eyes met Soren's, a worried expression on his face. "Good luck down there," he said softly. "I know I don't need to tell you to be careful, but...be careful."

“We’ll do our best,” Soren replied, “but if anything goes wrong and we don't make it back, you know what to do."

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that. But if it does...I'll make sure the mission continues. Now go, before I change my mind and lock you in the brig for your own safety."

“Aye, aye, Admiral,” he replied lightly, though he didn’t feel as light as he tried to present. “Bastion, the helm is yours.”

“Aye, Captain,” he replied, moving to take over for Sang.

She rose from her station, exchanging a quick nod with her replacement before falling into step beside Soren. The doors of the bridge hissed shut behind them.

The journey to the hangar bay was filled with a charged silence, both of them acutely aware of both the gravity and risk of their mission. The corridors of the Wraith seemed longer than usual, each step bringing them closer to what Soren believed would be some kind of reckoning.

"Nervous?" he asked, glancing sidelong at Sang as they walked.

"Terrified,” she replied, keeping her gaze forward. “But in a good way, if that makes sense. Like the moment before a battle, when your heart's pounding and the adrenaline’s pumping, but you know you're exactly where you're supposed to be."

Soren nodded, understanding all too well. "I know what you mean. Let's just hope your piloting skills are up to the challenge. We're going to need every trick in your book, and probably a few that haven't been written yet."

“I don’t know about that,” Sang replied. “Tashi swears he can get us to the surface without a problem.”

“Whatever he has up his sleeve.”

The rest of the team was already assembled by the time they entered the hangar bay. Alex stood at the forefront, his posture relaxed but alert. Unlike the others, he wasn't encased in power armor. This time, he had a different role. His eyes met Soren's, a silent communication between father and son.

Behind Alex, the rest of the Phantoms stood at attention, their armored forms an impressive sight. The sleek lines of the Phalanx armor contrasted sharply with the bulkier Karuta suits, a visual reminder of the diverse backgrounds brought together to combat the Convergence.

Tashi fidgeted nervously near the shuttle's entrance. His eyes darted between the assembled team and the shuttle as if they were running late for an appointment.

Soren supposed that in a sense, they were.

Beside Tashi, Lukas and Dana conferred in low voices. Soren caught snippets of their conversation as he approached—something about quantum fluctuations and tachyons. If it was important, he assumed one of them would bring it to his attention.

As Soren approached, Alex straightened to attention. “Phantoms are locked and loaded, Captain,” he reported.

For once, Soren didn’t immediately stand the Marines down. Instead, he allowed his gaze to sweep over the assembled team. Each face looked back at him with stoic determination, though he could see the tension in their eyes. He took a deep breath, knowing that his next words could set the tone for the entire mission.

“Phantoms,” he said, his voice carrying across the hangar. The background noise faded away as everyone focused on their captain. “I can’t tell you how things will go down there. With any luck, we’ll be able to avoid any conflict, but if we can’t…I have faith in each and every one of you to do whatever it takes to advance our aims. Let’s move out!”

"Aye, sir!" the team chorused, their spirits visibly lifted by Soren's words.

Sang's voice rang out from the flight deck as Soren stepped into the shuttle, the last to board. "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome aboard. This is your pilot speaking. Today, we'll be cruising at an altitude of 'hopefully undetected' and our estimated flight time is ‘too damn long.' In the event of an emergency, please remember that panicking is optional but highly recommended for maximum dramatic effect. Thank you for choosing Stinger Airlines, where every flight might be your last!"

A ripple of laughter spread through the cabin, the tension easing slightly. Soren allowed himself a small grin as he took his seat, securing the harness around him.

"I don't suppose there's a first-class upgrade available?" Jackson quipped from his seat—in his armor, he barely fit in it—his voice slightly distorted by his helmet's speakers.

"Absolutely, Mr. Wiseass,” Sang replied without missing a beat. "There's a wonderful view from the top of the shuttle. Just step through the hatch to your right and climb on up."

More laughter filled the cabin as the hangar bay doors slid open with a low rumble, the expanse beyond still hidden by the cover over the exterior doors. With a low hum that quickly built to a powerful thrum, the Stinger's engines came to life.

"Stinger to Wraith control," Sang's voice came over the comm, all business now. "We are green across the board and ready for departure."

"Wraith control to Stinger," Phoebe's voice replied. "You are cleared for launch. Godspeed, and good hunting."

With a smooth acceleration that belied the power of its engines, the Stinger lifted off, leaving the relative safety of the Wraith behind. As they emerged from the hangar, Soren felt a moment of vulnerability. They were committed now, for better or worse.

"Course laid in for Earth orbit," Sang announced. "Get comfy, folks. It's going to be a while."


CHAPTER 15



To approach the planet as inconspicuously as possible, Bobby had suggested plotting a circuitous course that would carry them close to Mars and into standard transport lanes.There they could mix in more readily with regular traffic as they approached orbit.

The journey would take over nine hours, and within the first few minutes of silence, Soren decided the best way to spend the time would be to get to better know the newest members of the Phantoms. Checking in with his crew, offering a word of encouragement, and gauging their mood was a habit he'd developed over years of command. But it was more than that. These people were risking everything on this mission, and Soren felt a need to connect with them.

He released his restraints and retreated to the rear of the Stinger, where Elena sat beside Swix. The seat across the aisle from her remained open. Curiosity piqued—not only by her position within CIP SpecOps, but also because in one dimension at least, Alex was married to her—he gestured to the empty seat. "Mind if I join you for a moment, Sergeant?" Elena looked up, surprise flickering across her face before she schooled her features into a neutral expression. "Of course not, sir," she replied, motioning to the empty seat. "What can I do for you?"

Soren settled into the seat, taking a moment to study Elena's face. Despite her composure, he could see the tension in the set of her jaw, the slight furrow of her brow. "I figured now was as good a time as any to chat for a bit," he explained, his voice low and conversational, "I was wondering what made you decide to join the military?" It was a question he asked often, always a good way to break the ice.

Elena's eyes met his, wariness evolving into respect in her gaze. She weighed her words carefully, deciding how much to reveal. "It's a long story, sir," she replied, her voice barely audible over the hum of the engines as she tried to keep the conversation between just the two of them. "But I suppose we have the time." She paused, collecting her thoughts, her gaze drifting to the viewscreen beside her. "I was born on one of the CIP’s outer colonies, which means pretty far out—TOI-700 e, though the original settlers there named it Rigel. I'm not sure if the colony exists in your dimension, but in mine, it was...harsh. It was supposed to be more Earth-like." She shook her head ruefully. "It wasn't. We were constantly fighting against the environment just to survive."

"I've heard of Rigel. It's over a forty-day fold from the next closest inhabited planet," Soren said. "It must have been a hard life."

"It was," Elena agreed, her voice taking on a distant quality as if she were seeing it all again. "Food shortages, equipment failures, atmospheric leaks. I lost my parents in one of those leaks when I was twelve. After that, it was just a matter of survival." Her hands clenched involuntarily. "When the CIP came recruiting, offering a chance at a better life, training, purpose...I jumped at it and never looked back."

Soren listened intently, struck by the raw honesty in Elena's words. "That couldn't have been an easy decision," he said softly. "Leaving behind everything you knew."

A bitter laugh escaped Elena's lips. "There was nothing to leave behind, sir."

"Not even friends?"

"Are you kidding? They got off that forsaken rock with me. I still can't figure out why anyone wants to call that place home. If they were smart, they would just abandon it."

"In my dimension, they did abandon it," Soren said. "Because of the disasters you mentioned."

"At least there are some smart people in one of these universes. Anyway, the CIP...they gave me a home. For the first time since my parents died, I felt like I belonged somewhere."

Soren nodded, understanding in his eyes. "And now? How do you feel about being here, fighting alongside both FUP and SF Marines?"

A faint smile tugged at the corners of Elena's lips, a blend of irony and unwavering resolve visible in her expression. "It's strange," she admitted, meeting Soren's gaze directly. "I mean, I've enjoyed training with Alex and his team. Don't tell him I said so, but he's the best of us. Put him in Phalanx, and he'd never lose again."

"Your secret is safe with me," Soren promised, his smile still holding no small amount of pride in his son.

"As for the Scarabs...part of me still sees them as the enemy, you know? Old habits die hard. But...this mission, what we're doing...it's bigger than old enmities. Bigger than any one dimension or government."

"Indeed it is," Soren agreed, a note of approval in his voice. "I'm glad you're with us, Sergeant. You and Corporal Swix both. You're invaluable to this team."

Elena nodded, her posture relaxing slightly. "Thank you, sir. We won't let you down."

Having drawn Swix's attention by using his name, Soren added him to the conversation, pulling him in by inquiring about the intricacies of the Phalanx armor.

"It's like a second skin, sir," Swix explained, his eyes lighting up enthusiastically. "The neural interface is so advanced, sometimes I forget I'm even wearing armor. It anticipates my movements, enhances my strength and speed...it's incredible."

Soren nodded, fascinated. "And the tactical advantages?"

"Immense," Swix replied. "The heads-up display alone gives us a huge edge in combat situations. Real-time threat assessment, team status updates, that's all standard stuff on par with the Karuta. But the real juice is in the predictive assessment tech. It'll put the muzzle of my gun where a hostile is going to move before they move there. It's like magic how it just knows what the enemy is going to do."

"It's not magic," Elena said. "Ultra-high-speed, high-resolution cameras monitor every movement from a target, using even the smallest shifts in weight or bends in the elbows or knees to assess probabilities of a specific motion. As long as the probabilities are high enough, the targeting assistant will take over and aim for us."

"That must be a strange feeling, to lose control of your armor like that," Soren said.

"Oh, it is at first, sir," Swix replied. "It's one of the hardest things to learn about wearing the Phalanx. To just let go of that control and let it take over for you. It took me nearly a month to get the hang of it."

"That's because you're only one step above an ape," Elena joked.

Swix smiled and made ape noises, drawing laughter from everyone on the ship.

Moving on, Soren found himself in conversation with Sarah. "How are you holding up?" he asked, settling beside her.

"It's... strange, sir," Sarah admitted. "Being on this side of things. Part of me still expects to wake up and find this has all been some bizarre dream. We've been training our whole lives to fight against people like you. And now here we are, risking everything to help you. And the weirdest thing about it is the pride I feel over what we're doing. Pride I never felt under Alexander."

"Alex told me he could be a hard taskmaster," Soren said.

"The thing is, being an asshole like that wasn't Alexander. Not at heart. He was just so desperate to please his father he would do anything, right or wrong, to earn his approval."

Soren glanced forward to the back of Alex's head. He couldn't help wondering how much of what Alex did was for the same reason.

"He didn't allow Corporal Makris to receive proper healthcare," Soren remembered. "How is the corporal doing now?"

"Your ship's doctor, Asha, found the cancer in the scans. It's not great, sir. Maybe if they had caught it sooner, he would be on this mission with us. Instead, he's in a healing pod rotation for at least another few weeks, and he’ll probably always need some level of care to remain stable.”

"I see. Well, if we have an opportunity to provide him more permanent care in a safe place, I'll do what I can to make it happen."

"Thank you, Captain. Your kindness is a breath of fresh air compared to the Grand Admiral. Still, I think if Theo had his way, he’d be back in the fight. Especially now.”

“I’d like to hope the fight will be over by then, with us on the winning side. But that’s likely not realistic. Speaking of Alexander, do either you or Theo have any idea what happened to him, to change him so drastically and turn him into the man he became?”

"No, sir," Sarah answered. "I'd love to know that, too."

Soren leaned forward, his expression serious. "Your decision to join us, to fight against everything you've known...it takes incredible courage. I want you to know that your contributions to this mission are invaluable."

Sarah's posture straightened slightly at the praise. "Thank you, sir. I won't let you down. This mission, it's giving me a chance to make things right."

As Soren continued his rounds, he found himself drawn into conversations with each team member. Lukas and Dana eagerly shared their latest theories on the Convergence, their technical words flying fast and furious. Tashi's nervous energy manifested in a stream of ideas for technical modifications and enhancements. Jackson, usually full of quips and jokes, spoke seriously about the tactical challenges they might face on the ground.

After speaking to each remaining team member, sharing a few words of encouragement and gauging their readiness, Soren returned to his seat. For the next few hours, the cabin remained mostly quiet, each of them lost in their own thoughts.

Finally, Sang's voice echoed from the flight deck. "Captain, we're approaching Earth orbit. You might want to see this."


CHAPTER 16



Soren made his way to the flight deck, stepping up behind the two occupied seats. Tashi had strapped into the co-pilot’s seat beside Sang at some point in the last couple hours. Soren braced a hand on each seat back before leaning down to look at the breathtaking sight through the forward transparency.

Earth hung before them, a blue marble suspended in the void. Swirls of white clouds drifted across its surface, oceans and continents clearly visible. It was a view that never failed to inspire awe, no matter how many times Soren had seen it. But it was the space around the planet that drew his attention. Countless ships swarmed in orbit around it, their running lights creating a dazzling display against the backdrop of space. The vast majority—lumbering cargo haulers, sleek passenger liners, clusters of small private craft, and hundreds of shuttles and smaller vessels—were civilian vessels. Only a handful of warships were visible, their sleeker, more aggressive forms a stark contrast to the bulkier civilian ships.

"It's busier than I expected," Soren murmured, his eyes scanning the crowded orbital lanes. "I thought with the war effort, civilian traffic would be reduced."

Tashi nodded, his eyes fixed on the displays. A grin spread across his face, a glint of excitement in his eyes. "That's good for us," he said, his voice tinged with anticipation. "Makes it easier to blend in. There." He pointed to a ship maneuvering into position to enter orbit. “That big cargo hauler. It's our ticket to the surface."

Sang frowned, her hands tightening on the controls as she turned to look at Tashi. "What do you mean? You said you could get us down, no problem."

A mischievous grin spread across Tashi's face, reminding Soren of a kid about to pull off a particularly daring prank. "I can," he insisted. "I knew some people back in the Dregs who swore you could sneak through orbital control by tucking into the signature of a bigger ship. But you have to be good. Really good. And you are."

Sang's eyebrows shot up, her expression one of disbelief and intrigue. "You want me to...tuck in next to that cargo ship?"

Tashi nodded enthusiastically, his excitement palpable. "Not just beside it. We need to get close. So close we're practically kissing its hull. There's an indent near the aft section. Do you see it? If we can nestle in there, we'll be practically invisible to sensors."

"That's insane," Sang protested, though Soren could hear a note of consideration in her voice. "Even if I could pull it off, how would that possibly work? The sensors will pick us up no matter how close we are to another ship. And even if they don't, someone will see us."

"You'd be surprised," Tashi replied, his grin widening as he warmed to his topic. "There's too much small traffic for control to monitor everyone. They focus on the big boys, the cargo ships and passenger liners. A little ship like us? We can get lost in the noise. The cargo ship's energy signature will mask ours, and any anomalous readings will be attributed to a malfunction. Trust me, I've heard of lots of people who have done it."

"Have you ever done it yourself?" Sang asked.

"Well, no, but it can be done.”

"Captain?" Sang said, looking over at him.

"Whatever it takes," he reminded her. "Tashi, guide her in."

Sang took a deep breath, her hands remaining loose on the Stinger's controls. "I hope you know what you're doing," she muttered to Tashi as she began to maneuver the Stinger towards the cargo vessel. "If we collide at these speeds, our shield flare will make us visible from the ground. There'll be no way the Navy won't intercept us."

Tashi's grin never faltered. "I know you can do it. This is going to be epic."

The next few minutes as the Stinger crept closer and closer to the massive cargo ship—the bulk of other vessels masking their approach—were among the most tense Soren had ever experienced. Sang's piloting was nothing short of miraculous, her hands like a surgeon's as she guided them into position with a delicacy that seemed impossible to him.

"Closer," Tashi urged. "We need to push all the way into that indentation. Any gap and we're toast."

Sang gritted her teeth as she made adjustments so fine they were barely perceptible. One wrong move, one slight miscalculation, and they'd crash into the larger vessel or be forced out of position.

Either way, the jig would be up.

"Hold on," Sang muttered, her voice tight with concentration as she matched the Stinger’s speed to that of the hauler. "This is going to be close. Really close. Like, I-can-count-the-rivets-on-their-hull close."

The Stinger slipped into position just before the cargo ship descended into Earth's atmosphere. The cabin vibrated slightly as they began the descent, the ship's shudder building as the air resistance increased. Soren’s stomach twisted with the sensation of rapid descent through levels of building gravity, every jolt and rumble adding to the tension of the dangerous descent. He could hear the rest of the team in the cabin behind them, their nervous whispers a backdrop to the hum of the engines.

"We're in," Tashi whispered, his voice filled with awe. "I can't believe it actually worked."

"Don't celebrate yet," Sang replied through gritted teeth. "We still have to make it down without smashing ourselves like a bug on the side of this ship."

Minutes stretched into what felt like hours as they descended through the atmosphere, the Stinger shuddering slightly in the turbulence. Soren's eyes never left the sensor displays, watching for any sign that they'd been detected, but nothing came. No alarm, no sudden movement from the orbiting warships, no chatter on the comm channels. They had done it. They had sneaked into Earth's atmosphere right under the noses of orbital control.

As they approached the spaceport, Sang began to ease away from the descending hauler and its established flight path. Dropping lower and behind it, the Stinger skimmed just above the terrain, well below radar contact.

"Yes!" Tashi cheered, bouncing in the co-pilot seat. "I knew you could do it!"

Soren let out a sharp breath, relief and exhilaration washing over him. Against all odds, they’d made it down undetected. "Incredible work, both of you," he said, clapping Sang and Tashi on the shoulders. His voice was filled with genuine admiration. "Sang, I've seen you pull off some amazing maneuvers, but that...I don't think I've ever seen flying like it. It was...there just aren't any words. And Tashi, your crazy plan actually worked."

Sang managed a shaky smile, her sweaty hands still tightly gripping the controls. "Let's uh...not do that again anytime soon, okay? I think I aged about ten years in the last fifteen minutes."

Tashi laughed, the sound tinged with nervous energy and exhilaration. "Are you kidding? That was amazing! We should do it again on the way out! Maybe we can find an even bigger ship to snuggle up to."

"Let's focus right now on the mission at hand," Soren said, squeezing Tashi’s shoulder.

"Where to, Captain?" Sang asked.

"Do you remember what I said before we left Tau Ceti?"

"I do. You said we were coming home. I thought you meant Earth."

"Not just Earth, Sang. I want to go all the way home."
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Soren's heart raced as he watched the terrain of Montana—a patchwork of pine forests and high mountain meadows that he knew as intimately as the back of his hand—unfold beneath the Stinger’s nose. As the sight of his family home came into view—nestled against the backdrop of the mountains—a wave of emotion crashed over him.

"There," he said, his voice barely above a whisper as he pointed to a clearing behind the house. "Set her down there, Sang."

Sang nodded, her hands moving deftly over the controls as she maneuvered the Stinger into position. "Aye, Captain. Bringing her in nice and easy," she replied, her voice focused but with a hint of excitement. The ship touched down with barely a tremor, settling onto the grass as gently as a falling leaf.

For a long moment, Soren simply stared out of the flight deck’s transparency, drinking in the sight of his home. The weathered wooden siding, its deep brown hue faded slightly by years of Montana sun and snow. The wide porch where he and Jane had spent countless evenings watching the sunset, rocking gently in the swing he had built. The oak tree where he'd built a treehouse for Alex and Dana when they were kids, its branches now reaching even higher into the sky. The familiarity of it all was both comforting and deeply unsettling.

"Captain?" Sang's voice broke through his reverie. "Are you okay?"

Soren blinked, realizing he'd been lost in thought. "Yes, I'm fine," he replied, though his voice sounded distant even to his own ears. "Just...taking it all in. It's strange, Sang. It looks exactly like my home, but..."

"But it's not," Sang finished for him, her tone understanding. "I can't imagine how that must feel."

“Wait here,” he told Sang, returning to the main cabin where the rest of the team waited. Their faces were a sea of curiosity and concern as they looked to him for direction. “We’re in Montana,” Soren announced, his voice stronger now as he slipped back into the role of commander. "Alex, Dana, you're with me. The rest of you, wait here.”

The rest of the passengers nodded in understanding. Soren led Alex and Dana out of the Stinger and onto the soft grass of the clearing. The air was crisp and clean, filled with the scent of pine and wildflowers. A gentle breeze rustled through the trees, carrying with it the distant call of a hawk. It was so achingly familiar that for a moment, Soren could almost believe he was back in his own dimension, returning home after a long deployment.

The illusion shattered as they approached the house and no one came out to greet them. In his dimension, Jane would have been on the porch the moment she heard the ship land, ready with a warm smile and open arms.

"It's...quiet," Alex murmured as they reached the back door, his hand instinctively resting on his sidearm.

Soren nodded, a knot of anxiety forming in his stomach. "Too quiet," he agreed. He reached for the door handle, surprised to find it unlocked. "Stay alert," he warned as he pushed the door open. "We don't know what to expect here."

They entered the kitchen, and Soren was struck by how familiar yet alien everything felt. The layout was identical to his own home, but small details were different. A vase of Wild Sun sat on the counter that his Jane would never have chosen, their vibrant yellow petals a stark contrast to the preferred blues and purples his wife preferred. A set of unfamiliar black mugs hung from hooks beneath the cabinets, their designs featuring landscapes he didn't recognize.

“Jane?” Dana called out hesitantly, her voice echoing slightly in the empty house. "Are you here?"

There was no response. Soren moved through the kitchen into the living room, his eyes scanning for any sign of Jane or any clue to where she might be. Everything looked normal, undisturbed. There was no sign of a struggle or anything out of place. Family photos lined the walls, showing moments from a life that was similar to his own but not quite the same.

"Dad," Alex said, gesturing towards the window that overlooked the carport. "Her car's still here."

Soren followed his son's gaze, spotting Jane's familiar sedan parked in its usual spot. A mixture of relief and renewed anxiety washed over him. If her car was here, she couldn't be far.

“Good eye,” Soren said. “She has to be around here somewhere.” He stood still for a moment, trying to think where she might have gone. He grinned when it came to him. "I think I know where she might be," he said, turning to face his children.

“The lake,” Alex answered.

"Mom always said she could find you there when you were brooding about something,” Dana added.

"I don't brood," Soren protested weakly. "Come on. Let's go find her."

They made their way out of the house and down a well-worn path that led to the lake. As they walked, Soren couldn't help but notice the small differences between this world and his own. The path seemed slightly narrower, the trees a touch taller. A cluster of wildflowers he didn't recognize bloomed along the edge of the trail, their delicate purple petals swaying in the breeze.

The path opened up to reveal the tranquil surface of the lake, its waters reflecting the blue sky above like a mirror. And there, sitting on the familiar fallen log, his favorite spot to sit and fish, was Jane.

Soren's breath caught in his throat at the sight of her. Even from behind, he would know her anywhere—the curve of her shoulders, the way she held her head as she gazed out over the water. For a moment, he almost forgot that this wasn't his Jane, that he was in a different dimension altogether.

"Jane," he called out softly.

She stiffened at the sound of his voice, then slowly rose to her feet. As she turned to face them, Soren's heart skipped a beat. Unlike Admiral Yarborough, she was a total physical doppelgänger to his Jane. But as their eyes met, he saw something in her gaze that he'd never seen in his wife's eyes before—a blend of grief, anger, and fear.

And then she raised a gun—a very familiar old Colt Peacemaker that had once belonged to a Strickland ancestor in his dimension, and apparently in this one, too. She held it pointed directly at his chest.

"Don't move," she said, her voice steady despite the slight tremor in her hand. "I know you're not him. I know what you did." Her gaze flicked to Alex and Dana, and she looked like she might collapse, seeing copies of her children.

Soren raised his hands slowly. He could probably reach out and take the gun from her, but he chose not to, his heart breaking for her. He should have come alone.

"Jane," he said, keeping his voice calm and even, "I understand why you're upset. But I need you to listen to me. I didn't come here to hurt you. We're here because we need your help."

"Help?" Jane's laugh was bitter, tinged with disbelief as she returned her attention to him. “I’ve been out here almost every day, carrying this piece around, knowing way too much to get comfortable enough to mourn and wondering if I should join my family.” She paused, shaking her head sadly before her eyes hardened. “You killed my Soren," she spat. “My children, my Alex and Dana, my sweet babies, are dead, too, because of you. And now you have the audacity to come here, wearing his face, asking for my help?"

The accusation hit Soren like a physical blow. He took a deep breath, choosing his next words carefully. "Jane, I'm so sorry for your losses. I truly am. But you’re pointing your blame in the wrong direction. Your Soren came to my dimension to kill me, not the other way around. I didn't want to fight him. But in the end, I had no choice but to defend myself and my crew."

“And my dad didn’t kill your son,” Alex added, Jane's gaze flickering toward him. “I did. He didn’t give me a choice, either.”

"I knew where they were going and why,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “And I'm sorry." She looked directly at Soren, her eyes filling with a pain that made his heart ache even more. "My Soren and our son didn't do it because they were evil. You’re a version of my husband, so I know you understand. He did it to protect me. I told him not to give in to his fears, but he couldn't handle the idea of me being erased or merged.”

Another wave of sympathy washed over Soren. He understood all too well the desperate need to protect the ones you love, even if it meant doing terrible things. "I do understand, Jane," he said softly. “I can’t begin to imagine what you’re going through. What you’re feeling right now to see my Alex and Dana here, never mind me. I’m so very sorry to even come here. But like I said, I need your help. I’m desperate.”

“Why should I care? I have nothing left. No one. If I kill you at least I’ll have vengeance.”

“Pulling that trigger, killing us, killing yourself, none of that is an answer, and I know that you know that. Helping us could save countless lives.”

“I don’t care about anyone else. I’m struggling to even care about myself, anymore.”

“If you’re anything like my Jane, you’re not vindictive, as much as you might want to be. And vengeance won’t ease the pain or sadness, but saving lives might.”

At first, she thrust the Colt toward him, finger sliding to the trigger. Soren sensed Alex tensing, and subtly shifted his hand to hold him back. Then, tears sprang from Jane’s eyes, and the hand holding the gun dropped limply to her side. Soren stepped forward and took the old six-shooter from her.

She didn’t fight him for the gun. She blinked and gestured to the log she had been sitting on. "Please," she said, her voice steadier now. "Sit with me. I’ll hear you out. I think...I think we have a lot to talk about."

Soren nodded. Moving to sit beside her on the log, he placed the gun down on the log beside him. As he settled next to her, he was struck by how familiar it felt—the warmth of her presence, the faint scent of her perfume. It was harder than he had anticipated to see her as different from his Jane.

For a while, they sat in silence, both staring out at the lake's calm surface. The sun glinted off the water, creating a dazzling display of light. A pair of ducks glided across the surface, leaving gentle ripples in their wake. It was Jane who finally broke the quiet.

"You know," she said, a hint of wistfulness in her voice, "my Soren always said that when he retired, he'd go fishing every day. Right here, on this very spot." She turned to look at him, curiosity mixing with the sadness in her eyes. "Did you? Get to retire, I mean?"

Soren nodded, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I did," he replied. “I fished every day, just like I'd always promised. Drove my Jane a little crazy, I think. But then...well, then the trouble started, and I couldn't stay on the sidelines. My Dana’s ship went missing, and I couldn’t leave it to anyone else to find her."

Jane's laugh was soft and tinged with melancholy. "I’m glad to see that she and your Alex are both alive.” She threw a soft smile back over her shoulder at them before returning her attention to Soren “My husband would have done the same thing." She paused, studying Soren’s face intently. "Why did you come to see me? How can I possibly help you? I'm just...I'm just a lonely, depressed widow now. I don't have any pull, any influence with anyone in a seat of power."

Soren took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. "Jane," he began, his voice serious, "the situation is far worse than anyone realizes. The Convergence has started."

He went on to explain everything—the true nature of the Convergence, the threat posed by the Grand Admiral in the third dimension, and the desperate need to redirect all three of the FUPs’ efforts towards the real danger. As he spoke, he could see Jane's shock and disbelief slowly give way to understanding and concern.

"I tried to talk to your Montoya," Soren concluded, frustration evident in his voice. "But he wouldn't listen. He didn’t believe me. He's too focused on the war between our dimensions to see the bigger picture. We need someone who will hear us out, someone who can get us to the people who can actually make a difference."

Jane was quiet for a long moment, absorbing everything he had told her. When she finally spoke, her voice was thoughtful. "What about Admiral Walcott? Do you know him in your dimension?"

Soren nodded. "He's a member of the Joint Chiefs. Why? Is he different here?"

“No, he’s still part of the Joint Chiefs. But after the inter-dimensional attack force informed the military that my Soren and my children were all dead, Walcott was the one who came to deliver the news. He was kind. Understanding. He told me to call if I needed anything." She turned to look Soren directly in the eye, a spark of resolve igniting in her gaze. "I think this qualifies as anything, don't you?"

Soren felt a glimmer of hope spark in his chest. “So you think he'd listen?"

Jane nodded slowly, her expression growing more certain with each passing moment. "If I vouch for you, he might be willing to hear you out. It's a long shot, but..."

"But it's the best shot we've got," Soren finished for her. He hesitated momentarily before gently placing his hand over Jane's. "Thank you," he said softly. "I know this can't be easy for you. Helping us, trusting us...you have no reason to.”

Jane's eyes glistened with unshed tears as she looked at their hands. “You were right with what you said before,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. She pointed to Alex and Dana. “I don’t want more versions of my children to die. I don’t want you to die, or for your Jane to hurt the way I’m hurting. What good would that do anyone? Besides, if what you're saying is true—and I know it is because I always knew when Soren wasn’t being honest with me—then we don't have the luxury of holding grudges. There's too much at stake."

She stood up, squaring her shoulders as if preparing for battle. The determination in her eyes reminded Soren so much of his own Jane that it made his heart ache.

"Come on," she said, a note of conviction in her voice. "Let's go make that call. It's time we got you face-to-face with the people who need to hear what you have to say."


CHAPTER 18



Alex sat at Jane’s kitchen table, his senses on high alert despite the seemingly peaceful atmosphere. The warm, golden glow of the morning sun streamed through the windows, lighting up the kitchen in an all-too-familiar, almost-too-welcoming hue. The scent of pine and wildflowers drifted in, mingling with the smell of the coffee Jane had brewed for them.

It was a family reunion of sorts, but with all the wrong pieces. This Jane, so similar to his mother and yet fundamentally different, laughed at one of his father's jokes, her eyes crinkling at the corners in a painfully familiar way.

"Your story reminds me of a camping trip my Soren and I took with the kids." Jane said, her voice warm with nostalgia. She cradled a steaming mug of coffee between her hands, her fingers tracing the rim absently. "Only in my version, Dana insisted that she was going to keep every single bug she caught as a pet, instead of collecting rocks that she thought looked like different animals."

Soren chuckled, shaking his head. His eyes glinted with amusement, but Alex could see the underlying tension in the set of his shoulders. "My back ached for weeks after lugging that backpack full of stones. I swear, it felt like I was carrying half the mountainside on my back.”

"Hey, those were important geological samples!" Dana protested, her voice light but with a hint of defensiveness. "I was going to be a famous geologist, remember? The next Mary Anning or Florence Bascom."

"My Dana wanted to be a biologist," Jane said. "At least the bugs were considerably lighter than rocks. And Alex," she turned, her gaze settling on him with a familiarity that felt both comforting and unsettling, "you were convinced you were going to catch Bigfoot. You spent hours setting up 'traps' that were really just piles of leaves with candy bars on top."

Alex felt a strange pang in his chest at the mention of his name. It wasn't his memory she recalled, but that of another Alex who no longer existed.

"In our dimension, it was a lake monster I was after," he said, his voice quieter than he intended. "Dad helped me set up 'surveillance equipment' all around the shoreline. We used old comms units as 'underwater microphones' and rigged up motion sensors with bits of string and bells."

Jane's smile faltered momentarily, a flicker of pain crossing her features before she composed herself. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped her mug tighter. "That sounds like something my Soren would do," she said softly, her voice thick with emotion. "He always did love encouraging your…I mean, my Alex’s wild ideas."

An awkward silence fell over the room, their strange circumstances settling heavily over them. Lukas, who had been quietly observing the exchange since coming in from the Stinger, opened his mouth as if to speak, but Alex held up his hand. "Wait," he said, his voice low and tense. He tilted his head slightly, his posture suddenly alert as he focused on a faint sound his enhanced senses had picked up. "Do any of you hear that?"

The others looked at him in confusion, straining to hear whatever had distracted him. "Hear what, Alex?" Soren asked. "What is it?"

Alex's augmented senses had picked up what their unenhanced ears couldn't: the distant but rapidly approaching whine of shuttle engines. The sound grew more apparent with each passing second, a high-pitched whine that set his teeth on edge. "Shuttles," he said. "At least two, maybe three."

Soren nodded, unsurprised. He stood slowly, his chair scraping against the floor in the sudden silence. "It wouldn't be wise for the Admiral to come alone."

Jane's face had paled considerably, and Alex could see the rapid pulse at her throat. "I'll go out to meet him," she said, her voice steady despite the nervousness evident in her movements. "You all should wait here. It'll look a lot less like you took me hostage if you're not hovering around me when he arrives."

"Are you sure that's wise?" Soren asked, concern evident in his voice. He stepped toward her, hand outstretched as if to stop her. "We don't know what kind of reception to expect."

Jane's eyes met his, a flash of determination cutting through her fear. "This is my home, Soren. My dimension. Let me handle this.

He hesitated but finally relented. “Alright.”

As Jane hurried out of the kitchen, Alex moved to the window, scanning the sky. The whine of a single shuttle was now audible to everyone, growing louder by the second. He watched as it touched down near the Stinger, its utilitarian, boxy form a stark contrast to their sleek little ship.

"Only one landed," Alex reported, his voice tense. "The others are backing off. I can still hear them, but they're heading away from the property. They must have dropped off additional personnel before moving off. They're planning to secure the perimeter, I'm sure."

"The question is if it's purely a protective measure for the Admiral, or if they might have ulterior motives," Soren said. "Alex, put the Phantoms on alert. We don't know how this is going to play out."

"Understood," Alex replied. He closed his eyes briefly, focusing on the neural link that connected him to his team. Jackson, he subvocalized, the words forming in his mind rather than on his lips. We've got company. Prep the squad. Unknown number of hostiles in the area. This is a delicate situation, so no engagement unless absolutely necessary. Keep your eyes open and be ready to move on my signal. Understood?

There was a moment of silence before Jackson's voice echoed in his mind, tense but steady. Copy that, Gunny. Just say the word, and we'll be there.

Good, Alex replied silently. Stay sharp. I'll keep you updated.

He turned his attention back to the scene outside. A tall, distinguished-looking man had disembarked from the shuttle—Admiral Walcott, Alex presumed. The Admiral paused, his eyes lingering on the Stinger for a long moment, his expression unreadable from this distance. Alex watched as he moved to greet Jane, noting the stiff formality in both their postures.

Two power-armored Marines followed Walcott, their heavy footsteps leaving imprints in the soft earth. They took up guard positions outside the house, their weapons held at the ready. Alex could make out the slight movements of their heads as they scanned the area.

"They're not taking any chances," Alex murmured, more to himself than the others. "Those Marines are kitted out for a full-scale assault, not a friendly visit."

"Let's hope it doesn't come to that," Soren replied, his voice grim. "Remember, we're here to talk, not fight, but be ready for anything."

The kitchen door opened, and Jane entered, followed closely by Admiral Walcott. The Admiral was an imposing figure—tall, athletic, with rugged good looks. His steel-gray hair was cut short in a regulation style, and his piercing blue eyes scanned the room, taking in every detail. Alex could almost feel the weight of that gaze as it passed over him—assessing, calculating.

Soren rose and stepped forward, hand outstretched in greeting, but Walcott held up a hand, stopping him short. The gesture wasn't aggressive, but it was firm.

"No need for pleasantries, Captain Strickland," he said, his voice deep and resonant, filling the small kitchen. "I know who you are. I know who all of you are." His eyes flickered to Alex briefly, a flash of something crossing his features before his expression smoothed back into neutrality. "I'm only here because I promised Jane I would hear you out. So let's get down to business, shall we?"

Soren nodded, his posture straightening as he entered a more formal demeanor. "Of course, Admiral. Thank you for coming."

"Would you like some coffee, Dan?" Jane asked, choosing to address the Admiral by his first name to alleviate the tension.

"No, thank you, Jane. Let's all sit."

Walcott sat at the table, displacing Alex, which was okay with him. "A Stinger's not exactly a subtle ride," he commented. "How did you get it down here without clearance?"

"You know me, Admiral," Soren said, slipping into his chair as Jane took hers.

Walcott couldn't hold back his slight grin. "I sure do. And I know better than to expect you to reveal your secrets. Now, what did you want to talk to me about? If it's to beg for a ceasefire, that's not on the table."

"I'm hoping that by the time I'm done, I won't need to beg," Soren said. "Your attack on my dimension is because of the Convergence, but its manifestation isn't what we initially believed it to be, and massacring the people in my dimension isn't going to save you."

"So Admiral Montoya told me," Walcott said, glancing at Lukas. "I was surprised to hear you were still alive. And working with the enemy."

"They aren't the enemy, sir," Lukas replied. "The Convergence is the enemy. And Grand Admiral Strickland is the enemy."

"Who?" Walcott asked.

As Soren began to explain, with occasional input from Lukas and Dana, Alex divided his attention between the conversation and his surroundings. His senses were on high alert, scanning for any sign of threat. The faint rustle of leaves outside, the distant call of a bird. He cataloged it all, building a constant, real-time map of their environment.

Halfway through Soren's explanation, Jackson's voice cut into Alex's mind, sharp and urgent. Gunny, we've got a situation. Stinger's sensors are picking up movement in the trees near the house. Multiple contacts, looking to surround you.

Alex's muscles tensed, but he kept his outward appearance calm. Copy that, he subvocalized. What's their disposition?

At least a full squad, Jackson replied, his mental voice tense. Maybe more. It looks like they're setting up for an ambush. What's the play?

Alex's mind worked furiously, weighing their options. A direct confrontation could escalate the situation beyond repair, but allowing a potential hostile force to surround them unchallenged was equally dangerous. Move the squad into position to engage, he finally decided. But hold fire unless I give the order. We can't risk escalating the situation unless we have no other choice. Use non-lethal options if possible.

Copy that, Jackson acknowledged.

Alex tuned back into his father’s conversation with the Admiral just as Soren was finishing his explanation. Admiral Walcott's face remained a mask of carefully controlled neutrality, but Alex could see the tension in the set of his jaw, the slight narrowing of his eyes. Experience reading body language in high-stress situations told Alex that the Admiral was conflicted. But why?

"You've made some very strong arguments, Captain," Walcott said slowly, his words measured and careful. Each syllable hung in the air, heavy with potential consequences. "And you've provided some compelling evidence. It's all quite extraordinary, but..."

Soren leaned forward, his eyes intense. The kitchen table creaked slightly under his weight as he braced his elbows on it. "But what, Admiral? What's holding you back?"

Walcott sighed. ”It might be too late," he admitted, his voice heavy with resignation. "The gears of war are already in motion, and they're not easy to stop. We have ships deployed, operations underway."

"With all due respect, Admiral," Soren countered, his voice filled with barely contained frustration, "that's an excuse. You have the power to call back your forces in a day. We're not asking you to completely halt operations—just to redirect them. To focus on the real threat. The fate of not just our dimensions, but potentially all of reality, is at stake here."

As the two men continued their tense exchange, Alex's augments buzzed with another message from Jackson. In position, Gunny. We've got eyes on the tangos. Two units in Karuta, looking like they're prepping for a hard entry. Something's not right here.

Copy that, Alex replied silently, his outward expression remaining neutral even as tension coiled in his muscles. Stand by for my signal. Be ready to move fast.

He turned his attention back to the room just in time to see Admiral Walcott's expression shift. The man's eyes darted to the window for a split second, so quickly that Alex might have missed it without his augmented perception. It was a tell, a silent signal that set off every alarm in Alex's combat-trained mind.

In that moment, Alex's instincts screamed danger. He caught the faint red dot of a laser sight settling on Soren's forehead, a pinprick of deadly intent against his father's skin.


CHAPTER 19



Triggering a boost, time immediately settled into a crawl, the world narrowing to a series of crystal-clear sensory inputs: the faint whine of capacitors charging in high-powered weapons, the subtle shift in air currents as snipers adjusted their positions, and the almost imperceptible tightening of Walcott's jaw as he prepared for what was to come.

Alex's augments kicked into overdrive, flooding his system with adrenaline and sharpening his reflexes to superhuman levels. A single thought blazed through his mind in the split second before all hell broke loose: Protect them. Protect them all.

"Engage!" he shouted aloud and through the neural link, his voice shattering the tense silence like a thunderclap. In the same instant, he launched across the room, his enhanced muscles propelling him with explosive force.

His body slammed into Soren's with controlled violence, tackling his father to the floor just as the window exploded in a shower of glass. The sharp crack of a high-powered rifle split the air, the bullet whizzing through the space where Soren's head had been a heartbeat before and burying itself in the wall.

“Everybody down!” Alex yelled, his voice rising above the sudden cacophony of shattering glass and splintering wood. "Multiple hostiles! Take cover!"

Alex covered Soren with his body as the kitchen erupted into chaos. Dana screamed as Lukas flipped the solid oak table onto its side and pulled her down with him behind it, his eyes wide with terror. Jane stood frozen for a moment, shock written across her features before Walcott grabbed her arm and yanked her down behind the kitchen island.

Alex’s mind reached out through the neural link, issuing rapid-fire commands to his team. Three, neutralize those snipers and secure our exit. Elena, Sarah, I need suppressing fire on the main approach.

The sounds of combat erupted outside as the Phantoms engaged the ambush force. Alex rolled off Soren, drawing his sidearm in one fluid motion. "Are you hit?" he asked urgently, his eyes scanning his father for any sign of injury.

Soren shook his head, his expression a mix of shock and grim determination. "I'm fine," he growled. "What the hell is going on?"

Before Alex could respond, the kitchen door burst open with a resounding crack as it slammed into the wall. His augmented reflexes kicked in, his body moving almost before his conscious mind could process the threat. He pushed Soren flat to the floor and pivoted on his heel as the two power-armored Marines posted outside the door stormed in, their weapons drawn and raised to fire. In one fluid motion, he raised his sidearm and rapidly emptied the magazine. The first four rounds caught the lead Marine in the faceplate, shattering the reinforced material and dropping him instantly. The following eight sparked off the second Marine’s armor before one found its mark—the weak point in his armor at the neck seam.

As he staggered back with a gurgled cry, Alex didn't wait for him to fall. He grabbed his father by his upper arm and pulled him in a low crouch to where Jane and Walcott were on their knees behind the L-shaped kitchen counter. Bullets ripped through the walls and windows above them, tearing the kitchen apart.

Soren grabbed the Admiral by the collar. “You son of a bitch. Jane invited you here for a conversation, not an assassination.”

Walcott put his hands up in submission. "I had no choice. I had orders, direct from the President.”

"We can discuss your orders later. Right now, we need to get out of here alive."

“Soren…” Jane’s voice was strained and filled with pain as she pulled her bloody hand away from the splotch of blood staining her pale green shirt a deep crimson.

Soren dropped to his knees beside her. and she slumped against him. He circled her shoulders with one arm, his other hand trembling as he applied pressure to her wound. "Stay with me, Jane," he pleaded. "I'll get you to the Stinger. Just hold on. Please."

Jane's gaze was distant as she looked up at him, her breaths coming in short, shallow gasps. She tried to smile, her lips barely moving, but the effort was too much. Her eyes began to lose their focus, the life slowly draining from them.

“No, Jane! Hold on,” Soren repeated, but there was nothing he could do. Her eyes closed, and her head fell limply against his shoulder, her last breath leaving her body. Soren’s gaze snapped to Walcott, filled with rage. “This is your fault, Admiral!” he screamed over the echo of gunfire. “More innocent blood on your hands!”

“Dad!" The sight of his mother’s doppelgänger lying there dead clawed at the center of Alex’s chest, but there was nothing any of them could do about her death. "Get to Dana and Lukas! We're evacuating!"

Soren released Walcott and gently laid Jane’s body on the floor. He took one last look at her and sprang into motion behind Alex, the two of them scrambling toward Dana and Lukas, huddling down with them behind the table.

“We need to get to the Stinger!" Alex shouted at them.” It's our best chance of getting out of here in one piece." He tapped into the neural link again, updating his team. Three, status report!

Jackson's voice came back, tight with exertion but clear. We've neutralized the snipers and are holding the perimeter, but we're outnumbered. More hostiles are inbound from the north. We need to bug out, Gunny! Fast!

Copy that, Alex replied. We're heading for the Stinger. Cover our exit and fall back to the ship.

Alex turned back to the others. “Alright. Stay low, move fast, and don't stop for anything. Dad, you take point. I'll cover our six. And you…" He looked over at Walcott still behind the counter, his eyes hard. “You’re coming with us!”

“What are you going to do with me?”

“I’m sure we’ll figure something out,” Alex hissed, aiming his gun at a spot right between the Admiral’s eyes. “Either get over here or I’ll shoot you right now!”

Walcott thought about it for a second before scurrying over on his hands and knees. Alex grabbed his arm and nodded to his dad. He waited until Soren, Dana and Lukas crouched beneath the line of fire and ran for the door. “Now, move!” Alex grabbed Walcott’s arm, jerking him roughly to his feet and shoving him roughly ahead of him.

They burst out of the back door of the house. The once-peaceful yard had been transformed into a war zone, the grass scorched and scuffed and wisps of smoke rising from the surrounding trees.

"Go, go, go!" Alex shouted, urging the group forward. He spotted movement through the trees just before a pair of FUP Marines jetted from cover, rifles turning toward Alex.

They never got a chance to fire.

A dark crimson suit exploded from behind the other side of the house, rifle barking as rounds slammed the knee joint of the first Marine, ripping through the actuators and into flesh. When the Marine landed from his jump, he immediately lost balance, toppling face-first to the ground.

The second Marine, picking up the threat, landed and pivoted away from them, only to find Elena already on him. She wrapped a forearm around his neck and triggered her jets to rise off the ground enough to turn him and bring him back down hard, slamming his helmet onto a rock, leaving him out cold.

She jetted toward them, moving in beside Alex as they raced for the Stinger.

“Thanks for the save,” he said.

“Don’t thank me yet,” she replied.

Gunny, Zoe said. We’ve got incoming attack drones on sensors.

Almost immediately, three predatory drones crested the treeline. They were too exposed, too vulnerable. There was no way they could make it to the Stinger before those drones opened fire.

"Everyone down!" Alex roared, tackling Lukas and Dana himself as the rest of the group dropped. Elena moved to cover Soren, turning to take aim at the incoming drones.

A heartbeat later, the sky lit up with a barrage of fire that cut through the air like angry hornets. The first drone exploded in a spectacular fireball, raining debris across the yard. Alex dove away from the flying shrapnel, worried about his sister and father. He looked back in time to see Elena deflect the worst of the debris from hitting Soren. The others were already safely outside the path of the wreckage.

The second drone took a direct hit to its propulsion system, spiraling out of control and slamming into Walcott’s waiting shuttle. The impact crushed its fuselage and pushed it onto its side, where smoke began pouring from the craft.

The third drone managed to evade the initial salvo. It banked hard, its weapons systems locking onto the prone group in the yard. The drone opened fire, its high-energy rounds tearing up the earth around them. Alex gritted his teeth, waiting for the searing pain of a direct hit. But it never came.

Instead, a massive shadow fell over them, accompanied by the screech of stressed metal. Alex looked up to see Swix standing beside Elena. The drone's fire had ricocheted off their armor, leaving gouges but failing to penetrate.

“We’ve got you covered!" Swix shouted, his voice slightly distorted by his helmet's speakers. "Get to the ship!"

“Move!" Alex yelled, joining the rest of the group as they sprinted the remaining distance to the ship.

As they reached the Stinger's ramp, Alex turned back to see the Lammergeiers still engaged with the drone. Swix was drawing its fire, while Elena sprinted across the yard, gaining speed before firing her jets and leaping high into the air. The drone’s sensors picked her up, and it maneuvered to engage, slowing considerably to make the tight turn and maintain a firing solution. Both Elena and Swix opened fire on it, rounds chewing it to pieces from both positions. It exploded, pieces of it falling down like autumn leaves.

"Now that," Swix said as he jogged to the Stinger, Elena right behind him, "was a thing of beauty."

"Nice shots, both of you," Alex replied, clapping them both on the shoulder. "Now let's get the hell out of here before more show up."

Jackson raced across the yard, scrambling into the Stinger behind them. “All clear,” he announced.

“I’ve got more incoming on sensors,” Sang announced. “Looks like they called in the cavalry. Captain, should we head for the hills?”

“No,” Soren replied. “Stay low and lose them.” He rounded on Walcott a second time as the Stinger began to rise. “You’re going to call off the dogs, and get us in to see O’Hara.”

“I…I don’t have the authority,” Walcott complained.

“Look, this is a military shuttle. You’re safely aboard. The threat to us is neutralized. We can do anything we want to you. Understood?”

“I can’t get you in to see the President, so if you’re going to shoot me, go ahead and do it.”

“Dammit, Jane trusted you!” Soren screamed in his face. “Now she’s dead! How many more innocent people need to die before you people get your heads out of your collective asses and start helping me fix the real problem?”

Walcott stared at him for a long, tense moment. Then he nodded, “Alright.” Rising to his feet, he advanced to the flight deck. Alex kept him covered as he moved between Sang and Tashi, Soren moving in behind them. “I’m going to open a comm channel on my credentials,” he said, reaching for the console.

“If this is a trick…” Soren warned.

“No. You’re right. This has gone too far.” He tapped on the console, entering his encryption credentials before speaking. “This is Admiral Walcott. My shuttle was hit. I’ve cleared the operational area in Strickland’s shuttle. The targets are neutralized. I repeat, the targets are neutralized. Stand down.”

All eyes turned to Sang, waiting for her report.

“The contacts are falling back,” she finally stated.

Both Alex and Soren exhaled in relief. He could hear Sang and Tashi do the same.

Walcott wasn’t done yet. “Sam, I need you to put me through to the President,” he said through the comms.

“Admiral…” An older woman’s voice came back. “The President is very busy, and⁠—”

“I know he’s busy,” Walcott snapped, cutting her off. “But this is an emergency. I need to speak with him. Now!”


CHAPTER 20



The Stinger touched down on the tarmac at Camp David with a gentle thud. Soren peered out of the forward transparency, his eyes narrowing as he took in the scene before him. The presidential retreat sprawled across the Maryland countryside—log cabins and modern structures—a complex blend of rustic charm and cutting-edge security, the entirety nestled among tall, swaying pines.

It all presented a stunningly peaceful tableau, though the welcoming committee, a squad of Marines in full Karuta armor, set Soren on edge. The Marines formed a tight perimeter around the landing zone, their weapons held at the ready. "Quite the reception," he muttered, more to himself than anyone else.

Admiral Walcott unbuckled his restraints with a soft click and stood, smoothing down his uniform with practiced precision. His face was tight, the lines around his eyes more profound than ever. “Your ship will remain under guard for the duration. If the hatch opens and you aren’t about to step back inside, it will be hit with enough firepower you’ll need tweezers to pick apart the remains.”

“Understood,” Soren said.

“And there's something else you need to know.”

Soren raised an eyebrow, waiting for the Admiral to continue. He could feel the tension radiating off the man in waves.

Walcott sighed heavily. “Those Marines out there have orders to subdue and restrain you before you're allowed anywhere near the President. I know it's not ideal, but it's non-negotiable if you want this meeting to happen."

"I expected as much, Admiral," he replied calmly. "I've been in chains before. It's a small price to pay if it means ending this war and saving billions of lives."

Walcott's eyebrows shot up, surprise evident in his features. "You're taking this remarkably well," he observed, a hint of admiration creeping into his voice.

"What choice do I have?" he replied, standing to steadily meet Walcott's gaze. "We're here to save reality itself. My pride isn't worth jeopardizing that mission."

A flicker of respect passed across Walcott's features. "You're a better man than most," he said softly. Then, squaring his shoulders, he added, "Very well. Let's not keep them waiting."

As the Stinger's exterior hatch opened, the warm late afternoon breeze washed over him, carrying with it the scent of pine and freshly cut grass. Soren took a deep breath of it, preparing for what was to come,

Two Marines were on him when Soren's boots hit the tarmac. Their movements were swift and practiced, hands patting him down ruthlessly. Soren remained still, his face impassive as they searched him for weapons.

"He's clean," one of the Marines announced, his voice slightly distorted by his helmet's speakers. The sound was cold and impersonal, reminding these men that Soren was nothing more than a potential threat.

Before Soren could respond, a Marine wrenched his arms behind his back with bruising force. The cold bite of metal encircled his wrists as the cuffs snapped shut with a decisive click. He winced slightly at the tightness but said nothing.

"Move," the second Marine ordered, giving Soren a not-so-gentle push between his shoulder blades. The force of it nearly made him stumble, but he managed to keep his footing.

Birdsong filtered through the air as they marched across the tarmac toward Aspen Lodge, the President’s private retreat within Camp David. The warbling melody offered a sweet counterpoint to the heavy tread of armored boots and what awaited him inside the Lodge.

Log walls and a sloping roof made the building look like a high-end cabin, but Soren's trained eye picked out the subtle signs of its true nature. The reinforced windows would likely stop anything short of a direct missile hit. Hidden cameras nestled in the eaves, and what he strongly suspected were concealed weapon emplacements disguised as decorative fixtures.

A team of Secret Service agents stood at the entrance, their dark suits and earpieces a stark contrast to the natural surroundings. As Walcott approached, one of the agents stepped forward, his hand resting casually near his sidearm.

"Admiral," he said, his voice clipped and professional. "The President is expecting you." His gaze shifted to Soren, eyes narrowing slightly as they took in the restraints. "This is the guest?"

Walcott nodded, his posture stiff. "Yes. We have clearance to bring him inside."

The agent's jaw tightened, a muscle twitching beneath his skin. For a moment, Soren thought he might object, but then he stepped aside, motioning for them to enter. "After you," he said, his tone making it clear that this was an order, not a request.

As they passed, Soren felt the weight of the man's stare on his back. One wrong move, and things could get very unpleasant very quickly.

Inside, rustic wood beams overhead and a large stone fireplace gave the space a cozy, intimate feel that painfully reminded him of his own home. They were led into a spacious living room, dominated by comfortable-looking leather furniture and a massive video display mounted above the fireplace. Pictures of the Presidents past and present with various dignitaries lined the walls.

One of the Marines shoved Soren down in a wingbacked chair, the leather creaking when he landed.

"The President will be with us shortly,” Walcott said, stepping away to confer with one of the Secret Service agents.

Soren took the opportunity to study his surroundings more closely. The room’s warm colors, soft lighting, and comfortable furnishings were clearly designed to put visitors at ease, but beneath the veneer of comfort, he sensed the underlying rigidity of a place where world-changing decisions were made. The fate of an entire galaxy could be decided here over a cup of coffee.

The minutes ticked by with agonizing slowness. Soren's wrists ached from the tight cuffs, and the weight of the Marines' stares was almost palpable. He focused on his breathing to remain calm, using techniques he had practiced while a prisoner of the CIP. In, out. In, out. Each breath was a reminder that despite everything, he was still alive, still fighting.

Suddenly, the atmosphere in the room shifted. The Marines snapped to attention with an audible rattle of armor, and even Walcott straightened his posture. A moment later, President O'Hara strode into the room.

Soren's first impression was one of a man who filled whatever space he entered, though not just physically. O'Hara was a heavyset man with broad shoulders and a large head that seemed almost too big for his body. It was the sheer force of his personality that expanded and filled every corner of the room. His face was creased with laugh lines, and a warm smile played at the corners of his mouth, giving him an almost grandfatherly appearance. His eyes however were sharp and alert, missing nothing as they swept across the room, passing without reaction over Soren to land on Walcott.

"Well, well," O'Hara said, his voice a slightly scratchy baritone tinged with amusement. "Dan, I distinctly remember ordering you to kill this imposter, not bring him by for afternoon tea." He chuckled at his own joke, the sound filling the room like rolling thunder.

Walcott shifted uncomfortably, his discomfort evident in the set of his shoulders. "Mr. President, I⁠—"

O'Hara waved him off, his attention returning to Soren. He approached slowly, studying the captive Captain with undisguised interest. "My word,” he murmured, leaning in close enough that Soren could smell the faint scent of cigars and whiskey on his breath. "The resemblance is uncanny. It's like looking at a ghost."

Soren met the President's gaze steadily, refusing to be intimidated. "I assure you, Mr. President," he said, his voice calm and measured, "I'm very much alive, despite your efforts.”

O'Hara's eyebrows shot up, a grin spreading across his face that reminded Soren uncomfortably of a predator baring its teeth. "And you have the same smart mouth!" he exclaimed, smirking with satisfaction. "I have to say, Captain, you've got some brass ones on you, willing to come here restrained after I ordered your death? That takes conviction."

"Or desperation," Soren replied evenly.

“Either way,” O’Hara replied, taking a seat on the end of the sofa caddy-corner to Soren’s chair. The piece of furniture creaked in protest of his bulk. “You went through a lot of trouble for this meeting. So what is it you want from me?”

“Foremost, I want you to stop killing innocent people,” Soren said. “Billions of them already. Good people like Admiral Jack Harper and Jane Strickland, not to mention Soren and Alex, when you sent them to kill me and my son."

The smile vanished from O'Hara's face as if it had been wiped away, replaced by a look of shock that aged him ten years in an instant. "Jane?" he repeated, his voice suddenly hoarse. "Jane Strickland is dead?"

Walcott stepped forward, his face grim. "I'm afraid so, sir," he said softly, as if speaking too loudly might make the news even worse. "There was...an incident during the operation to apprehend Captain Strickland. Jane was caught in the crossfire."

O'Hara's face darkened with anger, his jovial demeanor evaporating like morning mist. “Damn it!" he roared, slamming his fist down on a nearby table hard enough to make the lamp on it rattle. "I ordered a precision strike, not a bloodbath! Those jarheads better pray I don't have their bars and chevrons for this."

He turned back to Soren, his expression softening slightly as he visibly struggled to regain his composure. "I'm sorry about Jane," he said, his voice gruff with emotion. "She was a good woman. Our Soren...he loved her deeply."

Soren nodded, a lump forming in his throat as he thought of his own Jane. “I love my Jane just as deeply, Mr. President, and at this point, I have no idea if she’s alive or dead.” He could only hope she was fine and that he could stop the invasion of his galaxy before it was too late for her. “She is, in part, why I'm here. You’re slaughtering innocents, but you aren’t achieving a damn thing. The Convergence is worse than you thought. Far worse."

O'Hara’s lips thinned."Alright, Captain," he said, folding his hands over his ample stomach. "You've got my attention. Let's hear it."


CHAPTER 21



Over the next several minutes, Soren laid out everything they had learned to President O'Hara about the true nature of the Convergence. He explained the multiple dimensions involved, the accelerating pace of the merge, and the looming threat posed by Grand Admiral Strickland. As he spoke, he watched O'Hara's expression cycle through a range of emotions from disbelief to confusion, and finally to a grudging acceptance.

When Soren finished, O'Hara let out a long, low sigh before shaking his head. "Well, I’ll be damned. It’s hard to believe a version of you actually managed to take over the entire Federation. I'm not sure whether to be impressed or terrified."

"Both would be appropriate," Soren replied. "What matters now is stopping him. Like I said, the war between our dimensions is pointless. You’re fighting the wrong enemy."

O'Hara's eyes narrowed, his gaze suddenly sharp and penetrating. "You make it sound so simple, Captain," he said, his voice low and bitter. “Do you have any idea how many resources we've poured into this war? How many lives have already been lost?" He leaned forward, determination dominating every line of his face. "You're asking me to tell the families of our fallen that their sacrifices were for nothing."

Soren met the President's gaze unflinchingly. "With all due respect, Mr. President," he said, his voice firm, "that's exactly what I'm asking. Because it’s the truth. Or you can keep massacring innocents instead of helping stop the destruction of everything—not just our dimension or yours—but all of them. Is your pride worth that price?"

Before O'Hara could respond, a chime sounded from Walcott's pocket, cutting through the moment like a knife. The Admiral pulled out a sleek datapad, his brow furrowing as he read the incoming message. "Mr. President," he said. "I need to take this. It seems urgent."

O'Hara waved him off. "Go ahead, Dan," he said, never taking his eyes off Soren, his voice deceptively casual. "The Captain and I have some more talking to do.”

Walcott stepped out of the room, his footsteps fading down the adjacent hallway. O’Hara’s stubborn demeanor had vanished entirely, replaced by the intense calculations of a seasoned politician. "Let me ask you something, Captain. As for all these deaths you mentioned, do you think I don't care about them? That I'm some kind of monster who revels in bloodshed?"

Soren held the President's gaze, refusing to be intimidated. "No, sir," he replied honestly. "I think you're a man doing what he believes is best for his people, but I also know you're wrong.”

O'Hara barked out a deprecating laugh. "Wrong?" he questioned, shaking his head. "Captain, I'm trying to save an entire dimension from being erased from existence. Your O'Hara would do the same thing in my position, and you know it."

"Perhaps," Soren conceded, shifting slightly to ease the pressure on his wrists. "But it still wouldn't make it right. And it doesn't change the fact that your current strategy is doomed to failure. You can't stop the Convergence by wiping out my dimension. All you'll accomplish is weakening the effort to stop the Convergence. Our time to accomplish that is rapidly running out."

O'Hara was silent for a long moment, rarely blinking, his eyes never leaving Soren's face. The only sound in the room was the soft ticking of an antique clock on the mantel. When the President finally spoke again, his voice was intense, barely above a whisper. "Alright, Captain," he said. "Let's say I believe you. What exactly are you proposing?"

Soren took a measured breath, acutely aware that what he said next would be the make or break moment. Everything hinged on what he said next. “Negotiate a ceasefire and end the hostilities. Order your fleet back from my dimension and then send them through the Eye to join with what’s left of the third dimension’s FUP and CIP against the Strickland Federation.”

“That’s a pretty tall order. A ship like that will be hard to turn back around if you aren’t as good as your word.”

“But I am as good as my word. If you knew this dimension’s Soren, then you know it’s true.”

“We’ll see. What if I agreed to send a strike force through the Eye to gather direct evidence of your claims?”

“Time isn’t on our side, Mr. President.”

“I understand that. I want to believe you, Captain. Believe me. I don’t like the idea of killing anyone by mistake, but you aren’t exactly a reliable source. Not when I’ve tried to kill you twice already.”

"Mr. President, I'm not here to play games or score political points. I'm here because the fate of all reality is at stake. My pride, my reservations—none of that matters in the face of what we're up against. You need to⁠—“

He stopped speaking when O’Hara put up his hand. “I’m the President of the Federation of United Planets, not you. Don’t tell me what I need to do.” He paused in thought. “I’ll send a strike force through the Eye,” he said after a brief consideration. “And you’ll wait here on Earth, a guest of the FUP Navy, while I do.”

Soren’s stomach clenched. This wasn’t the answer he was after. But if it would get the FUP into the real fight, he couldn’t argue. “Thank you, Mr. President,” he said. “There are a couple of things you should know about the Eye. One, your ships will need their shields upgraded to make it through the cosmic instability inside. Two, there’s only one safe path through, and only the Wraith can navigate it.”

“Convenient for you, isn’t it?” O’Hara said. “I’m afraid you’ll need to share the details if you want us to follow up.”

“Of course,” Soren said. “I’ll provide whatever help I can.”

O'Hara's eyebrows shot up, surprise and skepticism warring on his face. “You'd hand over this information?" he asked incredulously. "Just like that?"

"If it means getting your help, yes," Soren replied without hesitation.

O'Hara opened his mouth to respond, but before he could speak, the door burst open with a bang that made both men jump. Walcott rushed in, his face ashen, clutching his datapad like a lifeline. His usual military composure was gone, replaced by raw, barely contained panic.

"Mr. President," he said, his voice cracking with urgency, "we have a situation. A major situation."

All traces of his distrust of Soren vanished in an instant, replaced by anxious concern. "What is it, Dan?" he demanded, rising to his feet.

"We just received a tranSat from Tau Ceti, sir. It's…it's unprecedented. Millions of people there have collapsed for no apparent reason. It's complete chaos. Here…look for yourself. His hand shook as he held the datapad out to O’Hara. “There are thousands of accidents, injuries, fatalities. The hospitals are overwhelmed, emergency services are barely functioning."

Soren felt his blood run cold, a chill racing down his spine. “It’s the Convergence," he interrupted, the words falling from his lips like a death knell.

O'Hara snatched the datapad from Walcott's hand, his eyes widening as he scrolled through the report. The color drained from his face, leaving him looking pale and shaken. "My word,” he muttered, his voice hoarse. "Ninety percent of the personnel at the naval base are unconscious. How is this possible? What the hell is going on?"

Walcott shook his head, running a hand through his hair in a gesture of helpless frustration. "We don't know, sir. And there's more." He reached over, tapping the screen to bring up an image. "This was sent along with the tranSat report. It’s terrifying.”

Soren strained against his handcuffs to get a better look. The image showed a view of Tau Ceti from orbit. Superimposed over it, like a ghostly double exposure, was another Tau Ceti. The continents were slightly different, the coastlines altered, but it was unmistakably the same planet. The sight was both beautiful and terrifying—two versions of reality, bleeding into one another.

"That's not my Tau Ceti," he said, his voice filled with a mix of awe and dread. “Your FUP wiped out the population there months ago. People only fall unconscious when they’re close to a doppelgänger. They wouldn’t drop from the proximity of an uninhabited world.”

O'Hara's head snapped up, his eyes locking onto Soren with laser-like intensity. "What are you saying?" he demanded, his voice sharp with barely contained panic.

Soren met the President's gaze steadily. "I'm saying that this proves everything I've been telling you," he replied, his voice gaining strength with each word. "There are more than two dimensions in play here. The Convergence isn't just a theory, Mr. President. It's happening right now, right in front of your eyes.”

O'Hara sank back onto the sofa, the datapad slipping from his fingers and clattering on the floor, the sound echoing in the suddenly silent room. For a long moment, he said nothing, his eyes distant as he processed the implications. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper, all traces of the confident leader gone. "How do we stop this?"

"We can't. Not yet," Soren said, his voice firm. "But we can slow it down, maybe buy ourselves enough time to find a solution. To do that, we need to take on the Strickland Federation before they build any more of the weapons that led to the Convergence and will only make it worse when used again. It's the only way to save our worlds.”

O'Hara's gaze suddenly sharpened, the political animal back, weighing options, calculating risks. "And you think you can do this?" he asked, his voice carrying a hint of challenge. "Reverse the Convergence?"

Soren lasered in on the President's gaze, unflinching in the face of his scrutiny. "I don't know," he admitted. "But I do know that if we don't try, if we keep fighting each other instead of working together to find a solution, we're all doomed. We need time. We need resources. Resources only you can provide."

O'Hara was silent for a long moment, his eyes never leaving Soren's. Then, with a heavy sigh that rose from the depths of his soul, O'Hara pushed himself to his feet. "Dan," he said, "assemble the Joint Chiefs. All of them. We need to stop this war. Now."

Walcott's eyes widened, shock evident in his features. "Sir? Are you sure about this?"

O'Hara nodded. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life. Captain Strickland is right. We've been fighting the wrong battle because we didn’t know any better, but now that we do, it's high time we fix our mistake."

Walcott nodded and hurried out of the room, already speaking rapid-fire into his comm unit. O'Hara turned back to Soren. "I hope you know what you're doing, Captain," he said as he motioned one of the Marines to remove Soren's restraints. The cuffs fell away with a soft click. "Because if you don’t, we might have just signed the death warrant for two dimensions instead of one."

Soren rubbed his wrists, relief flooding through him as the circulation returned. The skin was red and chafed, but it was a small price to pay for gaining O’Hara’s support. He met the man's gaze, his expression solemn. “Not two, Mr. President. All of them. But I give you my word, everything I've told you is the truth. And I swear to you, my science team and I are doing everything in our power to find a way to reverse the Convergence. My team is working around the clock."

O'Hara nodded, a ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. It was a tired smile, the smile of a man who had just taken on an immense burden, but there was a glimmer of hope in his eyes. "I believe you, Captain, and just so you know, your Earth’s defenses have repulsed our attacks, so your wife, I assume, is alive and well. Now…” He gestured towards the door, squaring his shoulders as if preparing for battle. "...let's go save reality, shall we?"


CHAPTER 22



Soren stepped out of Aspen Lodge into the long shadows of late afternoon, the meeting with President O'Hara and the Joint Chiefs remaining fresh in his mind. They had offered him a glimmer of hope where before there had been only desperation.

As the armored Marines escorted him across the manicured lawn toward the waiting Stinger, he was eager to share the news and details of what he could only label as a total success. No. He decided it wasn’t a total success. Not when this dimension’s Jane had paid for the outcome with her life.

With any luck, the pointless killing would end very, very soon.

The moment he entered the Stinger, the various muted conversations ceased. Every eye turned to him, searching his face for any clue as to how the meeting had gone. The air inside the shuttle thickened with tension, the silence almost palpable.

"Well, Dad?" Alex finally asked, unable to contain himself any longer. "What happened in there? Did you get their help?"

Soren looked around at the faces of his crew, each one expressing tentative hope. Tashi fidgeted nervously with a loose thread on his sleeve. He noticed Dana holding Lukas’ hand, squeezing it tightly in anticipation.

"We've made progress," he told them. “President O’Hara has agreed to my request for the FUP in this dimension to help counter the Strickland Federation. But it turns out that the situation is more complex and immediate than we initially thought."

“What do you mean?” Dana asked.

Soren quickly recounted the reports from Tau Ceti, watching as expressions of shock and disbelief spread across the faces of his crew. Dana covered her open mouth in dismay when he described the ghostly double image of the planet.

Only Lukas could find words."Two versions of Tau Ceti, visible simultaneously?" He asked, his voice filled with awe. “The barriers between the dimensions must be stretching thin in that region."

Soren nodded grimly. "It's not just stretching thin, Lukas. It's converging. Millions of people on Tau Ceti have collapsed, just like Jackson and Zoe did when they were near their counterparts. The hospitals are overwhelmed, emergency services are barely functioning. It's chaos."

“Damn,” Jackson muttered. "It's like a disaster movie.”

"Worse," Zoe added, her voice barely above a whisper. "At least in the movies, you usually know what you're fighting against, and you can be sure humankind will win.”

A heavy silence again fell over the cabin as the gravity of the situation truly sank in. It was Alex who finally broke it, his voice tight with concern. "Dad, do you know anything about our Earth? Do you know if Mom is safe?”

Soren turned to his son, seeing the worry etched into his features. "According to O'Hara, their fleets have so far been unable to breach our Earth's defenses. Our people have been getting their tails kicked by this dimension’s strike force for months now, but they’ve managed to hold them off. The FUP planned to combine their forces for one final, massive assault, but..."

"But what, sir?” Zoe asked.

"It won't be necessary now," Soren finished, watching as understanding dawned on their faces.

"You mean they're calling off the attack?" Dana asked, her voice filled with hope and disbelief.

"More than that. They're calling off the entire war. O'Hara and the FUP Joint Chiefs are sending a tranSat message to their fleet on this side of the rift. They'll relay it through to the fleets on the other side, ordering them to stand down immediately and begin the retreat."

A collective sigh of relief swept through the cabin. Tashi let out a whoop of joy, while Sarah and Zoe exchanged looks of stunned disbelief.

"I can't believe it," Alex said, shaking his head. "Just like that, the war's over?"

"Not exactly just like that," Soren corrected. "It took the threat of total annihilation across multiple dimensions to make it happen. But yes, the war between our two dimensions is over."

Lukas, however, still looked troubled. He cleared his throat, drawing Soren's attention. "Captain," he said, "do you think we could get access to any data from Tau Ceti? Sensor readings, imagery of the juxtaposition, anything? They must be capturing it.”

Soren pulled out a new data pad from his inner jacket pocket. “A gift from the President. I have a direct line to Admiral Walcott. I'll contact him and see what we can get." He fixed Lukas with an intense gaze. "Your primary mission now is to figure out how to reverse the Convergence. Nothing else we do matters if we can't stop it."

Lukas swallowed hard, nodding his understanding. "Of course, Captain. I'll do everything in my power to find a solution. But...the more data we have, the better our chances."

"Agreed," Soren said. "I'll make sure you get everything we can lay our hands on."

He turned to Sang. “See if you can get me a comms link to the Wraith.”

"Aye, Captain," she replied, tapping on her console. “It might not go through, considering their positioning.”

“I know. But we can save another nine-hour flight back if we can establish a connection.”

They waited for over two minutes. Soren was about to give up when the bar on the console turned green.

“Well what do you know,” Sang said. “Link established, Captain.”

"Jack?" Soren called out. "Do you read me?"

There was a burst of static, and then Jack's familiar voice filled the cabin. "Soren? I’m glad to hear your voice. Is everything okay?”

“Yes and no,” Soren replied.

“Good news and bad news, eh? Is there ever good news and good news?”

“Not this time.”

Soren quickly brought Jack up to speed on the situation, watching as his crew's expressions shifted between hope and concern as he spoke. When he finished, there was a moment of stunned silence from the other end of the comm.

"Well, I'll be damned," Jack finally said. "So what's our next move?"

“I need you to bring the Wraith into Earth orbit," Soren ordered. “We’ll be here for the next few days while the FUP organizes.”

“Aye, Captain,” Jack replied. “I assume we can expect a resupply?”

"Admiral Walcott has promised us a full ordnance reload, parts, equipment, perishables, and whatever else we need.” He glanced back at Lukas. “He’s also promised to provide the best scientists they have to help you figure out how to stop the Convergence.”

Lukas let out a derisive snort. "The best scientists?" he replied, his voice bitter. "The best scientists were on Omega Station, and they destroyed it."

"I know," Soren said softly. "Believe me, I haven't forgotten what they did. I'm not in love with this O'Hara and his FUP either. But we have to work with what we have. It's our only chance." He paused, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I've even requested the specific Hooligans from this dimension to replace the ones we lost in action."

“Good thinking,” Jack approved.

“Yes, but we need to be careful about who we bring aboard,” Dana said. “We can't afford to have any duplicates nearby."

“I know,” Soren answered. “Walcott will send me complete duty rosters for the fleet that will meet us near the Eye. We'll go over them carefully to avoid any potential conflicts."

Jackson, who had been quiet until now, let out a short, sharp laugh. "The Eye," he said, shaking his head in disbelief. "We're really going back through that thing again? Once was enough. Twice was crazy. I don’t think I’d call the third time a charm.”

"I'd call it necessary," Soren replied, his voice firm but not unkind. "I know it's dangerous, Jackson. Believe me, I'm not thrilled about it either. But it's a risk we have to take."

"I know,” he sighed forlornly. "Doesn't mean I have to like it.”

"None of us like it," Zoe chimed in. "But we'll do what needs to be done. That's what we always do, right?"

Soren nodded, feeling a swell of pride for his crew. "Right," he agreed. "Now, let's get moving. We've got a lot of work ahead of us."

He turned back to Sang, who had been listening intently to the conversation. "Lift off," he ordered. "We'll meet the Wraith in orbit."

As Sang began the pre-flight sequence, Soren made his way to a seat in the back of the Stinger. He settled into it with a heavy sigh, feeling the weight of responsibility pressing down on him. The shuttle vibrated gently as it lifted off, the ground falling away beneath them.

Through the viewscreen beside him, Soren watched as Camp David grew smaller, the sprawling complex giving way to the lush Maryland countryside. As they climbed higher, the curvature of the Earth and then the thin blue line of the Earth’s atmosphere became visible, the unending star-studded blackness of space above it. It was a breathtaking sight that never failed to fill him with awe.

But today that awe was tinged with a deep sense of urgency. Somewhere out there, beyond the blue curve of the horizon, reality itself was unraveling. And it was up to them to find a way to stitch it back together.


CHAPTER 23



The Wraith's hangar bay hummed with activity, the cavernous space filled with the echoes of voices and the clang of equipment being moved. Soren stood alongside Lukas, Dana, and Harry, watching as the first FUP resupply shuttles glided through the shimmering containment field. The utilitarian craft touched down with barely a whisper, landing far enough into the hangar to allow more shuttles to enter behind it.

As the shuttle's engines spooled down from a high whine to a low hum, Soren could feel the anticipation radiating from his companions, particularly Harry. The quartermaster's eyes were wide, his eagerness to refill the ship’s stores almost comical.

"I can't believe it's finally happening," Harry said, bouncing on the balls of his feet like an excited child. "After months of worrying about how to stretch what we had left, we're finally getting a proper resupply. Do you think they remembered everything I put on the list? I mean, I know we're facing the end of all reality and whatnot, but some comforts are important too, yeah?”

Soren couldn't help but smile at Harry's enthusiasm. The quartermaster's ability to find joy in the smallest things, even in the face of cosmic disaster, was one of the reasons Soren valued him so highly. "I'm sure they did their best, Harry," he replied, his tone warm with amusement. "But if not, I'm confident you'll find a way to make do. You've always been resourceful."

Harry grinned, a mischievous glint in his eye. "Oh, you know me, sir. I've got my ways." He leaned in conspiratorially, lowering his voice. "Maybe I'll even have a chat with myself from this dimension, see if he can pull some strings. Two Harry Greenes working together? Unstoppable!”

He settled slightly as the shuttle's hatch hissed open, revealing a group of individuals in civilian attire—scientists. They filed out, twelve in total, their heads swiveling in all directions to take in the full measure of the hangar bay. Their expressions, a mixture of excitement and apprehension, held such an innocent interest that it suggested they had never been on a warship before.

Or any other ship, for that matter.

As soon as the group cleared the shuttle, uniformed FUP Navy spacers began unloading crates of equipment behind them. Soren didn’t know the contents, only that it was equipment Lukas had specifically requested.

A tall man with thinning white hair and brown eyes approached them ahead of the others, his shoes clicking decisively against the deck. Carrying himself with the confident air of someone used to being listened to, his gaze quickly assessed each of them before settling on Soren.

"Captain Strickland, I presume?" he said, extending his hand. His voice carried the crisp accent of an educated Englishman, each word precisely enunciated. “Doctor Edwin Hawthorne, Cambridge University. It's an honor to meet you, sir. I must say, when I received the call about this mission…well, to be honest, I told them I wasn’t interested.” He paused to chuckle softly. “Then President O’Hara contacted me personally and told me what we were truly up against. How could I say no after that?”

Soren shook the offered hand, noting the professor's firm grip. "The honor is mine, Doctor,” he replied. "We're grateful for your assistance in this unique situation. I'm glad you were able to make an exception to be here.”

Beside him, Lukas let out a small gasp of recognition, his eyes widening as if he were in the presence of a celebrity. “Doctor Hawthorne?" he said, his voice filled with awe. "The Edwin Hawthorne? Author of 'Quantum Entanglement and Its Applications in Newtonian Physics’? I...I've read all your papers, sir. It’s a real honor to have you here.”

Hawthorne's eyebrows rose slightly, grinning at Lukas. "I'm flattered you've heard of me, Dr. Mitchell. Your work on dimensional rifts is quite impressive in its own right. If what the President told me is true, we have you to thank for giving us a chance to stop it before it’s too late.”

Lukas blushed slightly at the compliment, looking for all the world like a starstruck fan meeting his idol. He turned to Soren, his eyes wide with excitement. "Captain, Doctor Hawthorne is one of the leading minds in quantum physics and mathematics." He paused, a look of wonder crossing his face. "Maybe...maybe not all the best minds were on Omega Station after all."

Soren nodded, feeling a glimmer of hope at Lukas' enthusiasm. It was rare to see the usually reserved scientist so animated. "That's certainly good news," he said. “Doctor, I look forward to seeing what you, your team, and mine can accomplish working together. We're in dire need of all the expert help we can get.”

"I look forward to it as well, Captain," Hawthorne replied, his tone becoming more serious. "The opportunity to study this Convergence phenomenon is terrifying, of course, but from a purely scientific standpoint, it’s utterly fascinating."

Dana stepped forward, extending her hand to the professor. “Commander Dana Strickland," she introduced herself. “Formerly of the research vessel Galileo. One of our on-board experiments was based on your proposed equations for quickly determining the nature of an unexplored region of space using quantum-based methods. I look forward to working with you and your team, Doctor.”

“Wonderful to meet you, Commander,” Hawthorne replied. “I may be the oldest mind in our assembled all-star team, but I’m certainly not the brightest. Let me introduce you to the others. Captain, if you’ll excuse us.”

“Of course,” Soren replied.

Lukas and Dana followed Hawthorne up to the rest of the science team, their voices rising excitedly as they discussed scientific topics Soren didn’t pretend to understand. He turned away from them when he felt a vibration from the secure datapad in his pocket. He pulled it out, seeing Admiral Walcott's ID on the incoming transmission.

"Excuse me," he said to Harry, his tone shifting to one of concern. "I need to take this. Make sure our new guests are settled in and have everything they need."

"Aye, Captain," Harry replied. "I'll make sure they're all tucked in nice and proper after I straighten things out with the rest of the incoming shuttles.” Even as he said, a second shuttle passed through the force field and entered the hangar bay, following the hangar crew’s hand signals on where to set down.

Soren accepted the Admiral’s call, moving to a quieter corner of the hangar bay. "Admiral," he greeted, keeping his voice low as he watched the bustle of activity around him. "What can I do for you?"

Walcott's face appeared on the screen. The lines around his eyes seemed deeper than before, the stress of recent events limiting his ability to sleep. "Captain Strickland," he said, nodding in greeting. "I wanted to update you personally. The ceasefire and stand down directive has reached our rift fleet and will be transferred through to your dimension within the hour. If all goes according to plan, the attack will be over within the next twenty-four hours."

Soren felt a weight lift from his shoulders, one he hadn't even realized he'd been carrying. The thought of his home dimension, of Jane and all those he cared about, finally being safe from this senseless war brought a wave of relief washing over him. "That's excellent news, Admiral," he said, unable to keep a note of emotion from his voice. "Thank you. You have no idea what this means."

"Don't thank me yet," Walcott replied. The admiral's voice lowered, taking on a more confidential tone. "As requested, I'm transmitting the duty rosters for the fleet that will be heading to the Eye, but I have to express my concerns, Captain. You mentioned the Eye is unstable, and there’s a specific route that needs to be maintained to pass through it safely. But I’m still deeply troubled, especially as the Convergence progresses and the Eye continues to destabilize. I know in your report you mentioned upgraded shielding. But that kind of work will take weeks we don’t have.”

Soren understood the admiral's worries all too well. The memory of their harrowing journey through the Eye was still fresh in his mind. "I share your concerns, Admiral," he said, his voice grave. "I won't lie to you—the journey through the Eye is dangerous. I’m not sure we have a choice.”

“I've got good people on those ships, Strickland. Damn good people. I'm not sure they can withstand those kinds of forces. We could be sending them to their deaths. What I’m trying to say is that I just sent you the best minds in our dimension. I hope you can use them to mitigate the risk. To find us a choice.”

“There isn’t a lot of time before we’re due to disembark,” Soren said.

“No, there isn’t. I’m not sure there’s an answer, but given another day, I’d like your science team to try to come up with one. We've lost enough good people in this mess already. On both sides of the rift.”

"I give you my word, Admiral," Soren replied solemnly. "We'll do everything in our power to ensure the safety of your crews."

"Good luck, Captain," Walcott said. "We're all counting on you.”

As the transmission ended, the weight of responsibility settled heavily on Soren’s shoulders. He took a moment to collect his thoughts, the lives of countless individuals now depended on his decisions. He was pulled from his reverie by the approach of a young lieutenant, his uniform crisp, his posture rigid.

The officer stopped before Soren, snapping to attention with a sharp click of his heels. "Captain Strickland, sir," he said, his voice carrying the slight twang of a colonial accent. "Lieutenant Sharma, in charge of the resupply operation.” He held out a datapad. “I have inventory of the incoming shuttles here. My orders were to provide everything you requested.”

Harry, who had drifted back after meeting the science team, perked up at the Lieutenant’s announcement. His eyes lit up like a child on Christmas morning. "Everything?" he asked as he joined them, a note of hopeful disbelief in his voice. "You mean, everything everything?"

The lieutenant's serious expression cracked slightly, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Yes, sir," he replied, a hint of pride in his voice. "Everything on your list, down to the last item. Even the, ah, more unusual requests."

Soren raised an eyebrow at this, not entirely sure what that meant but suspecting it had something to do with Harry's culinary ambitions. "Thank you, Lieutenant," Soren said, deciding it was probably better not to ask for details. "Your efficiency is appreciated. Carry on with the resupply."

As Sharma left to oversee the unloading, Soren turned to Harry, who looked like he might burst with excitement. "Do I want to know what unusual requests the Lieutenant was referring to?" he asked, squinting warily at his quartermaster.

Harry's grin widened. "Oh, nothing too outlandish, Captain. Just the essentials for any well-stocked galley facing the potential end of all reality." He paused, grin widening. “And enough whiskey to help you make all the right decisions.”

“I knew I could count on you, Harry,” Soren said.

“I’ll have one of the bottles delivered to your ready room as soon as it’s unpacked.”

Leaving Harry to oversee the unloading of the supplies, Soren turned his attention back to where Lukas, Dana, and the newly arrived scientists were deep in conversation. Their voices carried across the hangar, fragments of complex theoretical discussions mixing with the more mundane sounds of the resupply operation.

He approached the group, catching the tail end of an animated discussion about quantum entanglement across dimensional boundaries. Professor Hawthorne was gesticulating enthusiastically, his eyes alight with intellectual fervor.

"...and if we consider the possibility of quantum tunneling between dimensions," Hawthorne was saying, "it opens up entirely new avenues for understanding the mechanics of the Convergence. Dr. Mitchell, your work is undoubtedly key to unraveling this mystery."

Lukas nodded eagerly, his earlier starstruck demeanor replaced by the confidence of a scientist in his element. “I think that if we combine quantum-based equations with our models of inter-dimensional tachyon transfer, we can⁠—”

"Lukas," Soren said, interrupting as politely as he could. "I hate to break this up, but we need to discuss something urgent."

Lukas turned, his face flushed with excitement from the intellectual exchange. "Of course, Captain," he said, quickly composing himself. "What is it?"

Soren glanced at the assembled scientists before continuing, his voice low and serious. "It's about the Eye. We don't have time to upgrade the shielding for the entire fleet, and we all saw what happened to the Strickland Federation ships that tried to enter unprepared. Plus, given recent events, the Eye's likely even more unstable now. Admiral Walcott is concerned for the safety of the fleet, as am I. We need a potential solution, and fast.”

The excitement drained from Lukas' face, replaced by a look of determination. "You're right, of course," he said. "We need to find a way to protect the ships, or at least increase their chances of survival. Some kind of variable shielding, perhaps. An upgrade to the shield network controllers, maybe. Or a method to stabilize the dimensional boundaries as we pass through..."

Doctor Hawthorne stepped forward, his eyes gleaming with interest. "The Eye?" he asked, his voice filled with scientific curiosity. “The anomaly you mentioned in your report, correct, Captain? The one that acts as a gateway between dimensions?"

Soren nodded, turning to address the professor. "That's right. It's our biggest obstacle to stopping the Convergence. We need to find a way to get entire fleets of warships through safely, without the months of preparation we had for our own ship."

Hawthorne stroked his chin thoughtfully. "Fascinating. Tell me, Captain, what exactly happens to unprepared ships that attempt to traverse the Eye?”

Soren's expression darkened as he recalled the destruction they had witnessed. "It's not pretty, Professor. We saw ships torn apart by the energy fluctuations. Some were crushed by gravitational forces, others…unravelled, for lack of a better term. And that was weeks ago. Who knows how dangerous the Eye is now.”

"Fascinating...and terrifying, of course," Hawthorne replied. "But if we could understand the mechanics of that process, perhaps we could devise a countermeasure."

Lukas nodded eagerly, already pulling out a datapad to make notes. "Yes, exactly! If we combine our understanding of the Eye's energy patterns with the latest data from Tau Ceti, we might be able to create a sort of...dimensional stabilizer. Something to help the ships maintain their quantum coherence as they pass through."

"It's worth exploring," Soren agreed, feeling a glimmer of hope at their enthusiasm. "But remember, we're working against the clock here. We’re due to depart for the Eye in two days.”

"Understood, Captain," Lukas said, his voice filled with determination. "We'll get right on it. With this team, I'm confident we can come up with something. We'll work around the clock if we have to."

"Good," Soren said, feeling a small measure of relief. "Keep me updated on your progress. I'll be in my ready room, going over the duty rosters Admiral Walcott sent over. If you need anything—any resources, any data—don't hesitate to ask. This is our top priority."

"Of course, Captain," Dana added, her expression serious. "We'll make sure to coordinate with the engineering team as well. If we do develop some kind of protective technology, we'll need to be able to implement it quickly across the fleet."

As Soren turned to leave, he could hear Lukas and Hawthorne already diving into a rapid-fire exchange of ideas, their voices filled with the excitement of scientific discovery.

With minds like these working on the problem, perhaps they stood a chance after all.


CHAPTER 24



Soren sat at the desk in his ready room, his gaze fixed on the unopened bottle of Jack Daniels that, as promised, Harry had delivered. The amber liquid glowed invitingly in the soft light, seeming to whisper promises of temporary respite from the pressure of command. Soren's fingers twitched towards the bottle, but he shook his head. "Later," he muttered to himself, pulling his hand back. He needed a clear head for the task at hand, no matter how tempting the alternative might be.

He turned his attention back to the datapad in front of him. The screen glowed with the duty rosters Admiral Walcott had sent over, an endless stream of names and faces that blurred together after hours of scrutiny. Soren rubbed his eyes, feeling the strain of the past few days weighing heavily on him.

He was so engrossed in his work that he almost missed the soft chime from the door. The sound cut through his concentration, pulling him back to the present moment.

"Enter," he called out, straightening in his chair and trying to shake off the fog of fatigue that threatened to cloud his mind.

The door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing Wilf. The young engineer stood hesitantly at the threshold, his fingers twitching nervously at his sides. His eyes darted around the room, taking in the sparse furnishings before locking onto the untouched bottle of whiskey with sudden, uncontrollable longing.

Soren picked up the bottle, quickly opening the bottom drawer and shutting it out of sight. Wilf’s withdrawal from alcohol and drugs—especially Jet—during his first week aboard the Wraith had been hell for him. The visual temptation was one he didn’t need.

Wilf’s eyes shifted to Soren once the bottle vanished from view. "Captain," he said, his voice carrying a hint of uncertainty. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything important. Do you have a moment?"

“Of course,” he said, gesturing for Wilf to come in and have a seat on the other side of his desk. Despite his exhaustion, he made an effort to appear alert and attentive. His crew needed to see him as a pillar of strength, especially in these uncertain times. "What's on your mind?"

Wilf stepped inside, the door closing behind him. He sat down and fidgeted momentarily, clearly struggling to find the right words. His fingers danced on his thighs, a physical manifestation of his racing thoughts. "Well, sir," he finally said, "it's about the Eye. I was talking to Tashi earlier, and he mentioned that everyone's worried about passing through it again."

Soren leaned back in his chair, studying Wilf's face. The young man's forehead was creased with tension, his eyes darting around the room as if searching for answers in the bulkheads. "That's understandable," Soren replied, his voice gentle. "Our last passage was harrowing, to say the least. I don't think any of us are looking forward to repeating the experience."

Wilf nodded vigorously, some of the tension easing from his shoulders at Soren's understanding tone. "Exactly, sir. And, well, I've been thinking about it. A lot, actually." He paused, taking a deep breath before continuing. His words came out in a rush as if he feared losing his nerve if he didn't get them all out immediately. "There's something that doesn't make sense to me. We've seen rifts opening from our dimension to this one, and from other dimensions to this one. Remember when you encountered those other Wraiths? Those came from a fourth dimension somehow linked to this one.”

Soren nodded, the surreal encounter still fresh in his mind. The sight of multiple versions of his ship locked in deadly combat had burned into his memories. "I'm not likely to forget that anytime soon," he said.

"Right," Wilf continued, gaining confidence as he spoke. His hands moved more animatedly now, punctuating his words. "But here's the thing that's been bothering me: why haven't we seen any rifts from the third dimension? You know, the one with the Strickland Federation? It just doesn't make sense is all. We've got rifts popping up all over the place, but nothing from the dimension we're actually trying to reach? It seems impossible.”

Soren frowned, considering Wilf's words. It was a good question, one he realized he should have asked himself. The constant pressure of crisis after crisis had left little time for such reflections, but that was no excuse. He prided himself on seeing the bigger picture, on not getting so caught up in immediate problems that he missed crucial details. Had he fallen into that very trap?

"I assumed it was because of the Eye," he said slowly, thinking out loud. "That the anomaly was somehow...containing that dimension, for lack of a better term. Like a dam holding back a river, keeping it flowing in one direction.”

Wilf's fingers nodded in understanding. "But sir," he pressed, his voice gaining urgency, "if the Convergence is affecting all dimensions equally, shouldn't there be rifts forming everywhere? It's like...imagine you're pouring water into a bunch of connected containers. The water level rises in all of them, right? It doesn't just pick and choose."

Soren leaned forward, his interest piqued. He could feel the fog of fatigue lifting as his mind engaged with this new puzzle. "You're right, Wilf," he said, a note of admiration creeping into his voice. "That is odd. Have you talked to Lukas about this? Or any of the other scientists?"

Wilf's face fell slightly, his earlier confidence wavering. "I tried, sir," he admitted, his fingers twisting together nervously. "But they're all so busy. It's like trying to get the attention of a warp core engineer during a breach alert. They're all wrapped up in their calculations and theories. I feel like they might think I'm interrupting with something silly. Like I'm a kid tugging on their sleeve while they're trying to save the universe."

Soren shook his head emphatically, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Wilf, there's nothing silly about asking questions. Especially not when those questions might lead us to important answers. Let's get them in here and run this by them. Sometimes the most important insights come from unexpected places. Good thinking, Wilf. This could be crucial."

As Soren contacted Lukas, Dana, and Doctor Hawthorne, requesting their immediate presence in his ready room, Wilf visibly relaxed. His fingers now bobbed with excitement. There was a newfound confidence in his posture, a pride in having the captain take his concerns seriously.

"Thank you, sir," Wilf said, his voice filled with gratitude. "I just hope I'm not wasting everyone's time with this."

Soren fixed him with a steady gaze. "Wilf, no question is a waste of time. Remember that."

“Aye, Captain.”

It didn't take long for the scientists to arrive. They filed in, looking tired but motivated. Before Soren could even greet them, Lukas launched into an excited announcement.

“Captain, I think we've made a breakthrough," he said, practically bouncing on his toes. "We've been working on a way to stabilize the Eye by modulating the energy through our shield nodes. If we can counter the resonances within the anomaly, we might be able to create a stable corridor around each ship for them to pass through."

Dana nodded eagerly, picking up where Lukas left off. She set her datapad on Soren's desk, bringing up a complex holographic display. Swirling energies and mathematical equations danced in the air between them. "We're thinking of creating a sort of…quantum temporal bubble around each ship," she explained, her hands moving through the hologram to illustrate her points. "By carefully adjusting the shield frequencies, we should be able to maintain quantum coherence even in the face of the Eye's chaotic energies. See here?" She pointed to a particular equation. "This represents the harmonic resonance we need to achieve.”

Doctor Hawthorne, not to be outdone, chimed in. His distinguished voice added a note of gravitas to the excitement. "The mathematics are quite fascinating, Captain," he said, his eyes gleaming with intellectual fervor. "We're dealing with multi-dimensional theories that push the boundaries of our understanding. It's like trying to solve a Rubik's cube where each square is itself another Rubik's cube. But if we're right, we might be able to navigate the Eye with the same ease as executing a space fold.”

Soren held up a hand, stemming the tide of scientific jargon before it could overwhelm him. The holographic display flickered and vanished as Dana lowered her datapad. "That all sounds very promising," he said, choosing his words carefully. He didn't want to dampen their enthusiasm, but there were other matters to consider. "And I'm impressed by the progress you've made in such a short time, but before we get too far ahead of ourselves, there's something else we need to consider, which is the reason I called you here.” He gestured to Wilf, who had gotten up to give Dana his chair. He was standing quietly to the side, looking somewhat overwhelmed by the scientific discourse. "Go ahead, Wilf. Tell them what you told me."

Wilf swallowed hard, clearly intimidated by the assembled scientific minds. But as he began to speak, his voice grew stronger, his hands moving expressively as he explained his observation about the lack of rifts from the Strickland Federation's dimension.

"It's just... it doesn't make sense," he concluded, looking from face to face. "If the Convergence is affecting all dimensions, why haven't we seen any rifts to the Federation's universe? How can that be?”

As Wilf finished, Soren watched the scientists carefully. He could see the wheels turning in their minds, but there was also a flicker of something else—a sheepishness in their expressions—suggesting that in their quest for a scientific solution, they too had overlooked a much simpler answer. The silence stretched, heavy with unspoken thoughts.

"Well," Hawthorne said after a moment, his tone measured as he thoughtfully stroked his chin. "It's an interesting observation, certainly. The young man has a point. But I'm sure there's a perfectly logical explanation that fits within our current understanding of the Convergence. Perhaps some quirk of quantum mechanics we haven't yet considered."

Lukas nodded, though Soren noticed a hint of doubt in his eyes. "Perhaps the Eye is acting as a sort of...dimensional anchor," he suggested, his voice lacking its usual confidence. "Stabilizing that particular connection between universes. Like a lightning rod for inter-dimensional energy."

Dana frowned as she considered the problem. "But if that were the case," she mused, "wouldn't we see evidence of increased energy flow through the Eye? Our sensors haven't picked up any significant changes in its output."

Soren leaned forward, his gaze intense. He could sense the scientists retreating into the comfort of theoretical discussion, and he needed to refocus them on the practical implications. "I appreciate your theories," he said, his voice low and serious, "but let's not forget what's at stake here. We're not just dealing with abstract scientific concepts or interesting thought experiments. The fate of multiple realities hangs in the balance. Is there a chance that Wilf is right about other rifts leading to the third dimension?”

The scientists exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them. Soren could almost see the battle between professional pride and scientific integrity playing out in their expressions. Finally, Lukas sighed, his shoulders slumping slightly in defeat.

“Yes, Captain,” he said. He turned to Wilf, a look of grudging respect in his eyes. "It's a good catch," he admitted. "And now that I think about it, you're probably right. Given my original calculations, it's likely that rifts have opened to that dimension as well. We just haven't encountered them yet. We've been so focused on the Eye as the primary point of mobility between the two dimensions that I’m afraid we blinded ourselves to other possibilities."

A heavy silence fell over the room as they all considered the ramifications of this realization. Soren felt a chill run down his spine as a new worry took root in his mind. The possibilities were staggering, and not all of them were good.

"If that's true," he said slowly, voicing the concern that hung unspoken in the air, "then we have to consider the possibility that the Strickland Federation might have already discovered these rifts. They could be planning to use them to infiltrate other dimensions without anyone being the wiser."

“Including our dimension,” Dana said, face pale. “The FUP will call a ceasefire, only to have the Strickland Federation pick up where they left off.”

“The silver lining is that Grand Admiral Strickland wants to conquer the galaxies, not eradicate them,” Lukas said.

It was little comfort to any of them.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” Dana said. “We should have thought of the possibility of other rifts, especially after what happened with the multiple Wraiths. It’s a horrible oversight on our part. An unforced error we can’t afford to make again.”

“I agree,” Soren replied, “but the blame isn’t fully yours. No one else considered it either, including me. Or they didn’t have the courage to bring the possibility to my attention. In any case, the time for theoretical discussion on that matter is over. I need you to focus on locating these potential rifts. Use whatever resources you need. We can use one to send the FUP fleet through to the Grand Admiral’s dimension and avoid the Eye completely.”

“Yes, sir,” Dana said. “We’ll get right on it.”

As the scientists filed out, Soren turned to Wilf. The young engineer stood straighter, a mix of pride and nervousness evident in his posture.

"Thank you again for bringing this to my attention, Wilf," Soren said sincerely. "You've proven today why it's so important for the crew to feel empowered to speak up. Your insight might have just given us a crucial advantage."

Wilf beamed with pride, his fingers dancing a jubilant pattern in the air. "Thank you, Captain," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "I'm just glad I could help."

“Me, too,” Soren replied with a smile. “Is there anything else, then?”

“No, sir. That was all.” He stood and headed for the door, practically bouncing with newfound confidence. Soren sank back into his chair, remaining still as he let everything sink in.

Nearly ten minutes passed before he reached for his comm unit, intent on contacting Admiral Walcott to update him on this latest development. He had asked for another option to reach the Strickland Federation, and Wilf had unexpectedly provided it.

Before he could initiate the call, the secure datapad chirped with an incoming transmission. Walcott's face appeared on the screen, his expression grim. The lines around his eyes seemed deeper than ever, etched with worry and lack of sleep.

"Captain Strickland," he said without preamble, "we have a situation. Unidentified ships are attacking Glaive. I'm sending you a recording now."

Soren's heart sank as he watched the footage. The sudden appearance of warships shattered the peaceful expanse of space around Glaive. They moved with predatory grace, their weapons blazing as they tore through the planet's unprepared defenses. The attacking ships were unmistakable.

The Strickland Federation. His worst fears had been realized.

"It's them," he confirmed, his voice tight with dread and frustration. "The Strickland Federation has found a way through. Damn it, we're too late."

Walcott's face paled, the blood draining from his features as the full impact of Soren's words hit him.

“Did they come from the Eye?” Walcott asked.

“Perhaps not,” Soren replied. “I just received a report from my team that the ongoing Convergence was likely to create new rifts between dimensions. With the CIP joining forces with the FUP in the third dimension, the SF fleet was likely already near Glaive, either preparing to attack or having already conquered it. They found the rift and came through.”

“With no warning and no negotiation,” Walcott lamented.

“That’s how Grand Admiral Strickland likes to do things,” Soren replied.

“So what do we do?" Walcott asked. “We were completely unprepared for this kind of assault."

Soren's mind raced, quickly formulating a plan. Years of command experience kicked in, pushing aside the initial shock and focusing on the immediate needs of the situation. "Redirect your forces to Glaive immediately," he ordered, his voice steady and authoritative. “If they used a rift that developed near Glaive, then we can use it as well to bypass the Eye. We'll rendezvous with the fleet there instead.”

Walcott nodded, some of his composure returning at Soren's decisive tone. "Understood. I'll give the order right away. But Captain, it'll take our closest ships days to reach Glaive. The planet's defenses won't hold out that long against an all-out assault."

"I know," Soren replied. "But it's the best we can do right now.” Soren remembered what Lukas had said earlier. “The upside is that the Strickland Federation wants to conquer your dimension, not exterminate it.”

Walcott’s face twisted at the remark, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he nodded and disconnected the comms. Soren shuddered with cold dread as his image faded from the datapad’s screen.

The war they had hoped to bring to the Federation had come to them instead.


CHAPTER 25



For Soren, the past seven days in fold space had felt like an eternity, each moment stretching out under the leaden weight of anticipation and dread. In his hand, a glass of whiskey caught the light of his terminal, the amber liquid almost too inviting, given the stress everyone on board was under. Whether it was engineering effecting repairs with the replacement parts Walcott had provided, Minh trying to integrate his new pilots with the original squadron survivors, or the science team working hard to solve the riddles of the Convergence, there was no lack of strain coupled with a lack of sleep.

Himself included.

He took a slow sip of the whiskey, savoring the burn as it slid down his throat. The oaky flavor reminded him of home, of peaceful evenings spent with Jane on their porch in Montana. How long ago that seemed now, how far away that life felt.

The past week had been a flurry of activity as the crew worked tirelessly to bring the Wraith back to full fighting form. The new equipment had been a tremendous boost, allowing them to effect repairs that had been impossible before. Shields were back up to full strength, and the ordnance stores were fully stocked, but even with the ship in top form, the unknowns that awaited them at Glaive weighed heavily on everyone's minds.

Soren's thoughts were interrupted by the soft chime of his door. He set the glass on his desk, the crystal making a soft clink against the surface. "Enter," he called out, straightening in his chair.

Captain Minh Pham stepped into the room, his usually composed features marred by a frown. The squadron leader came to attention, his posture rigid. "Captain," he said, his voice tight. "I apologize for disturbing you, but we have a situation with the new Hooligans."

Soren gestured for Minh to take a seat. "At ease, Captain. Sit down and tell me what's going on."

Minh settled into the chair across from Soren, but his posture remained stiff, betraying his discomfort. "Sir, the integration isn't going as smoothly as we'd hoped. The new pilots are...well, they're arguing with the other members of the squadron and with me. They’re not becoming team players.”

The news lit a candle of fury in Soren’s chest. “Have you made it clear to them what we’re up against here? And the consequences of failure?”

“Yes, sir,” Minh replied. “The thing is, they can't understand why their entire squadron wasn't brought in to replace us."

Soren leaned back, his candle dimming as he studied Minh's face. He could see the strain there, the worry lines etched deeper than usual. "And you're wondering the same thing, aren't you?" he asked softly.

Minh nodded, his shoulders slumping slightly. "Yes, sir. I am. Don't get me wrong, I'm grateful for the replacements. But it feels incomplete. Like we're neither one squadron nor the other, even though we’re all Hooligans.”

"I chose to bring in only the replacements we needed because I know and trust you, Minh," he explained. "You and your surviving pilots have been through hell with us. You have experience against this enemy that you can share with your new squad members. But you also understand what we're up against in a way that a completely fresh squadron never could.”

Minh's expression softened slightly, but the tension didn't leave his frame entirely. "I appreciate that, sir. I think I understand, but there's more to it than just squadron cohesion."

Soren raised an eyebrow, prompting Minh to continue.

Minh took a deep breath before plunging in further. "The new pilots...they know they’re here because their alternate selves were killed in action. It's affecting them, sir. Badly."

"How so?" Soren asked, leaning forward, his full attention now on Minh. He had failed to anticipate this reaction from the replacement pilots. None of the original Hooligans had ever exhibited a lack of self-confidence.

"They think they're cursed, sir," Minh said. "They keep saying things like 'we're dead men flying' and 'the universe already killed us once, it’ll kill us again'. It's not just affecting morale, sir. I'm worried it could impact their performance when we need them to be on their A-game.”

Soren considered the implications. A squadron of fighter pilots who believed they were doomed by a disaster waiting to happen.

"Have you tried talking to them about the differences in our timelines?" he asked. "Emphasizing that they're not actually the same people who died?"

Minh nodded vigorously. "I have, sir. Multiple times. But they're not really listening. It's like they're fixated on the idea that they're doomed. One of them, Lieutenant Reyes, he even said to me, 'Cap, you can't cheat fate. We're just living on borrowed time.'"

Soren tapped his fingers on his desk, his mind racing through potential solutions. After a moment, he looked back at Minh.

“Okay, here's what we're going to do. First, I want you to pair each of the new pilots with one of your veterans. Not just for training but for downtime too. Let them integrate with a subset of the squadron before asking them to fully mesh as part of the team. Secondly, I want you to review how each of their counterparts died with them.” Soren put up a hand before Minh could object. “I know it’s a hard thing to do, but by reviewing the fates of the original Hooligans, they’ll hopefully better realize they’re completely different individuals.”

“It will be difficult, but if it’ll help, I’m all for it, sir.”

“Thirdly, I want you to run them through some of our most challenging simulations. Push them to their limits, but make sure they succeed. They need to build confidence in their abilities, to see that they can overcome seemingly impossible odds."

"Understood, Captain," Minh said, his voice gaining strength. "I'll set up a new training regimen right away."

"Good," Soren said. "And there's one more thing. I want you to remind them that by being here, they're already changing their fate. They're not the same people who died. They're making different choices, fighting different battles. Their futures are unwritten."

Minh stood, looking more determined than when he'd entered. "I'll implement these strategies right away, sir. Thank you for your time and guidance."

As Minh turned to leave, Soren added, "And Minh? If the problem persists, let me know. I'll deal with it myself if necessary."

"Aye, Captain," Minh replied before exiting the room.

Soren had barely turned back to his desk when the door chimed again. He suppressed a sigh, wondering if Minh had forgotten something else he wanted to discuss. "Enter," he called out.

The door slid open to reveal Lukas, and Soren's heart sank at the sight of him. The scientist looked as if he hadn't slept in days. His hair was disheveled, and dark circles hung under his eyes, but the expression of guilt on his face truly concerned Soren.

"Lukas," Soren said softly, gesturing to the chair Minh had just vacated. "Come in, sit down. What's troubling you?"

Lukas shuffled into the room, collapsing into the chair. "Captain," he began. I...I needed to speak with you. I needed to apologize."

Soren leaned forward, his brow furrowing with concern. "Apologize? For what, Lukas?"

Lukas took a shuddering breath. "For overlooking the formation of new rifts as a means to bypass the Eye. It was a critical error, one that might have cost countless lives. Anyone else who dies because of this oversight, the people of Glaive, their blood is on my hands." He shook his head and leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, the raw pain in his voice palpable. “There’s already so much blood on my hands.”

Soren felt a surge of sympathy for the tormented scientist. He reached across the desk and placed a comforting hand on Lukas' forearm.

"Lukas, look at me," Soren said, his voice gentle but firm. He waited until the scientist looked up to meet his gaze before continuing. "You're not alone in this. None of us considered it, including me. We were all so focused on the Eye that we missed other possibilities. That's not just on you."

Lukas shook his head vehemently, unconvinced. "But I should have seen it, Captain. It's my job to think of these things, to consider all the angles. I failed, and now Glaive is under attack. People are dying because I wasn't smart enough, wasn't thorough enough. I⁠—"

"Stop," Soren said, his voice taking on a sharper edge. "This kind of self-flagellation isn't helping anyone, Lukas...especially you. We all failed to see this coming, but beating ourselves up about it won't save lives or stop the Strickland Federation." Lukas fell silent, his head again dropping, his shoulders again slumping. Soren softened his tone, continuing, "What matters now is how we respond. We need to focus on solutions, not on assigning blame. Understood?”

Lukas nodded. “I know, Captain. I just…so much of this is my fault. It’s a heavy burden to bear.”

“You’re holding up well to it,” Soren said. “And I need you to hold it together a while longer.”

“Now, have you made any progress on locating the rift near Glaive?”

A spark of his usual enthusiasm crept back into his voice as he replied, "Actually, yes. That's...that's the good news. I believe I’ve pinpointed its location. We should be able to navigate directly to it once we exit the fold."

Soren nodded, feeling a sliver of hope. "That is good news indeed. Well done, Lukas. But I sense there's some bad news as well?"

Lukas took a deep breath, exhaling it sharply. "The bad news is multifaceted, sir. First, according to our calculations, new rifts are appearing every three or four days, from multiple dimensions."

“We already assumed that would be the case,” Soren reminded him.

“Yes, sir. But it’s confirmed. And there’s more. With the help of Doctor Hawthorne and the new science team, we've made a breakthrough in understanding the nature of the Eye itself."

“It’s caused by multiple overlapping rifts, isn’t it?” Soren said.

Lukas blinked, clearly surprised. "I...yes, sir, that's exactly right, but how did you know?"

Soren allowed himself a small smile. “From what we know about the proliferation of rifts, it seemed like the logical conclusion. The Eye's unique properties, its instability...it makes sense if it is itself a convergence point for multiple dimensional boundaries."

Lukas nodded, a look of admiration crossing his face. "Your insight is impressive, sir. Yes, the Eye appears to be a nexus point where multiple dimensional rifts intersect. It's why it's so unstable, so dangerous to traverse."

"I see," Soren said, his mind racing with the implications. "But that raises another question. If the Eye is a convergence of multiple rifts, why did we always end up in the third dimension when we passed through it? Why not one of the others?"

Lukas ran a hand through his already disheveled hair, his scientific curiosity seemingly overriding his earlier despair. "That's one of the things we're still trying to figure out, sir. Our best guess is that it has something to do with the way the dimensional 'bubbles' are converging. The third dimension is at the heart of the Convergence, so the pull towards it is likely stronger."

"It's a solid theory. Keep working on it, Lukas. This could be crucial to understanding the nature of the Convergence and how to stop it."

"Of course, sir," Lukas replied, standing to leave. He paused at the door, turning back. "And thank you, Captain. For making me see I shouldn’t shoulder all the blame. I'll keep you updated on any new developments."

As the door closed behind Lukas, Soren’s mind whirled with everything he'd just learned. He picked up a datapad, scrolling through the latest status reports from around the ship. His thoughts drifted to what awaited them at Glaive, to the Strickland Federation forces they would soon face.

The fate of multiple dimensions hung in the balance, and Soren was acutely aware that every decision he made, down to how to deal with superstitious pilots, could tip the scales between salvation and annihilation.


CHAPTER 26



The blinding flash of light that accompanied the Wraith's exit from fold space faded and the vast starscape surrounding Glaive came into view. Soren's eyes adjusted quickly as the bridge hummed with tension, every crew member poised for action. He didn’t need the ship’s sensors sweeping the area to understand what they had just folded into.

He could make out the fighting surrounding the ice planet in the forward viewscreen. The dark splotches of warships against Glaive’s white backdrop, the flares of blue shield energy, and the reddish hues of explosions.

"Keira, raise shields," Soren ordered without hesitation, his voice cutting through the silence. "Sang, get us moving. Mark, put the sensor display over the barrel."

The crew responded with practiced efficiency.

"Shields up, Captain," Keira reported, her voice steady despite the palpable tension on the bridge.

Sang's hands gripped the controls, guiding the Wraith into a smooth, controlled acceleration. "Initiating evasive maneuver epsilon, sir," she announced, her eyes never leaving her station.

The sensor projection activated ahead of Soren, displaying the positions of all the vessels involved in the fighting. Mark's voice conveyed a hint of awe as he said, "Sensor display active, Captain. I'm picking up multiple contacts. It's a full-scale battle out there."

“And judging by the fleet compositions, it looks like our side’s winning,” Jack commented.

Soren eyed the sensor grid, noting that the FUP ships outnumbered the apparent SF ships by nearly three to one at this stage of the battle.

“Sang, take us in. Keira, if we get a clean shot at any of the SF ships, fire at will. Mark, keep us zoomed in on the action.”

“Aye, Captain,” they replied.

The feed on the viewscreen shifted, zooming in for a better view of the fight. As Soren watched, a pair of FUP Komodos converged on a lone SF Valkyrie. The Valkyrie twisted and turned, its engines flaring as it attempted to evade the onslaught and fight back. Railgun fire from the Komodos peppered its shields, creating a dazzling light show as the energy barriers struggled to hold.

“By the stars,” Jack whispered from beside Soren, his face illuminated by the momentary flashes of distant explosions. "It's like watching circling sharks going after their prey."

Soren nodded grimly, his eyes fixed on the unfolding drama. "A fitting analogy, Jack. And just as brutal."

The Valkyrie's shields finally collapsed under the relentless barrage, leaving the ship vulnerable. A volley of missiles streaked from the lead Komodo, their fiery trails cutting through the darkness. They struck home with devastating results, tearing into the Valkyrie's hull.

Secondary explosions blossomed along the length of the SF ship, each one brighter than the last. For a moment, it looked as if the vessel might somehow hold together. But then, with a final, silent eruption, it succumbed to the inevitable. The Valkyrie broke apart in a spectacular display of destruction, scattering debris across the battlespace.

As Soren surveyed the rest of the engagement, it became clear that this was the final act of a one-sided battle. The much larger FUP force was systematically dismantling what remained of the SF fleet. Komodos and Rhinos moved with deadly purpose, their superior numbers and firepower overwhelming the dwindling SF resistance.

"It seems Strickland severely underestimated the military strength of this dimension's FUP," Soren observed, his mind already racing ahead to the implications. "He didn't send nearly enough ships for a successful invasion."

Jack nodded in agreement, his brow furrowed in thought. "A costly mistake. One I'm sure the Grand Admiral won't make twice. He's not known for repeating errors."

"No, he isn't," Soren agreed, a hint of worry creeping into his voice. "Which means the next assault will likely be far more formidable. We need to be prepared."

He watched as another Valkyrie went dark, leaving only a handful of battered ships on the board. He favored an FUP victory, of course, but what bothered him was the Federation’s unwillingness to retreat in the face of inevitable defeat. Their cost in both lives and ships had to be astronomical.

“Samira, send out a general hail on military channels, using the encryption protocols Walcott provided,” Soren ordered. “I want to speak to whoever is in charge on the FUP side.”

“Actually, Captain,” she replied. “We’re being hailed.”

“Put it through.”

"Captain Strickland," Admiral Lane greeted him. "I must say, it's rather surreal to be on the same side now, considering I was sent to kill you not so long ago. The universe has a strange sense of humor, doesn't it?"

Soren had no choice but to swallow his enmity for the man who had attacked Omega Station and killed this dimension’s Jack Harper, along with the scientist civilians on the station. "That it does, Admiral. Before we take this conversation any further, I’d like to request that you order your fleet to stand down.”

“Look at your sensor grid, Captain,” Lane replied. “The battle isn’t over yet. The enemy isn’t trying to run.”

“They can’t run,” Soren explained. “The fate that awaits them back in their dimension would be just as bad, if not worse than dying here. Cease fire, and give them a chance to surrender. Tell them the Grand Admiral will never have to know they survived.”

“That’s not how this normally works. They have every opportunity to hail us and surrender. We would honor it.”

“They can’t do that either. Please, Admiral. I know the enemy. Given a chance, they’ll surrender.”

“Very well. Standby.”

The comms went silent. Soren turned his attention to the viewscreen. Within seconds, all of the engaging FUP ships had stopped shooting. Within a few minutes, the remaining SF ships had killed their thrusters and come to a dead stop.

“Well, Captain,” Lane said, returning to the comms. “It looks like you were spot-on. Consider this an olive branch, given our earlier interaction.”

Soren’s jaw clenched. An olive branch? Lane would have gladly slaughtered the rest of the SF ships on his own and never given it a second thought. He had to remind himself that this dimension, this FUP, was like a waypoint between his version and Strickland’s. More aggressive, but not to the same extreme.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Soren replied, though the words tasted sour coming out of his mouth.

“I notice you didn't use your cloaking device to approach, Captain. Were you trying to avoid startling us, or is there another reason?"

"I'm afraid the cloak was irreparably damaged in our last encounter with the Federation. We've had to make do without it. Trust me, I'd much rather have had the element of surprise on our side."

"A shame," Lane replied, though Soren detected a hint of relief in his voice. "It was a powerful advantage."

“We still have some other advantages,” Soren said. “Now that the fighting’s over, what’s the situation here, Admiral?”

The admiral's expression grew grave as he began his briefing. "The Federation ships managed to destroy our orbital defenses before we could mount an effective response. They then proceeded to bombard the planet, targeting major population centers in an attempt to force a surrender."

Soren clenched his jaw at the news. “How bad is it?" he asked, dreading the answer but knowing he needed the full picture.

"Bad, but not as catastrophic as it could have been," Lane replied, his voice tight. "About half of the surface domes were destroyed or severely damaged. We're looking at millions displaced, thousands dead or injured. However, Glaston remains largely intact. It's currently housing a significant number of refugees from the more heavily hit areas."

"Any idea on the SF strategy?" Soren pressed. "Were they targeting specific infrastructure, or was this just a show of force?"

Lane shook his head. "From what we can tell, it was a bit of both. They hit the solar facilities hard, but also struck at residential domes. Classic shock and awe tactics, designed to break our will to resist."

"And the rift they used to get here? Have you located it?"

A flicker of surprise passed across Lane's face. "We've been too busy with the immediate threat to search for it. I don’t suppose you have information on its location?"

"We do," Soren confirmed. "And we need to move on it as soon as the rest of the fleet arrives. It's our best chance to take the fight to the Grand Admiral’s doorstep, to hit the SF before they can launch another assault."

Lane's eyes lit up with interest, a spark of hope kindling in his expression. "Agreed. We have three additional strike forces en route from the first rift, with more ships returning to our dimension as we speak. However," he added, his expression growing troubled, "we face a significant tactical problem. With rifts potentially opening anywhere, we need to maintain a strong defensive posture across all our territories, especially around Earth. It’s become a limiting factor in how many resources can be freed to follow us through the rift.”

Soren subconsciously shook his head in disagreement with the news. His voice was intense as he laid out his argument. "The best defense in this case, Admiral, is a strong offense. If we can strike hard and fast at the heart of the Strickland Federation, we can force them to redirect their forces to defend their own territory instead of attacking here. It's our best shot at protecting the worlds here and ending this quickly. As you know, with the Convergence encroaching on us, time isn’t on our side.”

The comms went silent while Lane considered his words. Finally, he replied. "I don't disagree, Captain. Your strategy has merit, and frankly, I'm inclined to agree with you, but unfortunately, that decision isn't mine to make. I'll relay your recommendation up the chain of command, but I can't promise anything."

"I understand," Soren replied, though frustration simmered beneath his calm exterior. He had no intention of waiting for Lane to contact his superiors. Not when he had direct access to Admiral Walcott. But he also wouldn’t throw his special status with the man in Lane’s face. “Please, impress upon them the urgency of our situation. Every moment we delay gives Strickland more time to prepare, to find new rifts, to strike at more of our worlds. We need to seize the initiative while we have it."

"I'll do my best, Captain," Lane assured him. "Your reputation precedes you, even in this dimension. Your words carry weight. In the meantime, hold your position near Glaive. The rest of the incoming ships should arrive within the next twenty-four hours.”

"Understood, Admiral."

The transmission cut off. Soren turned to Jack. "You have the conn. I'll be in my ready room."

"Aye, Captain. I'll take good care of her."

Soren strode off the bridge, walking briskly to his ready room. The door hissed shut behind him, and he immediately moved to his desk. He pulled out the secure datapad, tapping on the screen to establish a tranSat link to Admiral Walcott, uncertain if the relay satellite remained intact.

Either the SF had failed to target the relay, or Lane had already deployed a replacement because the connection succeeded. Unfortunately, the distance meant a twenty-four-minute delay between send and receive. This would be a long conversation, even if it was a short conversation.

“Admiral Walcott, this is Captain Strickland. The Wraith has arrived at Glaive. I'm afraid the news isn't good. The SF forces managed to destroy half the surface domes before they were repelled. Millions displaced, thousands dead or injured. And that's just from this one attack. I’ve made contact with Admiral Lane. He informed me of the decision to bolster planetary defenses across the board. I believe that, given the four months we have remaining until the Convergence is irreversible, this decision is in error. I believe we need to be more agile, and accept more risk. We need to take the fight to the Strickland Federation, and put them on the defensive before they can launch more of these assaults. I understand there is a chance for more civilian casualties this way, but in my estimation, it’s the only way any of us will survive.”

He tapped the send command before leaning back in his seat. It would be forty-eight minutes before he received a reply. Thankfully, there was little else that needed to be done at the moment.

Walcott’s response, when it arrived, was short and short-sighted, as far as Soren was concerned. "I understand your position, Captain,” the admiral said, “but we're dealing with too many unknowns here. What if forces we can’t anticipate enter from rifts to dimensions we’ve yet to encounter? We can't leave our worlds defenseless."

Soren immediately began recording his response. "Admiral, when I encountered those other Wraiths on our way to Tau Ceti, their commanders made it clear that there are versions of us in other dimensions working toward the same goal. They're fighting to stem the tides of war and prevent total chaos. We're not alone in this fight."

He paused to let the implications of his words sink in. "Think about it. If there are other versions of the FUP out there fighting the same battle, doesn't it make sense to concentrate our efforts on the known threat? The Strickland Federation is the source of this mess. If we can take them out, we might be able to stop the Convergence before it's too late."

He sent the message and waited.

"You make a compelling argument, Captain," Walcott replied. "And I can't deny the logic of it. But you're asking me to take a significant risk. If you're wrong, if we face attacks from other dimensions while our forces are committed elsewhere, millions will die. You have to admit, that’s a bitter pill to swallow.”

“It is a bitter pill,” Soren answered. “But, Admiral, we can't plan for every contingency. We know the source of the cosmic instability. We know that until Strickland is stopped, the possibility of accelerating instability remains. And we know that in the meantime, Strickland intends to use the rifts to expand his conquest. We have to remove the threat at all costs. Millions of lives lost are better than all of reality being lost.”

He transmitted the message, growing more agitated as he waited for the response. The math seemed so simple to him. Why did Walcott keep pushing back?

"Alright, Captain,” Walcott said, his message returning after nearly two hours. “You've convinced me. I'll see what I can do about allocating more ships for the offensive. But, they'll be a week or two behind you at best. It's the most O’Hara is willing to do. He still has another election to consider, assuming the universe isn’t destroyed in the meantime.”

Soren shook his head in disbelief. He was grateful for the additional resources, but he should have left it to a politician to weigh a life-or-death decision against the potential for re-election.

“Thank you, Admiral. I understand the position you're in, and I appreciate your trust. I'll send you the coordinates of the rift before we depart. Every ship will help. Soren out.”

After sending the final transmission, Soren leaned back in his chair, letting out a long breath. He considered pouring himself a glass of whiskey but decided against it. Instead, he activated his comm unit. There was still work to be done.

"Lukas," he said, "I need a status update on your research into reversing the Convergence. Any breakthroughs?"

There was a brief pause before Lukas's voice came through, tired but determined. "Nothing concrete to share yet, Captain. We believe we're making progress, but it's slow going. The mathematics involved are...well, let's just say they're pushing the boundaries of our intellect.”

Soren could hear the scientist's frustration in his voice and imagine the dark circles under his eyes from long hours of work. "I understand. I know you're doing your best. Can you give me any kind of estimate on when we might have something actionable?"

Another pause, longer this time. When Lukas spoke again, his voice was hesitant. "It's hard to say, Captain. We're dealing with concepts that defy our current understanding of physics. It could be days, weeks...or we might hit a breakthrough in the next hour. I wish I could be more specific."

"It's alright, Lukas. I know you're pushing yourselves to the limit. Just keep at it.”

“Of course, sir.”

“There's something else I need to know. How reliable is your rift algorithm? Can it predict where new rifts will appear and which dimensions they connect to?"

"The algorithm is pretty reliable for predicting the appearance of new rifts," Lukas replied, a note of pride creeping into his voice. "We've refined it significantly since my initial calculations. As for determining which dimensions they connect to...not yet. We need more data before we can make those kinds of predictions with any accuracy."

"But you can predict where they'll appear. That's still valuable information, Lukas. It could help us position our forces more effectively to both defend this dimension and move resources into the third dimension.”

"Theoretically, yes," Lukas agreed. "But Captain, I have to stress that we're dealing with probabilities here, not certainties. The algorithm can give us likely locations, but the nature of the Convergence means there's always an element of unpredictability."

"Understood," Soren said, his tone thoughtful. "Keep refining it. And Lukas? Good work. I know this isn't easy, but what you're doing could be the key to saving all of reality. Remember that when the equations start to blur together."

"Thank you, Captain," Lukas replied, his voice carrying a mix of pride and determination. "We won't let you down."

“I know you won’t.”

Ending the call, Soren stood and returned to the bridge. As the doors slid open, he was once again confronted with the aftermath of the battle. The debris field stretched out before them, a grim reminder of the lives lost. Beyond it, the scarred surface of Glaive was visible, the destruction wrought by the SF bombardment all too apparent even from orbit.

Soren's resolve hardened as he took in the scene. The sight of so much devastation, so much senseless loss of life, steeled his determination.

They needed to end this. And soon.
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Two days after the Wraith arrived at Glaive, they were on the verge of entering the rift. The tension aboard the ship was palpable.

Soren clasped his hands behind his back and fixed his gaze on the secondary view screen, which displayed the view of the Wraith’s stern. Four strike forces—nearly sixty ships—maneuvered into place in that vast expanse of space, their hulls visible in the reflection of light from Gliese 667, the red dwarf star situated off their starboard side. The sight was impressive and sobering, a testament to the might of this dimension’s FUP Navy and a stark reminder of the desperate nature of their mission.

"All ships are in position, Captain," Mark reported from his station.

Soren nodded, his jaw set with resolve. "Sang, take us in."

As the Wraith glided forward, leading the massive fleet toward the rift, Soren couldn't help but feel both pride and trepidation. They had come so far, overcome so much, yet their true test still lay ahead of them through another shimmering tear in the fabric of spacetime. Unlike the swirling chaos of the Eye, this rift appeared almost serene—a deceptively calm gateway to what could very well be their doom.

“No sign of activity near the rift,” Mark reported. The sensor projection remained clear ahead.

“If the Federation is guarding the rift, it would make sense for them to do it from the other side,” Soren said.

“Easier to launch an ambush,” Jack agreed.

“We won’t know what we’re up against until they’re firing on us,” Soren added, glancing at the FUP fleet on the sensor display. “Thankfully, I like our odds this time.”

Jack chuckled. “Me, too.”

“Ethan, status report,” Soren said.

“All systems are green, sir,” Ethan replied. “Those supplies we picked up from the FUP were critical. Even the hull breaches are repaired, though without the special paint job.”

“Keira, raise shields,” Soren ordered. “And charge the vortex cannon.”

“Aye, Captain. Shields active. Vortex cannon charging.”

The rift filled the viewscreen now, spacetime rippling like the surface of a pond disturbed by an unseen force. Soren could see the distorted reflections of stars beyond, warped and twisted by the dimensional tear.

"All ships, this is the Wraith,” Soren announced over the fleetwide channel, his voice steady and commanding. "We're about to enter the rift. Be prepared for immediate hostile contact on the other side. Shields up, weapons hot. Good luck and Godspeed."

“We’re right behind you, Captain,” Admiral Lane replied. He had surprised Soren by allowing him to lead the charge through the rift and into whatever storm might await them when by rank, command was his right. Soren wasn’t sure whether that was out of respect for his name and reputation or because he didn’t want the Wraith anywhere other than at the vanguard, where he could keep a close eye on them.

And take enemy fire first.

"Take us through, Sang," Soren ordered, his voice steady despite the tension in his gut. He moved to his command station and secured himself in case they needed to make immediate evasive maneuvers.

The Wraith surged forward, the first to breach the shimmering barrier, taking the plunge through the disturbed fabric of reality a few precious seconds ahead of the next ships in the fleet. They instantly emerged on the other side with little indication that they had changed dimensions.

Soren’s eyes locked onto the sensor display. The FUP fleet vanished from view as the sensors only registered objects in this dimension. A glance at the primary viewscreen showed only clear space ahead and Gliese 667 to starboard, the stars aligned as though they had continued on their course unabated.

“Long-range sensors are clear, sir,” Mark reported, the feeds at his station providing more fine-grained detail than the projection.

“I know we should always expect the unexpected,” Jack said. “But I didn’t expect this.”

“They don’t need to defend the rift if they’ve taken Glaive,” Soren replied grimly. “They can cover the whole sector from the planet.”

“We could fold from here and go anywhere,” Jack pointed out.

“True, but where would we go? High-value targets are sure to be well defended, and lower value targets aren’t worth putting up a tremendous fight to take. The tactics worked against the FUP resistance, why change them now? Especially if the Grand Admiral doesn’t expect us to return with much by way of reinforcements. He knows everything the Scorpions knew, but I don’t know if he has a full appreciation for the war machine this FUP built.” Soren turned his attention to Samira. “Is there any indication of a tranSat relay in the vicinity?”

“Negative, Captain,” she replied.

Soren looked back at the projection. The FUP ships were flickering into presence on the sensors behind them, filling out the rear view as the rift grew further away. “Sang, take us around the sun and back toward Glaive,” Soren ordered. “Continue transmitting our course to the fleet.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

Soren settled back in his seat. It would be another three hours before they closed on Glaive, though he wished he didn’t have to wait that long to get a clear indication of either what they were up against or the fate of Jane and the CIP’s combined fleet. He knew there was no way Jane would allow the SF to seize the planet without a fight, so either the SF had circumvented her fleet to enter the rift, which he doubted, or the fight had already occurred and they’d lost. Unfortunately, that was the more likely scenario.

He reached forward, activating the comms. “Phoebe,” he said. “Prep the Pilums for launch. Tell Minh I want the Hooligans ready to fly.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

The Wraith continued to accelerate, vectoring to circle the system’s star, the rest of the fleet following their course. Ten minutes had passed before Phoebe returned on the comms.

“Pilums are prepped and ready, Captain. The Hooligans are spooling up.”

“Thank you, Phoebe. Stand by for launch.”

“Standing by.”

Soren kept his gaze on the sensor projection. Gliese 667 remained fixed to starboard as they maneuvered around it, finally circling and pulling into a direct line with Glaive.

“Phoebe, the Hooligans are cleared for launch,” Soren announced.

“Aye, Captain.” After a short pause, she added, “Hooligans away.”

Soren watched the starfighters immediately begin to appear on the grid, dropping away from the bay’s protective cowl before firing full thrusters. “Minh, I want you and your squadron to scout ahead. We need to know the situation around Glaive.”

“Copy that, Captain,” Minh replied. “I’m opening my feed now. It feels good to finally get to stretch our wings a little.”

As the Hooligans moved swiftly away from the Wraith, their thrusters flaring bright against the backdrop of space, the sensor display showed them as a tight, precision cluster of dots. Soren couldn't help but feel a surge of pride in them. His plan to integrate the replacement pilots had paid off better than he'd dared hope. The past twelve days had seen a remarkable transformation in the squadron. The veterans had taken their new wingmen under their wings, quite literally, sharing not just tactics but personal stories of triumph and near misses, and the new pilots’ successes against difficult simulations had helped convince them they weren’t cursed. It had done wonders for their morale.

For the first hour after the video feed from the nose of Minh’s Pilum appeared on the bridge’s tertiary viewscreen, the nimble starfighters advanced with little change toward Glaive well ahead of the slower warships. Then the situation suddenly evolved as a small object streaked past the starfighter. It was joined a few moments later by another slightly larger object. That one hit Minh’s starfighter’s shields, creating a blue flare.

“Minh? What is that?” Soren asked.

“Captain, it appears to be debris,” he reported, sending a chill down Soren’s spine. “Too small for sensors to register, but I’m getting readings up ahead now.” There was a period of silence before Minh's voice came back. The normally unflappable squadron leader sounded shaken. “Sensors are clogged with debris, sir. Large and small.” The starfighter maneuvered to avoid a piece the size of a boulder. A chunk of hull plating. “It's...it's a graveyard, sir. There are wrecks of warships—SF, CIP, FUP. It's a mess out here. The scale of destruction is...I've never seen anything like it. I’m trying to get an angle so you can see the scale of it.”

Soren's heart sank, a leaden weight settling in his stomach. He had expected resistance, but this...this spoke of a battle on a scale he hadn't dared imagine. The starfighter leveled out, facing the densest part of the destruction, revealing a vast field of twisted metal and shattered hulls slowly drifting out from where the actual fighting had occurred. They were still an hour away from Glaive’s orbit at their current velocity, meaning the battle had occurred almost at the midpoint between the planet and the rift.

Was this the staging area near Glaive that Jane had mentioned? Had the Federation learned of it ahead of time and ambushed them here? Or were they unlucky enough to have the rift open behind them, and the SF had spotted them when they came to investigate? Whatever the reason, it was apparent a massive battle had taken place here.

Soren’s thoughts immediately went to Jane. He scanned the feed as the Hooligans maneuvered through the field. The thought of her lost among the debris sent a spike of fear through him, but he forced it down. He couldn't afford to be distracted by personal concerns, not now.

“Captain,” Minh said, drawing Soren back to the situation at hand. “Sensors are picking up multiple contacts ahead. Big ones. Moving slowly toward the planet. It looks like three Rhinos and a handful of Komodos.”

“Acknowledged,” Soren replied. “Standby. Sang, cut the mains and fire retros, fifty percent. Let’s not close on them too quickly.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

Soren felt the slight shift as the Wraith stopped accelerating and began to slow. The rest of the fleet, receiving updates from their helm, quickly followed suit.

“Captain, they’ve spotted us,” Minh reported. “They’re beginning to change course. Turning toward us.”

“They’ll scramble fighters as soon as they can,” Soren replied, a plan already forming. He could see the pieces falling into place, a strategy taking shape in his mind. “Lead them back towards the debris field. Use it for cover if you need to, but don't engage unless absolutely necessary. I want them to follow you.”

"Copy that, Captain," Minh acknowledged, a hint of anticipation in his voice. "We're on our way back. These SF boys are in for a surprise if they think they can outfly us in this mess."

“Ethan,” Soren said. “The updates to the vortex cannon are complete, correct?”

Ethan looked back at him from his engineering station. “You mean the modifications to allow us to switch it over to shield-breaker mode? Aye, Captain.”

“Are you thinking of using it, Captain?” Jack asked. “I can see the value of the tactic considering what we’re up against, but if I remember right, you told me it could have an effect on the Convergence.”

“You have a good memory, Jack,” Soren answered. “Lukas said the effect wouldn’t be like the Fist’s cannon, though there would be some effect. But we didn’t modify the systems to include the mode if we were never going to use it, and I prefer to give it a test in a more controlled situation before we might need it in a desperate one. If it fails here, Lane’s fleet has our backs. If it succeeds…well, Lane doesn’t fully trust us. It’ll go a long way to helping us change that.”

“Not that you needed to explain to me, but I understand your thinking, and I agree.”

“Good. Keira, reconfigure the vortex cannon for shield breaking.

"Aye, sir," she replied. “Vortex cannon reconfigured for shield breaking. Ready upon your command."

Soren grinned. When he had first been presented with the newly developed mode for the cannon, Ethan needed two days to make the switch. Now it was a near instant process, thanks to Tashi’s genius.

“Captain, I have Admiral Lane on the comms,” Samira said.

“Put him through,” Soren replied.

"Captain Strickland, why are we slowing?”

“Admiral, our advance squadron has identified a significant enemy presence ahead.”

“I see. More significant than our fleet?” He had a hint of smugness to his voice, confident they could overwhelm the enemy force.

“No, Admiral.”

“Then I suggest we advance immediately and engage their fleet before they can read our configuration and turn tail.”

“With all due respect, Admiral, the enemy won’t run. As long as Grand Admiral Strickland is in control, what’s behind them is always worse than what’s ahead. We need to be smart about this. We don't have established supply lines here. The ordnance we're carrying is all we've got for the foreseeable future. We need to make every shot count."

Lane's face tensed, clearly not pleased with the suggestion of caution. His voice carried a hint of frustration as he replied, “I assume you have something in mind, Captain?"

“I do,” Soren assured him. "Bobby, I need you to calculate the optimal position just beyond the edge of the debris field, out of the enemy's sensor range."

"On it, Captain," Bobby replied.

"Admiral, I need you to position your fleet at the coordinates we're about to send you. Hold there and be ready to launch a full missile barrage on my mark."

Lane's eyebrows shot up, surprise and skepticism warring on his face. "At that range? Captain, they'll have plenty of time to evade. We'd be wasting precious ordnance."

"Trust me, Admiral," Soren said, his voice firm. "I have a plan. It's unorthodox, I'll grant you, but it's our best shot at taking out a significant portion of their fleet without exposing ourselves to unnecessary risk. Just hang back."

There was a moment of tense silence as Lane studied Soren's face, searching for...something. The Admiral's eyes narrowed, weighing the risks against the potential rewards. Finally, he nodded, a hint of grudging respect in his expression. "Alright, Captain. I gave you the lead on this expedition for a reason. We'll play it your way. But this had better work." Lane disconnected from the comms.

“I have the optimal positions, sir,” Bobby announced.

“Transmit them to the fleet.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Sang, cut retros, fire mains one hundred percent,” Soren said.

“Aye, sir.”

The sense of movement shifted again as Wraith regained velocity, shooting ahead of the fleet.

“What are you up to, old friend?” Jack asked curiously.

Soren offered Jack a sly grin before addressing the rest of the bridge, his voice clear and confident as he laid out the plan. "The Hooligans will lead the enemy fighters through the debris field. We'll be right behind them, a single ship looking like easy prey.”

"And when they take the bait?" Jack asked, a sudden glimmer of understanding in his eyes.

“We hit them with the vortex cannon,” Soren explained.

“And disable their shields and thrusters just long enough for them to lose control,” Keira said, catching onto the strategy.

“Precisely,” Soren replied. “If we time it right, they'll drift right into the debris field. And that's when we spring the trap."

Understanding dawned on the faces of his crew. It was a risky plan, relying on precision timing and perfect execution. But he had no doubt his people were up to the challenge.

The Wraith broke away from the main fleet, thrusters flaring as it accelerated towards the distant shapes of the enemy ships. Tense minutes passed as they closed the distance until the debris field, then the starfighters, and finally the SF warships appeared on the sensor projection.

On the viewscreen, Soren could see the flashes of weapons fire as the Hooligans engaged the SF fighters, drawing them into the debris field. The space around them was a chaotic mix of twisted metal and projectiles, a deadly dance of ships and debris. And then they spotted the Wraith.

“They’re taking the bait," Mark reported excitedly. "They're moving to intercept us. Looks like they think they've caught us with our pants down.”

Soren nodded, his eyes never leaving the tactical projection. "Sang, maneuver as if we just realized they’re bigger and badder than us, and we need to run. Make them think they've got us dead to rights. We need to sell this."

“Aye, Captain,” Sang replied, turning the ship laterally to the incoming forces, as if trying to angle away from them. Instead, she had adjusted course to put the densest part of the field on the Wraith’s broadside.

“They’re still accelerating,” Mark reported.

“So far, so good,” Soren said. “Steady as she goes.” He opened the comm channel to Lane. “Admiral, begin accelerating to our position.”

“On our way, Captain,” Lane replied.

The enemy ships continued to close, even as the Hooligans broke through the debris field, racing away from the trailing enemy starfighters. They dodged and weaved, juking and rolling to avoid the incoming fire.

The first volley of SF railgun fire zipped through the debris field, some smacking into drifting wreckage, the rest sizzling past the Wraith's hull as Sang expertly guided them through the barrage with an almost balletic grace. Each movement was precise, calculated to appear desperate while actually positioning them perfectly for the next phase of the plan.

"Now, Sang!" Soren ordered as they reached the optimal position, his voice cutting through the tension on the bridge like a knife. "Bring us about!"

The Wraith pivoted sharply, its bow swinging to face the oncoming enemy fleet. The maneuver executed with breathtaking precision, Sang's skill at the helm was evident in every movement of the ship. Soren could practically see the surprise in the enemy's movements, the sudden hesitation as they wondered why their prey had turned to face them, instead of trying to outrun them or fold. The Hooligans shot past them, clearing the area. Sixteen enemy starfighters nipped at their heels, still within the cannon’s range.

"Keira, fire!"

The cannon discharged, sending a conic wave of disruptive energy surging toward the enemy ships. The air rippled as the invisible force tore through space, distorting the stars beyond. For a heart-stopping moment, nothing happened. Then, one by one, the SF vessels began to drift, their thrusters sputtering and shields flickering out.

"Direct hit!" Keira called out excitedly. "Enemy shields and propulsion systems are offline. They're sitting ducks, Captain!"

“More like drifting ducks,” Soren replied. He watched as the enemy ships drifted helplessly into the debris field, the wreckage slamming into their unprotected hulls and leaving massive dents and in one case, a large gaping tear. It was now or never. "Now, Admiral!" he shouted into the comm.

A storm of missiles erupted from the FUP fleet, arcing around the Wraith and streaking towards the helpless SF ships. The void of space was suddenly alive with bright contrails, each missile homing in on its target with deadly precision. The enemy vessels, their shields just beginning to power up, stood no chance. The missiles tore through their weakened defenses, detonating in a series of spectacular explosions that lit up space like a macabre fireworks display. The bridge was bathed in the stark, intermittent light of the explosions, casting long shadows across the faces of the crew.

Not a single SF ship remained intact when the light faded and the debris settled. Where once there had been a formidable enemy fleet, there was now only wreckage to add to the existing debris.

"Enemy fleet neutralized,” Mark reported. “Confirmed kills on three Rhinos and five Komodos."

A cheer rose from the bridge crew, the tension of the past few minutes finally breaking. Soren allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction, but he knew their work was far from over. The battle had been won, but the war was just starting.

"Excellent work, everyone," he said, his voice carrying over the celebratory mood. "But stay focused. This is just the beginning."

"I'll be damned, Captain," Lane said, his tone echoing his amazement and disbelief. "That was...impressive doesn't begin to cover it. I owe you an apology for doubting your plan. You just took out eight enemy warships without us taking a single hit. Though I supposed I shouldn’t have expected any less from Soren Strickland.”

"No apology necessary, Admiral," Soren replied, his tone respectful but urgent. "But we can't celebrate just yet. There are still more enemy ships in orbit around Glaive, and we need to deal with them. It’ll be easier now, but I don’t expect to have such good fortune again.”

"Agreed. What's our next move?"

“We maneuver around the debris field. Then we charge. They’ll be disorganized, caught off guard by our attack. We need to press our advantage before they can recover."

"Music to my ears, Captain. I’m right behind you.”


CHAPTER 28



Tension on the bridge hung heavy in the air as they hurtled through space toward Glaive. Every crew member was laser focused on their stations, ready to react at a moment's notice. Soren knew they trusted him and felt as safe as anyone could in this situation because of that.

He refused to let them down.

Jack sat beside him, his presence a steady reassurance. "What do you think we'll find at Glaive?" he asked in a low voice, his question meant only for Soren's ears.

Soren shook his head slightly. "I'm not sure. Best case scenario? The planet's still holding out, and we can reinforce them. Worst case..." He trailed off, not wanting to voice the dark possibilities in his mind.

“Yeah…I don’t even want to think about that.”

"Captain!" Mark called out, his voice edged with tension. "I'm picking up multiple contacts near Glaive."

Soren looked at the sensor projection. A wide grouping of red dots had appeared in orbit around the planet, representing the SF warships.

"I'm reading five Rhinos and at least a dozen Komodos," Mark added as he refined the sensor data. "Plus numerous smaller craft. It's a substantial force, sir."

Soren's jaw clenched. It was indeed a formidable fleet, but they still held the advantage with their reinforcements. "Keira, charge the vortex cannon and switch it over to lance mode. Sang, plot an intercept course that keeps us out of their optimal firing range for as long as possible."

"Aye, Captain," both officers responded.

“Captain Strickland,” Lane said. “Do you have any more tricks up your sleeve?”

“Not this time, Admiral,” Soren replied. “Assuming that this enemy fleet learned from their allies’ mistakes, they won’t group closely enough together for the vortex cannon to be so effective again. A straight up firefight while we have the initiative seems to be in order.”

“I agree completely. Fall back, Captain, we’ll lead this charge.”

Soren opened his mouth to argue but decided against it. He needed to stay on Lane’s good side for future considerations. Being at the tip of the spear wouldn’t change the outcome in this circumstance. “Aye, sir.” He muted the comm to Lane. “Sang, kill the mains and fire retros. We’ll slip into the center of the pack.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, adjusting the Wraith’s course and velocity, allowing the FUP ships to overtake them.

"Captain!" Mark exclaimed, disbelief evident as the armada drew ever nearer to the SF defenders. "The enemy fleet..."

Before Soren could finish raising his head, the enemy fleet winked out of existence in a series of blinding flashes. The bridge fell silent, the crew struggling to process this sudden and unexpected turn of events.

"Did...did they just run?" Jack asked, breaking the stunned silence.

Soren shook his head, trying to understand what had just happened. "It appears so, but it doesn't make sense. The Strickland Federation doesn't retreat. Not like this."

"Captain Strickland," Admiral Lane said over the comms, his voice tight with barely contained frustration. "I believe you have some explaining to do."

Soren met the admiral's gaze steadily. "What do you mean, Admiral?"

"You told me that the enemy wouldn't run," Lane said, his words clipped and precise. "You said, and I quote, 'As long as Grand Admiral Strickland is in control, what's behind them is always worse than what's ahead.' And yet, we just watched them fold away without firing a single shot."

Soren took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts before responding. He could feel the eyes of his crew on him, waiting to see how he would handle this challenge to his judgment. "Admiral, I stand by what I said. If they ran, it's because Strickland gave them permission to do so. This isn't a retreat—it's a strategic withdrawal."

Lane's eyes narrowed, skepticism clear in his gaze. "And how can you be so certain of that? It seems to me like we just watched the enemy turn tail and run at the first sign of a real fight."

"Because," Soren explained, his voice steady and confident, "Strickland now knows that we successfully negotiated for reinforcements. He's re-evaluating the situation, adjusting his strategy. This isn't the act of a defeated enemy, Admiral. It's the opening move in a much larger game."

"A game?" Lane repeated, his voice rising slightly. "Captain, this isn't some chess match. We're talking about the fate of reality here!"

Soren held up a hand, his expression grave. "I understand that, Admiral. Better than anyone. But if we're going to beat the Grand Admiral, we need to start thinking like him. Thankfully, I might have an edge there. I’m telling you, he's not retreating out of fear. He's regrouping, reassessing. And that makes him more dangerous than ever."

"I see,” he replied after a long pause, calmer and more thoughtful. “And what do you believe his next move will be?"

"That's what we need to find out," Soren replied, allowing a hint of relief to creep into his voice. "For now, let's secure Glaive and gather what intelligence we can. The real battle is yet to come."

“Very well,” Lane agreed. “You’ve earned that much so far.”

As the channel closed, Soren turned back to his crew. He could see the relief on their faces. They had avoided a major battle, but the uncertainty of what lay ahead weighed heavily on all of them.

"Sang, take us into a close orbit around Glaive," he ordered, his voice cutting through the tension. "I want a scan of the surface."

"Aye, Captain," Sang replied, updating their vector.

The Wraith glided into orbit around Glaive, descending low enough to get a visual on the occupied part of the surface through a thin layer of clouds. Soren watched the main viewscreen intently as the hull cameras zoomed in. To his surprise and relief, the planet appeared largely unscathed. The massive domes that housed the majority of Glaive's population stood intact.

“The Grand Admiral pounded the hell out of the Glaive on the other side of the rift,” Jack said. “Why do you think he left this version in one piece?”

“I don’t think it counts as conquering the galaxy if you destroy half of it along the way,” Soren replied.

Jack huffed. “You may be right about that.”

"Captain,” Samira said, “we're being hailed from the surface. It's Councilwoman Bao."

"Put her through," he ordered, relieved to know that she was still alive.

"Captain Strickland," she said, sounding weary but grateful. “We picked up the Athena’s transponder, and I assumed you were on your way. Especially when those Federation bastards bugged out like their pants were on fire.” She paused to let out a stress releasing chuckle. “We have you on visual now. I can't tell you how glad I am to see you. And I see you've brought the friends you promised.”

Soren nodded, offering a small smile. "Councilwoman, it's good to hear from you. This particular Strickland is a man of his word. We came as quickly as we could. What's the situation here? What happened to Admiral Yarborough and her fleet? Or the CIP fleet that was to meet her nearby?”

Bao's expression grew somber, the lines on her face deepening as she sighed heavily. “That Federation attack force happened. They knew that the combined fleets were waiting for them and were obviously hoping to ambush them when they arrived. And that’s not all. They knew exactly where our combined fleet was waiting.”

“Another mole,” Soren growled.

“So it seems,” Bao agreed. “They took the fleets by surprise and inflicted heavy damage. Overwhelmed, they had no choice but to retreat. They gave the enemy hell, but there were just too damn many of them."

“Did Admiral Yarborough make it out alive?”

“I hope so. She sent me a tranSat message, but by the time I replied…it was never received.”

Soren didn’t let himself think the worst. The message would fail delivery if they’d folded out of range of a relay the same as it would if the receiver were offline.

“At least Glaive is undamaged,” he said.

“Hardly,” Bao replied. “Strickland's forces were precise. Surgical, even. They took out our orbital defenses and key military installations, but left the civilian areas largely untouched. They neutralized our ability to fight back without causing unnecessary destruction."

Soren wasn’t surprised. It fit with what he knew of the Grand Admiral's tactics. Ruthless efficiency combined with a twisted sense of preservation. Rather than rule over a wasteland, Strickland wanted live subjects to rule with his iron hand.

“What was strange about it,” Bao continued, “is that they never dropped ground forces to seize the cities and claim the planet. Half of the Federation fleet broke off from the main group and headed away from the planet, but they left our visual range without ever folding.”

“I can explain that,” Soren said. “A rift to the second dimension formed a few hours from here. They sent a strike force to explore the other side. We encountered, and destroyed them there.”

“Good,” Bao said. “So you didn’t come back through the Eye?”

“No. The Eye is growing increasingly unstable. And rifts are appearing at an accelerating pace. Worse, not all of them are between the three dimensions we believed were affected.”

“What are you saying, Captain?” Bao said, shocked by the statement.

“The Convergence is pulling every dimension together. It’s all so much worse than we thought.”

“But we can still stop this madness, can’t we?” she asked. “It can still be reversed.”

“We’re working on that,” Soren replied. “But the need to neutralize Grand Admiral Strickland hasn’t changed. We have to ensure he doesn’t accelerate the collapse any further while we continue to work on a solution.”

“Understood, Captain. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“For one thing, we need all of the resources in the CIP on their way to Federation space asap. With the FUP resources from the second dimension on the way, Strickland will be hard pressed to continue his expansion until he deals with us. Another, larger armada will be coming through the nearby rift in a couple of weeks.”

“That’s excellent news. Yes, I’ll do what I can to inform the rest of the Coalition of your reinforcements. I’m sure I can convince them to send their ships forward.”

“Thank you, Councilwoman.”

“No, thank you, Captain Strickland.”

“There’s one other thing,” Soren said. “Do you know where the FUP fleet retreated to? We need to get in contact with them as soon as possible."

Bao's expression fell slightly, a shadow of worry crossing her features. "I'm afraid I don't know the exact coordinates. Admiral Yarborough, in her message, told me she left that information with a shared friend of yours."

A small smile tugged at the corner of Soren's mouth as understanding dawned. "Of course. I know who she means. Thank you, Councilwoman. We'll take it from here."

As the transmission ended, Soren turned to Jack. "You have the conn."

Jack nodded. "Good luck, Soren. I hope your friend has the answers we need."

“Me, too.” Soren strode off the bridge, his footsteps echoing in the corridors as he made his way to his quarters. Once inside, he moved quickly to his desk, pulling open a drawer and retrieving the communication device Samuel had given him what felt like a lifetime ago. Soren turned the device over in his hands, remembering Samuel's words about its limited range. He had a feeling the spy’s definition of limited wasn’t as limited as one might otherwise believe.

"Hello?" he said, his voice barely above a whisper, half-expecting to hear nothing but static in response. “Samuel, are you there?”

For a moment, there was silence. Then, a familiar voice came through, clear as day. "Well, well," Samuel said, a hint of amusement in his tone. "I was wondering when you'd arrive, Captain. Took you long enough."

Soren couldn't help but smile, a mix of relief and exasperation washing over him. "Samuel, it's good to hear your voice. Though I have to admit, I'm a little surprised this thing works from orbit.”

“Yes, well,” Samuel chuckled, the sound warm and familiar in Soren's ear. “I do what I can.”

"I'm sure you do," Soren replied, shaking his head slightly. "I suppose I shouldn't be surprised anymore."

"Now, before we get down to business," Samuel continued, his tone growing slightly more serious, "I need to make sure it's really you. Security protocols and all that. Tell me, what was I wearing when we first met?"

Soren paused, desperately trying to recall the details of that first encounter. After a moment, he let out a short laugh. "You know, I couldn't tell you if my life depended on it. It was about as non-descript as anything I've ever seen. Which, I suppose, was entirely the point."

There was a moment of silence, and then Samuel's laughter came through the earpiece. "Good answer, Captain. That's you, alright. Always observant, even when it comes to noticing how unremarkable something is. Now, what can I do for you?"

"I need the coordinates for the rendezvous point," Soren said, all business now. "Jane only trusted you with the information. We need to regroup with the CIP and FUP forces as soon as possible."

"Ah, yes," Samuel replied, his tone growing more serious. "Things are moving faster than anticipated, aren't they? Are you ready for what comes next, Captain?"

Soren's jaw tightened slightly at the cryptic warning. "As ready as I can be, given the circumstances. We don't have much choice, do we?"

"No, I suppose we don't," Samuel agreed. "Alright then, grab something to write with. You'll want to get this down accurately, and keep it as secure as possible. There are still rats aboard the FUP’s ships, I’m afraid.”

“Give me a minute,” Soren said, rooting around in his desk for a pen and paper, unsure if Harry had even provided the barely used instruments. In the meantime, a wave of anger washed over him regarding Samuel’s statement. Bao had feared informants had sold them out again, and the intelligence agent confirmed it. “I hope you gave Jane some advice on how to poison those rats.”

“Of course, Captain. If she listened to me at all, they should be appropriately caged by now. Perhaps still scurrying around, but without access beyond the hull, if you know what I mean.”

“I do,” Soren replied, finding a pen and pad in the back of one of the drawers. Good ole Harry. Prepared for everything. "Alright, go ahead," he said. "I'm ready."

Samuel rattled off a string of coordinates, which Soren dutifully recorded. As he finished, Samuel's voice took on a note of caution. "Be careful out there, Captain.”

"I will. Thank you, Samuel. For everything."

"Just doing my job, Captain," Samuel said, a smile evident in his voice. "And Soren? Good luck. I have a feeling you're going to need it."

The connection went dead, and Soren removed the earpiece, staring at it for a moment before pocketing it. He took a deep breath, centering himself before heading back to the bridge with a renewed sense of purpose. They had a direction now, a next step.

As he entered the bridge, all eyes turned to him expectantly. The tension in the air was palpable, everyone waiting to hear what their next move would be.

“Jack, I have the conn,” he said.

“Aye, Captain. You have the conn.” Jack moved from the command station to his regular spot beside it.

"Bobby," Soren said, stopping at the command station. "I've got coordinates for you. Plot a course."

Bobby nodded, his fingers poised over his console. "Ready when you are, sir."

Soren leaned over, resting a hand on the back of Bobby’s chair and quietly rattled off the coordinates Samuel had given him, watching as Bobby input them into the navigation system. The nav display lit up, showing their intended destination—a point in deep space, far from any star systems or known outposts.

"Interesting choice for a rendezvous," Bobby said. “Two full days from…well…anything.”

Soren nodded, agreeing with his assessment. “I’m sure Admiral Yarborough had her reasons for the choice.”

As Bobby finished plotting the course, Soren opened a channel to Admiral Lane. "Admiral, we have the location of the CIP and FUP fleets. I’m transmitting the coordinates to you now."

"Received, Captain," Lane replied. "My ships are ready to fold on your mark."

"Understood, Admiral," Soren said. He turned back to Bobby, his mouth opening to give the order.

Before he could, a wave of dizziness washed over him. He gripped the command station, blinking rapidly as the bridge spun around him. His stomach lurched, nausea overtaking him as though he was suddenly space sick. Looking around, he saw similar expressions of discomfort on the faces of his crew.

"Captain," Mark called out, his voice strained. "Something's wrong with the sensors. I'm...I'm seeing double."

Soren forced himself to focus on the viewscreen, and what he saw there made his blood run cold. A second Glaive had faded into existence, slightly offset from the first. The planets were trying to occupy the same space, though the second Glaive remained a phantom over the first, only partially there.

It was the same thing that had happened to Tau Ceti.

“Samira, get me Councilwoman Bao,” Soren ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, her voice weak. “There’s no response, sir.”

Soren grabbed Samuel’s earpiece from his pocket and shoved it in his ear. “Samuel, do you copy?” He didn’t know if the phantom Glaive had a Samuel too, but he had to try.

“I’m here, Captain,” Samuel replied, voice soft with fear. “What’s happening? I’m at my window. Almost all of the people outside have collapsed in the streets. Trams crashed into buildings…I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“It’s the Convergence,” Soren replied. “That’s what happens when two copies of the same person from different dimensions come into close enough contact.”

“Does that mean⁠—”

“You aren’t on Glaive in whatever dimension the converging planet occupies.”

“Interesting.”

The comment surprised Soren. The man had already overcome his fear and turned it into base curiosity. “You need to find people who are still alert and have them help the others,” he said.

“How, Captain? I assume over ninety percent of the planet’s occupants are unconscious right now, and will stay that way unless you can reverse this insanity. What are a few thousand people supposed to do?”

Soren’s mouth hung open. He didn’t know. “Whatever you can,” he answered at last.

“Right,” Samuel agreed. The comms clicked, signaling he had disconnected.

Soren turned to his crew, once more ready to give the order to fold, when his comm chirped.

“Captain!” Asha said, her voice panicked. “It's...it's Wilf. He was helping me when he just...he just keeled over.”

"Asha," he said. “It’s okay. He’s too close to his counterpart on Glaive. He’ll be fine once we fold.”

"Captain," Asha replied, her voice breaking. “You don’t understand. He's not just unconscious. He’s dead."


CHAPTER 29



The words hit Soren like a physical blow, leaving him momentarily speechless. The bridge fell silent, the weight of the news settling over them like a shroud. Soren closed his eyes, taking a moment to regroup. When he opened them again, his gaze was steeled with resolve.

"Bobby," he barked, his voice cutting through the stunned silence. "Initiate fold sequence now. Get us the hell out of here."

"Aye, Captain," Bobby replied. "Initiating fold in three... two... one..."

As the familiar hum of the fold drive filled the ship, Soren turned to Jack. "You have the conn. I need to get to sickbay."

Jack nodded. "Go. I’ll handle things up here."

Soren hurried off the bridge, his footsteps echoing in the corridors as he raced toward sickbay. The ship vibrated slightly as it entered fold space, but Soren barely noticed, focusing solely on reaching Wilf.

He burst into sickbay, glancing at the first nurse he saw. She pointed to one of the bays, and he burst into the room, his haze immediately locking onto the still form on the table. Asha stood over Wilf, her face pale and drawn, hands resting on his motionless body.

"Asha," Soren said softly, approaching the bed. "What happened?"

The doctor turned to him, her eyes wide with shock and confusion. "I don't know, Captain," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "One minute he was fine, helping me organize supplies. The next...he just collapsed. By the time I got to him, he was already gone. I tried everything, but..."

She trailed off, her hands clenching into fists where they rested on Wilf’s chest. Soren could see the frustration and helplessness in her tear-filled eyes, the pain of losing a patient…and a friend.

Soren went to them and touched her shoulder, offering what comfort he could. "It's not your fault, Asha. This...this is something we couldn't have predicted."

He looked down at Wilf's face, so peaceful in death. The young engineer had been so full of life, always eager to learn and to help. His fingers, usually so expressive, now lay still at his sides. Soren felt a surge of anger and grief. This wasn't right. This wasn't how it was supposed to be.

"I'm sorry, Wilf," he said softly.

“I don’t understand,” Asha cried, tears finally slipping from her eyes.

Soren’s eyes narrowed. He could have kicked himself for being such a fool. “I do,” he replied. “There’s a Wilf on Glaive. That alone would have knocked him unconscious once the fabric of our two realities were merged enough. But a second, phantom Glaive just appeared. If there was a Wilf on that one, too…”

“There were three Wilfs in proximity,” Asha finished. “And it killed him.”

“It probably killed all three of them,” Soren replied.

"Captain," Asha said, her voice low and urgent. "If this can happen to Wilf... it could happen to any of us. At any time. How do we fight something like this?"

As he stood there, looking down at Wilf's still form, the truth of their situation pressed down on Soren like never before. They had wondered what would happen when the Convergence occurred. If they would merge with their alternate selves or cease to be entirely.

Now they had their answer.

Soren's hands clenched into fists at his sides, grief and determination coursing through him. "We fight it by stopping the Convergence, any way we can.”

Asha nodded, straightening her shoulders. "What do you need me to do, Captain?"

"Prepare Wilf for preservation. When this is over, he deserves a proper burial. On our Earth."

"Understood, sir," Asha said, her voice steadier now. "I'll take care of him."

Soren turned to leave sickbay. As he reached the door and it slid open, he paused, looking back at Wilf's still form one last time before stepping out into the corridor. Rather than returning immediately to the bridge, he redirected to the compartment on the lower decks that had been turned into the Convergence research lab.

His footsteps echoed through the corridors, each metallic clang a sad counterpoint to the tumult of his thoughts. When he reached the compartment on the lower decks that had been turned into the Convergence research lab, he paused, his hand hovering over the access panel. Through the door, he could hear the muffled sounds of intense discussion and the soft beeping of equipment. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself and pressed his palm to the panel.

The doors parted with a soft hiss, revealing a scene that momentarily took Soren's breath away. What had once been a standard storage compartment was now a hive of scientific activity, barely recognizable from its original state. The transformation was nothing short of incredible.

Every available surface was covered with holographic displays, data streams, and complex equations that danced in the air. The soft blue glow of the holograms cast an otherworldly light across the faces of the scientists working diligently at their stations. Banks of computers lined the walls, their processors humming with the effort of crunching vast amounts of data. In the center of the room, a large holographic projection of a multidimensional model of spacetime rotated slowly, its intricate layers shifting and morphing as the scientists manipulated variables.

The air was thick with the sound of rapid-fire discussions, the clacking of keyboards, and the occasional exclamation of frustration or triumph. It was a symphony of scientific endeavor, a testament to the brilliant minds working tirelessly to unravel the mysteries of the Convergence.

"No, no, no," Soren heard Lukas mutter from one corner of the room. "We're missing something fundamental here."

"Perhaps if we adjust the tachyon field parameters?" suggested one of the FUP scientists, her face tight with concentration as she manipulated a set of equations floating before her.

"Worth a try," Lukas nodded, his fingers flying over a holographic keyboard. "But watch the chronal variance. Last time we⁠—"

"Captain!" Tashi's excited voice cut through the scientific chatter. The young engineer's face lit up with his characteristic enthusiasm, a grin spreading across his features. "You've got to see what we've been working on. We've made some real progress on modeling the multidimensional interactions…between…" Tashi's words died in his throat as he registered the grim expression on Soren's face. The young man's smile faltered, replaced by a look of concern. "Captain?" he asked, his voice dropping to a more subdued tone. "What's wrong?"

The change in Tashi's demeanor caught the attention of the other scientists. They looked up from their work one by one, conversations trailing into an uneasy silence. The only sound in the room was the soft hum of equipment as all eyes turned to Soren.

Lukas stepped forward. "Captain Strickland," he said, his voice carrying a hint of trepidation. "We weren't expecting you. Has something happened?”

Soren’s gaze swept across the assembled faces. Each one looked back at him with curiosity and concern, sensing that whatever news he brought was not good. "I'm afraid something is wrong,” he confirmed, his eyes settling on Tashi, his voice steady despite his inner turmoil. “I’m so sorry, Tashi. Wilf is dead.”

A collective gasp rose from the scientists. Tashi's face crumpled at once, tears welling in his eyes as he processed the loss of his friend and fellow engineer.

"No," he whispered, shaking his head in disbelief. "Not Wilf. He was... he was just helping me calibrate the sensor arrays yesterday. He can't be..."

Dana placed a comforting hand on Tashi's shoulder, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "I...I don't understand," she said, her voice barely above a whisper as she looked at her father. "Was there some kind of accident?”

“No, Dana.” His eyes moved between Dana and Tashi. “It was the Convergence.”

”But how could this happen? We knew about the effects of proximity to our counterparts, but this...it doesn't make sense."

“Actually, it does make sense,” Hawthorne said. “Captain, am I correct in assuming that Wilf had a counterpart on Glaive?”

Soren nodded. “How did you guess?”

“Of course, we captured the moment the data shifted, indicating an increased adhesion between this dimension and an alternate dimension through this sector of space. And of course we have the visual evidence as well.” He motioned to one of the displays, which showed the Wraith’s feed of the two Glaives on screen. “There must’ve been a third Wilf on the duplicate Glaive. None of us knew what the result of three individuals within proximity, close enough to at least partially merge, would be. But working backward, it’s rather apparent. I hate to sound so callous about it, and I regret the loss of your man. But this is an important scientific observation.”

Soren’s jaw clenched. Prefacing the statement with empathy didn’t make it easier for him to accept Wilf’s death as an important scientific observation.

"Three versions of Wilf in close proximity," Lukas muttered, obviously considering Hawthorne’s statement. “Yes, you’re right. We should have seen this coming.”

“What are you talking about, Lukas?” Soren asked.

“Sorry, Captain,” he said. “From what we’ve been able to piece together, when two dimensions begin converging, when spacetime between them starts to overlap, it creates a dissonance that echoes out from the point of contact. Our hypothesis is that this dissonance carries echoes of that dimension’s reality with it. And as the contact becomes greater, the dissonance increases, and so the echoes increase.”

“Like an earthquake,” Soren said.

“Yes!” Lukas replied, almost too excitedly considering the moment. “Exactly,” he said, more somber this time. “The second Glaive you see is an echo, which is why it’s slightly off from its counterpart. But the two dimensions have converged enough here to create an adherence, such that the echo is constant, and the planet remains.”

“I see. And how does this relate to the effect on people?”

“Echoes of consciousness,” Hawthorne said. “A bit metaphysical for my liking, but the observational truth is impossible to ignore. The two consciousnesses interfere with one another, creating crossed signals within both minds. Rather than try to work out the differences, the mind shuts down. When you add a third…I posit that the additional interference from a third source overwhelms the nervous system, shorting it out, so to speak, and all three consciousnesses cease.”

Soren grimaced at the man’s choice of words, but he also couldn’t argue the logic behind his theory. “That makes sense, as horrible as it is. It also means that when the Convergence is completed…”

“Unless there are people who only exist in one dimension, all human life will go extinct,” Dana finished.

“Not only human life,” Hawthorne corrected. “It remains to be seen, but I imagine all life will suffer a similar fate.”

The entire room fell silent again as they struggled to comprehend the true scope of the situation.

“Lukas,” Soren said at last. "There's something else I need to know. When we used the vortex cannon in shield-breaker mode, could that have accelerated the Convergence in this sector? Could it have caused the echoes of Glaive to reach this dimension?”

Lukas's eyes widened at the question, understanding dawning on his face. "I...I'm not sure," he admitted, his voice hesitant. "It's possible. The energy discharge from the cannon could have destabilized the local spacetime fabric, potentially accelerating the merging process. But I'd need to check the data to be certain." He turned to one of the nearby consoles, quickly accessing the relevant information.

The tension in the room was palpable as Lukas worked, and the other scientists gathered around to watch. Soren stood rigid, his hands fisted at his sides, fighting to maintain his composure. The possibility that his decision to use the vortex cannon might have inadvertently caused Wilf's death and the current chaos on Glaive weighed heavily on him.

"Come on, come on," Lukas muttered, eyes darting across data streams. "Where are you?"

Lukas straightened up after what felt like an eternity, turning back to face Soren. His expression was one of relief and concern. "I've analyzed the data, Captain," he said, his voice carefully neutral. "While the use of the vortex cannon affected the elements we’re monitoring, it appears to be negligible in the grand scheme of things. As an educated guess, it might have accelerated the process by a minute at most, but no more than that. The merge of the two dimensions in this sector was already imminent.”

Soren felt a wave of conflicting emotions wash over him. On one hand, the knowledge that his actions hadn't significantly contributed to the tragedy brought a sense of relief. The situation on Glaive had nothing to do with using the cannon. On the other, the realization that they had been about to fold within the next minute struck him like a physical blow.

"A minute," Soren repeated, his voice barely above a whisper. "We were less than a minute away from folding.” He closed his eyes momentarily, fighting back the guilt and regret that threatened to overwhelm him.

When he opened them again, his gaze was steely with resolve. "We can't change what's happened," he said, his voice stronger now. "But we must find a way to stop this from happening again. Tell me about your progress on reversing the Convergence. Where are we with that?"

Lukas exchanged glances with Dana before responding. "We're making progress," he said cautiously, "but it's slow going. Essentially, we're trying to reverse-engineer the cosmic processes that are causing the Convergence. It's like...imagine trying to understand how a star forms, but in reverse and across multiple dimensions simultaneously."

"And once we have the model?" Soren pressed.

"Once we have a complete model," Dana chimed in, "we can start hypothesizing about potential methods to reverse or halt the process. But it's not just a matter of pushing a button and undoing everything. We're talking about manipulating the fundamental forces of the universe."

"How long?" Soren asked, his tone making it clear he wanted a straight answer.

Lukas hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with the pressure. "To complete the model? At our current rate of progress...a few more weeks, at least. Maybe a month. And that's just to understand what's happening. Developing a solution...that will take longer."

Soren's jaw clenched. "We don't have weeks, Lukas. We certainly don't have months. We need solutions now. People are dying. Entire planets are at risk."

"Captain…Dad," Dana interjected, her voice firm but compassionate as her hand finally dropped from Tashi’s shoulder. He still stood there, staring sightlessly down at the deck. "We understand the urgency,” she continued. “Believe me, we do. I know you’re hurting right now. Wilf was our friend, too. But we're already working around the clock. Twenty hours a day, sometimes more. Look around you."

Soren did as she asked, taking in the scientists' exhausted faces. Dark circles under their eyes and the slight tremor in their hands spoke volumes about the grueling pace they'd been maintaining. Empty coffee cups and half-eaten ration bars littered the workstations, evidence of meals hastily consumed without leaving their posts.

"We simply can't go any faster without compromising the integrity of our work," Dana continued. "Push us harder, and we'll start making mistakes. And mistakes, in this case, could be catastrophic."

Soren looked around the room again, his realization dawning. Pushing them harder would likely do more harm than good. These people were already giving everything they had.

"I understand," he said finally, his tone softening slightly. "You're all doing incredible work under impossible circumstances. I know I'm asking for miracles, but...well, that's what we need right now. And losing Wilf is…" He paused, making eye contact with each scientist in turn. "Keep at it. And if there's anything you need—any resources, any data—let me know immediately. We'll fly into a black hole if that’s what it takes to get it for you."

The scientists nodded, their expressions a mixture of determination and weariness. As Soren turned to leave, Tashi stepped forward, his eyes red-rimmed but his voice steady.

"We won't let you down, Captain," he said. “We'll find a way to stop this. Wilf didn’t die in vain. If we can save everyone else at risk, his death will mean something."

Soren nodded. “I know you’ll do all you can, Tashi.” He laid his hand on the young man’s shoulder, sharing his grief. “He was a good man, Tashi.”

“That he was.”

As Soren stepped out into the corridor and started back toward the bridge, he heard quick footsteps behind him.

"Dad, wait," Dana called out, catching up to him. He stopped and she studied his face with a perceptive gaze that reminded him so much of her mother. "I know you're not okay," she said softly. “You love Wilf and Tashi almost like they’re your sons.”

Soren considered for a moment whether to maintain his stoic facade. But this was Dana, his daughter, who knew him better than almost anyone else. "You’re right," he admitted quietly. "I'm not okay."

Soren turned and leaned his shoulder into the bulkhead. "I killed him, Dana,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Wilf is dead because of me."

Dana took hold of her father’s hand, her eyes blazing with a mixture of compassion and determination. "No," she said firmly. "You did not kill Wilf. It wasn't your fault."

"Wasn't it?" he countered, the weight of command and responsibility evident in his voice. "I made the call to use the vortex cannon. I kept us in orbit around Glaive longer than necessary. If we had left even a minute earlier⁠—"

"Stop," Dana interrupted, her tone gentle but firm as she squeezed his hand, her other hand wrapping around it. "You always make the best decisions you can at the moment. There are always risks, always potential consequences we can't foresee. But you acted out of a desire to help and protect. That's the best anyone can do."

Soren closed his eyes, allowing himself this brief moment of vulnerability. "Intellectually,” he said softly, looking at her, “I know what you’re saying is true. Hearing you reinforce it…that helps. You sound just like your mother, you know."

Dana smiled sadly. "Well, Mom always was the smartest person in the family. I'm just channeling her wisdom."

Soren chuckled, feeling some of the weight lift from his shoulders. "Thank you, Dana," he said. "I don't say it enough, but I'm proud of you. Of the woman you've become."

Dana's smile widened, her eyes still shining with unshed tears. "Thanks, Dad," she replied. "Now, go be the captain you are. We've got work to do."

Soren nodded. Straightening, he adjusted his uniform and squared his shoulders. "You're right," he said. "Back to work, Commander. I'll be on the bridge if anyone in the lab needs anything, especially Tashi. Keep an eye on him for me, will you?”

Dana nodded and headed back to the research lab while Soren made his way toward the bridge, his steps more purposeful now. The grief and guilt were still there, a dull ache in his chest, but they no longer threatened to overwhelm him.

They had suffered a devastating loss, but they couldn't afford to let it slow them down. The Convergence was accelerating, and they needed to be ready for whatever came next. With renewed determination, Soren stepped onto the bridge, ready to face the challenges that lay ahead.


CHAPTER 30



Familiar disorientation washed over Soren as the Wraith and Admiral Lane’s fleet behind them exited fold space. He blinked rapidly, his eyes adjusting to the sudden change in view on the main screen. The vast emptiness of deep space stretched before them, punctuated by the distant pinpricks of stars and a distant cluster of warships.

“Contact report," Soren ordered, his voice steady despite the anticipation coursing through him. He leaned forward in his command chair, eyes fixed on the sensor projection as it began to fill in.

"I'm reading twenty-six ships, Captain," Mark reported, his voice carrying a hint of disappointment. “Judging by configurations, eighteen CIP vessels and eight FUP."

Soren nodded, allowing himself a small measure of relief. They had made it to the rendezvous point, and their allies were waiting. Fewer ships had made it than he’d hoped, but at least they were here.

"Incoming video transmission, sir," Samira called out from her communications station. "It's Admiral Yarborough."

"Put her through on the primary,” he replied, straightening in his seat.

Jane's face appeared, filling the primary viewscreen. She looked worn down but excited, with a hint of exhaustion around her eyes that spoke volumes about the challenges she'd faced.

"Soren," she said, a warm smile spreading across her face. Her voice carried a hint of disbelief, as if she couldn't quite trust what she was seeing. "I can't tell you how glad I am to see you. And with the reinforcements you promised, no less. I knew we could count on you.”

Soren returned her smile, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. The weight of recent events–Wilf's death, the chaos on Glaive–made it difficult to feel too positive. "It's good to see you too, Jane. I'm glad you made it out of Glaive in one piece. We have a lot to discuss."

Jane's expression sobered, picking up on the underlying tension in Soren's voice. "I'm sure we do. Your tone suggests it's not all good news. What's our next move?"

Soren leaned back in his chair, his mind racing through the necessary steps. "First, we need to get everyone on the same page," he replied, his tone businesslike. "I'll connect Admiral Lane from the second dimension’s FUP. Can you connect the CIP fleet commander? We need all key players in on this conversation."

Jane nodded. "Of course. I’m familiar with this dimension’s Lane. He was a good man here, killed by Soren, like so many others. I’ll get Admiral Oakes on the line right now. It'll be good to have everyone's perspective.”

As Jane busied herself with the connection, Soren turned to Samira. "Get me Admiral Lane," he ordered. "Priority channel."

"Aye, sir," Samira replied. "Establishing connection…now."

Within moments, the screen split into three sections, each displaying a different face. Lane's stern visage contrasted sharply with Oakes' more genial expression, while Jane's familiar features completed the trio. The difference in their appearances was striking. Lane looked as if he hadn't slept in days, his uniform impeccable but his eyes shadowed. Oakes, a bald, serious man with a square jaw and deep set eyes, maintained a carefully cultivated air of calm, though Soren could see the tension in the set of his shoulders.

"Gentlemen, Jane," Soren began. "I believe introductions are in order. I apologize for the Wraith’s lack of video transmission from the bridge. It was never a priority to complete. Admiral Lane, this is Admiral Jane Yarborough of this dimension’s FUP resistance, and Admiral Oakes of the Coalition of Independent Planets. Yarborough, Oakes, this is Admiral Lane from the second dimension's FUP."

The three admirals exchanged greetings, each sizing up the others with the practiced eye of seasoned military leaders. Lane spoke first, his voice gruff but respectful. "Admiral Yarborough, Admiral Oakes. I've heard a great deal about your efforts against the Strickland Federation. It's an honor to finally meet you, even under these circumstances."

Jane inclined her head slightly. "The honor is ours, Admiral Lane. I can’t tell you enough how much we appreciate your arrival here, and your dimension’s involvement in this fight. Your reinforcements could turn the tide of this war."

Oakes cleared his throat, his expression one of cautious optimism. "Indeed. We're grateful for any help we can get in these trying times. The CIP stands ready to do its part."

"Before we delve into strategy," Soren continued, his voice taking on a somber tone, "there's something you all need to know. We've suffered a grievous loss." He paused, gathering himself. The words felt heavy on his tongue, the grief still fresh. "One of our crew members, Wilf Delaney, died when we encountered a convergence event at Glaive."

Jane's sharp intake of breath was audible even through the comm. Her face paled, eyes widening in shock. "Oh, Soren," she said softly, her voice thick with emotion. "I'm so sorry. Wilf was...he was a good man. I remember him from when you first arrived. So full of life...and those fingers…"

Soren nodded, appreciating her sympathy. "He was unique to say the least, and a good friend. We held a service for him," he said, his voice low. "It was...difficult. But his death…through it we’ve learned something valuable. That while two doppelgangers in proximity of each other causes both versions to fall unconscious, three or more will kill all of them. You can imagine the implications for, well, everything, as the Convergence continues.”

Silence greeted him, the Admirals all wearing different expressions that boiled down to shock.

“How are we supposed to stop this?” Oakes asked at last. “What can we do?”

“My people are working on it,” Soren replied. “For now, we can continue making progress by ensuring the source of the destabilization is neutralized.”

“Grand Admiral Strickland,” Jane said. “Of course.”

“I don’t want to say much more through these channels,” Soren continued. “A mutual friend warned me that there are still rats scurrying around the fleets, and that we need to be careful not to feed them information.”

“Our mutual friend provided some tips,” Jane said. "We've implemented some protocols to help mitigate their effectiveness," she said, her tone cautious. "Increased security checks, compartmentalization of sensitive information, that sort of thing. But it's a delicate balance. Push too hard, and we risk alienating loyal crew members. Not hard enough, and we leave ourselves vulnerable. It's an ongoing challenge."

Oakes leaned forward, his face filling more of the screen. "If I may interject," he said, "it's clear that we need to have a more in-depth discussion about our situation and our plans moving forward. These are sensitive matters, not well-suited to long-distance communication under the potential of unauthorized surveillance. Perhaps it would be best if we met in person?"

Soren nodded in agreement, relieved that someone else had suggested it. "I concur, Admiral. Face-to-face discussions will allow us to speak more freely and gauge each other's reactions more accurately. I suggest we convene on the Wraith. It's the most secure location we have, and our research team is here as well. They can brief all of us on the latest developments regarding the Convergence."

The admirals murmured their assent, each recognizing the wisdom in the suggestion.

"Excellent," Soren said, feeling a small sense of accomplishment at this first step. "I'll have a team standing by in the hangar bay. We'll expect you shortly. Soren out."

As the transmission ended, Soren stood from his chair. "Jack, you have the conn, but contact Vic to relieve you. I want you, Ethan, Lukas, Dana, Tashi, Alex, Liam, Frank, and Elena to join us in the conference room in thirty minutes for a high-level briefing, so contact them as well. Right now, I need to go down to the hangar bay to meet our guests."

Jack nodded, moving to take Soren's place. "Aye, Captain. I have the conn. See you in thirty.”

As Soren entered the hangar bay, he could see the deck crews already preparing for the incoming shuttles. Phoebe approached, datapad in hand.

"Captain," she greeted him. "We've cleared space for three shuttles and implemented enhanced security protocols as per protocol.”

Soren nodded approvingly. "Good work, Phoebe. Any issues I should be aware of?"

She shook her head. "No, sir. Everything's running smoothly."

"Excellent," Soren replied. "Carry on."

The anticipation in the air was palpable as they waited. Soren could feel the eyes of the deck crew on him, their curiosity evident. It wasn't every day they hosted three admirals from different dimensions and factions.

Lane's shuttle was the first to arrive, touching down with barely a whisper. The sleek craft bore the markings of the FUP but with subtle differences that marked it as being from the second dimension. As the ramp lowered, Soren stepped forward to greet the admiral.

"Admiral," he said, extending his hand. "Welcome aboard the Wraith."

Lane clasped Soren's hand firmly, his sharp eyes taking in every detail of the hangar. "Impressive ship, Captain," he said, his voice gruff but tinged with admiration. “Just to prevent any awkward moments, I’d like you to take charge of this meeting, despite your lower rank. You have the most experience with all of the parties involved, as well as with the Convergence. And while you might not be Grand Admiral Strickland, you’re the closest thing we have to someone who thinks like he does.”

“Of course, Admiral,” Soren replied. “I appreciate your faith in me.”

They both turned toward the hangar bay doors as the force field shimmered again, and Oakes' shuttle glided in. The CIP craft was more ornate than Lane's, built as much for form as for function.

Oakes had barely stepped out of his shuttle’s hatch when Jane's craft completed the trio, settling into place beside the others. Her ship bore the scars of war, its hull pitted and scored in places, a stark reminder of the battles they'd already faced.

As the two other admirals disembarked, Soren made the necessary in-person re-introductions.

“Admirals,” Soren said once the formalities were out of the way. "If you'll follow me, I'll lead you to the conference room. We have a lot to discuss."

“Of course, Captain,” Oakes said.

As they made their way through the Wraith’s corridors, Soren and Jane moved ahead of the other two Admirals, quickly discussing Soren’s encounter with Samuel and Wilf’s untimely demise. She offered him condolences again, remembering how Wilf was the one who’d greeted the Spirit of War’s crew when they arrived to rescue them from the dead warship. She’d never seen anyone as happy with their job as he had seemed.

For Soren, the memory brought fresh sadness but also joy and pride. If nothing else, Wilf had at least died doing what he loved: serving others.

As they approached the conference room, Soren could hear the murmur of voices from within. The staff had already assembled there, their conversations falling silent as the doors slid open, and Soren and the three admirals walked in.
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Once Soren introduced everyone and they were all seated, he took his place at the head of the conference room table. He let his gaze sweep across the assembled faces. Regardless of role or rank, everyone in the room shared the same hopes, fears, and desire to survive.

"Before we begin," he said, his voice calm but authoritative, "I want to thank you all for being here. What we discuss in this room could very well determine the fate of all reality as we know it. The stakes have never been higher, and the challenges we face are unprecedented. But I have faith in each and every one of you. Together, we will find a way to defeat the Strickland Federation and stop the Convergence.”

He paused, letting his words sink in. The room was silent, all eyes fixed on him. Soren could see the weight of responsibility settling on each face, the enormity of their task reflected in their expressions.

Then, with a nod to Lukas, he continued, "Dr. Mitchell, please brief us on the current state of the Convergence and your team's progress."

Lukas stood, his movements betraying a hint of nervousness as he acknowledged the assembly. He tapped a command into the table's built-in console, activating a holographic display in the center of the table. A complex, multidimensional model of spacetime appeared, with swirling vortices representing the points where dimensions were merging.

"As you can see," Lukas began, his voice steady despite the complexity of the information he was about to share, "the Convergence is progressing. We've identified multiple points of dimensional overlap, with new ones forming every few hours.”

He manipulated the display, zooming in on a particular region. The hologram shifted, focusing on a familiar planet. "This is the current situation at Glaive. The merger of this dimension with another caused a catastrophic event, resulting in widespread unconsciousness on the planet. Only about five percent of the population are unaffected. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that five percent of the population can’t possibly attend to the other ninety-five percent. The people on Glaive who are unconscious, if we fail to act in time, are as good as dead.” He paused, fighting back emotion. “And one valuable member of our crew is already dead, because he was simultaneously brought into the proximity of two of his inter-dimensional counterparts.”

The room fell silent as the implications sank in. Jane's face paled, while Lane leaned forward, face tight. Oakes sat back, his expression grim.

Lukas continued, his voice growing more urgent. "We're working around the clock to understand the mechanics of the Convergence and develop a method to reverse it. But I have to be honest here. We're looking at weeks, maybe even months, before we have a workable solution."

Admiral Lane spoke up, his voice sharp. "Months? Doctor, from what I understand, we don't have months. How long until the Convergence reaches a point of no return?"

Lukas swallowed hard, his eyes flicking to Soren before answering. "Based on our current models...four months. Maybe less."

"Four months?" Jane repeated, her voice barely above a whisper. "That's...that's not enough time."

Oakes shook his head, his usually calm demeanor cracking slightly. "We need more time. There has to be a way to slow this down, buy ourselves a little breathing room."

“I’m sorry, Admiral,” Lukas said. “But there isn’t. We can’t negotiate with an inter-dimensional cosmic event. We have four months to stop this. As the head of the research team trying to figure this out, believe me, I understand the pressure of racing against this doomsday clock, but we refuse to give up or give in.”

“We all appreciate that, Doctor,” Oakes said, turning to Soren. “You’ll have to excuse me if everything we might plan to do seems a bit pointless. I don’t see how we can succeed in so little time.”

“That’s why we’re all here,” Soren answered. “To find a way to succeed in so little time.” He nodded to Lukas. “Thank you, Lukas.” As Lukas returned to his seat, Soren turned to Jane. “Admiral Yarborough, can you brief us on what happened at Glaive and your fleet’s current disposition?"

Jane stood, her posture rigid. "The attack on Glaive was swift and brutal. The Strickland Federation caught us off guard, tipped off to our fleet’s position by a spy within our ranks who remains at large. We suffered heavy losses before we could mount an effective defense. We lost nearly half our fleet in the initial assault. The survivors were forced to retreat, leaving Glaive vulnerable. It was...it was a disaster.

"We're down to twenty-six ships, as you’ve seen. Repairs are ongoing, but we're stretched thin. Our engineering teams are working around the clock, but we're facing shortages of critical components. Ordnance is a major concern. We burned through a lot of our stockpiles in the battle. We're down to less than 30% of our missile capacity, and our railgun ammunition is critically low."

Oakes cleared his throat, drawing attention to himself. "The CIP is sending aid as quickly as we can, but we're facing our own challenges, mainly because of the distances involved. We can’t deliver more ammunition faster than Strickland can send another fleet at us. If our position is compromised again…well, before you and Admiral Lane arrived, I would have said we wouldn’t survive the fight. At least now, we have a chance.”

“Agreed,” Soren said. “I lobbied the FUP from the admiral’s dimension specifically to give you that chance, and by extension give all of reality a chance. The situation is dire, and it's deteriorating rapidly. What we need now is a plan to deal with the Strickland Federation quickly so we can focus on reversing the Convergence."

“I haven’t been idle while we waited for your arrival, Captain,” Jane said, picking up her datapad from the table. “May I?”

“Tashi, can you connect the admiral’s datapad to the projector?” Soren asked.

“Of course, Captain,” Tashi replied, jumping up to help her. He held out his hand and she passed him the datapad. He tapped quickly on its surface before handing it back. “There you go, Admiral.”

“Thank you, Tashi,” Jane replied. The projection finally shifted from Lukas’ Convergence model. “This is a map of space controlled by the Strickland Federation. The color of a planet is representative of their strategic value and defensive capabilities. I started developing this plan under the assumption we would receive at least three strike forces in reinforcements. I’m glad to see I’ve underestimated the aid from our allies in the second dimension.”

“Actually,” Lane said. “There are additional ships on the way, a couple of weeks behind us. Our entire offensive force is being redirected from the war against the first dimension to gear up for a war with the Strickland Federation.”

“That’s incredible to hear,” Oakes said.

“Indeed,” Jane agreed. “With that in mind, I’m certain this plan is viable.” She updated the projection, showing the green planets sprinkled among the red suddenly surrounded by black dots that Soren understood indicated friendly warships.

“The key is not only to attack multiple targets simultaneously, forcing the Federation to divide its forces, but to be smart about which targets we attack. We'll start with these outer systems, which are less heavily defended. As we capture each world, we'll use it as a staging ground for our next assault. But, as you can see, I haven’t highlighted every planet in order. Since time is of the essence, it’s best to skip lower value targets so we can concentrate on maximizing our gains, not as much in territory but in neutralized SF assets.”

“I like it so far,” Oakes said.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Jane replied. The display shifted, showing a series of simulated engagements. "By striking quickly and unpredictably, we can keep the Federation off balance. They'll be forced to react to our movements, rather than dictating the pace of the war themselves. And, in the cases where our intel is bad or outdated and we run into more trouble than we’re prepared to handle, we can quickly divert to alternate sites or pull back completely.”

Admiral Lane studied the display intently, his eyes narrowing in concentration. "It's a solid strategy," he admitted after a moment. "Hit-and-run tactics, guerrilla warfare on a galactic scale. But how long do you estimate it would take to reach Earth? That's where Strickland is, and he's the primary fly in our ointment, so to speak.”

“This is where we need to optimize the plan, and update it to reflect the increased support we’re due to receive. In the best-case scenario, about four months."

“As long as we have,” Jack said. “Talk about a close shave.”

“Too close,” Alex agreed.

The room erupted into discussion, with the admirals and staff debating Jane's plan and how to best alter it to speed up the timeline. Voices rose and fell, arguments were made and countered. Soren remained silent throughout, listening intently, weighing each discussion, and considering every angle.

"We could try to draw out their fleet," Liam suggested. "Hit a high-value target, force them to commit their reserves, then catch them in an ambush.”

“That won’t work,” Frank said. “Grand Admiral Strickland will see that setup from a light year away.”

"What about focusing on their supply lines?" Ethan offered. "Cut off their ability to resupply and reinforce their forward positions?"

The debate continued, strategies proposed and discarded, each idea examined and tested against the harsh realities of their situation. But as the discussion wore on, Soren felt a growing sense of frustration building within him.

They were thinking too small, too conventionally. With each passing second, the Convergence was growing stronger. More worlds were at risk. More lives hung in the balance. The memory of Wilf's lifeless body flashed through his mind, followed by images of the chaos on Glaive and Tau Ceti. This was a war, yes. And the Strickland Federation had its part in the war. But the fight wasn’t against the Federation. Not really.

The real war was against the Convergence. It didn’t matter if they defeated the SF if they all wound up dead because the Convergence caught up to them.

"Enough," he said, his commanding voice cutting through the chatter like a knife. The room fell silent, all eyes turning to him as he stood, his expression grave.

"We're overthinking this," he continued, his voice low but intense. "Jane, your plan is well-considered, but it takes too long. Every option I’ve heard over the last hour takes too long. We’re trying to approach this like a military aiming to vanquish another military. But we don't have the luxury of time. Every day we delay, more lives are at risk. More dimensions bleed into one another."

He swept his gaze across the room, meeting each pair of eyes in turn. In some, he saw confusion. In others, dawning realization. And in a few–those of Alex, Dana, Elena, and Jack–he saw a spark of the same desperate determination that burned within him.

"All roads lead to Grand Admiral Strickland," Soren declared, his voice gaining strength. "All roads lead directly to Earth. We need to strike at the heart of the Federation, and we need to do it now."
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A stunned silence fell over the conference room. It was Lane who finally broke it, his voice skeptical. "You're suggesting a direct assault on Earth? Against the full might of the Strickland Federation's home fleet? That's suicide, Captain."

Soren shook his head, a grim smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Suicide, Admiral? Maybe. But all of the other options I’ve heard only hold a potentially slow death instead of a quick one. The way I see it, this is our only chance. We go in fast, we go in hard, and we break the Federation by cutting off its head. With Strickland out of the picture, we can rest assured that another vortex cannon like the one on the Fist of Justice will never be used again.”

He could see the doubt on their faces, the fear. He could also see something else—a glimmer of hope, a spark of the same desperate determination that burned within him.

The room remained silent, the weight of Soren's words hanging heavy in the air. He could see the wheels turning in their minds, weighing the risks against the potential rewards. The fate of countless lives, of entire dimensions, rested on what they decided in this moment.

"So," Soren said, his voice cutting through the tense silence. "Who's with me?"

The room held its breath, waiting to see who would be the first to speak. The decision they made here, in this moment, would shape the course of the war and potentially the fate of all reality.

Alex was the first to break the silence, standing up with a determined gleam in his eye. "I'm with you, Captain,” he said, his voice firm. "We've been playing defense for too long. It's time we took the fight to the man himself."

One by one, the Wraith’s staff voiced their support. The admirals, however, remained silent, their expressions a blend of doubt and calculation. It was Jane who finally spoke, her voice cautious but not dismissive.

"It's a bold plan, Soren," she said, leaning forward on her elbows, "possibly too bold, but I can't deny the appeal. If we could take out Strickland, it would cripple the Federation's command structure."

“And from what I’ve seen of his largely demoralized troops,” Alex added, “it just might remove their will to continue fighting. I think a good number of them would surrender on the spot.”

Lane shook his head, his brow furrowed. "I don’t know, it's not just bold, it's reckless. Earth will be the most heavily defended planet in Federation space. We'd be throwing away lives on a fool's errand."

Oakes, who had been quiet until now, cleared his throat. "I'm inclined to agree with Admiral Lane. The risks are astronomical. But..." he paused, his eyes meeting Soren's, "...so are the potential rewards. If we could pull this off, it would change everything."

Soren nodded, acknowledging their concerns. "I understand your reservations. Believe me, I've considered every angle. Yes, Earth is heavily guarded, but we're out of options and out of time. A conventional war of attrition will take too long. We need to end this quickly, decisively. They won't expect such a bold, direct attack. We’ll have the element of surprise on our side."

“Surprise will only help us in the first few minutes,” Lane said. “We'll still be facing the full might of the Federation's home fleet and all of the planetary defenses.”

“Yes, but we have an Earth too,” Jack said. “We can account for at least some of those defenses and counter them.”

“Whatever you think is there, you need to triple it,” Jane said. “Though, with the FUP on the run and the CIP tucked into their turtle shells for so long, it’s possible a lot of those defenses have come offline. The fleet might not be as big as we anticipate.”

“I got a view of the ships in Earth’s orbit when I was captured,” Alex said. “There are a lot of them.”

“Admiral Yarborough, do you have any agents on Earth who can provide more detailed intel?” Soren asked.

She shook her head. “Not anymore.”

“We can handle the defenses,” Soren insisted. "We hit them with everything we have. We use the Wraith’s vortex cannon’s new mode to disable their shields while the rest of the fleet buries them.” He turned to Alex. "While our fleet engages their ships, the Phantoms will launch a covert operation to assassinate Grand Admiral Strickland."

Alex's eyes widened in response to the statement, but he nodded firmly. "We'll get it done, sir. You can count on us."

Admiral Lane still looked skeptical, but there was a grudging respect in his eyes. "It's insane," he said, shaking his head, "but...it just might work. And you're right, we're running out of options."

Oakes nodded slowly. "The CIP will support this. We'll commit every ship we can spare."

All eyes turned to Jane. She was quiet for a long moment, her gaze distant as she weighed the options. Finally, she looked up, meeting Soren's eyes. "Let's do it. Let's take the fight to Strickland."

A sense of relief and resolve swept through the room. They had a simple, desperate, and possibly suicidal plan, but a plan nonetheless.

"We have a lot of planning to do and not much time to do it,” Soren said. "We'll need to coordinate our fleets, plan our approach. Every ship, every fighter—it all needs to be perfectly synchronized. And we need to be damn sure that no one who doesn’t need to know, who we aren’t sure we can trust, finds out about any of this too far ahead of time.”

“Agreed,” Lane said. “I suggest encrypted short-range communications through personal keyed datapads only. Crews outside of this room are to be given just enough information to do their jobs, and not a single word more.”

“I can set up the datapads for you,” Tashi volunteered.

“Thank you, Tashi,” Soren replied. “We don’t have a minute to lose. Admirals, I’ll have the datapads delivered the moment they’re ready for you. This meeting is adjourned. Let’s get to work.”

The members of the Wraith’s staff filed out of the conference room, Admirals Lane and Oakes engaging in conversation with Jack on the way out. Jane remained behind, approaching Soren once the room was empty.

"This is a hell of a gamble, Soren," she said softly. "Are you sure about this?"

Soren met her gaze steadily. "No," he admitted. "But I'm sure that if we don't try, we've already lost. This is our best shot, Jane. Maybe our only shot."

She nodded, squeezing his arm. "Then let's make it count. For Wilf, for everyone we've lost...and for everyone we're trying to save."

“I’m sorry we couldn’t save Alexander,” Soren said.

“So am I,” she answered with a sad smile. “But I lost him a long time ago. His blood is on my Soren’s hands. And with your help, vengeance will be mine.”

Soren hesitated, her comment sending his mind moving in a different direction. The thirst for revenge was dangerous in the best of times. Finally, he nodded. “We have a lot of planning to do and little time left to do it.”

It was clear to him that she sensed the hesitation in his voice, but she didn’t question it. “In that case, what are we waiting for?” she replied.
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The hangar bay filled with a low whine as Alex watched the CIP shuttle glide through the containment field, its hull gleaming under the harsh lights. The boxy craft settled gently onto the deck, its landing skids touching down with barely a whisper. Around him, the other Phantoms shifted with curiosity over the special delivery for them from Admiral Oakes.

"Any idea what the Admiral's sent us?" Jackson asked from where he was leaning against a cargo container. His casual posture belied the intensity of his gaze as he studied the shuttle. "Must be something pretty special to rate a priority delivery.”

"Could be anything," Zoe replied, crossing her arms as she worried about the inside of her cheek. "More ordinance, spare parts maybe."

Elena shook her head. “I agree with you, Jackson. Harry wouldn’t have asked us down here to help him with a standard delivery. It must be something special. Something intended for just the Phantoms.”

“I have a couple of guesses as to what it might be,” Alex said. “But I don’t want to spoil it for the rest of you if I’m right.”

“So did the Captain give you a heads-up?” Jackson asked.

“Nope.”

“It’s that Strickland mind,” Zoe said. “Working through the possibilities at light speed.”

“You got any idea what this is, Harry?” Swix asked the quartermaster.

“Not a clue.” The quartermaster stood with the Phantoms, his datapad clutched in hand. “All I know is that the captain told me the shuttle was on the way and he was sending you lot down to personally accept the delivery.”

“It’s definitely for us then,” Jackson said.

Harry read off his datapad. “Seven crates, all tagged classified, and..." he paused, squinting at his display, "requiring a cleared deck and your personal authorization to open the crates, Gunny. That's a first."

Alex looked around, noticing for the first time that all the aerospace crew, including Phoebe, had made themselves scarce. Only the Phantoms, Harry, and five members of Harry’s team remained. “This is unusual."

"Well, we won't have to wait long to find out what we’re getting," Sarah said, nodding toward the shuttle as its engines spooled down with a diminishing whine.

“Whatever it is,” Harry added, “the Captain doesn’t want to advertise that we have it.”

“I think we can trust everyone on board the Wraith,” Alex said. “The spies are on the FUP side, not ours.”

“I agree completely. So does the Captain, but we need to model our procedures after the new security protocols, just like the rest of the fleet.” He smiled and shook his head. “It just creates more work for the rest of us. Mostly me.” Harry chuckled.

The shuttle's crew emerged. The crew chief, a weathered woman with steel-gray hair pulled back in a tight bun and dressed in a CIP flight suit, approached them.

"Gunnery Sergeant Strickland?" she asked, her voice carrying a slight British lilt.

"That's me," Alex replied, stepping forward.

"Chief Palmer," she introduced herself with a crisp nod. "We've got some special cargo for your team. If you'll follow me…" They all trailed behind her to the rear of the craft where the cargo ramp descended with a hydraulic hiss. Secured inside were seven large, military-grade crates.

"Those are some serious containers," Sarah observed, her fingers twitching with anticipation. "Look at those security seals. They really didn't want anyone peeking inside."

"Can you blame them?" Swix asked, gesturing at the crates. "Whatever's in there has to be top secret.”

A loader hummed to life behind them and lumbered over to crawl up the ramp, its mechanical arms extending to retrieve the first container. The machine moved with precise efficiency, gently lifting the crate, backing down the ramp and depositing it on the deck. The operator repeated the movement until all seven crates sat on the hanger deck in a neat row.

“Sergeant, I’ll need you to sign this,” Chief Palmer said, passing Alex her datapad.

The requisition form was scrolled to the bottom, obscuring the description of crates’ contents. He could have swiped up to see ahead of the squad but chose not to. He wanted to share the reveal with the rest of his squad. He signed it and passed it back to the chief.

“They’re all yours now, Sergeant,” she said.

"Alright folks," Harry called out to his team. "Let's get these unloaded and opened up. Standard protocols, by the numbers." His crew moved forward, their movements practiced and efficient. Harry stepped up to the first crate, entering an authorization code into the security panel. The seals disengaged with a satisfying click, and the lid lifted automatically with a soft hiss of releasing pressure.

Alex’s breath caught in his throat. Inside, nestled in protective foam that cradled every curve and angle, lay a suit of Phalanx armor. But unlike Elena and Swix's crimson suits, this one was covered in a subtle geometric matte black and charcoal pattern that he suspected was more than just camo paint.

"Hot damn,” Jackson breathed, moving closer for a better look. His eyes were wide with wonder. "Is that what I think it is? That's...that's beautiful."

"It's more than beautiful," Elena said, her voice filled with professional appreciation. “This is next generation.”

Chief Palmer stepped forward. "New Phalanx armor, fresh from the Coalition's advanced manufacturing facilities. This suit has the latest stealth pattern etched into the metal. It bends light around the suit to make it harder to get a bead on. Councilwoman Bao requested them for the Lammergeiers.”

“Last I heard, these were still in development,” Swix added.

As the other crates were opened, revealing identical suits, excitement rippled through the group. Jackson was practically bouncing around like a kid with a new toy, his eagerness palpable. "Can we try them on, Gunny?" he asked, already reaching for one of the suits. "I mean, like right now? Because I really, really want to try mine out."

Harry smoothly intercepted his hand as he reached for it. "Easy there, hotshot. These need to go through proper inventory first, which means they need to be delivered to the Phantom’s armory. I need to log them in and inspect them to make sure they work properly before you can play with them.”

"Come on, Harry," Jackson pleaded. "We're professionals. We know how to handle advanced equipment."

”You know how this works as well I do,” Harry replied firmly, though there was a hint of amusement in his voice. “You weren’t even expecting this delivery, I’m sure you can wait an hour to play with your new toys.”

"Wait a minute," Alex said, turning to Harry. "There are seven suits here. But there are six of us in the squad. Are we getting a new member?”

“No, but you are getting back an old one, if you aren’t opposed.”

The familiar voice coming from behind Alex made him spin around, a grin spreading across his face before he even completed the turn. There stood Theo, looking thinner than Alex remembered but standing tall and proud, a determined gleam in his eye. He wore standard ship's coveralls that seemed a size too large on his reduced frame, but his posture radiated strength and purpose.

"Theo!" Sarah exclaimed, rushing forward to embrace him, her usual composure forgotten in the joy of seeing her old teammate. "They didn't tell us you were being released!"

The others quickly followed, surrounding their recovered squadmate with warm greetings and gentle claps on the shoulder.

"How are you feeling, Theo?" Alex asked, carefully studying the face of the man who had saved his life. He could see the lingering effects from the treatments—the slight pallor to his skin, the shadows under his eyes—but there was life there too, a fire that hadn't been present before.

Theo's smile was tired but genuine. "Well enough to be discharged from sickbay, though I still need regular checkups and maybe a treatment or two if needed, but I'm done sitting on the sidelines. and I heard you guys could use another Phantom."

"You heard right," Alex said warmly, his hand on Theo’s shoulder.. "Welcome back.”

“Thank you, Gunny.” Theo looked at each of the other Phantoms. “It’s good to be back.”

“I think this calls for a proper celebration,” Jackson said. “Harry, you've got this handled, right? We need to get our boy here properly wined and dined since that stuff Asha feeds in sickbay isn’t fit for human consumption. And we need to catch Theo here up on everything he's missed."

"Everything?" Zoe asked with a raised eyebrow. "That could take days."

"Then we better get started," Jackson replied with a grin.

Harry waved them off. "Go on, get out of here. I'll make sure your new toys make it to the armory in one piece, and I'll have the cooks set up something special for you in the mess hall. You can't have a proper celebration with standard provisions."

"You're the best, Harry," Sarah said as they headed for the exit.

"I know," he replied. "Just remember that the next time you come to me with emergency requisitions that still have to go through proper channels and therefore take time.”

They made their way to the chow hall, the group naturally falling into formation around Alex as they walked.

The chow hall was relatively quiet at this hour, allowing them to claim a large table in the corner. True to his word, Harry had commed ahead, and before they could grab a tray and step up to the chow line, one of the cooks waved them back to their seats. Within a half-hour, the cooks delivered some higher-end fare. Fresh bread, real beef done to medium rare perfection, fried potatoes barely crispy around the edges, fresh green beans seasoned with bacon, and actual baked mac and cheese—all of it steaming hot. None of it had come out of a box, and nothing was reconstituted.

"Now this," Jackson said, inhaling deeply, "is what I call a welcome back feast."

As they settled in with their trays, the stories began to flow. Each team member took turns filling Theo in on everything he'd missed, from the major battles to the small, personal moments that had shaped their newfound unity.

"The other you, in our dimension? Absolute legend in the simulators," Jackson said, gesturing animatedly with his fork. “I lost count of how many times he pulled our asses out of the fire."

"Really?" Theo asked, clearly curious about his alternate self.

"Oh, yeah," Zoe jumped in. "There was this one time, deep space station assault scenario, everything had gone sideways. Half the team was pinned down by heavy autocannon fire. We were running out of options, and then this crazy bastard jets out from cover, ricocheting off the bulkheads like a pinball, always just a split second ahead of the cannon. Halfway there, he hurls an explosive charge at the cannon, then triggers the detonator...”

"He plotted the trajectory perfectly," Jackson picked up. "By the time the bad guys knew what was up, it was too late. I don’t think a professional quarterback could have made a better toss.”

“After the cannon exploded, Theo turned back toward us and gave us this double thumbs-up, with the explosion framing him from behind,” Alex said, finishing the story. “It was like something straight out of a movie.”

Theo listened intently, his eyes growing wider with each tale. “I hope I can live up to your memories of your Theo, you know,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “After everything that happened with Alexander, with the Federation...I never thought I'd get another chance like this—to be part of something real and right again."

"Hey," Sarah said softly, touching his arm. "You never stopped being part of something real. Even when you were sick, you were one of us."

"She's right," Alex added firmly. "And now you're officially a Phantom. Though I have to ask, did my father have anything to do with the timing of your release?"

Theo's slight smile answered the question before he spoke. "The captain might have...encouraged Asha to expedite my final evaluations. But," he quickly added, seeing Alex's concerned expression, "she wouldn't have cleared me if I wasn't ready. I had to pass all the same physical requirements as any other Marine, although I obviously still need to build some muscle back."

“Muscle doesn’t matter that much inside power armor,” Sarah reminded him.

Before they could continue the conversation, Harry's voice came over Alex’s comms. "Gunny, the new armor is ready and waiting in the armory whenever you want to check it out."

Alex smiled, looking at his squad. “Looks like we’re all systems go on those Phalanx suits,” he relayed with a grin.

The response was immediate—chairs scraping back, trays quickly cleared—as excitement once again took hold. Theo, moving with renewed energy, especially had some training to do before he was completely battle-ready.

They practically raced to the armory, their eagerness evident in every hurried step. The closer they got, the more Alex could feel the anticipation building. This wasn't just new equipment; it symbolized how far they'd come and how much trust had been placed in them.

The armory doors slid open to reveal their new suits standing ready in their racks. The overhead lights caught the subtle patterns in the armor's surface, seeming to diminish the size of the armor while making it appear blurry to Alex’s vision. It was a strange effect he could easily see the opposition struggling against, especially the first time they might encounter it.

"Beautiful," Elena breathed, running her hand along her suit. "The fabrication quality is incredible. Look at these joints; they're practically seamless."

Alex approached his designated suit, studying it carefully. The design was similar to Elena and Swix's crimson armor. Still, there were subtle differences—additional sensor nodes, reinforced joint servos, and integrated shield generators in the forearms.

"The interface is a bit different from what you're used to," Elena explained as they began the suiting up process. “It takes some getting used to. The suit has onboard AI that learns from you as much as you learn from it. Of course, since your FUP augments aren’t compatible with CIP hardware, you still won’t be able to fully match Swix and me.”

“I wonder if Lina and Tashi might be able to do something to make them compatible,” Zoe said. “It would be nice if we all had the same capabilities, at least with regard to the squad-based enhancements of the augments.”

“I’ll talk to Tashi about it later,” Alex said. “Right now, let's focus on getting comfortable with the basic systems."

Alex stepped into the back of his Phalanx armor. The interior was similar to the Karuta, with foam sensor inserts that molded to his body. The armor sealed around him with a series of pneumatic hisses, and suddenly, he was encased in the most advanced combat system he'd ever worn. The internal displays came to life, flooding his field of vision with tactical data.

"This is...different," he said, taking a tentative step forward. The suit moved smoothly with him, but it felt almost too responsive like it was trying to anticipate his movements before he made them. He stumbled slightly before regaining his balance, unaccustomed to the speed of the reflexes.

“Take it slow, Gunny,” Swix said, already moving with practiced ease in the armor. "It’s a blank slate right now. It’ll fight you at first and then become your new best friend once the neural interface builds a predictive model of your movement patterns. The more you use it, the more accurate it becomes.”

"Training room?" Jackson suggested, already bouncing on his feet, testing the suit's suspension. "I need to see what this baby can do."

"Careful," Elena warned. "The power-to-weight ratio is significantly higher than with the Karuta. You might want to start with basic movement drills before you⁠—"

Jackson activated his jump jets and launched himself toward the ceiling. The thrust surprised him, spinning him awkwardly before he corrected his trajectory. He crashed to the deck and fell to his knees.

"—try anything fancy," Elena finished with a chuckle. "Like that."

"I meant to do that," Jackson said, his voice slightly sheepish.

"Sure you did,” Zoe laughed. "That's why you screamed like a little girl."

"I did not scream! I expressed surprise in a very manly way."

“Yeah, right.” Zoe said, still laughing.

Alex just grinned and shook his head as they set out for the converted cargo bay that served as their practice area, their armored footsteps echoing in the corridors. Alex noticed how Theo kept flexing his hands, getting used to the feel of the new suit. "You okay?" he asked quietly.

"Better than okay," Theo replied, his voice full of wonder. "It's like…like being reborn. Everything feels possible again."

The training room lights activated automatically as they entered, illuminating the obstacle course they'd set up for close-quarters combat practice. Without waiting for instructions, Jackson immediately launched himself into a series of aerial maneuvers, this time with much more control.

"Show-off," Sarah muttered, but she was smiling as she activated her own jets.

Soon the space was filled with the wail of jump jets and the blur of armored figures as they put their new equipment through its paces. Alex found himself adapting quickly, his natural combat instincts merging with the suit's advanced systems.

"This is incredible!" Sarah called out. "It's like the suit knows what I’m thinking about doing before I do it!"

They spent the next hour running and jumping around the training area like a group of schoolchildren. They were still at it when Alex's comm chirped. “Gunny,” his father's voice came through, carrying that particular tone that always meant something important was happening. "I need you and Elena in the conference room immediately.”

Alex landed smoothly, exchanging a glance with Elena. The others stopped their practice, picking up on the sudden shift in mood.

"Everything okay, Gunny?" Jackson asked, his usual levity replaced by professional concern.

"I'm sure it's fine," Alex replied, though he didn't quite believe it. "Keep practicing. Elena?"

She nodded, already moving toward the exit. "Right behind you."

As they left the training room, the sounds of the others continuing practice fading behind them, Alex couldn't shake the feeling that whatever was waiting for them in the conference room would change everything.

"Your father used his serious voice," Elena observed as they walked, their armored footsteps echoing in the corridor.

"Yeah," Alex replied grimly. "Given everything that's happened lately, I doubt we're being called in for good news."

"We knew this was coming," Elena said softly. "The mission to Earth won't plan itself."

Alex squared his shoulders as they picked up the pace to the conference room. Thanks to the special delivery, whatever was waiting for them on the other side of the conference room door, the Phantoms were more than ready for it.


CHAPTER 34



Soren waited at the head of the conference room table, hands clasped tightly behind his back. The data card in his pocket felt impossibly heavy, not in physical weight but from what it represented. A last-ditch effort to end the war.

Frank and Liam sat silently at the table, their expressions neutral, though Soren could read the tension in their postures. Frank's fingers drummed a silent rhythm on the polished surface, a tell that betrayed his unease with the unorthodox nature of what they were about to discuss. On the other hand, Liam maintained a perfect military posture, his back straight as a rail, and waited with the patience of a career Marine.

The doors parted with a soft hiss, admitting Alex and Elena. Soren studied them as they entered, his chest tightening with pride and fear. He didn’t want them to have to go on the mission he had called them here to brief them on. Since the meeting with the admirals six hours earlier, he hadn’t been able to quash the unease in his gut that they had failed to explore every possible avenue to solve their current dilemma before bringing the Phantoms into the equation. They just hadn’t been able to come up with anything else.

“Please, take a seat," he said, gesturing to the empty chairs. He kept his voice steady through years of practice. The weight of command required calm, even when sending people you loved into danger.

He watched Alex and Elena exchange glances as they settled into their seats, recognizing the silent communication of a well-honed team. The soft creak of their chairs seemed unnaturally loud in the quiet room. Soren could see Alex's mind working, probably trying to figure out why he had called them here. Frank and Liam could pass down their orders. He didn’t need to do it himself.

Except he did, this time. He owed them that much.

“Captain, are we in trouble?” Elena asked, the tension too high for her to remain comfortably silent.

“No, Sergeant. Quite the contrary. How are you finding the new armor?" Soren asked, partly to ease into the harder conversation ahead, but also genuinely curious. The CIP's gift represented a significant investment in their mission, one he hoped they would successfully make use of.

"It's...impressive, sir," Alex replied, clearly caught off guard by the casual question. “A definite step up from the Karuta armor. The rest of the Phantoms are in the training area practicing with it as we speak. Though, it would be beneficial to see if Tashi and Lina might be able to standardize our augments. We would be able to communicate and work better as a team if they could pull it off.”

“I see,” Soren said. “I’m afraid that will have to wait. I have a mission for you. One that requires absolute discretion and perfect execution."

He saw Alex tense slightly at his tone before exchanging wary looks with Elena. His son knew him so well he could probably read the gravity of the situation in his stance, his voice, the way he chose his words.

“Of course, sir,” Elena said.

“Give it to us straight, Dad,” Alex said, choosing to address his father more intimately than as just the leader of the Phantoms. “What is it?”

"I've recorded a message," he said, forcing himself to maintain eye contact with Alex. "One that I'd like you to deliver to Grand Admiral Strickland."

The statement landed like a physical blow. Alex’s eyes widened, and Elena stiffened. The soft hum of the ship's systems grew louder in the silence that followed. Soren could almost see the thoughts racing through their minds, the calculations and concerns they would each be processing from their different perspectives.

"Sir?" Alex finally managed, his voice slightly strained. “Did I hear you correctly? You want us to deliver a message to…” He stopped to moisten his suddenly dry lips. “...to Grand Admiral Strickland?”

The disbelief in his son's voice was no surprise. It was warranted. The request was nothing short of outrageous. On the surface, he knew he seemed to be sending them on a fool’s errand. One that could end in their deaths.

"That's correct," Soren confirmed, pacing slowly behind his chair. The movement helped him think and maintain his composure as he laid out his dangerous gambit. "I want it encrypted with the Scarab's identification codes, so he'll know it's legitimate and actually listen to it." He stopped, turning to face Alex and Elena directly. Both faces held a blend of trust and concern, making his chest ache. "Once it's delivered, I want you to wait twenty-four hours for a response.”

Elena leaned forward slightly. "Captain, forgive me, but...why? Why risk contact with him at all?"

It was the question he'd been wrestling with since conceiving this plan. The same question had driven him to record and re-record the message, trying to find the right words to reach a version of himself who had fallen so far from grace.

"Because it’s the one path we’ve yet to try. I’ve said it before. The true war isn’t against the Strickland Federation. I know both the FUP and CIP of this dimension would like him neutralized as part of our solution, but the fact is that we’re about to risk thousands of lives in an assault on Earth when a simple exchange of words might be just as, if not more, effective.”

“Like a romantic comedy,” Alex said, confusing Soren.

“What do you mean, Alex?” he asked.

“Jackson said he felt like this war was the kind of thing that could be easily solved if people just took fifteen seconds to communicate, instead of treating it like the plot setup for a romantic comedy.”

A small smile tugged at Soren’s lips. Of course, Jackson would say something like that. Something meant to be humorous but also an accurate observation. “I wouldn’t have used those words, but that was my thinking, exactly. I’m sure you have questions. Let's hear them."

Elena spoke first, her tactical mind already working through the logistics. "Sir, how are we supposed to get close enough to Earth, not to mention close enough to the Grand Admiral to deliver it? The Federation's security protocols will be extremely tight, especially after what happened at Glaive."

"The Athena is registered as a private, non-military vessel," he reminded her. “Unless Earth is completely locked down, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to get close enough to transmit the message. Even high orbit is acceptable, though I’d prefer you move into low orbit.”

"Once we send the message," Frank interjected, his objection to the plan obvious, “we’ll be sitting ducks, not to mention, they could potentially be traced back to the Wraith. We'd be compromising the Athena's cover, revealing ourselves as military. And the enemy.”

“It’s possible,” Soren agreed. “But considering that all of reality is on the verge of collapse, it seems like an appropriate time to risk your anonymity."

“And if they engage us?” Elena asked.

“Let’s hope they don’t,” Soren answered.

For a moment, he thought Elena might press him for a more elaborate answer. Instead, she settled back in her seat, satisfied with his vague response. Soren knew she was smart. Maybe she had already figured out the contingency.

Alex shifted in his chair, and Soren recognized the thoughtful expression that crossed his son's face. It was the same look Jane got when cutting through someone's carefully constructed logic. "Not that I don't want to go," he said carefully, "but why are you sending all of us? You really only need to send the Athena’s pilot, Risha Haji, and either Theo or Sarah. They have the necessary credentials and experience with SF protocols."

“Because you're a team,” he answered. “It wouldn't be right to put any one of you in greater danger than the others." He paused, choosing his next words carefully. "Besides, if things go wrong, I want you to have every possible advantage."

"And what exactly constitutes 'wrong' in this scenario?" Elena pressed, her sharp mind catching the implications in his tone.

“Any action that isn’t within the boundaries of the mission parameters.”

“And those parameters are to enter Earth’s orbit, send a message to Grand Admiral Strickland, and wait for a response,” she clarified.

“Yes, Sergeant,” he confirmed.

“What if we don’t like his response?” Alex asked. Soren could tell he was starting to catch on, too.

“Then you’ll need to be ready to act swiftly and decisively,” Soren answered.

Alex nodded, resolve hardening his features. “Understood, sir.”

Liam cleared his throat, straightening in his chair. "What are the admirals going to think when they leave?" he asked. "Won't they wonder where you’re sending our special operations unit right before we fold?”

"It doesn't matter what they think," Soren said, letting some of his frustration with the politics of command seep into his voice. “The Phantoms are attached to the Wraith under my command. It's my right to use them however I see fit. The admirals might not like it, but they can't countermand my authority in this matter."

"And if they try?" Frank quietly asked the question, carrying the weight of experience with military bureaucracy.

"Then they'll learn exactly how stubborn a Strickland can be," Soren replied, allowing a dangerous edge to enter his voice. He'd fought too hard, lost too much, to let anyone interfere now.

The room fell silent again. Soren watched as they processed everything, seeing the questions lingering in everyone’s eyes. He could read their hesitancy and willingness to follow his lead, even when the path ahead seemed uncertain. There was no little amount of trust there, either. It humbled him, even as it strengthened his resolve. These people deserved better than half-truths and hidden agendas, but he couldn't risk telling them more. Not yet.

When no more questions came, Soren pulled the data card from his pocket and held it out to Alex, doing his best to hold the emotion back from his voice. No one should ever have to send their child off on such a risky mission. “The message is on this card, son. You already know the password."

Alex nodded, understanding immediately. “Yes, sir.”

"Once you’ve delivered the message and either received a reply or waited the twenty-four hours without hearing back," Soren continued, “you're to meet the fleet at the rendezvous point near Pluto. Assuming we aren’t delayed by a newly formed rift, we’ll already be there by the time you arrive. I don't need to tell you how important this is. Good luck. Dismissed."

It was a terrible way for him to say goodbye, but he didn’t dare embarrass Alex. He was a Marine first, regardless of what Soren felt. He watched them get up and file out, his heart heavy with the knowledge of what he was sending them into. Alex was the last to leave, hesitating briefly at the door as if he wanted to turn back around and say something, but military discipline won out. He followed the others without looking back.


CHAPTER 35



His mind a whirlpool of thoughts, Alex followed Elena, Frank, and Liam out of the conference room and down the corridor, still trying to grasp the implications of his father's orders.

"Well," Elena said, breaking the tense silence. "That was unexpected. Though I suppose I should have known something big was coming down the pike when the captain called us in personally."

"That's one word for it," Liam replied, his voice low and thoughtful. "I've served with a lot of commanding officers over the years, but Captain Strickland is the most rational, intentional and level-headed of them all. His plans might seem crazy, but from what I’ve seen, there’s always solid reasoning behind them. If he thinks this is worth trying...maybe⁠—"

"Then it is," Alex finished, running his thumb over the surface of the data card. The small device held what could either be their best chance of avoiding all-out war or the catalyst that would send them straight into it. "The Grand Admiral is still a version of my father. Maybe he knows something about him—about himself—that might actually get through to the man."

“If anyone can get through to him, it would be your father,” Frank agreed. “Gunny, Elena, head back down to the training room. Lieutenant Moffit, inform Harry that he’ll need to shift the Phalanx armor to the Athena as soon as the Phantoms are finished familiarizing themselves with it. I’ll head over to the Athena to inform Haji and prep for launch.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied.

Alex did his best to swallow his apprehension as he and Elena returned to the training area. He trusted his father, but at the same time he couldn’t fully erase the doubts worming their way through his head. His father was known for his daring and unorthodox tactics because they were often successful. He could only hope this one would turn out to be the same.

Walking in silence, he and Elena finally rounded the corner, approaching the converted cargo bay where the rest of the Phantoms were still getting acclimated to the new Phalanx armor.

As they entered, they stood there a moment, watching Jackson hover near the ceiling, apparently having mastered the Phalanx's flight controls. He performed an intricate series of aerial maneuvers that would have been impossible in the Karuta armor. Below him, Sarah and Zoe practiced close-quarters combat maneuvers, their movements fluid and precise in the advanced suits. Theo watched from the sidelines, studying their maneuvers with intense concentration, clearly trying to memorize every detail of how the armor responded to different inputs.

"Hey, Gunny!" Jackson called out, descending in a controlled spiral that showed off both the armor's capabilities and his own growing skill. "You're not gonna believe how quick I picked this up. These suits are incredible! The response time, the power-to-weight ratio, everything. I think I was born to wear this. Watch this!"

He launched into another elaborate maneuver, but came to a stop mid-spin and dropped with a heavy thud to the deck when he finally noticed their serious expressions. The others picked up on the shift in atmosphere as well, faceplates retracting as they gathered around without being called. The excitement in the room quickly evaporated.

"Something's wrong," Sarah said, her voice tight with concern. Her eyes darted between their faces, reading the tension there. "What's happened?"

Alex took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he gathered his thoughts. "We have a mission," he announced, his voice steady despite the butterflies in his stomach. "A special delivery to make."

"Whatever it is, we're ready," Zoe declared, her confident tone belied by the wariness in her eyes.

“We’re going to deliver a message," Alex replied, holding up the data card. The small device caught the light, seeming to glint with deadly purpose. "To Grand Admiral Strickland."

The reaction was immediate and visceral. Jackson's jaw dropped, all his earlier playfulness vanishing in an instant. Sarah's eyes widened, her hand unconsciously moving to touch the spot beneath her armor where her tattoo of a scarab remained. Theo went very still, his face draining of what little color it had regained since his release from sickbay. Swix responded with a nervous grin, while Zoe, usually unflappable, took a step back.

"You're kidding,” Jackson finally said. "That's suicide. We’ll be blasted out of space before we can get close enough to send any messages.”

“We won’t,” Elena countered. "The Athena's still registered as a civilian vessel. As long as Earth isn't completely locked down, we should be able to approach without raising any red flags."

"But what happens if they do spot us?" Theo asked softly. There was no fear in his voice, just calm acceptance of the risks ahead.

Alex met his gaze steadily. "Then we adapt and overcome. This isn’t a request. These are our orders. We’re scheduled to deploy ten minutes ago, so let’s head back to the armory.”

“Copy that,” Swix said, leading the others as they headed for the exit.

Alex waited while they filed out. "Hey," he said quietly, putting a hand on Theo’s shoulder to stop him. "Level with me. Are you really up for this? There's no shame in sitting this one out if you're not at full strength."

Theo's expression hardened, determination evident in the set of his jaw. His voice was steady as he replied, "I'm fine, Gunny. The treatments are finished. My latest scans all came back clean. I guarantee I’m stronger than I look. I promise I'm not going to let you or the team down."

Before Alex could respond, incoming footsteps drew their attention. Asha appeared in the doorway to the training area, a small medical kit in her hands and concern etched on her features.

“Gunny, Theo,” she said, approaching them. She held out the kit. “Captain Strickland asked me to provide you with everything you need for an extended stay away from sickbay. This is your medication for the next few weeks. Don't skip any doses, even if you're feeling fine. Missing even one could set back your recovery."

"Yes, ma'am," Theo replied, accepting the kit. "I understand. Thank you for bringing it down.”

Asha’s gaze swept over the two of them, lingering on Alex. “Good luck out there, Gunny. You too, Theo. And the same for the rest of your squad. Wherever the captain is sending you, try not to need my services when you get back."

“Yes, ma’am,” Alex agreed with a smile.

She nodded and left, heading off in the opposite direction from the two Marines. They returned to the armory, where the others were already out of their armor. Theo quickly stepped out of his as well.

“This is crazy, Gunny,” Jackson repeated. “We’re all going to die.”

“Yup,” Alex agreed. “The only question is whether it’s in two weeks, sometime between now and four months, a long time from now, or anywhere in between. We all know what happened to Wilf. We have no future anyway unless we can stop the Convergence.”

“Good point,” Sarah agreed.

They were about to head up to berthing to collect their gear when the armory blast doors slid open, revealing Harry and his deck crew. The quartermaster's usually cheerful expression was more subdued than usual, his typical bounce replaced by a measured stride as he approached.

“I have orders to transfer your Phalanx to the Athena,” he said, gesturing to his crew to collect the armor for transport. “If I had known I was going to have to move them again already, I wouldn’t have unpacked them for you.”

“We needed that hour to get accustomed to them,” Alex replied. “Anyway, does that mean you didn’t know about this? I thought maybe that was why you prepared us that fancy meal.”

“I didn’t know the details,” Harry replied, watching his team rack the Phalanx suits and load the racks on a hover cart. "But I've been around long enough to recognize the signs. Special deliveries, classified cargo, encrypted communications...the writing was on the bulkhead so to speak. I knew something was up, and that it would be dangerous.” He paused, his face as serious as Alex had ever seen it. "Whatever you're heading into, watch each other's backs out there. And try to bring the inventory back in like new condition, yeah?" He gave them a negligible smile.

"We'll do our best, Harry," Alex promised. "And thanks for the meal. It really was something special."

“It was my pleasure, Gunny.” He nodded before leaving for the Athena.

The Phantoms made their way to berthing to pack their gear. Alex couldn’t help noticing the curious, awed expressions on the faces of the other Marines as they left the area with duffels over their shoulders.

From berthing, they headed to the ship's docking port. The familiar corridors of the Wraith seemed different somehow, every detail standing out in sharp relief. Alex ran his fingers along the smooth metal bulkhead, committing the feel to memory. He hoped he would have a chance to see the ship again.

To see his father and sister again.

Frank met them at the airlock, his posture radiating the calm authority that made him such an effective commanding officer.

"Welcome aboard," he said as they crossed through the Wraith’s docking arm into the Athena. The smaller ship's corridors felt almost claustrophobic after the Wraith's more spacious passages. "You'll have free run of the ship until mission time, but I expect everyone to be ready at a moment's notice. We can't afford any missteps once we reach Earth. Elena, Swix, get them settled.”

"Of course, Major," Elena replied, motioning for the others to follow. "Come on, I'll give you the tour. It's not exactly a luxury liner, but it'll do."

“Hey, Swix,” Jackson said as they moved deeper into the ship. “Do you even have a first name?”

“Yeah,” Swix replied.

“What is it?”

“Everyone calls me Swix,” he answered.

Jackson laughed. “So it’s like Englebert or Angus or something like that?”

“I’ll tell you what, Three. You beat me in a practice match, and I’ll tell you my first name.”

“We won’t have a chance to duke it out until after the mission,” Jackson said.

“Nope,” Swix answered. “Which means we both have to survive.”

“I need to survive to see that,” Zoe said.

“Me, too,” Sarah agreed.

“We’re all going to survive,” Alex said. “This is what we were made for.”

“Oorah,” the others replied.

The Athena's interior perfectly balanced its cover as a civilian vessel with its true military nature. Everything was too sturdy, too well-maintained for a typical private ship.

Elena led them through the corridors with practiced ease, pointing out key locations. "The rack space is tight compared to the Wraith,” she explained as they entered berthing. The small compartment held just enough bunks for the team, with little room to move between them. “Cozy but comfortable. The deceased Lammergeiers used to have those racks, so treat them with respect.”

“Absolutely,” Zoe agreed, running her hand along one of the racks.

The final preparations—equipment checks, system diagnostics, and last-minute adjustments—passed in a blur of activity, filling the next few hours until departure. Before Alex knew it, they stood on the Athena's flight deck in the ship's center, watching through the viewscreen as the ship detached from the Wraith's docking collar.

"Separation complete," Haji reported, the metallic clang of the release mechanisms echoing through the hull, followed by the soft hiss of maneuvering thrusters as she backed the ship away from the Wraith.

Its familiar silhouette quickly receded into the distance.

From this angle, the warships looked almost peaceful, floating serenely against the stars. Alex’s throat tightened as he watched his home for the past few months grow more distant. Leaving loved ones behind was always the hardest part of a deployment.

“Setting a course for Earth,” Haji announced. “We'll need to make several short-range folds to maintain our civilian cover story."

“We’re on our way, Phantoms,” Frank said. “As you were.”

They filed off the flight deck. Alex headed to the small lounge to pick up a datapad he’d loaded with reading material and looked for a spot apart from the others to give himself time to think and unwind.

Despite his efforts, he wasn’t alone for long. Elena entered the lounge a few minutes after him, picking up a datapad before approaching. “Mind if I join you?”

He might not have said yes to any of the others. For her, he smiled and motioned to the seat beside him. “Not at all.”

"It must be hard," she said softly, settling into the seat. "Leaving without a chance to say goodbye to your father and sister. Especially after everything that's happened recently."

"Yeah," Alex admitted. “Especially when there’s a good chance I’ll never see them again.”

“That’s no way to talk, Gunny. What happened to your earlier confidence?”

“I’m trying to maintain a level of rationality, too. Even if everything goes right for us, the bigger picture isn’t pretty.”

“I can’t argue with that, but you need to remember your father loves you very much," Elena said, her voice gentle but firm. “I've seen the way he looks at you when you're not watching—like he couldn't be prouder of you if you single-handedly won the war."

A small smile tugged at the corners of Alex's mouth, calming the tightness in his chest. "I've never doubted that. But more importantly, he respects me. As a Marine, as a leader. He trusts me to get the job done, whatever it takes. That means more than anything else."

They sat in silence for a moment. It was a comfortable feeling for Alex, as if he and Elena just…fit.

“Have you thought about the memories you picked up from your counterpart," she asked, studying her hands intently. "When we were unconscious. Did you see what I saw? About us?"

Alex turned to face her, noting the slight flush creeping up her neck. "You mean how we were married in that dimension? Yeah, it’s hard not to think about it. I’m sorry if you’re embarrassed.”

She let out a soft laugh. “I can’t blame you when I’ve done the same. They were good memories.”

“Strange thought, isn't it? Remembering a life we never actually lived?”

Elena's blush deepened, but she met his gaze steadily. "Never say never," she answered. Alex felt his face growing warm but didn’t have time to reply before she added, "We should probably hold that thought until after the war.”

He nodded. “One thing at a time. Though I have to admit, it’s not an unpleasant future to consider…one to even look forward to."

Their eyes met, and in that moment, a thousand unspoken words passed between them. The air crackled with possibility, with things that could be if they both survived what lay ahead.

Looking away, Alex straightened in his chair, pushing any potential matters of the heart aside. They had a mission to complete, a message to deliver, and possibly a war to prevent.

Everything else would have to wait.


CHAPTER 36



Soren stood in his ready room, watching a feed from the Wraith’s port hull, where the steady stream of shuttles ferrying supplies and personnel between ships was most visible. As they darted back and forth, the moving specks of light traced intricate patterns against the backdrop of stars. Each shuttle carried vital resources—ammunition, spare parts, medical supplies—all distributed according to the complex logistical dance choreographed by the fleet's quartermasters and headed up by Harry. The sight would have been almost beautiful if it wasn't a prelude to what was sure to be the deadliest battle he had ever seen.

He tracked one particular shuttle's path from the Wraith to a nearby cruiser. The fleet's preparations for their assault on Earth were nearly complete, but his preparations felt woefully inadequate. Even after sending Alex and the Phantoms ahead with his message, he had little confidence that his desperate effort to stave off the coming storm would succeed.

He had put his son directly in harm’s way for a long shot because the alternatives were all just as bad. Or worse.

The door chimed, its soft tone cutting through his brooding thoughts like a knife through fog. "Enter," he called out, keeping his eyes on the display. The stars beyond held his attention, their steady light a stark contrast to the chaos that threatened to engulf everything.

"Captain!" Lukas's voice carried an urgency that made Soren's spine stiffen. He turned to find the scientist practically vibrating with barely contained excitement, his blue eyes wide and bright despite the dark circles beneath them that spoke of too many sleepless nights. Without his normally neat appearance he looked more like a street rat than a brilliant scientist.

"What is it, Lukas?" Soren asked, studying the man's face carefully. He'd seen that look from the scientist before. "Have you made progress?"

"More than progress, sir," Lukas replied. He clutched a datapad to his chest like it contained the universe's secrets. And maybe it did. "We've had a breakthrough. A real breakthrough. About the Eye. We were wrong about it. Or rather…well…we weren't wrong exactly, but we didn't understand its true significance. The implications are…” He trailed off, his mouth working silently as he searched to find the right words to say what he wanted.

Soren turned away from the viewscreen. "The Eye has always been the key, hasn’t it?” he asked, keeping his voice steady despite the spark of hope trying to ignite in his chest.

"Yes, but no," Lukas said, pacing now, his hands moving animatedly as he spoke. The datapad wobbled precariously in his alternating grip. "You see, we thought the Eye was a convergence point, a nexus where multiple rifts happened to intersect, but it's more than that. So much more. We uncovered a new pattern within the data. Honestly, I never would have found it myself, but with Hawthorne and the scientists President O’Hara provided, it...”

"Slow down, Lukas," Soren commanded, moving to sit on the corner of his desk. "Take a breath and explain it to me clearly and in the smallest words you can find. What exactly have you found?"

Lukas stopped pacing and took a deep breath to collect himself. His fingers drummed against the back of the datapad as he gathered his thoughts. "The data from Glaive and Tau Ceti showed us something we missed before. We've been monitoring the formation of new rifts, tracking their appearances across space. They're not random, Captain. They're following a pattern, spreading outward like ripples in a pond. We knew that already. We were able to build a model for it, but by aggregating our existing data with that model, we just confirmed that the center of those ripples is⁠—”

"The Eye," Soren provided, understanding beginning to dawn. He straightened away from his desk, his full attention now focused on Lukas.

"Exactly!" Lukas exclaimed. He thrust the datapad forward, showing Soren a complex diagram of interconnected energy patterns. "But here's the thing. The Eye isn't just the center of the pattern. It's actively directing it. Look at these energy readings, the tachyon signatures we've recorded. The way the rifts form and spread...it's all being orchestrated by whatever is happening at the Eye. It's like...like a conductor leading an orchestra of dimensional instability!"

"Show me," Soren said, taking the datapad. Lukas tapped a button below the image, and the display activated, showing a time-lapse visualization of rift formations. They spread outward from the Eye like waves on a cosmic ocean. "Are you suggesting we can use the Eye to stop the Convergence?"

“Yes,” Lukas replied, tempering his excitement with scientific caution. “I’m positive we can...”

Soren frowned. “But?” he asked, sensing Lukas’ hesitation.

“But there's so much we don't understand yet. We need more data, Captain. We need to go back to the Eye, back to the center, now that we know what we're looking for."

"We can't," Soren said, though the words felt hollow even as he spoke them. He set the datapad down on his desk with perhaps more force than necessary. "The fleet is preparing to move on Earth. We can't abandon the offensive now."

"Sir," Lukas said, his voice taking on an edge of desperation, "with all due respect, if we don't figure out how to stop the Convergence, taking Earth won't matter. None of it will matter. We'll all be dead in four months anyway, merged with our alternate selves until our minds tear themselves apart. Like Wilf..."

The scientist's voice cracked on the name, and Soren felt the familiar pang of grief at the mention of their lost crew member and friend. He moved around his desk, sinking into his chair.

"You're certain about this?" he asked, fixing Lukas with an intense stare. "About needing to return to the Eye? This isn't just a scientific hypothesis you want to test?"

"As certain as I can be about anything involving inter-dimensional physics," Lukas replied with a weak attempt at humor. Then his expression grew serious. "The Eye is the key, sir. Not just to understanding the Convergence, but to stopping it. I’m willing to stake my reputation on it. More than that, I’m willing to stake all our lives on it."

“You are staking all our lives on it,” Soren said.

“Yes, sir. I know. And I know I’m right. That my team is right.”

Soren studied Lukas for a long moment, weighing the scientist's words against the enormity of what he was suggesting. Finally, he moved to his desk, activating Walcott’s datapad, which now provided secure access to the fleet admirals as well. He tapped the command to initiate a priority meeting.

"This won't be an easy sell," Soren warned Lukas as they waited. "The admirals aren’t happy with me for refusing to disclose my deployment of the Phantoms.”

"I know, sir," Lukas replied, shifting nervously from foot to foot. "But the data doesn't lie. If we could just make them understand⁠—"

The comm unit chimed, cutting him off. Lane, Oakes, and Jane's faces appeared on the screen, their expressions ranging from mild annoyance to outright irritation. Lane, in particular, looked like he'd been interrupted in the middle of something important, his uniform slightly askew and a datapad visible in his hand.

"This better be important, Captain," Lane said, his tone clipped and cold. "We're in the final stages of⁠—"

"It is, Admirals,” Soren cut him off. "Lukas has had a breakthrough regarding the Convergence. One that requires immediate attention." He gestured for Lukas to step forward into the transmission’s view.

Over the next few minutes, he outlined what he and his team discovered. Lukas shared his data, and Soren translated the more complex scientific concepts into strategic terms that the admirals could grasp. He watched their expressions shift from annoyance to interest to concern as the implications became clear.

"Let me get this straight," Lane said, rubbing his temples. "You want to postpone the assault on Earth? After all our preparations? After sending out your special operations team ahead on whatever secret mission you still refuse to disclose to us?"

"The Phantoms' mission and this development are separate matters," Soren replied firmly, his jaw tightening at the mention of Alex and his team. "And yes, I believe we need to split our forces. The Eye cannot be ignored. Not if there's even a chance it could help us stop the Convergence."

"With all due respect, Captain," Oakes interjected, his usually calm demeanor showing signs of strain, "your judgment has seemed...increasingly questionable lately. First the secret deployment of your elite squad, now this sudden change of plans..." He paused, choosing his next words carefully. "Perhaps the stress of command⁠—"

"If I may," Jane interrupted, her voice sharp enough to cut through steel. All eyes turned to her as she continued, "Captain Strickland has done more for our efforts to both stop the Strickland Federation and prevent the Convergence in a few months than anyone else has done in years. If he believes this is important enough to warrant changing our plans, I'm inclined to trust him."

Silence fell over the channel as the admirals considered her words. Soren felt a surge of gratitude toward Jane, even as he recognized the irony of being defended by his wife's doppelgänger. The moment stretched, filled only by the soft hum of electronics and the barely audible breathing of those present.

"The data is compelling," Oakes admitted finally, studying something off-screen. "But the timing couldn't be worse."

"What exactly are you proposing?" Lane asked, his voice heavy with reluctance.

Soren leaned forward, his palms flattened before him on the desk. "Your reinforcements from the second dimension will be here within two weeks," he replied, laying out his plan. "Wait for them, then proceed with the assault on Earth as planned. Meanwhile, I'll take the Wraith, along with whatever ships Admiral Yarborough and Admiral Oakes can spare, back to the Eye to investigate Lukas's theory."

"And if you're wrong?" Lane pressed, his eyes narrowing. "If this is a wild goose chase that leaves us weakened when we need our full strength..." He trailed off, shaking his head.

"Then I'll bear full responsibility for the consequences," Soren said firmly, meeting Lane's gaze without flinching. "But if Lukas is right, and we ignore this opportunity, we might lose our only chance to stop the Convergence. Are you willing to take that risk, Admiral? To gamble everything on a single battle when we might have a chance to end this another way?"

"The lives we'd save with a direct solution far outweigh the risks," Jane added, backing Soren up. "And if we fail to act now, we might lose the opportunity forever.”

“The Eye is becoming increasingly unstable,” Lukas pressed. “Each time we've encountered it, the conditions have grown more volatile."

Another heavy silence fell over the channel as the admirals considered his plan. Soren could almost see the calculations running through their minds, weighing risks against potential rewards. The fate of multiple dimensions hung on their decision.

“I’m in,” Jane said without hesitation. “As are all of the assets under my control. We've lost too many already to ignore any chance of stopping this madness."

Soren’s eyebrows raised in surprise, not expecting such a total commitment. “Thank you, Admiral.”

"The CIP will support this as well,” Oakes said finally, his weathered face set with determination. "The Albatross and her battle group will join you. That’s half of my fleet. I would give you all of it, but I’m certain the Council wouldn’t approve.”

“Half is more than I could have hoped for, Admiral,” Soren replied. “I’m grateful.”

All eyes turned to Lane. The Admiral's jaw worked as he considered his options, the muscles in his neck visibly tense. "The Convergence has already claimed millions of lives across three dimensions,” he said slowly. "If there's even a chance..." He paused, fixing Soren with a stern look. "Very well. But Captain, understand this…if you're wrong about this…if this deviation from our plans costs us our chance at victory..."

"I understand completely, Admiral," Soren replied, his voice steady. "But Lukas is willing to bet all of our lives on it, and I trust his expert opinion."

“In that case, I’ll remain here with my fleet and await our reinforcements,” Lane said. “Along with Admiral Oakes and the remaining half of his fleet. When they arrive, unless we hear from you, we’ll launch our assault on Earth as planned.”

“Admiral Yarborough,” Oakes said. “I’ll inform Rear Admiral Delphi on the Albatross that she’s to report to you for this alternate mission.”

“Of course, Admiral,” Jane replied.

"Keep us updated on your findings," Lane ordered. "And Soren? Good hunting."

As the transmission ended, Soren turned to Lukas, clutching his datapad to his chest like a lifeline. "I hope you're right about this," he said softly.

"I am, Captain," Lukas replied, though his earlier excitement had become tempered by the weight of the responsibility he had undertaken.

Soren activated his personal comm. "Jack, we have a change of plans. We aren’t going to Earth.”

“What?” Jack replied. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Soren answered. “Hopefully, something is right. Have Bobby plot a course to the Eye. We’re going to end this once and for all.”

"Aye, Captain," Jack replied, surprise evident in his voice. "Though I have to say, I wasn't looking forward to another trip through that cosmic blender."

"None of us are," Soren said. "But we go where duty takes us." He disconnected the comm.

"Captain, thank you for trusting me on this,” Lukas said. “I know what I'm asking of you, of the fleet. Of everyone."

"Don't thank me yet, Lukas. First, we have to survive another trip into that damn anomaly. If we do, then you can thank me by finding a way to reverse whatever the hell it’s doing.”

“Yes, sir,” Lukas said. “I’ll let the team know.” He rushed from the room.

Soren exhaled sharply, turning back to the viewscreen. The shuttles had finished their deliveries, the space between the ships in the fleet silent. He could only see the sudden void of activity in one way.

The calm before the storm.


CHAPTER 37



Alex perched on the Athena's flight deck, watching Earth grow larger in the viewscreen with each passing moment. The familiar blue-white marble of humanity's homeworld filled him with a complex mix of emotions. This wasn't his Earth, but seeing it still stirred something deep within him. The swirling white clouds traced familiar patterns across azure oceans while the darker patches of land peeked through breaks in the cloud cover. Even the nightside held a haunting beauty, city lights twinkling like land-based stars.

"Entering outer sensor range," Haji reported from her station, smoothly piloting the ship toward their destination. "Beginning passive scans of orbital space.”

Frank nodded from the command station, his weathered face illuminated by the soft glow of his tactical display. "Keep our approach casual," he ordered Haji. "We're just another civilian vessel making a routine delivery. Nothing special about us at all."

Alex watched as the sensor data began scrolling across the secondary displays. The familiar green icons representing civilian traffic moved in predictable patterns, but something wasn't right. Given their successful attack on the SF fleet near Glaive, knowing that half that fleet had escaped to warn Grand Admiral Strickland of the new threat, he had expected the orbital space around Earth to be crowded with warships. Instead, he witnessed predominantly busy but peaceful civilian traffic—cargo haulers, passenger liners, and private vessels—all jockeying for position as they came and went from the planet.

“This is really strange,” Swix said from the operations station, seeing the same thing Alex did. "Where's the rest of the fleet? I count maybe twenty-four warships in high orbit, and fourteen of them are Valkyries.”

"It doesn't make sense,” Elena agreed. “After what happened at Glaive, they should have every available ship protecting Earth. The Grand Admiral isn't stupid; he has to know he's a target."

“It could be a trap," Jackson suggested from his position near the rear of the flight deck. He stood with his back against the bulkhead, arms crossed over his chest. "Maybe they're trying to lure potential attackers in with a false sense of security."

"By leaving Earth virtually undefended?" Theo asked, shaking his head. "That's not his style. The Grand Admiral would never take that kind of risk with his seat of power."

“Then maybe they're just really confident no one would dare attack Earth directly?" Jackson offered. He shrugged when everyone turned to look at him. "What? I mean, who'd be crazy enough to try it? Present company excluded, of course."

"Or maybe they're all out hunting for us," Zoe suggested quietly. "For the resistance fleets. The best defense is a good offense.”

Before anyone could respond to that thought, notice of an incoming hail appeared on the command console. Frank tapped on it, and a voice came through the ship's speakers.

"Attention approaching civilian vessel. This is Orbital Control. Please identify yourself and state your business.”

Frank straightened in his seat, his posture shifting subtly to project calm authority. “Orbital Control, this is private vessel Athena, registration Charlie-Hotel-Seven-Four-Niner-Echo-Romeo. We're arriving from Proxima, carrying routine supplies and seeking standard orbital clearance for delivery to the Washington orbital transfer station at fourteen hundred hours tomorrow. We’re a little early.”

The silence that followed stretched far too long. Alex’s pulse quickened, aware that everything could fall apart in the next few moments. If their cover was blown, if someone had flagged their registration...

"Athena, stand by for verification," the controller replied.

"Copy that, Control," Frank answered smoothly. "Standing by."

"Athena, your credentials check out," the controller finally replied, his tone shifting from suspicious to cordial. "Transmitting approach vector and loitering coordinates now. Maintain course and speed. Be advised there's heavy traffic in your designated corridor. Welcome to Earth."

The tension on the flight deck eased slightly, though Alex noticed everyone remained alert, ready for things to go sideways at any moment. They all knew how quickly situations could deteriorate.

"Vector received," Haji confirmed, already adjusting their course. "Beginning orbital insertion. Estimated time to stable orbit, twelve minutes."

"Well, that was fun," Jackson muttered.

"Stay focused," Frank warned. "We're not in the clear yet."

Alex couldn't shake his unease about the limited military presence as they maneuvered into their assigned orbit. His training screamed that this was wrong. He was certain they were missing something. He knew that the Grand Admiral—from both his personal experience and Sarah and Theo's stories—wouldn't leave Earth this exposed without a damn good reason.

"Stable orbit achieved," Haji announced after executing a series of precise burns. "We're in position, roughly three hundred kilometers up. Perfect transmission range."

Frank turned to Alex, his expression grave. "It's your show now, Gunny."

Alex pulled the data card from his pocket, rolling it between his fingers as he had countless times during their journey. Whatever message his father had recorded for the Grand Admiral, it was time to deliver it.

"Ready as I'll ever be," he replied, moving to the communications station.

Zoe vacated the position, the seat still warm when Alex replaced her. The console's displays cast a soft glow across his features as he studied the transmission protocols. His fingers hovered over the controls as he inserted the data card, the small device clicking into place with a sound that seemed unnaturally loud in the tense atmosphere of the flight deck.

A password screen for the data card appeared over the main interface. Alex stared at it momentarily before entering five birthdates, writing out the month and typing the numerical day and year. His parents, himself, Dana…and David, though in his case, he used the day he was delivered stillborn.

He wasn’t surprised when he was granted access to the card’s contents. He found the recording and a second file marked as ‘CONTINGENCY.’ Of course, his father had a plan B. He was tempted to open it and see what it was before they even sent the message, but he already had a pretty good idea of what his father’s orders would be.

He loaded the recording into the comms system before turning to Sarah. “You’re up.”

She leaned over him, tapping on the controls. "Remember," she said to everyone on the flight deck, "the encryption codes I provide will get the message through, but there are probably dozens of layers of security between us and the Grand Admiral. It might take time for it to reach him."

"If it reaches him at all," Theo added quietly. "He's not exactly known for his openness to unexpected communications."

"It'll reach him," Alex said with more confidence than he felt. "Everyone ready?"

"As ready as we'll ever be," Jackson replied. "Though I still think this is crazy. Just saying."

"Noted," Alex said dryly. "Sending now."

He initiated the transmission, watching the progress indicators on the display as the heavily encrypted message prepared to be transmitted.

"Message away," he confirmed after a moment, sitting back in his seat. "Now we wait."

“For up to twenty-four hours," Frank reminded them. "If we don't receive a response by then, we proceed with the contingency on the data card. No exceptions, no delays."

"And what exactly is this contingency?” Elena asked, though her tone suggested she already had a good idea.

Alex met her gaze. “In all likelihood, exactly what you think it is.”

“I want a rotation,” Frank said. “Someone needs to be on the helm at all times. Who here besides Haji has piloting experience?”

“I do,” Jackson said. “Though I won’t go as far as to call myself a good pilot. More like, adequate enough not to immediately get us killed if things go bad.”

“I’ll take it,” Frank replied. “I also want three shifts on the comms, waiting for the reply.”

"I'll take first watch with Swix,” Alex volunteered. “Elena, you and Sarah take second shift. Theo and Zoe can handle the third. We'll rotate from there as needed."

“That sounds good to me,” Frank agreed. “Private Holt, relieve Captain Haji of her duties. She’s done enough flying for today.”

“Yes, sir,” Jackson replied.

“The rest of you, make sure you stay rested and ready for whatever comes next,” Frank commanded.

He joined the others as they filed out, leaving only Alex, Jackson, and Swix on the flight deck. The soft hiss of the closing door emphasized the sudden quiet. Earth continued its stately rotation below them, deceptively peaceful. The shadows of night were just beginning to creep across the North American continent, city lights twinkling to life in the growing darkness.

"You really think he'll respond?" Jackson asked quietly, breaking the contemplative silence that had fallen over the flight deck. His usual jovial demeanor had given way to uncharacteristic seriousness.

Alex kept his eyes on the displays, monitoring the movements of nearby vessels while watching for any sign of increased military activity. A cargo hauler passed below them, its running lights steady against the darkness of space.

"He'll respond," he answered with more confidence than he felt. "The question is whether or not we'll like what he has to say."


CHAPTER 38



Twenty-one hours later, Alex stepped onto the flight deck ahead of schedule, carrying cups of coffee for Theo and Zoe. The two were engaged in a quiet conversation when he arrived. He’d already downed several cups, having barely slept following his shift.

“Gunny,” Zoe said, noticing him. “You’re early.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” he admitted. “I brought you both a pick-me-up.”

“You’re a lifesaver, Gunny,” Theo said. “In more ways than one.”

He passed the coffee to the two Marines before looking out of the viewscreen. Earth still looked deceptively peaceful, just like it had during his shift. The same swirling cloud patterns. The same twinkling city lights on the night side. It even seemed like the same civilian vessels danced around it, moving slowly through their assigned corridors. The rhythmic nature of it was such a stark contrast to the chaos of their situation. Billions of people down there and none of them knew they were months away from total annihilation.

It was a sobering thought.

“I’m not sure if no news is good news, or what?” Jackson said, entering the flight deck behind him. “Mornin’, Gunny. Glad to see I’m not the only one who couldn’t sleep.”

“I bet Elena’s out cold,” Haji said from the helm. “She can sleep through anything.”

“Don’t I know it,” Alex chuckled, drawing looks from the others. “Uh, from our shared memories. From the alternate dimension. She’s a heavy sleeper there, too.”

Jackson laughed. “That’s right! I forgot you two are married in an alternate universe. That must be awkward for you.”

“Not as awkward as you’d think,” Alex replied. “We’re both professionals. Just like the rest of you.”

“Except for you, Three,” Zoe said. “You’re like the village idiot.”

Jackson feigned insult. “I would be more offended if it weren’t true.”

The exchange helped ease some of the tension on the flight deck. The anticipation of the response was more stressful than the response itself could ever be.

“Uh, guys,” Theo said, pointing to a suddenly flashing light on the comm station. “I think we’re in business. Should I contact the others?"

“Inform Major Kosta,” Alex said. “He can wake everyone else if he chooses.”

“Copy that, Gunny.” Theo used the comms to call for Frank, who arrived within a minute, Elena right behind him.

“What do you have?” he asked.

“We received the reply, sir,” Alex said. “We haven’t decrypted it yet.”

Frank settled at the command station. “Go ahead.”

Theo tapped at the controls. Instead of an audible message, three words appearing on the screen after the decryption completed:

IT’S TOO LATE.

Alex stared at the message, reading it over and over as if additional words might materialize if he looked hard enough. The stark simplicity of it felt like a physical blow, more blunt and poignant than a longer response could ever be. The cursor blinked mockingly at the end of the sentence.

"What is it?" Jackson asked, noting Alex's expression. He'd shifted to face Alex, his features tight with concern.

“’It’s too late,'" Alex quoted. "That's it. That's all he wrote. No explanation, no justification. Just it’s too late.”

"That's...not good," Frank said, understating the obvious.

"What do you think he means by 'too late'?" Zoe asked.

“It could mean anything," Alex replied, pulling the data card from his pocket. The small device felt warm from being carried so close to his body. "Too late to stop his plans, too late to save the dimensions, too late for peace talks..." He turned the card over in his hands, studying its metallic surface. “Maybe it’s time to see what Plan B is."

“Agreed,” Frank said. “Go ahead, Gunny.”

He replaced Theo at the comms station and slid the card into the console's reader, the mechanism accepting it with a soft click. The interface recognized the device immediately, and the card’s contents were displayed after entering the password again. Alex navigated to the file marked 'CONTINGENCY' and opened it.

His father's face appeared on the display, looking tired but determined. The recording had been made in his ready room aboard the Wraith, the familiar surroundings visible in the background. Alex imagined he had made it right after finishing his message to the Grand Admiral.

"Alex," Soren began. Deep lines creased his forehead, and his uniform looked slightly rumpled as if he'd been wearing it too long. "If you're watching this, then either Strickland refused to respond, or his response made it clear that diplomatic solutions are no longer an option. I'm sorry to burden you and the Phantoms, son, but we're out of alternatives."

Alex leaned forward, his attention fully focused on his father's words. The familiar timbre of his voice brought both comfort and apprehension.

"Your new orders are as follows: You’re to do whatever you must to capture Grand Admiral Strickland and bring him to the rendezvous point near Pluto. Alive." Soren's expression hardened, his jaw setting in that familiar way that meant he was about to say something he didn't like. "When you get him there, when he and I are in proximity, we’ll both lose consciousness. But in that state, I’ll see all his memories. His strengths, his weaknesses, his plans. And he'll see mine. Which means he’ll know our plans, as well.”

"And then what?" Alex muttered.

As if answering his question, Soren continued: “With that in mind, you’ll need to remove him as a threat. After he’s been unconscious for no more than five minutes, you’re to kill him. His death will allow me to wake up, and I’ll have the intelligence we need to end the war, hopefully with much less blood spilled on either side.” His father's eyes bore into him through the recording. "I know what I'm asking, Alex. But you know what’s at stake.”

"Damn," Jackson breathed, his voice barely above a whisper. "That's cold. I didn’t know your pops had it in him, Gunny.”

"It's necessary," Alex replied, though his voice betrayed his discomfort with the order. "But how the hell are we supposed to find him? Earth is a big planet, and he could be anywhere. Bunkers, secure facilities, orbital stations..."

"Already on it," Haji called from the helm. She'd been so quiet Alex had almost forgotten she was there. “Just give me a few minutes to trace back to his transmission point.”

“Good thinking, Haji,” Frank said.

“Question,” Zoe said. “If we can backtrace his response to the source, can’t they trace it to its destination?”

“Yes,” Haji replied. “So we need to do it faster, and then get the hell out of this position.”

“The moment you have the position, get us moving,” Frank ordered.

“Yes, sir,” Haji replied.

The flight deck grew almost unbearably tense as they waited for her to finish the trace. Every second felt like an hour, every breath a strain. Not only because of the risk of being discovered. It would be hard enough to reach Strickland, harder still to capture him. How could he kill a man in cold blood? A man who looked exactly like his father.

“Got it!” Haji announced, breaking his train of thought. Already, he felt the push of sudden thrust against his body as she began maneuvering Athena away. “I’ve traced the origin.” She paused, double-checking her readings. “Looks like Montana."

"Montana?" Alex repeated, confusion giving way to anger as realization dawned. Heat crept up his neck as his pulse quickened. "Don't tell me..."

Haji pulled up a detailed map on the projector. The familiar contours of the mountains appeared in perfect detail. “It looks like a house,” she said, confused.

“It is a house,” Alex growled. “It’s our house. The family home. Son of a bitch.” His chest burned, fury like a volcano in his gut. He could hardly believe it. "He's at home? The universe is literally falling apart, dimensions are collapsing into each other, people are dying, and he's just...what? Sitting on the porch, enjoying the mountain air? Maybe doing a little fishing in the middle of his galactic conquest?”

“He must have everything he needs to run his war at the house,” Zoe said. “All it would take is a high-end command and control center.”

“It’s not a big house,” Alex countered, motioning to the satellite view.

“The good news is, if Strickland is home alone, he’ll be that much easier to snatch,” Theo said.

“Athena to Orbital Control,” Frank said over the comms. “Come in Control.”

“This is Control,” a voice replied. “Athena, why have you vacated your assigned orbit?”

“We’re experiencing an unexpected malfunction in our airlock seals and venting atmosphere,” Frank replied. “Requesting emergency permission to enter orbit immediately.”

“Permission granted, Athena. A landing zone will be provided at SeaTac spaceport. Details to follow.”

“Thank you, Control,” Frank replied before muting the comms.

“Well, that was easy,” Jackson commented.

“Not as easy as you might think,” Theo said. “They’ll have a nice welcoming committee waiting for us on arrival.”

“Except we’re never going to arrive,” Zoe said.

“No,” Frank agreed. “Once we deviate from approach to SeaTac, we’ll have about ten minutes to reach the house, grab Strickland, and get the hell out. The only reason we might survive that part is because we’ll have the Grand Admiral on board.”

“That’s not a lot of time,” Alex said.

“No,” Frank agreed. “It’s best you⁠—”

“Uh, Major,” Jackson interrupted. “I’m not really an expert with sensors, but I think we have company.”

Alex hurried to look at the operations display. Multiple contacts emerged from one of the orbital stations, their formation and energy signatures unmistakable. The icons moved with deadly purpose, their trajectory leaving no doubt about their destination.

"Starfighters," Alex confirmed grimly, studying the tactical data. “Sixteen of them. And I think they're on an intercept course."

“Escorts?” Zoe wondered aloud.

The shrill tone of target lock trilled across the flight deck.

“I think they’re onto us,” Jackson muttered.

“Damn it!” Frank cursed. “Haji, get us to the target, asap!”
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Haji’s hands gripped the flight controls, her face a mask of intense concentration as she punched the thrusters. The Athena surged forward, its engines roaring in protest at the sudden demand for speed, the vibrations resonating through the deck plates and up into the soles of their boots. Haji angled the ship away from their assigned flight path, diving into the chaos of civilian ships, each one a potential obstacle—or potential cover—in their sudden, desperate bid for escape. The hard tone of target lock stopped right away, but they were far from out of the woods.

“They’re closing on us! Vectoring to box us in!” Alex called out from the operations station, dropping into the seat and fighting inertia to strap in. He kept his eyes glued to the sixteen bogies filling the sensor display.

He grabbed onto his armrests as a lurch of additional acceleration pressed him into the padded backrest, the inertial dampeners struggling to compensate for the extreme G-forces. His muscles clenched involuntarily as he fought against slumping back under the strain.

"Evasive maneuvers," Frank ordered, his voice cutting through the rising dread on the flight deck. “Haji, lose them in the traffic."

"On it," Haji replied, working the controls with a grace and precision that belied the dire nature of their situation. The Athena wove through the orbital lanes, darting between lumbering cargo haulers and sleek passenger liners, each move calculated and precise. The ships loomed in the viewscreen, their hulls filling the display before whipping past as Haji threaded the needle between them. The civilian ships scattered like startled birds, their pilots no doubt cursing the sudden intrusion of a military chase in their orderly routes.

"They're not breaking off," Alex reported. “They're matching our every move, anticipating our maneuvers."

“There’s nothing unpredictable about using the civilian ships as cover,” Jackson commented.

“A few of the warships are moving to intercept,” Alex added, noting their larger markers shifting position further along. “If they launch additional fighters…”

“Haji, break for atmo,” Frank cried. “We can’t shake them; we need to outrun them.”

The Athena rolled and dropped, pulling a high-G maneuver that threatened to crush Alex’s chest, even as he tightened his muscles to counter the immense forces. They skimmed past another freighter before breaking toward the atmosphere below.

"Incoming fire!" Alex shouted as an array of smaller red marks appeared on the sensor grid. A warning tone blared through the flight deck, the sound harsh and grating. The viewscreen took on a blue-white hue as the shields flared, absorbing the impact of incoming rounds.

The flight deck doors hissed open, parting to admit Elena and Swix. They moved with practiced efficiency, their steps sure and purposeful as they crossed the deck. Alex quickly abandoned the operations station, allowing Swix to replace him. The two Lammergeiers slid into their seats without wasted motion. There was no panic in their movements, no hesitation, only the smooth, confident actions of those who had trained for this moment, who knew their roles with an intimacy born of endless drills and an abundance of experience.

"Shields at eighty percent," Elena reported, her voice steady and clear, cutting through the cacophony of alarms. “Weapon modules deployed. Haji, give me an opening and I'll give them a reason to back off.”

Haji grinned fiercely, her predatory expression promising violence and retribution. "You got it," she said.

Alex strapped into the jump seat next to Jackson just before Haji sent the Athena into a sharp jink hard to port, the sudden maneuver throwing them all against their restraints. For a breathless moment, the starfighters overshot them, their formation scattering as they tried to compensate, their perfect coordination shattered by the unexpected move. It was a tiny window, a fraction of a second where they were vulnerable, where their attention was divided.

Elena didn't waste the opportunity. She bracketed the lead fighter, quickly gaining a firing solution. A barrage of railgun fire erupted from the Athena's turrets, a staccato burst of destruction that stitched a line of fire across the enemy formation. The rounds tore through the lead fighter's shields like tissue paper, the impacts sparking off its hull in a shower of molten metal. The fighter hung in space for a heartbeat, a twisted, burning ruin. Then, with a brilliant flash, it exploded in a fireball of shattered composites and vaporized metal.

“Yeah! Got one!" Elena crowed, a note of triumph in her voice, a moment of victory snatched from the jaws of defeat. She redirected the targeting reticle, quickly locking onto a second fighter and unleashing another burst of railgun fire. The rounds tore through the enemy fighter’s shields, reducing the ship to a tumbling wreck before it exploded in a brilliant flash. “That's two!” she shouted, her eyes scanning for the next target.

Another fighter swooped in, firing wildly at the Athena. Elena gritted her teeth, locking onto it just before it could lock onto them. She fired the guns again, and the third ship disintegrated under her sustained attack. “Scratch three!” she yelled fiercely.

A pair of fighters broke formation, twisting to bring their guns in line with the Athena on a strafing run. Missiles launched from the Athena impacted them before they could even think of changing their vectors. The projectiles punched through their shields, and both starfighters erupted in a blaze of debris.

“Make that five,” Elena exhaled, leaving Alex more than a little impressed. However, the victory was short-lived, a fleeting instant of success swallowed by the reality of their situation.

The remaining fighters regrouped with startling speed, their formation tightening like a noose around the Athena's neck. Their renewed assault was even more vicious as missiles slammed into the Athena's shields. The impacts rocked the ship like a leaf in a hurricane, the force of the blows resonating through the structure, rattling Alex’s teeth.

"Shields at sixty percent," Elena called out, her voice straining to maintain focus in the face of the onslaught.

"We're entering atmo,” Haji reported. "If we can just hold out until then, if we can just make it to thicker air…we…”

Her words were cut off as another barrage struck the Athena, the deck lurching violently beneath their feet, throwing them against their restraints with bone-jarring force. Alarms blared with renewed urgency as the shields flickered. "Shields at twenty percent!" Elena shouted over the din. Her voice cracked with strain as the energy barrier between them and destruction shimmered like a mirage, dangerously close to collapse.

"Hold on!" Haji yelled, her voice rising above the cacophony, a rallying cry in the face of annihilation.

The viewscreen filled with the red-orange glow of reentry, the flames licking at the edges of the display, the ship shuddering as it plunged into the Earth's atmosphere. The air around them ignited, superheated by their passage, wrapping the Athena in a cocoon of plasma that set the shields alight. For a moment, the flight deck was still and calm, the chaos of battle replaced by the eerie tranquility of the fire that engulfed them.

The respite was short-lived, a fleeting illusion of safety that faded as quickly as it had come. The moment the flames of reentry died away, the starfighters were on them again, their sleek forms cutting through the air like hungry sharks, their silhouettes stark and ominous against the bright blue of the sky. Missiles streaked from their launchers, homing in on the battered Athena.

"Brace for impact!" Elena shouted, her voice cracking with the strain, a split second before the first missile struck.

The ship lurched violently, alarms screaming with renewed urgency as the shields finally gave way, leaving them exposed and vulnerable. The hull buckled and twisted as the missile detonated, the force of the explosion tearing through the already weakened structure. The tortured metal screeched in protest.

“Phantoms, to the drop bay!” Frank roared, his voice cutting through the chaos, a rallying cry in the heart of the storm. "Move, now!"

Alex was out of his seat before Frank finished the order, his heart pounding in his ears as he raced for the bay, his steps faltering as the ship bucked and heaved around him. The deck pitched and yawed beneath his feet. He bounced off the bulkheads, using them to propel himself forward, turning each collision into momentum. His focus narrowed to a single, overwhelming imperative: reach the armor, reach safety, reach the means to fight back against the tide of destruction that threatened to engulf them all.

The others were right behind him. Alex made it to the emergency stairs from Deck Two to Deck One. Throwing his legs over the railing, he slid down the stairs, slamming into the doorframe at the bottom. As the Athena rocked from side-to-side—Haji desperately trying to evade as many impacts as possible—he burst through the open door into the bay, the others right behind him.

Their armored suits stood at attention along the bulkheads. Sarah was already there, armored-up and ready to go. She had no doubt felt the impacts, and realized this outcome was inevitable. Alex, Jackson, Swix, Zoe, Theo and Elena rushed to theirs.

Alex pressed his hand to the sensor at the back of his armor, and it opened wide, the suit accepting him like a second skin as he stepped into it. The neural interface came alive with a comforting hum. The HUD sprang to life before his eyes, the status readouts and tactical displays painting a grim picture of their situation, the data flowing across his vision.

Another missile struck the Athena, the impact rocking the armor in its clamps. The ship groaned like a wounded beast, the metal screaming as it tore, the sound reverberating through the hull.

“Phantoms, I’m releasing the safety clamps now,” Frank informed them, his voice like ice. “You’ll have to finish this one without us.”

“What?” Elena cried over the comms. “Major, no! You have to bail!”

“Not in the cards, Elena! Now, get the hell out of here!”

“But—!”

The clamps released, allowing them to move freely in the drop bay. “They’re giving us the only chance we’ve got!“ Alex shouted in her face. He grabbed her arm and dragged her behind him toward the bay doors.

The ship shuddered again. Alex stumbled but caught his balance just in time to pull Elena against him, his arms closing around her to keep her from slamming into the bulkhead. Angry with Strickland for locating them faster than they could locate him, he ground his teeth as he stared down at the fear and grief in her eyes.

"We're closing on the target," Frank's voice crackled over the comm. His transmission was strained and filled with static, the interference growing with each passing second. “Bay doors opening in three...two...one..."

With a tortured shriek of metal on metal, the bay doors began to open, the mechanisms grinding and sparking, fighting against the forces that sought to tear the ship apart. The rush of air was immediate and fierce, whipping past them like a hurricane, tugging at their armor.

“On my mark,” Frank said.

“Gunny, we can’t leave them,” Elena growled.

“We can’t help them,” Alex barked back. “Except by finishing the mission. You know that!”

“What mission? There’s no way we’re getting Strickland back to the rendezvous point now.”

“No, but we adapt and overcome. We don’t go down with the ship.”

“Mark,” Frank announced. “Go! Go! Go!”

The other Phantoms moved to the edge of the open doors and jumped over, falling through the opening like stones. Elena hesitated, reluctant to leave two more of her family members behind to die.

“Now, Sergeant!” Alex roared. He grabbed Elena's arm again, pulling her to the gaping maw of the open doors and the howling void beyond.

She hesitated for a heartbeat, a fraction of a second that stretched into eternity. But through her faceplate, he saw her demeanor shift, her jaw set, determination hardening her features into a steely resolve mirroring his own.

Together, they leaped from the stricken starship, the rest of the Phantoms up ahead, their forms silhouetted against the burning sky. The ground rushed up to meet them, a patchwork of green and brown that grew larger with each passing second, the details of the landscape resolving into focus. The wind roared past them, tugging at their armor, the onboard systems fighting to maintain stability in the turbulent air.

Alex initiated his jump jets to spin around, looking up at the SF starfighters. He realized that their pilots had failed to notice the Marines falling out of the drop bay, and their targeting computers weren’t registering them either, both due to the Phalanx armor’s stealth patterning.

Alex watched in dismay as the Athena shuddered under the impact of still more missiles, the ship convulsing like a dying animal. The hull finally split open, fire and debris spewing into the sky, the once-mighty vessel reduced to a shattered husk. For a moment, it hung in the air, a twisted, burning wreck, a blazing effigy to the ferocity of the battle that had been waged against it. Then, with a final, terrible groan, it broke apart, consumed in a massive fireball that lit up the sky, the shockwave rolling out across the sky.

The blast hit them like a hammer blow, sending them tumbling through the air, their armored forms tossed about like leaves in a storm. Alex fought to regain control, the suit's systems screaming warnings at him as he plummeted toward the unforgiving ground. He could see the others struggling similarly, twisting and turning in the air, jump jets sputtering as they fought to bring themselves back into a controlled descent.

Alex leveled off just as new contacts appeared on his HUD, angry red icons rising from hidden emplacements on the ground. Surface-to-air missiles streaked upward, their contrails stitching deadly patterns across the sky, the smoke trails crisscrossing in a lethal web.

They can’t see us, right? Jackson’s voice filled Alex’s mind through his augments.

We’re about to find out, Alex replied.

The missiles continued to rise, angling toward the dropping Phantoms. As they neared, Alex could almost see their sudden confusion. The rockets lost their direct routes, darting and jinking suddenly.

“Keep them guessing!” Alex barked through the comms.

The Marines seized the opportunity, engaging their thrusters in bursts of precisely controlled power. They dodged and weaved, using the flaring jets to throw off the missiles' locks, to confuse their tracking systems. It was a deadly game of cat and mouse played out across the sky. The missiles flew past, their warheads detonating above them in blossoms of fire and shrapnel, the blasts buffeting the Phantoms in their wake. Each near miss was a heart-stopping reminder of how close they had come to joining the Athena in oblivion, their mission an absolute failure.

The ground approached in a hurry, their thrusters flaring as they angled between majestic pines, crashing through branches as they succumbed to the inescapable pull of gravity. Alex gritted his teeth even as he smashed into a thick branch that knocked him into a second one, cracking it in half. He pinballed into a third smaller one. It exploded, showering him with jagged splinters and shards of bark.

Remaining level-headed, he got turned around, feet down, just in time to trigger his jets and stick his landing with only the slightest flex of his knees. His armored boots sank gently into the soft blanket of needles and decaying loam beneath the trees.

Only Elena landed as cleanly. The others hit the ground hard near their positions. Zoe had come down a short distance away, landing on her back with a heavy thud, barely missing an outcropping of jagged rocks.

Five, are you okay? he asked immediately.

My ego’s definitely bruised, she replied, sitting up . But crashing in this armor is like landing on a cloud.

"Is everyone okay?" Alex asked over the comms, his voice rough with exhaustion and spent adrenaline, the words feeling inadequate in the face of what they had just endured. "Sound off, Phantoms."

One-by-one, they checked in, their responses clipped and professional, belying the toll the escape had taken on them. They moved through the trees and sparse undergrowth toward Alex and Elena’s position, brushing twigs and needles off their suits.

"The plan's changed," he said, his voice hard and cold. “We're obviously not taking Strickland back to the fleet. That option died with the Athena, may Risha and Frank rest in peace. We capture him, get every scrap of information we can out of him using whatever means necessary, and then we end him. Right here, on his own damn doorstep. No trial, no transport, no chance for escape or rescue. Understood?"

A chorus of affirmatives came back, grim and resolute, each Marine immediately accepting their new reality. They were on their own now, cut off from support, from backup, from any hope of reinforcement or extraction. But they were still the Phantoms.

And they were still alive.


CHAPTER 40



"We need to move," Alex said, his voice steady despite the maelstrom of emotions swirling inside him, grief for Risha and Frank, but also the cold, hard determination to see their mission through. "Strickland's house is roughly seven klicks northeast of our position. We'll stick to the trees, use the cover to our advantage."

“Copy that," Elena replied, her voice tight but controlled. Alex could only imagine what was going through her mind. More of her family had been lost to the enemy, but like the rest of them, she channeled that pain into purpose and the drive to keep going.

As they set off at a steady pace, it felt strange to Alex, surreal almost, to be marching through these familiar forests on such a grim mission. These were the same woods he'd explored as a child, the same trails he'd hiked with his father, mom, and sister. Now, instead of joyous family talk and laughter, servos whirred softly.

They hadn't gone more than a kilometer when Jackson's voice came over the comms. "Hold up. I've got movement on sensors. Multiple contacts, closing in from the north and west."

Alex signaled the group to halt, his mind racing. Had they been detected already? He switched his HUD to thermal imaging, scanning the surrounding woods for heat signatures. At first, he saw nothing. Then, faintly in the distance, a cluster of red dots moved through the trees.

"I see them," he confirmed. "Looks like a sweep pattern. They're searching for us."

"Or any other survivors from the Athena," Sarah added.

As if to punctuate her words, the distant whine of rotors filled the air. Alex's head snapped up, his eyes widening behind his faceplate as a trio of drones crested the treeline.

“Drones!" he hissed. "Get down, now!"

The Phantoms dropped to the ground, pressing themselves against the earth, relying on their armor's stealth patterning to blend with the forest floor. Alex held his breath as the drones passed overhead, their sensors undoubtedly probing the woods below. For a tense moment, he was certain the enemy would see through their camouflage, but the drones continued on, their noise fading into the distance as they moved off to search another sector. Alex let out a slow, measured breath.

"That was close," Theo muttered, his voice tight.

"Too close," Alex agreed. "We need to keep moving, stay ahead of their search pattern. But stay alert. Those drones are just the beginning."

They pushed on, moving as quickly as stealth would allow, tension mounting with each step. Knowing that the enemy was out there, actively hunting them, the forest closed in around them. Every shadow was a potential threat, every snap of a twig a possible betrayal of their position. Alex didn’t really fear the boots on the ground, not with his squad around him and all of them in the advanced Phalanx armor, but he knew infantry contact would lead to air support, and that would be bad.

Very bad.

It was Zoe who spotted the approaching enemy first. "Contact," she breathed over the comm, her voice low and urgent as she pointed off to the northwest. "Eleven o'clock, just past that ridge."

Alex followed her positioning, his enhanced vision zooming in on the indicated location. A full squad of enemy Marines, clad in their distinct Karuta armor, moving through the trees. Their weapons at the ready, their formation looked tight and professional.

"Phantoms, hold position," Alex ordered as he assessed the situation. The enemy squad moved perpendicular to their own path, not yet aware of their presence. But that could change at any moment. "We let them pass, then continue on. No engagement unless absolutely necessary."

A chorus of acknowledgments returned over the comm, each Marine signaling their understanding. Alex watched as the enemy squad drew closer.

For a tense minute, it seemed the enemy would pass them by, oblivious to their presence mere meters away. Just a little further, he silently urged. Just a few more steps...

Then, disaster, as one of the SF Marines deviated from their path, probably to take a closer look at something that had caught his eye, and he walked right into Theo without ever seeing him. Theo responded almost immediately, grabbing the tango by the helmet and twisting, the strength of the Phalanx armor enough to snap the man’s neck like a twig.

It didn’t matter. They were compromised.

“Engage!" Alex barked.

Chaos erupted, the crack of rifles filling the air as the two groups opened fire. Alex turned and squeezed his trigger, his armor absorbing the recoil as his target dropped. Beside him, Elena and Zoe laid down a withering hail of fire, their shots precise and deadly. They moved with fluid grace, their Phalanx armor responding to their every thought, every instinct in a ballet of violence and skill.

Even so, this was no time to get cocky. More red dots appeared on Alex’s HUD, closing on their position from both the east and west. Alerted by the initial sounds of combat, they moved to box them in. The squad they were currently engaging was just the tip of the spear.

"We're about to have a lot of company!" Sarah warned, echoing Alex's observation.

Moments later, enemy reinforcements burst through the trees, a tide of Karuta-clad Marines swarming toward the Phantoms' position. Slugs filled the air, and the forest was ripped open by crisscrossing rounds seeking armored targets.

“Thin them out!” Alex ordered, recognizing the need to quickly reduce the enemy's numbers before they could pinpoint the movement of the Phantom’s stealth armor. The Phantoms responded immediately, launching grenades from the bottom barrel of their rifles. The grenades detonated in rapid succession. The concussive blasts hurled several enemy Marines through the air like ragdolls, their armor shattering under the force of the explosions.

The Phantoms pressed their advantage. Moving forward as they fired, they closed the distance, more enemy troops moving in behind those that had already fallen. At such close range, the superior capabilities of the Phalanx armor became even more apparent. It absorbed hits that would have penetrated their old Karuta suits, their forearm-generated shields shimmering as they held back the onslaught.

Coming around the wide trunk of a tree, Alex found himself face-to-face with an enemy Marine, her faceplate a reflective sheen inches from his own. She tried to bring her rifle in line to fire, but Alex slapped it away with his free hand before his jets fired. He leaped up and slammed his knee into the enemy’s chin. She toppled backward to the ground, and Alex finished her with a point-blank shot to the faceplate.

Similar scenes played out across the battle area, the Phantoms demonstrating their prowess even as they worked together as a seamless unit. Zoe and Theo fought side-by-side, covering each other's blind spots, their movements perfectly synchronized. Jackson and Sarah laid down suppressing fire, giving Elena and Swix the openings they needed to flank the enemy and pick them off one by one.

Despite the odds and the sheer number of enemies, the Phantoms held their own. Littered with fallen enemies, a churned mess of mud, blood, and scorched earth scarred the once-pristine forest floor. Still, the enemy kept coming in a seemingly endless tide of reinforcements.

"We can't keep this up forever!" Theo warned, his voice strained over the comm. "We need to break through, get to the house!"

"Agreed," Alex replied, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. "Phantoms, on me! We punch a hole and we run. Now!"

The Phantoms surged forward with a roar of thrusters, their weapons blazing. They smashed into the enemy line like an armored fist, the sheer force of their charge scattering the defenders. For a moment, a narrow corridor of space amidst the chaos of battle was clear.

"Move!" Alex shouted, already sprinting forward. The others followed close on his heels, their armored boots pounding against the earth as they ran. Birds scattered before them as bullets screamed past them, the enemy desperate to stop their advance. Tree limbs slapped their faceplates, none big enough to knock them off their feet. They leaped shorter saplings and protruding rocks, dodging young trees too large to jump. Moving too fast to catch, their armor deflected the sporadic hits of enemy fire.

And then they plunged from the treeline into a clearing, the house looming before them. Their steps faltered. It was a sight both familiar and strangely alien to Alex—welcoming and innocent yet terrible at the same time.

A pair of starfighters screamed in from the north, momentarily tearing Alex’s attention away from the house. "Incoming!" he shouted. “Don’t stop!”

He triggered his thrusters, launching himself in the direction of the house. The Phantoms’ jump jets flared behind him. They caught up to him just as the starfighters' cannons spat fire. Explosions of dirt and meadow flowers erupted all around them.

The starfighters banked hard left, coming around behind them to stitch lines of destruction across the Grand Admiral’s front lawn as the Phantoms headed for the backside of the house. The air filled with the roar of explosions and the hiss of vaporized earth, the heat of the blasts so close it even seared through their advanced armor. All they could do was keep moving, their focus absolute.

With one last bounding leap, Alex landed on the porch. He powered through, ripping the door off its hinges, rifle at the ready. While outside the home echoed with gunfire and the whine of aircraft, the kitchen was abnormally serene and still.

Alex raced through the empty living room and down the hall into the empty master bedroom, then into what was, in his dimension, his father’s den. Instead, this room was used for storage. It held nothing but stacked boxes, an old bedframe, his grandmother’s scarred kitchen table and chairs, and even his old…no, Alexander’s old bicycle.

There was no sign of Strickland or anyone else anywhere in the house.

"The basement," he said under his breath. If the Grand Admiral was here, that was where he had to be. He went to the doorway beneath the stairs leading up to the two spare bedrooms. He expected the door to be locked. It wasn’t. Shoving it open, he faced the dark, concrete stairwell leading down.

The Phantoms filed in behind him. A mere thought turned on his helmet’s light, lighting up the stairwell. Outside, the whine of the starfighters’ thrusters gained in pitch, the ground rumbling in response to their low approach. Then, a deafening scream, followed by two more, the sound so high-pitched it blew out windows in the living room.

“Incoming!” Alex shouted again, diving down the stairs, his armor absorbing the impact. He turned into a roll across the basement floor. The others followed suit.

It wasn’t the tile floor Alex had expected. And instead of the game room with its pool table, twin arcade game machine and large flatscreen on the wall across from a sofa, the floor and walls surrounding where they lay sprawled on their bellies, ready for action, was nothing but bare, reinforced concrete. Nor was the Grand Admiral where Alex had expected him to be.

The ground shook around them as the missiles hit home. Fire and debris exploded down the stairwell. The overhead concrete cracked but didn’t give way as a cloud of dust and small bits of debris blew down the stairwell with enough force to pelt their suits hard enough to feel it through their armor and shatter the small slider windows on both sides of the basement..

After the detritus settled, Alex climbed slowly to his feet. Looking up the stairs, he could see that the stairwell entrance was buried beneath the remains of the home. At the very least, he hoped that would prevent the enemy from finding them. At the same time, the willingness to destroy the house left a sour taste in his mouth. It seemed…wrong somehow. A bit much since the Grand Admiral was obviously not here.

As the other Phantoms recovered, Alex scanned the basement, spotting the heavily reinforced door through the open framework of the basement stairs. "That’s definitely interesting," he said, already moving under the stairs toward the door. He laid his palm against the cold metal. “This isn’t here in my dimension,” he explained as the others moved behind him. “It’s titanium. Military grade.”

“Not a problem,” Swix said. “Step aside, Gunny. Phalanx has a key.” He replaced Alex at the door, activating a plasma torch on the armor’s wrist. Placing it to the door, it cut quickly through the hinged side while the rest of the Phantoms waited impatiently.

One minute passed. Another. Alex listened intently for the sound of another attack run, a second barrage of missiles to finish them off, but it seemed the enemy had decided they couldn’t have survived the initial blast.

Two minutes later, Swix turned off the torch and kicked the door in, where it thudded heavily on the floor. “Voila!” he announced.

Alex motioned the squad forward, over the door and into a short hallway leading to an elevator, the open cab waiting for them to board.

“Gunny, does this feel…I don’t know…off…to you?” Jackson asked. “Planned.”

“Yeah,” Alex replied. “I don’t like it, but what choice do we have? Three, Five, you’re with me inside. I want the rest of you on top.”

“Copy that,” the Phantoms answered.

Alex, Jackson, and Zoe stepped into the cab. Alex pressed the only button on the inside, and the doors closed. The elevator began to descend. It jolted suddenly as the others jumped down on top of it and then resumed its smooth glide.

The Scorpions automatically moved to the side of the cab—Alex to one side, with Jackson and Zoe on the other so the three of them well out of sight when the doors opened. Alex's mind raced, trying to anticipate what they might find at the bottom of the shaft. A command center, he was sure. The transmission had come from this location. He doubted Haji would have gotten that wrong. But what else might be waiting for them in the depths below?

A Marine squad waiting to ambush them? A metric-crapload of explosives? The Grand Admiral, wearing a smoking jacket and smoking a stogie?

The doors slid open to reveal a short passageway and a group of Marines in Karuta armor, who had already opened fire, anticipating the enemy inside. With the Phantoms out of view, their bullets found nothing but the rear of the cab, punching through the walls and into the concrete behind it.

“Three, Five, breach on my mark,” Alex ordered, giving the gunfire a few seconds to die down. “Mark!” he snapped, bursting from the cab with Jackson and Zoe while the others jumped up and came down on the cab’s ceiling, collapsing it inward and landing on the heels of the Scorpions.

Activating his forearm shield and boosting his reflexes with his augments, Alex triggered his jump jets to increase speed as he charged the Marines. His rifle joined Jackson and Zoe’s to belch rounds that punched into the defenders, tearing through weak spots that should have brought at least a few down.

But it didn’t. The Marines remained upright and kept shooting.

What the hell? Jackson cried silently.

A hail of return fire poured into them, smashing into their energy shields and quickly draining them to impact their armor. Beside him, Zoe staggered, a lucky shot finding a weak point in her suit's defenses. Jackson, too, took a hit, his armor's system warnings blaring in Alex's ears.

They pushed forward, heedless of the danger, smashing into the defenders like a tidal wave. Their armored fists and raw physical strength broke the line. Alex shouldered one of the Marines into the wall, bringing the business end of his rifle up under his throat. He fired a single round that went up through the helmet into the overhead. Yet, no blood gushed out and splattered, and the fighter didn’t fall at Alex’s feet. Instead, he pushed Alex away.

Not he, Alex finally realized. It. There wasn’t anyone in the Karuta armored suits. They were fully automated. Damned robots.

Before the robot could shoot him, a barrage of gunfire from closer to the elevator created additional holes and it finally deactivated, head lolling as it collapsed. More bullets chewed up the other defenders, the Phantoms joining forces to bring the automatons down.

Within no time, the last robot fell, its armor a shattered ruin. Its internal systems sparked and sputtered a couple times before going completely out. The Phantoms stood amidst the wreckage, slightly battered but alive.

“Three, Five, status," Alex demanded, worried about the hits he had seen them take.

"I'm fine," Zoe replied, though the strain in her voice suggested she was lying. "Just a flesh wound."

"Same here," Jackson added, his words punctuated by a grunt of pain. "I can still fight."

Alex nodded, knowing he could count on them to push through. They had to. They were so close now, the heart of Strickland's operation waited just ahead.

They raced past downed defenses, following the passage to another blast door. As before, Swix stood and cocked his leg to kick the weakened door inward. This time, he waited for Alex’s command.

“Do it,” Alex said.

Swix slammed his boot into the door. Alex rushed over it as it clanged on the floor, rifle at the ready. He found himself in an unexpectedly vast chamber, a command center that put any other he had seen to shame. Banks of monitors lined the walls, displaying tactical data, fleet movements, and more. In the center, a holographic display showed a swirling maelstrom of light and color.

The Eye, in all its terrible beauty.

But there was no sign of Grand Admiral Strickland. The room was empty, though all of the systems had been left running.

"Where is he?" Elena asked, her voice tight with anger and frustration. "Where's that bastard hiding?"

The main display flickered as if in answer. Strickland's face appeared, his visage a specter of malice. He looked directly at them, his eyes boring into Alex's through the screen.

“I already told you, Alex. It’s too late,” he said, and though his voice was calm, even pleasant, a cold rage lurked beneath it. "You killed my son. My Alexander. My blood. Did you think I wouldn't take it personally?"

Alex stared at the screen. He wasn’t all that surprised that Strickland wasn’t here. He wasn’t shocked that the Grand Admiral had set them up. The man knew how his father thought because he had the same mind. He knew Alex would come for him once he refused Soren’s offer. Had his father guessed he might? Did it matter? The Phantoms had been sent on a nearly impossible mission with the hope they could pull it off, but the understanding that they were much more likely to fail.

And now they were trapped, left waiting for either rescue from Admiral Lane and the fleet, or death at the hands of a victorious Grand Admiral Strickland.

Instead of being angry at his father for launching such a futile mission, Alex felt only sympathy and pride. He could only imagine how hard it had been for his father to order him into the fire.

“Did you think that I would somehow chalk it up as just another casualty of war?” the recording continued. “You don’t belong here, Alex. None of you belong here. This is my galaxy. My dimension! Earned with grit and blood and unwavering commitment to the safety and security of my people! You have no idea what I’ve sacrificed. No idea what you’ve done!” His eyes narrowed, fury replacing calm. “You won’t succeed. You can’t. Despite what you might think, I didn’t cause the Convergence. But because of you, I’m damned well going to end it. In fact, I’m going to end everything.”

The recording ended. The screen went blank. Alex stared at it, fists clenched in fury.

It was Jackson who broke the stunned silence.

“If the Grand Admiral isn’t here, then where the hell is he?”


CHAPTER 41



The Wraith emerged from fold space, the blinding flash of entry fading to reveal the swirling, chaotic energies of the Eye. Soren gripped the armrests of his command chair, his jaw clenched as he took in the sight that filled the viewscreen. The anomaly had expanded to a size that defied comprehension, a maelstrom of color and light that pulled at the very fabric of reality.

“By the stars,” Jack breathed from beside him, his XO’s usually steady voice tinged with awe and dread. "It's enormous."

"Shields up," Soren ordered, his voice rough with tension. "Charge the vortex cannon. I want us ready for anything."

"Shields at maximum, Captain," Keira reported, her voice steady. "Vortex cannon charging, sixty seconds to full power."

Soren nodded, his eyes never leaving the viewscreen. They had expected the Eye to be different and had braced themselves for the unknown. But this...this was beyond anything they had anticipated.

"Talk to me, Mark," he said, his gaze flicking to the sensor officer. "What've we got out there?"

Mark studied his readouts, the glow of the displays casting his features in stark relief. "Multiple contacts, sir, right near the edge of the Eye. They’re fading in and out of sensors. Too much interference.”

Soren's pulse quickened, a cold knot of tension forming in his gut. “Disposition?”

"Eighty plus ships, Captain. A mix of Komodos, Rhinos, and Valkyries."

"Eighty," Soren repeated, the word tasting like ash on his tongue. They had twenty-three ships, the Wraith included. Against a force that size...he shook his head, pushing down the flicker of doubt. They had come too far, sacrificed too much to falter now. “Put it over the barrel,” he said. “Samira, get me Admirals Yarborough and Oakes.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

“Captain, they’ve spotted us,” Mark said. “Part of the fleet is breaking off to engage.”

“Captain Strickland,” Admiral Oakes said over the bridge’s speakers. “By the size of the fleet out there, it looks like you may have been onto something.”

“We’re badly outnumbered against a force that size,” Jane added. “We need to retreat and figure out another approach.”

“There’s no time,” Soren countered. “We need to get to the center of the Eye and let Lukas and his team do what they need to do.”

“We can’t reach the center of the Eye if we’re dead,” Oakes pointed out.

“All I need you to do is delay them,” Soren answered. “Give us a chance to slip past and into the Eye. Stay on the outskirts, be ready to make a run for it.”

He waited tensely for a response. Finally, Oakes replied. “We’ll do what we can, but I’m not sacrificing my entire fleet to a massacre.”

“With all due respect, Admiral,” Soren said, “if we don’t make it through and find a way to reverse this, we’ll all be dead soon anyway.”

“Agreed,” Jane added. “Better to die a hero than a coward.”

“I’ll buy you the time you need,” Oakes said, voice firming with resolve following their challenge.

Soren muted the comms. "Sang, evasive maneuvers," he ordered. "Put some distance between us and that fleet. We need to steer clear until Oakes has engaged the enemy.”

"Aye, sir," Sang replied, firing the mains. The Wraith began to gain velocity, vectoring to starboard to skirt the edge of the field.

But even as they moved, Soren knew it was too late. Their fleet had emerged from the fold too close to the Eye, its growth catching them off guard. The tactical display showed the enemy ships shifting, their formation flowing like quicksilver to intercept.

"The enemy fleet is entering weapon’s range, Captain. They have target lock on us.”

Soren eyed the sensor projection. The enemy fleet was in weapon’s range as well. Oakes' ships opened fire on the incoming SF warships, accelerating to intercept. Soren opened his mouth, ready to deliver orders, but the words never came. Instead, a wave of dizziness washed over him, sudden and overwhelming. The bridge tilted and spun, the lights too bright, the sounds too loud. He blinked, trying to clear his head, but the vertigo only increased.

"Captain?" Jack's voice, sharp with concern, cut through the haze. "Soren, what's wrong?"

Soren tried to respond, but his tongue felt thick and heavy in his mouth. His vision blurred, darkening at the edges, and he felt himself slipping, falling into a void that yawned wide and deep. The last thing he heard before unconsciousness claimed him was the alert of incoming missiles and Jack's desperate shout.

Then, silence.

Darkness.

But not emptiness.

Far from it.

Instead, Soren found himself assaulted by a deluge of images, sensations, memories that were not his own. They crashed over him like a tidal wave, dragging him under, pulling him into a life both achingly familiar and utterly alien.

He saw David, not the miscarried baby that had haunted his and Jane's nights, but a living, breathing child. A boy with his father's eyes and his mother's smile, full of laughter and life. He watched him grow, saw the pride and love that shone in Strickland's eyes as he taught his son the ways of the world.

He saw fishing trips to the lake, the same one where Soren had spent so many peaceful hours, but in this life, in this dimension, in this memory, the tranquility was shattered by tragedy. He saw the ice crack beneath David's feet, heard the splash as the boy plunged into the frigid water. He saw Strickland's desperation, his frantic scramble to reach his son, to pull him from the icy depths...

He was too late. Always too late.

Soren felt the moment when David's life slipped away, felt the anguish that tore through Strickland like a physical force. The grief, the guilt, the helpless rage at a universe that could be so cruel. And he understood. At that moment, he saw the path that had led the other man to this point, the pain that had twisted into an iron will, a determination to never again be at the mercy of fate. To never again be powerless against any threat, even though there were so many dangers no human being could ever hope to control. The birth of a monster drowning in an unquenchable hatred of the universe forged in the fires of loss and despair.

The memories shifted, blurred, and then Soren stood on the bridge of another Wraith, similar to his own. He saw the cloaking device, the same technology that had been their ace in the hole. He also saw the algorithm Strickland’s people had devised, the key to piercing the veil of invisibility.

A cold realization settled in his gut. That was how the Fist of Justice had found them, how they had tracked a ghost across the stars. Strickland had developed a solution and used it to devastating effect.

The scene changed again, and Soren found himself back on his own bridge, gasping for air, his heart racing. He blinked, disoriented, as the concerned faces of his crew swam into focus.

"Captain!" Jack was at his side, hand on his shoulder, steadying him. “Thank the stars you're back with us.”

“Grand Admiral Strickland was nearby, wasn’t he?” Asha asked, leaning over him. “Your reaction was consistent with the others.”

“Yes,” Soren answered, straightening in his seat, even though his head was pounding. “What’s our status? How long was I out?”

“We took some hits to the shields before the CIP fleet blocked off the incoming SF ships,” Jack explained. “They lost momentum about the same time you collapsed, without Strickland to give them orders, I assume. We got off a good shot with the shield-breaker on them in the meantime and gave our guys a good chance to hit them hard.”

“Aftereffects?” Soren asked, worried about using the modulation again.

“Nothing obvious,” Jack replied. “Apparently too minimal for the Eye to notice, I’m sure.”

“Where’s Strickland now? Why did I wake up?”

“I don’t know,” Jack replied. “Which ship is he on?”

“He has his own Wraith. It’s cloaked.”

Jack’s face paled. “How are we supposed to stop him then?”

“We were in each other’s heads. He saw my life, and I saw his. His people developed a counter to the cloaking device. That’s how they hit us at Teegarden. Unfortunately, I only know as much about it as Strickland does, but maybe Tashi can work with it.” He paused, considering Strickland’s plans. His face paled when the memory came to him.

Anger at the universe for the death of his son. No, he realized. For the death of both of his children. By defeating Alexander, they had pushed him over the edge.

“Soren?” Jack probed when he froze.

“Strickland went into the Eye seeking vengeance,” Soren said. “And the Convergence is the perfect tool to extract that retribution.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“His Wraith has a vortex cannon like the Fist’s. He intends to use it on the Eye.”

Everyone within earshot gasped.

“If he uses it inside the Eye…” Jack whispered.

“Game over,” Soren replied.

“Captain,” Mark called out. “The enemy fleet is heading for the Eye!”

“Which means Strickland is already in,” he said, his voice ringing with conviction. “That’s why I came to. We have to go after him. We can't let him reach his goal, not when the fate of everything hangs in the balance."

“What about the rest of the Federation fleet?” Jack asked, motioning to the sensor projection. “We disabled a dozen, but our ships are still outnumbered.”

“They’re buying us time,” Soren replied. “With the other half of the fleet following Strickland, some of his ships will be destroyed by the Eye, but not all. We can’t go in there alone. Samira, get me Jane.”

“She’s already on the line, Captain,” Samira replied.

“Captain, are you well enough to continue?” Jack asked, concerned.

“A headache and a little disorientation, but I don’t have time to be dazed.” He tapped the command console to open the channel. “Jane, Grand Admiral Strickland is here. He has a Wraith of his own, and he’s leading the rest of his fleet into the Eye. He intends to fire his vortex cannon at the Eye, in hopes it will accelerate the Convergence to finality.”

“What?” Jane hissed. “He’ll kill himself along with everyone else.”

“He doesn’t care. I…I was in his head, Jane. He doesn’t care. His children are both dead. He couldn’t save David from drowning, and despite all of his power, he couldn’t stop Alexander from dying, either. He hates everyone and everything for it, especially you and me.”

Jane didn’t respond right away. Soren could imagine how she might feel vulnerable now that he knew the most private details of her life with Strickland.

“I’m sorry, Soren,” she finally replied. “I…I should have told⁠—”

“It was none of my business,” Soren answered. “And it doesn’t matter now. We have to stop him. I need your help. I need your fleet to follow me into the Eye.”

“If I follow you, the CIP fleet will be left to stand alone. They won’t survive.”

“If you don’t come with me, none of us will survive,” Soren reminded her.

“I’m right behind you,” she answered, voice steeled with resolve.

Soren turned back to his crew, his determination crystallized. "You heard the Admiral," he said, his voice ringing with authority. "We're going in. Sang, plot a course to the center of the Eye. Keira, switch the cannon over to lance mode.”

“Aye, Captain,” they replied.

As the bridge erupted into activity, Soren's gaze locked on the swirling vortex that dominated the viewscreen. The Eye loomed before them, vast and terrifying, a gateway to madness and revelation.

"Lukas," he called out over the comms, not taking his eyes from the anomaly. “We’re heading into the Eye. Be ready to collect your measurements. Once we reach the center, everything is going to happen fast.”

“Yes, sir,” Lukas replied, a shiver in his voice. “We’ll be ready.”

“Tashi,” Soren said, contacting the engineer.

“Aye, Captain?” he replied.

“Grand Admiral Strickland has a calculation to defeat the Wraiths’s cloaking system. I can tell you that it has to do with using chaos theory, fractals, and measuring light refraction, but I don’t know the details. I need you to recreate the algorithm from that.”

“Are you kidding, sir?” Tashi asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Soren replied. “And you have five minutes to do it.”

Tashi laughed. “Well, then. It’s a good thing for you I’ve studied the hell out of the cloaking system. I had a feeling the solution was rooted in fractals and refraction. Five minutes might be a bit steep though, sir.”

“It’s either that or we all die.”

“We don’t want that, do we? I’m on it, Captain.”

Soren disconnected and settled into his seat, his grip tight on the armrests as the Wraith surged forward, the FUP fleet falling into formation around them. They charged toward the Eye, the SF fleet splitting up so some of the ships could give chase.

“Keira, keep them honest,” Soren said. “Fire at will.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied.

On the tertiary viewscreen, missiles darted away from the ship, streaking toward one of the SF Komodos. The vibration of railguns ran through the deck and into his feet, the rounds flashing against the shields of two more SF warships.

Jane followed his lead, her fleet’s ships firing on the vessels giving chase. The firepower was too distributed to destroy any single vessel, but it slowed the rate of return fire, buying them valuable seconds. They continued on, the edge of the Eye once more looming in the primary viewscreen.

“Captain,” Samira said. “We just received a tranSat message.”

“From who?” Soren asked, surprised. “We don’t have any relays in the area.”

“Strickland might,” Jack said.

“But who would know our iden…” Soren froze when he realized who must have sent the message. “Put it through!” he snapped.

“Captain Strickland,” Alex’s voice came out over the bridge’s speakers. “I’m sending this message from a bunker beneath Strickland’s home in Montana. Strickland used it to reply to the message we delivered for you. Only, Strickland’s…”

“Not there,” Soren said over Alex.

“It was a trick. A diversion. I think he’s on his way to the Eye. From the data we found here, he’s been aware of it for quite some time, though I don’t think he understood exactly what it was. Not until he picked it out of my brain.” Alex’s tone took on a much higher sense of urgency. “Dad, he’s pissed off about Alexander and worried about losing the war and everything he’s fought so hard to achieve. I think he intends to do something to speed up the Convergence. You need to get to the Eye as quickly as you can. You need to stop him!”

“Captain, we’re entering the Eye,” Mark reported.

“…worry about us,” Alex continued. “We’re barricaded into the bunker, we have weeks of rations, and we’re safe for now. If you defeat him, we’ll be waiting for you to pick us up. If you don’t, well, it won’t matter anyway. I hope we see one another again. I love you, Dad. Dana and Mom, too. I hope you kick his ass.”

The message ended just as the hungry maw of the Eye swallowed them whole. Soren exhaled sharply, grateful that Alex was alive and safe for now. He just wished he could have sent a message back to tell him he was already at the Eye, but he didn’t have time to dwell on that now. The deck shuddered beneath Soren’s feet, the ship groaning as it plunged into the writhing energies. Consoles flickered, alarms blared, the whole vessel shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. But Soren's focus never wavered, his gaze fixed on the swirling light and shadow that enveloped them.

Somewhere ahead, Strickland waited, a man driven to the brink by loss and despair. A dark mirror, a twisted reflection of what Soren himself might have become had fate dealt him a crueler hand.

Two men, two ships, two destinies intertwined. A reckoning in the making, a confrontation that would decide the fate of everything.

Soren felt a cold clarity descend upon him. One way or another, this ended here. In the realm of the impossible, in the center of the storm, they would win salvation.

Or all would be lost.


CHAPTER 42



The Wraith hurtled through the Eye, the anomaly's swirling energies battering the ship like a hurricane pummeling a vessel at sea. Soren gripped the armrests of his command chair. His jaw clenched as he stared into the maelstrom that filled the filtered viewscreen. The bridge shuddered around him, consoles flickering, alarms blaring in a discordant symphony, but his focus never wavered. His gaze was locked on the chaos ahead, searching for any sign of Grand Admiral Strickland's fleet.

"Sang, we have to catch up to them!” he barked over the din.

"Aye, Captain!" Sang called back, her hands tight on the controls, working hard to keep the ship following the path outlined by Lukas’ algorithm as it bucked and heaved around them. “This turbulence is unbelievable!”

Soren understood it all too well. The Eye had expanded to a size that defied comprehension. With that growth had come an increase in its fury to rend and tear at the fabric of space itself. Navigating it now was like trying to fly through a cosmic blender, the laws of physics twisting and warping around them. They were fortunate to have the algorithm to help guide them and the FUP ships trailing them. The question on his mind…did the SF have the same advantage?

They pressed on, driven by a desperate need to stop the Grand Admiral before he could reach the center of the anomaly and fire his vortex cannon, condemning them all to oblivion.

"Mark, talk to me!" Soren called out. "Any sign of them?"

Mark shook his head, frustration etched into his features. "It's hard to get a clear reading, sir. Too much interference. Wait! I think I've got something!"

Soren leaned forward, hope kindling in his chest as he eyed the sensor projection. It struggled to maintain a consistent reading, flickering and fading in and out. Through it, he picked out the unmistakable signatures of the Federation warships. Many of them weren’t moving.

"They're hit," Jack breathed from beside him. "The Eye is tearing them apart."

As if to punctuate his words, a brilliant flash erupted on the screen, one of the signatures vanishing in a burst of light. Soren felt a grim satisfaction at the sight, even as a part of him recoiled at the immense loss of life. Strickland's people or not, they were still human beings caught up in a war they couldn't begin to understand, all of them blindly following a man to certain doom, believing they could trust him.

As if in response to his thoughts, four of the remaining SF signatures broke away from the main group, flipping over stem to stern and slowing to confront the Wraith and the FUP ships behind her.

"Incoming!" Mark shouted as soon as their bows had come about to face them. "They're locking on!"

The ship shuddered as the first volley of missiles struck home, the shields flaring brilliantly under the onslaught. Soren gritted his teeth, his hands tightening on the armrests as the deck shuddered beneath his feet.

"Evasive maneuvers!" he barked. "Sang, get us out of their firing solution! Keira, return fire!"

The Wraith twisted and turned, weaving through the writhing energies of the Eye even as it traded blows with its pursuers. Railgun rounds flashed back and forth, missiles blooming into fiery flowers of destruction.

However, it was the tendrils of energy, the grasping fingers of the Eye itself, that posed the greatest threat. They lashed out without warning, without reason, pure destructive force given form. One of them scythed across the bow of an FUP ship, the vessel disintegrating instantly in a cloud of molten shrapnel. An involuntary cry went up from the Wraith's bridge crew as they watched their ally vanish.

Still the battle raged, the ships jockeying amidst the tempest. Sang did her best to evade enemy fire while maintaining the safest path through the Eye.

The Wraith gave as good as she got, and the FUP ships moved into range of the SF vessels. A barrage of missiles from the ships streaked across the tempest, slamming into one of the pursuing ships. The SF vessel crumpled like a fist crumpling tin foil. Then it was gone, consumed in a blinding flash of light.

One down, three to go.

The rest of Strickland's fleet was already continuing through the far side of the chaos. At that moment, Soren saw an opportunity. "Sang! Full speed ahead! Get us past them while we have the chance!"

Its thrusters flaring, the Wraith surged forward, racing toward the goal. Behind them, one of the SF ships tried to turn and bring its weapons to bear. But it was already too late. The Wraith slipped past it, plunging deeper into the Eye's screaming depths.

"Keep monitoring those SF ships," Soren commanded. "If they break off to chase us, sing out. Otherwise, we need to leave them to Jane.”

The crew nodded in acknowledgment, turning back to their stations with a sense of grim resolve. They had escaped one threat but knew the true challenge lay ahead.

Beyond the chaos, more destruction marked their passage. The shattered hulks of SF warships—the remains of a once mighty fleet now reduced to flotsam in the storm—drifted in the void, some still venting atmosphere, others cold and dark. Moments before, they had been blips on the Wraith’s screens, now erased, never to return home.

Soren stared at it all, angry with Strickland—though there was little he could do about it—for ordering his fleet to follow him into the storm. "Jack," he said, his voice low and urgent. "If I black out again due to proximity to Strickland, you have to take command and finish this.”

Jack met his gaze. Then, slowly, he nodded. A silent promise, an unbreakable vow. “You know I’ll do my best.”

They neared the center of the Eye, navigating past impossible membranes of shimmering fields of time dilation and spacetime fluctuations. When they reached the inner edge, the transition from the chaos surrounding them was sudden and jarring, like breaking through the surface after a deep dive. And then...

Stillness. Silence.

Soren blinked, surprise washing over him. He was still here. Still aware. Somehow, against all odds, consciousness still clung to him in the proximity of his dark reflection. How?

He remembered what Lukas had explained to him about the Eye. Everything radiated outward from this point, from the origin of the Convergence. Here, in this singular spot, the rules were different. Infinite versions of the same person could coexist as the echoes undulated out around them.

“Soren?” Jack asked, checking on him.

“I’m here,” he replied. “Unaffected in this place.”

“That’s good news.”

“And bad news. Strickland is unaffected, too.”

The Grand Admiral’s fleet came into view. A dozen battered and scarred but still functional ships arrayed loosely around a single, central ship. A dark twin to Soren's own Wraith, currently uncloaked.

Soren's breath caught in his throat. They were outgunned, outmatched. Even with the damage the Eye had wrought, the enemy ships represented a formidable force. Too formidable for the Wraith to handle alone.

But what choice did they have? The clock was ticking. Every second brought them closer to the end of everything.

"Captain!" Samira's voice, sharp with urgency. "They're hailing us. Video transmission.”

Soren's eyes narrowed. A hail? Now? What was Strickland playing at? "On screen," he ordered, steeling himself for what was to come.

The viewscreen flickered, and there he was, his face, a dark mirror to Soren's own. The same features, the same lines of age and care. Yet twisted, warped by pain and rage radiating from him like a physical force.

"Soren," he said, his own name escaping the Grand Admiral’s lips like a curse. “I should have guessed you would arrive here right behind me. That is the nature of all of this, isn’t it? And now, here we are.”

Soren's jaw clenched. “You don’t have to do this. Destroying everything won’t bring your children back.”

A bitter laugh, harsh and grating. “What do I care?” His eyes, cold and dead, bored into Soren's. “Fate stole David from me. Your son took Alexander. And now, you plan to take my galaxy. Everything I ever loved is lost to me. Even Jane betrayed me. Stole from me. My commission in the Navy was the only thing I had left to be proud of. And when she leapfrogged me, rising to Admiral ahead of me and with half the service time…” He shook his head. “The universe is cold and cruel. I saw your life, Soren. I know you don’t believe that. But it is. I demand retribution. Vengeance. And this is the only way I can get it.”

"I’m sorry for your losses!” Soren shouted, desperation tinging his voice. “Truly. But this won't change what happened to your children! And you drove Jane away yourself. You. Alone. You have no one to blame for that but yourself.”

Strickland's face twisted, agony and fury melding into a mask of pure hatred. “Everything I touch is destined to be destroyed. Even the universe. Every reality. I didn’t create the Eye. It was here before I ever invented the disruptor cannon. But I will end it. I’ll end everything.”

The comms disconnected, replaced by the scene ahead of them. Soren’s eyes narrowed as Strickland’s Wraith vanished.

“He’s cloaked, sir,” Mark announced.

Soren's mind raced, desperate for a solution, for a way out. They couldn't win this fight, not alone, not against a dozen ships. Not against a single cloaked Wraith. But if they couldn't stop Strickland...

He straightened in his seat, a cold resolve settling over him. If this was to be their end, then they would face it head on. They would go down fighting, struggling to the very last to prevent the unthinkable.

"Evasive maneuvers, Sang!" he called out. "Keep us moving, don't let them get a clean lock! Keira, charge the vortex cannon and target the weakest looking ships with conventional ordnance! We need to whittle them down, buy Tashi time!" He tapped on the comm. “Phoebe, scramble the Hooligans.” He tapped again. “Tashi! We need that algorithm, now more than ever."

Tashi's reply crackled with stress and urgency. "I'm trying, Captain! But the fractal patterns, the light refraction...it's like trying to solve a million-piece puzzle while the pieces are actively changing shape!" A muffled curse, the sound of frantic typing. "I'm close, I know I'm close, but I need more time!"

Time. The one thing they didn't have. The one resource that was slipping away with every passing heartbeat.

"Do what you can, Tashi," Soren said, his voice strained. "We'll buy you as much time as we can."

The ship surged forward, vectoring hard to port as the first volleys of railgun fire stitched through the void. The enemy fire was punishing, a relentless hail of metal and fury that sought to overwhelm and destroy. Sang whipped the ship between the deadly streams, her face a mask of concentration as she worked her controls, her hands moving with surgical precision, pushing the Wraith to its absolute limits.

Keira added offense to her evasive maneuvers, the Wraith's guns roaring to life, spitting death at their foes. The vibrations of the firing railguns reverberated through the hull, a sharp cadence beneath Soren’s boots. Explosions bloomed against enemy shields, the barriers shimmering and straining under the onslaught, but it wasn't enough. The shields held, absorbing the relentless bombardment with a stubborn tenacity. Even as they fought and poured every ounce of their skill and determination into the battle, Soren knew right away it was a losing proposition. They were too badly outnumbered, too heavily outgunned, the enemy fleet closing in with cold, mechanical precision.

It was only a matter of time before...

The ship shuddered, alarms screaming as a missile found its mark. The shields flared, held, but the strain was evident in the way the lights flickered, the way the deck bucked beneath their feet.

"Shields at fifty percent!” Keira reported, her voice tense.

Soren gritted his teeth. They had yet to destroy a single enemy ship despite the damage the Eye had done to them. This was going worse than he had expected. He needed to think of something, fast. Something creative, a daring maneuver only the Wrath could carry out.

But what? There was no cover in the Eye. They didn’t have unlimited space in which to maneuver. They were in a boxing match against over a dozen opponents, and one was invisible.

The Wraith shivered again as more missiles pounded the shields. Their railguns lashed out at an enemy Komodo, finally breaching its shields and tearing through its hull. It vectored away from the fight even as it vented atmosphere, its wounds too devastating to continue.

One down. Too many to go.

Soren checked the sensor projection. Strickland’s ships were working to surround them, to box them in and to finish them off. But where was Strickland? He was out of the fight so far, letting his sharks attack.

“Captain, I’m running out of space to evade,” Sang warned as the Wraith rolled away from one ship, only to be hit by another.

“Shields at forty percent!” Keira growled.

“Where the hell is Jane?” Jack hissed beside Soren.

As if in answer to his question, a hailstorm of missiles appeared on the sensors, fading into view from the edge of the Eye. Their trajectories were wrong to be aimed at the Wraith. Instead, hundreds of missiles poured into the SF warships, destroying three of the already battered vessels with the first volley.

“Captain,” Jane said over the comms. “Sorry we’re late.”

“Better late than never,” Soren replied with a relieved but cautious grin.

A ragged cheer went up from the Wraith's bridge crew as they watched their allies engage the enemy, railgun rounds and missiles crisscrossing the void in a deadly web. The SF ships, caught off guard by the sudden arrival, struggled to reorient themselves and bring their weapons to bear against the reinforcements.

Seeing the tides turning against him, Strickland finally struck.

His ship decloaked above the Wraith, its hulking form shimmering into view like a nightmare. Then it opened fire, not with the vortex cannon, but with a barrage of missiles that slammed into the Wraith's weakened shields with devastating force.

The ship reeled under the impact, the concussion throwing Soren around in his chair as the screech of overstressed metal wrent the air. His restraints dug hard into his chest. "Keira!" he shouted, desperation clawing at his throat. "Return fire, now!"

Keira tried to target the dark Wraith, but before she could fire, the enemy vessel shimmered and vanished, the cloak enveloping it once more. Unfazed, she fired the railguns to locate the warship. “Damn it!” she cursed when she came up empty.

Soren's heart sank, despair threatening to overwhelm him. They couldn't fight what they couldn't see, couldn't hit what they couldn't target. And Strickland knew it.

Seconds ticked by, each one an eternity of dread and anticipation. Where would he strike from next? When would the blow fall that would end them, once and for all?

The answer came in a blaze of fire and fury, as Strickland's ship decloaked behind them, its weapons spitting death. The Wraith shuddered under the onslaught, its battered shields quickly overwhelmed.

“Breaches on decks seven, nine, and four,” Ethan immediately reported. “Emergency bulkheads are sealing, but we had crew in those sections.”

Soren clung to his chair, his knuckles white, his teeth gritted against the chaos that engulfed his ship. They were on the brink, teetering on the edge of oblivion. One more hit, one more well-placed salvo, and it would all be over for all of them.

"Tashi!" he roared into the comms, his voice raw with desperation. "The algorithm! We need it now!”

For a moment, there was nothing but static. And then, like a miracle, Tashi's voice, breathless and triumphant. “I think I got it, Captain! Uploading it now! No guarantees, though. Kinda had to rush a bit!”

Soren's heart jumped, a wild surge of hope that cut through the despair. He whirled to face Mark, his eyes wide, his voice urgent. “Mark, find Strickland's ship, now! Keira, prepare a firing solution.”

“I’m ready as soon as we get a ping, Captain,” she replied.

Mark leaned in on his station, closely reading the sensor data. “Tashi’s algorithm just came through,” he announced, seeking the signs of Strickland's cloaked vessel.

Seconds ticked by, each one a lifetime. The bridge crew held their breath, every eye fixed on the viewscreen and the swirling chaos of the battle around them.

And then, a shout of triumph from Mark. “There! I think I found him, Captain!" A new mark appeared on the sensor projection, angling to hit the Wraith from below.

“Sang, cut mains, full reverse, hard to port thirty degrees, yaw sixteen!”

She reacted instantly, adjusting the course to his orders as quickly as possible. The ship's port side came broadside to Strickland’s Wraith as it opened fire, its railgun rounds blazing to where they should have been instead of where they were.

"Fire everything we've got!" he roared.

The Wraith shuddered as her weapons roared to life, a storm of railgun rounds and missiles streaking into the void. For a heartbeat, there was nothing, no sign that the salvo had found its mark. But then, a flash of light, a burst of flame that illuminated the darkness like a second sun.

Strickland's ship reeled under the impact, its cloak faltering, flickering in and out of existence as the Wraith's weapons tore into its hull. Explosions rippled across its surface, venting atmosphere and debris into the void. The great vessel listed, staggering like a wounded beast, its weapons falling silent, its thrusters sputtering until they went out completely, leaving it drifting through the center of the Eye.

A cheer rose from the Wraith's bridge, a ragged cry of joy and relief that echoed through the ship. Against all odds, they had done it.

But Soren didn't join in the celebration, didn't allow himself the luxury of relief. His eyes remained fixed on the enemy ship.

It was over. But was it enough?

Strickland's Wraith was crippled, its offensive capabilities neutralized. But the man himself, the twisted reflection of Soren's own soul, likely remained alive. He was a threat for as long as he drew breath.

The thought was tempting, seductive. To finish what they had started. To erase the stain of Strickland's existence from the universe, once and for all, but as he stared at the broken hull of his enemy's ship, at the flickering lights and venting gasses that spoke of the lives still clinging to existence within, Soren felt the fire of his vengeance sputter and die.

It was a hollow pursuit, when all was said and done. Strickland was a symptom, not the disease itself. His crew, while not innocent, didn’t deserve to die. And his death, however satisfying in the moment, would solve nothing. It would only add more blood to the grim tally of the war.

The battle was won. The war went on. Not against Strickland or the SF. Against the secrets of the Eye. Against the unraveling of reality itself.
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“Captain,” Mark said as the crew returned to their stations. “The SF ships are all neutralized. The Eye is clear.”

Soren confirmed the report on the sensor projection. Out of all the ships that had come to the center of the eye, only three FUP ships remained active. The rest of the projection was filled with what the sensors registered as obstacles—damaged ships and debris.

"Lukas," Soren called out over the comm. “Please tell me that you found the answers you were looking for.”

There was a moment of tense silence. Then, Lukas's voice, tight with barely contained excitement. “And then some, Captain!”

Soren exhaled in relief as Lukas continued.

“Our theories were correct, sir. The data we've collected, it confirms our hypotheses. Hawthorne and his team…I can’t say enough about them…how they helped Dana and I narrow down the scope of our research and tighten up our⁠—”

“Lukas, skip to the punchline,” Soren interrupted impatiently.

“We believe the models we developed are viable. I think we have a way to stop the Convergence. Well, stop the instability, like hitting the pause button. We still don’t know for sure if we can put things back the way they were before.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” Soren said. “How?”

“We need to destroy the Eye.”

Soren’s jaw tightened. "And how do we do that?" he pressed. “I assume you have a solution?”

“We do," Lukas answered, his voice taking on a note of awe. "The vortex cannon. If we fire it into the Eye at maximum power, sustain the beam for at least three minutes...the models show that it would be enough to stabilize spacetime and prevent any further unraveling.”

Soren's heart leapt at the words, a surge of hope that was quickly tempered by the realities of their situation. "Three minutes at maximum power," he repeated. "Lukas, I'm not sure the Wraith can sustain that kind of output, especially now. Our reactors..."

"I know, Captain," Lukas cut in, his voice heavy. "The power draw would be immense."

“Standby,” Soren said. “Ethan, Tashi, Lukas has a possible solution for the Convergence, but there’s a problem I’m hoping you can help us solve.”

“Another problem already, Captain?” Tashi asked. “I haven’t recovered from the last one yet.”

“I’m afraid so,” Soren answered. “According to Lukas, we need to fire the vortex cannon into the Eye for at least three minutes to create a chain reaction that should destroy the anomaly and freeze the instability where it is.”

“Sir?” Ethan said. “I thought the idea was to reverse the Convergence?”

“That may happen, too,” Lukas chimed in. “We don’t know exactly what the effect of negating the Eye will be, only that it should stop any further progress.”

“Should?” Ethan questioned.

“This is the last, best, and only hope we have,” Soren said. “Should is good enough for me.”

“Aye, Captain,” Ethan agreed. “Well, you’re right about there being a problem. The vortex cannon uses immense amounts of power for a five second blast. To run it nonstop for three minutes…” He paused, considering the ramifications. “It’s beyond anything the ship was designed to handle. Way beyond. There's a very real chance that it could overwhelm the reactors completely and cause a core failure. Once that happens…well, we can squeeze out a little more time before it goes completely but…” He trailed off again.

The words hung in the air, their implications clear. A core failure would mean the destruction of the Wraith. The loss of the ship, and anyone still aboard.

“There has to be another way,” Tashi said. “An alternative.”

“There isn’t,” Lukas lamented. “I wish there were.”

Soren closed his eyes, the weight of the decision settling on his shoulders, but in truth, there was no decision to be made. He had known from the moment they set out on this mission that he would give anything, everything, to see it through.

“We don't have a choice,” he said, opening his eyes. “This is our only shot. Our only chance to put an end to this madness, once and for all. Whatever the cost."

He turned to Samira, his voice steady as he gave the order. "Get me Admiral Yarborough."

“Aye, Captain,” Samira replied.

"Soren," Jane greeted, her voice weary but hopeful. “There’s a twisted satisfaction in watching my ex’s Wraith drift toward the chaos of the Eye, but please tell me you have a way to stop the Convergence.”

“We do. But you're not going to like it."

He laid it out for her, every detail, every risk. When he finished, she was silent for a long moment, unwilling to accept what they all knew was the only possible outcome.

"You're right," she said at last, her voice heavy. "I don't like it. But... I understand. If this is our only chance, then we have to take it."

"I need your help evacuating personnel,” he said bluntly.

“Of course,” she replied, her tone equally businesslike. “We’ll begin deploying shuttles to you immediately. Should we be concerned about backlash from the Eye when you start shooting it?”

“I would keep shields up,” Lukas answered. “But you should be safe enough here.”

“Understood.” She paused momentarily, her tone becoming more personal when she continued. “Soren, I…in a lot of ways, I wish I was the Jane from your dimension. Or that the Soren from mine was still the Soren I once knew. I…I wish he had told me how much David’s death hurt him. And how much my promotion hurt him. Maybe I could have done something to help him before he turned into a monster.” Her voice hardened. “I should take your place on the Wraith. This is my family’s doing. My responsibility. If someone has to risk death to save the universe, then it should be me.”

“It’s not your fault, Jane,” Soren answered. “Strickland made his choices. David’s death might have been a catalyst, but no one turns into the monster he did without other reasons. And I saw the way he treated Alexander. He claimed to be so upset about his death, but he treated your son like an incompetent imbecile, even as he relied so heavily on him.” He paused, saddened by the memories that had bled into his mind from the Grand Admiral. “The Wraith is my ship. As its Captain, my place is here until the end. I won’t accept anything less, though I do admire and thank you for the offer.”

Jane’s voice shivered when she replied. He couldn’t see her but could picture the tears running down her cheeks. “I would do the same in your position. Thank you, Soren. For everything. I’m sorry we’ll never get to finish that dance.”

Soren smiled at that. “Me, too.”

"Godspeed, Soren. May the stars watch over you."

“You too, Jane.”

Soren disconnected the comms, fighting his emotion as he turned to his crew. They had heard everything and looked back at him with sadness and respect. They weren’t just his crew.

They were his friends.

His family.

Soren took a deep breath. They still had work to do. “Sang, move us into position to fire the vortex cannon. Keira, begin charging it. Ethan, if you need to override any failsafes, now’s the time.”

“Aye, Captain,” they replied.

“Lukas, tell your people to wrap things up and prepare for departure.”

“Captain, I…” Lukas paused, struggling to control his emotions. “It’s been an absolute honor, sir. I’ll never, ever forget you.”

“You came here desperate to make up for your earlier mistakes,” Soren replied. “You’ve done that, Lukas. And then some. If this works, the universe will remain intact because of you. The honor is mine.”

He disconnected the comms, looking out over the bridge crew once more. “The same goes for the rest of you. Once we’re in position, get down to the hangar bay for pickup.”

They stared back at him in grim silence, struggling to comprehend the sudden turn of events. Jack broke the silence, his hand resting on Soren's shoulder. "Soren," he said softly, his voice pitched low so only he could hear.

“No, Jack,” Soren replied, already knowing what his XO would say.

“I’m an old man. I don’t have much to go back to, but you…you have a wife. You have your kids, and from where I’m sitting, it seems like you’ll have grandchildren to bounce on your knee someday. You don’t have to die here. Let me take your place.”

“I already said no,” Soren answered. “Like I told Jane, this is my responsibility. My ship. I couldn’t live with myself if I left. I want you to head up the evacuations. Make sure everyone gets off.”

For a moment, it looked as if Jack might argue. But then, slowly, he nodded, his shoulders slumping in defeat. "Aye, Captain," he said softly. "I'll... I'll make sure they're safe."

Soren clasped his friend's hand, a wealth of unspoken emotion passing between them. "Thank you, old friend. For everything."

Jack pulled Soren into an embrace, his fingers curling into his uniform jacket as if he could absorb the memory of the material into his skin. “I’ll make sure no one ever forgets you.”

With that he turned away without looking again at Soren, who knew Jack didn’t want him to see the tears in his eyes. Soren took another breath before tapping his console to open a ship-wide comm.

“Attention all hands. This is the Captain speaking. I’m both elated and saddened to report that our journey together has come to an end. A solution to stop the Convergence has been found, but there’s a high likelihood the Wraith won’t survive the strain of it. All personnel are to begin immediate evacuation. Shuttles from the FUP ships will arrive imminently to transfer you to safety. I repeat, this is a mandatory evacuation. Report to the hangar bay immediately.” Soren paused, struggling to keep his voice level. “And thank you all for your service. It’s been my honor to be your Captain.”

He closed the channel, jaw tight.

“Captain, we’re in position,” Sang announced.

“I have the helm,” Soren replied.

“Cannon is charged, sir,” Keira said.

“I have tactical,” Soren answered. “Bobby, I have nav. Mark, I have operations. Samira, I have comms. You’re all dismissed.”

One by one, the crew rose from their stations to say their goodbyes to him before filing off the bridge. Soren took a moment with each of them, his words heartfelt, his emotions barely held in check.

"Samira," he said, embracing the communications officer. “You've been the voice of this ship. I couldn't have asked for a better officer or friend.”

Samira's eyes glistened, her voice thick as she replied. “Me either, Soren.”

He turned to Mark, standing straight and tall despite the emotion in his eyes. "Mark," Soren said, clasping his shoulder. "You've got a keen eye and a sharp mind. We wouldn’t have made it out here without you.”

Mark nodded, swallowing hard. "Thank you, Soren,” he managed, his voice strained.

Sang was next, the helmsman meeting Soren's gaze, the admiration and affection obvious. “Soren,” she said, her voice steady. "It's been a wild ride. Thank you for letting me be part of this.”

Soren smiled, a genuine warmth in his expression. “Thank you for being part of my life. I’m a better man for it.”

She smiled. “Liar. I’m the one who gained something knowing you.” They embraced fiercely.

“Soren, you’re like the brother I never knew I wanted,” Keira said as they hugged. “I’m going to miss you like crazy.”

“You’ve always been such a wonderful friend to me, Keira. I’ll miss you, too.”

Soren felt relieved and stressed as each crew member said their piece and shared their goodbyes. It was all so final. But he held fast, his resolve unwavering. This was the price of command, the burden of leadership. To make the hard choices, to bear the unbearable.

Finally, Soren stood alone on the bridge, all of the ship’s controls routed to his command console. It felt cold and empty, but simultaneously, he held so much hope for the future of billions because of what he was about to do.

“Captain,” Ethan said over the comms, his voice breaking the moment's serenity. “We’re all set on the engineering side. My crew’s headed for the hangar bay to clear out. Of course, I’m not going with them.”

“Ethan,” Soren began.

“You need me here in case anything goes wrong. We can’t risk all of reality on the chance a conduit blows or the power supply needs to be rerouted.”

Soren opened his mouth to argue, but the words died on his lips. "Very well," he said at last. “You and me to the end then, Ethan.”

“I always figured I would die in battle with you, Soren. I didn’t expect it to be to save…well…everything. Kind of amazing, when I think about it.”

“I can always count on you to put a positive spin on things, Ethan,” Soren replied. “Phoebe, how is the evacuation coming along?”

“We’ve already sent out the first batch on the shuttles, sir,” she replied. “The Hooligans have also transferred. Minh asked me to give you his best regards.”

“He has mine as well. As do you, Phoebe. Thank you for keeping operations running smoothly down there.”

“Of course, Captain. I’ll send word the moment we run out of crew to transfer.”

“Thank you, Phoebe.” Soren closed the comm, immediately interrupted by an incoming transmission.

“Soren, you bloody fool,” Harry moaned. “I can’t believe this is how it ends for us. I can bring you another bottle of our finest for you to commemorate the moment with, yeah?”

Soren smiled. “That won’t be necessary, Harry. But thank you for always providing for me and the rest of the crew.”

“It was never a problem. Soren, I…I’m not usually one to say such things, but I love you. And your family. Truly. I’ll watch out for Dana and Alex for you.”

“Thank you, Harry. The feeling is mutual. Now, get the hell off my ship.”

Both men laughed as Soren disconnected the comms. He looked up at the viewscreen, gazing out at the Eye. But even as he stared into the heart of the anomaly, a new figure burst onto the bridge, a familiar voice crying out in desperation.

"Dad!" Dana shouted, racing toward him, her face streaked with tears. "Dad, please! You can't do this! You can't stay here!"

Soren turned, his heart twisting at the sight of his daughter's anguish. He stepped forward, gathering her into his arms, holding her tight as she sobbed against his chest.

"Dana," he whispered, his voice choked with emotion. "I have to. You know I have to. This is the only way."

She shook her head, pulling back to meet his gaze. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her face blotchy, but there was a fierce determination in her expression. "No," she said, her voice shaking but resolute. "No, there has to be another way. We can find another way. Together. As a family."

Soren's throat tightened, his vision blurring with unshed tears. "Not this time, sweetheart," he said softly, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “This time, I need you to be strong. For your mother, for Alex. For everyone. They’re going to need you." He pulled her close again, memorizing the feel of her in his arms, the scent of her hair. "I love you, Dana," he whispered. "More than anything in this universe or any other. Never forget that. I am so damn proud of you and Alex. Tell him that. That I want more than anything for him, and you, to be happy. And tell your mother…” He drew a deep breath and blew it out, the thought of never seeing his Jane again bringing tears to his eyes. “Tell her I’m sorry we couldn’t spend the rest of our lives together. I love her so very much." He held Dana for a moment longer, then gently but firmly pushed her away. "Now go," he said, his voice breaking on the words. "Go, and live for me. And if Lukas is the one, be happy with him. He’s a good man.”

Dana stared at him, her tear-filled eyes searching his face as if trying to memorize every detail. Then, slowly, she nodded, a sob escaping her lips as she turned and fled the bridge.

Soren watched her go, a part of his heart shattering with every step she took, until she disappeared from view. He drew a deep breath and slowly blew it out. There was no time for grief, no time for second thoughts or regrets. He turned back to the viewscreen, to the swirling maelstrom of the Eye and waited.

“Captain,” Phoebe said, nearly ten minutes later. “I’m boarding the last shuttle out with Jack, Dana, and Lukas. Give us three minutes to clear the area.”

“Thank you, Phoebe,” Soren answered.

“It’s been a pleasure, sir. Godspeed.”

Soren tapped on the command console, checking the status of the vortex cannon and the reactors. He eyed the sensor projection, watching the last shuttle depart the ship and make the short journey to Jane’s vessel. Once it had vanished into the craft, the three FUP ships reversed away from the Wraith.

Soren cast one last glance at Strickland’s ship, finding it nearing the inner edge of the Eye. Would he destroy the Eye before it destroyed the Grand Admiral?

He was about to find out.

He switched his console to tactical control, his hand hovering over the surface. The vortex cannon, the key to everyone’s salvation, waiting for his touch.

He closed his eyes, taking another deep breath. Images flashed through his mind—his crew, his family, all the lives that hung in the balance. All the hopes and dreams that rested on this moment.

His eyes snapped open, his gaze locking on the viewscreen, on the heart of the anomaly. His hand came down on the control.

The vortex cannon fired.
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A lance of pure destruction speared out from the Wraith's bow and into the Eye's chaotic maelstrom. The reaction was immediate and awe-inspiring. A phantom-like fireball erupted from the point of impact, expanding outward in a dazzling display of light and energy. Tendrils of spacetime rippled and writhed, intersecting in chaotic patterns as the anomaly reacted to the onslaught.

For the first thirty seconds, everything was going according to plan. Soren watched the effects unfold on the viewscreen, his heart pounding in his chest, hope battling trepidation. The fireball continued to spread, engulfing more and more of the Eye, the anomaly's swirling energies parting before it like a sea before a ship's prow. Each second hung like an eternity, the fate of all reality hanging in the balance.

"Reactors are holding steady," Ethan reported over the comms, his voice tense. "Power output is stable. Temperature and pressure are within acceptable limits, but increasing. We're walking a razor's edge here, Captain."

“So far, so good,” Soren replied without taking his eyes off the screen. Thirty seconds down, two and a half minutes to go. Maintaining this level of output for so long seemed like an impossible task.

One minute in, Ethan's voice came over the comms again, this time edged with alarm. "Captain, we've got a problem. The first reactor is starting to overload. Readings are spiking into the red. I’m not sure we’ll make three minutes before we reach catastrophic failure."

Soren's jaw clenched, a cold knot of fear twisting in his gut. "Can you compensate?" he asked, his voice steady despite the dread that gripped him.

"I'm trying," Ethan replied, frantic typing audible in the background. “But I’m already playing whack-a-mole rerouting power through the ship to keep the conduits from exploding. The system's never been pushed this hard for this long. It's like trying to stop a runaway freight train with a feather.”

Soren's hands tightened on the arms of his chair. Stopping wasn’t an option. They would either complete the task or die trying. All they had left was hope.

Thirty more seconds had passed when the scene on the viewscreen changed. The cannon’s lance, like a coil of flame wrapped around a beam-shaped black hole, faltered suddenly, sputtering and flickering. The fireball in the Eye flickered, too, its advance slowing, the swirling energies of the anomaly starting to push back.

"Ethan, report!" Soren barked urgently. “What’s happened to the cannon’s lance?”

"I don't know!" Ethan shouted back, his words nearly lost in a burst of alarms. "Power levels are fluctuating, dropping off. I can't stabilize it. It could be a problem with the modulator, but I need to leave engineering to check on it, which means I can’t monitor the reactors at the same time."

“The reactors won’t overload if the cannon is malfunctioning,” Soren replied. “Go!”

"No need, Chief,” Tashi's voice cut in, breathless but determined. “I’m already there. We had a surge in the modulator, a feedback loop that nearly fried the whole system. But I caught it in time, and switched on the failover. I’ve got it under control now. Cannon power rising...and we're back!"

The fireball expanded again, renewed energy pouring from the vortex cannon, slamming into the Eye with redoubled fury.

"Tashi," Soren said, "you were supposed to evacuate with the others. That was a direct order."

"And leave you here without someone to keep an eye on the cannon? Not a chance, Captain. And it’s a good thing I stuck around.”

“Tashi, you’re too young to⁠—”

“I’ve lived more in the last six months than most people do in a lifetime, Captain. And I get to go out here, with two people I respect and love more than anyone I ever have before. Seemed like a good deal to me.”

Soren shook his head, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth despite the dire situation. The young engineer had a heart as big as his brain and the courage to match. “You’re one of a kind, Tashi. You have my utmost admiration and respect for your selflessness and courage.”

“Thank you, Captain. That means the world to me.”

The assault continued, another forty seconds passing before the ship shuddered violently, throwing Soren against his restraints. Alarms blared across the bridge, warning lights flashing red, bathing everything in an ominous crimson glow.

"Second and third reactors are overloading!” Ethan's voice came over the comms, strained and urgent, barely audible over the cacophony. “We're redlining across the board, pushing past every safety limit. The containment fields are failing, the cooling systems can't keep up. We're looking at a cascade failure, Captain. If we don't shut it down soon, we’re going to go critical! Assuming we don’t shake apart first!”

The ship bucked and heaved around Soren as he leaned forward in his seat, his eyes locked on the viewscreen. On the expanding fireball that was their only hope. The deck plates groaned under the strain, the bulkheads creaking ominously.

“Just a little longer,” he muttered, gritting his teeth against the juddering of the ship. “Come on, girl. Just hold together a little longer. Less than a minute, and I’ll buy you an ice cream.”

An unexpected proximity warning screeched across the bridge. Soren whirled to face the sensor display, his heart dropping into his stomach. A new reason to dread washed over him as his eyes landed on an unexpected contact.

Strickland’s vessel had stopped drifting. Instead, it was on the move, accelerating toward the Wraith's position with alarming speed, crashing through the debris field heedless of the damage the impacts caused. Estimating the time and distance, Soren was certain they wouldn’t complete the attack on the Eye before the dark Wraith attacked them. And with all the power diverted to the vortex cannon, they had no shields to slow their destruction, no thrust to change their position. The FUP ships were out of range, beginning to accelerate to counter the dark Wraith but too far away to intercept.

There was no one left to stop him.

The Grand Admiral’s ship loomed in the secondary viewscreen. Soren’s jaw tightened when its vortex cannon began to glow with an all-too-familiar light—a baleful, crackling blue eye of immense energy opening in the darkness of space.

The secure datapad tucked in Soren’s coat pocket chimed, indicating an emergency transmission. He scrabbled at the pocket to rip it out. Jane desperately trying to contact him. But for what? He tapped on it to open the channel.

"Dad!" Dana's voice, desperate and pleading, burst over the line, filled with a fear Soren had never heard from her before. "Dad, kill the cannon! Get out of the way, now!"

Soren opened his mouth to argue, cut off by Jane’s voice. “Do it, Soren. Now!”

He didn’t question. Didn’t argue. He trusted they wouldn’t tell him to stop firing if they didn’t have another answer. He didn’t need to know what the answer was.

“Ethan, I need all power diverted to the main thrusters immediately!” he cried.

Without hesitation, he killed the vortex cannon, the beam of destruction winking out. In the same motion, he leaped from his chair and sprinted to the helm, throwing himself into the seat, his gaze locked on the sensor projection. On Strickland’s ship vectoring toward the Wraith, within seconds of firing. His hands gripped the controls with a speed and surety born of desperate necessity.

Strickland's ship came within range, positioned to fire its disruptive wave that would knock out their power and leave them dead in space. Soren’s free hand slammed down on the thruster controls with enough force to bruise his palm. The Wraith leaped forward like a startled gazelle, the stars wheeling crazily across the viewscreen in a dizzying kaleidoscope as Soren made a quick vector correction to charge Strickland’s Wraith head-on.

Eyes locked on the helm’s tactical display, he could see the FUP ships spreading apart, getting out of the path of Strickland’s cannon. As the energy gathering at the bow of Strickland’s ship released, Soren did the same.

The Wraith rolled and dove as the vortex cone swept out, catching the rear of the ship before it could clear. Her mains went offline immediately, alarms blaring across the bridge as the ship corkscrewed out of control. Soren kept his eyes on the screen, on the Eye, as Strickland's attack rippled across space and dove into the phantasmic flames.

For a moment that felt like it stretched into forever, nothing happened. Time stopped, the universe holding its breath, every atom poised on the brink of oblivion. Then, with a silent roar that Soren felt in his bones and soul, the Eye erupted. The firestorm intensified a thousand fold, exploding outward in a cataclysmic burst of light and energy. Tendrils of spacetime lashed out, snapping back on themselves like frayed elastic. The maelstrom of conflicting forces raged, spacetime rippling and tearing, the very fabric of reality straining at the seams as if it would burst apart in one final, apocalyptic detonation.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over.

The energies and chaos that composed the Eye collapsed inward, imploding with a force that sucked the very light from the universe. In a heartbeat, it was gone, winking out of existence like a snuffed candle, leaving only the normal, familiar blackness of space in its wake.

In the same instant, Strickland's ship appeared caught in the throes of its own damaged and overloading reactors. The backlash from the disruptor cannon's discharge surged through its systems, a tidal wave of destructive energy. The ship exploded like a miniature nova, a sunburst of flame and debris that momentarily became the focal point of the universe.

Soren watched the ship and the captain that had threatened all he held dear reduced to atomic vapor, a grim satisfaction at odds with a strange sense of loss in his heart. In another life, another reality, that could have been him. It was a sobering thought, a reminder of how fine the line was between hero and villain, savior and destroyer.

The Wraith drifted, battered and broken, its systems failing one by one, the lights flickering, the consoles sparking and sputtering. On the bridge, the air was thick with the acrid scent of burnt plastics and scorched metal. Emergency lighting cast a dim, reddish glow, the shadows deep and ominous as the deck plates vibrated underfoot with the uneven pulse of the dying reactors. Soren hardly noticed, his gaze fixed on the viewscreen, on the empty space where, only moments ago, the Eye had been.

They had done it. Against all odds, against all reason, they had won. Reality was safe, the Convergence halted, the multiverse preserved.

He leaned back in his seat, exhaling the tension and desperation while relief trickled in. He didn't know what the future held or what lay beyond this moment of ending and beginning. But he knew one last thing for certain.

He was still alive, and he would see his Jane, Dana, and Alex again.

Whatever it took.


CHAPTER 45



Soren waited in the corridor beside the starboard airlock, his heart pounding with anticipation. The battle was over, the Eye destroyed, and against all odds, he had survived. Beside him, Ethan and Tashi fidgeted, their faces mirroring the same eager excitement as his.

The airlock hissed, the pressure equalizing as the Stinger completed its docking procedure. Soren's eyes remained fixed on the airlock door as it slowly began to open.

"Dad," Dana managed, and then, in a blur of motion and a tangle of limbs, she was in his arms, her face buried in his chest, her body shaking with sobs of relief and joy. "I thought...I thought I was going to lose you,” she sobbed, her voice muffled against his uniform.

Soren held her tight, his eyes stinging with sudden tears, his throat too tight to speak. He stroked her hair, his other arm wrapped around her like he'd never let go. "I'm here, sweetheart," he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. "I'm here. Thanks to you."

Dana pulled back, her face streaked with tears but her eyes shining with pride and love. “Thanks to Lukas,” she said, her voice steadier now. “And your piloting skill.”

“More like piloting desperation,” Soren laughed.

Ethan cleared his throat, a grin splitting his face as he stepped forward. "As much as I hate to break up this touching family moment," he said, his tone light despite the weight of recent events, "we should probably get moving. I'm sure there are a lot of people anxious to see our Captain, and the rest are eager to get the heck out of this part of space.”

Soren reluctantly released Dana but kept an arm around her shoulders. "Ethan's right," he said. "Let's not keep them waiting."

They boarded the Stinger, the familiar confines of the shuttle a welcome comfort considering the condition of the Wraith. Emergency power had kept the Wraith’s life support active, but it would die out any minute now. The reactors were still and silent, the ordnance stores nearly depleted, and she had large holes and gashes along both sides of her hull. Members of his crew had died today, and despite his jubilation over their victory, he would never forget them.

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” Sang said from the flight deck, a huge smile on her face. “I’ll spare you my usual routine and instead tell you that I’ve never been happier to see you.”

“I’ve never been happier to see you either, Sang,” he replied, finding a seat.

“Tashi?” Sang said, surprised as he boarded. “I thought I saw you board earlier. I was sure you were on the Victorious.”

“I did get on,” Tashi replied, “but I hopped back off before you sealed the hatch. I couldn’t leave the captain to face the Eye alone. Not after everything he’s done for me.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you, too.”

“What about me?” Ethan asked.

“Eh,” Sang replied with a shrug. She and Ethan both laughed. “Here we go,” she announced a moment later, releasing from the Wraith and pulling away.

Soren looked back at the vessel, watching as it faded into the distance. The Wraith had been more than a ship. She had been a home, a haven, a stalwart companion through the darkest of times, but now, as the wreckage grew smaller and the stars took its place, Soren felt a sense of peace settle over him. The Wraith had given her all, had served her purpose. Now, it was time to let her go and look forward to the future they had fought so hard to secure.

The flight to Jane's vessel was short, the Stinger gliding into the larger ship's hangar bay. As the shuttle settled onto the deck with a gentle bounce, Soren could see a crowd already gathered, eager for a glimpse of the returning heroes.

The moment the hatch opened, a cheer rose, the sound deafening in the enclosed space. Soren stepped out into a sea of smiling faces, outstretched hands and claps on the back. He moved through the crowd, returning greetings and offering reassurances, his heart swelling with each interaction.

And then, at the edge of the crowd, he saw them. Jane, her face alight with a joy he had never seen before. Jack, wearing a knowing grin he had seen plenty of times before. The rest of the bridge crew, their eyes shining with pride and respect. And Harry, a Cheshire Cat grin spread across his jowly face. He raised his arms, bent at the elbows, fists clenched as he shook them in victory.

Soren moved toward them, the crowd parting before him like water. He reached Jane first. The two of them stared at each other for a long moment, a wealth of unspoken emotion passing between them.

"You did it," Jane said at last, her voice soft but filled with awe. "You saved us all."

Soren shook his head. "We did it," he corrected gently. "All of us, together. I couldn't have done it without you, without this crew."

Jane's smile widened, her hand resting on Soren's arm. "Always so modest," she teased, her tone light. Then, more seriously, "I'm just glad you're safe."

“Likewise,” he replied before turning to the bridge crew. His expression sobered as he met each of their gazes in turn. "I owe you all a debt I can never repay," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "Your skill, your dedication...it made all the difference. I'm proud to have served with each and every one of you."

The crew straightened, their faces shining under his praise.

"The honor was ours, Captain," Keira replied. "There's no one we'd rather follow into the jaws of death and back again."

A murmur of agreement rippled through the group, each member nodding, their expressions mirroring Keira’s sentiment.

Soren's throat tightened, his heart too full for words. He simply nodded, hoping his face conveyed the depth of his gratitude.

And then Harry was there, the portly quartermaster engulfing Soren in a bone-crushing hug that drove the breath from his lungs. "You magnificent bastard," he half-sobbed, his voice muffled against Soren's shoulder. "Don't you ever scare us like that again, you hear me? My poor heart can't take it."

Soren chuckled, returning the hug with equal enthusiasm. "I'll do my best, Harry," he promised, patting the other man's back.

As the reunion continued, Soren scanned the crowd, searching for one face in particular. He located Lukas standing near the exit, watching the joyful gathering without becoming part of it. Breaking away from the others, he approached the scientist.

“Not a fan of victory celebrations, Lukas?” Soren asked.

“Captain,” he replied, his serious expression softening into a grin. “I’m so glad you made it back safe. I just…well, I didn’t want to interfere while you made the rounds with your crew.”

“You’re part of my crew, Lukas.”

“I appreciate the thought, sir. But, I’m not, really. I’m not even from your dimension, or Admiral Yarborough’s. I feel a little out of place.”

“We’ll get you back home, if that’s what you want,” Soren said.

“Yes, it is…but…it also isn’t.” His eyes shifted. Soren followed them to Dana.

“I see,” he said. “Well, if that’s how it is, then we’ll figure something out, I’m sure.”

“You…you wouldn’t mind?”

“It’s not my decision to make. Dana’s her own person. If she wants you, and you want her…I certainly won’t oppose it. You saved my life back there. And, you’ve proven yourself more than worthy to me, if that means anything to you.”

“That means everything to me, sir,” Lukas said, his mood easing.

“I do have one question.”

“Oh?” Lukas’ face fell slightly. “What about?”

"Strickland's cannon. I thought it would destabilize the Eye, make the Convergence worse. But you had me clear its path. You wanted it to hit the anomaly. You knew it would accelerate the reversal.”

“Yes, sir. Because we had already started the process of collapsing the Eye. It sped up our intended reaction, instead of advancing the Convergence.”

Soren's eyebrows shot up in surprise and understanding. "So you're saying..."

"I'm saying you can thank the Grand Admiral for saving your life," Lukas confirmed, a wry smile tugging at his lips. "And the universe. And all of reality. Ironic, isn't it? The man who sought to destroy everything ended up being instrumental in its salvation.”

Soren shook his head, a humorless chuckle escaping him. "I'm not sure I want to thank him,” he said dryly, "but I get your point." He was quiet for a moment, his gaze distant as he processed this new information. “So, the Convergence is stopped then, correct?”

“Definitely,” Lukas assured him. "The patterns are stabilizing, the dimensional boundaries reasserting themselves. It's gradual, but it's happening."

"And the rifts?" he asked. "Will they close off completely? Is that why you’re concerned about your place in the multiverse?”

“A little, but to be honest, I was more worried about your reaction to my interest in Dana. Our mutual interest, I should say. The rifts won’t close completely. They're like scars in the fabric of spacetime. They'll always be there, a permanent part of reality’s structure. But without the Eye to drive them, to force the dimensions together…the echoes have stopped."

“So the people on Tau Ceti, on Glaive…”

“They should be waking up as we speak,” Lukas confirmed. “The merging, the people in comas…all of that is over, Captain."

“So we can come into contact with our alternate selves now?”

“Well…No. If you’re in that close proximity you’ll still suffer the effects. But it’s localized now.”

Soren considered the situation, one more concern bubbling its way up. “If the rifts remain open…there are more than just three dimensions involved. There could be an infinite number, all of them with access to the others now. And we know there are alternate evil Sorens.”

“I had that thought too,” Lukas admitted. “But there are also good Sorens fighting back against them, right? And they outnumber the evils two to one.”

Soren grinned. “I suppose that’s right.”

“It’s a new universe to be sure, Captain. One we’ll all need to adapt to.”

“Maybe later,” Soren replied. “For now, let’s enjoy the opportunity to relax a little. It’s been a long time coming.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Lukas,” Soren said before the scientist could step away. “Thank you. For everything. We couldn't have done this without your brilliant mind and your unwavering dedication to finding a solution.”

Lukas flushed, ducking his head in embarrassment. "I was just doing my job, Captain," he mumbled, but a pleased grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. Smiling, Soren squeezed Lukas’ upper arm before stepping away to seek out Jane. He wanted to allow himself a few minutes to relax but couldn’t bring himself to do so. Not quite yet.

He found Jane speaking with several of her officers and went to her, waiting for an opportune moment to pull her aside. She quickly excused herself and followed him when he beckoned her to a quieter corner of the hangar bay.

“What is it?” she asked. “Is everything alright?”

"The war with the Strickland Federation isn’t over,” he said matter-of-factly.

Jane shook her head, a sigh escaping her. “No,” she admitted. “It’s not over yet, but with Strickland’s defeat, plus the second dimension on our side and the CIP backing us, I’m confident it will end quickly.” She looked into his eyes, seeing through him how his Jane often did. “You’re worried about Alex.”

“Of course,” Soren answered. “He's still on Earth, trapped behind enemy lines."

Jane's expression softened, understanding and reassurance in her gaze. "We won’t forget about him, Soren," she said gently. "Or the rest of the Phantoms. We know where they are, we know they're safe for the moment. If they can hold out for a few weeks, I'm confident we can get them home. And you’ll be right there with me when we do.”

“I assume our next step is to rendezvous with Admiral Lane and his fleet?”

“That’s right,” Jane replied. “We’re too beaten up to participate, but we can watch the proceedings.”

“When do we leave?” Soren asked, eager to be on his way back to his son.

Before Jane could answer, a fresh round of boisterous cheering and laughter exploded from a segment of the gathered crews joking around and getting to know each other. Soren and Jane exchanged a look, the seriousness of their conversation melting into amusement.

“How about we let ourselves enjoy the moment for the next thirty minutes?” Jane suggested. “Then we can set a course for Pluto. After all, it wouldn't do for the hero of the hour to miss his own party."

Soren nodded slowly, a smile spreading across his face. Jane locked an arm in his and led him back into the midst of the assembly.

The celebration was overwhelming, chaotic, and perfect. This was what they had fought for, what they had risked everything for—not just survival but life, laughter, love, and the simple, precious moments that made it all worthwhile.

As the party swirled around him, Soren felt a sense of calm settle over him. There were still battles to be fought, still challenges to be faced. Alex was still out there, waiting for him.

But for now, none of that mattered. For now, there was only the joy of being alive. There was only the knowledge that a new day would come. The universe was changed in ways that Soren couldn’t yet imagine, but life would go on for everyone, everywhere.

For now, that was enough.


CHAPTER 46



Alex stared at his cards, doing his best to keep his expression neutral despite the terrible hand he'd been dealt. A pair of twos wouldn't win him anything, especially not against Elena's ability to read tells or Jackson's notoriously sophisticated grasp of probability. Still, he had to maintain the illusion that he might have something worth betting on.

The small kitchen in Strickland’s underground bunker was spartan but functional. A metal table dominated the center, surrounded by equally minimalist chairs, each occupied by a Phantom staring intently at their cards.

"I raise twenty," Elena said, tossing chips into the center of the table. Her expression remained carefully neutral, but Alex caught the slight twitch at the corner of her mouth that usually meant she was sitting on a strong hand.

"Too rich for my blood," Sarah sighed, laying her cards face down. "I'm out."

Jackson drummed his fingers on the table, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Call," he decided finally, matching Elena's bet.

"Fold," Theo said, shaking his head ruefully.

"What about you, Gunny?" Elena asked, her eyes meeting him with a hint of challenge. "In or out?"

Alex allowed himself a small smile. "You know me, Elena. I can never resist a challenge." He tossed in his chips. "Call."

Zoe looked between Alex and Jackson, then at her cards. "Yeah, no. I'm not getting caught in the crossfire between you two again. Fold."

Swix leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms overhead. "Smart move. These two are like sharks circling each other.”

They'd been at this for three weeks now, passing the time with cards and conversation while they waited for either rescue or discovery. The bunker was well-stocked with supplies. Apparently Strickland had prepared for the possibility of needing to hole up for an extended period, but the waiting was starting to wear on all of them.

"Show 'em," Elena commanded, laying down her cards with a flourish. A full house, kings over tens.

Jackson groaned, revealing his three of a kind. "Every time. How do you do it?"

Alex tossed his worthless pair face-down on the table without revealing them. “I thought when we stopped letting her shuffle, the odds would balance out. I thought wrong.”

“I don’t need to cheat,” Elena replied with mock indignation as she raked in the pot. "I'm just naturally gifted at separating fools from their money."

"Money we don't actually have," Sarah pointed out.

"It's the principle of the thing," Elena insisted, reaching out, her arms surrounding the pile of toothpicks in the center of the table and scooping them toward her.

Alex was about to reply when Swix suddenly sat up straight, his head tilted slightly to one side. "Wait," he said, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Did anyone else hear that?"

"Here we go again," Jackson sighed, rolling his eyes. "Swix, buddy, we've been over this. The ambient noise from the ventilation system plays tricks on your augments sometimes. Remember last week when you thought you heard⁠—"

"No," Sarah cut him off, her own expression growing serious. "I hear it too this time. Like...scraping? Metal on concrete, maybe?"

The playful atmosphere evaporated instantly. Alex pushed back from the table, his chair scraping against the floor. "Location?" he asked, all business now.

"Above us," Swix replied, his augments working overtime to process the sound. "Definitely movement. Multiple sources."

"They found us," Alex said grimly. "Or they're looking. Everyone gear up. Now."

They moved with practiced efficiency, cards forgotten as they rushed to where their Phalanx armor stood along the wall. The familiar embrace of the advanced armor was comforting as it sealed around Alex, the neural interface coming online with a soft hum.

Within minutes, they were all suited up and moving into position in the corridor leading to the elevator. The sounds from above were clearer now. The unmistakable rumbling of heavy equipment moving debris.

“They’re clearing the rubble from the house,” Elena said.

"They must have gotten our message,” Jackson said. “It sure took them long enough."

"Or maybe the Federation is just now getting around to dealing with us," Theo suggested. “There’s nothing to suggest whoever is cleaning up is friendly.”

Alex positioned himself at the front of the group, his rifle held ready. "Whoever’s up there, we hold our position. We've got the tactical advantage. They have to come down to us, and this corridor is a perfect kill zone."

"Just like Thermopylae," Sarah quipped. "Except underground. And with power armor."

"And hopefully a better ending," Zoe added.

Nearly an hour later, as the scraping sounds grew closer and louder, the elevator mechanism groaned to life, gears protesting as the cab began to descend. Alex's grip tightened on his weapon. Time slowed as the doors slid open, his finger shifting to rest on the trigger.

"Don't shoot!" a familiar voice called out. "We come in peace!"

Alex's heart stopped. Standing in the elevator, hands raised in surrender, were his father, Dana, and Jack.

"Stand down!" Alex barked, lowering his weapon. The command was unnecessary. The other Phantoms had already recognized the newcomers’ voices and safed their guns.

Alex's faceplate retracted as he rushed forward, gripping his father fiercely. The armor made it awkward, but neither of them cared. Dana joined them, turning it into a group hug, Alex threatening to crack ribs.

"I can't believe you're here," Alex managed, his voice thick with emotion. "We thought...we didn't know if..."

"We made it," Soren replied, his voice rough. "We stopped him, son. We stopped everything."

Alex pulled back, his mind struggling to process his father's words. The rest of the Phantoms gathered around them, their faceplates retracting to reveal expressions of confusion and hope.

"What do you mean, you stopped everything?" Elena asked, voicing the question they were all thinking.

Soren's face broke into a weary but genuine smile. "The Eye is destroyed. The Convergence has been halted. And Strickland..." He paused, his expression darkening momentarily. "Strickland is dead. His fleet is destroyed, and the remainder of the Federation forces have surrendered."

“That’s unbelievable,” Sarah said.

“And amazing,” Zoe added. “How?”

“It’s a long story,” Jack said. “One better told somewhere that isn’t a damp, musty underground bunker where a squad of Marines have been holed up for a month.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jackson asked.

“It means you smell,” Dana laughed.

"What about Earth?" Sarah asked, gesturing vaguely upward.

"Knowing the Grand Admiral had gone missing, the defensive fleet surrendered as soon as our combined forces arrived,” Soren said. “Let's just say they didn’t have much appetite left for continuing the fight."

“Admiral Yarborough has been in contact with several senators and cabinet members who were in power before Strickland's coup," Jack explained. "They've been in hiding, but they’re eager to help set things right. They're already working with our forces to establish an interim administration that will oversee the transition back to democratic rule.”

“After the losses they’ve suffered over the last few months, the Federation wants peace,” Soren added. “The war, the Convergence, Strickland's madness...it's taken a toll on everyone."

"So what happens now?" Zoe asked, her voice uncertain. "To us, I mean?"

"Now?” Soren said, draping an arm over both Alex and Dana. “Now, we go home.”


CHAPTER 47



The shuttle broke through the cloud layer, revealing the familiar landscape of Montana stretching out below them. Soren's heart quickened as he recognized the terrain, each landmark bringing him closer to home. Closer to his Jane. It was exactly as he remembered it, unchanged by the chaos that had consumed so much of their lives these past months.

He glanced across the cabin at Alex and Dana, their expressions a mix of anticipation and nervous energy. Dana held Lukas' hand, their fingers intertwined, while Alex stared out the window with an intensity that reminded Soren of himself at that age. Admiral Montoya sat quietly in front of Soren, datapad in hand, though Soren noticed he hadn't looked at it for several minutes despite his overall silence. He didn’t blame the Admiral. What Soren had told him during their debriefing was enough to keep any mind occupied for days, if not weeks.

“Captain, is that it?” Tashi asked from the seat beside him, staring at the viewscreen as Soren’s home came into view.

“It sure is,” he replied, laughing at the younger man’s enthusiasm. Other than space, it was after all, his first time out of the Dregs.

“I’m glad to see our dimension’s house is still intact,” Alex replied. “Looks like Mom is home.” He pointed to the carport.

“She’s definitely home,” Dana answered. “There she is.”

Soren's throat tightened as he spotted a figure emerge from the house onto the porch, lifting her hand to shade her eyes as she looked up at the approach of Admiral Montoya’s distinctive shuttle. Even from this height, he would know Jane anywhere. He watched her wrap her arms around herself, her face still turned upward as she watched the shuttle approach. He could read the tension in her posture, understanding her worry that Montoya's arrival might herald more bad news.

The shuttle touched down with barely a bump, settling onto the grass behind the house. Before the engines had fully spooled down, Soren was already up and moving toward the hatch. His hands trembled slightly as he hit the release, the door sliding open with a soft hiss.

The moment his boots touched the ground, Jane broke into a run. Soren opened his arms just in time to catch her as she threw herself against his chest, her arms wrapping around his neck with desperate strength. He held her tight, breathing in the familiar vanilla scent of her hair, feeling the warmth of her tears against his neck, her body shuddering in his arms.

"I can’t believe you're home," she whispered, her voice breaking. She drew back to cup his face in her hands and gaze up at him, taking in every new crinkle and crevice in his beloved face. "You're really here.”

"I'm home," he confirmed, his own voice rough with emotion as he pulled her back into his arms and soundly kissed her. He pulled back just enough to look down into her eyes, finding them bright with tears and joy, matching his own. “I missed you, love. More than I can ever say. There were some days I didn’t know if I’d make it through without you.”

“But you did.” Her smile was so bright it rivaled the sun overhead. “You always do.” And then, her eyes lit on something behind him. She sucked in a breath, holding it as she clasped her hand to her chest and stepped around him, her eyes on Dana and Alex, who stood just outside the shuttle with Admiral Montoya and two other young men she didn’t know. A fresh wave of tears spilled down her cheeks as she rushed to their children.

“My babies,” she sobbed, gathering Dana first and then Alex into her arms, hugging them tight before she stood back. “I’ve been so worried,” she said, a hand grasping each one by the arm as she looked back and forth between them, gauging the changes in them as well.

Dana was crying openly as Jane swept her children back into her arms. Alex tried to maintain composure even as his eyes glistened with unshed tears. Soren joined them, wrapping one arm around Jane and clapping his other hand on Alex’s shoulder. They held each other tight, a family reunited after months of uncertainty and fear.

“I knew you would do it,” Jane said, looking over her shoulder at Soren. “I knew you’d come back and bring our babies home with you.”

Soren grinned. “I didn’t want to deal with the fallout of showing my face here without them,” he joked. “And we brought a couple of people we’d like you to meet.”

Tashi, Lukas and Montoya still hung back to give the family their moment. When Jane finally released her children, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, Dana reached for Lukas' hand and drew him forward.

"Mom," she said, a slight tremor in her voice, "I want you to meet Doctor Lukas Mitchell. He's..." She paused, glancing at him with a soft smile. "He's very special to me."

Jane's eyes moved between them, taking in their clasped hands and the way they unconsciously leaned against each other. A knowing smile spread across her face. "Well," she said warmly, "any man who helped bring my family home safely is welcome here." She pulled Lukas into an unexpected hug. He stumbled slightly in surprise before awkwardly returning the embrace. "Thank you, Mrs. Strickland," he managed, his face flushing. "I...that means a lot to me."

"Jane, please," she insisted, releasing him.

“And this is Tashi,” Soren introduced, waving him forward. “One of my most valuable crew members. One I picked up from the Dregs. He’s come to mean a lot to me, and I wouldn’t even know him if it weren’t for you.”

Tashi stepped up, suddenly shy and anxious, his face reddening. “It…it’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

“It was your idea to look for recruits there, Jane,” Soren continued. “This young man is a big part of the reason any of us are still alive.”

Rather than greet him politely, Jane threw herself against Tashi, embracing him like she had her own children. “Thank you for helping bring my family home safe,” she said. “And please, call me Jane.”

“Uh…it’s my honor, ma’am,” Tashi replied, awkwardly returning the hug. “You’re more than welcome.”

She pulled away from him, her beaming smile fading slightly as her gaze moved to Admiral Montoya, waiting patiently behind Tashi. “Adrian,” she greeted him warmly.

“Jane,” Montoya replied. “I’m happy to bring better tidings today than the last time I visited.”

"Why don't we all go inside?” she said. “We have a lot to catch up on. I want to know everything.”

“That might take a few days, Mom,” Alex said.

“Well, you can summarize for me now, and go into detail later.”

“Deal,” Alex laughed as they filed into the house.

Soren breathed deeply as they entered the kitchen, a familiar scent filling his nostrils. “Ah, cookies,” he groaned, looking around for their location. He spotted them cooling on the kitchen counter. “Damn, it’s good to be home.” Grinning broadly down at Jane, he slid his arm around her—unwilling to let go of her quite yet—and hugged her to his side before kissing her forehead.

“Well, sit down…” She patted his stomach. “...and I’ll get you some.” Stepping away from him, she looked around at everyone else. “Can I interest anyone else in some coffee and cookies?”

Everyone conveyed wholehearted interest in the cookies as they headed for the table. “Tashi, there are two extra chairs in the dining room. Would you mind getting them, please?”

“Of course, Mrs.…uh, Jane,” he corrected when she raised an eyebrow at him. He left the kitchen, navigating uncertainly through the small but unfamiliar house before returning with a seat for himself and one for Lukas..

Jane put a cookie jar in the center of the table. “Chocolate chip,” she announced, looking at Alex and Dana. “Your favorite.”

“Thanks, Mom,” they replied while she returned to the counter to put on a pot of coffee.

“I love chocolate chip cookies!” Tashi exclaimed, already reaching for the jar.

“I feel like I’m dreaming right now,” Jane said, scooping out the grinds. “Just nobody wake me up if I am, okay?”

“It’s not a dream, sweetheart,” Soren said. “We’re all here.”

“But so many people aren’t, are they?” Jane asked, looking over her shoulder. “Proxima. Tau Ceti. The invaders…millions are dead.”

Soren nodded, his chest tightening in response to the destruction the Convergence had wrought beyond its own instability. “The fighting is over, at least. I know it won’t help the people who died, but the parties responsible have pledged to make restitution to the families left behind.”

“It’ll take everyone time to heal from this,” Montoya agreed, “but we’re all doing the best we can to move forward.”

“Well, I can move forward now that I have my family back,” Jane said. “But I’d really like to know what happened out there.”

"It's a long story," Soren began, rising to collect mugs from the cupboard for their coffee. "And some parts of it...well, they’ll be hard to tell and maybe just as hard to hear." He set the last mug down in front of Tashi, pausing to squeeze his shoulder before helping Jane pour the coffee when it was ready.

She joined them at the table, sitting between Soren and Alex, putting her hand in Soren’s where it rested on the table. “I’m ready to hear it.”

He told her everything—about the Convergence, the battles they'd fought, the other dimensions, and the people they'd encountered there. And about Wilf. When he reached the part about meeting the other Jane, he felt her hand tighten in his. "She made me miss you even more," he said softly. "Seeing her, talking to her...it just reminded me of everything I love about you. Everything I was fighting to come back to."

Jane's eyes glistened with fresh tears, but she smiled through them. "Tell me about her," she requested. "What is she like?"

“Like you,” Soren replied immediately. “Strong. Brilliant. Dedicated to her cause. But unlike you, she'd been hurt, deeply, by the man who wore my face in that dimension. It made me realize how lucky I am, how blessed we've been despite everything we've been through."

"Even losing David?" Jane asked softly, referring to the son they'd lost before he could draw his first breath.

"Even then," Soren confirmed. "Because we had each other. We got through it together." He paused, glancing at Montoya before continuing. "That's part of why I need to go back to Washington. There's still so much work to be done, coordinating between the dimensions, establishing protocols for the rifts that remain. But this time..." He turned back to Jane, his eyes intense. "This time, I want you to come with me."

Jane's eyes widened slightly, surprise and consideration warring in her expression. "You do?"

"I do. I've spent enough time away from you. Whatever comes next, I want you with me.”

“It’s a civilian position,” Montoya clarified. “Soren will be a liaison between our respective dimensions, and help us figure out how we’re all going to co-exist.”

“It’s a job that will keep me away from home for months,” Soren added, “but also one I can’t turn down.”

A slow smile spread across Jane's face. "Well," she said, "I suppose someone needs to keep you out of trouble." She squeezed his hand again before turning to Tashi. “What about you, Tashi? You’ve already helped save all of reality. What’s next for you?”

“I don’t know, ma’am,” Tashi replied around a mouthful of cookie. “I’m supposed to be revoked, but the Captain promised he could help me with that.”

Soren laughed, looking at Admiral Montoya. “Well?”

The Admiral nodded. “Of course, I can get that cleared up as soon as I’m back in my office.”

“Really?” Tashi said excitedly.

“You’ve earned it, Tashi,” he confirmed.

“Yes!” Tashi threw his hands up in victory while the others laughed. “In that case, ma’am, I’m going to join the Navy.”

“Don’t be too hasty, Tashi,” Alex said. “I might have a job for you, depending on how things shake out.”

Tashi laughed harder. “Somebody pinch me. You want me to be a Phantom?”

"I'm not entirely sure, yet," he admitted. "I'd like to think there's still a place for us in whatever comes next."

"There will be," Montoya assured him, speaking up for the first time since they'd sat down. "The rifts between dimensions aren't going away. We'll need teams to monitor them, to respond to any threats that might emerge. Teams like yours, Alex.” He glanced at Tashi. “And with skills like yours…well, the sky’s the limit.”

Tashi grinned. “I’m so in.”

Alex nodded, relief evident in his features. "Thank you, sir. The Phantoms are ready whenever the call comes.”

"What about you, sweetheart?" Jane asked Dana.

Dana exchanged a glance with Lukas before answering. "Lukas and I are going to take some time off," she said. "We need it, after everything that's happened, but after that..." She took a deep breath. "After that, we'll be going back to the third dimension. There's still so much we don't understand about the rifts, about the Eye. Someone needs to study them, to make sure we're prepared if anything like this ever happens again."

"The Eye," Alex said suddenly, his expression growing serious. "Lukas, you never did tell us how you figured out it was the key to stopping the Convergence. What made you realize that destroying it would halt the process?"

Lukas' expression darkened, his earlier warmth fading as he stared into his coffee. The kitchen grew quieter. He drummed his fingers nervously against his mug, clearly wrestling with how to respond.

"I...uh…" he began, then stopped, swallowing hard. "I've been debating whether to share this at all. But you all deserve to know." He looked up, meeting their expectant gazes. "The Eye wasn't what we thought it was. Not entirely."

"What do you mean?" Soren asked, leaning forward slightly. The tension in Lukas's voice set off warning bells in his mind.

"The Fist’s disruption cannon didn't create it like we originally thought,” Lukas explained, his voice dropping lower as if afraid of being overheard. “That was the problem with my hypothesis. That bias clouded the rest of the data. It was only thanks to Hawthorne that I realized the error. His fresh take showed me where we had gone wrong. The disruption cannon destabilized something that was already there.” He paused, taking another breath, hands shaking slightly against his mug. “The Eye was a portal."

“We already knew the Eye was a portal,” Alex said. “We went through it multiple times.”

“No,” Lukas said. “Not that kind of portal. Well, yes, but no.” He looked exasperated trying to find a way to explain. “The Eye existed as a means to bridge not dimensions, but realities. A completely different plane of existence.”

The others stared at him in shock, including Dana. “You never told me about any of this,” she complained.

“I…I didn’t want to worry you.”

“So what you’re saying is that, what? The Eye was like a tunnel to Hell or something?” Alex asked.

"I don't know," Lukas admitted. "That's what scares me the most. All I know is that whatever the Eye connected to, it wasn't natural. It wasn't random. The mathematical precision of its construction, the way it interfaced with spacetime...someone or something built it."

A heavy silence fell over the kitchen. The cheerful warmth of their reunion dimmed, replaced by an unsettling chill that had nothing to do with the temperature.

"Are you saying," Montoya said slowly, "that we might have interfered with someone else's technology? Someone from...outside our reality?”

“Yes,” Lukas confirmed. “And whoever they are, they're advanced enough to create stable connections between multiple universes.”

"But we destroyed it," Alex pointed out. "The Eye is gone. Whatever it was meant to do, whatever its purpose was, we stopped it."

"Did we?" Lukas asked softly. "Or did we just close one door? The rifts are still there, scars in the fabric of reality. And somewhere out there..." He gestured vaguely upward. "Somewhere out there, whoever built the Eye knows what we did. They know we exist, and that we're capable of affecting their technology. They might not be happy about it."

The shadows in the kitchen lengthened, the familiar comfort of home suddenly feeling far less secure.

"What do we do?" Jane asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

"We prepare," Soren replied firmly, squeezing her hand. "We learn everything we can about the rifts and the Eye. We build our defenses, strengthen our alliances across dimensions. And we stay vigilant. That’s all we can do.”

“We need to pass this information up the chain of command,” Montoya said. “And to think, you weren’t going to say anything about it.”

“I’m still not sure I should have without confirmation,” Lukas replied. “But I don’t want anyone else to suffer because of me.”

Dana squeezed his hand in support. “The Eye is gone. We have time to figure this out. For all we know, whoever opened it can’t do it again, or doesn’t want to. It’s a threat we might never have to face.”

“But one we need to be prepared for,” Soren said, shivering internally at the thought.

Somewhere in the vast expanse of space, in the endless possibilities of multiple dimensions, something was watching. Waiting. The Eye might be gone, but its creators remained. And one day, they might decide to make themselves known.

For now, though, he had his family back. He had his home, his love, his purpose. The future might be uncertain, but he would meet it head-on, just as he always had.

The sun continued its descent toward the horizon, painting the Montana sky in brilliant shades of orange and purple. In the distance, a hawk circled lazily on the evening thermals, its cry echoing across the peaceful landscape. And in the kitchen of a house that had witnessed joy and sorrow across multiple dimensions, a family sat together, united in the face of whatever might come next.

Some threats were obvious—bullets and missiles, warships and armies—but others lurked in the shadows of possibility, in the spaces between dimensions where reality grew thin. The Eye had been more than just a cosmic accident. It had been a door.

And somewhere, someone still held the key.
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