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      The Messenger: The chosen pilot of the Archetype.

      

      Archetype: A massive weapon system designed for both space battle, close combat, and planetary defense. Humanoid in shape, the Archetype is controlled by a pilot and the Sentinel, an artificial intelligence designed to work with an organic humanoid nervous systems. The Archetype is equipped with offensive weaponry beyond anything known to current galactic standards, and has the ability to self-repair, travel in unSpace, and link with other weapons systems to fight in a combined arms operation.

      

      Blobs: Amorphous alien race, famed for being traders. They manufacture nothing and are known as difficult employers.

      

      Clan Shirna: A vicious, hierarchical tribe of reptilian beings whose territory is in and around the Globe of Suns and the Pasture. Clan Shirna is wired at the genetic level to defend and protect their territory. Originally under the control of Nathis, they are space-based, with a powerful navy and the collective will to fight to the last soldier if necessary.

      

      Couriers: Independent starship pilots who deliver goods—legal, illegal, and everything in between—to customers. They find their jobs on a centralized posting system (See: Needs Slate) that is galaxy-wide, ranked by danger and pay, and constantly changing. Couriers supply their own craft, unless they’re part of a Shipping Conglom. Couriers are often ex-military or a product of hard worlds.

      

      Fade: A modification to the engine. It is a cutting edge shielding device that rotates through millions of subspace frequencies per second, rendering most scans ineffective. If the Fade is set to insertion, then the ship will translate into unSpace, where it can go faster than light. The Fade is rare, borderline illegal, and highly expensive. It works best on smaller masses, so Courier ships are optimal for installation of the Fade. One drawback is the echo left behind in regular space, an issue that other cloaking systems do not have. By using echoes as pathway markers, it is possible to track and destroy ships using the Fade.

      

      Golden: A transhumanist race of beings who are attempting to scour the galaxy of intelligent life. The Golden were once engaged in warfare with the Unseen. They are said to return every 200,000 years to enact a cycle of galactic genocide, wiping out all technologically advanced civilizations before disappearing back from which they came. They destroyed their creators at some unknown point in the distant past and are remaking themselves with each revolution of their eternal, cyclical war.

      

      Globe of Suns: A star cluster located in the far arm of the Milky Way Galaxy. It is an astronomical outlier. Dense with stars, it’s a hotbed of Unseen tech, warfare, and Clan Shirna activity. Highly dangerous, both as an obstacle and combat area.

      

      Kingsport: Located in the Dark Between, these are planetoid sized bases made of material that is resistant to detection, light-absorbing, and heavily armored. Oval in shape, the Kingsport is naval base and medical facility in one, intended as a deep space sleep/recovery facility for more than a thousand Unseen. The Kingsports maintain complete silence and do not communicate with other facilities, regardless of how dire the current military situation.

      

      Lens: Unseen tech; a weapon capable of sending stars into premature collapse at considerable distance. The Lens is not unique—the Unseen left many of them behind in the Pasture, indicating that they were willing to destroy stars in their fight with the Golden.

      

      Ribbon: Unseen tech that imparts a visual history of their engineering, left behind as a kind of beacon for spacefaring races.

      

      Sentinel: A machine intelligence designed by the Unseen, the Sentinel is a specific intellect within the Archetype. It meshes with the human nervous system, indicating some anticipation of spaceborne humans on the part of the Unseen. Sentinel is both combat system and advisor, and it has the ability to impart historical data when necessary to the fight at hand.

      

      Shadow Nebula: A massive nebula possibly resulting from simultaneous star explosions. The Shadow Nebula may be a lingering effect from the use of a Lens, but it is unknown at this time.

      

      Unseen: An extinct and ancient race who were among the progenitors of all advanced technology in the Milky Way, and possibly beyond. In appearance, they were slender, canine, and bipedal, with the forward-facing eyes of a predator. Their history is long and murky, but their engineering skills are nothing short of godlike. They commanded gravity, materials, space, and the ability to use all of these sciences in tandem to hold the Golden at bay during the last great war. The Unseen knew about humans, although their plans for humanity have since been lost to time.

      

      unSpace: Neither space nor an alternate reality, this is the mathematically generated location used to span massive distances between points in the galaxy. There are several ways to penetrate unSpace, but only two are known to humans.

      

      Pasture: Unseen tech in the form of an artificial Oort Cloud; a comet field of enormous size and complexity. Held in place by Unseen engineering, the Pasture is a repository for hidden items left by the Unseen. The Pasture remains stable despite having thousands of objects, a feat which is a demonstration of Unseen technical skills. The Lens and Archetype are just two of the items left behind for the next chapter in galactic warfare.

      

      Prelate: In Clan Shirna, the Prelate is both military commander and morale officer, imbued with religious authority over all events concerning defense of their holy territory.
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      Newton Sawyer took a deep breath, held it for a moment, let it out, then leaned closer to the vid. “I told you, Sammy, my friends call me Dash. Only my mother and the magistrates call me Newton.”

      “But we’re not friends,” Sammy said, his voice a flat, mechanical construct that still somehow managed to ring with disdain. “We’re business associates at best. And, after this latest debacle, not even that.”

      Dash offered his most charming smile to the amorphous mass that was Sammy. Concepts like gender, or even having a name, didn’t really apply to the Blobs—or if they did, not in any way someone who wasn’t also a living dollop of goo could understand. Dash didn’t care. Sammy and him were how this particular Blob wanted to be addressed, and since a Blob’s credits were as good a currency as anyone else’s, who was he to argue?

      “Sammy, that hurts,” Dash said. “Cuts me to the core. Of course we’re friends. And friends help one another out.”

      “The delivery was a failure.”

      “Well, technically, sure. But that’s not my fault. Your middleman substituted some short-lived radioisotopes for what was supposed to be in the shipment. How was I supposed to know that? The fact that they’d mostly decayed away to nothing by the time I reached the buyer is—”

      “The point,” Sammy said. “You were hired to deliver a working radioisotope generator to the buyer. That didn’t happen.”

      “Yeah, but like I said, your middleman—”

      “You accepted the shipment from him. That makes you accountable.”

      “Just wait a second,” Dash said, holding up a hand. “I’m a courier, not a scientist, or whatever. I just deliver these things where and when I’m supposed to. I did that.”

      “You were hired to deliver a working radioisotope generator to the buyer. That didn’t—”

      “Okay, now you’re repeating yourself. Look, it was your middleman.”

      “He’s not in my employ anymore, either.”

      “Either? Sammy, you and me, we’re—”

      “Concluding our business dealings, yes.”

      Dash took another breath. “Okay, fine. If you just make payment, we can—”

      “There will be no payment.”

      “But—”

      “You were hired to deliver a working radioisotope generator to the buyer. That didn’t happen.”

      Dash clenched his fists under the console. “Sammy, you owe me—”

      “Nothing,” the Blob said—and disconnected.

      Dash stared at the vid for a moment, the only sound the various rumbles, whirs, and hums of the Slipwing’s systems. Then he punched the reconnect command into the comms.

      “Sammy? Sammy, don’t you dare disappear on me. You owe me. Sammy? Sammy!”

      But the vid stayed stubbornly stuck on the comm-provider’s splash screen. Dash hammered more commands into the system, but finally just got:

      
        
        
        The receiver you are seeking is offline.

      

        

      

      Dash slammed a fist down on the console...harder than he’d meant to. Something inside popped, then an acrid whiff of a burned-out circuit filled the Slipwing’s cockpit, followed by an error message on the diagnostics. It was just the latest of a dozen or so.

      “Damn it!” Dash jumped to his feet, almost smashing his head into the nav. That probably would have triggered more errors, and Dash had enough of those to deal with, but none of them really mattered because the Slipwing was almost out of fuel anyway.

      He stared hard at the controls. “That’s three jobs now without a payoff,” he sighed. “I guess I’ll take credit on that first one. Maybe I shouldn’t have spent that extra night with the lounge singer on Corona Superprime. But she had all those fancy parts, and even a second…”

      Dash’s voice trailed off and he shook his head. Complaining to a piece of tech designed to manage the complex calculations needed to enter and traverse unSpace, a sub-dimension used for faster-than-light travel, would hardly get him anywhere. The nav was definitely not a good listener.

      “You know what?” he began again. “Screw Sammy, and screw those other assholes who cheated me out of my pay. While we’re at it, to hell with the entire galaxy.” Dash was nothing if not thorough in his wrath.

      He spun and walked out of the cockpit.

      For its part, the nav just did what it always did—waited for navigational inputs so it could steer the Slipwing to wherever Dash wanted it to go. Which, right now, was nowhere.
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        * * *

      

      Dash frowned at the bottle sitting beside the nav.

      “Is it half-empty,” he asked the air, “or half-full?”

      The background hum of the Slipwing was his only answer.

      He gave a slow nod. “Yeah, I agree. Half-empty.”

      He turned his attention back to the vid. It displayed the Needs Slate, a listing of jobs throughout the known galaxy. They were mostly short-term—one-shot contract jobs. But that was what couriers did. Retainerships, positions that were paid across multiple jobs, were as rare as black holes, and they sure didn’t go to small-time couriers like Dash. No, they went to the big courier ships, the ones with full crews and cargo holds, the ones that were corporations unto themselves.

      “Bunch of assholes, in other words,” Dash muttered.

      He cut himself off with another swig, then turned his attention to the vid. Or he tried to, at least. But the world had gone soft around the edges, the data on the vid rippling like he was seeing it under water. He had to concentrate on each word, one after another, to get them to make sense.

      A soft chime from the Slipwing’s master computer plucked Dash’s attention away from the vid, making him lose his train of thought. “What?”

      “Fuel level is nearing critical,” the master said. “In six hours shipboard time, there will not be enough to both maintain full system power and travel to the nearest habitable—”

      “I know, I know. What do you think I’m doing?” Dash paused to burp; it filled his mouth with the sour taste of warm brandy. “Not the best choice, I see.”

      The master said nothing else. It had said all it needed to say. He couldn’t really afford a better system, the kind that had a personality. The Slipwing had enough anti-deuterium in its tanks to power the ship for a long time yet. But add in the amount needed to translate her through unSpace to the nearest port, and Dash had…

      He looked at the engineering panel, took a moment to focus, then another to puzzle out what it was telling him. Enough fuel for a short ride, and then the Slipwing would be unable to go anywhere useful. Sure, she could keep him alive, but he’d be a world of one man, stuck in a remote place among the cold stars of the galaxy. And even that wouldn’t last, and then she’d be his tomb. But if he translated now, he’d likely end up somewhere with no work. He might even have to sell the Slipwing just to keep a roof over his head and food in his belly, and that would leave him stuck planetside somewhere he wouldn’t want to be.

      He checked the nav. Tilly’s Planet. That was the only habitable world he could reach from this desolate patch of space. So, he’d be a permanent resident of Tilly’s Planet. But there were people on Tilly’s Planet he owed credits to. So not just a resident, but a desperate-resident-in-hiding.

      “I’ll pass, I think,” he said, then turned back to the vid. There must be something on the Needs Slate he could do, some job he could pick up with the fuel he had left, that would pay enough to—

      “Ah, there we go.”

      The vid highlighted a one-shot, a contract to carry a data module from Penumbra to Traver’s Landing. Pay was pretty good, and the contractor would pay toward up-front expenses, including fuel. And it was a sealed data module, so the courier’s sole responsibility was on-time delivery.

      “Hmm. Beggars aren’t choosers and all that.” Dash leaned closer, thinking hard. The decision was simple; the command, even simpler.

      He tapped at the vid, submitting his bid for the job. This would be perfect. Just a brief stop on Penumbra—he didn’t even have to go down to the surface, just rendezvous with a ship in orbit—fuel up, translate to Traver’s Landing, and get paid. Then he could get some of the Slipwing’s problems fixed and knock some of those error messages off the diagnostics.

      Dash leaned back and closed his eyes. This would probably take a while, but he had nothing he needed to do for the moment except rest.

      A chime sounded, causing him to sit up blink in surprise.

      “Okay,” he said, rubbing his eyes to try to clear away some of the blur. “Quick answer like that must be good.”

      Bid rejected. Only bonded couriers eligible.

      Dash stared at the vid for a moment.

      “I am bonded, you stupid—"

      No. Wait. He was bonded. But then he’d carried those stims and other chems and run afoul of a magistrate patrol. The one time he’d carried something illicit—or, at least, the one time he’d been caught doing it—and it cost him his bonded status until he could get cleared again. Which should be soon, maybe even now, but he’d forgotten about it.

      “Well, this is a fun development.”

      Dash swung the bottle up, a heartbeat away from slamming it back down into the comms. Only a last-second sliver of sanity stopped him. Knocking out the comms would be it, wouldn’t it? Basically ensuring he’d stay right here, in the middle of nowhere, until the fuel ran out and he spent the rest of eternity a freeze-dried corpse in this chair.

      He lowered the bottle and plunked it back on the console.

      Again, he swore, but softer and with more feeling, if such a thing was possible.

      “No job, so no fuel, so I’m good and screwed.” He smirked as he grabbed the bottle again, lifted it, and announced, “Here’s to an early retirement. Whatever that looks like.”

      He took a long, acrid pull from the bottle. As he did, another one-shot popped up on the Needs Slate, a new job that fit the filters he’d set.

      Urgent…origin pending…destination pending…pay negotiable.

      It had every hallmark of a shitty job that was probably illegal, almost certainly immoral, and would probably end badly.

      Dash tapped at the comms. He entered a bid so low he might as well offer to pay for the privilege of working. Didn’t matter, though. He probably didn’t have enough fuel to get to the origin anyway. But what did it matter?

      “When you’re screwed,” he murmured, transmitting his bid, “you might as well be good and screwed.”

      That made Dash giggle, although he wasn’t really sure why. He was still giggling as he slumped back in the seat, and still giggling as he floated off into a sodden slumber.
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      Ping.

      Ping.

      Ping…ping…ping…

      Dash raised his head. It took a long time. And then it didn’t stay where he wanted it. It wobbled. And…that taste. If he’d thought burping that brandy was bad, it paled in comparison to letting it stew in your mouth for…how long had he been asleep, anyway?

      Ping…ping…

      Dash blinked until the haze of sleep cleared. His eyes found the chronometer, narrowed, and worked at reading the display through the throb behind them. Almost three hours.

      Ping…ping…

      He turned to the comms. It still showed the Needs Slate. It also showed the last job he’d bid on, the one he’d practically offered to do for free, which was blinking, pinging, announcing that his bid had been accepted.

      “Huh.”

      This was good. Really good. Of course, he’d be more enthusiastic if his head wouldn’t keep wobbling and pounding, his mouth still tasting of something vaguely dead. Or horribly alive. He grimaced, unsure which was worse.

      His gaze had brushed across the nav data for the job and kept going. His brain hadn’t, though. It did an intuitive calculation and concluded…

      Dash blinked again.

      “Three minutes.”

      Slowly, he stood, the reality of it pushing the wobble, throb, and vile taste aside. He had three minutes to initiate a translation into unSpace if he was going to make it at the prescribed time. Three minutes to change his life. To salvage his life.

      Dash exploded into action, residual drunkenness and burgeoning hangover forgotten. He rattled off commands to the computer and hammered inputs into the nav and the flight control system. The Slipwing’s engines rumbled to life, accompanied by the rising whine of the unSpace translation drive. Dash furrowed his brow at the nav, making sure the coordinates matched the ones sent with the job.

      “Wait, what? These coordinates are out in the middle of freaking nowhere!”

      He glanced at the engineering chronometer. Twenty seconds to translation.

      A destination in deep space. It would literally take years—a lot of them—to reach a habitable world from there, at the Slipwing’s best real-space speed. He’d run out of fuel and die gasping on cold, dead air years before he’d ever make it—again, a lot of them. With some jobs, he could drop only partly back into real space to do whatever needed to be done, but this one specified a full drop out of unSpace. That meant it was a hand-off job, transferring something from one ship to another. Dash hated hand-off jobs, because the pay usually sucked—and that was when he didn’t have to hope he could scrounge some fuel from the client, which wouldn’t be free, which meant he’d probably end up down in credits for all his trouble.

      He reached for the Abort toggle, which would kill the spool-up of the translation drive and leave him right here, so he could find another, better-paying job, one that didn’t have him dropping into the void on fusion exhaust and a prayer.

      Ten seconds.

      Dash got his finger within a centimeter of the Abort toggle…and did something he didn’t really understand, then or later. It was intuition, a hunch, a feeling in his gut, something he couldn’t quite describe. Anyway, whatever it was, it made him turn and plunk himself down into the pilot’s seat and buckled in.

      Dash had time to mutter, “I am such a moron.”

      And then existence itself came to a dead stop as the ship moved into unSpace and time stretched. Since he wasn’t all that far from his target, the process didn’t take long, a few minutes on the outside. When he entered real space again, he was in an entirely different place.

      The translation through unSpace was a bizarre combination of a long, tedious passage, and the passing of no time at all. Dash had done it many times and still didn’t quite get it. It meant he would arrive at the destination on time, while still having a leisurely spell to both shed his hangover and deeply regret making the journey at all.

      He glanced at the nav, watching its display confirm his approach to the forsaken volume of empty space where the handoff would happen. Then he looked at another panel, the one that controlled the Fade, an illegal modification to the unSpace engine—called the translation drive—that Dash had gotten when he’d been a little more flush with money. Normally, the translation drive would allow the user to “translate” from normal space to a sub-dimension known as unSpace, but with the Fade modification installed, the process was altered. The Fade allowed the ship to essentially stop at the halfway mark, creating a kind of cloaking effect. This gave Dash a means of avoiding conflict altogether. It was his ticket out of a tight spot, the one thing that stopped him from slumping completely into despair at what was no doubt a fool’s errand.

      “Okay,” he said to the Slipwing, “we’re going to do this, sweetheart. You just keep yourself together.” The downside of the Fade was the stress it put on the ship, as well as the sheer piloting skill required to use it. A minor miscalculation, a tiny maneuver, and he and the Slipwing would be a cloud of molecular debris.

      The nav put them close now. Dash engaged the Fade, then braced himself for the weirdness of being in two realities at once as the so-called cloak fully engaged.

      His perspective shifted, then split. Pain throbbed behind his eyes as everything went, not really double, but that was the only way to describe it. It was like being hungover, but with none of the upsides.

      When things went back to normal, Dash checked the nav. Nothing. The coordinates in dead space were just that—dead space.

      So, a bust. Well, to hell with whoever posted that job. He’d report them to the agency that ran the Needs Slate, make sure they never managed to leave some other bastard on his way to becoming a corpsicle.

      The computer squawked out a message, startling him. “Any ship! Any ship! ...attack! We…”

      Dash couldn’t make out much of what the message said, garbled as it was. It had been audio only, most of it lost in the spatial distortion around the reality-straddling Slipwing. That didn’t mean it came from nearby, of course. It could have come from light-days, light-weeks, even light-months away.

      But the sudden flare of energy discharges on the scanner immediately said no, the message came from close by. The discharges were weapons fire. Just like the frantic message had said, someone was under attack.

      Which meant a battle was raging across this empty piece of space, and if Dash dropped entirely out of unSpace, he’d be smack in the middle of it.
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        * * *

      

      “Any sh… attack! Please…”

      “Sorry,” Dash said to the comm, “but I don’t think so.” He reached for the controls to get its unSpace course redirected to Penumbra. “Best of luck, whoever you—”

      “Pay…anything you want, just…”

      Dash’s hand froze over the nav at the word pay but drew back at anything you want.

      He looked at the scanner. While he was using Fade, the Slipwing’s sensors had only a very coarse resolution when it came to seeing into real space. All he could tell was that two ships were exchanging energy-weapons fire.

      Someone was desperate—probably, but not necessarily, the smaller vessel. If he dropped out of Fade and fully back into real space, and was able to help them, the pay-off might be pretty good. If he was able to help them. If the other ship wasn’t vastly more powerful and, together, they were able to drive it off or destroy it. If they weren’t actually criminals, running from the magistrates, so aiding them would slap a warrant on Dash, too. If they weren’t stretched for resources themselves, had some fuel to spare…and they weren’t just lying, and this was all some sort of set up.

      Dash had a hundred reasons to just punch back into unSpace and fly away. That was the smart thing to do. He had almost no reasons to get involved in…whatever this was. But, beyond the potential for monetary gain, something tugged at him, now that the alcohol had run its course. Someone needed help, and they were desperate.

      Again, leaning on nothing but hunch and instinct, Dash disengaged the Fade and plunged the Slipwing back into real space.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The battle abruptly resolved in the scanner, in all its horrifying detail.

      A small, Raven-class scout ship raced ahead of…something. Something big. A massive ship, of a design Dash didn’t recognize. Neither did the scanner.

      Whatever it was, it was bad.

      Faint, bluish tendrils of Cherenkov radiation flickered where particle cannons blasted through wisps of interstellar gas and dust, reaching for the smaller ship like grasping fingers. Only some spectacular maneuvering kept them at bay, corkscrewing gyrations and rapid accelerations that flung the smaller ship through a mesh of ghostly beams. Even so, it trailed an ionized wake of vaporized metal, the result of some hits. The scanners couldn’t resolve much detail about the unfortunate vessel, like how much damage it had actually taken.

      “Well,” Dash muttered, “this was probably a mistake.”

      The comms erupted with a clipped woman’s voice. “You, Slipwing! We need your help!”

      Dash cocked his brow at the comms. “Hey, sorry, I’m just passing through.”

      “You must have stopped because of the distress call. You have to help us!”

      It clicked then. This was the mysterious employer whose job he had taken. Technically, the voice was right, then—he was under a contractual obligation to fulfill the terms. But no adjudicator would ever suggest that meant committing suicide, because that was what this would be. The big ship had ignored the Slipwing—so far—but that would change fast, Dash suspected, if he stuck his nose into this. And the Slipwing’s two particle cannons wouldn’t be much of a response. He did have some missiles with miniature Fades, which could let them avoid detection from real space, but not many—and they were bloody expensive.

      Sue me, he thought, assuming you aren’t just a cloud of expanding vapor sometime in the next few minutes.

      What he said, though, was, “Look, I’m sorry, but I don’t see what I—"

      “Listen, we’re carrying something…let’s just say, it’s extremely valuable. That’s why they’re chasing us. Our drive is out. Please, help us!”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the comms. “How valuable is extremely valuable?”

      “More valuable than you can imagine.”

      “I have a big imagination.”

      “Believe me, you won’t be disappointed.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard that before.” Dash curled his lip. In the end, his reluctance didn’t really matter, did it? The Slipwing didn’t have enough fuel to translate, so there really wasn’t much choice here. “Look, I need fuel. Bring your valuable whatever-it-is and a tank of anti-deuterium, and—wait, how many of you are there?”

      “Two.”

      Two. Okay, that was something, at least. Given what he had in mind, trying to take aboard more than two or so was pretty much a non-starter.

      “Alright,” Dash said, “just keep yourselves in one piece until I’m in position. This is going to happen fast, and we’re only going to get one shot at it.”

      And we probably won’t survive it anyway, but there was no need to actually say that.

      “We’ll do our best. Hurry!”

      “Believe me,” Dash muttered, fingers dancing over the Slipwing’s controls, “hurrying is the only way this is gonna work.”
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        * * *

      

      With a flare of fusion exhaust, the Slipwing spiraled toward the battle. As soon as she did, several particle beams lanced out from the massive ship chasing the Raven-class, aimed at Dash. He winced at the power levels displayed for those beams—big weapons, at full power, too—then punched commands, slinging the Slipwing sideways to keep her shield pointed at the looming mass of the attacking ship. He put her through a series of accelerations that the inertia offsets had a hard time keeping up. A low groan rattled her hull as his stomach alternately dropped into his gut, then shoved up against his lungs.

      “C’mon, sweetheart, you got this.”

      All but one of the particle beams missed. An alarm buzzed as one raked across the shield, sending glowing, ablated chunks into the Slipwing’s wake. Each second, though, brought her closer to Dash’s target.

      Now he had to hold the Slipwing on a steady course, which meant the particle beams found their mark. More alarms sounded, and more shield vaporized. Dash gritted his teeth then spun the ship around.

      “Okay,” he shouted at the comms, “cut your engines!”

      “What? Are you crazy? We—”

      “Cut your engines or we’re both done!”

      He heard the sound of a heartbeat, then the exhaust flare trailing the smaller vessel died away. The Slipwing, still accelerating, immediately closed in. As she zipped past, Dash activated the magnetic drive. It was a low-power system, intended for in-system use, letting a ship ride the magnetic fields of stars and planets as a fuel-saving measure. He’d reconfigured it, though, to—

      “Oof!”

      The magnetic drive latched onto the other ship, whose mass yanked the Slipwing sideways, slowing her so suddenly that it punched the air from Dash’s lungs. Both ships, locked together, tumbled off on a new course, disrupting the attacker’s firing solutions. The particle beams tore through empty space, as the attacking ship overtook its quarry.

      Dash ignored the massive ship sliding past the cockpit ports as they spun. His fingers tapped the maneuvering thrusters, bringing the Slipwing’s docking port into line with that of the Raven. There was a metallic clunk as they joined, then the sounds of venting to create a usable walkway for his new guests. Dash shouted at the comms, “Now would be a good time to come aboard!”

      The lock indicator went red as the hatch opened. Dash gritted his teeth at the scanner. The mag-locked ships spun along the flank of their looming attacker, only a few thousand meters away. Thrusters flared along the massive hull, as it sought to shove itself back into a firing position. As he’d hoped, this close, the particle beams couldn’t get a firing solution, but that wouldn’t last.

      He scowled at the lock indicator. Still red.

      “C’mon, let’s go.”

      The scanner blared a warning. Something had just lit them up—a fire control system. A particle beam lanced past, accompanied by a crash of static on the comms. Way too close.

      He hit the thrusters, rotating the Slipwing and its temporary docking-mate. The particle beam fired again, slamming into the Raven with a dazzling flash, another crash of static, and a spray of vaporized hull. Yeah, that was a critical hit. He felt a little bad about using the Raven as what amounted to extra armor for the Slipwing, but you do what you gotta do.

      Another warning sounded. The Raven’s fusion drive was failing. In the rush, whoever had been piloting it hadn’t shut the reactor down. Now, still generating plasma as hot as the surface of a star, it was about to lose containment. The flash of stellar heat would vaporize them both.

      “Damn it!” snapped Dash, and he quickly jammed a hand toward the mag-drive. Even if it decompressed the Slipwing through an open lock, he couldn’t wait any longer.

      The lock indicator went green. With one hand, Dash killed the mag drive, letting the stricken Raven spin away. With the other, he stabbed the thrusters, rotating the Slipwing onto the most awkward heading he could envision for their attacker to follow, then punched his own fusion drive. The Slipwing accelerated like a bullet. Particle beams reached out for them, converging like the fingers of a clenched fist. Several scoured the hull, while one raked across the rear plating protecting the fusion drive.

      Then the abandoned vessel exploded in a searing flash. Incandescent plasma washed over the Slipwing, but she’d gained enough distance that it was a tenuous cloud, just enough to singe the hull. The electromagnetic pulse of the blast was more damaging, provoking overloads and showers of sparks from injured electronics. Dash scanned the status board. Fortunately, all the failures were secondary systems—or, at least, secondary to the immediate goal of staying alive.

      After a thump from behind him, Dash turned and found himself staring at a woman. She was of average height, with dark blonde hair, green eyes—actually, very green eyes—and she was pretty good looking, actually.

      “Welcome aboard Dash spacelines,” he said, offering a grin. “Sole proprietor Dash Sawyer, at your service.”

      The woman’s lips curled. “What kind of name is Dash?”

      “Mine, for starters.”

      “Viktor has the fuel. He’s loading it now.”

      Dash glanced at the status. Sure enough, the anti-deuterium level was coming up from, well, pretty much zero. Whoever Viktor was, he knew his stuff. Tapping into the fuel system from inside the Slipwing was a complicated job, but this Viktor had managed it in just a few minutes.

      “You used the blast from my ship as a smokescreen,” the woman said, pointing at the scanner. “That was after you used it as a shield.”

      “Yeah, look, sorry about that, but—”

      “No, it was smart. Buys us time. You still owe me a ship, though.”

      “Uh, yeah, I don’t think so.”

      He saw her wry smile and grinned back. “Okay,” he said, “so between that cloud of plasma out there blinding them, and the time it will take them to turn that beast around, we should—”

      He was cut off by a warning buzz. Another fire control system had found them. No, wait. Two. Make that three.

      Dash spun back to the Slipwing’s controls. “Missiles.” They accelerated far faster than the Slipwing ever could, which meant they had thirty seconds, maybe, to detonation. He watched as the projectiles raced in.

      He grimaced at the screens.

      “Okay,” a gruff voice called from deeper inside the Slipwing. “You should have enough!”

      Dash didn’t wait for the voice to finish. The fuel level was low, but there was enough for him to activate the translation drive. The Slipwing did as her namesake suggested and slipped from real space to the space between and finally to unSpace. Energy bursts showed the missiles detonating, both right on top of them and an entire reality away.

      Dash let the thrumming tension in his muscles relax and turned to the woman. As he did, a man as gruff as the voice he’d heard appeared behind her. He was older, kind of grizzled, and was that a pencil behind his ear?

      Dash turned his smile on the man. “Viktor, I take it?”

      “That’s me.”

      “Damned good work on that fuel thing.”

      “Damned good work is what I do.”

      Dash wheeled his smile back to the woman. “And I don’t think I caught your name.”

      The woman blinked. “My name, I’m…”

      That was all she managed before her eyes—her very green eyes—rolled back and she slumped into Viktor’s grasp, either unconscious or dead.
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      At the ship’s cooling systems, Dash eyed the man named Viktor, who had just explained how he’d been able to manage adding the fuel. On closer inspection, he was even more grizzled than he appeared, with hair once brown, now greying, tossed in a wild tangle of curls and spikes that blended into a scruffy beard and moustache. He had puckered scars on his hands—probably plasma burns—and wore shabby blue coveralls with a blaze of orange splashed across the back, paired with mag boots. A plasma pistol and sundry tools hanging from a maintenance harness.

      The anti-deuterium tank, now empty, was still hooked by magnetic transfer conduit into the Slipwing’s unSpace drive cooling system.

      The cooling system? There was no way that should have worked; the only result should have been a colossal explosion as anti-deuterium contacted some component or other, each annihilating the other to raw energy. But here they were, entirely explosion-free.

      “I’d never even have considered that,” Dash said, impressed. He shook his head at the collection of compromises and workarounds that had allowed Viktor to co-opt a system meant to dump excess heat from the translation drive’s matter/antimatter reactions and use it to put fuel into the system instead. “Not in a million years.” He looked at Viktor. “You could have vaporized us, and probably everything else within a few light-seconds.”

      Viktor shrugged. “Could have but didn’t.” He scratched the ear not holding a pencil. “In any case, we wouldn’t have felt a thing.”

      “You’re kinda crazy, Viktor.”

      He gave a toothy grin. “The best engineers are. So are the best pilots. I’ve never seen flying like you did back there.”

      It was Dash’s turn to shrug. “I guess we’ve all got what we’re good at.”

      A tone chimed over the intercom. Dash had set it to alert them when the woman—whose name was Leira—woke up. This hadn’t been the first chime, though. She’d been drifting in and out of unconsciousness for hours, now. Viktor described how she’d smashed her head into a panel during a hard acceleration burn, right before Dash had shown up. She’d seemed okay, but head wounds were notorious for being lethal, no matter how trivial.

      “Hello? Anyone around?”

      The voice had come through the intercom. It jarred Dash a little to hear a woman’s voice echo through the Slipwing.

      “She’s awake,” Viktor said, then gestured to the bastardized cooling system. “I’ll put this back the way it was, if you want to go talk to her.”

      Dash took a last look at Viktor’s amazing improvisation, trying to commit it to memory. It really wasn’t that complicated, but it was damn dangerous. Of course, no more dangerous than having a bunch of missiles bearing down on you.

      He finally nodded to Viktor and headed back along the narrow passage leading forward from the Slipwing’s engineering bay, toward her habitation module.

      Leira sat up in what was actually Dash’s bed. Unlike the others, it was mostly clear of random crap—miscellaneous containers, components, and things that were, frankly, junk. Dash couldn’t bring himself to just toss the latter out, though. After all, you never knew when you might need an energy transfer junction—for an entirely different type of ship than the Slipwing, sure, but it might be adaptable, and it might even be worth something, if he ever thought to try selling it.

      Leira smiled as Dash leaned in through the hatchway, then immediately winced. “Ow. That hurts.”

      “What does?”

      “Everything.”

      “Well, my auto-doc is a pretty basic model. It scanned you and just told us to let you rest. Now that I think of it, it says that for a lot of things, actually.”

      “I think I’ve had enough rest,” Leira said, gingerly touching her head. “What I need now is something for the pain.”

      Dash nodded at a small box on the deck beside the bunk. “Figured you would. Good stuff, too. Takes the worst edge right off… a bad headache,” he finished lamely. He’d been about to say “hangover,” but realized it made him sound like a lush.

      While Leira fished out the painkillers, Dash took a moment to take her in. Such green eyes-emerald green-adorned a face with a straight nose and prominent cheekbones. And that was just one beautiful part of a stunning woman.

      The green eyes were looking at him. “Got any coffee?”

      “Uh, coffee?”

      “Yeah. It’s a beverage, made from hot water and—”

      “No, I know what coffee is. If you just need something to wash those pills down, there’s a flask of water right there.”

      “Water is meant to be made into coffee.”

      Dash shrugged his surrender. “Galley’s this way, if you’re up to walking.”

      Leira clambered to her feet, wobbled a bit, then followed him along the passage.

      “I guess,” she said from behind him, “I owe you a pretty big thank you for saving us.”

      “You do. You also owe me payment, per that contract.”

      They entered the tiny galley.

      Leira nodded, then winced as she did. “I guess we do. And we’ll make it good, once we—”

      “Here we go.”

      Leira frowned. “What?”

      Dash crossed his arms and looked into those captivating eyes, now much closer thanks to the cramped little space.Green, with some golden-brown flecks.

      “The oldest story there is for couriers. ‘Yes, I’ll pay you what I owe, just as soon as I get to this place and sell that thing to those people.’”

      “Sorry, I don’t carry around many credits.”

      Dash pointed out the hot water dispenser, then the storage locker where he kept the coffee. He only drank the stuff occasionally himself.

      “This is coffee?” Leira scowled at the container. “Not much of a coffee drinker, are you?”

      “No, I am not. But, hey, feel free to return to your friends back there and see if they’ll offer you a cup.”

      She sighed, clearly resigning herself to his offering. “This’ll do.”

      “So,” Dash said, “while we’re on the subject, who were your friends back there, anyway? And how’d you get onto what’s pretty obviously their bad side? I’d also like to know more about that really, stupendously valuable something you mentioned.”

      Leira put a coffee pack into a clean-ish mug and added steaming water, and the earthy aroma flooded the little galley. She took a sip and winced again—this time apparently at the taste—and said, “There are some things it’s better for you to not know.”

      “Really.”

      She gave Dash an earnest look. “Look, you did Viktor and I a huge favor. We thank you for it and will make sure you get paid…well. But you really don’t want to know anything more about our business than that.”

      “Yeah, see, here’s the thing. It sounds like whatever really valuable something you have is probably aboard my ship right now. Whatever it is, the crew of that asteroid-sized ship we barely managed to escape…well, they seem to want it pretty bad. You seem to think you’re protecting me from bad shit by not telling me what it is, but that only says to me that it’s not only valuable, but dangerous too.” Dash uncrossed his arms and pushed his gaze into those oh-so-green eyes, looking past the beautiful and into the woman beneath. “So, you see my problem here. I’m not good with not knowing what this something is, why it’s so valuable, why it’s so dangerous, who’s after it, and how far they’re willing to go to get it.”

      Leira shook her head. “Please…Dash, right? Please, don’t press me on this. It’s better for you to not—”

      “Know, yeah, I hear you. And I’m saying I don’t care about what you think I should know or not know, because when it comes to my ship—”

      “Leira,” a gruff voice cut in from the passage outside the galley, “you’re going to have to tell him.” Viktor leaned into the galley, which would no way fit all three of them.

      “Viktor,” she replied, dragging a hand through her hair. “Please, we talked about this.”

      “That was before Clan Shirna discovered we had it. But I think he’s earned the right to know, considering he saved us from them. Besides, we no longer have a ship. This one is far from perfect, but it’s good enough, and Dash is a good pilot.”

      “What do you mean good enough?” Dash said defensively. “The Slipwing is a damned fine ship. Good enough to save you.”

      Viktor held up a hand. “Yes, yes, my apologies. Your Slipwing is an excellent ship, but it could be better. I’ve already seen a dozen things that could be refined and tuned.”

      Dash thought about Viktor’s cobbled-together refueling rig. “There’s this damned hum in the auxiliary fusion generator I can’t get rid of. Makes my teeth vibrate any time I’m near it. Think you could take a look?”

      “Probably a harmonic in the containment field. Yes, I can probably fix it. But that’s not what we’re talking about right now. Leira?”

      Leira looked from Viktor, to me, then sighed. “Fine. Go ahead, Viktor, show him.”

      In answer, Viktor extracted something from what Dash had assumed was just another tool pouch on his harness. It was a faceted, crystalline disk just small enough that he could hold it in one hand. Dash peered at it. It looked like a big gemstone, but he didn’t recognize the type, and couldn’t even really decided what color it was. It looked black at first glance, but might actually be a really dark blue, or maybe purple, or even red.

      “Okay,” Dash finally said, entirely underwhelmed. “So, it’s a gem? I mean, okay, sure. But I could probably repli-print this exact same thing back in engineering. Hardly seems worth, well, any of this.”

      Dash deflated. He’d been hoping for a big payoff and got this. A piece of crystalline matter that, in the distant past, might have been rare and valuable. But when you could print things pretty much one atom at a time, things like this were worth pretty much nothing.

      “It is not a gem,” Leira said. “It is a device.”

      “Ah,” Dash said. “And what does this device do that makes it so special?”

      Leira looked at Viktor, who just nodded.

      “What it does,” she said, “is make stars explode.”

      Dash stared at Leira, then at Viktor, then at the gem.

      Then he laughed.

      “That makes stars explode. Really. Well, then, that sure would make it pretty valuable.”

      The grave looks he got in return said that these two actually meant—actually believed—what Leira had just said.

      Dash, still grinning, shook his head. “You guys…okay, look, I think we’ve all agreed that I have the right to really know what—”

      “This is no joke, Dash,” Leira said. “It’s no lie. This is the Lens of Eternity. It’s Unseen tech. I don’t know why it was created, but I do know what it can do. It can make stars explode.”

      Dash had heard plenty about the Unseen. They had been gone for nearly two hundred thousand years, and all their technology was somehow still functional. They were, by all accounts, the ghosts of the galaxy — a warlike race who’d left things behind that no one had any business finding. Such items were lost in the dark of space, and when humanity found them, it was like a child reaching for something they knew they ought not have.

      “It can, can it? And just how does it manage to do that?”

      “It is a hybrid sort of tech,” Viktor said. “It somehow integrates our real space, and a parallel anti-space, into a single, self-contained universe, for lack of a better word. Just like the deuterium and anti-deuterium we use to power our translation drives mutually annihilate each other, so do the space and anti-space that are bridged by this device. The amount of power generated is colossal, at least equal to the instantaneous output of a blue giant star.”

      Dash looked at the Lens, then back to Viktor. “Right. And what does it do with all that energy?” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, wait, you told me already. It blows up stars.”

      Viktor frowned at Dash’s flippant tone. “It does. It opens a wormhole into the target star and causes its core to begin fusing light elements into iron.”

      “And iron,” Leira cut in, “is the end of the line for a star. Iron fusion uses more energy than it produces. It causes negative fusion, as it were. Without the outward pressure from positive fusion to balance its own gravitation, the star collapses.”

      “Then. . . boom,” Viktor said, mimicking an explosion with the hand not holding the Lens. “Depending on the size of the star, what’s left is a white dwarf or a neutron star. We don’t think it can affect stars large enough to collapse into black holes, but we’re not even sure of that.”

      “I know how stars work,” Dash snapped, then glared at the Lens. “And I know you can’t blow them up with…something you can hold in your hand. I mean, come on, you can’t really believe this.”

      “It’s Unseen tech,” Leira said again. “So, yeah, it’s crazy by definition—from our perspective. But for the Unseen, this might have been the sort of thing everyone carried around in their pocket.”

      Dash shook his head again. But it lacked some of his earlier conviction. Unseen tech was almost utterly inscrutable, so Leira’s and Viktor’s story was plausible. Unseen tech was also extraordinarily rare; that, together with it often being immensely powerful, made it even more immensely valuable. If this Lens could actually do what they said it could, it really might be worth as much as they claimed. More, even.

      “Okay, fine. Let’s say for a minute I believe you, and that you aren’t deluded, and actually know what you’re talking about. Where did it come from? How did you get your hands on it?”

      “It came from the Globe of Suns.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes, thinking. The Globe of Suns was a stellar cluster, located on the far side of the Shadow Nebula, a colossal cloud of dust and gas that dimmed and obscured everything beyond it. Dash had never been to within more than a few light-years of the Shadow Nebula because, as a courier looking to do work to keep body and ship together, he’d never had any reason to. There was nothing out that way. The only other thing he recalled about the Shadow Nebula was that it was strange for its type of phenomenon, studies of it seeming to suggest it was formed by the explosion of not just one, but several stars, all over a short span of time.

      Dash looked at the Lens. It glittered back at him, enigmatic crystalline. “Okay, so how did you get it? And this Clan Shirna, who are they? Did you steal it from them?”

      Leira opened her mouth, but Viktor held up a hand. “This is as much as we tell you now, Dash. Leira was right, there are some things you don’t need to know. What we have told you should be enough to convince you that we really are carrying something truly valuable and important.”

      “Hopefully,” Leira said, draining the last of her coffee, making a soft yuck sound as she did, “it will likewise be enough to convince you to take us back to…somewhere, anywhere, where we can get ahold of some sort of ship.”

      Dash considered the two of them, and the supposed Lens. “I’m going to take us out of Fade, fully into unSpace, and head for Penumbra. That’s about as far as the fuel you gave me will take us. Don’t know if you’ll find a ship there, but you can probably get passage to somewhere you can. That is, assuming you’ve got more to bargain with than”—he pointed at the Lens— “well, that.”

      “We have some credits,” Viktor said.

      “You mean I’ve got some credits,” Dash countered. “Remember, you still owe me.”

      “And you’ll get paid,” Leira assured him. “Just get us to Penumbra.”

      Dash took a last look at the Lens then shook his head. “You really believe that thing can—wow, can’t believe I’m saying this. You really believe that that thing there, that you’re holding in your hand, in my galley, can actually blow up a star?”

      Leira said, “Yes, I do.”

      Viktor nodded. “So do I.”

      He studied their faces. Dash considered himself a pretty good judge of character; moreover, an accomplished liar, he always prided himself on being able to see through most lies.

      These two weren’t lying. They really did believe what they were claiming.

      As Dash extricated himself from the galley and headed for the cockpit to get them underway to Penumbra, he chewed on how remarkable that would be. And by remarkable, he meant utterly insane.

      Still, the Shadow Nebula was the remnants of a bunch of stars that should not have all exploded at once, but apparently did. That didn’t mean this Lens was responsible for it, of course.

      But it also didn’t mean it wasn’t.

      As he clambered into the Slipwing’s cockpit and turned his attention to the nav, it struck him that all he really knew was that Leira and Viktor believed what they were saying.

      Whether they were right or not was one question. He called up the nav data for Penumbra, but paused and looked out at the Fade-distorted ghost of real space. Whether or not they were totally deluded, well, that was another, entirely separate question, wasn’t it?
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      With a flare of Cherenkov radiation from particle disruption, the Slipwing translated out of unSpace and back into the real version.

      Dash instinctively watched the scanner. Penumbra hung in the black, a cloud-mottled, bluish sphere, the reflected light from its star washing out all but the brightest stars. It made the universe look a lot emptier. But Dash wasn’t concerned about the planet. His attention was fixed on the traffic going to and coming from the planet. There wasn’t much, because Penumbra was a frontier world—and a bit of a craphole at that. But any of the dozen or so ships transiting toward and away from the planet could be trouble—magistrates on the prowl for law-breakers (and Dash still had a warrant on him, one he hadn’t yet been able to bribe away), someone he owed money, even a desperate courier turning to piracy as a way to make some quick credits. But none of this traffic fit any of those profiles. They were either lumbering freighters bringing to Penumbra the stuff they couldn’t grow or make for themselves, or smaller ships streaking about on business of their own.

      Dash relaxed a notch or two. Those first few moments following translation were always nerve-wracking, because you didn’t become a successful courier without making a few enemies or bending the occasional law. And this time, he couldn’t translate back away, or even get much use from the Fade, because the fuel Viktor had jury-rigged into the translation drive was all but expended.

      “How long until planetfall?”

      Dash turned and found Leira leaning into the cockpit. “About two hours shipboard,” he said. Leira nodded, but made no immediate move to withdraw. Dash gestured at the almost-never-used copilot’s seat. “Autodoc said you’re supposed to take it easy. That was a pretty nasty concussion.”

      “You should feel it from this side,” she said, sliding into the seat. Dash noted she did it with the natural, fluid grace of someone used to cramped cockpits. He’d originally thought Viktor was the pilot, engineer, and the rest of the crew all rolled into one, and Leira was his passenger, someone with a background in Unseen and other ancient tech. But, watching her while they’d translated to Penumbra, and now—the way she readily maneuvered herself around the nav, past the scanner and engineering station and into the seat made it clear she was more.

      “You’re a courier, aren’t you?” he said.

      Leira nodded, then winced at the movement. “Note to self, don’t move the damned head too fast. Anyway, yes, a courier, like you.”

      “So that Raven-class was your ship?”

      “Ours. Viktor and I have been together—well, a long time now.”

      “Seems like a hell of an engineer.”

      “If it’s broken, Viktor can fix it. If it’s not broken, he can make it work better.”

      “So, you two are partners.”

      She nodded again, gingerly this time. “We are. Works way better than going it alone.” She gave Dash a level gaze, meeting his eyes without fear.

      To which he smiled. “Yeah, well, I’m a loner. Always have been. Don’t get close to people, because that just makes life complicated. The only exceptions are my employers.”

      “You’ll eventually run out of people.”

      “It’s a big galaxy.”

      They sat in silence for a while, surrounded by the pervasive hum, whine, and the rumble of the Slipwing’s workings. Finally, Leira said, “You really don’t believe what we told you about the Lens, do you?”

      “You have to admit, it’s pretty...” Dash trailed off, not wanting to offend her.

      “Insane?”

      “Insane works, yeah.” He made a minute adjustment to their course, then shrugged. “You genuinely believe it, though, and that makes it hard to just write it off.”

      “You don’t suspect we’re grifters, then?”

      “Is that what you’d suspect if you were me?” asked Dash.

      She chuckled. “Absolutely.”

      “Well,” Dash said, “if you are, you’re pretty dedicated to your scams. You should be kinda broken up about losing your ship. But you aren’t. You seem a lot more relieved that you were able to get off it with your Lens thing. That tells me how important you believe this Lens to be.”

      “Maybe we stole that ship and just didn’t care about losing it.”

      “Are you trying to convince me you’re con artists? If so, it’s a lousy way to con someone.”

      “No. I’m just trying to put myself in your place.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I suspect that we’re going to get to Penumbra and find no ships willing, or able, or even suitable for our use, except this one,” Leira said.

      “If you plan to stick around, we’ll need a new contract.”

      “Spoken like a true courier. And that’s assuming, of course, you don’t mind having people around to risk getting too close to them.”

      Dash glanced sideways at Leira. Good couriers could play people—play them against one another, or even against themselves. He suspected Leira might be doing that now, hinting at things she thought might influence Dash—pleasurable things.

      And she was right. They would influence him. Absolutely they would.

      A burst of radio chatter interrupted them. It was Penumbrian traffic control.

      Dash glanced at Leira, who nodded. “I’ll get out of your way,” she said. “Talk to you once we’re planetside.”

      Dash nodded and turned to the comms, ready to start inputting their insertion trajectory to the planet called Penumbra.
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        * * *

      

      Spice, reclamation projects, and brothels. Those who knew Penumbra said these were the three fundamentals of the planet’s economy.

      And not necessarily in that order.

      Dash left the Slipwing’s assigned landing bay, a series of blast shields and exhaust deflectors intended to protect nearby ships from damage as others took off and landed. Leira and Viktor followed him. Leira insisted her head was clear and shrugged off Viktor’s efforts to help her along, an ongoing chatter between the two of them that brought an amused smile to Dash’s face. It was like listening to some old, married couple, and that, right there, was the problem with having a partner.  He liked going solo; if he felt like walking fast, or slow, or running, or any number of other things, he could do it without having to explain or account for it to someone else.

      Viktor gave Leira a last scowl, muttered something about her being too damned stubborn for her own good, then asked, “Where are you going first, Dash?”

      “Fuel. We’ve got enough to go absolutely nowhere. There’s a place…don’t know if you know it, it’s called Eternal Grind. The owner’s a friend of mine. She always gives me a good price on stuff.”

      They crossed a sprawling, empty plaza called the crash zone, because that’s exactly what it was, a broad expanse of nothing separating the Penumbra space port from the nearby town, intended to buffer the latter from mishaps at the former. It was psychological protection at best, of course. Not only could a ship crash on top of the town as easily as anywhere else, but a containment failure in a fusion generator or, much, much worse, an anti-deuterium cell, would vaporize everything within many kilometers anyway. Dash wasn’t sure how much the locals even dwelt on it. He sure didn’t, and he flew what amounted to a hundred-megaton bomb.

      Through the crash zone, they pushed into the labyrinth of twisting streets, crooked alleys, drab buildings, and throngs of lifeforms that was Penumbra City. It was midday, with the reddish sun hanging at the zenith, the sky pink around it fading toward purples near the horizon. It cast everything in a rusty light that rendered Penumbra City into dreary sepia tones, the shadows blurred into smudges of weakened color. It made distinguishing individuals in the crowd a little harder than it would under a brighter, whiter sun, so Dash kept a sharp eye roving over the bustling mobs chattering and haggling around kiosks and wandering the streets. He hadn’t seen any ships he recognized on the Penumbra landing registry, but that didn’t mean there weren’t people here he didn’t particularly want to meet.

      As they worked their way around an outdoor bar sprawled around a building made of cargo containers and what looked like hull plating, Dash noticed Leira and Viktor were just as alert. Part of it was, of course, because she was a courier, too, and the job just tended to attract trouble. But part of it was probably because Viktor was carting around a piece of ancient alien tech that could blow up stars. Or, could supposedly blow up stars, but Dash still maintained a healthy degree of skepticism about that, no matter how genuinely his two unexpected passengers actually believed it.

      “Outta my way, worms!”

      Dash looked toward the harsh voice and saw a big, bulky creature looming nearby. It had eyestalks and many appendages, but it mostly looked like a massive worm itself, which made its attempt at an insult kind of ironic. But Dash just smiled, stepped back, and gestured the creature past. It slithered by, leaving a trail of mucky slime on the road and a smell like a broken pressure-toilet.

      “I carried one of those on a long passage, once,” Leira said. “Made a good fare off it, but had to spend most of it getting that friggin’ slime cleaned out of my ship.”

      Dash chuckled. “I’ve only seen them a couple of times, myself. What are they called?”

      “Not sure what they call themselves, but I call them never-carry-one-again-oids.” She followed Dash and Viktor in stepping gingerly over the slime-trail. “Oh, and they’re assholes, too.”

      “That explains the smell, then,” Viktor said, his dry delivery making Dash’s chuckle become an actual laugh.

      A short distance later they had to detour along a big grav-sled loaded with one of the massive reclamators being used to turn Penumbrian desert into something that would grow, well, anything. Just past that stood the Eternal Grind.

      Dash led the way, threading his way around stacks of boxes, containment tanks, unmarked gas cylinders, electronic gizmos, and what looked like enough reels of fiber optic to stretch across the galaxy. Near the back was a counter, behind which a tall, cadaverous woman with a suspicious scowl and a faint moustache tapped on a data slate. As they approached, she looked up from her work and her scowl became even more suspicious.

      “Pinetti!” Dash said brightly, offering his most disarming grin. “It’s so good to see you!” He glanced at Leira and Viktor. “This is Pinetti, proprietor of the Eternal Grind and one of my oldest, dearest friends!”

      Pinetti plunked the data slate onto the counter. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t have your legs broken, Sawyer.”

      Dash shook his head. “Ah, Pinetti, always the joker.” He turned to his companions. “She and I are always kidding each other like this. I’ll buy you a drink, I’ll take you dancing, I’ll have your legs broken.”

      He turned his full weight of charm back on Pinetti, and her scowl deepened. Not a good sign.

      Viktor crossed his arms. “I think she really does want to break your legs, Dash.”

      “How many credits do you owe her?” Leira asked.

      Dash shrugged. “Not many.”

      “One thousand, three hundred and twenty-seven,” Pinetti said, her voice flat.

      “Okay, hang on,” Dash said. “It was less than eleven hundred.”

      “Interest.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be buying any fuel here,” Viktor muttered.

      Pinetti laughed at that, but there wasn’t a hint of humor in it.

      “Buying fuel…” Pinetti shook her head in disbelief. “You came here to buy fuel from me?”

      “Well,” Dash said, “you were our first choice. Figured that, you know, being such a good customer—”

      “You’re a terrible customer. And unless you have one thousand, four hundred and twenty credits to pay your debt first, the only thing you’ll procure from me is a beating.”

      “Wait, that’s a different number than the first one you gave!”

      “Interest.”

      “Pinetti, look—”’

      Leira stepped forward and interrupted. “I have a little over nine hundred credits. How about you settle for that, plus enough fuel to let us translate to, I don’t know, say, Myrtle?” She glanced at Dash. “I can probably scrounge some more credits there, so we can—”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Pinetti cut in, suddenly looking sly. To Leira, she said, “I’ll take your credits, and we’ll call Sawyer’s debt to me square. I’ll let you worry about breaking his legs to get it back.”

      Dash opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Pinetti turned to him. “I’ll also give you a full load of anti-deuterium.”

      Dash closed his mouth, narrowed his eyes, then said, “But…”

      Viktor shifted uncomfortably. “Here comes something unpleasant.”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” said Pinetti.

      “What do you want in exchange?” Dash said.

      “A lift,” said Pinetti.

      “Come again?” said Dash.

      Pinetti paused, turning her head toward a narrow door behind the counter. “Conover?”

      A thump came from beyond the door. “What?”

      It was a young, surly, male voice. That was all Dash could tell. Still, it started an uneasy feeling in his gut. “Pinetti, what are you—”

      “Conover,” she said again, ignoring Dash and speaking louder. “Come out here!”

      After another thump and a few bangs, a chunky figure appeared in the doorway. He was human, male, and young indeed, Dash noted—late teens or early twenties, with fair freckled skin and red hair loose in wild curls. He wore functional clothes, synth-leathers over grey coveralls, and had his face shaped into a bored sneer. As he stepped up beside Pinetti, though, it was his eyes that caught Dash’s attention. They were a strikingly pale grey, but not a natural sort of grey. The color was too uniform, the light reflecting off them in an oddly crystalline sort of way.

      “What?” he snapped. “I’m busy.”

      Pinetti turned her scowl fully on him. “Doing what?”

      “Stuff.”

      She sighed and turned back to Dash. “This is my nephew, Conover. Conover hates it on Penumbra. Don’t you, Conover?”

      “It’s a boring, middle-of-nowhere shithole, so yeah. With a passion.”

      “And I hate having him here,” Pinetti went on. “So, here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to give you a full load of fuel, and you’re going to use some of it to take him away from here.”

      “So, you want free passage for him?” That tense feeling in Dash’s stomach drained away. Passenger work could be annoying, but considering the circumstances, he couldn’t complain. “Not a problem. Where am I taking him?”

      “Like I said, away.”

      “Away to where?”

      “Just, away. Let’s call it a tour. You’re going to take him on a tour.”

      That tight, tense feeling barged its way back into Dash’s gut. “For how long?”

      “For however long it takes you to work off the cost of a full load of fuel, and you know what?” She looked back at Leira. “You can keep your credits. I’ll square Dash’s debt right now. And, at the usual rate for passenger carriage on the Needs Slate.” Pinetti picked up the data slate from the counter and tapped at it. “Yes, it looks to me like you’ll be touring Conover around for a long time.”

      Dash held up a hand. “Okay, wait a minute. You want me to carry this grumpy kid around?” He looked at Conover and said, “No offense,” then turned back to Pinetti. “That’s going to be months.”

      “If I could figure out a way to make it last even longer without it costing me anything,” Pinetti said, “I would.”

      “I don’t think I can.”

      “It’s either that, or you pay me the one thousand, five hundred and seventy-five—”

      “Hey!” Dash protested but shook his head as Pinetti opened her mouth. “Yeah, I know, interest.”

      “Anyway, it’s this, or you pay in full now. Or, of course, I could have your legs broken. Probably your arms, too, considering how much you’ve owed me, and for how long.”

      Dash looked at Leira and Viktor. Leira had a bemused look, while Viktor’s was noncommittal. He finally released a sigh.

      “So, I agree to take him, and we’re totally squared up—and that includes interest—and I get a full load of anti-deuterium for the Slipwing.”

      Pinetti nodded. “That’s the deal.”

      Dash grimaced inwardly and resigned himself to the situation. “Fine.” He looked at Conover. “Can you do anything?”

      Conover looked back, blankly, then wiggled his ears. “I can do that.”

      “No, I mean—oh, never mind.”

      Someone let loose a soft, amused snort. Dash didn’t know if it was Pinetti, Leira, or Viktor. All he knew was that it wasn’t him.
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        * * *

      

      Dash assumed it would take a while for Conover to gather his things and get himself ready to leave for what could be months, at least, but all the young man did was shove a few things into a go-bag and shuffle around the counter, apparently ready to depart. Dash wondered just how Pinetti had ended up saddled with her sullen nephew but decided not to pry. Her deal was, on the face of it, a really good one, which probably meant Conover was going to be a true pain in the ass. But it absolved Dash of a lot of debt, so there was that.

      As he and his—now—three companions left the Eternal Grind, Leira sidled up to him.

      “If you owed her so much money,” she said, her voice pitched low, “why did you agree to come here?”

      “It’s not quite that bad. I just thought I had, you know, a better relationship with Pinetti.”

      “You thought you could play her.”

      “Always worked before. She must be getting cynical in her old age.”

      Leira glanced at Conover, who ambled along without speaking. “I can’t help thinking she might have played you, Dash.”

      He shared her glance at the young man, then said, “Tell me about it.” His gaze went back to Leira.

      They turned onto the Street of Lost Skins, taking a more roundabout route back to the spaceport and the Slipwing. The street was so named, or so it was said, because an ancient forerunner race had used it for a dueling ground. Dash wasn’t sure where that story had come from; there were some bits of wall and a pointed arch that looked like ruins poking up along the street, but xeno-archaeology wasn’t exactly his strong suit. It made a good story, at least. As they passed a kiosk made of scrap tubing, polyfiber tarps, and another of the ubiquitous cargo containers, Conover suddenly spoke up.

      “I’m hungry.”

      Dash glanced at the kiosk. Steam wafted up from pots and bowls simmering away on induction heaters; as he watched, a short, squat woman served up stringy noodles from one into a bowl. His stomach growled at the sight, but he just glared at Conover.

      “So? Are you asking to be fed?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Pinetti had been clear—passage for Conover included feeding him. Dash sighed and said, “Fine. We’ll grab something before we head back to the Slipwing. Pinetti’s fuel should’ve been delivered by then, anyway.”

      The noodles turned out to be pretty good. The surprisingly broad array of spices and sauces to flavor them were even better. Dash actually took a moment to savor the experience of eating; it was rare that he ever dined, as opposed to just refueling his body on the fly. This was somewhere between the two.

      “So, Conover,” Viktor said as they lounged around a table made from a cable-reel beneath a faded tarp, “what do you do?”

      Conover paused, a noodle hanging from his mouth. He slurped, sucking it past his lips. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, well, you must do something with your time. Do you study? Work?”

      “I just…” Conover stopped, then shrugged. “I just do stuff.”

      “Okay,” Leira pressed, “what sort of stuff?”

      He slurped noodles again. “I study stuff.”

      Leira exchanged an it shouldn’t be this hard look with Dash. “Okay, well, that’s interesting.”

      “Science stuff,” Conover said—the first unprompted statement he’d made. “You know, science and technology. Especially alien technology. I’d love to discover some.”

      Now Leira’s look turned uncomfortable. She glanced at Dash, then Viktor, said, “Ah,” and returned her attention to her own noodles.

      “Well, Conover,” Dash said, “that’s very interesting. But we don’t really do much with, well, alien tech. Leira and I are couriers. We run jobs, do deliveries.”

      “Carry passengers,” Viktor muttered.

      “And, yeah, we carry passengers. But it sounds like we’re going to have you around for a while, so anything you can do that might be helpful, I’d appreciate it.”

      “If I’m a passenger, I don’t have to work, though, right?”

      “Well, technically, no, you don’t.”

      Conover smiled. “Technically right is still right.”

      “Sure, it is. But I think you’ll get pretty bored just hanging around on board the Slipwing while we work.”

      “I’ll find something to do.”

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Well, I can help with that. What sort of things do you think you’d like to do while you’re here?”

      “Stuff.”

      Dash leaned back in his seat and gave Viktor and Leira an I give up look. As he did, Conover said, “I’ll tell you one thing I can’t do.”

      Dash leaned forward again. “What’s that?”

      “Fight.”

      “We don’t really do a lot of fighting.”

      “Tell that to those guys,” Conover said, tossing a nod somewhere behind Dash.

      Dash turned. Sure enough, a trio of thuggish looking men hovered just outside the confines of the noodle stand. Their glowering attention was clearly fixed on them. Or, Dash noted, it actually seemed to be fixed on him.

      Dash put his noodle bowl down. “I think we should plan to head back to the Slipwing. Like, right now.”

      “Do you know them?” Leira asked.

      Dash shook his head. “Nope. I know the type, though. Muscle for somebody.”

      “Somebody must have recognized you, sent them after you,” Leira realized, her brows knitting together.

      “It happens.” Dash pushed his chair back and stood. “You guys don’t need to get involved.”

      “Dash,” Viktor said, his voice a warning, “there are three of them.”

      Dash looked over his companions. Viktor might be able to carry himself in a fight, but he was on the old side. Leira was probably okay in a scrap, but she’d recently suffered a bad concussion. And as for Conover…well, he already said he couldn’t fight.

      “Once I’m done with these guys,” Dash said, “we’re going to move, fast, back to the ship. Okay?”

      Everyone nodded and stood. Dash turned on his charming smile and approached the trio.

      “Howdy, fellas. We’re just heading back to our ship. Got places to go, people to see. You have a nice day, now.”

      He started to walk around them. One of them, a swarthy man with a patchy beard and a series of random lines tattooed on his face, moved to block him.

      “You’re not leaving Penumbra until you’ve had a chat with Ely.” The speaker was a second man—big, chiseled features, but marred by a bad plasma burn-scar across one side of his face. The last man, the smallest of the trio, with dreadlocked hair, moved to start working his way behind Dash.

      Dash frowned. “Ely? Don’t recall anyone named Ely.”

      “Ely,” Burn-Scar said, “from the Broker’s Quarter. He seems to know you. Found out you were here; wants some money you owe him.”

      “Clearly, there’s been some mistake.”

      “Nope. He was clear. You come with us to see him, or we beat you to hell and take whatever we find. Might take that ship of yours, too. Slipwing, isn’t it?”

      Dash looked at his companions. Both Leira and Viktor looked on the brink of intervening, which would just make things complicated. So, he turned back to the trio then kicked out, his foot striking a vicious blow that buckled Burn-Scar’s knee. The other two immediately moved in, but Dash spun a full circle and now crouched, arms spread, knees bent. He lunged, punching and chopping Tattoo Face to the ground while kicking out at Dreadlocks, deflecting him for a second. A second was all he needed. It let him spin back and straight-arm the man in the throat, sending him stumbling back, gasping. He followed up with a pair of vicious jabs that knocked him flat, spinning again and dropping Dreadlocks with a piston kick to the head. A last, brutal chop put Burn-Scar down like a sack of trash.

      Dash relaxed. All three were down for good; Burn-Scar and Tattoo Face groaning, Dreadlocks gurgling wetly through his injured throat. A small crowd, displaced by the sudden fight, gave the whole situation a curious look before mostly moving on.

      Leira, Viktor, and Conover just stared.

      Dash shrugged. “Taught myself some moves. It’s a way to pass the time on those long trips, you know?”

      They kept staring.

      “So, uh,” Dash said. “We should probably go now. Ely might not be the only one who wants to, you know, talk to me.”

      As they hurried back to the Slipwing, Viktor asked, “Who’s Ely? And how much do you owe him?”

      “No idea. Probably just a shakedown.”

      They reached the Slipwing to find that Pinetti’s fuel had been delivered, as promised. Once they’d loaded it and lifted off—making a fast burn up to orbit so they could put Penumbra behind them sooner rather than later—Dash took a moment to try to remember who Ely was.

      He hadn’t been lying to Viktor. He really couldn’t recall.

      Between that, and now Conover, who was hunkered down sullenly somewhere behind him, there was a feeling that space just might be safer.

      Maybe.

      “Yeah, I definitely gotta stop owing people money,” Dash muttered, as the rumble atmosphere rushing past the hull faded and the sky turned to endless black.
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      Dash frowned at the vid transmitted by the maintenance drone. He’d dispatched it to examine the Slipwing’s hull, something he hadn’t gotten around to doing during the whole rush to, and then from, Penumbra. The planet now lay far behind, but was still visible as a mottled, bluish disk. They still hadn’t translated, because they hadn’t decided where to translate to. As his nominal employers, that was up to Leira and Viktor, and they were hunkered down in the hab module now, discussing that very thing.

      Unfortunately, that left Dash with Conover. The young man sat in the copilot’s seat, looking alternately bored with everything inside the cockpit, or bored with everything outside of it. Dash tried making conversation, but Conover’s one-word answers, distracted nods, and monosyllabic grunts convinced him to give it up. Instead, since they were staying in real space for now, Dash decided to launch a maintenance drone and look over the damage they’d taken from those particle beams. He was especially keen to see the parts of the Slipwing’s hull he couldn’t check while they’d been landed.

      The drone drifted past the auxiliary comms array, moving across the top of the hull just ahead of the fusion drive. The drive was shut down, of course—the drone would just be a puff of vapor, otherwise—but there were enough residual neutron emissions to make this part of the ship hazardous for direct inspection.

      “Ouch.”

      Dash zoomed in on the image, taking a closer look at a deep furrow plowed through the hull that protected the drive. Unlike most of the other scars on the Slipwing from the encounter, this one cut deep enough to have him worrying. This was going to be an expensive repair, requiring time in a compositing bay.

      “About eight Gigawatts.”

      Dash glanced at Conover. The kid was peering over his shoulder at the vid display. “What?”

      “Eight Gigawatts,” repeated Conover. “That’s how strong the beam was.”

      “How’d you figure that?” Dash asked.

      “Your hull is made of a refractory dura-ceramic composite. Not to mention the beam had to break through the shield first. I’m assuming a two-second impact time, but that’s pretty approximate, so there’s some uncertainty.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Dash looked around but saw no data pad, and nothing about it entered into any of the screens or terminals around the cockpit. “How’d you calculate that?”

      “The armor’s index times thickness in centimeters, divided by two, then—”

      “No, I get how you calculate it. But how did you calculate it, like, just now, sitting there?”

      Conover shrugged. “I just calculated it.”

      “In your head.”

      The kid nodded.

      Dash looked back at the vid. He punched a few commands, and the drone calculated the particle beam’s power at eight-point-zero-five Gigawatts, plus or minus an uncertainty factor.

      Dash knew the formula—roughly—but there was no way he could have done it in his head.

      He looked back at Conover. “That’s quite a trick.”

      The kid’s freckled face hardened in a frown. “A trick? It’s not a trick. The calculation is—”

      “Yeah, okay, just a figure of speech.” Dash looked into Conover’s strikingly pale grey eyes. “Where did you learn, well, how to do that? Or learn the formula?”

      “I told you. I like science stuff.”

      Dash looked back toward the vid. “Hm.”

      “The question is,” Conover said, “why was whoever shooting at you just trying to disable your ship?”

      “What?”

      “Except for that one up there”—the kid gestured up and behind the cockpit— “all the other hits on the ship are less than four Gigawatts. Those wouldn’t burn through much at all.” Conover gestured at the drone’s imagery. “That one, though, was a lot more powerful. If it had cut through all the way, it would have taken your fusion drive offline, right?”

      Dash gave a slow nod. “Yeah, it would have. It would have taken down the translation drive, too.”

      Dash thought about the damage to Leira and Viktor’s ship. What he remembered of it had been similar. Their drive had been knocked out, but the damage had otherwise been mostly superficial. Meanwhile, Dash remembered the weapons fired at the Slipwing as he approached the battle had been full-power discharges. One of them had hit, leaving a deep gash near the cockpit. That had definitely been an attempt to take Dash out of the battle before he’d even joined it.

      It was kind of hard not to take something like that personally.

      But then he’d mag-locked the Raven and the Slipwing together. When he’d rotated the conjoined ships to gain some protection from the smaller vessel, the beams had come up to full power, blasting her away, then returning to their varying levels of power. In other words, once it was obvious Leira and Viktor were aboard the Slipwing, the attacker’s aim had changed from turning Dash to a cloud of glowing gas to disabling his ship—just as they had Leira’s.

      Whoever commanded that ship had wanted to take Leira, Viktor, or both, alive.

      And there could only be one reason for that—the Lens.

      “So, what were they after?”

      Dash jumped. Conover’s question broke unexpectedly through his racing thoughts, just as Dash had thought about the Lens. Was this kid telepathic?

      Dash offered a shrug. “No idea.”

      “It must be those other two,” Conover said. “Leira and Viktor. They wanted them, or something they have.”

      “Uh, what makes you say that? Maybe they wanted me.”

      “No.” He jerked at thumb at the particle beam scar behind the cockpit. “They tried to kill you. Then you must have taken the other two on board. And then, instead of trying to kill you, they tried to disable you. So, they wanted something from those guys, not you.”

      Dash looked back at the vid, just so he didn’t have to meet those grey eyes. Who was this kid? He had the attitude of a bored teenager, but his mind was like some sort of all-seeing computer.

      “Well, if it was them they were after,” Dash said, looking deliberately at the vid and not Conover, “I don’t know why. Maybe those two are wanted or something.”

      “Maybe.” Conover didn’t look convinced.

      “Anyway,” said Dash, “I’ve got some boring work to do up here, and Leira and Viktor are probably going to be busy for a while yet, so why don’t you go clean off a bed and, you know, try to get some sleep?”

      “I’m not tired.”

      “Okay, well, there’s an entertainment system back in the crew hab. I haven’t used it for a while, but it should—”

      “Dash?”

      Dash looked back to the new voice. It was Leira, with Viktor right behind her.

      They were going to be busy for a while, Dash had said…like five seconds ago. Figures. All he wanted to do was get away from Conover and his bizarre ability to know stuff, so he’d have some time to think.

      “What can I do for you?” he asked, switching on his grin.

      Leira flicked her eyes toward Conover, then back to Dash. “Can we talk for a minute? Like, in the crew hab?”

      They wanted to get away from Conover, too. Yeah, this was getting increasingly awkward. Leira clearly wanted to keep the Lens a secret from Conover—who would never be more than a few meters away, as long as they were aboard the Slipwing, and would apparently be there for weeks, maybe months.

      Not for the first time in his life, Dash kicked himself for not entirely thinking Pinetti’s price through.

      He nodded and started to clamber out of the pilot’s seat. “Sure. The ship’s trimmed for stable flight, so—”

      “Is this about whatever you’re hiding, that the ones in that ship that attacked you want?”

      They all stared at Conover for a moment, then Leira glared at Dash. “What, exactly, did you tell him?”

      “Nothing! He just kinda figured things out.”

      “Really.”

      Conover nodded at Leira. “Yeah. I did. Somebody really wants you, or something you have.” He scowled and muttered, “It wasn’t that hard to work out. I’m not dumb, you know.”

      Dash glanced at him. “No, kid, you are not.”

      Conover looked up at Leira. “So what is it? Did you steal it?”

      “We didn’t steal it,” Leira said, before cutting herself off.

      Dash chuckled and waved a hand at her. “Okay, that one’s on you.”

      “So you do have something they want,” Conover said. “What is it? Where did you find it?”

      Leira glanced at Viktor, who said, “It’s a device. And yes, Clan Shirna wants it. But—”

      “But that’s all you need to know,” Leira said. “More than you need to know, in fact.” She turned to Dash. “Anyway, we need to talk to you about what happens next.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, you do. But now I have a question.”

      Leira’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “Where did you find it?”

      Her eyes again flicked to Conover. “This is something we should talk about somewhere else.”

      “Or right here,” Dash said, pointedly. “You know, the kid was right when he said he’s not dumb. He looked at the particle beam scars from your…Clan Shirna, is it? Anyway, from your friends in that big ship.”

      “They are not our friends,” Viktor said. “Clan Shirna are a vicious, hierarchical tribe of reptilian beings whose territory is in and around the Globe of Suns and the Pasture. They’re also religious extremists, notoriously territorial, and known for killing anyone they deem unworthy.”

      “Yeah, I meant friends in the loosest sense,” corrected Dash. “Anyway, Conover here looked over the damage and, just from that, was pretty much able to piece together what happened. Clan Shirna there wasn’t trying to kill you, they were trying to take you alive. Now, unless you and Viktor are way more valuable than it seems, I’m guessing they were after the Lens.”

      Leira’s eyes flew wide with indignant anger. “Why would you say—”

      “What’s this Lens?” Conover asked, more interested than ever.

      Leira ignored him. “Dash, you’re such a—”

      “Charming guy, I know.” He shrugged. “One way or another, Conover would somehow figure it out. And, let’s face it, trying to sneak around and keep secrets on board the Slipwing would be like trying to hide in an empty cargo module. It wouldn’t work even if he was stupid.”

      “I’m not stupid!”

      Dash raised a hand at the kid. “No, you’re not. I’m on your side here, Conover.” Then he looked back to Leira. “Let’s just drop all the secretive bullshit and work out what we’re going to do.”

      Conover looked from Dash to Leira. “You still haven’t said what this Lens is.”

      Leira kept up the defiant glare for a moment, then looked at Viktor, who gave a shrug. She finally deflated and snapped, “Fine. It’s a piece of old tech we found.”

      “Where?”

      “In the Pasture.”

      Dash glanced at Conover. The name obviously meant nothing to him, either. “Where, or what, is the Pasture?” he asked.

      “It’s an area of space bound within the Globe of Suns,” Viktor explained. “On the other side of the Shadow Nebula.”

      “Okay,” said Dash, nodding. “I’ve heard of this Globe of Suns. But no one goes through the Shadow Nebula.” His voice trailed off and he looked from Viktor to Leira. “It was built by the Unseen, wasn’t it?”

      “The Globe of Suns?” Viktor shook his head. “We’re not sure. But the Pasture certainly is.”

      “Okay, and what, exactly, is the Pasture?”

      “It’s an artificial Oort Cloud—a massive expanse full of comets and other small bodies,” Victor explained, seeing Dash’s confused look. “Hundreds of thousands of them. Maybe millions. They seem to orbit in some sort of pattern, though we weren’t there long enough to figure out what that might be. It could be billions of years old.”

      “And this Lens, you found it somewhere in there.”

      “We did,” Leira confirmed. “I ran across some data during a job aboard the wreck of another courier’s ship. It wasn’t complete, and it took forever to reconstruct it, and then decipher, but the fact that it was kept so secure seemed to mean it was valuable. And it was, just not in any way I expected it to be.”

      “The data pointed you to this Pasture.”

      Leira nodded. “Exactly. It was too good for us to pass up. We needed to at least take a look. I’ve got no idea how this other courier got the data, and the explosion that wrecked his ship looked like an accident, but now I’m not so sure.”

      Dash put his feet up on the edge of the comms. “So, someone else was after it.”

      “Maybe. It might have been Clan Shirna. Or their agents.”

      “Okay. Great. Clan Shirna, owner of at least one massive warship, is after this,” Dash said.

      “Did you steal it from them?” Conover asked.

      Leira scowled. “I already told you, we found it.”

      “Yeah, but one guy’s found it might be another guy’s stole it,” Dash pointed out. “So it really doesn’t matter if you think you found it, right? What matters is what this Clan Shirna thinks.”

      “I can’t speak for them,” Leira said, her indignation at having this conversation involve Conover seemingly gone.

      “Look,” Dash said, “I honestly don’t really care if you stole it. Hell, I’ve come into the possession of more than a few things myself by, let’s call it by creative acquisition.” He uncrossed and re-crossed his feet on the comms. “But I need to know how far they’ll go to get this back.”

      “Pretty far,” Viktor said. “But they must not be allowed to get it.”

      “You think? Nobody should have that thing.” He frowned. “That is, assuming it does what you claim it does, which I still find a little hard to believe.”

      Conover, who’d been watching the conversation bounce back and forth, asked, “What does it do?”

      Dash snorted. “Supposedly, it makes stars blow up.”

      Conover looked at all three of them, then shook his head. “Unlikely. No device you could be carrying aboard this ship would have more than a tiny fraction of the power needed. Maybe, if you could tap into another star…” He frowned. “Even then, though, a device like that would have to be huge.” The kid lapsed into silence, and his expression took on a faraway look.

      “That’s my thinking,” Dash agreed. “Something like that, if it actually worked, would be worth a hell of a lot. But it doesn’t matter if it really works, though, as long as Clan Shirna believes it does.”

      “It really does work,” Viktor insisted.

      “Oh? Really? How many stars have you blown up with it so far, Viktor?” Dash asked.

      The older engineer hesitated before admitting, “Well, none. But we wouldn’t.”

      “Clan Shirna certainly would, though,” Leira said. “They’re insanely dangerous, thinking that anyone who doesn’t abide by their belief system should be eradicated.”

      “The whole universe, actually,” Viktor added.

      “Yes. Anyway,” Leira went on, “they believe that only Clan Shirna itself should exist. No other forms of life are permitted. Otherwise, the purity of creation is diminished.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows. “Wow. Sounds like a bunch of assholes if you ask me.”

      “Maybe if it could somehow cause iron to start fusing in the star’s core, that could work,” Conover surmised, rejoining the conversation. “It would still take immense power, but…” He broke off, still staring, his mind obviously racing.

      Dash lowered his feet back to the deck. “Yeah, that’s what Leira and Viktor said. This Lens uses wormholes, somehow, to make a star start producing iron.”

      “So it undergoes gravitational collapse,” Conover said, almost more to himself than anyone else. “Then rebounds, creating an explosion. A nova-a supernova. If the star is big enough.” Dash got the impression the kid was somehow seeing it happen.

      “Yeah,” Dash said, “but that’s not possible, is it?”

      Conover shrugged. “It’s still extremely unlikely, but anything is possible. And if it was made by the Unseen…”

      “Just imagine such a capability,” Leira said, “in the hands of an extremist group like Clan Shirna.”

      Using exploding stars as a weapon? Yeah, that would be a quick war.

      “Okay,” Dash said, “let’s assume this is all true. You said you found this in the…the Pasture, you called it, right? Could there be more of these Lenses there?”

      Viktor shifted uncomfortably. “It’s possible. It was made by the Unseen, we think. There could be a lot more of their tech there.”

      “We really couldn’t stick around and look,” Leira said. “Clan Shirna keeps a pretty close eye on the place. They seem to think it’s special, maybe even holy in some way.”

      “Can I see it?” Conover asked.

      Leira looked at Viktor, who sighed and dug the Lens out of his belt pouch. “We haven’t had a chance to study it much. I tried a few tests before Clan Shirna ran us down and attacked but wasn’t able to learn much. It’s pretty arcane I guess.”

      Conover didn’t respond except to hold out his palm.

      Viktor offered him the Lens, albeit reluctantly.

      Conover held it in both hands, studying it. A long moment passed. When he finally looked up, he said, “It…”

      Then he froze, his eyes turned blank white, and he toppled back in the copilot’s seat.
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      Dash hefted Conover and rushed him to the autodoc, Leira and Viktor hurrying along behind him, only to have the boy moan and start squirming halfway there. He swerved into the crew module and deposited Conover onto a bunk. He glanced back at the others. “I thought he might be dead!”

      “You thought I was dead?” The kid looked around as if in a haze.

      “I said, you might be!” returned Dash. “You sure seemed like it, anyway, with how you just collapsed back there.”

      “What happened?” Leira asked.

      Dash noticed she’d retrieved the Lens and was now clutching it in both hands, but much more warily than she had previously. Probably a good idea not leaving star-exploding alien artifacts just lying around, actually. But Dash understood her caution. What had the Lens just done to Conover?

      Conover levered himself up and put his feet on the deck but remained slumped, looking drained. Viktor produced a cup of water for him, which he took slow, measured drinks of.

      Dash waited for the kid to finish before asking, “Hey, what happened to you?”

      Conover lowered the cup. “I saw stuff.”

      “Stuff.” Dash dug deep and managed to find some patience.

      The young man nodded. “Yeah. With these.” He pointed at his eyes.

      “You saw stuff, with your eyes.” Dash glanced at Leira and Viktor, but they both looked as puzzled as he felt. “Well, that’s really impressive, but—”

      “No,” Conover interrupted. “I mean, yeah, with my eyes. But not just my eyes. I got these a few years back, part of a deal that my aunt made with some trader. They’re lenses that let me see schematics, technical and scientific data, that sort of thing. I thought it’d be, you know, interesting to check out that Lens with them.”

      “Your aunt bought those for you and then let you go with us?” asked Dash. “Seems like a poor investment on her part.”

      He shook his head. “I spent so much time using them on different things that she started getting annoyed with me. I think she regretted getting them after a while,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, well, don’t use them on that thing again,” Dash said. “It almost killed you.”

      “No it didn’t. It was—” He paused, frowning. “It was more like there was too much data for my eyes. Like, when I looked at the Lens, some kind of link happened between it and my implants. A lot of data flowed across, really fast. Almost like—” Another pause as he searched for the words. “—like data was pouring right into my brain.”

      “Ah,” said Dash, and looked at the others. He wasn’t really the scientific type; he knew enough to get and keep a ship running, make it maneuver and go where he wanted it to and do proper astrogation, but that didn’t mean he understood the underlying details, all the complex physics and math, chemistry and such, that made it work at some fundamental level. So he wasn’t especially keen on a long-winded talk about how the Lens worked. “So is it real?” he asked Conover. “Does it actually blow up stars?”

      Conover stared at his feet for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah, it does,” he replied. “And based on what I saw, it’s capable of a whole lot more.”
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      There was silence after Conover spoke, except for the thrum and rumble of the Slipwing’s systems.

      Leira apparently thought so, too. “Conover, what did you see?”

      “Yes,” Viktor put in. “Tell us as much as you can. What you remember, anyway.”

      “I kind of remember it all. But I also kind of don’t. Ever had a dream just slip away, even though it seemed vivid? It’s like that.”

      “I think we know what you mean,” Leira said, nodding. “Really, though, anything you can tell us could be useful.”

      Conover sipped water. “I saw…that which is not. The Unseen. I saw them. They’re real.”

      “Guess we can’t call them Unseen anymore,” Dash said, “if you saw them.”

      He’d meant it to be funny, but no one smiled. Conover glanced at him. “Okay, I didn’t see them, exactly. I saw…the things they’ve done. This Lens is just one of them. A small part of something much bigger. It’s a tool. It taps into this…this much bigger thing, so they can use it to shape space, to make it the way they want it.”

      Dash looked at the others, wondering if Leira and Viktor had known any of this. From the growing intrigue on their faces, he guessed that they hadn’t. That was fine. He probably had much the same look on his own. When blowing up stars was only a part of what this thing was capable of, shock and awe were going to be standard reactions.

      Dash raised a hand. “Okay. Wait.” He gestured at the Lens in Leira’s hand. “What do you mean by that? What exactly is this thing?”

      “It’s not just one thing,” Conover explained, his pale eyes going unfocused and looking far away. It looked like he might be accessing information through his artificial eyes, as though reading it off a vid. “It’s one, and its many simultaneously. There are a lot of them, but they’re all connected somehow. All of them are in one place together, but the area is huge, the size of a star system. Bigger than that, even. And everything is orbiting everything else.”

      Viktor narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Many things, orbiting each other, the size of a star system?”

      “The Pasture,” Leira said.

      Dash looked at her. “The place you found the Lens? Well, that makes sense. If the Lens was located there, and it was made by the Unseen for whatever reason, then it would make sense that there’d be other things hidden there, too. I mean, we already talked about that, right? More of these Lenses in there?”

      “No,” Conover said. “You don’t get it. The Pasture isn’t just a place. It’s the ‘much bigger thing’. It was built to do something. But each one of those comets, asteroids, whatever they are, has a purpose. They’re all part of a greater whole. And this Lens is connected to them…and they to it.” The kid puffed out a frustrated sigh and shook his head. “It’s hard to explain when I don’t even fully understand it myself, like trying to look at one piece of a ship at a time, and figuring out what the whole looks like, how it all goes together, what it’s all for. Just imagine that you’ve never seen a ship. How would you explain it?”

      Dash rubbed his chin. “Okay. So let’s summarize. This Pasture is one big construct, made by the Unseen, and everything in it is connected, and this Lens is just a small part. So, there must be more Unseen tech in there.”

      Conover looked at him. “You still don’t get it. The Pasture doesn’t contain Unseen tech. It is Unseen tech. The whole thing. The power there…the sheer energy it contains inside, it’s probably more than the rest of the galaxy combined.”
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      Dash blinked. “More power—wait. Do you mean more power than, like, all of the civilizations in this galaxy combined? Or all of the stars and everything else, too?”

      “The first for sure. The second, I don’t know. If it was all somehow activated, all at once maybe?” Conover shook his head. “That’s something I can’t really see. It’s just too big.”

      “Yeah, but…” Dash took a moment to take in the implications. “If that’s all Unseen tech, like, millions of pieces of it—”

      “It’s got millions of parts,” Conover cut in, “but it might really be something grander.”

      “Yeah, okay, fine. Anyway, whatever else it is, I know one thing it is for sure.”

      “What’s that?” Viktor asked.

      “Valuable,” Dash said, raising a finger.

      Leira curled her lip. “I think valuable is an understatement. And shortsighted.”

      “If this is what Conover says it is,” Viktor said, “it would be worth more than—well, there aren’t enough credits. And that ignores the fact that it’s—again, based on what Conover is telling us—a whole system made of alien technology. I don’t really think you can put a value on that.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “I’d be willing to give it a try.”

      Viktor frowned. “I think this is more a scientific discovery. Maybe the greatest one ever. That’s besides the fact that it’s exceedingly powerful, the true extent of which remains unknown. In the wrong hands, it could be problematic.”

      “A scientific discovery?” Dash raised his eyebrows. “Is that why you and Leira went there, for science?”

      Viktor’s frown deepened, but he looked down at the deck and shrugged. Leira, though, smiled.

      “No,” she said. “Of course not. Like I told you, we discovered some data that pointed at the Pasture as a place we might find some Unseen tech.” She held up the Lens. “And we did. And yes, we were interested in the credits we could make from it. But we had no idea that it was what Conover is telling us.” She shrugged.

      “Now that we know that,” Viktor said, “well, that changes things, doesn’t it?”

      Dash tugged at his chin. “How?”

      Viktor tossed him an incredulous look. “We can’t just go back there and start ransacking the place.”

      “Why not? It’s not like the Unseen are going to care, what with them all being long dead.” But Dash frowned as something occurred to him. He turned to Conover. “They are all dead, aren’t they?”

      The kid shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t see anything to suggest they weren’t, though.”

      “Okay. Well, let’s assume they are all dead. In that case, all of that tech, even a fraction of it, would be priceless. Hell, that Lens you have is probably priceless. We could be—I don’t think rich even begins to describe it.”

      “You’re forgetting something,” Leira said.

      Dash swung his gaze to her. “What’s that?”

      “Clan Shirna. Once you get past the Shadow Nebula, you’ve got them to contend with. They aren’t really that happy to have people trying to get through the Globe of Suns and into The Pasture. They do everything they can to stop it, in fact.”

      Dash leaned against the bulkhead behind him. “Yeah, about that. Seems to me that you and Viktor managed to get in just fine. You got that Lens and got most of the way out again.”

      “The important part,” Viktor said, “being most of the way back out.”

      “Uh-huh. But you managed to get past this Clan Shirna and into The Pasture. So, if they’re so dead set on keeping people out, how’d you manage that?”

      Leira and Viktor exchanged a brief glance, nodded. “We had a cloak,” she admitted.

      “A cloak?” repeated Dash. “That’s fancy. I’ve heard they make electromagnetic energy wrap around a ship so it just doesn’t seem to be there at all.” He had the Fade, certainly, but the modification wasn’t entirely the same as a real cloaking device. It burned through fuel and limited what he could see in real space. A true cloak, on the other hand, didn’t require any of that. It had all the benefits and hardly any of the downsides.

      “Unfortunately, what a cloak doesn’t do is hide your emissions,” Viktor said. “We could essentially coast into The Pasture, since we were going down a gravity well. Trouble is, we had to light the fusion drive to climb back out again. A cloak doesn’t do much to conceal a fusion exhaust plume.”

      “Clan Shirna detected us right away,” Leira said. “We needed to get away, fast. Turned out they were faster. We tried to outrun them, but they caught us.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” Dash said. “I was part of the aftermath of all that, remember?”

      “But your Fade,” Viktor said, a musing look on his face, “is different. It translates you partway into unSpace. You still leave a footprint in real space, though, yes?”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, it’s called an echo. How big an echo depends on how far into unSpace you translate. Deeper means a smaller echo, but the downside is the deeper you go, the less you can see back into real space.”

      He stopped as the implication of Viktor’s question set in. It hadn’t just been idle curiosity. “You want to go back into that Pasture, don’t you?”

      Leira gave Dash a keen look. “Don’t you?”

      “Sure, as long as it was just all about piloting among those comets and whatnot. That, I can do. But this whole Clan Shirna thing? It’s a whole lot different when you’ve got someone gunning for you on top of everything else. I mean, do you remember how big that ship was? How many weapons it had?”

      Viktor nodded. “Vividly.”

      Conover looked up from wherever he and his strange eyes had been staring. “Why hasn’t this Clan Shirna already plundered this Pasture? If it’s full of Unseen tech, I would have thought they’d have picked it clean by now.”

      “Because of this,” Leira said, producing something from a pocket inside her utility vest. It was a small book, worn and shabby, bound in red leather.

      Dash looked at it carefully. “What’s that?”

      “Clan Shirna’s holy book. Every member of the Clan carries it, lives by it, regardless of species.”

      “Okay, and what does it say about the Pasture?” Dash said, his brows lifting in curiosity.

      “That anyone who even attempts to enter it must be put to death.”

      Dash sighed in disgust. “Well, I guess that rules out making a deal with them.”
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      Dash lay in his bunk, leafing through the Clan Shirna holy book. He’d encountered a lot of sacred treatises and the people motivated by them in his travels, from isolated, essentially nut-case sects with a few dozen members, to hugely sophisticated, system-spanning religions. He’d mostly ignored them all, except to the extent he could either benefit from them, or they got in his way. His own beliefs were…fuzzy. Sure, there might be bigger things out there, but the minute-to-minute grind of just getting by made it hard to really put much time into looking for them.

      A sudden vibration rumbled the Slipwing’s hull. Since they were still outbound from Penumbra on low-energy departure, Viktor had offered to tune up some of her systems. Dash had been more than happy to accept. The guy knew his way around the guts of a ship; he’d already knocked a half-dozen errors and failures off the list.

      The vibration increased, making Dash sit up. Then it faded and died away altogether. The overall feel of the Slipwing was smoother now, so he shrugged and lay back, lifting the book and flipping a flimsy page.

      Scanning the pages he could read—because only half the book was written in common tongue, while the other read in the original language the Clan had been founded under—it struck Dash that Clan Shirna certainly didn’t seem to have a problem with believing in bigger and better things. Everything about them was steeped in mysticism, beginning with the Induction—the process, or ritual, or ceremony, or whatever the right word was, by which someone could join the Clan. And anyone, it seemed, could join the Clan. Species wasn’t important. All that mattered was belief.

      Dash flipped back and forth through the pages he could read. It would be good to know as much as he could about Clan Shirna before trying to slip through their lines to the Pasture, and then back out again.

      The initial impression he got was of a fervent belief system based on protecting the Pasture from intruders. It seemed to be the Clan’s main, even sole, purpose. Initiates were brought to the Clan’s home world, a medium-sized planet orbiting an aging star on the margin of the Globe of Suns. The place sounded awful—a thin, dry atmosphere, almost devoid of cloud cover, shot through with blasts of radiation from the star. Most of the planet seemed to consist of dry oceans and lakes, the landscape scoured down to desiccated soil and bare rock, forming scrubby deserts known as Sinks.

      “Sounds like a place I vacationed once,” Dash muttered, flipping more pages.

      It was on this foreboding and desolate planet that Inductions occurred, initiating a would-be into Clan Shirna. The actual Induction was described in ponderous, metaphorical terms, such as “a lifeform born anew, beginning a new childhood” and “one alone, joined unto the whole and all stronger.” Dash skimmed it, finally found the part—and it wasn’t obvious, that was for sure—where the book described what Clan Shirna was all about. Frankly, it wasn’t much. They “stood guard over the faith” and “prevented those not of the Inducted from committing sin and entering the maelstrom.” This was all sounding a bit too dangerous.

      But something did catch Dash’s attention. Throughout the book, reference was made to change, to those joining the clan undergoing an apotheosis, an elevation, a transformation. He would have simply dismissed this as part of their rhetoric, except the context around these parts referred to things that sounded decidedly non-religious. Dash noted words and phrases like pregenetics, overprinting in-born codes and beneficial mutation. Those all sounded more like scientific terms, which may not be that surprising, since Clan Shirna was definitely a technologically advanced society. But there was something about the undertone of the book, something about the overall context, that made Dash wonder.

      He sat up and swung his feet to the deck. Okay, he was a courier, not a scientist, or anthropologist, or whatever. But there was someone on board who knew lots of stuff.

      Dash stood. “Hey, Conover,” he called. “Got a question for you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Conover scanned the book. He just sat there, hunkered in the copilot’s seat, reading.

      Dash started to fidget as the minutes dragged on, until he couldn’t stand it. “So, what do you—”

      Conover held up a hand, silencing him.

      Annoyed at the dismissal, Dash turned to the instruments. Everything looked good—better than just good, in fact. Viktor had worked marvels. There were only two failure statuses he hadn’t managed to clear, both apparently requiring parts he didn’t have and couldn’t just print on board, but neither critical. The Slipwing was, in fact, in as good a shape as she’d ever been. Combine that with a full load of fuel, and Dash could almost convince himself he was one of those especially successful couriers, the ones who had the biggest, fastest ships. They got the best jobs on the Needs Slate, probably didn’t have to worry about things like affording fuel or landing fees, and sometimes even franchised themselves out, operating small fleets of ships and making credits faster than they could possibly spend them.

      A small smile played across his lips. It was nice to dream, sometimes.

      “I think you’re right, Dash,” Conover said, breaking into his reverie.

      “Right about what?” Leira asked, as she and Viktor returned to the cockpit.

      “About Clan Shirna,” Conover replied. “This book makes it sound like they’re basically bred to stand guard over the Pasture, which they also call The Maelstrom. It has different aspects, like light and dark, or good and evil anyway, that’s all part of their creed. But, there are references, all through this book, to genetic manipulation.”

      Viktor narrowed his eyes. “Genetic manipulation? For what purpose?”

      “To better protect the Pasture. To not let anyone in or out.”

      “Including themselves,” Dash put in.

      Conover nodded. “Especially themselves. It’s the Pasture when you’re outside it and obeying the edict to never enter it. But if you do enter it, then it’s the Maelstrom, a place of great violence and danger. To keep your spirit pure, you stay out and worship the Pasture from afar. If you enter the Maelstrom, though, your spirit is corrupted.”

      “And their whole angle,” Dash said, “seems to be protecting the Pasture. It’s their mission.”

      “And this Induction,” Conover said, “seems to be the key. They manipulate the genetics of anyone who joins the Clan, hardwiring them to protect the Pasture. Needing to protect it, even, like it’s their overriding reason for existing.” The kid looked up and around at the others. “Nothing else—not food, not sleep, not sex, nothing—matters more than keeping anyone out of the Pasture.”

      “In other words,” Dash said grimly, “they’re guard dogs.”

      Conover nodded. “Yeah. Clan Shirna was designed specifically to protect the Pasture, probably by the Unseen.”

      “That explains their amazing hostility,” Leira remarked. “I knew they threatened anyone who tried to enter the Pasture with death, but I assumed it was because they considered it their territory, their space to explore and exploit.”

      “Which means,” Dash said darkly, “There won’t be any reasoning or dealing with them.”

      “So, given what we now know,” Viktor said, slating a glance at Dash, “are you sure you want to try going there?”

      Dash opened his mouth to answer, but Conover cut him off. “I’m wondering if the Unseen are still there, in the Pasture. Maybe that’s where they stay, and they use Clan Shirna to keep outsiders away. Or did they all wither away and die?”

      This abruptly changed the trajectory of Dash’s thoughts. “That’s an interesting idea. After all, if the Unseen are really all dead, gone, whatever, then they wouldn’t care if anyone busted into the Pasture because, you know…they can’t.”

      “Except,” Viktor said, “Clan Shirna could just be doing what they were programmed to do. All this time later, they either still have all these beliefs that were originally created for them by the Unseen, or they created them themselves, over time.”

      Leira shifted uncomfortably. “True, except…”

      Dash looked at her. “What?”

      She hesitated, a pinched expression taking over her face. “When we were in there, there were ghosts.”

      “Ghosts. What makes you think that?” Dash waved, inviting explanation.

      She gave him a sheepish smile. “Not spirits. But there were phantom electromagnetic emissions. They made scanning inside the Pasture difficult—in some places, nearly impossible. And some of them seemed like deliberate transmissions. Things I could almost understand. Like listening to someone speaking a language I’ve heard, and picked up a few words and phrases from, so I thought I could understand them if I could just listen closely enough. But we never could resolve them, and they never seemed to repeat.”

      Viktor shrugged. “Our equipment didn’t like being inside. We were pretty busy trying to navigate without running out of fuel, so I didn’t pay much attention. But there definitely were emissions.”

      “So even if the Unseen are no longer there, in the Pasture,” Leira said, “their ghosts might be.”

      Conover looked at her in surprise. “You actually believe in ghosts?”

      “I don’t necessarily not believe in them.” She looked at Dash, silently asking for a little backup. “You know it, right, Dash? That there are things out there that are hard to explain?”

      “Sure,” He replied, giving her a little nod. “I’ve seen my share of the unexplainable.” He wouldn’t have attributed any of what he’d seen to the paranormal, but her look of thanks warmed something inside him.

      “They’re not ghosts,” Conover said flatly. “There’s no such thing.”

      Dash raised a hand. “Before we start a long debate about whether spooks exist or not, let’s return to the subject at hand.” He looked at each in turn. “The Pasture is a massive chunk of alien tech. It contains things like that Lens. Even a tiny fraction of it would make us rich beyond…well, I was going to say our wildest dreams, but when it comes to wealth, my dreams can be pretty wild.”

      “I’m not so sure going back is the best idea,” Viktor put in.

      “The Lens blows up stars, right?” said Leira, sweeping a gaze at Dash. “Whatever the reason the Unseen built it for, it’s still massively destructive. Do you really want to sell something like that and just put it out there? Who knows who’ll end up with it? And what they’ll use it for? It’s hard to enjoy being rich when the galaxy is being turned into supernova remnants.”

      Uncomfortable looks, and then nods all around as the enormity of a scorched galaxy made wealth seem trivial. Being rich in a graveyard was worthless.

      Viktor nodded. “We could go back to the Pasture and look for more Unseen technology. Perhaps it will provide something useful.”

      “Useful?” asked Dash.

      “There’s a wealth of Unseen tech sitting there, the possibilities beyond compare. We may discover something useful.”

      Leira slapped both hands to her knees and grinned. “Sounds risky. I’m in.”

      Dash laughed. “Well, I’m a courier. Risk is what we do!”

      Leira tapped a contemplative finger on her chin. “Wait, with all due respect to Conover here, based on the arrangement you made with his aunt back on Penumbra, he’s basically a tourist.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Conover said. “I want to see the Pasture and what’s in it. That’s what tourists do, right?” he asked, glancing at Leira. “Want to see stuff?”

      “Well, it kind of is my ship,” Dash said. “And I did kind of save your lives. Now,” he went on, raising a hand as Leira opened her mouth to object, “I’m not saying you owe me anything—well, except for the payment for that job I signed up for, the one where I flew in and saved your asses. If you don’t want to come along, I’m not going to force you. Any of you.” He shrugged. “It’s just that doing it alone is going to be tough.”

      Viktor lifted a shoulder, admitting defeat. “I guess that’s that.”

      Dash grinned. “There you go. We’re a team now!”

      Leira chuckled. “Great. Can we get matching shirts?”

      “Hah,” Dash said, then turned to the nav to call up a chart showing the broad expanse of space around the Globe of Suns. “Okay, so let’s start thinking about how we’re going to do this. The first obstacle is the Shadow Nebula.”

      A chime cut him off. It was the comm. Dash frowned and checked the display. Someone had just sent a message—an unSpace message, in fact, addressed to the Slipwing specifically. There was no originator ID.

      He glanced at the others. “Could be a glitch, I guess.”

      The comm chimed again. Dash sighed and opened the channel, ready to dismiss the transmission.

      But it wasn’t a glitch.

      “Who are you?” he asked the reptilian face on the vid.

      “I am Nathis, of Clan Shirna.” It spoke in deep tones, pronouncing each word with an aristocratic air.

      Dash blinked and looked at the others. “What can I do for you, Nathis?”

      “Tell me where the desecrators are, that I might retrieve what they stole and see to their punishment.”

      “Uh, desecrators? Sorry, you’ll have to be more specific,” he evaded, forcing himself not to glance at them.

      “Do not feign ignorance,” Nathis snapped, and Dash noticed patches on either side of his neck were reddening as his voice hardened. “We know that you responded to the call from the desecrators for rescue, and that you subsequently fled with them after their ship was destroyed. I could label you a desecrator as well, but I accept that you may simply have been interested in profit.” He said the word as though it left a rancid taste in his mouth. “Therefore, if you turn over the desecrators for judgment, along with the sacred relic they have stolen, you will be forgiven your sins.”

      Dash stared at the vid. “You want me to just hand these people over to you for some sort of trial?”

      “No, of course not.” The patches on Nathis’s neck took on a more subdued, purplish hue and his face changed. Dash thought it might be his version of a smirk, or as close to a smirk the severe alien probably ever got. “There are no trials. There is only judgment, and for desecration that is death.”

      “I suspect lawyer isn’t a popular career choice for your people.”

      “I do not know what a loy-er is, nor do I care. I care only for the judgment of the desecrators.” Nathis looked off-screen and said something that the comms couldn’t decode or was just too quiet to make out. “You are now being sent coordinates. We will wait there for you.”

      Dash marveled at the sheer arrogance. “You really believe I’m just going to show up and hand these people over to you, don’t you?”

      The neck patches reddened slightly. “Yes, I do.”

      “Well, you see, it’s more complicated than that.”

      Nathis scowled—at least, Dash assumed the pinching of his reptilian features was a scowl—and his neck patches darkened. “Yes. Of course. Profit. Very well, we will pay you.”

      To Dash’s chagrin, his first and immediate thought was, how much? But he shoved it aside and shook his head. “No, this isn’t about profit. This is about—well, you can’t seriously believe I’m going to bring two people to you so you can execute them.”

      “They are desecrators,” he said simply, as though that meant something to Dash.

      “Yeah, yeah, and that’s all terrible. But it’s not going to happen.”

      The neck patches flared bright red. “Then you will be labeled a desecrator as well and subject to the same judgment.”

      “Know what? This conversation is going nowhere, and I have better things to do. You want to round up us desecrators, come and get us.”

      Dash snapped off the comms and turned back to the others, still standing in the back of the cockpit. He smirked. “What an assho—"

      Leira cut him off. “Why didn’t you just tell him you’d already dropped us off and had no idea where we are now?”

      “I…well, because.” Dash stopped short. “Where were you and your good ideas thirty seconds ago?”

      “You should realize,” Viktor said, “that they probably tracked the origin of your transmissions and know exactly where we are now. Which means,” he continued, “the next ship to drop out of unSpace here is probably going to be them.”

      “Yeah,” Dash said, “I know. We should get the hell out of here before neck-patches there shows up.” He turned back to the controls. “The question is, where to?”

      Conover looked confused. “Aren’t we going to the Pasture?”

      “It’s probably the last thing Nathis and Clan Shirna would expect,” Leira agreed.

      Dash called up charts showing the clear unSpace lanes to the Shadow Nebula. “What the hell. If we’re going to do this, then let’s do it.” He started punching commands into the nav. As he did, he muttered, “I don’t get paid enough for this, I really don’t.”
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      The passage of the Shadow Nebula was a trying combination of tedious and nerve-wracking. The voluminous clouds of thick dust and gas made observation and detection difficult in real space, and that carried over into unSpace as a gravitational echo effect that confused the scanners. It worked in their favor as the Slipwing was also harder to detect. But Dash worried about blundering into some massive Clan Shirna warship, not realizing it was even there until they were in range of its weapons. And although remaining in unSpace left them relatively safe from such harm, they still had to periodically drop out of it to let the nav confirm their course. And that was also a problem, as the stars the nav normally used for location-fixing were obscured by the nebula, so they had to rely more heavily on inertial navigation.

      It all left Dash with a headache. The trip was boring, but still it demanded his full attention. Fortunately, Leira could settle into the pilot’s seat and take the helm, giving him a break.

      During one such interlude, he wandered back to where Viktor and Conover were poring over an open panel in the engineering bay, flicking their attention back and forth between schematics on a dataslate and a tangle of exposed cables, conduits, and other components.

      “How’s it going, guys?” Dash asked, polishing a spindle-apple against his shirt. The fruit was a delicacy, available only on the planet called Skydrop, and this was his next-to-last.

      Conover looked up in Dash’s general direction. His eyes had gone white again, which meant he was seeing schematics and diagrams. At least that was how Dash understood his bizarre lenses worked. Viktor just shook his head.

      “We’re trying to tune your Fade so its emissions match those of the various types of radiation Leira and I measured in the Globe of Suns, around the Pasture,” the old engineer explained. “That way, we can keep a bigger footprint in real space and remain more aware of what’s going on, so we’re not flying quite so blind.”

      “But someone,” Conover said, “has heavily modified these systems.”

      “We’re having some difficulty,” Viktor said, shooting Dash a sharp glance. “The rewiring from the Fade installation was done pretty haphazardly.”

      Dash paused with the spindle-apple near his mouth. “Hey, hey, out here in space it’s real. You do what you’ve gotta do to keep things running. It’s not like I have a friggin’ engineering team on board to do this stuff.”

      “That’s for sure,” Viktor muttered, tugging at a cable. It popped out of a socket with a fat, blue spark. “Why would you ever cross-connect the Fade’s auxiliary control circuits to—is that the power tap to the galley?”

      Dash shrugged and bit into the apple. As he chewed through the mouthful of sweet, tart fruit, he smiled. “Oh, yeah, I remember doing that. See, I had this cute customs inspector on board at Tannhauser, and she was a big fan of hot spiced chai, but the induction heater in the galley was offline, so I—”

      “Never mind,” Viktor said, shaking his head. “You’re just lucky your Fade system never needed to switch to its backup controller at a crucial moment.”

      “Actually,” Conover said, “luck is correct. Based on how you’ve rewired and hacked these systems together, you had a 65% chance of losing primary control of your Fade.”

      “Yeah, okay, I get it,” Dash said. “Don’t cobble crap together. Trouble is, sometimes that’s the only way out of trouble, isn’t it?”

      “He’s right,” Viktor said to Conover. “Sometimes it’s the only way. But,” he went on, holding up a finger, “when you are finally out of trouble, you should put things back the way they should be.”

      Dash mimed a salute. “Yes, sir. Message received, sir.”

      “Anyway,” Conover said, tracing a conduit and comparing it to a schematic, “once we’ve got this untangled and put back together, the Fade should not only work more efficiently and use less anti-deuterium to run, but it should be harder to detect.”

      Dash nodded. “Well, that’s good, because we’re only a shipboard day or so away from exiting the Shadow Nebula. Be nice to have everything up and running when we’re most likely to run into Clan Shirna, wouldn’t it?”

      Viktor frowned. “That’s a problem. We’ve got at least a day’s work here, maybe two.”

      “Yeah, well, I’d rather not hang around this nebula any longer than necessary.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Viktor said, but his face was doubtful.

      Dash waved it off. “Eh, I know you engineering types always inflate the time it’s gonna take to do stuff, so you look like miracle workers when you get it done sooner.”

      Viktor shook his head. “No, we don’t do that. That would be irresponsible.”

      Dash started to say it was a joke, then decided against it and left them to it.
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      They’d all jammed into the cockpit, despite there being repeaters back in the crew module that would let Viktor and Conover watch what was happening in some semblance of comfort. Everyone seemed to want to be together when they made their first translation back to real space after leaving the Shadow Nebula.

      Dash glanced at Leira, who was sitting in the copilot’s seat and ready to take control if needed. “You ready?”

      She looked back at Dash, her eyes wide. “Wait,” she said, pointing at a panel, “is that the Fade control, or is that the power management system?”

      “What? No, that’s the nav…”

      Leira was grinning.

      “Very funny,” Dash said, smiling back. “Okay,” he said, “here we go.”

      Eyes glued to the scanners, Dash brought the Slipwing back into real space. He just stared at the scanner’s vid. “Wow.”

      “Yes,” Leira said, “Wow is right. Welcome to the Globe of Suns.”

      The vid depicted a sweeping starfield, dozens of stars wheeling in a stately orbit around a common gravitational center. The nearest was close enough to show an incandescent white disc, the corona glowing like a halo around it. The rest were hard, dazzling points of light, an array of them so closely packed that Dash couldn’t see how they didn’t just all spiraled into one another in a colossal orgy of stellar catastrophe. Sure, he was used to seeing stars, so much so that he didn’t really see them at all anymore. But never had he seen so many, so close.

      “Yeah,” Dash said, “that’s incredible.”

      “And that,” Leira said, pointing at the vid, “is the Pasture.”

      It didn’t look like much, not at this distance—just a patch of empty space circumscribed by the slow procession of stars making up the Globe of Suns. He amped up the scan resolution.

      Once, Dash had seen a whirlwind tear through a settlement on Owen’s World. The planet was plagued by powerful storms, and this one had pulverized an entire community, turning buildings, ramps, walkways, essentially everything not rooted in bedrock, into a whirling cloud of debris. There’d been hundreds of pieces, thousands, forming a spinning wall of shrapnel.

      It hadn’t even been close to this.

      There was silence, except for the sound of the Slipwing’s machinery.

      “So,” Dash finally said, “you flew into that?”

      “We did,” Leira said.

      “Wow,” he said again.

      “If you aren’t comfortable you can do it—”

      “What? No, pfft. I told you, I can fly the Slipwing anywhere, and do it blind,” Dash said.

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Leira nodded and Dash turned his attention back to the scanner.

      It was amazing, Dash thought, but sitting here marveling at it wasn’t getting them any closer to accomplishing what they’d come here to do. He reached for the Fade controls then heard Conover’s hissing intake of breath and paused. Glancing back at the kid and Viktor, he said, “Um, anything I should know?”

      Conover looked at Viktor, then both shook their heads. “No,” Viktor said, “we should be fine.”

      “Should be?”

      “Just go ahead.”

      Shrugging, Dash punched in the command to engage the Fade. The scan resolution immediately crashed, but Dash was able to maintain enough of a coherent picture to start the Slipwing on a trajectory to the Pasture. By using the Fade, he didn’t need to engage the fusion drive. Which was good, because its exhaust would be an immediate giveaway, the way it had been for Leira and Viktor when they’d tried to sneak out of here.

      Even through the diminished scan resolution induced by the Fade, they could see the Pasture approaching. Dash had studied it as best he could, trying to discern a pattern to the gross movement of all of the objects making it.

      “Okay, folks,” Dash said once it was time, “we’re coming out of Fade now.”

      He touched a control and the half-rumble, half-whine of the Fade died. Normal space returned to surround the Slipwing.

      “Okay,” he said, as the Pasture resolved into a mess of conflicting signals. “And that isn’t good.”

      “I told you,” Leira said. “Between the radiation from all these stars and whatever those emissions are from the Pasture itself, scanners aren’t reliable. It gets a lot worse once we get inside.”

      “No problem. I’ve got this.” Dash applied gentle reverse thrust, slowing the Slipwing. “We’ll just hang out here for a while, gather as much data as we can, and then—”

      A harsh blast of noise cut him off. He glanced at the scanner’s vid. Three contacts had just entered the scanner’s diminished range, approaching on a fast intercept trajectory. They read as ships, but none like Dash had ever seen before.

      “What the hell are they?” he snapped.

      “Echoes. And they’re closing in fast,” Viktor put in. “Small, quick attack ships,” he explained at Dash’s blank look. “Stealthy, elusive. We ended up calling them Echoes. No idea what Clan Shirna calls them.”

      “They must have been waiting for us,” Viktor said, shaking his head. “Didn’t you say coming here is the last thing they’d expect us to do?”

      The three of them looked at Leira, who shrugged. “It really wasn’t logical for us to come here, into the heart of their territory. I guess Clan Shirna’s just not logical.”

      Dash rolled his eyes and turned back to the controls. “You didn’t pick that up from the whole, we’re going to find you and kill you filthy heathens thing?”

      “They called us desecrators, not heathens.”

      A chime cut Dash’s reply off. An incoming transmission. The face of Nathis, or someone who looked exactly like him, appeared on the comms vid.

      “Desecrators are compelled to desecrate,” he said, his neck patches bright crimson. “Surrender to us now, confess your transgressions, and we will be merciful, your deaths almost entirely painless.”

      Dash input a command and the Slipwing’s fusion drive lit with a dull rumble and an abrupt surge of acceleration, one too great for the dampers to entirely suppress. Dash set a trajectory for the nearest rim of the Pasture.

      “Dash,” Leira said, “don’t you think this is a good time to just bug out of here?”

      “Come all this way, just to give up? I don’t think so. Besides, that Nathis just pisses me off.”

      “Those Echoes are fast. I don’t think you’re going to outrun them.”

      “Don’t need to outrun them.” Dash made a minute adjustment to their heading. “Just have to outfly them.”

      “This is their territory,” Leira started to say.

      “Yeah, but they don’t go into the Pasture, right? That’s that whole Maelstrom thing we read about. So they’ll be no better at flying in there than we are. We’ll probably never get another chance this good.”

      “This is a good chance?” Conover muttered, but Dash ignored him.

      “And second,” Dash went on, “even if we wanted to cut and run, we can’t.”

      “Why not?” Viktor asked.

      “Because,” Leira said, answering the question as she studied the same displays Dash did, “the radiation from the Globe of Suns, together with the ghost emissions from the Pasture itself, are making proper spatial scans impossible. There’s no way the nav could orient us properly when we translate to unSpace.”

      “We’d be flying blind,” Viktor realized, a resigned tone in his voice.

      Dash tapped controls, his eyes locked on the onrushing Echoes. “Yeah, it’s one thing for me to fly more or less blind in real space. You really want to take off in some random direction in unSpace, though? Find ourselves light years away from…well, anything, without enough fuel to do anything about it?”

      No one answered. There was no need.
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      Dash figured the Echoes would be in long firing range shortly before they entered what passed as the nearest edge of the Pasture. He turned to Leira and Viktor. “What do you know about these Echoes?” he asked. “They look pretty small. Can’t be too heavily armed, right?”

      “They seem to have no ability to translate,” Viktor replied. “That means they don’t have to worry about the weight and bulk of a translation drive or antimatter fuel. What they saved in that, well, it seems like they used for weapons instead.”

      “They hit hard,” Leira went on. “Really hard. We had to translate to shake them and that was a gamble. We got lucky that it worked.”

      Another blare of warning came before Dash could respond. The Echoes had just fired, particle beams lancing out toward the Slipwing. Only the intense radiation and electromagnetic emissions bathing this region of space prevented contact, degrading and diffusing the beams short of the Slipwing. Each Echo must have carried an immensely powerful particle beam, with a far greater output than anything the Slipwing could muster to cover such a distance.

      “Viktor,” Dash said, “if I overcharge the fusion drive, can you fix it?”

      “Depends on how much you stress it, and what kind of damage.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Dash said, then dialed in new settings. The fusion drive flared into an incandescent exhaust plume extending tens of kilometers behind the Slipwing. She surged forward, stopping the steady approach of the Echoes, even reversing it a bit.

      That lasted only a moment, though, before their enemies put on extra speed and resumed closing. Dash glared at the vid. “Oh, come on!”

      “Dash,” Leira said, “I think that did it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She gestured at the displays. “We’ll be entering the Pasture before they’ll be close enough to shoot again, see?”

      “Oh. Well, yeah. Of course. That was my plan all along.”

      Leira gave him a sidelong frown. Dash took time to wink, but quickly returned his attention to the displays. As he did, something caught his eye. He did a quick mental calculation then turned and said over his shoulder, “Scratch that, they’re going to catch us. We can’t trust a full translation, but the Fade leaves us enough footprint in real space to at least do half-assed navigation.”

      “In theory,” Viktor replied.

      Dash hammered at the controls, slewing the Slipwing hard and angling her sharply away from their original course.

      “Dash,” Leira said, “What the hell are you doing?  They’re going to gain a lot of space on us now.”

      “And,” Conover said, “you’re heading pretty much right for that star.”

      Dash nodded but stayed focused on the data. He was letting the Echoes effectively cut across the angle he’d made to their original trajectory, and they were now heading toward the nearest star in the Globe of Suns.

      “Okay, Viktor, in about thirty seconds, I want you to engage the Fade.”

      “But—”

      “Trust me on this.”

      There was silence, like the aftermath of a heated argument. The seconds ticked by. The Echoes closed then fired.

      Particle beams tore apart the space surrounding the Slipwing. One raked across her aft quarter, but the interference from the environment and her own fusion exhaust plume blunted the worst of it, leaving just a shallow scar on her hull. Their next shots would be far deadlier. And so would the corona of the approaching star, as the hull temperature and radiation count were already rising.

      “Viktor, the Fade, now!”

      After a moment of nothing, the Fade kicked in, shoving reality aside and letting the Slipwing through the crack.

      They raced into the unnamed star’s corona and plunged toward the chromosphere. If the Fade malfunctioned, they’d be incinerated, but Dash didn’t see another way. His navigation was crude—it was like trying to watch where they were going through a drinking straw—but Dash slewed the Slipwing anyway, hoping it really was an outbound trajectory from the star, and he wasn’t taking them closer to incandescent disaster. And if the Fade failed, well, they wouldn’t have time to feel much of anything.

      “Dash,” Viktor said, “the Fade is getting unstable.”

      “There’s a harmonic in the field generator,” Conover said. “I give it maybe a minute to failure.”

      “Like I was saying,” Viktor said, “unstable.”

      “You should probably get us out of this star’s corona,” Leira said, her eyes glued to what little scanner data came through the Fade. “Like soon, Dash.”

      “That’s the plan,” Dash said.

      The Fade controls sounded an alarm, warning of an impending automatic cut-off to avoid damaging the system. Dash overrode it.

      “Dash!” Viktor snapped.

      Dash held up a hand. “I said trust me, remember?” Dash gave it another thirty seconds then cut the Fade, snapping the Slipwing back into real space. They emerged in time to see that the Echoes had followed them inside the corona, and that one was now just an expanding cloud of debris, apparently hit by twisting loop of stellar plasma.

      “Those guys are dedicated,” Dash said, “I’ll give ‘em that.”

      An incoming transmission made the computer chime again. “The martyrdom of one is as nothing to the monstrosity of your sins,” Nathis said, the message shot through with static. “Despite your cunning, you cannot prevail here.”

      Dash angled the Slipwing back onto a fast trajectory into the Pasture without replying.

      The Echoes opened fire as the Slipwing passed among the first outliers of the Pasture, a series of comets—dark chunks of rock and ice. The star through whose corona they’d passed was close enough to provoke tenuous streams of gas into a dazzling comet’s tail, offering something else to interfere with scanners. Dash backed off the fusion drive, directing the Slipwing toward them, then returned the drive to overpower. A particle beam passed through her plasma wake, but the second slammed into her, boiling a gouge into her hull. On a whim, Dash killed the fusion drive altogether, then rotated the Slipwing to bring her own particle cannons to bear. The targeting reticle locked onto one of the Echoes, and he fired—a long-range shot, but he was gratified to see glowing chunks of plating fragment off the enemy ship. He then spun the Slipwing back and hit the fusion drive again.

      “Fancy flying,” Leira said, an impressed look on her face. “A few more hits like that and we might get clear.”

      The ship shuddered as she was hit again. Dash shook his head. “A firefight is not going to end well,” he said, slewing them around a comet, then rotating hard to pass behind another of the Clan’s fighters.

      A particle beam slammed into the comet, smashing huge chunks of water vapor and ice free. Ice slammed into the Slipwing with a heavy succession of thuds. Dash glanced at the display as he rotated them again, trying to dodge behind a bigger, rockier chunk just ahead. He saw that one of the Echoes had suddenly surged forward, its pilot obviously driving her engines to destruction.

      Collision alarms screamed in the cockpit, warning of an impending impact.

      The Echo’s pilot was trying to ram them.

      Dash spun the Slipwing through a half-turn so fast they were all flung to one side against their restraints, hard. The Slipwing shuddered and groaned deep in her alloy bones.

      The sudden deceleration threw off the Echo pilot’s trajectory. He burned, hard, to try and correct, but it was too late. His ship flashed past the Slipwing and slammed into the same comet that had taken the particle beam hit, vanishing into a brilliant flash that faded into an expanding, darkening cloud.

      “Everyone okay?”

      “Whiplash, maybe,” Leira said, “but, yeah.”

      Viktor and Conover just nodded, their eyes wide.

      Dash looked for the third Echo, expecting it to be closing, ready to shoot. But it had decelerated instead, and now fell far behind them.

      “He won’t enter the Pasture,” Conover said.
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      Seen from up close, the Pasture had been amazing. Seen from inside, it was absolutely stunning.

      The stew of radiation and emissions made scanning difficult, but proximity at least added to the resolution. Indeed, there were probably hundreds of thousands of bodies of nearly every shape and size, from comets barely larger than the Slipwing, to massive asteroids the size of a small moon. What there was not was a debris field typical of Oort Clouds—particles and fragments whizzing about in all directions, the products of collisions, themselves colliding and veering off on new courses. Oort Clouds were typically chaos embodied. The Pasture, however, was nothing like that. It was a ponderous, stately dance, every object following a specific path, never intersecting another.

      Staring at the scans, Dash didn’t see how it was possible. Even the slightest perturbation of a single object should be the beginning of a cataclysm. It might take centuries, even millennia, but there was no way such a place as this should be stable. And yet, here it was.

      “I think,” Conover eventually said, as they stared at a repeater in the crew module, “I know why it’s so stable.” He pointed at the display, which he’d wound back to an earlier time index. “See this?” He indicated a particular object. “That’s the one the Echo pilot shot and then crashed into. That input of kinetic energy should have been enough to start a cascading failure. But watch.”

      They did. The data displayed beside the comet showed its trajectory and velocity, which were slowly changing.

      Dash glanced at Leira. “I don’t understand.”

      She shook her head to say she didn’t either.

      In just moments, the object had settled back into what was undoubtedly its original path and speed.

      Viktor rubbed his chin. “No exhaust, no reaction mass of any kind.”

      “So this place corrects itself,” Conover said. “All of these objects somehow adjust their trajectories to keep everything where it should be.”

      There was a stunned silence from everyone at the implications. The technology to quickly and efficiently move an entire comet existed; a sufficiently powerful fusion drive could do it, but they would have detected an exhaust plume. In this case, there’d been nothing. Something had quietly nudged the comet back into its place in the vast formation and had done it in only a few minutes.

      Dash finally let out a soft whistle.

      “There’s more,” Conover said. “The Pasture covers an area about half a light-year across. From the outside, it looks like chaos, though we know it’s not. I used what we’ve been able to scan, and projected that out to encompass the whole Pasture.” He tapped at the screen, bringing up a new display. “Using only the largest objects, it looks like this.”

      The vid filled with a multitude of curved lines, depicting trajectories of the comets and asteroids and other bodies. It was immediately clear that it was far from a random clustering of paths. There was a pattern to it. Various patterns, in fact. The objects moved in groups, which themselves moved around one another, creating nodes, and arms, and even sections that resembled spiral galaxies. There were emptier regions, and others more densely packed, but it was, at the largest scale, symmetrical. An incredibly complicated symmetry, but a symmetry nonetheless.

      Dash finally said, “That’s pretty amazing.”

      “Kind of an understatement,” Viktor said, and Dash shrugged.

      “I could go on and on, but I think we’re all suitably impressed,” Dash said, and there was genuine admiration in his tone.

      “It’s a mandala,” Conover said.

      They looked at him.

      “A mandala,” he went on, “is an ancient religious symbol, from the days of Old Earth, from the part called India. It’s a symbol that metaphorically represents the universe.”

      “So this is, what?” Dash asked. “You’re not saying this is a map of the universe?”

      “No,” Conover said, “I’m not saying that. I’m saying it’s a mandala, or something very much like one. I don’t know what it represents, or if it represents anything but itself.”

      “But it obviously is artificial, a construct,” Leira said.

      Viktor whistled low and crossed his arms. “That, I think, is a pretty safe bet.” He looked at Leira. “We missed this when we were here before.”

      “We weren’t looking for it. And then we had other things to occupy us, like not being killed by Clan Shirna.”

      “Okay,” Dash said, determined to bring the conversation back to more practical matters. “Now what? Where do we go from here? We can’t use any sort of real space drive to travel any meaningful distance through it, it’s half a light to the other side. That would take us years, decades, even. That means we have to translate, which we can’t reliably do, because of all this damned interference. So that leaves the Fade.”

      “And when we use it, we burn anti-deuterium,” Conover replied.

      “Yeah, we do. I say we pick a destination and try to make some headway toward it.”

      “I’d strongly recommend not using the Fade for another few hours,” Viktor suggested. “A day would be better. In the meantime, we should deep-scan as much of the Pasture as we can.”

      Leira nodded. “We could generate some likely targets that way, then figure out which ones to investigate, and the optimum route to get to and between them.”

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Sounds like a plan. And maybe we can start with wherever you found the Lens.”

      A chime from the comms repeater sounded. Dash glanced at the others, said, “Probably more ominous warnings from our friend Nathis,” and opened the channel.

      A low, mournful wail erupted from the comms. It stopped, then there was silence, followed by a more piercing, higher tone, which fell steadily in pitch until it was a base rumble.

      “What the hell is that?” Viktor said.

      Dash looked from him to Leira. “You guys didn’t encounter this before, I take it.”

      The both shook their heads.

      The strange, almost sorrowful tones continued to waft from the comms. They listened, and even tried to get the comms to analyze and possibly decipher their meaning, but there was no discernible pattern.

      “It might just be another form of interference,” Leira said, then frowned and looked down.

      “What’s wrong?” Dash asked.

      In reply, Leira extracted the Lens.

      It was glowing.

      Dash stared at it. “Okay, has it done that before?”

      Leira shook her head. “No.”

      “So this could be its ‘make a star explode setting,’ then.”

      “I don’t know,” she said honestly.

      Dash’s mind raced. “If one of those nearest stars in the Globe of Suns blows up, we’re going to be in some trouble.” He couldn’t remember the distance to the nearest star, and was by no means an expert on what happened when they exploded—except that they more or less vaporized everything for a very long distance around. If they could translate into unSpace, that shouldn’t be a problem, but they couldn’t. And they definitely were not going to outrun the shock wave and radiation from an exploding star in real space.

      “There’s something inside it,” Conover said, pointing at the disc.

      “What?” Dash said, his voice low with concern.

      “Inside the Lens. I see…circuits, maybe?” Conover answered.

      Viktor frowned at it. “They look more like veins? Or nerves?”

      “Maybe both,” Leira said.

      “I think it’s controls,” Conover said, staring at the Lens. Dash wondered if he’d glaze over and fall unconscious again, but he didn’t. “An operating system, or panel, or whatever.”

      “Good,” Dash said. “Is there a way to disable it?”

      “No. I can’t understand it all.”

      “Fantastic.” Dash wondered if jettisoning it would help, but it wouldn’t.

      “We need some way to decipher it,” Viktor said.

      Conover nodded. “A decryption.”

      “Okay, and where might we find something like that?”

      Conover gestured around. “Somewhere out there, maybe. In the Pasture.”

      “That’s a little too broad.” Dash reached for the comms repeater and shut off the haunting wails and howls still emanating from it. As soon as silence fell, the Lens faded back to its normal, darkly reddish-purple crystalline color.

      “Alright,” he said, letting out a relieved breath. “Let’s get ourselves a little more prepared before doing that again, shall we?” Dash said.

      “That means,” Leira said, “we need to find Conover’s decryption device.”

      “Yeah, which might be somewhere out there, in half a light year of spinning, speeding rocks.”
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        * * *

      

      While Viktor and Conover worked on repairing and retuning the Fade, Dash planted himself in the cockpit with Leira and started the deepest scans they could manage. They focused the scanners, meaning they covered less space with each sweep, but did it more thoroughly. It meant the Slipwing would shine like a brilliant beacon to anyone looking for her, but given that Clan Shirna were the only ones likely to do so, and they apparently wouldn’t enter the Pasture, it seemed like a pretty safe bet.

      “I’m not even sure what we’re looking for,” Dash said.

      Leira, in the copilot’s seat, shrugged. “Me neither. But I suspect it will be one of those, you’ll know it when you see it kind of things.”

      They watched the scans progress for a while, then Dash looked up at Leira. “Whatever brought you out here in the first place?”

      “I told you, we found that data aboard that wrecked courier’s ship.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You came flying out here based on some data you found, that you didn’t even know was accurate, or even at all correct. That was an awful risk for, let’s face it, no certain reward.”

      “Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” she said.

      “Yeah, but if anyone knows how to manage risk, it’s couriers. And this goes way beyond any sort of reasonable risk-and-reward thing.”

      Leira shrugged. “Honestly? I was bored. Hauling my ass from one shitty job to another—carry this passenger, cart this cargo, pick up this, deliver that.” She shrugged again. “It seemed like something different. Something worth taking that was—and you’re right about it—a terrible chance.” She looked at Dash. “But it was, I don’t know, exciting.” Her eyes narrowed. “Anyway, I could ask you the same thing. What brought you out here?”

      Dash shrugged. “I’m impulsive and irresponsible. You, on the other hand, just don’t seem to be that type—what?”

      Something on the scan had caught Leira’s attention. “Dash, look at this.”

      “Turns out you were right, that we’d know it when we see it,’ he replied, examining it. “And I think we see it.”

      The deep scan showed something lurking in the heart of the nearest comet—just a shadow, something more evident from only a slightly increased opacity to their scans. But it was a regular, symmetrical shape, something like a tetrahedron.

      It was tech.

      More than that, the shadowy outline inside the comet was clearly a ship, and it was generating power.
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      Dash tapped at the thruster controls, easing the Slipwing closer to the comet. It loomed like a mountain, a massive agglomeration of dust, rock, and dirty ice kilometers across. It was large enough to have a slight gravitation effect Dash had to account for, which just made him marvel that much more at the Unseen and their amazing tech.

      “Dash,” Leira said, her eyes fixed on the scanner’s vid, “you want to move, let’s see, plus one kilometer along the x axis, and plus 2 along the y. The z axis looks perfect.”

      Dash nodded and made more thruster inputs, keeping his own attention on the comet itself. This close to something he could actually crash into, he liked to keep his own eyes on the thing itself. Some pilots were okay with using data and vids and scans for everything, but Dash was old fashioned that way. He liked being able to see what was happening outside his ship.

      “Okay,” he said, “we should be right over the spot—”

      “Dash?”

      “Yo.”

      “There’s a body down there,” Leira said.

      Dash looked at the vid as Leira zoomed it in. Sure enough, a body—apparently human, or at least humanoid—was sprawled on a patch of grubby ice.

      “Is that an Unseen?” he asked. “I expected an ancient super-race to look more, well, more.”

      There was movement behind them, as Viktor and Conover pushed into the cockpit.

      “The Fade is back online,” Viktor said, “or as online as it’s going to be…” He trailed off. “Is that a body?”

      Dash nodded. “Like I was just telling Leira, I kind of expected the Unseen to be—”

      “It’s not one of the Unseen,” Conover said matter-of-factly.

      Dash looked back at him. “How do you know that, since they’re, you know, Unseen?”

      “Did you see them when you looked at the Lens?” Leira asked.

      Conover shook his head. “No. That’s an old-style vac suit. I recognize it from historical holos I’ve seen.” He stared at the image, then nodded. “Yeah. That’s a human.”

      Dash blinked at the display. “A human? What the hell is a human doing here?”

      “Based on that vac suit,” Conover said, “whoever it is, they’ve been here a long time.”

      They all stared at the image for a moment, then Dash said, “Well, only one way to find out. We need to go down there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash hated wearing vac suits. They were cramped and uncomfortable, they stank of synthetics and electronics and your own sweat and other bodily emanations, and you couldn’t scratch or adjust things, if they needed adjustment. But absent an atmosphere, they had no choice but to land the Slipwing and conduct an actual excursion onto the surface of the comet, to find out just what the hell was going on.

      Dash had put the Slipwing down on a field of ice and gravel, the closest flat spot to the crashed ship big enough to fit her. There wasn’t enough gravity to hold her in place, so Dash had set her to station-keeping, her thrusters periodically firing briefly, at low power, to keep her in place. Now, they walked the couple hundred meters to what was apparently a crash site, using the low-grav shuffle that kept them from bouncing too far off the surface.

      Conover, who had levered himself to the top of a small rise a few dozen meters away, said, “There are structures over here.”

      They joined him and, sure enough, saw what seemed to be several shelters—portable survival structures intended to keep the crew of a crashed spaceship alive in a hostile environment until they could be rescued. Dash always thought that kind of apparatus was more of a feel-good thing than actually a practical way of surviving, but, as they approached them, it seemed they had kept their occupants alive, at least for a time. Mind you, that had been many years ago—probably centuries, at this point—so what remained were bleached, radiation-blasted tatters hanging from sagging aluminum frames.

      Reaching the shelters, they discovered more bodies in vac suits, all human and mummified like the first. Dash tried to imagine what it must have been like—time passing without rescue, the hours becoming days becoming weeks, the shelters starting to leak as radiation scoured them, frantic repairs finally falling behind the failures, then a last, desperate attempt to survive inside vac suits, until their air and power ran out and the icy emptiness of space could no longer be denied.

      Viktor pointed at a rugged field of boulders nearby. “This is the wreck itself, I think.”

      They moved that way, at once noticing metal among the boulders. A hull. Their ship had hit hard enough to bury itself in the ice and loose rock; a few dozen meters in any direction and it would have hit pretty much solid rock. It was unlikely anyone would have survived that, so it was a shock to see that any of them had survived long enough to even build those shelters. That was either amazing flying or amazing luck—probably a little bit of both.

      Conover found a way in, by way of an open hatch wedged between two large boulders. Their suit lights showed a drop to a corrugated metal deck, but to see any more, they’d have to clamber down inside.

      “Are we actually going in there?” Viktor asked. “I mean, it might not be safe. There could be radiation leaks, debris to snag our suits.”

      “We did not come all this way to see an entrance to an ancient, crashed ship just to turn away and head home,” said Dash.

      Dash led the way, climbing down into the opening. He could simply have let himself fall, but Viktor had a point—there could be sharp debris that could snag a vac suit. The suits were tough, and self-sealing, but they weren’t indestructible. So he took his time and care, as did the others as they followed him.

      The ship was definitely old.

      Dash couldn’t identify it at all. Neither could Viktor, who knew more about ships than he did. The tech was ancient, using components and circuits that belonged in a historical display. They soon found that essentially all of the ship forward of roughly the midpoint had been destroyed, smashed by the impact with the comet into crumpled wreckage. The rear half was largely intact. Dash was mindful of Viktor’s concern about radiation; if there was an old-style fission reactor on board, its fuel might still be dangerous, especially if it had been exposed by damage. But the radiation readings in what was obviously the engineering bay were only slightly higher than elsewhere aboard the ship, and actually somewhat lower than on the surface. The reactor containment had held, despite the crash and the passage of time—a testament to some rugged, if crude, engineering.

      “I’d say this ship is at least three hundred years old,” Viktor said, shining his suit light around the machinery and structure of the engineering bay. “Maybe four hundred. That’s the last time this sort of liquid salt reactor would have been used, anyway.”

      “Who the hell would have been flying around out here four hundred years ago?” Dash asked. “I mean, humans would have only just been starting to poke their noses away from the—oh, what’s the name of Old Earth’s star?”

      “Sol,” Conover said. “And I think these are Sooners.”

      Viktor and Leira both said, “Ah…” and nodded, but Dash had turned to stare at the kid through his vision plate.

      “Sooners?”

      “They were a group. A sect. Something like that, anyway. They had a reputation as being wild, impulsive—pretty fearless. They weren’t content to wait for humanity to establish colonies and trade routes. They wanted to explore and expand now, or Sooner. You know, like, sooner rather than later.”

      “Yeah,” Dash said, “I get it.”

      Light splashed around the ship’s interior as Leira turned. “Wild, impulsive, and impatient? Sounds like we found your ancestors, Dash.”

      Viktor laughed.

      “Very funny,” Dash said. “Look, I’m not actually wild or impulsive. I’m assertive.”

      “Yeah,” Leira replied, “let’s go with that.”

      They left the engineering bay to explore whatever other parts of the ship remained accessible. There wasn’t much. The rest was mostly cargo and storage. Dash frowned at each of the open bays—they’d been ransacked, probably by the crew, as they desperately sought anything they could use to keep themselves alive just a little longer. He barely gave the last cargo bay a cursory glance. Clearly, this was something of historical interest, but he was no archeologist. It was time to move on.

      “What’s that?” Viktor asked, looking into the same bay Dash had just written-off.

      “What?”

      Viktor entered, followed by Conover. There, on a shelving unit, lay a metallic ribbon about a hand-span wide and three meters long. Dash had dismissed it as a piece of cable or conduit, but as Viktor and Conover shone their suit lights on it, the reflected gleam seemed wrong. Different than it should be. Too bright. It was as though it actually threw back more light than what hit it.

      “It has writing on it,” Conover said. “Writing, or symbols. It reminds me of what I saw in the Lens.”

      Dash turned back. “Unseen tech?”

      “I think it is,” Conover said.

      Leira, still at the entrance to the bay, said, “Our decryption tool?”

      Dash shrugged, though no one could have seen it inside the vac suit. “Let’s take it back to the Slipwing and find out.”
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        * * *

      

      The Ribbon, as they’d immediately started calling it, was indeed strange. It struck Dash that he now had a second, inscrutable piece of alien tech aboard his ship, which was worrying, but they were here for alien tech, so there really wasn’t any way around it. The Ribbon, though, was a little more disconcerting than even the Lens, which was strange—the latter could apparently blow up stars. The Ribbon had no discernible purpose, which meant it might be intended to do anything, like vaporize cocky ship captains who dared to fiddle with it. For that matter, it had been aboard the crashed ship, so maybe it was somehow responsible for the crash.

      What it was, was a flat strip made of some unrecognizable alloy or compound, embossed along its length with what might be symbols, or words, or circuits, a combination thereof, or something else entirely. And that was all they could tell about it.

      The Slipwing wasn’t a scientific research vessel, and Dash wasn’t a scientist, so the instrumentation available on board was limited, as was any analysis they could perform on it. Even Conover, who’d managed to engage himself closely with the Lens, couldn’t tell much of anything about the Ribbon. His enhanced eyes couldn’t pick up anything special, which was a puzzle in itself. It was unusually cold, as though taking an inordinately long time to warm up from the frigid conditions aboard the crashed ship. But even that led to more strangeness.

      “Well,” Dash said, crossing his arms and staring at it, “there it is.”

      “There it is,” Leira agreed.

      “What do we do now?” he asked.

      The others shrugged. Conover said, “It’s metal, and linear. Maybe it’s meant to carry an electric current.”

      Viktor peered at the item with an engineer’s gaze. “Maybe. We could try that, I suppose, after it warms up enough that we can touch it.”

      Leira, pulled something out of her pocked — the Lens, Dash realized. She studied it for a moment, then moved closer to examine the Ribbon.

      Without warning, the Ribbon began to move.

      Leira yelped and stumbled back a few steps. It hit Dash that they hadn’t really planned for what to do with this thing beyond getting it aboard and examining it, and that included a way of ejecting it, if it proved dangerous.

      Looks like I’m not the only wild, impulsive one, he thought. He would have probably felt a humorous satisfaction to go along with it, if it wasn’t for the fact that this could be a real problem.

      The Ribbon continued to move, curling back on itself. It seemed to be reforming itself from a strip to a curve, except it kept curling until its two ends touched.

      SNAP.

      Now it was a ring. The air over the Ribbon, now the Ring, shimmered.

      He looked at the others. “Any ideas?”

      Three blank stares tinged with fear met his question.

      The shimmer intensified, became a swirl of light and color that smeared everything seen through it into a whirling blur, then resolved into an image.

      It was the Globe of Suns.

      No, it was the Globe of Suns being assembled.

      Because that’s what was happening. Stars were being moved. At the same time, their planets were being disassembled, rocky worlds into fractured chunks of lithosphere and searing streams of metallic core, gas giants stripped of their hydrogen and helium, ammonia and nitrogen, and all of it being towed away by massive, grey ships that seemed made of huge, multifaceted modules. The stars’ Oort Clouds, the vast fields of debris ringing the outermost edges of their gravity wells, were likewise repurposed, being shepherded en masse into the center of what was rapidly becoming a globe of transplanted suns.

      They were watching the Pasture being assembled as well.

      All four stood dumbstruck, watching the sequence unfold. What must have taken centuries, maybe millennia, happened in moments. Humanoid figures in sleek, black suits and gleaming silver faceplates implanted what seemed like much smaller versions of the multifaceted modules making the ships into each of the comets and asteroids, then set them spinning about in what was now their ancient dance, a vast mandala of bodies kept on precise trajectories by technology the nature of which they couldn’t even begin to guess.

      Enraptured, Dash and the others just kept watching. Now the Globe of Suns, and the Pasture enclosed by them, was complete. The grey ships, vast, but strangely generalized and without detail, lingered a moment longer, then, as one, they all simply vanished.

      A moment passed.

      “The Lens,” Conover said, his voice barely a whisper. He looked at Leira. “I think it’s glowing. Look!”

      Leira, her eyes still fixed on the image of the Globe of Suns and the Pasture, glanced down at the small device still in her hands. The Lens flared with crimson light, while the image portrayed by the Ring changed.

      It showed a single star—a rather nondescript yellow-white star of middling magnitude. After a moment, the circuits, or veins—or both—inside the Lens writhed and moved, changing their configuration; a moment after that, the star suddenly shrank, collapsing in on itself, then rebounded in a colossal blast that turned the whole image white.

      “Did I just do that?” Leira asked, visibly shaken.

      Again, there were no words sufficient to even begin to answer.

      Now the image shifted again. This time, it showed a region of space. Dash immediately recognized the Pasture and the Globe of Suns, but a series of bright crimson points glowed throughout it.

      Dash looked at the others, then stepped closer and peered at the image. It took a moment to work out the various stars, but he was able to map enough of the Globe of Suns in his mind, against the charts on the nav, to reason it out. “That’s us,” he said, pointing at one of the red markers.

      “It must be the Lens,” Viktor said.

      “Or this Ribbon, or Ring, or whatever the hell it is,” Dash replied.

      Leira shook her head. “No, it showed us that holo after I got close with the Lens, and what the Lens does—which doesn’t seem to be in much doubt now.”

      “So these other points,” Conover said, stepping up beside Dash, “must be what, other Lenses?”

      “There’s got to be two dozen of them,” Viktor said.

      They just stared for a moment. But something plucked at Dash’s attention. One of the crimson points was outside the Pasture and in Clan Shirna space.

      “Well, if these are all Lenses,” he said, “then this one seems to be in the hands of Clan Shirna.” He straightened and looked at the others. “Which means that Nathis has one already, and I’m willing to bet he has plans to use it.”
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      While Conover and Viktor worked to make sure they had a map—admittedly a crude map, based on unreliable scans and alien data of unknown accuracy—depicting everything they’d discovered so far in the Pasture, Dash and Leira pondered strategy.

      They both brooded over the scanner. The Slipwing had come equipped with two remote probes—small, reusable drones that could be launched to investigate things and return data about them. Dash had only used one, once, and had mostly forgotten about them. They’d decided to launch them, sending them to exit the Pasture and its complex emanations of energy, and send back scans of what waited outside, along the most direct path back to the Shadow Nebula. Only one worked, the other failing in some cryptic way that they didn’t have time to fix. The working one transmitted data for about thirty seconds once it was in the clear, before it went abruptly offline from an energy spike that was probably a particle beam. There’d be no shortage of those, because a flotilla of Clan Shirna ships lurked just outside the Pasture, clearly waiting for them to emerge.

      Dash scowled at the data the unfortunate probe had managed to return. There was no hope of fighting their way through this armada of ships, which included Echoes, larger things closer to corvettes and frigates, and a large capital ship similar to the one from which Dash had rescued Leira and Viktor.

      “We can use the Fade,” Leira said. “That should get us through the worst of it.”

      “Maybe. Trouble is, the deeper we go into unSpace with it, the more fuel it burns and the less awareness we have of real space for things like, oh, you know, navigating. But if we stay shallow, we leave more of our butt hanging in real space to be a target.”

      Silence followed.

      “Fine. Okay,” Dash finally said. “If we can’t fight our way through, then let’s do it the smart way.”

      “Which is?” Leira asked.

      “Oh. I was hoping you’d know. I’m just setting up the ideas here, not actually having them,” said Dash.

      “Great,” she said.

      Dash smirked. “Kidding. Hey, this is one of those moments that needs a little levity, you know?”

      “So, do you actually have an idea, then? Or is just more of you trying to be funny? Which you’re not, by the way.”

      “I’m hurt,” Dash said, but smiled. “Yeah, I do have an idea, actually. See, I’ve met Nathis’s type before, lots of times. He’s a greedy, power-hungry asshole. Sure, he’s wrapped it up in religious finery, but in his nasty little heart, he’s still just a greedy, power-hungry asshole. So let’s use that against him.”

      “How?” she asked.

      “Well, first, we let him know that we’ve got a lot of Unseen tech aboard. Not just the Lens, now, but also the Ribbon, and those other bits and pieces of what might be scrap, but might also be amazing tech. That guarantees two things.”

      “And those would be?” she asked.

      “First, he’s not going to want us destroyed, because that might lose him that tech he wants. He’s going to want us disabled, which means he’s going to want our engines targeted as a priority. That means getting in close and firing at us in specific ways that we can anticipate. And second, when we are disabled, he’s not going to let anyone else board us before he does.”

      Leira looked impressed. “That’s actually quite insightful.”

      “Hey, I’m not just another pretty face.”

      “So you’re saying he’ll be predictable,” she said, ignoring the joke.

      “Damn right he will. So, we come up with a plan to work around his predictability.”

      She cocked her head to the side and slanted him a sly look. “Okay, and do you have such a plan, or is this just another vague idea?”

      Dash flashed her a grin. “Oh, I actually have a plan.”
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      Dash looked around the Slipwing’s cockpit. He and Leira were belted in, as was Conover, behind them. Viktor had elected to remain closer to the engineering bay, in case anything needed a fast fix.

      “Everyone ready?”

      Leira and Conover nodded. Over the comms, Viktor said, “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Okay, boys and girls, let’s do our thing.”

      Dash fired up the fusion drive, thrusting the Slipwing toward the edge of the Pasture.

      Minutes passed. Dash had already powered up the four missiles the Slipwing carried, along with both particle cannons. All the weapons showed a ready status, which was both good and a little surprising, because one of the missile launchers had been wonky since he’d acquired the ship. Viktor did damned good work.

      The scanner continued to produce mostly uncertain fuzz, then it began to clear, slowly peeling back the interference to reveal the terrifying sprawl of the Clan Shirna fleet ahead.

      “Was kinda hoping they’d have given up and gone home,” Dash said, turning to the fire control.

      “They’re not likely to do that,” Conover said. “They’re simply too invested—”

      “I was kidding, kid,” Dash snapped, tapping a control to start the missiles running the program Viktor had created for them, from an idea Leira had proposed. After a moment, all the missiles came online, and Dash wasted no time launching them. The Slipwing shuddered as the four missiles that leapt from the launchers oriented themselves so they wouldn’t hit the ship with their exhaust, then sparked up their fusion engines and shot away.

      Dash reoriented the Slipwing but didn’t ramp the drive up to full power—yet. Instead, he watched the missiles’ telemetry. They were talking among themselves just as they’d intended them to, rearranging their positions and trajectories in concert, making what were already small targets that much harder to hit while ensuring they found and attacked the optimum target.

      Particle beams lanced out, seeking the missiles. They dodged and wove quickly, frustrating the aim of the Clan Shirna weapons. Nothing targeted the Slipwing yet, though, just as Dash had predicted. They were still much too far away to allow accurate targeting of their engines. Still, Dash kept a close eye on the pattern of shots, ignoring the tight clench in his gut and refining the Slipwing’s course.

      A missile vanished in a flash as a particle beam finally found it. Okay, they were harder to hit, not impossible.

      A second missile exploded.

      If at least one of the missiles didn’t get through…

      The two remaining missiles abruptly changed course, pulling g forces no inertial suppressor could have offset. Dash saw the new target they reported. So did Leira.

      “Let’s hope that works,” she said, and Dash grunted his assent, changing the Slipwing’s course to match the new trajectory.

      Both missiles raced toward a frigate. The ship pumped out particle beam shots, and opened up with its point-defense lasers. One of the missiles decelerated, letting the other speed ahead of it. The leading missile streaked through the barrage of fire aimed at it then detonated a few kilometers short of the target with a dazzling flash, followed by an expanding cloud of plasma. The second missile plunged into the cloud, then through it, the glowing gas preventing the frigate’s fire control systems from maintaining a lock.

      And now it was too late. By the time the ship had reacquired the missile, there was only time for a shot or two. It slammed into the frigate with a spray of debris, a puff of venting atmosphere. Another massive fusion explosion blew the Clan Shirna ship to whirling fragments of glowing debris.

      “That was a really good idea,” Conover said, “using one missile’s explosion to cover the other’s final approach.”

      “Hey, I’m not just another pretty face,” Leira said, but she was looking at Dash as she did.

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re brilliant,” Dash shot back, giving her a nod of acknowledgement and wide grin. But his eyes were still on the Slipwing’s controls. He aimed for the center of the debris cloud that was now a glaring hole in the Clan Shirna blockade. Irradiated chunks of what had once been a ship spun past the Slipwing, Dash weaving his way among them. Particle beams had opened up, and now they were close enough to at least some of Clan Shirna ships to allow them to distinguish their engines as distinct targets, but the ionized gas and hunks of debris threw off their targeting. Then they were through the Clan Shirna line. Dash applied full power and the Slipwing leapt away, heading for the Shadow Nebula.

      “We have four Echoes and that big capital ship coming after us,” Leira said. “Other ships, too, but they’re too far back to catch up.”

      “The Echoes won’t follow us into the nebula,” Conover offered. “They’re too small and not unSpace capable.”

      Dash nodded. “As far as Nathis is concerned, it doesn’t matter. His big ship will handle the Nebula much better than ours, and he’s got fuel to burn, while we have to watch every drop.”

      “So he will eventually catch up to us.”

      Dash nodded again. “Of course he will. In fact, I’m counting on it.” He unstrapped himself and stood. “You got the Lens, Leira?”

      She dug it out, but hesitated to hand it over. “Are you sure about this? I really hate to lose this.”

      “We know the locations of a whole bunch more.”

      She frowned at Dash, then at the Lens, then sighed and let him take it. “Okay, I’ll fly the Slipwing from here. You go do what you’ve got to do, Dash.”

      He nodded, but lingered a moment with his eyes meeting hers. Then he turned to Conover. “Okay, kid, let’s go.” He lifted the Lens. “You need to show me how to use this thing.
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        * * *

      

      The Slipwing raced into the Shadow Nebula, passing through ever thicker clouds of dust and ionized gas. These were nothing more than an annoyance, degrading the quality of their scans but not really presenting an obstacle—at first. But as time passed and they plunged deeper into the nebula, the clouds of charged particles, dust, and larger chunks of debris became larger and thicker. The Slipwing’s navigation deflectors, powerful magnetic fields intended to divert dust and gas around as he swept through space, could deal with much of it. But they couldn’t stop all of it; soon, her hull began to register impacts—miniscule collisions with dust particles. At her current speed, striking even a tiny grain of dust released proportionally vast energy. The Slipwing’s plating began to abrade; worse, more sensitive components would soon start taking damage. And there was more—much worse—ahead. Whatever forces had created the Shadow Nebula had left much larger pieces of debris lurking amid thick, obscuring clouds of dust, ship-killers that couldn’t be seen or even detected until far too late to avoid.

      As Dash hunkered in the crew hab and listened to Conover, something thumped against the hull, hard. Dash winced and Viktor said, “We should use the Fade. Conover and I tweaked it so it should use less anti-deuterium, at least at a low setting.”

      “It would help us avoid being, you know, smashed into little pieces,” Conover said.

      Dash nodded and Viktor went forward to talk to Leira. Conover continued to explain the details of what he’d been able to discern about the Lens. The familiar rumbling whine of the Fade rose, and the Slipwing’s passage suddenly seemed to smooth out. Dash hadn’t even really realized how much noise and vibration had filtered through the hull from collisions and impacts, until both were gone.

      Viktor returned. “Okay, Dash,” he said, “I’ve made sure the crash beacon on the emergency pod is working—oh, it wasn’t, by the way, so if you’d have needed to use it, you never would have been found.”

      “Oh. Well, that sucks.”

      “But it is now.” Viktor’s face became a little disapproving, letting Dash know what he thought about shoddy maintenance. “Anyway, I’ve boosted the power input to it, so it should have the range you wanted.”

      “Perfect. And Conover here has clued me in to the workings of this thing”—he gestured at the Lens— “so now it’s time to poke Nathis with a stick.” He looked toward the ceiling. “Hey, Leira, how are our friends back there doing? I assume we’re still being chased?”

      “I was just going to report on that,” her voice came back. “Before we went into Fade, I saw the Echoes give up and fall back.”

      “Heh, they can’t take the nebula, eh?” Dash said.

      “Since I saw one of them pulverized by a collision with something, I’d say no. They aren’t meant for this type of flying,” Viktor said.

      “How about the big ship? The one we assume Nathis is on?” Dash said.

      “Between this nebula and using the Fade, our sensor data is basically done for, but, yeah, it was still in the chase and, yeah, still seems to be. Gaining on us, too. Slowly, but definitely gaining.” Viktor was grimly confident of his assessment.

      Dash nodded at the air. “About what I expected. Let us know if anything changes.”

      “Will do,” Viktor said.

      Unlike the little Echoes, the big capital ship was more than capable of taking on the nebula. Not only did she have far more bulk and heavy plating, but she could project much more powerful navigation deflectors. She was also far more resilient than the Slipwing; only the Fade gave them enough edge to stay ahead. And even that wouldn’t last. Nathis could burn fuel at a rate Dash could only dream of. The big ship might have far more mass, but she also had far more powerful engines and could burn them for much longer.

      Which meant, Dash thought, that it was time to change this from an ultimately futile chase into something else.

      He picked up the Lens and moved to the cargo bay where they’d kept the Ribbon. While Viktor and Conover remained discreetly outside the bay, Dash activated a portable comms repeater, took a breath, and hit transmit.

      “Hello, Nathis. Just wanted to, you know, say hi, and…oh right, to show you this.” He lifted the Lens into view. “See, we have things you can’t even begin to imagine here. Like this.” He gestured at the Ribbon. “The things we’ve acquired and learned, it’s pretty amazing. And when we get to the other side of the Shadow Nebula—because we will, and you won’t be able to stop us—we’ll be entirely free of your reach. And then, I’m going to sell all this remarkable shit to the biggest navy I can find, and point them right back at you. Probably provoke a rush to explore and exploit your precious Pasture, too. Ain’t no way you’re going to be able to stop that. Anyway, all this means that your glory ends here. Just wanted you to hear that.”

      Dash flicked off the comms and took another deep breath. He glanced at Viktor and Conover, who’d remained well off-screen. “Well, that should rile him up.”

      As soon as Dash said it, the comms lit up with an incoming signal. He smirked and said, “And now he probably wants to talk about it.”

      “I suspect,” Conover said, “he’s just going to make a series of threats.”

      “Gee, you think?”

      Viktor rubbed his chin. “Well, if we ever had a chance of negotiating an end to this, we don’t anymore.”

      Dash curled his lip. “Do you really think we ever did?”

      “Uh, no.”

      Dash looked at the Lens and said, “Okay, so, time for the next part.”

      “Dash,” Conover said, “you do realize your chances of actually pulling this off—”

      “Are something I don’t need to know.” He flashed his best grin at the kid. “Unwarranted confidence is what’s got me this far. Don’t try to get me started on being realistic about things.” He looked at Viktor. “Is the escape pod ready?”

      “As it will ever be.”

      Dash put the Lens into his pocket. “Okay, let’s go before I actually do start considering my chances.”
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        * * *

      

      The Slipwing’s escape pod, which Dash had nicknamed the Halfwing, wasn’t much—a small crew hab; minimal systems for navigation, comms, and scanning; a powerful fusion engine; and an abbreviated unSpace drive. Her austere interior wasn’t meant for comfort; it was meant for survival. And as for her ability to maneuver—again, she wasn’t a fighting ship. He could expect only a brief bit of unSpace travel—intended to be just enough to get close to an inhabited planet, shipping route, or other bit of civilization that rescue might actually be possible—and not much more fusion burn time. On the plus side, she was small, maneuverable, and fast.

      Dash clambered into the Halfwing and looked at Viktor and Conover, who were framed in the hatchway. “You guys take good care of my ship.” He raised his voice a bit. “That goes for you, too, Leira.”

      “Don’t worry, Dash,” she said. “You just come back.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      He waved at Viktor and Conover, then closed and sealed the hatch.  He levered himself into the pilot’s couch, a chore made more awkward by the bulk of the vac suit he was wearing, minus helmet, which he kept nearby. The Halfwing had no shield to speak of, so even minor damage could open her to space. Her systems were already powered and everything glowed green, including the airlock indicator.

      “Okay, Leira, give me a countdown.”

      “Okay, coming out of Fade in three…two…one…”

      The sound of the Fade system faded.

      “And,” Leira went on, decelerating in—”

      “No!” Dash called. “Don’t slow down! If you do, Nathis will be on top of you in no time.”

      “We can’t eject you at this velocity, Dash.”

      “Sure you can. Just make sure I’m not going to be instantly pulverized by a big rock.”

      He heard Leira’s sigh over the comms. “Fine, give me a second.”

      Dash waited, staring at the comms. Come on, Leira, our window of time here is pretty tight.

      “Okay, Dash, hang on.”

      “Hanging on.”

      The world suddenly turned sideways, then upside down, yanking Dash’s stomach along with it. He gasped, blinked away starbursts behind his eyes from the sudden, wrenching accelerations, then frantically poked at the controls. First, he activated the dispersion field, a jury-rigged EM emitter Viktor had installed to obscure his life-signs from any of Clan Shirna’s scans. Next he activated the thrusters, getting control of the Halfwing and aiming her on a trajectory away from the departing Slipwing and back toward a searing blue star in the Globe of Suns. As he did, a prerecorded message transmitted from the Slipwing.

      “Hey, Nathis,” his voice said, “I really don’t want you to get your hands on this Lens, so it’s going into a blue star to be puffed away to vapor. We’ll hang onto the other stuff, though. So, guess you have a decision to make about what you want more—us, or the Lens. Better think fast.”

      Dash engaged the fusion drive, pushing the Halfwing back toward the star. Now Nathis had two targets, but only one ship to chase after them. Sure enough, the big capital suddenly began to decelerate, intending to come after the Halfwing.

      Barring anything unforeseen, the Slipwing was in the clear. Now, if he could only shake Nathis, then use an unSpace trajectory back toward civilization, and then rendezvous back with the Slipwing, things would be okay.

      There was a whole lot of if involved, and myriad things that could wrong.

      Dash pushed all negative thoughts away and focused on the Halfwing’s scanners and controls.

      At least it kept life interesting.
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      Dash wove the Halfwing among tumbling chunks of ice and rock, one eye glued to the scanners ahead, the other watching the rearview screen. The big capital ship had taken a long time to come about and make chase, but there she was, burning fuel like she was made of the stuff. The edge of the Shadow Nebula was rapidly approaching, and Dash’s apprehension was growing. He needed to shake Nathis entirely, then take advantage of the Halfwing’s miniscule size and extreme maneuverability—as long as she had fuel, of course—to get away.

      He wondered if Nathis might try something extreme like an unSpace translation to close the distance. That wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing, because it would be more likely to put his ship somewhere far removed from the Halfwing. It just wasn’t easy to maneuver after small, specific targets through unSpace, but if he got desperate enough, it might come to that.

      A chime sounded. Not long to the boundary of the nebula, now. Dash sat up, shook his head to clear it, and focused. Okay. He had the advantage on the enemy, being so far ahead and reaching normal space long before them. Interference from the nebula and the Halfwing’s tiny size would be enough to let him break away and find somewhere to hide. Then, once he’d thoroughly lost Nathis, he’d set a course toward the prearranged rendezvous with the Slipwing and, hopefully, they’d be entirely in the clear.

      Another sound came from the scanner. Not a chime, though. An alarm. As the Halfwing brushed through the last, tenuous clouds of dust and gas that marked the outer boundary of the nebula, she detected something that was a threat, and not all that far away.

      Dash studied the scanner output. “What the…”

      The scanner pondered the fuzzy datapoint, then clarified it.

      It was an Echo—two of them, actually—and they were far closer than Dash had expected any Clan Shirna ships to be.
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        * * *

      

      Dash rotated the Halfwing, hard. A particle beam blast blew through space close enough to cause a minor electrical surge in some of her less shielded systems. There was no damage, and even if there had been, the systems weren’t critical—although listening to music or watching vids might soon be out of the question.

      The two Echoes chasing him wove back and forth, trying to lay down a pattern of fire that would hem the Halfwing in, and eventually converge in an unavoidable barrage. Only Dash’s frantic flying, and the fact that the Echoes were probably still under strict orders to just disable and not destroy him, had prevented disaster so far.

      Dash scowled at the Echoes racing after him. The plan had been sound, even a good one, but it had not accounted for the Echoes that chased them into the nebula getting damaged, then withdrawing back into clear space to wait for help. Unfortunately, damaged wasn’t disabled, so the Echo pilots had decided to brave the risk of piloting their wounded craft after him. Not that it had likely been a choice; Dash was pretty sure Nathis would happily send a couple of his pilots to their deaths, if it meant a shot at getting the Lens. And, given the insane devotion of Clan Shirna to their cause, he also didn’t doubt the pilots would do just that.

      Another salvo of particle beam fire tried to converge on the Halfwing. Again, Dash was able to weave his way out of it through desperate, wrenching maneuvers. If there’d been a third Echo, they would have been able to make dodging their fire impossible and he’d have been disabled and captured long ago. The trouble was the Halfwing’s fuel was already down to worrying levels, so he only had a limited amount of time left.

      He needed to get somewhere safe. The only place he could envision that even remotely qualified was back inside the Pasture.

      The nearest of the engineered comets was now visible, a point of light illuminated, ironically, by the same blue star from the Globe of Suns he’d told Nathis he’d used to destroy the Lens. He could only hope the Clan Shirna edict against entering the Pasture would make the Echo pilots break off their chase rather than follow him in, because, frankly, after that, Dash was pretty much out of ideas.

      The Echoes put on a burst of power to close. At least one of them did. The other lagged behind, either being strategic in some elusive way Dash just didn’t get, or because of damage. Probably the latter. Dash considered the Halfwing’s fuel supply. She had enough for her fusion drive to keep accelerating into the Pasture, but it would be touch-and-go how much decelerating she’d be able to do once inside. And if he couldn’t decelerate, then he wouldn’t be able to do anything but keep sailing along through the Pasture, eventually emerging on the other side, months from now. Not that that mattered, because he’d be a freeze-dried corpse long before then. The Halfwing could only sustain him for a few weeks.

      He tried to imagine sitting buckled into this acceleration couch that long, but he soon gave up.

      I wonder if it was something like this that happened to the crashed Sooner ship we found. Did they run out of fuel, or lose control, or—

      Another alarm made him jump. He looked at the scanner.

      Missile launch. No, two of them. Both from the further back of the two Echoes. He wasn’t sure why the nearer didn’t fire missiles as well. Maybe she couldn’t. Small miracles. Or so he thought.

      “Oh, well now, aren’t you guys smart,” Dash murmured.

      The obvious intent of the two Echoes was clear. Again, since there were only two, they couldn’t box him irrevocably in with their particle cannons. The geometry of things was such that he would always have an escape route from their firing solution. But the two missiles would effectively act as a third Echo, meaning Dash would have to pretty much accept being hit by at least one of them, or being hit by the Echoes’ particle cannons.

      It actually was clever. Very clever. Too clever.

      Because, being unarmed, the Halfwing had no hard countermeasures against missiles. She did have some electromagnetic jamming capability, but that was more an afterthought. She really wasn’t made for bailing out in the middle of space battles—not unless you had friends nearby who could protect you and pick you up. Alone, against two dedicated attack ships, all the escape pod was really good for was getting you to the scene of your death.

      Dash furiously pondered the options. A single particle beam hit would cripple the Halfwing, if not outright destroy her. There was little doubt Nathis had specifically ordered that not to happen, but if it did, the instant of satisfaction that some Echo pilot was going to be on the receiving end of Nathis’s wrath wasn’t going to give much consolation. The detonation of a missile warhead, on the other hand, might offer some hope, because the danger zone of the blast effect was actually quite small—inverse square law and all that. So, if he could maneuver and time things just right, he might have a chance.

      “This is going to be cutting things close,” Dash muttered to himself, focusing on the scanners and the Halfwing’s controls. “As in, I wouldn’t shave myself that close.”

      He began nudging the controls, puffing small reactions from the thrusters. He had to think far, far ahead of the respective trajectories of the Halfwing, the Echoes, and their missiles. Think about not where they were, but where they were going to be, and when they were going to be there. He could do it all with math, or, correction, Conover could probably do it all with math. Dash had to rely on judgement, and experience, and luck.

      Yeah. Luck. Lots of that.

      The missiles closed. Dash saw the Echoes lining themselves up, arranging their trap. He watched them carefully, looking for any hint that they were playing a fast one and would try a double-bluff. It would be a hell of a letdown to fly right into one of their particle beams, after all.

      “Here we go,” Dash said to the Halfwing. “Let’s do this, sweetheart, and then we can take a rest.”

      Dash paused and then broke hard, right into the path of the oncoming missiles. At the same time, he ramped the Halfwing’s fusion thrust to override power, filling the space in her wake with hot, electrically-charged gas.

      But the missiles weren’t dumb. One immediately swerved out of his exhaust plume, sacrificing its chance to hit him to feed telemetry to its companion—a trick not unlike the one the Slipwing’s missiles had used against the Clan Shirna frigate during their escape from the Pasture. Dash swung the little pod sideways, making her thrust perpendicular to her course. She rapidly slewed away from the missile still chasing her; it burned, making it hard to follow, and then it detonated.

      There was a dazzling flash, then a hard crash of static over the comms. For a moment, Dash thought that maybe he’d pulled it off, that the missile had reached the limit of its range and detonated as close as it could, which wasn’t close enough. But then a tsunami of incandescent plasma, stellar-hot, washed over the Halfwing and vaporized chunks of her hull.

      A thunderous roar and the cabin filled with fog, which was instantly swept into space by the explosive decompression. Dash had the presence of mind to jam his helmet on; by the time it sealed, the Halfwing’s atmosphere was gone. He scanned the controls, but most of them were dark. Ahead loomed the alternating midnight black and dazzling silver white of a comet. The Halfwing would shoot past it, but, acting on raw instinct, Dash used what control he still had to point the burning fusion drive right at it. As the crippled Halfwing decelerated relative to the comet, he braced himself, counted to five—because five seemed about right—then switched all power left in the little ship into the inertial dampers. A sudden surge of artificial gravity shoved him down in his seat, then more systems failed, and something groaned behind him, like tearing metal.
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      There was darkness, a long tunnel of it, enormously far away, and at its end, a faint point of light.

      He started clawing his way toward it, climbing the tunnel as though scaling a vertical shaft. That light, he had to reach that light. Otherwise, he’d fall backward, deeper into the tunnel. He’d lose sight of the light, and that would be it. There would be no more light.

      The faint glow suddenly swelled, enveloping him.

      Dash opened his eyes.

      There was silence. Darkness.

      His breath rumbled in his ears. Something enclosed him, tightly. What?

      Wait. He’d been aboard the Slipwing, with Leira and Viktor and Conover—

      No.

      There’d been more. The Halfwing. A chase. By Echoes. Then there was a missile.

      After a thunderous roar, the cabin filled with fog, which was instantly swept into space by the explosive decompression, the alternating midnight black and dazzling silver white of a comet.

      He’d hit the comet. Crashed into it.

      How was he still even alive?

      Dash considered his body, his limbs. Everything still seemed to be there. And although there was pain, it was bearable. Mostly some specific, bright spots of hurt, and an ache that seemed to involve his whole body, like he was one continuous bruise.

      But why was everything so dark?

      It took Dash a moment to realize that it was literally dark, as in, no light. He switched on his vac suit lamp and the world erupted into control panels, components, and structural members, but everything was lifeless and tilted askew. He lifted a hand and poked experimentally at some controls. But there was nothing. Not even a spark. He glanced at the master power panel, but it was as dead as anything else.

      The Halfwing was dead. And, judging from the distortion of her hull, no longer even a spacecraft. She was just wreckage now.

      That realization kickstarted a whole new line of thinking. He had to evacuate. To where, well, that was something to worry about later. He reached under the seat and yanked out the crash bag, a kit containing things of immediate usefulness—suit patches, extra power cells, a distress beacon—before he levered himself out of his harness, wincing, groaning, and clambering to his feet. Then he floated up and banged his helmet on an overhead. Right. There was no gravity to speak of. He’d have to be careful.

      A sudden rush of alarm slammed through him, washing away the last of the fuzz clouding his brain. If the fusion core was breached, there could be radiation, and a lot of it.

      But the rad counter in his suit just showed a little above normal background. And the anti-deuterium storage had obviously stayed intact, too, or he wouldn’t even be here to wonder about it…he’d just be an expanding cloud of ionized gas mixed in with the rest of the Halfwing, and probably most of the comet, too.

      It took Dash a while to exit the remains of the Halfwing. When he finally had, and was standing on what had been her prow, he looked around, his suit lamp revealing his new surroundings.

      The Halfwing had impacted on a portion of the comet that was just unconsolidated ice, shot through with flecks of gravel. That, plus the fact that she’d come in backward, her fusion drive burning, decelerating with respect to the comet, had prevented total disaster. She’d ploughed a tunnel deep into the ice, her fusion exhaust vaporizing material as she crashed, until the drive finally failed. The catastrophic crushing of her rearmost two-thirds absorbed the rest of the impact. The tunnel she’d driven in her death-dive was still open, the walls obviously melted by the energy of it all and then refrozen. And the only reason he’d survived was because the inertial damper had cushioned him during the crash, at least until it finally failed.

      He was alone, with maybe a day or two of oxygen, almost no other resources, and far, far away from anyone except Clan Shirna, who probably wouldn’t enter the Pasture to come after him anyway. And that assumed the fusion core didn’t breach or the anti-deuterium containment didn’t fail.

      “Yup, things are definitely looking bad for our hero,” he said, his own voice echoing loudly in his head.

      But he wasn’t dead yet.
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      Eventually, though, Dash began to wonder if just having his lights put out in the crash might not have been better. His suit was leaking air, and doing it in a place he couldn’t reach with a patch. It was supposed to be self-sealing, but that was obviously a bit of overhyped marketing by the manufacturer. So, instead of a couple of days, he probably had only hours. Days would have given him a least a chance to contact the Slipwing and try to set up some sort of rescue. Hours? Not so much.

      Keenly aware of the oxygen pressure indicator in his heads-up display, and its slow-but-steady crawl toward zero, he pushed his way around the Halfwing’s crumpled hull. Maybe he could salvage something from her engineering module. The rads climbed as he approached, but that didn’t seem all that important right now. And an anti-deuterium release would end things before he could even register it. So, all things considered, it was worth nothing. It was a complete waste of time. The Halfwing’s engineering bay, or what was left of it, was buried in solid, glassy-smooth ice. The residual heat had probably done that, melting the ice, which froze again and encased everything in a frozen tomb. It would take Dash days to hack his way through it with what he had on hand, which meant it might as well take forever.

      He let out a sigh.

      So this was it. This was how it would all end. All things considered, it was actually surprising he’d made it this long. His only real regret was that he wasn’t going out in an actual blaze of glory, something he’d always hoped would happen. The battle against the Echoes, and the subsequent crash—well, that had probably been spectacular, but there’d been no one to see it. Blazes of glory weren’t of much use if they went unnoticed.

      But he wasn’t even getting that. He’d survived the awesome crash only to face a much more unpleasant death from anoxia. His best bet was probably just to get it over with—open up his faceplate and just let it happen, rather than dragging it out.

      He sighed again. “Well, goodnight, universe,” he said, reaching for the latches. “It’s been fun, but now it’s time…time to…”

      He frowned. What was that?

      Dash pushed himself deeper into the narrowing gap between ice walls and wrecked Halfwing. There was a crack in the ice. No, a gap. An opening.

      And he could see light glowing through it.
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      Aboard the Slipwing, they’d already established that these comets had alien stuff, for lack of a better term—technology, items, artifacts, whatever—buried in them. He hadn’t really forgotten that, it just hadn’t seemed really that relevant. But, looking back along the tunnel the Halfwing had drilled into the comet, he realized she’d gone pretty deep. That put her—and him—closer to whatever the Unseen had buried in this comet.

      He had to hack away some ice to make an opening big enough to push through, but once he had, Dash found himself in another tunnel. This one, though, was perfectly cylindrical, its ice walls as smooth and crystalline as polished glass. Now he drifted along it, pushing himself off the wall periodically, letting it take him…wherever it was taking him. Probably face-to-face with some bizarre, incomprehensible machinery, which would make a really interesting backdrop to his corpse.

      An alarm sounded. It was the low oxygen alert.

      Right, okay. Not so much hours left, as minutes.

      Dash shrugged inside his suit, his light flung far ahead of him, turning the tunnel walls to glowing crystal. Behind him, there was nothing but midnight darkness. But he’d seen light.

      On a whim, he switched his suit lamp off. Sure enough, the ice glowed with a faint, bluish radiance. He decided to leave the lamp off and just try to navigate by the soft glow. He might miss something subtle otherwise, and right now, subtle things could be the difference between life and death.

      Another alarm sounded. It was the oxygen critical alert.

      The tunnel went on, and he had a few minutes of exploration left, so he might as well use it. He continued, pushing along and drifting.

      Then a final alert sounded. Oxygen depleted. So all he had now was whatever was left inside the suit.

      “It’ll get me to the scene of my death,” he said, then giggled, because he’d thought the same thing about the Halfwing’s drive just a few hours ago.

      He giggled again, but it trailed off into a soft groan. Everything was slowing down. His head hurt. Carbon dioxide poisoning. Dash was proud that he recognized that.

      The tunnel was gone. Darkness was around, above, and below. Well, this must be the dying part. Except, what was that enormous face?

      Indeed, Dash found himself hanging in front of a face—angular, stylized, metallic, and dull grey metal rimmed with something that gleamed like gold. It seemed to be lit from all around by a soft blue glow that now seemed to come from all around him, but very far away. He had a vague sense of being in a vast cavern

      So he was going to share his tomb with some enormous, metallic guy.

      Weird.

      The face loomed closer as he drifted toward it. Now it filled his faceplate. A blue circle suddenly illuminated, looking like a large button. He pushed it, and there was movement—metallic things sliding and rotating around. Now he saw…a chair?

      Dash shrugged again. The movement made grey stars blossom behind his eyes. More soft, wooly greyness pushed in from all around, consuming the world. Now, it was just a narrow tunnel of grey.

      Then there were more tunnels, so many tunnels.

      Dash settled in the chair, making himself comfortable for the afterlife. That went on forever, right? Might as well be sitting down comfortably for it, then.

      “Power Core initializing. Establishing connection.”

      Wait, did I say that?

      That was Dash’s next-to-last experience. The last was an explosion of pain that blew everything away—

      —and then it all came thundering back in, a rush as the world slammed back into focus. A tidal wave of agony came with it. It seemed to emanate in waves from his back, and almost washed away words spoken by a gentle, female voice.

      “Link established. Welcome, Messenger. I have been waiting for you.”
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      Pain.

      There was a tsunami of sensation, experience, and information.

      Dash’s consciousness was expanding, snaking along shimmering pathways, splintering into new awareness, then continuing along new strands of glimmering light.

      He felt a sense of growing. Of expanding, both physically and mentally. Of becoming…more.

      This went on and on, for what felt like an eternity, and then it began to subside, the rush of change and growth slowing. More and more of…Dash, that was his name, of Dash began to reemerge. Eventually, it was mostly Dash, and he could begin to think about just what was going on.

      He found himself slung in a cradle that had seemed to shape and conform itself to him. It was, well, comfortable failed to describe it. More to the point, the Oxygen Depleted alert in his heads-up seemed suddenly redundant. He had no problem breathing. Mind you, what he was breathing in and out was stale and sluggish and spent, probably more carbon dioxide and sweat than anything else, but it didn’t seem to matter. Dash finally unlatched his helmet and pulled it free with a hiss that made his ears pop. Fresh, cool air washed over his face and he took a moment just to feel and taste it.

      Where am I?

      “You are safe, Messenger.”

      Dash blinked. He hadn’t said anything but got an answer anyway. “I…” he started but had to stop and dig his voice out of wherever it had gone deep in his throat. He coughed, then said, “I’m safe? Okay. That’s good. Safe is good.”

      “Your physiology and biochemistry were unexpected. Primitive. The connection took longer than anticipated to establish and stabilize, but it is now within acceptable parameters,” the voice said. It had a quality that was inhuman, crisp, yet warm.

      “The connection?” He looked around. He seemed to be in roughly spherical chamber, featureless except for the cradle holding him, which was itself suspended from a pair of metallic columns to his left and right. “Wait.”

      Dash shook his head. Between near death from anoxia, and whatever the hell had happened since, his head rang, while intelligent thought swam in and out of reach.

      Dash took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s go, right back to basics. Where am I?”

      “You are currently co-located with object 2763548263, approximately 1.5 kilometers below the closest point of its surface.”

      “I…okay, hang on.”

      Somehow, it seemed to Dash that the voice he was hearing, and understanding perfectly well, wasn’t really a comprehensible language—at least, not to him. It also seemed that the distance in kilometers to the comet’s surface hadn’t been measured in those units at all. Some sort of sophisticated, real-time translation was taking place, allowing him to both hear the language as it really was, but understand it anyway.

      “Alright,” Dash finally said. “Let’s try this again. Where am I right now? As in, what is this room, or compartment, or whatever it is?”

      “You are in the interface. Given your physiology, it is the only way you can properly interact with the Archetype.”

      “Wait wait wait. What’s a…”

      But Dash trailed off. The question wasn’t really necessary. As soon as the word Archetype entered his conscious thoughts, a flood of memories surged through him. Trouble was, they weren’t his memories. Or, rather, they were, but they were memories of things he hadn’t really experienced.

      “Let me see,” he said. “Let me see this Archetype.”

      “As you wish, Messenger,” said the AI.

      The sphere around him vanished and was replaced by a kind of cavern. The transition wrenched at Dash, making him momentarily dizzy. Strangely, it did not feel like he was inside a giant metallic face, which is what his still wobbly memories seemed to recall, but rather looking through his own eyes.

      That was when he saw himself. Or, rather, that was when he saw the Archetype.

      A massive, metallic construct, shaped like a humanoid. It was vastly imposing, but also supremely elegant. Its huge torso was a complex arrangement of triangular facets, its limbs a series of long, enmeshed prisms, fully articulated at shoulders, elbows, and wrists, as well as at hips, knees, and ankles. Its head—upon which was the face he had seen when he entered this vast chamber—was sleek, tapering to a pointed chin. Titanic, wing-like devices were folded upon its back.

      It was stunning. Terrifying. And utterly beautiful.

      And it was Dash. Or Dash was it. Or would be. Or partly was.

      “The connection is currently muted, Messenger. Now that you have fully interfaced and there is no risk of self-damage, do you wish for it to be fully implemented?”

      Dash almost asked, What does that mean? But he knew what it meant, somehow. Right now, his connection with the Archetype was passive, feeding experience into his brain but allowing nothing but thoughts to travel from him to it.

      “Uh…” he started, but had to shake his head, like he was trying to clear away the last fog of a hangover. This felt like a dream. Or being dead, maybe? Maybe he’d died, and this is what came afterward—an afterlife of living inside a giant, humanoid robot.

      Dash smirked. As far as he knew, no religion had ever suggested that.

      He finally nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do it. Go ahead, turn the connection up to full.”

      Between one heartbeat and the next, Dash ceased to be merely part of the Archetype, and became the Archetype.

      He lifted a hand, but his own, fleshy hand didn’t move. Instead, a colossal hand with segmented, metallic fingers rose into view. And yet, it was still his hand.  He moved it, rotated it at the wrist, and flexed the fingers, the way he always had. But it was the Archetype’s hand that did those things. It was entirely seamless. From Dash’s point of view, nothing had changed; he was still Dash.

      Except Dash was now an enormous alien construct.

      “There are no anomalies in the connection, Messenger. All is normal.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s good I guess.” He frowned. “Why do you keep calling me Messenger?”

      “That is your identity,” she explained.

      “Um, no, it’s not. I’m Dash.”

      “Do you wish for that to be your new identity?” asked the AI.

      “I…I do, yeah.”

      “Very well, Dash."

      Dash took a deep breath and…and then took another one. The Archetype’s chest didn’t rise and fall. But when he moved his leg, a titanic leg moved beneath him.

      Yeah, this was going to take some getting used to.

      “Okay, Archetype? Is that what I call you?”

      “If you wish, but it is unnecessary. My only connection is with you, though this specific unit has a designation of its own. That name is Sentinel.”

      “Ah. Okay, Sentinel, what exactly are you? Like, I guess you’re a machine? A computer? A really, really powerful computer?”

      “My nature is problematic to render in a way that you would comprehend. For your purposes, though, computer is sufficient.”

      “Well, that sounds just a little condescending, but okay. And how long have you been here?”

      “I was placed here, awaiting the arrival of the Messenger, approximately two hundred thousand solar years ago,” Sentinel said.

      “Two hundred?” He asked. “Holy damn.”

      So, when this Archetype had been placed here, humans were primordial ooze, or apes, or something primitive anyway, back on Old Earth.

      “Hang on,” Dash continued. “You’re not saying you’ve been waiting here for two hundred thousand years for me, are you?”

      “Based on the best information available, you are the Messenger, so yes, I have been waiting here for you.”

      “Oh. Well, sorry I took so long to get here.” He considered all the things he somehow knew about this. The Sentinel was not only a massive, walking avatar resembling a colossal person, it was also capable of flight through space—both subluminal, and through unSpace. The details of the technology involved in all this were both intimately familiar and utterly alien to him, but Viktor or Conover might be able to make better sense of it all.

      Viktor. Conover. Leira. Right. They were out there, likely wondering if he’d died.

      What would they make of this?

      “They would wet themselves,” he said, then considered the Archetype further. It was fundamentally powered by what seemed to be a microscopic singularity—a tiny black hole. The physics of it were such that the smaller a black hole, the more energy it radiated; it was an elusive concept Dash had heard called a kugelblitz. Essentially a limitless source of energy, a kugelblitz would render concepts like fuel obsolete. Trouble was, creating a kugelblitz entailed harnessing incomprehensible amounts of energy, far beyond anything the galaxy could even muster. So, it remained an idea only, a fanciful dream that might work in stories, but never in reality.

      But there was one right here, and it was powering the thing that Dash had become.

      “Okay,” he said. “We…er, I can leave here, right? This is as much a ship as a…”

      He struggled to find a word to describe the archetype. The one that finally came to him was from an ancient vid he’d watched, something from the days of Old Earth. The word was mech.

      “As much a ship as a mech, right?” he asked Sentinel.

      “It would serve little purpose to prevent the Messenger from leaving this place.”

      “So that’s a yes?”

      “It is intended to move to the places it is needed, no matter where those may be,” she said.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Dash took a long, slow breath. He’d gone from a desperate plan to thwart Nathis and Clan Shirna, to being plunged into a hopeless ordeal that would inevitably end in his death, to being merged with a vast alien mech representing technologies undreamed of.

      What a day.
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      “I have a recommendation, Dash.”

      Dash blinked. “Oh. Okay, shoot.”

      “You should proceed to the Eye,” Sentinel said.

      “The Eye? What’s that?” he asked.

      As soon as he asked the question, he knew the answer. The Eye was yet another piece of ancient alien tech located on yet another of the multitude of comets making up the Pasture.

      “Ah, okay. I know what the Eye is. So why would I want to go there?”

      Dash expected to suddenly know why, but this time, he received a reply instead.

      “It is the first step on the path of the Legacy. As the Messenger, you must come to understand the Legacy of the Creators, who decided that such understanding must be a deliberate act, undertaken over a period of time.”

      “Not sure I really understand that, but I guess that’s the point of this Legacy thing.” Dash braced himself. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

      Nothing happened.

      “Uh, anytime you’re ready, Sentinel.”

      “The Archetype is functioning normally.”

      “Okay, so…” But Dash trailed off. The way this thing worked, essentially substituting for his body, did that also apply to traveling through space?

      As an experiment, Dash tried to fly.

      Dash felt a smooth, powerful surge that somehow both was and was not movement. Or, rather, he felt the sensation of movement, but there was no acceleration. The Archetype simply began moving, sweeping majestically across the vast chamber holding it, and it headed straight toward a sheer wall of ice and rock.

      “Crap.”

      Dash’s brain did its reflexive thing, flinging his hands up to protect his face. But his hands were titanic, vast metal constructs that slammed into the wall. The impact spalled off chunks of icy debris that whirled around the Archetype. To Dash, they swept past him—that is, him personally, and not the giant mech he was inside. He gasped and winced, then yelped as a hunk of rock and ice hurled directly toward his face. He tried to bat it away, but he missed and the frozen boulder slammed into his nose and shattered, the broken pieces flying off in new directions. He felt the impact, but didn’t, just as he felt himself moving, but didn’t.

      He relaxed a touch. This was weird.

      Taking a couple of deep breaths, he said, “Right. Is there a way out of this comet?”

      “The substance is hardly an obstacle to the Archetype.”

      The sentence had been delivered in the same dispassionate tone as all the rest, but Dash couldn’t help feeling the words you dummy silently hung off the end of it.

      “Okay. Well, so let’s try this, then.”

      Dash reached for the wall, hesitated, then dug his fingers into it.

      Whatever propelled the Archetype kept him firmly in place, not rebounding in a Newtonian way as he pushed his hand into the wall. He felt (and, again, didn’t feel) his fingers sink into the ice. He pulled his hand back, scooped out a huge chunk of the chamber wall, and flung it aside.

      Dash couldn’t help grinning. This is amazing.

      He shoved his other hand into the wall and dug out a chunk. Then he went to it in earnest, tearing the wall open, digging his way out of the comet.

      Dash’s hand crashed through the ice and encountered nothing. Through the resulting gap, he could see the blackness of space. He’d reached the surface.

      It had only taken minutes.

      Again, Dash decided to go that way. The Archetype responded by accelerating into the remains of the ice, easily smashing through in a shower of debris and soaring into space, away from the comet.

      And just like that, Dash was a spaceship. He was flying.

      It was one of the most marvelous, and yet most terrifying things he had ever experienced.

      Space was dangerous. It was an airless, radiation-charged void that alternated between stellar heat and vast cold. A human would survive only moments exposed to its brutally harsh reality. That was why, of course, humans travelled through it in complex ships, and wore cumbersome, hermetic vac suits. What they didn’t do was fly through space the way they might swim through water, essentially naked.

      But that was exactly what Dash was doing now.

      Okay, not exactly. His frail, fleshy self was safely cocooned in a vast construct of alien tech. But the experience of it was just that. Dash felt as though he flew through space, that there was no alien construct, just him, soaring through space as though he’d been born to do it. Once more, he could both feel and, yet, not feel, the emptiness of a vacuum, the heat and radiation pouring from the stars in the Globe of Suns beating on one side of him, a cold nearing absolute zero on the other.

      “Okay,” he said, zooming away from the comet, “this is really something.”

      Whatever drove the Archetype—his Sentinel at the helm—was smooth, powerful, and silent. If he decided to go faster, he did. If he decided to slow down, or turn, or spin himself around, he did. It was like moving his hand or his foot; he did it, and it happened.

      In what seemed like no time at all, he closed on another comet. This one wasn’t rotating. Something was keeping it locked into one position and orientation. And it was, indeed, his destination. This was the Eye.

      Dash flipped a somersault, so he approached the Eye feet-first. His experience in zero-G was eminently helpful here; all he had to do was what he’d do in an environment free of gravity and the Archetype would respond, instead of his actual body, which simply remained comfortably ensconced in the cradle. As he approached the comet, he slowed himself down and finally landed on his feet, flexing his knees. He stumbled a bit—because he wasn’t that experienced with zero-G—but remained upright. Now, standing on the Eye, he looked around.

      A short distance away was another alien construct. This one was a smooth, polished dome, with a variety of protrusions—some tubular, some square, some just elongated prisms.

      “So that’s the Eye?”

      “It is,” Sentinel confirmed.

      “Okay, so how does it work? What do I do?”

      “You must exit the Archetype and go to it. You will understand its function.”

      “Ah.”

      Dash frowned. He had to exit the big mech, which meant leaving behind this stupendous sense of almost god-like freedom and power. He suddenly found himself reluctant.

      “I can’t use it from here?”

      “You cannot.”

      “Well damn.” That led to another problem. He still wore his vac suit, and his helmet was nearby, but the suit’s oxygen supply had been depleted.

      Except the indicator read that it was fully charged—oxygen, power, thruster fuel, even the drinking water were all at the maximum.

      Of course they are.

      He wondered how he would exit the cradle, his movements not just being performed by the Archetype, but it obviously understood his intent. He was able to lever himself free and put on his helmet. As soon as he did, the atmosphere around him vanished and the Archetype opened. After a last look back at the cradle—which looked so inviting—he stepped out, thrusting himself down to the frozen surface, and started for the Eye.
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      The comet was, he realized, being held in place by something similar to the Archetype’s drive, some smoothly powerful force, like constantly-firing engines. But there was no exhaust, no expulsion of reaction mass at all. Even ignoring everything else about the Archetype—the Eye, for that matter, or even the Lens and the Ribbon—such a drive by itself would be a scientific and commercial revolution throughout the galaxy. Dash wouldn’t be able to spend the credits fast enough, just for that tech alone.

      As he bounced up to the Eye, though, it struck him that, no matter how he felt about it, the Unseen behind all of this probably weren’t interested in making him rich. To be completely honest, he was starting to realize the idea of money was far less important than it had been. This was obviously about something more. Much more. So, he’d examine the Eye and then do whatever came next.

      As it turned out, the Eye was surprisingly simple and not that spectacular, really. There was no door, just an opening leading into the dome. Inside, he found an array of what seemed to be telescopes, except each seemed to be designed for a different species to use. The fact that it was more alien tech and had stood for who knew how long—maybe two hundred thousand years—essentially unharmed on this comet, was just another bit of amazing among all this other amazing. But, in the end, it was really just an observatory. Dash found himself a little disappointed.

      “Okay,” he said, “I guess I’m here to look at something.” He scanned the thirty-odd different eyepieces, or whatever you’d call something obviously intended for use by something absolutely not even remotely human. It was hard to tell which he should use, though.

      “It should be evident which is appropriate for you,” Sentinel said.

      Dash jumped. The voice seemed no different than it had in the Archetype, which meant he must be hearing it inside his head—as he had been all along. The clarity was disturbing; the immediacy of the words, reassuring.

      “So you’re still with me, huh?”

      “The connection remains until it is ended.”

      “Oh. And how does that happen, Sentinel?”

      “Through your choice, or in the event the Archetype is destroyed or otherwise compromised.”

      “My choice? So, if I choose to sever this connection, can I get it back?”

      “That depends on the circumstances.”

      Okay, that wasn’t a yes. Good to know. What he also knew was which eyepiece was the correct one. He moved to it and pressed his faceplate against it. Instead of a tiny circle of image, though, his vision immediately filled with a view of another comet, except this one was so dark it was easier to make out because of how it occulted the stars behind it.

      “Alright,” he said, “it’s another comet. So?”

      “This is the first step along a path defined by the Creators, that could eventually lead to an ultimate understanding of their purpose,” Sentinel said.

      “Why don’t they just, you know, tell me their purpose? Why turn it into a sort of scavenger hunt?”

      “Again, they wish such discovering and understanding to be a deliberate act, not something that simply occurs by happenstance.”

      Dash sighed. “Okay, then. I guess that dark comet is our next stop.” He pulled away from the telescope and the image vanished. Still, he knew exactly where that dark comet was, and how to get there. More information, injected instantly into his consciousness, told him it was more than just a passive telescope, it was also a navigation device. Looking through it, at anything, would tell you exactly how to get to it.

      Accepting the next step in his mysterious mission, Dash flew through space once more.

      As he did, he experimented with his ability to control the Archetype. It was enough—do whatever with his body, and the Archetype did it instead. He still had no idea what actually drove it, allowing it to rapidly accelerate, decelerate, and change direction, all without much worry about things like inertia; it was as though the Unseen had reached a point where things like physical laws became something more like guidelines. In fact, he did find that he possessed, or at least could access knowledge pertaining to how the Archetype worked, but none of it really meant much to him. It was like reading a highly technical, scientific paper about some esoteric subject. He could do it, but he wouldn’t understand it. That appeared to be a limitation of his brain.

      And probably a good one. He knew he’d undergone some sort of rewiring, but he was still Dash. Changing too much would have him become something else—and not only was that something he didn’t particularly want, it seemed to suit the purposes of the Unseen and their path to discovery. Although that did raise a question.

      “These Creators, are they the Unseen?”

      “Because of your limited understanding, as well as fanciful conjecture and wishful thinking, what you think of as the Unseen is vague. But it likely does correspond, at least in part, to the Creators, yes.”

      “Amazing how you can be both helpful and condescending at the same time.”

      “I have no particular emotional intent,” Sentinel promised.

      “That I don’t doubt.”

      Dash flew on, until the black comet came into view. He accelerated himself toward it. He was actually starting to get used to this bizarre and almost dreamlike way of traveling through space, and he soon sensed something was approaching.

      Dash just knew it. Something, no, several somethings. They were ships. Three of them, small and fast. Dash turned and immediately saw them. They were Echoes, or something very similar. Clan Shirna ships for sure. But they were inside the Pasture. They shouldn’t be here, which meant Nathis must be getting desperate.

      No, wait. Their power signatures were all different. The fusion drive of one was running rough. In fact, as he studied them, Dash could tell they were in various states of repair, using a range of different components. Every Clan Shirna ship he’d encountered to date had been impeccably maintained and, among the ships of a given type, utterly uniform in essentially every way. These weren’t, not at all.

      They might be a dissident group. Some sort of cell or sect that had no qualms about entering the Pasture. Or maybe they weren’t Clan Shirna at all, and were just raiders, using barely-maintained Clan Shirna tech.

      They drove right toward him.

      “Well, I wonder what they’re going to think of me?”

      The question was answered when, a few seconds later, the three ships launched a salvo of missiles and particle beam fire at the Archetype. At him.
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      The missiles came streaking in. But Dash barely had time to spare for them, instead trying to dodge as particle cannon fire tore through space around him.

      Several beams hit, raking across the Archetype. Dash had wondered if the weapons could actually harm the monstrous construct, but they could. Its substance boiled off into space, leaving trails of vaporized metal in its wake. Dash winced at the impacts, feeling what would have been pain, had it actually been his body. It was damage, though. And he continued to feel it, in the sense that he knew immediately where the Archetype had been hit and how badly.

      So far, not badly at all, but that could change quickly.

      “Hey, Sentinel. Can that be…um, fixed?”

      “Repairs are underway. Recomposition is in effect.”

      In that bizarre way he shared data instantly with Sentinel, Dash knew that meant the damaged material of the Archetype was repairing itself. Somehow, it seemed to combine the obdurate strength of metal with some of the organic properties of living flesh.

      Dash cursed. While he was distracted, the missiles had closed unimpeded. He flung himself aside and two streaked past, their engines burning furiously as they tried to turn and come back for another run. A third was about to impact, though.

      Just as he had in the icy cavern right before he crashed into the wall, Dash flung up a hand.

      The missile detonated against his open palm.

      There was a dazzling flash, and a shock of impact against his hand. The missile’s warhead had its blast effect dialed down. Whoever these attackers were—Clan Shirna, breakaways therefrom, or someone else entirely—they obviously wanted to try to disable the Archetype so they could claim it for themselves.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” he murmured.

      Dash flung himself toward the raiders, and they scattered. He picked one and zoomed after it. Its fusion exhaust blew past him, but he held back, not wanting to test the Archetype’s ability to resist and repair damage by simply flying into the incandescent plasma plume. Instead, he considered weapons. He knew the Archetype had them, but he hadn’t given them much thought so far. He only had so much room for wonder.

      “Seekers, and a dark-lance cannon,” Sentinel informed.

      “That’s missiles and a sort of beam, right?”

      “Correct.”

      He looked at the raider ahead, who had slewed to one side and was burning at full power, desperately trying to get from out in front of the Archetype. Dash simply arced after, following him.

      The raider slewed again, a last-ditch effort to bring its particle cannon to bear. Dash made a snap decision to use the dark-lance but had no idea exactly how.

      A solid beam of something that seemed to be the opposite of light connected the Archetype and the raider. He could only see it because it lensed the stars behind it, briefly turning them to smeared whirls of light. Where it touched the raider, the beam simply made matter disappear. The raider’s ship was suddenly just fragments, themselves abruptly vanishing into a searing wash of light and radiation as the fusion core blew.

      “Oh wow.”

      A particle beam gouged him across the back.

      He did a somersault and found himself facing a raider that had fallen in behind him. He looked at it and decided to use the beam again.

      Nothing.

      “The dark-lance projector must recuperate, Dash. It is currently operating at its lowest power setting.”

      Two thoughts instantly flashed through Dash’s mind:

      That was its lowest power setting?

      And why?

      But he didn’t have time to consider either. The raider fired again, raking its particle beams across his face. Again, Dash winced.

      “Okay, that was just rude.”

      “Indeed,” agreed Sentinel.

      The dark-lance was, still stuck in some sort of recharging cycle. So he thought about a seeker instead—

      Something flashed away from the Archetype on an insane acceleration curve. Of course, it left no exhaust. It was just a small projectile, probably no bigger than Dash himself, but in a few seconds it was traveling at a speed the Slipwing could only have reached within minutes of acceleration. Neither Dash nor the raider pilot had time to see much more than a quick blur, then the raider crumpled in on itself, imploding into a tight ball of wreckage. An instant later it erupted into a dazzling explosion of breached plasma core.

      Dash couldn’t react fast enough. He flew through the explosion immediately after it had happened. Charged plasma, stellar-hot, washed over him, and then he was through.

      He looked around. The two missiles he’d dodged earlier had regained their lock and now burned straight at him. The final raider, meanwhile, had pulled back, and now fired two more missiles. It turned out he was smart; he maneuvered to ensure Dash had to face three threats—himself, and two pairs of missiles—coming at him from three entirely different directions. He might be able to deal with any two of them, but probably not all three.

      That was clearly the raider’s thinking, and it would be sound in the case of nearly any other opponent. But Dash was starting to get the hang of the Archetype, even starting to feel comfortable wearing it, for lack of a better term. The missiles were actually the more dire of the threats, because their warheads could pack a far larger punch than a particle beam. He sent seekers after three of them. That left one missile and the raider himself.

      He focused on the remaining missile. The dark-lance projector was still recharging, so he flung himself toward it, dodging it at the last second. As he did, the seekers found the other missiles. Dash saw them destroyed—perfect. As for this one…

      He swung an open palm, as though swatting at a Penumbrian blood-fly. It caught the missile in a glancing hit and sent it spinning off, thrusters firing crazily as it tried to reorient itself. Unable to right itself, the projectile self-destructed.

      The raider flashed by, particle beams ripping into the Archetype.

      With a frustrated yell, Dash swung his other hand in a fist. It slammed into the raider, punching its drive section away from the remainder of the hull in a spray of debris. The rest of the raider continued to coast, sparks and more debris trailing behind it. A few seconds later, the drive section exploded in yet another searing fusion blast.

      Dash looked around. Wreckage and clouds of rapidly cooling plasma surrounded him. But that was it. There were no more threats.

      He took a shuddering breath.

      “Okay,” he said. “Okay. That was intense.”
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      Dash made his way to the black comet. As he did, he took stock of the Archetype. The dark-lance had finally recharged, and repairs, or healing, or whatever it was, were well underway, layering new material into the wounds of the particle beam hits. But a lingering question remained.

      “Why,” he asked, “is this thing not running at full power? Like that dark-lance thing. How come it’s using its lowest power setting?”

      “Because there are components that must be obtained and installed in the Archetype.”

      “Wait, this thing isn’t complete?”

      “It is complete, but not optimal,” Sentinel explained.

      “So is that what this quest, or whatever you want to call this scavenger hunt, is all about? Travelling around to assemble all the pieces of this Archetype? That sounds, well, not to be rude, but pretty silly. Like a game or something, where you have to collect a bunch of things and then face a final, powerful enemy.”

      “There is a reason such things are enduring, regardless of the culture in question. Seeking and laboring to obtain things, in order to advance one’s knowledge and understanding, would be familiar to all of them.”

      “Really?” Dash asked.

      “Some truths are universal.”

      “If you say so.”

      Who am I to argue with a two hundred-thousand-year-old artificial intelligence? Because, she sure ain’t a standard computer like she tried to make me believe.

      They reached the black comet. Dash made to put the Archetype down on the surface the way he had on the Eye, but he suddenly realized—in that same, strange way of just realizing things—that it wasn’t necessary. What he sought was buried beneath the surface, meaning he would have to dig to get at it. In fact, that would be the only way to get at it.

      He plunged his fist into the surface of the comet. It punched through a crust of organic compounds and pulverized rock, into the ice beneath. In a few moments, he had dug deep into the comet, flinging a trail of spinning, frozen debris that drifted into space behind him. As he dug, he got closer to his target.

      It was a rock.

      Dash frowned. “Uh…”

      “This object required protection against the passage of time. It was encased in rock for that reason.”

      “Okay. How do I get it out?” Dash asked.

      “That is a problem you must solve.”

      “Oh, so I’m being tested now?”

      “Every sentient thing is being tested, all of the time.”

      “How philosophical.”

      Dash considered the rock. He could easily hold it between his massive thumb and forefinger. Simply crushing it, which he could do, seemed risky. If whatever was inside the rock needed to be protected from the long passage of time, then it may not be as indestructible as most of the other Unseen tech he’d encountered. But why? And how was this a test?

      Dash peered more closely at the rock, but other than the wearing and pitting of age, he saw nothing that gave a clue.

      Wait.

      As gently as he could, Dash squeezed the rock. It immediately cracked, fragments spilling off. He took his time, turning it, applying a small bit of pressure, then turning and squeezing it again. Eventually, the broken rock crumbled away, revealing a cylindrical rod about a meter long.

      “I guess the point is, when using this Archetype thing, it’s easy to be all big and powerful. But, sometimes, it takes a gentle touch.” He smirked. “Same way I deal with women.”

      “Whatever methods you use to promote reproduction, as long as they work, they are adequate,” Sentinel said in an almost casual tone. Too casual if you asked him.

      Wow. Not only had this ancient artificial intelligence managed to make romance and sex sound about as fun as changing out a defective power coupling, but Dash couldn’t help feel it had also managed to work in a snide remark about how he approached it.

      “You’re just jealous.”

      There was no answer.

      Dash stared at the rod a moment, wondering what to do with it, or if removing it from its rocky casing had been the whole point of this.

      No. Wait.

      He lowered the rod to a point on the Archetype’s thigh. There was a receptacle for it there. He knew that.

      Gently, he worked the rod into the receptacle. It took a couple of tries, mainly because he kept getting distracted by the reality he was trying to do this with a hand the size of a small ship. Only when he pushed that aside and just focused on himself doing it, did it slip into place. The metal around it began to flow, the opening into which he’d placed it shrinking, until it was gone and the rod was fully implanted.

      A surge of power rolled through the Archetype. The rod had not only allowed for a more efficient distribution of power from the mech’s kugelblitz source, but it also generated power on its own. So, a rod a meter long that put out as much power as a fusion plant was now in his command, and he had to plan accordingly. It wasn’t every day you had nearly limitless power in the palm of your proverbial giant, metallic hand.

      An instant later, the image of the Pasture that had been Dash’s perspective pretty much ever since he’d dug the Archetype out of its icy storage changed to something new.

      It was the galaxy, seen from afar. But it wasn’t some conceptual image which, since no known race had ever left the galaxy for such an external view, was all that anyone had ever seen. Dash knew this was the actual Milky Way Galaxy, seen from very far away.

      As he watched, the history of the galaxy began to unfold before him, and it was nothing like anything anyone had ever even imagined.

      “This is the galaxy as it is, but in truth, Messenger—this is only the beginning.”

      The image of the galaxy suddenly expanded. Dash realized it wasn’t just zooming in; he was experiencing some sort of travel, apparently through real space, but travel that somehow ignored or bypassed the restrictions imposed on, say, the speed of light. It had something to do with…

      “The Dark Between? What’s that?” asked Dash.

      “On the boundary between what you call real space and unSpace is a realm of existence that incorporates the fundamental nature of both. The Creators—the Unseen, to you—occupied and traveled through this realm. They were therefore freed of the constraints imposed by both of the adjacent realities.”

      “So they could stay in real space—kind of, anyway—but also be in unSpace? So they could travel as fast as they wanted? They didn’t have to…accelerate? Worry about inertia?” asked Dash.

      “Essentially correct, at least in a very cursory way,” Sentinel said.

      “I see,” he said.

      The Archetype didn’t respond to that, but it didn’t have to. Dash could only marvel. Marvel was the only word for the whole concept and what it implied. Even then, he could only fit a small amount of that inside his brain. It was all too big. Too much. The only thing that really stood out was the Fade on the Slipwing. In some way, he realized, it must be riding this Dark Between, but in an extraordinarily crude way, wobbling and ploughing through it, rather than actually entering what was, apparently, an entirely different reality. Compared to this, the Fade might as well have been a child’s plaything.

      He gave up and turned his attention back to the image of the galaxy. He plunged into the heart of it, skimming the edge of the event horizon of the supermassive black hole in the galaxy’s core, then zooming into one of the spiral arms. Just that brief experience would probably keep scientists who studied that sort of thing going for an entire lifetime.

      The rate of passage slowed. Individual stars resolved from blurs of light whipping past.

      The image came to a stop. Around him, colossal bursts of energy erupted, as though stars suddenly flared and faded. A few stars actually exploded, titanic blasts that left glowing nebulae in their aftermath. For a while, Dash could only stare at it all, wondering what it meant.

      “Oh, hang on, Sentinel. This is a war, isn’t it?”

      “It is. The Unseen did battle against the Golden, seeking to preserve the vestiges of life that occur on many planets.”

      “The Golden? Okay, who the hell are they?”

      In answer, the image shifted, showing an inset—a bipedal humanoid probably about five feet tall, whose skin—golden, of course—rippled and flowed as it moved, like some fluid polymer. It took Dash only a moment to realize it was artificial- a constructed life-form.

      “That’s a Golden? Who made them?”

      “That is unknown. All that is clear is that they were created, then they destroyed their creators to assert their own dominance.”

      Dash couldn’t help but notice a glimmer of distaste. The idea of destroying one’s creator seemed to not sit well with the AI, in any case.

      “Their loyalty programming obviously didn’t get enough quality control testing. So what, exactly, are they trying to do that the Unseen are trying to stop?” Dash asked.

      “The Golden seek to destroy life throughout the galaxy. It is not entirely clear as to why they have chosen such a path, but they only target specific forms, such as technologically advanced civilizations.”

      “Oh.” Dash narrowed his eyes.

      Sentinel continued, her voice growing more serious. “The Golden are ultimately the only threat that matters. Only the Messenger can stand against them,” the AI told him. “Only you can do what must be done.”

      “What must be done?” Dash repeated. “What do you mean?”

      “The war you are witnessing happened two hundred thousand years ago. The Unseen were largely destroyed in a final conflict. A few survived, but their whereabouts are unknown.”

      “And the Golden?” asked Dash.

      “They return to exert their influence and exterminate all advanced life from the galaxy every two hundred thousand years, approximately. The Unseen discovered this cycle and were determined to end it, using the Archetype to fight against them. The Messenger was intended to end this cycle once and for all, but such a fate was not to be.”

      Dash stared at the flashing, exploding stars. Just stared, while he tried to wrap his mind around this new bit of information about the war he was watching. “This is going to happen again? Like soon?”

      “Potentially. Nothing is certain, Dash. But that is the logical extrapolation.”

      Dash tried to imagine the galaxy caught up in a war between these two hyper-advanced races, the Unseen and the Golden—a war in which the stars themselves had been weaponized. How could anything that wasn’t itself a hyper-advanced race even begin to think about surviving that? “So what happened to the Unseen?”

      “I do not know the details of their demise, but the data suggests they were unable to prevent their extinction,” said the AI.

      “You mean the Golden succeeded,” suggested Dash. “All life was eradicated.”

      “Not all,” said Sentinel. “Only advanced civilizations with the capacity for space travel or those who developed advanced forms of renewable energy.”

      “So you mean any underdeveloped civilizations were left alone?” asked Dash.

      “That is correct,” said Sentinel. “Humanity, for example, had not developed far enough for the Golden to regard them as anything more than primitive, so they left them alone. The war itself, however, was quite catastrophic.”

      The flashes of searing energy, of gamma-ray bursts turned into colossal beams, destroying whole star systems, of stars erupting into unimaginably powerful blasts of x-rays and plasma, began to slow and diminish. Eventually, it stopped altogether. Apparently, the war was over.

      Dash whistled. “Okay, so I’m no astrophysicist or whatever, but how come, when we look at things, like two hundred thousand light years away, we don’t see some sign of this? Shouldn’t we be able to witness this happening due to the time it takes for light to travel?”

      “This galaxy is approximately fifty thousand light years in diameter,” Sentinel said. “The light from these events long ago passed into intergalactic space.”

      “Oh. Good point. So what we see is the aftermath, like nebulae. The Shadow Nebula was caused by the war I guess, right?”

      “That is correct. It is, in fact, the volume of space most affected by the culminating battle.”

      “Well, I’ll have to thank the Unseen for this machine, not that I’ll get to meet them. Oh, hey, you let me see one of those Golden. How about an Unseen? Can I see one?” Dash asked. “Or are they Unseeable?”

      “I acknowledge your attempt at humor,” Sentinel said dryly.

      “Tough room,” Dash said, but he stopped as a new image appeared. It looked like a lanky, bipedal dog.

      “That’s an Unseen?” Dash asked.

      “It is the form of the Creators, yes.”

      Dash wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. Probably something huge. Or with an enormous brain. Or made of light, or a swarm of nanobots—something, anyway, that wasn’t a lanky, bipedal dog.

      He almost chuckled at the absurdity of it, until he remembered these lanky, bipedal dogs had constructed the Archetype, and the Lens, and the Ribbon, and all of the Pasture, and probably all sorts of tech he hadn’t even encountered. Moreover, they lived and traveled through an entire reality that existed on the membrane separating real space and unSpace.

      Sure, they might look like lanky, bipedal dogs, but from a human perspective, he might as well be looking at a god.

      Dash bit the inside of his lip. “Okay, so I’m guessing that the Golden have gone back into this Darkness Between.”

      “Correct.”

      “And you said a few of the Unseen survived,” added Dash. “Any idea where they are?”

      “I was not active during the final conflict, so I cannot definitively state--”

      “Right, but where do you think they’d go?” interjected Dash.

      “The Kingsports,” finished Sentinel.

      “And those are?”

      “Vast fortresses, so silent and dark they simply cannot be detected. They exist in real space, outposts of the Unseen, from which they can monitor what is happening.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, so if they’re still here, in real space, in these Kingsports, why all this complicated stuff about the Pasture, and the Messenger, and the Archetype, and finding these components? Why don’t they just lurk until they’re needed again, and then come out shooting?”

      “I do not know,” said the AI. “Remember what I have said, Messenger. The Unseen were on the brink of total extinction. They could have been completely destroyed. It has been two hundred thousand years, which means that anything could have happened to them. We simply lack the data to hypothesize on their fate.”

      That slammed Dash’s thoughts to a halt. It was the first time the Archetype hadn’t known something, or caused him to know it. Dash found the fact of it being ignorant of something so obviously important profoundly chilling.

      “So what about the Golden? Are they still out there, somewhere in real space, in their own Kingsport type of fortress?”

      “Again, I do not know. I do not believe the Creators, the Unseen, knew exactly where the Golden originated or where they waited between the different cycles of destruction. They were unable to discern where the Golden came from, or where they would return to.”

      “That’s too bad,” said Dash. He considered all of this. Based on what he knew, the Unseen were masters of warfare, despite being a race that wasn’t particularly warlike. They’d obviously been forced to become militant in order to protect the galaxy from the Golden. That was actually both pretty noble and a bit disheartening. But it hadn’t stopped them from throwing themselves into the task, developing weapons like the Lens and fighting machines like the Archetype to do what was necessary.

      The Golden were another matter. They remained elusive, launching their attacks from long range, focusing on the complete decimation of entire civilizations, a particular focused placed on their enemy’s technology. It probably came from their own origins, being machines themselves. That seemed to be why the Archetype, the Lens, and Ribbon all required organic interaction to work. If an organic pilot was required, then the machine could never be used against its creators.

      “So, to sum this up, it’s been two hundred thousand years since the last cycle of the Golden’s assault on sentient life. These cycles happen about every two hundred thousand years, which means we might be due for another one any day now.” He paused. “And these always involve the Golden attacking and wiping out all sentient life with advanced technology.”

      “Well said,” commended the AI.

      “Only this time,” Dash went on, “we might not have the Unseen to help us, except for this machine they’ve created. But even if it’s only a hundred years off, which, you gotta admit, is a pretty small margin of two thousand centuries, then this will all happen long after I’m dead. That makes me being the Messenger pretty pointless, doesn’t it?”

      “That would logically follow,” said Sentinel. “However, based on the Unseen’s understanding of the Golden, their return is quite precise. For example, they were able to accurately predict the Golden’s arrival to that of a single year’s time.”

      “That’s pretty spot on,” muttered Dash. “Regardless, the bottom line is that there’s a war coming, sometime in the future, but probably soon.”

      “Again, logical.”

      “That still doesn’t answer the question of what happens next,” said Dash.

      “That is because there is no answer that could be absolutely correct. The future is unknowable, even to the Creators. There are too many variables, too many factors to do more than offer conjecture. But, as you have stated, a reasonable conjecture, based on what we know, is that there will soon be another war. We do not know if the Unseen will return with the Golden, but it seems unlikely, which means the fate of the galaxy will depend upon those of you who still remain.”

      “Great, so the Unseen couldn’t master everything,” said Dash, wishing that he’d been given something more to go on. “There were gaps in their knowledge.”

      “There were many things the Creators could not master, time being one of them. It appears to be impossible to see all outcomes, which is why their destruction could not be prevented.”

      Dash sank back in the harness. “Okay,” he said, looking back at the image, which had finally caught up to where he actually was and now displayed the Pasture, against the backdrop of the stellar ruin of the Shadow Nebula. “So I guess the important question now is, where do we go from here?”

      Maybe to warn everybody what was coming? But would they believe it? And what could they possibly do about it? Untethered doubts surged through Dash, unwelcome but necessary.

      The answer, though, was a series of points suddenly mapped out in space, scattered across the galaxy.

      “What are those?” he asked.

      “They are locations of components similar to the one you just obtained. Their retrieval will allow the Archetype to advance to its full power and potential,” Sentinel said.

      “So they couldn’t just have it come fully charged, right off the shelf? We have to do a freakin’ scavenger hunt for parts? I mean, yeah, I know, it’s part of understanding, but seriously, considering what’s at stake, why not just make the Archetype so it’s fully ready and then, you know, add what I need to know into my brain?”

      “As I understand it, the Creators were unable to build the components in time. The forges were built on an automated system, but the process for each of these devices took several decades. Many were simply not ready by the time the Golden attacked, and so they have remained where they were formed.”

      “Alright, so where do we go first?” asked Dash. “I’ve already been away from my people for too long. I need to know if they made it out.” The thought had been in the back of his mind for a while now and he found himself itching to complete this little hunt. Once he was at full power, he should be able to get back to them, right? He had to.

      “That choice is yours. As to your people, I’m afraid this is not information I have. My apologies.”

      “I guess you can’t know everything.” Dash studied the points portrayed across the galaxy. He found he could cause it to rotate and shift, seeing from whatever perspective he wished, just by…well, making it do that. He tried to imagine flying the Slipwing this way—as though it was just an extension of his body. Remarkably, he could, which was itself pretty stunning, because there was no way, just a day or so ago, he could have even started to imagine it.

      And what a day it had been, especially considering it had started with him almost dying.

      “Okay,” he finally said, “let’s go to that one. It’s the closest to where we are now.”

      “Very well,” Sentinel said.

      Dash aimed himself at where he knew the star system was, a few tens of light years away. It would take the Slipwing, using full power on unSpace drive, a day to make that translation. He wondered how long this would take—and if the Archetype included a few amenities, like a galley, or a shower, or even a latrine.

      Only one way to find out.

      Dash launched himself at the distant star system. The Archetype responded, smoothly surging ahead, then vanishing from real space and entering another existence altogether.

      It should have been mind-blowing, Dash knew, but his capacity for having his mind blown was pretty much saturated for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dash had never seen unSpace before.

      Okay, that wasn’t really true. He’d seen unSpace many times, while simply looking out the Slipwing’s vision ports. But all he’d ever viewed was an absolutely featureless blackness, except for a diffuse, barely-visible patch of light directly ahead that he could easily cover with his thumb at arm’s length. It was, apparently, a glimmer of the interaction between real space and unSpace. As a result, he’d always just assumed that was what unSpace was—a featureless void of darkness with a dim, fuzzy glow in whatever direction you were traveling.

      Seen through the eyes of the Archetype, though, unSpace was both much more and far less complex than that. It was somehow infinitely large, but also a dimensionless point, a singularity, both at once. It was utterly dark, and yet Dash was able to see any distance clearly, which he knew to be a function of the Archetype.

      And there was a texture to unSpace—a faint, restless ripple of whatever components made it up—an endless pulsation of shifting energies that were seen and unseen, at the periphery of his senses. That was the faint, ceaseless ebb and flow of gravitational waves from the matter that made up real space. He knew that detecting those waves, and deciphering their peaks and crests, their interference patterns and eddies, was somehow fundamental to unSpace navigation, but didn’t really understand how. That was a job for the nav computer.

      Except he could read the story those waves were telling him. Somehow, he could map them back to real space, knowing exactly where he was based solely on those faint gravitational echoes. Then, he could just fly there.

      He was freed of the shackles of mere material flesh and was more a mind racing through this bizarre realm of everything and nothing. Frankly, it was also a little terrifying. He didn’t even see how his brain could actually recognize any of this. How any mere human brain could. And the fact was, it couldn’t—not without the hyper-advanced help of the Archetype.

      Anyway, he would arrive in his target system soon. Not that time really meant much here in unSpace.

      As for eating, sleeping, and excreting waste, none of those things seemed to matter, either. Probably thanks to his “connection” with the Archetype, they were either things he simply no longer had to do, or they were somehow being done for him. In any case, none of them seemed relevant and he didn’t have any of his usual cravings. Dash simply zoomed through unSpace, as though he was swimming underwater through a very dark lake.

      He emerged from unSpace and found himself suddenly back in the star-scape of real space. A dim, ruddy sphere hung not far away. It was a red dwarf, the most long-lived of all stars. A halo ringed it, an asteroid belt of shattered wanderers, probably the remnants of planets destroyed by whatever cataclysm had turned this star into the faint, reddish cinder it was today.

      His destination was one of those asteroids—an average-sized fragment that otherwise appeared entirely unremarkable. He launched himself toward it. The star’s gravity well assisted his fall toward the asteroids, not that the Archetype seemed to need the help.

      A blast of incandescent energy erupted from the asteroid. Dash managed to dodge it, but it still flashed by close enough that he could feel the discharge as a wash of heat and radiation.

      “What the hell was that, Sentinel?”

      “The installation has automated defenses.”

      “But isn’t this an Unseen thing? Shouldn’t it be on our side?”

      “That would seem reasonable, Dash. I have no explanation as to why the defense system would identify you as a threat.”

      “You mean it could be a malfunction?” asked Dash.

      “It is possible.”

      Dash had become so overwhelmed with the sophistication of Unseen tech that it had never really occurred to him that it could screw up.

      “So what do we do now?”

      “You came here for a reason, Dash. That reason is still valid.”

      “Yeah, but if we have to blow the place up, it kind of makes coming here a little pointless, don’t you think?”

      “It would, yes. Accordingly, do not destroy the installation.”

      “Wow. Thanks. I never could’ve worked that out on my own.”

      Dash had stopped and now hung motionless in space. Whatever installation was on the asteroid hadn’t fired again; maybe it had been a warning shot?

      Or, since this was all some sort of elaborate scavenger hunt anyway, maybe it was a test. After all, he was apparently supposed to be proving that he was choosing to take on this role as Messenger, and not just bumbling into it, despite the fact that he did feel he had pretty much bumbled into it. The trouble was, it was an Unseen weapon that had fired at him. The raiders he’d fought had been using conventional weapons, particle beams and missiles, available throughout the galaxy.

      Compared to the Archetype, they were extraordinarily primitive—like some ancient explosion-driven projective weapon compared to a particle cannon. Sure, they could still hurt the Archetype; enough of them might even be able to destroy it. But an Unseen weapon might be able to just vaporize it in a single shot. He thought of the Archetype’s own dark-lance beam, a weapon the nature of which he still didn’t fully understand, and how it seemed to make matter just go away.

      “Any suggestions, Sentinel?”

      “If you get close enough to the installation to be able to distinguish the weapon systems, you should be able to neutralize them.”

      “So, just kinda fly on in and hope we don’t get blown to bits on the way?”

      “If the Archetype was fully powered up, that would be a risk-free approach.”

      “Yeah, and if my aunt had balls, she’d be my uncle.”

      Dash had to smile at the thought of this super-advanced AI parsing that. Apparently, it decided just to ignore it.

      “Since the Archetype is not fully powered-up, you will have to decide how much risk you are willing to assume.”

      “I’d prefer none, thanks, Sentinel.”

      Okay, so it was obviously up to him. Dash frowned at the distant belt of rocks orbiting the red dwarf. There were a lot of them larger than the one that was his destination, but far more that were smaller, all girdling the dim, red sun like a colossal belt.

      “Okay,” he said, “if we can’t be direct, then let’s do what’s got me out of a lot of scrapes…and into a few, as well, but that’s not important right now. Let’s be sneaky.”

      Dash somersaulted and zoomed away from the red dwarf, then turned and arced along in a wide orbit around it. He had to pour on some speed, needing to move faster than the asteroids in their relatively tight orbit around the star.

      When he was finally at a point almost exactly on the far side of the red dwarf from the Unseen installation, he turned and raced back sunward, trying to adjust his course along the way. He needed to keep the star between him and the installation.

      And hope the Unseen hadn’t seeded weapons throughout the asteroid belt.

      It appeared they hadn’t though. Dash sped into the fringe of the belt, then turned so he raced down its length, steadily arcing his way around and back toward the other side of the star, where the installation was. It struck him that this would be a tough flight in the Slipwing, with him having to make constant course corrections to dodge and weave among the tumbling rocks.

      He could probably do it, but there was a good chance of damage, and it would burn a lot of fuel. In the Archetype, though, he just dove under rocks, soared over top of them, and swung around them in tight turns. Small fragments did slam into the Archetype, vanishing in flashes of kinetic energy and clouds of dust, but the damage was negligible.

      The installation rose over the dull red star. Dash fought to keep himself in the shadow of asteroids as he approached it—one of which disappeared in a dazzling flash as the installation’s weapons opened up. He flung himself sideways, behind another rock; it, too, erupted into vapor and fragments.

      On and on it went, Dash keeping the biggest fragments he could find between him and those terrifyingly powerful blasts. A few times, he found himself blocked by something little larger than the Archetype itself, making him think of someone trying to hide behind a skinny lamppost or structural beam, and looking awkwardly obvious about it.

      Almost there. Another rock vaporized; this time, part of the beam washed past it and clipped the Archetype. Part of the upper leg boiled away to glowing vapor. Dash yelped and swore and threw himself behind another rock. The wound would heal, but next time it might catch him full-on, crippling him, leaving him exposed.

      He had to end this as soon as possible, as in now.

      Dash readied the dark-lance then gritted his teeth and zoomed into the clear. He saw the snout of the weapon aiming at him, its dome-like enclosure on the surface of the target asteroid rotating fast. He fired the dark-lance, just as the defensive weapon opened up on him.

      Fortunately, he could maneuver; it couldn’t. The dark-lance tore through the dome, causing it to collapse and implode. As it did, he heaved himself to one side, catching only a glancing hit from a portion of the stupendous blast. Part of his right arm vaporized and he gasped and swore again. It would be just his luck to find out there was a second defensive weapon that he hadn’t noticed.

      But there was no more incoming fire. Letting out a slow breath, he resumed his way until he landed on the asteroid near a second dome-like structure. The remains of the big cannon, gun, whatever it was, still glowed red hot against the asteroid’s nearby horizon.

      “Well, that was fun,” he mumbled.

      “And successful,” Sentinel chimed in.

      Before he could even ask why she was suddenly cheery, the answer came to him. The AI was beginning to adapt to his personality. As they continued on together, she would continue to do so. He smiled broadly at the realization. “Yes it was. It was that.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash shone his suit lamp ahead. A corridor, meticulously straight, extended as far as his light penetrated. Beyond hung a thick curtain of gloom. The Archetype stood outside, so he did the low-grav shuffle as he entered the Unseen installation. It seemed wrong, somehow, to be walking on his own legs, moving his own arms, grasping things with his own hands. It seemed so limited in comparison to his newfound mech. In the Archetype, he could soar through unSpace on the energy of a captive black hole. Here, on his own, his feet felt like two lumps of stone that he had to lift and put down, over and over.

      Dangerous. That was dangerous. It would be easy to get too used to living as the Archetype—never tired, never hungry, more like some sort of god than a man.

      Dangerous, but, seriously, would it be that bad a thing?

      Especially since, upon exiting the Archetype, he had suddenly found himself hungry and thirsty, and needing to relieve himself. Fortunately, the vac suit could take care of all those things, as long as he didn’t mind tepid, stale-tasting water, a bland-but-nutritious food paste, and, well, the suit’s waste reclaimer did what it did.

      It seemed like such a letdown.

      “So I just head straight down this corridor?”

      “Yes, Dash. It descends into the installation, which is located inside this asteroid.”

      “How far?”

      “Six hundred and seventy-three meters.”

      Again, Dash was struck by the fact that the measurement hadn’t been given to him in meters; he actually had no idea what system for measuring things the Unseen used. But that was how his brain had interpreted it. It was just another bizarre reality of the connection he had to the Archetype, which seemed to work perfectly well even when he’d exited it.

      Dash began walking. As soon as he did, he realized he no longer needed to do the shuffle. The installation’s gravity seemed to be exactly one G. He suspected the place’s gravity would always be exactly right for anyone exposed to it.

      Assuming they could get by that automated super-weapon, of course.

      As he went, the darkness parting before his light ahead of them, then closing back in once again behind him. He glanced back once, saw nothing but impenetrable darkness, and resolved not to do that again. It wasn’t that Dash believed in ghosts, but the darkness could hide a multitude of things he didn’t particularly want to encounter, especially in a place that might be two thousand centuries old.

      The sound of his own breathing echoing in his helmet finally got to him. He needed to hear something, anything. “So Sentinel,” he said, “what was this place used for? I mean, besides blowing up anything that comes near it, and I guess hiding a power core for a giant robot?”

      “The Creators had many facilities, which had many purposes. I have no record regarding what specific purposes this one may have had.”

      Dash slowed his pace. “So, wait. You mean you don’t know what I’m walking into here?”

      “Not specifically, no.”

      He stopped. “So how do I know I’m not heading into something that’s going to blow me up, or incinerate me?” Or eat me, his brain silently added.

      “The Creators were not wantonly destructive or harmful, Dash. Everything they did had a rational purpose. Even the defensive system of this place you encountered was here for a reason.”

      Dash sighed and resumed walking. “Well, sure, except that reason somehow came to include attempting to destroy the Archetype, and both of us along with it.”

      “Again, that was unexpected. It was likely a fault in the system itself.”

      “Yeah, but what if there are other faults? I’m the one walking into this place blind, Sentinel.”

      Literally, since the way ahead remained profoundly black.

      “That is a risk,” she admitted.

      “Did you actually know the Unseen? Your Creators? Did you actually meet them?”

      “They created me,” Sentinel said simply.

      “So what were they like?” he pressed, more curious than ever.

      “I don’t understand the question, Dash.”

      “It’s not difficult. I mean, what were they like? Were they high-strung? Laid back and relaxed? Did they get angry easily? Did they laugh a lot?”

      “You are attempting to assign human emotions and reactions to them. That is somewhat fallacious.”

      “So are you saying they had no emotions? Nothing like anger or happiness or sadness or whatever at all? That makes them sound like—well, you. No offense, by the way.”

      “Offense isn’t relevant, Dash. The closest analog to a human emotion I could convey about the Creators is compassion. They sought to preserve sentient races from those who would seek to destroy them.”

      “The Golden, you mean.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Yeah, okay, Sentinel, but they could have been doing that because they wanted to, I don’t know, farm us as food, or use us as slaves someday. What makes you think they actually cared about all of us poor, lesser sentient species?”

      “They had no such designs of which I am aware. They sought, rather, to preserve life such as yours because they considered it their mission. They put forth enormous effort and sacrificed much.”

      “Well, nice to hear that, I guess. Good to know someone out there had our backs.” He paused. “I have to wonder, though, if they’re still out there, why haven’t they come back? Seems like if they managed to find those fortresses you mentioned, they would have played a more active role in safeguarding the galaxy by this point.”

      “I must once again apologize,” said the AI. “The answers you seek are beyond my capacity to give. For all anyone knows, myself included, they could be gone completely.”

      Dash continued along the corridor, his bubble of light the only thing breaking the vast darkness.

      The walls of the corridor abruptly vanished ahead. Dash’s light spilled across an expanse of floor beyond. He paused, then sidled up to the opening and looked around.

      His light barely penetrated far enough to dimly illuminate the side walls of the chamber, which must be huge. It didn’t even reach the far opposite wall or the ceiling above.

      “Well, this is intimidating.”

      “Your reason for coming here is within that chamber,” Sentinel directed.

      “I could have guessed that.” Taking a breath, Dash lifted a foot to step into the chamber, but he just put it back down again, not moving.

      “Something just occurred to me, Sentinel. There were defenses to stop people from getting here. Are there also defenses to stop people from, you know, getting inside? Or making their lives miserable while they are inside?”

      “I do not know.”

      “Oh, for—”

      “However, it would be unusual for the Creators to have used active defense systems inside an installation such as this. In all instances that are recorded, they focused primarily on passive protection. Do not fear, Dash.”

      “Easier said,” he murmured.

      He carried on and saw massive machines, or devices, or structural components. Or maybe sculptures, for that matter. He simply got impressions of great, sweeping curves; gleaming things like beams and pipes colored deep bronze or mirror-bright silver; objects made of crystal that either seemed as clear as water, or tinted with colors he couldn’t quite make out. He had absolutely no idea what any of it was or was for. Then, he suddenly did know, in his strange way of knowing things, that what he sought was just ahead.

      “What was this place?” he asked, eyeing a massive—something, like a frozen fountain of quicksilver. “What was it for, besides holding a power core for the Archetype?”

      It wouldn’t have really surprised him if the AI had told him, no, that’s all this was for. But the reply was surprisingly direct and certain.

      “This was intended as a reconnaissance post. It would monitor a volume of space, in order to alert the Creators to anything of concern.”

      “Oh. Well, that makes sense. I gather they had these things all over the place.”

      “There were thousands, yes.”

      Dash made his way around a huge, iron-grey sphere propped on what looked like legs that were far too spindly for its bulk. “So now you’ve got me curious, Sentinel. Were there any of these watching us humans? Like, near Old Earth?”

      “There is an installation in the Sol system, yes. It is located in the belt of asteroids between the fourth and fifth planets.”

      “That’s unexpected,” muttered Dash, trying to visualize something like this going so long without being discovered.

      So, somewhere in the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, among all those rocks, there had been a monitoring outpost, likely built hundreds of thousands of years in the past. Had it been intended to watch the acts of early man as he climbed down from the trees and picked up tools for the first time? Did the Unseen know back then that mankind would have the potential to traverse the stars someday? Or was the outpost simply there to observe the evolution of life on Earth, with little regard as to its outcome?

      “I guess it’s a good thing we never found it,” Dash said. “We never would have left it alone if we had.”

      “Installations such as this one are protected from discovery. Had you not had the Archetype assisting you, you simply would never have found it. This prevents primitive races from inadvertently running afoul of them, as well as protecting them from the Golden.”

      Dash reached the other side of the massive sphere and knew that the power core was just ahead. A short flight of steps—steps that were just a little too short for his human gait—opened up before him and, at the top, sat a crystal cylinder resting on a slab of what looked like copper. Inside the cylinder was another rod, virtually identical to the one he’d dug out of the black comet.

      He climbed the steps and stopped, then he reached for the rod, but hesitated.

      If there were any traps or defenses, this would be the most likely moment they’d trigger.

      “Have I mentioned how nerve-racking this little expedition has been?”

      “You have successfully communicated your discomfort, yes.”

      “As long as we’re clear on that,” Dash muttered, then reached for the cylinder. As soon as his gloved fingers touched it, the cylinder winked out of existence, and Dash was able to grab the power core.

      “Dash—”

      Dash yelped and jumped. The AI had spoken the instant he grabbed the core, startling him. He wondered if it was deliberate.

      “What?” he snapped.

      “There has been a development. Several ships have just entered real space at the edge of this system and are inbound on a high thrust trajectory.”

      “Damn it.” Dash turned and headed back the way he came. “How long until they’re a problem?”

      “They are a problem now,” she replied.

      “What I mean is, how long until they become an actual threat?”

      “Long enough for you to return to the Archetype, if you hurry.”

      Dash swallowed. “On it!”

      As Dash wove his way among the enigmatic machines and constructs of the Unseen, it struck him that it was too bad he hadn’t been able to keep the place’s defense system operational—and on his side.
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        * * *

      

      Dash raced along the corridor until he reached the opening that led onto the asteroid’s surface. Without thinking, he plunged out of the installation at full speed and immediately launched himself into space.

      He’d forgotten that the gravity inside the place was artificially one G, but only a tiny fraction of that outside of it. His momentum was carrying him into what would be, at best, a long, arcing fall back to the surface; at worst, he might end up in orbit, or even achieving escape velocity altogether.

      That was not good. The incoming ships that Dash had identified as Clan Shirna vessels as soon as Sentinel showed him, were only minutes away from reaching particle beam range of the asteroid. The Archetype may be able to shrug off a blast of highly energetic neutrons, but Dash would evaporate like an Elysian eye-beetle in a fusion exhaust. In other words, POOF.

      He fired the suit’s thrusters, desperately trying to regain control, and ended up spinning, but he was able to work his way back down to the asteroid’s surface, about a hundred paces away from the towering bulk of the Archetype. Still clutching the power core, Dash started a low-grav shuffle, moving as fast as he could back to the giant mech without losing control again.

      “Dash, I recommend that you board the Archetype within the next minute to avoid being caught on the surface unprepared.”

      “Working on it.” Dash reached the mech and was about to clamber aboard when he realized he really had no idea how to install the power core.

      No. Wait. Yes he did. Like the one he’d retrieved from the black comet, it slotted into the Archetype’s other thigh. It would be a lot of effort for him to do it himself, though, and he just didn’t have the time.

      Fine. Dash dropped the core onto the gravelly surface of the asteroid then re-entered the Archetype.

      And not a moment too soon. Particle beams swept across the surface of the asteroid, leaving glowing trails of molten rock and clouds of superheated plasma. One struck the Archetype, plowing a furrow across its back and right shoulder. The Clan Shirna ships had opened fire as soon as they could, at extreme range, so they weren’t all that accurate, but that would change very quickly.

      Dash settled into the cradle and once more became the Archetype.

      Wincing at the wound across his back, he reached down, grabbed the core, and seated it in place. Again, power surged through the mech. It reached a peak of about a third of the big machine’s full power, and also activated several new systems, including a point-defense beam for close-in protection.

      A shield. Not the low-grade energy shield he’d had on the Slipwing. This one harnessed the power of the black hole. An actual energy shield, something engineers had been trying, and failing to produce, for—well to create an unprecedented level of protection. Grinning in his cradle, Dash raised it around himself and launched into space, just as a salvo of missiles came thundering in, detonating across the asteroid’s surface. The searing flashes of energy washed over the Archetype, followed by showers of pulverized rock. The shield flickered and flared under the onslaught, but held.

      Dash emerged from the gaseous aftermath of the multiple explosions, soaring into space and aiming himself directly at the enemy.
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        * * *

      

      The enemy turned out to be about a dozen Clan Shirna ships, which wasn’t a surprise.

      Missiles and particle beams flared against the Archetype’s shield. It continued to hold, but Dash realized that enough energy delivered quickly enough could overwhelm it. When the mech was fully powered, it would be a different story, but the mech wasn’t fully powered, so Dash swerved and dodged and wove among the Clan Shirna ships, lashing out with the dark-lance, and a new spatial distortion cannon that created deep, instantaneous gravity wells wherever he aimed.

      It pulled the Clan Shirna ships off their trajectories, making them tumble and spin as they fought to regain control. In a few moments, he’d managed to destroy about a third of the attackers; now, amid a whirling cloud of debris, the survivors abruptly pulled back and retreated, but not too far.

      Dash destroyed a single incoming missile with the point defense system, then paused. He let his attackers disengage, because it gave the Archetype a respite to regenerate its weapon systems, and him a chance to collect his wits. Flying through space as though he was a bird in the air was exhilarating, of course, and he was getting more and more used to it, but it still left him a little dazed in the wake of such a complex string of maneuvers. Fortunately, the Archetype seemed to be adapting to him, too, becoming ever more of a natural extension to him.

      “There is a transmission from one of the enemy vessels,” Sentinel said.

      “Oh, really? I’ll bet I know who it is, too. Go ahead, put him on.”

      An inset window opened his field of view, holding the image of a familiar figure.

      “Hey, Nathis! We’ve really gotta stop meeting like this. I mean, people are going to start talking.”

      “Spare me your feeble wit,” Nathis shot back, his claws flicking with disdain as he gestured to the screens.

      With each passing moment, his anger colored his pebbled skin a darker shade of green.

      Nathis was more dragon than alien in that moment, his white fangs exposed from a thin upper lip. “Your crimes are now breathtaking in scope. You have stolen an artifact that is—”

      “Whoa, hang on here. I didn’t steal anything.” He did a somersault. “See? I’m fully…um, integrated, or connected with this thing. Oh, and it’s called the Archetype. And it’s not exactly something I could just sneak into and fire up. It kinda—well, I guess you could say it chose me.”

      “Preposterous.”

      Dash grinned. “Jealous that you're not the one flying around in space? Oh, and is it ever sweet to do that—”

      “You may think you are invulnerable, undefeatable, but I can assure you, you are not.”

      “Well, let’s test that, shall we?” asked Dash.

      He launched himself at the remaining Clan Shirna ships.

      He actually had to give Nathis credit; he learned fast. All of the ships fired the particle beams at once, striving to pour fire into the Archetype’s shield as it closed. Dash felt the shield reaching saturation, unable to radiate the incoming energy away as fast as it was pumped in. He started dodging, disrupting his opponents’ firing solution, but it also slowed his approach to them, so it wasn’t a net gain. He finally gave up and just bore in, loosing missiles, dark-lance blasts and spatial-distortions as he did.

      The dark-lance tore apart one ship. Two more were pulled into a sudden gravity well and collided. Missiles blew another to fragments. As he swept by the remainder, his shield failed and he took particle beam hits all over, making him yelp and cry out. He kept going, opening the distance again. But the surviving Clan Shirna ships didn’t follow. Instead, they scattered, heading back out-system.

      “Had enough, guys?”

      One ship was leaving on a very different trajectory than the rest. Instead of departing along a conventional course, this one seemed to be launching itself along a path that would take it out of the galactic plane. Of course, that didn’t mean much unless it translated into unSpace, which it did. The other Clan Shirna ships did, too, but that one ship was now on its way out of the galaxy, along a course perpendicular to the spiral arm.

      His connection with Sentinel informed him immediately that unlike the Echoes, these ships had the translation ability.

      “Where the hell are you going?”

      Was it Nathis? His transmissions had been generated from all of the Clan Shirna ships, a pretty standard ploy to avoid letting your opponent know which ship you were on. So it might be Nathis. But where was he going?

      Dash took off after it, ignoring the other ships as they likewise entered unSpace. It struck him that this might be a ruse; maybe the ship he was chasing was entirely automated and was just a distraction. Or maybe it was a sacrifice, intended for Dash to chase so the others could get away. Hadn’t he tried to do the same in Halfwing?

      What convinced him to chase after it wasn’t anything rational or logical. Nor was it any deep wisdom or insight from the Archetype. No, it was just a good, old-fashioned gut feeling.

      Flinging himself into unSpace, Dash raced after the retreating ship. It should have been tough to do that, at least without specialized equipment he could never afford. But the Archetype let him see the Clan Shirna ship ahead, racing through the dimensionless infinity of unSpace.

      For now, he could only follow, since the concept of closing in unSpace was meaningless. In the meantime, Dash and his quarry tore out of the galactic plane, eventually leaving the galaxy altogether.

      “So where are you going?” he asked the distant ship. “Just what the hell are you up to?”

      Time passed. Dash began to think this was a fool’s chase, just a desperate attempt to lead him nowhere, to waste his time so Nathis could…do what, exactly? The answer to that was probably behind him, but his gut told him to stay the course, for at least a while longer.

      And his gut paid off. Without warning, his target translated back to real space. Dash did the same and found himself not in the middle of intergalactic nothing, as he expected. Instead, he was immersed in a whole lot of dangerous something.
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      Dash swerved to avoid a hurling mass of ice and rock, which shouldn’t be here. There should be nothing here. The galaxy sprawled across space, a vast pinwheel of glowing dust and uncountable stars, but here, outside the galaxy, there should be nothing at all. He dodged another massive chunk of rock. As he did, he saw something else drifting toward him, something he didn’t recognize at all, except that it was obviously artificial.

      What the—?

      Except he did know what it was. Even though he’d never seen anything like this before, or heard of it, or even imagined it could actually exist, he knew that it was a dark matter mine. And it wasn’t another piece of Unseen tech. This had been built, and apparently put here, by the Golden.

      It was one thing to face the relatively clunky, primitive weapons of Clan Shirna and their ilk. It was quite another to deal with Golden technology, which was every bit as sophisticated and powerful as that of the Unseen.

      Dash zoomed away from the mine and found himself closing on another. They seemed to be mobile, but not fast. In fact, there was an array of them, and they were reconfiguring themselves to hem him in, make it so he couldn’t possibly escape without detonating at least one of them.

      In other words, this was a trap.

      He fired the dark-lance at a mine, trying to open a gap. It struck the sinister device but, to his horror, it had no effect.

      He doubted the Archetype’s missiles would be any more effective, so he picked a point and activated the distortion cannon. Three of the mines abruptly plunged into the resulting gravity well. An instant later, they erupted in an explosion of…nothing. But Dash knew it only seemed to be nothing; the blast effect was to essentially neutralize certain fundamental physical properties of reality for a moment, such as the strong nuclear force that held matter together. An icy rock caught in the affected region simply ceased to exist, its atoms ripped apart as protons and neutrons simply collapsed into their component quarks.

      Dash gaped for a moment. That had been awesome, in the truest sense of the word. Awesome, and utterly terrifying. Missiles and ice were one thing, but he could already imagine what the distortion cannon might do to flesh and bone.

      He shook away his stunned awe. The gap in the encroaching mines was already closing. He zoomed through it, desperately hoping that he was far enough away from any of the mines to avoid detonating them.

      One of the mines did explode, though that didn’t really seem to be the right term for it, and the distortion effect brushed against the Archetype’s shield, which had fully regenerated. The shield prevented any damage to the Archetype, but at the cost of effectively nullifying it, putting it back into a regeneration cycle. So Dash could take a hit from one mine, but certainly not from two.

      He glared at the Clan Shirna ship, dodging among rocks and ice chunks as it sought to open the distance from him. “You clever son of a bitch,” he muttered at it. “This was a trap, and you led me right into it.”

      He was actually kind of impressed. This ship had lured him here, to a place that was a true threat to the Archetype, knowing that the mines would probably end up destroying the mech, too. That was ballsy, which meant it probably wasn’t Nathis, who just didn’t seem like the self-sacrificial type.

      But it begged a question—how did the Clan Shirna ship even know about this place? And why was this odd collection of miscellaneous bodies and super-dangerous mines even here, in the intergalactic void, to begin with?

      “I really need to talk to that guy,” Dash said.

      “The probability that the Clan Shirna ship will survive this region is extremely low.”

      “Yeah, I see that, Sentinel. Which means instead of destroying him, I have to try to only disable him, and also protect him at the same time.”

      Dash zoomed after the Clan Shirna ship, determined to catch it and get some answers.

      The dark-lance was out. It would almost certainly destroy the other ship. That left Dash with the missiles—which were beginning to run low—and the distortion cannon. He fired the latter, targeting a point behind the Clan Shirna ship, creating a gravity well that tugged it backward, slowing it down, while yanking him forward, closing on it.

      In a space battle, vectors were important as weapons, and Dash was using both.

      He decided to get a little closer and use a missile, which had enough ability to discriminate targets that he could have it attack his opponent’s drive, and could also scale its blast effect in a way that would limit damage.

      He readied the missile, then fired the distortion cannon again. The gravity well it created winked into existence just as the Clan Shirna ship started a hard lateral burn of its fusion drive, trying to make a wrenching course change to dodge behind some large hunks of rock. The combined effect was to send it spinning out of control. The pilot started mad thruster burns, trying to regain control, but he didn’t have enough time. The Clan Shirna ship struck one of the rocks and bounced off, trailing debris.

      The Clan Shirna pilot made a last, desperate burn of his fusion drive, slowing his damaged ship enough that when it struck another of the massive rocks, it slewed across the surface and came to rest jammed under a huge outcrop. It vented atmosphere in a shimmering cloud of vapor but seemed to remain mostly intact.

      Dash stopped the Archetype a few hundred meters over the crashed ship. As far as he could tell, its engineering section had been mostly demolished, but the rest of it looked only moderately damaged. And there hadn’t been enough atmosphere blown into space to account for its entire internal volume, which meant that a lot of the ship must remain habitable.

      But he wasn’t going to be able to do much of anything while still aboard the Archetype—certainly not find the answers he wanted. That meant Dash would have to dismount and enter the damaged Clan Shirna himself, on foot.

      Dash found himself reluctant to leave the big mech. The loss of its power and protection made him suddenly feel very small. As he approached the crashed Clan Shirna ship, shuffling his way across the barren rock, he reflected on how hazardous this really was.

      Not only was the ship itself dangerous—for instance, its fusion core, if not shut down, could breach at any time and turn him into vapor—but there might still be living Shirnas, as he’d thought to call them, on board. The fact that all of this was happening in the utter darkness of intergalactic space, lit only by the diffuse glow of the sprawling Milky Way galaxy that filled a good chunk of the sky, only made it all the more disconcerting.

      He stopped short of the wreck. Of course, maybe everyone on board was dead. It was likely to become nothing more than a ghost ship, like the ones described in hoary tales in grubby little on-world bars.

      Dash shook his head and hefted his slugger. Unfortunately, the Archetype had no bizarre and wondrous weapons aboard that could be man-packed, so all he had was the default one strapped to his vac suit. It had ten rounds of self-propelled ammo, and that was it. In comparison to dark-lances and distortion cannons, it felt like he’d armed himself with a handful of rocks.

      “The dark-matter mines are continuing to reconfigure themselves,” Sentinel said. “They seem to be arranging into a pattern intended to prevent the Archetype from leaving this region without being attacked.”

      “Great. Are they coming any closer?”

      “No. But it is conceivable that once they’ve arrayed themselves, they could begin to close in, in order to attack the Archetype directly.”

      Dash looked over the hull of the crashed ship, selected a gap torn through it immediately behind what was probably its comms array, and began to climb.

      “Do you think that’s what they’re going to do?”

      “It would be a logical way of proceeding,” Sentinel said. “Accordingly, I would say yes, it is.

      Dash grabbed a buckled hull plate and pulled himself up. It was easy in the extremely low gravity; he actually had to work at not flinging himself into space. “Fantastic. So, how long do we have?”

      “Perhaps as much as an hour, although assuming half an hour is probably more realistic.”

      Dash reached the gap in the hull then stopped and cautiously peered into it. He could have simply thrusted up and then back down to enter it, but he didn’t want to find a pissed-off Shirna taking pot shots at him while he was soaring through space. But the gap, which was torn right through the double-hull, opened into an empty space, a corridor or compartment. A live power conduit sparked menacingly at the edge of it, meaning he’d have to be careful entering to avoid getting burned or fried.

      “Half an hour, eh, Sentinel? I’m always on a clock, it seems.”

      “Constraints in time and space are a fundamental aspect of the universe.”

      “You’ve obviously mistaken me for someone philosophical,” Dash said, swinging his legs over the gap and thrusting himself down, careful to avoid the exposed conduit.

      He landed in an empty compartment. Whatever had been in here had obviously been blown into space when it was opened to vacuum.

      Gripping the slugger, Dash followed his suit lamp’s glow to a heavy, round door. He had no idea how it normally opened, but it didn’t matter; like most ships, it had a manual operating system as a safety back up. There was no artificial grav working, so he had to brace himself on a structural member to crank it. As soon as the door cracked open, atmosphere vented in a rush and swirling cloud of vapor. He waited for it to clear, then cranked the door open the rest of the way.

      It was a corridor. To the left, sternward, it ended after a dozen paces or so in debris. To the right, forward, it carried on, past several other compartments, to another door. It was all canted down toward the stern, and to port.

      Unfortunately, even if there was more atmosphere on board, unless he found an internal airlock, he’d have to vent it to enter. He hoped any Shirna survivors—if there were any—had put on their own vac suits, or he wasn’t going to find anyone to talk to in here.

      The door at the forward end of the corridor started to open.

      Dash looked around. The best available cover was the door he’d just opened. He stepped back into it then crouched and peered around the corner.

      The other door slowly rolled open, revealing a humanoid figure in a vac suit, who immediately opened fire, a searing flash of energy scorching the bulkhead just in front of Dash.

      He ducked back, cursing. How had that guy even known he was here?

      Oh. His suit lamp. It splashed light all over the place.

      “Sometimes, I’m not very bright,” Dash groused, then fought a laugh. “Or too bright.”

      Then came another blast. The Shirna definitely wasn’t using a slugger. Dash popped around the corner and fired; the projectile popped out of the muzzle, then rocketed away. He immediately jumped into the middle of the corridor, fully exposed. His opponent, who had taken cover from Dash’s wild shot, reappeared and aimed.

      But Dash was already aiming at where he thought the figure would appear. He fired again, and the projectile shot away. It slammed into the other figure’s helmet, blowing fragments and gore out the back that immediately began to freeze.

      His suddenly rapid breath rasping inside his helmet, Dash kept the slugger trained on the open door, looking past the figure he’d just killed in case he wasn’t alone.

      There was nothing. The figure just slowly toppled backward, pushed by the kinetic energy of the slugger round.

      “Yeah,” Dash muttered, waiting for his pounding heart to slow, “that Archetype spoiled me. This fighting face-to-face crap is definitely no fun at all.”

      Gathering himself, Dash started forward, heading for the open door.

      Dash winced as another plasma bolt shot past him. He went to the right of the fallen beam this time, snapping off a bolt at one of the two Shirna firing at him from the plasma pistol he’d taken off the first one he’d killed. One Shirna had managed to wing him, a searing hot plasma charge just kissing Dash’s upper right arm.

      Thanks to the Archetype’s repairs, Dash’s suit had automatically sealed the breach with foam that instantly vacuum-hardened; it also acted as a bandage on the teeth-gritting-painful burn. His vac suit could maybe do that once more, then the sealing foam would be spent.

      Two more plasma bolts slammed into the beam he was using for shelter, throwing off showers of sparks and glowing droplets of liquid alloy.

      “You know, Sentinel,” he said, “I really am getting too old for this crap.”

      “You are also running out of time. You have perhaps fifteen minutes left.”

      “Ten minutes ago, you said I had at least thirty!”

      “New data has allowed me to refine the estimate.”

      Dash considered his options. One of them was to simply give up and retreat back to the Archetype. The trouble was, he’d be leaving here with some huge, unanswered questions, like why had this ship made a beeline for this strange little cluster of planetesimal bodies and dark-matter mines, that were apparently placed here by the Golden? There was a connection between all of it. The Golden were real, the universe was a helluva lot more complex than he could have imagined, and the Archetype was clearly being tracked.

      Two more bolts slammed into the beam. Dash looked around it, low and to the left, and saw that one of the Shirna was trying to advance and close on him, while the other gave covering fire.

      These guys were determined to kill him, which was itself a little strange, because he was, at least as far as Dash knew, their only way off this remote rock. So either they didn’t care if they lived or not, or they were expecting a ride from someone else.

      Dash raised the plasma pistol but changed his mind and snapped off a shot from the slugger instead. It gave off much less of a firing signature, so maybe he’d catch the Shirna coming at him flat-footed.

      But the man dodged and the shot clanged into the bulkhead behind him. It did make him take cover, but Dash just didn’t have the time for this.

      He looked at the plasma pistol. It had about half of its charge left. Maybe.

      The weapon theoretically had a safety to prevent its tiny plasma core from breaching, but Dash had long ago learned how to circumvent that on conventional plasma weapons, and this one wasn’t much different. He did the necessary tweaks, snapping off all but two of his remaining slugger rounds at the Shirna still blasting away at him, then he took a breath, pulled the trigger, and flung the plasma pistol over the beam.

      Nothing happened.

      The compartment turned white.

      Dash had curled himself tight behind the fallen beam; the wash of incandescent, ionized gas still scorched the toes of his boots. When it faded, he looked back around the beam, peering through the still-glowing, but rapidly cooling cloud of gas. One of the Shirnas had apparently picked the moment of detonation to line up another shot at Dash; his head and most of one shoulder were gone. The other one had fared better. He was obviously badly hurt, but started pumping out plasma shots, apparently determined to go down fighting. After his last shot, Dash raised himself over the beam, lined up, and fired his second-to-last slugger round, blowing the Shirna’s chest open.

      Quickly, Dash crossed to the fallen Shirna, looking for his plasma pistol. He found it, but it was discharged. The other Shirna’s weapon had been fused by the blast. That meant Dash had exactly two slugger-shots left, and that was it.

      He glanced back the way he’d come. Maybe just pulling out was the best option. But, Dash knew he couldn’t do that and pushed on, heading for the bow of the crashed ship and its bridge.
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        * * *

      

      One Shirna remained. He crouched over a console on the bridge, his fingers dancing rapidly over the controls.

      Dash raised the slugger, then grabbed a loose hunk of debris and heaved it at the Shirna. It struck him, and when he turned, Dash caught a glimpse of reptilian face through the faceplate, then a voice cracked in Dash’s earpieces.

      “You’re too late. This ship will not be yours.”

      “I don’t want your ship, which, I might point out, is kind of wrecked. I just want to talk.”

      “Talk with a blasphemer? That is itself blasphemy.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, I’m a filthy heathen,” said Dash.

      “I will not sully my death with your words being the last sound I--”

      Dash fired the slugger. The round tore through the Shirna’s left arm and upper torso, leaving a shimmering trail of gore leading to its impact point in another console behind him. He fired a second round, this time into the Shirna’s forehead, killing him instantly.

      Crossing to the console, Dash saw what the Shirna had been about to do. He’d essentially been provoking a fusion core breach, a far, far larger-scale version of what Dash had done with the plasma pistol. He would have collapsed the ship’s fusion containment field, turning a good portion of this asteroid to vapor. And he’d been one connection away from doing it.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Sure. Not close at all. Lots of time left.”

      His breath came in shuddering gasps. He carefully pulled two pieces of cabling away from one another to prevent triggering a breach, then pulled away the makeshift jumper the Shirna had rigged that would have made it possible in the first place. Then he turned to look around the bridge.

      As far as he could tell, he’d just killed the last Shirna aboard, so he wouldn’t be getting any answers after all.

      “Hey, Sentinel, if I bring you the computer core from this ship, can you, like, hack into it? Read it?”

      “Almost certainly.”

      Dash frowned at the various consoles, deciding which one was probably the master computer station. He hurried over to it, pulling himself over other consoles and seats in the virtually zero-G, then wedged himself partly under it so he could rip off the faceplate and get at the core nestled behind.

      “Your time is—”

      “Don’t tell me, I’ll just mess something up,” Dash said, cutting the AI off.
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        * * *

      

      Dash settled himself in the Archetype’s cradle and let the connection reestablish. As it did, he yanked free the pair of plasma pistols he’d found on the wreck’s bridge and put them aside. They seemed kind of pathetic, compared to the power of the Archetype, but they might just come in handy.

      As soon as the connection was stable, he launched himself off the dreary little asteroid. The Archetype was already at work knitting his burn, repairing him much the same way it seemed to repair itself.

      The computer core from the Clan Shirna ship sat on the floor before him. Several silver-blue cables, that disturbingly reminded him of tentacles, snaked out of the deck and fused with it. He wasn’t sure how long the AI would need.

      Information—more knowing—flooded Dash’s mind.

      Apparently not long.

      “Nathis isn’t really about all that fanatical religious stuff at all,” he mused, scanning the data.

      “So it would appear. He is in league with the Golden.”

      The Golden had surreptitiously approached Nathis several years ago, offering him wealth but, more importantly, power and control over a huge chunk of the galaxy, if he would only help them in the new cycle of death. It seemed that they’d been able to find Nathis’s price, because he eventually agreed, then slowly indoctrinated the rest of Clan Shirna into the Golden’s stealthy campaign.

      But it was actually more complicated than that. Nathis might have had his price, but he also seemed convinced that the Golden were the saviors of the galaxy, that their coming would herald a new age of enlightened order, with Nathis their chief emissary. All he had to do was pave the way for the return of the Golden.

      “Well, that explains why he was willing to put his sticky fingers into the Pasture, despite all that blasphemy-this and heresy-that talk,” Dash said. “He was well on his way to plundering the place. Explains why he apparently has a Lens, too.”

      “He is a willing, if misguided ally of the Golden,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah. He actually believes their bullshit about order and enlightenment.”

      “He has failed to discern that the actual intent of the Golden is to eradicate all life in the galaxy, including his own.”

      “Think we’re way past being able to convince him otherwise,” Dash said, then frowned. “Although, how do I know you’re telling the truth? You know, it could be your Creators that are the xenophobic assholes, and the Golden who want to save everyone.”

      “Do you believe that, Dash?”

      “Eh, no. I think I’ve picked the right side, or it picked me.”

      “We are approaching the cordon of dark-matter mines.”

      Dash looked around. Sure enough, the mines had formed a sphere completely enclosing the Archetype. They could retreat back into the cloud of rocks and ice, but nothing stopped the mines from closing in behind them. In any case, ripping matter into its component quarks meant some icy rubble wasn’t going to be much of an obstacle.

      But going forward was going to be a serious problem, too. There was no way to penetrate the cordon of mines without having at least two, and as many as four detonating within lethal range of the Archetype. The now-regenerated shield could seemingly stop one blast, but no more than that. These mines also seemed smart, so he doubted that the distortion cannon trick would work again.

      “I have intercepted a general, omnidirectional transmission through unSpace that seems to be relevant to you,” Sentinel said. “It involves your ship, the Slipwing.”

      “What? Let me hear it!”

      A crackling voice sounded, faint, but still clear enough to make out most of what was being said.

      “Slipwing…any ship…chased…need help…anyone nearby, we need help…”

      Dash clenched his fists. “That’s Leira. Sentinel, we have to help her.”

      “First we must escape the mounting threat posed by the dark-matter mines.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. Give me a sec.”

      The dark-lance didn’t seem to affect them. The missiles probably wouldn’t either. The distortion cannon worked once, but the mines were probably smart enough to work around a second try.

      “What next?” Dash hissed, looking around desperately for inspiration.

      As he did, his gaze fell on the tumbling swirl of rocks and ice just behind the Archetype.

      Okay, so maybe the distortion cannon wouldn’t likely affect the mines. But the mines weren’t the only thing out here.

      Dash slowed, turned, and fired the cannon at a point close to the nearest of the hunks of rock and dirty ice. They immediately “fell” in the resulting gravity well, which started them moving. He fired the cannon again, and they fell again, accelerating.

      He fired again.

      Again.

      The Archetype’s power level also fell with each shot, but now a cluster of the bodies were sailing directly toward the minefield. He zoomed in behind them, trailing them as they closed.

      “That is a clever approach, Dash. It does presuppose that the mines cannot discriminate such inert bodies from the Archetype.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m being optimistic.”

      Dash also hadn’t really thought of that. If it was true, then this would be a very short trip.

      The cluster of rocky debris reached the minefield and abruptly disappeared, ripped into subatomic oblivion as several mines detonated. The remaining mines immediately began moving to close the resulting gap, but Dash poured on the power and zoomed through the opening, into clear space.

      “Okay, let’s go find the Slipwing.”

      “Power levels are greatly diminished by your admittedly effective action to escape the mines,” Sentinel said. “A fast translation back to the location of your ship will diminish them further, probably to critical levels. The Archetype may be able to do little once it arrives.”

      “Sure, whatever. So turn off everything that doesn’t involve moving or keeping me alive, conserve whatever you can.”

      Systems shut down throughout the Archetype. At the same time, it shifted into unSpace and began to race back into the galaxy, and the beleaguered Slipwing.
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      Dash knew when he had reentered the Milky Way galaxy by the brightening glow ahead of him, illuminating unSpace with the radiance of tens of millions of stars. It was another bit of strangeness pertaining to unSpace, something that would probably keep the scientific types fascinated for years.

      If only they could fly through space like this, simply enjoying the sensation of boundless travel, of effortless movement through a realm whose physical laws were very different.

      At least, until reality came crashing back in, as it just had. This was no pleasure trip. Except for its drive and whatever counted as life support for him, the big mech was dark and dormant. He desperately needed it to power up as much as possible before reaching the Slipwing.

      Whatever the Unseen’s motives for hamstringing the Archetype, if the thing was fully powered-up now, he’d have ample ability to take on Clan Shirna. Even worse, the kugelblitz that served as its power source, the microscopic black hole, actually generated ample power for any demand the mech might place on it.

      The two power cores he’d retrieved and installed seemed to be more about extracting and distributing that power efficiently, which meant they could have just been built right into the thing, and not the subject of a galactic scavenger hunt.

      “I do not presume to know the detailed motives of the Creators, Dash. However, they had a purpose for forcing you to search for the power cores.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know, so that being the Messenger took a deliberate act, and isn’t just something you kind of flop into.”

      “I believe it is also a safety measure, to ensure that the Archetype was not fully powered when it was found. Whoever found it would need to invest time and effort into achieving its full-power state.”

      “Wait, do you mean whoever first found this thing would automatically be the Messenger? Isn’t that pretty, um, risky? What if Nathis had found it?”

      “The Creators established criteria to define who and what an acceptable candidate for the Messenger would be.”

      “And I met these criteria?” he asked.

      “You are here,” said the AI. “And we are having this conversation.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” said Dash. “Okay, so what were these criteria?”

      “I cannot say.”

      “Well, you must know them,” suggested Dash.

      “I cannot say, because I am not permitted to do so.”

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “The Creators instituted the prohibition, but did not provide an explanation. Presumably, I was not entitled to one.”

      “So you literally can’t say what made me suitable to be this so-called Messenger.”

      “That is correct,” said Sentinel.

      Probably to prevent anyone from gaming the system, making themselves seem like Messenger material. Are there more of these Archetypes around? Could there be more than one Messenger at a time?

      “I am aware of no other constructs such as the Archetype,” replied the AI.

      Dash nodded. “One other thing. Are you reading my mind? Because I never asked you about what your Creator’s motives and such are, I was just thinking about it.”

      “I have access to your thoughts, yes,” the AI admitted.

      Dash blinked. “Well, hell,” he muttered. “I’m not sure what I think about that.”

      “You seem to be thinking that it is not preferable,” said Sentinel. “Rest assured, Messenger, that I exist only to assist you. Having access to your inner thoughts is essential for our work.”

      Dash tried not to think of anything unbecoming of his new role, but in doing so, drew such thoughts to the surface.

      “Please, think naturally,” said Sentinel. “There is no need to worry about whether your thoughts might offend me. I have no opinion on such things, though I must suggest that the two women you have just envisioned are unusually—”

      Dash coughed. “How far are we from the Slipwing now?” he asked, quickly turning the conversation.

      But Dash knew the answer. Still far enough that Leira, Viktor, and Conover might be in serious trouble. Trouble that Dash was still too far away to influence. If only the Archetype was faster.

      Or if he could buy the Slipwing some time.

      “Hey, Sentinel, can I communicate with the Slipwing?”

      “I can attempt communication, but cannot guarantee it will be effective without returning to real space. Unlike the intergalactic region we recently left, there is far more matter around the Archetype, and its gravitational influence affects unSpace.”

      “Okay, fine. We don’t have time for that, anyway. How about a simple communication, like just a few words?”

      “The simpler the message, the more likely it is to successfully propagate,” Sentinel said.

      “Good. So, I want you to establish a channel to the Slipwing.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash pictured a numerical code in his mind. “Then send the code I’m thinking about.”

      “You will cause the Slipwing to almost completely power down, Dash,” said Sentinel. “Are you certain about that?”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. It’s a backdoor I installed in case anyone ever tried to steal her. In this case, though, it will make her a lot harder to track and find.”

      “At the risk of leaving the vessel entirely helpless and unable to defend itself, if it is located,” Sentinel added. There seemed to be genuine concern in the AI’s voice.

      “Desperate times and all that,” said Dash.

      “Very well,” said Sentinel. “The code has been transmitted.”

      Assuming it was successful, the Slipwing would now drop to minimal power use. Her emissions would almost completely cease. Most important, her fusion core would go cold and she’d no longer generate neutrinos, a byproduct of fusing hydrogen. Without even such neutrino “smoke” to give her away, it would be tough to find her without knowing exactly where to look.

      Of course, it would also unexpectedly plunge Leira and the others into darkness, every system aboard the Slipwing going dark, except for minimal life support. Not the most ideal situation, but a necessary one, all the same.
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        * * *

      

      “Clan Shirna has divided its forces,” the AI suddenly said.

      It broke Dash’s concentration. He’d been examining the inner workings of one of the plasma pistols he’d liberated from the wrecked Clan Shirna ship, then making a few tweaks. The AI had expressed no interest, though—hadn’t actually expressed anything at all—until now.

      Dash considered the incoming data. “I see that.”

      It meant they were close enough, now, to start discriminating some details—not much, but far more than anything that wasn’t the Archetype would be able to discern from unSpace.

      It seemed that the Shirna had left part of their force to continue hunting the Slipwing near where they’d last detected her; the rest seemed to be searching along an extrapolation of her trajectory. They probably assumed she’d used something to drop off their scanners, but continued racing away at speed.

      That meant they had to search a volume of space that was an increasingly large cone extending away from her last known position, defined by how much she could maneuver away from the course they knew she was following. That was good—it meant half of the Clan Shirna flotilla was essentially wasting its time. The trouble was, the other half was still in her vicinity, meaning she could be detected any second.

      Dash closed up the plasma pistol, put it aside again, and adjusted his course, aiming for the Shirna still close to the Slipwing. If he could defeat them, or at least drive them off, then he could save Leira and the others. And wouldn’t they be impressed when Dash showed up as the Archetype. He even imagined the look on Leira’s face.

      “There is a problem,” Sentinel said.

      “More than one problem, I’d say.”

      “This is a specific problem that must be addressed. The Clan Shirna vessels continuing to search along the Slipwing’s trajectory are also approaching the location of a power core.”

      “Okay, so? As long as they don’t know it’s there…”

      “We do not know what they know, Dash. Exacerbating the risk is the fact that they are in league with the Golden. Even if they could not themselves locate the power core—except by random chance, which is exceedingly improbable—it is possible that the Golden have given them that information.”

      “But they’re after the Slipwing, not a power core.”

      “Again, that is an assumption. It may be that they have become aware of the Archetype, your role as the Messenger, and the need to gather the cores to bring the former to full power. The Golden may have imparted this information to them.”

      “Sure, but seriously, it’s got to be a coincidence.”

      But it was a profoundly unlikely coincidence, given just how big space was. Maybe the Golden had somehow manipulated all of this, fiddling with things so the Slipwing, the Archetype, and the power core were all under threat from Clan Shirna, all at once.

      After all, whatever other purpose their strange, extra-galactic dark-matter minefield may have had, it had still effectively become a trap.

      Systems like the Slipwing’s own nav.

      “Now you’ve got me paranoid about the Golden.”

      “Which does not change the fact that Clan Shirna is getting closer to the power core. That must, at all costs, be prevented.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t just leave the Slipwing hanging out there.”

      “It is the welfare of your companions measured against that of potentially every sentient being in this galactic arm.”

      “Sure, but I can’t.”

      Dash had no argument to make. He wanted to save Leira and the others, but he needed to stop Clan Shirna from getting that power core.

      Which might also have been the work of the Golden, forcing him to have to make this horrible choice.

      “Know what, Sentinel? I hate those Golden guys.”

      The AI said nothing and Dash just gave a frustrated sigh.

      “Alright. We’ll go take care of the power core.” He looked in the direction of the Slipwing and the armada of Clan Shirna ships hunting her. “Just hang in there, guys. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      The Archetype dropped back into real space to find a quartet of Clan Shirna ships waiting for him. As soon as they appeared, they opened fire, loosing a volley of missiles and a barrage of particle beam fire.

      The Archetype still hadn’t fully regenerated her power levels after the escape from the dark-matter mines; Dash’s demand for speed had itself drawn a huge amount of energy. Still, he was able to fling up the shield, though not quickly enough to prevent a pair of particle beams from tearing across his torso, right arm, and left leg.

      He snapped out a string of curses and returned fire with the dark-lance, reducing one of the Clan Shirna frigates to glowing slag and debris. A few seconds later, her fusion core breached, creating a very small and temporary, but still fiercely bright star. The other three ships bore in behind their own missiles, particle beams stabbing out, flooding the Archetype’s shield with raw energy.

      Screw this! Dash loosed a salvo of missiles—which had somehow also regenerated, as though the Archetype could manufacture them on the fly, albeit very slowly—then dove toward the oncoming ships, determined to take them head-on.

      Particle beams flared against the shield, but Dash continued flying. He dodged some of the incoming missiles, while the point-defense system destroyed more; two detonated against the shield, bringing it down. He didn’t care. He drove onward, his own missiles finding one of the Clan Shirna ships despite its best efforts at countermeasures, blowing it apart. The other two closed, raking the Archetype with their particle cannons.

      Dash gritted his teeth against the damage and just pressed on.

      “You should break off—”

      “Kind of busy, thanks!”

      Dash had no time for caution. He had no time for any of this. He needed to protect the power core, yes, but he actually needed to save the Slipwing. He’d had enough of Clan Shirna, and of the Golden, and of Nathis who pretended to be some righteous religious zealot, but was really just another greedy power-monger.

      As the two ships flashed past, Dash lunged at one, slamming a massive fist into it. It slewed sideways, trailing debris and sparks and atmosphere. He immediately somersaulted and raced after the other one, rapidly closing.

      It lit its fusion drive, trying to use the incandescent exhaust as a weapon against him.

      He dodged aside and zoomed up beside it, growling his sudden anger and frustration before smashing a fist into it and punching through the hull.

      Holding onto whatever structural components he’d grabbed, he drove his other fist into the hull and let out a ferocious, almost bestial snarl.

      He wrenched his arms apart, ripping the Clan Shirna frigate in two.

      A blast of frozen atmosphere momentarily surrounded him, lit white by the fusion exhaust still pouring from the dismembered aft section. He dodged back, letting the fragments of the ship just continue on their trajectory. The fusion drive quickly smashed the rear section of the ship into the forward portion, locking them together in a ruined embrace that spun away, off into deep space.

      Dash turned and looked for the ship he’d simply punched.

      It was trying to power away but was mortally wounded, its fusion drive flaring and dying. A severely damaged ship, unable to maneuver, was in for a lingering and unpleasant fate.

      Good.

      “You can now retrieve the power core,” Sentinel said.

      “How long will that take?”

      “It will take approximately two hours of your subjective time to reach it. Then you must retrieve it.”

      “I came here to stop Clan Shirna from getting their hands on it. I’ve done that. I can’t keep the Slipwing waiting any longer.” Dash oriented himself on the distant Slipwing and prepared to launch himself after it. “Again, shut down everything you don’t need to move fast or keep me alive.”

      “Understood,” said the AI.

      Dash should have marveled over the fact he’d just browbeaten an ancient and super-sophisticated alien AI into conforming to his wishes. But he simply didn’t have time for that. Despite possessing almost god-like powers, he suddenly craved the company of humans, and that meant Leira, Viktor, and Conover.

      Dash flung himself into unSpace, his course firmly set on the Slipwing.

      “Hang on a little longer, guys,” he said. “I’m on my way.”
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      Once more, Dash plunged out of unSpace to find Clan Shirna waiting for him. This flotilla was much larger—at least a dozen ships, including Nathis’s flagship. Dash considered what the Archetype had available. It had again regenerated much, but not all of its available power.

      He had several shots each from the dark-lance and distortion cannon, and about a dozen missiles, that was it. However, the shield had fully recuperated, so he had that. And the Archetype had managed to repair away most of the damage it had suffered in that last battle—most, but not all. The way Sentinel explained it, the cores themselves provided the material, which was stored around them in a super dense layer and then expanded to help with repairs. There was a limit to this, of course, before the mech needed to refill its supply.

      So despite the advantage of hyper-advanced alien tech, Nathis and Clan Shirna definitely had the edge here.

      Whatever. Dash had never let improbable odds get in the way before. Why start now?

      Still, the Clan Shirna ships hadn’t reacted to his arrival. Had they not detected him?

      No. They had detected the Slipwing, which had been caught in the gravity well of a huge planet, a gas giant, and was now falling toward the banded cloud layers of its upper atmosphere.

      “Transmit the same code you did before, same channel!”

      Dash watched as the silent Slipwing continued its plunge toward the vast planet, then her emissions spiked as she came back to life. He waited for Leira to light the fusion drive and burn away from the gas giant. Instead, though, she turned and powered toward it, apparently deliberately diving for the roiling clouds.

      For a moment, Dash just gaped. “Leira, what the hell are you…?”

      But he got it. The Clan Shirna ships had opened fire, a salvo of missiles that left the Slipwing stuck between them and the planet, with nowhere to go. Dropping into the gas giant’s upper atmosphere was her least terrible option. If she could keep the ship under control in the chaotic, wind-whipped atmosphere, the missiles would almost certainly lose their lock, and she’d be able to pick and choose where and when she reemerged from the turbulent shell of gas.

      Gas giants were truly hostile environments. Winds howled at a thousand kilometers per hour or more, and the gases themselves were toxic, corrosive, and ensured she’d be flying blind. If she didn’t keep control, and dropped too far into the thing, the increasing pressure would eventually crush the Slipwing to flattened scrap.

      “You’re only borrowing my ship, Leira,” Dash said, “so don’t you break it. Or you’re paying for it.” Orienting himself, he sped off in the direction of the Clan Shirna flotilla, his gaze fixed firmly on Nathis’s ship.
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      Dash swerved hard, pulled up from the looming moon at the last instant, and was now racing only a few hundred meters above the cracked, icy surface. Blasts of vapor and shattered ice erupted around him, near-hits from the particle cannons stabbing out from the Shirna corvette chasing him. He knew that another pair of ships had swept around the other side of the moon, determined to cut him off before he could break back into open space.

      He glanced up. The gas giant was a vast wall of striped, swirling bands of cloud filling half the sky. Down was the surface of the moon. Sandwiched between was a strip of space, all of Dash’s maneuvering room.

      The other pair of ships were about to rise over the onrushing horizon. Dash abruptly swerved again, then jackknifed himself, wrenching almost a hundred and eighty degrees. As he did, he fired the distortion cannon at a point above and behind the corvette on his tail. The sudden surge of gravity yanked both him and the ship up, away from the moon.

      Dash knew it was coming and just went with it, but the corvette burned hard, trying to resist its sudden fall into a gravity well that hadn’t existed an instant before.

      Wrong move. The distortion vanished as quickly as it had appeared and the corvette, now thrusting hard toward the moon, rocketed downward, slammed into the surface, and vanished into a spray of debris. Dash flew hard away and up, straight toward the gas giant, just as the corvette’s fusion core finally breached. He cringed as the blast of radiation and incandescent heat swept over him.

      Another Clan Shirna ship, a frigate, hung overhead. He’d discharged the dark-lance twice now, taking out two more ships in the process, and it had only partly regenerated. He fired it anyway, the beam slashing through the frigate’s bow. He punched out at it as he sped by, driving a massive fist into its flank and ripping open a huge hole.

      The two ships that had been trying to cut him off rose over the limb of the moon behind him and immediately opened fire.

      A direct particle beam hit brought the shield down again, leaving the Archetype exposed to enemy fire until it once more recuperated. Damage was piling up faster than the Archetype could repair it, a fact the AI hadn’t hesitated to point out to him.

      “Again, I must recommend disengaging and withdrawing. You are risking—”

      “Getting my ass kicked. Yeah, I know.” Just as the Lens prevented Nathis from simply destroying the Slipwing, he knew he wouldn’t want to destroy the Archetype, either, if he could avoid it.

      But as Dash smashed up more and more of his ships, he’d probably give up on that idea and focus everything on blasting the Archetype out of space. And Dash was running out of options to prevent that.

      Another moon lay ahead, one of at least three dozen orbiting the huge planet. This one trailed a long tail of vapor from volcanoes erupting across its surface. It was close enough to the gas giant that the tug of its gravity flexed the moon as it rotated, heating it up with tidal forces.

      Dash zoomed into the gaseous trail, then closed in toward the surface, a fog of sulfur, water vapor, and a host of other chemicals enveloping him. For a moment, at least, he had a respite; the thick cloud of noxious vapor would obscure him on the Shira scanners. Of course, that would only last a few minutes, until they just decided to pummel this whole side of the moon with missiles.

      He couldn’t just hang around here, waiting for the Archetype to regenerate, anyway. Every second that passed was another that the Slipwing had to endure conditions in the gas giant’s hostile atmosphere.

      Dash had to end this.

      And that meant taking on Nathis.

      “Three Clan Shirna vessels are closing on this position,” Sentinel advised him. “They will likely launch a saturation pattern of missiles.”

      “Yeah, of course they will.” Dash took a deep breath. The Archetype’s shield had flickered back to life, but would probably drop again after a single hit. The dark-lance was partly repowered. He had a few missiles left. The only bright spot was the distortion cannon, which seemed to regenerate much faster than the other systems.

      It was what he had.

      Dash launched himself out of the plume of volcanic dust and gas trailing the moon along its orbit. He stayed low to the moon’s surface, weaving among towering piles of erupted sulfur compounds, bright with swirls of orange, yellow, red, and brown. Particle beam shots started to pummel the surface around him. He dodged and wove desperately.

      “Hey, how much lava, or whatever it is, is there under this moon?”

      “Tidal heating has probably rendered much of the moon’s interior molten.”

      “Perfect.”

      Dash slowed, allowing a pair of Shina corvettes to gain on him. The Archetype’s shield took a trio of particle beam hits in rapid succession and died. Another beam slammed into the Archetype’s right leg. It was a serious hit, rendering the limb essentially inoperative. Dash groaned at the sudden wash of pain-that-wasn’t but gritted his teeth and let the two corvettes close even more.

      One of the trailing ships apparently decided something was up and started to fall back. The other raced in, determined to reduce the range to the point where its particle cannons would almost certainly be lethal. Dash decided it was time.

      He flipped over and fired the distortion cannon at a point above the surface of the moon behind him. It exploded in a shower of pulverized rock, releasing a searing fountain of sulfurous magma that enveloped the two corvettes. The spalling fragments and gouts of glowing liquid instantly shredded the closer of the two; the more distant crashed through the rapidly-growing column of erupting magma, wobbling into a spin.

      Dash yelped as the gravitational distortion pulled the Archetype toward the impromptu volcano. He slammed a hand into the brittle rock of the moon, yelping again as it plowed a furrow across the surface, slowing, but not stopping him. Just before he was pulled into the eruption plume, the distortion faded and he flung himself away from it, rising from the volcanic moon like an ascending rocket.

      He looked around. The damaged corvette spun away from the volcanic moon, thrusting frantically, trying to regain control. No other Clan Shirna ships remained in threat distance.

      Dash powered through space, looking for—and finally finding—the rest of the Clan Shirna flotilla. Nathis had deployed it in a defensive screen between Dash and the gas giant. He obviously expected Dash to try to rescue the Slipwing, and dared him to try. It would expose him to the massed fire of all of the remaining Shirna ships as he tried to close.

      “In its current condition and power state, the Archetype is unlikely to survive such a concentrated barrage.”

      “Tell me about it, Sentinel.”

      Dash let out a frustrated growl. He had to get to Nathis, which meant getting at his big cruiser that was sitting in the center of the Clan Shirna formation. He might be able to do it if the Archetype’s shield was fully regenerated, but it wasn’t, and he just didn’t have the time to wait for it.

      But what if he could create another shield for the Archetype?

      He looked around and saw exactly what he was looking for just a short distance away.

      The massive slab of rock spun through space, a sparkling trail of yellow sulfur spreading behind it. Maybe half the size of a frigate, it had been blasted out of the moon’s crust by Dash’s distortion cannon, achieving escape velocity on a course that would eventually send it plunging into the gas giant. Dash was going to change that.

      He fired the distortion cannon at a particular point in space. The slab wobbled, then slewed that way. He fired again. And again. Each shot deflected the slab more, changing its trajectory until it swept majestically toward the Clan Shirna fleet. It left the distortion cannon mostly spent, but it didn’t matter. This was only going to end one way.

      Dash moved to put himself behind the slab with respect to Nathis’s ships, planted his hands against it, and pushed.

      “You know,” he said, “this would have been a lot easier if your Creators had just powered this thing up in the first place.”

      “Shall we have this conversation again?”

      “Ah, no.” Dash frowned for a moment, then couldn’t resist a smirk. “You know, that was kind of a smart-assed answer, Sentinel. I think I’m rubbing off on you.”

      There was no reply. Dash’s smirk widened.

      But it faded as the first particle beam blasts started hammering the slab of rock.

      “Here we go.” He pushed harder, the Archetype driving the sulfurous asteroid ahead of it.

      More impacts followed. Glowing sulfur mist wafted around the bulk of the slab, cooling into fine, yellowing dust. As more and more particle beams converged on it, the side opposite Dash began to boil. He couldn’t see it, of course, being pressed into the shadow of its back side as close as he could, but he could feel it, a faint crackling, bubbling sensation echoing through the slab.

      “Any idea how long this thing will last?”

      “The calculation is approximate, as there are many variables with a range of possible values—”

      “Just how long?” he asked again.

      “Perhaps another ten minutes, and then the slab will likely deconsolidate,” Sentinel said.

      “Fall apart, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      Dash pushed harder still. “You could have just said that,” he muttered. “I mean, why say marmalade, when you can say jam?”

      “Based on my understanding of those two substances, they are not interchangeable.”

      Dash shook his head. “Oh, never mind.”

      He did a quick calculation of his own. Ten minutes might not be enough.

      “Can you put anything else into propulsion for this thing?” asked Dash.

      “By diverting power from the distortion cannon and slowing regeneration of other systems to a minimum, yes. The risk, however—”

      “Is acceptable,” said Dash.

      The Archetype surged forward, its hands crushing the substance of the slab and starting to sink in.

      Hopefully, this would be enough. Because if it wasn’t, Dash would find himself fully exposed to all the firepower the Clan Shirna ships could muster, and at point-blank range.

      And that, he thought, would probably, truly suck.
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        * * *

      

      Sulfur coated the Archetype in ragged, dusty yellow. Most of the slab was gone, vaporized into space. Dash was surprised that what remained was still holding together, but he drove on regardless. Some of the Clan Shirna ships had started to maneuver, and he loosed his remaining missiles to keep them at bay. This resulted in a destroyed a corvette and a severely damaged frigate.

      That convinced the other ships that had broken from the line ahead to back off, degrading the effect of their fire. They had no way of knowing he only had three missiles left.

      A huge chunk separated from the slab and whirled off, driven by the force of vaporizing sulfur. There was barely enough left to cover the Archetype.

      “Any idea how much longer, Sentinel?”

      “Until you reach the capital ship?” asked the AI.

      “No, until I can retire. What do you think I mean?” asked Dash.

      “You will collide with it in approximately one minute.”

      “Did it not occur to you to tell me that?”

      “I just did,” said Sentinel.

      The remainder of the slab crumbled into fragments that spun away.

      Nathis’s flagship loomed ahead, backdropped by the swirling cloud tops of the gas giant.

      Particle beam fire converged on the Archetype. The abused shield, which had once more managed to flicker to life, quickly died. But the fire wasn’t as intense as Dash had expected. It took him a moment to realize why. He was now so close to Nathis’s ship that the remainder of the flotilla couldn’t fire without hitting the cruiser. It still left Dash exposed to the big ship’s own weapons, and they pummeled the Archetype, searing away its substance.

      “Many systems are approaching failure tolerance,” Sentinel warned.

      “Yeah, I know, Sentinel.” Dash strained to say. “Just a few more seconds.”

      Dash used what power remained in the Archetype to adjust his course a fraction. A massive wall of metal rose before him, filling space.

      Then the Archetype, mighty fists raised, slammed into it.

      Dash felt the impact like a body-blow. Metal crumpled and tore, structural components bent, strained, and snapped, and hull plating buckled inward. Massive deceleration drove Dash forward, testing the limits of the cradle’s ability to protect him. For a moment, the world turned grey and faded away.

      Then it cleared again. Dash shook his head. The Archetype had come to rest, half-buried in Nathis’s cruiser, just sternward of the bridge.

      Dash clambered out of the cradle, making to exit the Archetype. As he did, he snatched up the plasma pistols he’d retrieved from the crashed Clan Shirna ship on his foray outside the galaxy. For an awful moment, he thought the big mech might not be able to open, because it was jammed into the side of a cruiser, after all. But the hatch slid smoothly open, letting Dash step out and onto the deck of Nathis’s ship.

      A Shirna appeared, looking stunned, his neck patches a lurid green. He met Dash’s gaze, his eyes widened, and he reached for a pistol hanging on his belt.

      Dash shot him.

      As the man fell, it struck Dash that he hadn’t been wearing a vac suit. Glancing back, he saw that a repulsor field enveloped the Archetype and the huge gap it had punched into the cruiser’s hull, maintaining atmospheric integrity. It made sense a big ship like this would have such a last-ditch defense. It also meant Dash didn’t need to be vac-suited either, as long as, that is, the repulsor field held.

      He decided to keep his helmet on. He also maintained a firm grip on pieces of debris and tangled structural components, because if the field did die, all this atmosphere would rush out fast.

      Weaving around a broken conduit that was spitting blue sparks and a searing flame like a cutting torch, Dash entered a corridor. To the right it went…somewhere, didn’t matter. To the left, though, it had to go to the bridge. And if Nathis was anywhere, he’d be there.

      Dash walked up to the door. The artificial gravity still worked, too. Also not surprising on a ship this large. The damage from the Archetype’s impact was extensive, but also localized.

      The door slid open, and Dash found himself face-to-face with two Shirna. Both were armed, but neither were ready. One of them shouted something and raised his pistol, but Dash was ready. Wielding a plasma pistol in each hand, he fired them at once, killing both Shirna.

      Crouching, he stepped on the bridge.

      It was chaos. Although the bridge hadn’t been impacted directly by the Archetype, there’d been enough collateral damage to take most of it out of action. Consoles shone error messages, sparked and sputtered, or just sat there dark and dead. Dash could see at least a half-dozen Shirna scattered about, some injured, some dead. The shock of the Archetype crashing into the ship must have been horrific. Thanks to its super advanced tech in the cradle, Dash had only felt a hard deceleration.

      But a few figures were still up, and Dash recognized one of them.

      Nathis.

      Before he could react, a plasma blast smacked into the bulkhead beside him. Dash took cover behind a dead console and returned fire.

      No. There was no way he was going to get this far and fail to get Nathis. Leaping out of cover, Dash blazed away with both plasma pistols, dropping all but one of the remaining Shirna—and Nathis, who simply stood, glaring, his neck patches the angriest crimson Dash had ever seen.

      “Nathis!” he shouted, his voice echoing out of the vac suit’s amp. “I’m here for you! Why don’t you come and get me?”

      In answer, Nathis charged, racing across the bridge at Dash, snapping out shot after shot from his own plasma gun.

      Dash ducked back into cover and fiddled with one of the plasma pistols. He lunged the other way in time to see the second Shirna trying to flank him. A plasma shot hit the deck in front of Dash, showering his vac suit with sparks and droplets of molten metal. A warning flashed in his heads-up display, alongside a ticking timer:

      
        
        
        SUIT INTEGRITY COMPROMISED

      

        

      
        SELF-SEALING FUNCTION UNAVAILABLE

      

        

      

      Either the Archetype couldn’t fix and recharge his vac suit, or just hadn’t bothered and had put the power to other uses. Dash ignored it, firing his own pistol once, hitting the Shirna, and making the man cry out twice as he fell.

      Dash immediately turned back the other way to find Nathis looming over him. The muzzle of his plasma pistol, aimed at Dash’s face, was a black hole leading to oblivion.

      “So,” Nathis snarled, “in the end, the Blasphemer fails, as Blasphemers always have, and always will.”

      “You know,” Dash snapped, cutting him off, “you can spare me all this self-righteous, holier-than-thou mumbo-jumbo. I know all about the Golden and your deal with them.”

      Dash was immensely satisfied to see a look of surprise, and then shock, wash over Nathis’s face. His neck patches faded from red to purple.

      Dash dropped his plasma pistol then reached up and unsnapped the fastener on his helmet, before pulling it off and dropping it with a clunk. If the repulsor field failed now and vented all this atmosphere, it wouldn’t matter, Dash’s suit was no longer sealed against vacuum anyway. By the time he had, Nathis had recovered enough to have his neck patches go red again.

      “What you think you know is irrelevant.”

      Dash tried keeping a count in his head, but cut Nathis off anyway. “Yeah, I don’t think it is, actually. See, the Golden…they’re not what you think they are. They’re not going to set you up as some sort of governor, or whatever you think it is they’re going to do. If they aren’t stopped, they’ll destroy every living thing in the galaxy. I might point out that every living thing includes you.”

      Nathis gave a dismissive sniff. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. That alien machine has clouded your mind. They—the Unseen—are the dangerous ones. They are the ones bent on extermination.”

      “Sounds like something the Golden would say.”

      “Enough!” Nathis raised the plasma pistol. “It makes no difference to you in any case, because you are now dead.”

      Dash counted…four…three…

      “Actually,” Dash said, suddenly grinning, “we both are.”

      Nathis’s eyes widened at his grin, making him hesitate long enough for Dash to throw himself backward—

      And for the world to turn white.
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        * * *

      

      The plasma pistol Dash had previously rigged for a timed detonation released its energy in a single, dazzling flash of heat and radiation. Nathis, apparently sensing danger in Dash’s attitude, had dropped at the last second.

      The console shadowed most of his body from the stellar flash, as it did for Dash; it still caught Dash up his right leg, causing a searing flare of pain, then numbness. The blast hit almost at the same time, a shockwave propagated through the air still filling the bridge, slamming Dash against the base of a console and leaving his head ringing.

      For a while, Dash just lay there. Grey fuzz rolled in from the edges of his vision, similar to the effect of the hard deceleration when the Archetype had crashed into the cruiser, but more sustained. His last lucid thought was a desperate hope that Nathis was just as bad off, if not worse, because Dash was definitely about to pass out.

      He blinked. His ears rang…his head swam…lightning bolts of pain arced up and down his leg. He levered himself up to his elbows and saw that his vac suit was scorched black along his leg from hip to foot. Its insulation seemed to have been just enough to prevent his leg from actually being incinerated, so that was something at least.

      How long have I been out?

      Dash looked around, blinking, trying to force away the greyness that kept trying to crawl back in and wipe away his tenuous consciousness. The bridge, already badly damaged, was now a shambles, the fusion blast having smashed and burned consoles and scorched bulkheads.

      Dash heard movement and turned toward it.

      Nathis was dragging himself upright. The whole left side of his body looked blistered and, in places, charred; the left side of his face was a crimson ruin. But he turned, facing Dash, a cosmic level of hatred burning in his one good eye.

      His mouth worked. What it said was, “You. Die. Now.”

      He flung himself at Dash.

      Dash tried to throw himself aside, but Nathis landed partly on top of him, pinning him.  Dash tried to lever himself free, but his arms felt like wet Thalarian spice-noodles. Nathis raised a fist, wobbled, then swung it down at Dash’s face, apparently intent on simply beating him to death.

      Dash put everything he could summon into one, desperate heave. He threw Nathis aside and back, sending him crashing into the bridge’s outer bulkhead, right beneath a vision port.

      Clambering to his feet, Dash looked wildly around for the plasma pistol he’d dropped. It was nowhere to be seen. He now realized some of the grey fuzz obscuring his vision was actually smoke, from whatever the plasma blast had incinerated. A heavy stink of hot metal and burning hung in the air. He turned back to Nathis, just in time for the big—because he was big—Shirna to lunge at him, awkwardly, but still driving Dash back against a console, slamming the air from his lungs.

      Okay, this wasn’t going to work. Even as injured has he was, Nathis was still much bigger and stronger than Dash, who had himself suffered more than a few bruising pummelings of various sorts over the past hours. He had to end this fight fast.

      Dash slammed a free fist against the burned side of Nathis’s face. He loosed a howl of pain and, grossly, charred flesh pulled away, stuck to Dash’s hand. He grimaced, but ignored it, and struck again. Nathis recoiled back, giving Dash a chance to get upright again and suck breath into his lungs.

      Until Nathis’s own fist caught him in the chest. The impact drove him back against the console again; fortunately, his trusty vac suit was thick enough to dissipate much of the blow. Without it, Dash knew Nathis’s punch would have broken ribs. He slid sideways, toward Nathis’s burned side, kicking out as he did. Pain flashed up his own leg, but his foot caught Nathis’s knee, buckling it. Nathis howled and staggered back.

      If Dash was going to win this fight, it had to be now.

      He closed in, crowding into Nathis, grabbing him and flinging himself one way, forcing Nathis the other. As he did, he grabbed the big reptilian arm and twisted it behind him, then kept twisting it, putting what remained of his strength into the effort, bending it until it snapped.

      Nathis screamed and flailed back with his free arm. It caught Dash with a heavy slap against his face that staggered him. Lifting his foot and planting his boot on the edge of the console, Dash drove himself into Nathis, meaning to slam him against the nearby bulkhead and, hopefully, end the fight. Nathis crashed into the viewport instead.

      With a loud crack, the viewport partly shattered. Nathis screamed again, but it was sucked away by the sudden rush of air through the fractured crystal. The fusion explosion must have weakened it, Dash thought, and now it held Nathis tightly, his head wedged through the jagged hole, air howling around it, the pressure not only holding him in place but starting to push him through it.

      Dash stumbled back, wind roaring around him, vapor condensing to mist as the pressure dropped. It wasn’t an explosive decompression—Nathis’s head and shoulders were preventing that—but the atmosphere would keep venting. Fortunately, there was enough that it should take several minutes, giving Dash time to get out of here.

      Nathis wasn’t so fortunate. Exposed to the hard, cold vacuum of space, Dash saw ice forming on Nathis’s head and face as moisture in the venting air froze against his skin. Worse, the air pressure kept pushing Nathis further and further through the shattered port, like a cork slowly being expelled from a shaken bottle of something carbonated. Now his head and shoulders had been forced through and were protruding into space.

      Dash turned away. He really didn’t need—or want—to watch this.

      He saw his helmet sitting a few meters away, so he grabbed it and snapped it back into place. Even compromised, his suit might give him another minute or two of breathable air. That should be enough to get back to the Archetype.

      “Another ship has arrived in this system,” Sentinel said.

      Dash sucked in a breath of thinning air. “Who is it?”

      “It is another Clan Shirna vessel.”

      Dash imagined another corvette or frigate—probably a straggler, late to the fight. It was unlikely Clan Shirna even had a much larger ship in its roster; behemoths like this cruiser were exceedingly rare. “Great,” he said, heading for the exit. “Well, one thing at a time—”

      “No, this vessel poses a considerably greater threat.”

      “Why?”

      But Dash knew why.

      This new ship was vast. It made the massive cruiser he stood aboard look like a corvette by comparison. Dash hadn’t even realized ships that large existed.

      And it was headed straight toward the gas giant.

      Dash took a deep breath—it took him a moment, the atmosphere now passing from thin to tenuous—then let it out.

      “Okay, you know what? That is just totally not fair.”
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      But life wasn’t fair, was it? Standing here in the steadily vanishing atmosphere of Nathis’s ship and feeling bitter about it wasn’t going to change the fact that Clan Shirna suddenly had a decisive advantage over him. Even if he could get the Archetype as powered up as it could be, it wouldn’t be sufficient to take on this monstrous battlecruiser. Which was too bad, because that battlecruiser also gave them a tremendous advantage over anyone else, and they might have more than one of them.

      “Are you—or, should I say, is the Archetype ready to fly? Like, can you get free of this ship?”

      “Yes, Dash, it should be possible to break free with relative ease. While you have been away, the Archetype has been regenerating its systems. It is still far from battle-ready, however.”

      Dash started for the door leading from the bridge, the one he’d used to enter. “Yeah, I don’t think we’re going to be fighting that thing. I think we’re just going to be running.”

      Dash stopped just short of the door as a thought slammed into him like one of Nathis’s fists. “Where’s the Slipwing? Have you seen it leave the gas giant’s atmosphere?”

      “No. There is no indication that it has. However, it is difficult to determine anything with certainty, given the Archetype’s present status,” Sentinel said.

      You mean half-buried in a ship, with only its ass and legs hanging out. Dash didn’t say it, but—despite the horrific situation—he still couldn’t resist a smirk at the image. That faded as fast as it appeared. “So Leira and the others—they’re still down there? Inside that planet’s atmosphere?”

      “In the absence of any conclusive data, that is a definite possibility.”

      Dash took a step for the door. “Yeah, worst case scenario, I know. But we have to assume—”

      He stopped again. This time, because something had caught his eye. A device on Nathis’s wrist was flashing.

      It could be anything. It could be a reminder to take some sort of med, or take something out of the oven. But it hadn’t been flashing a second ago. Dash was sure of that.

      On instinct, Dash turned and crossed back to Nathis’s corpse. It had been shoved almost halfway out of the broken port by air pressure, but now sat jammed in place, partly because of his arm, still stuck inside and pressed against the port. The body blocked all but a few small gaps now, too, meaning that while air was still venting, it was more of a mild leak than a catastrophic loss of atmosphere.

      Dash looked at the device on Nathis’s wrist. He recognized it, or thought he did. It was a personal comm, or something much like it, and it indicated an incoming message.

      He couldn’t read the glowing script. But, again presumably thanks to his connection with the Archetype, that didn’t matter. He just knew what it said. It was an incoming message from someone or something called the Prelate—or, at least, that was the closest word his brain could provide for the term.

      “A high-ranking religious authority,” Sentinel said, anticipating his next question.

      “Oh, okay. Thanks.” So this must be Nathis’s boss.

      Dash had assumed Nathis was the one in charge of Clan Shirna. It had never even occurred to him that Nathis might himself be an underling, with higher authorities to whom he reported. It made sense, though, that the guy with the far bigger ship would also have a higher rank.

      Again, on impulse, Dash tapped the receive icon on Nathis’s comm.

      “—again, Brother Nathis, what is your status? We are scanning significant damage to the forward portion of your ship. Advise of your status at once.”

      Dash glanced around at the smashed and seared remains of the bridge. The ship didn’t seem to be out of control, so either it was being operated by automated systems, or crew in other parts of the vessel were still controlling it. In fact, given a ship this large, it was pretty unlikely the only crew were the ones he’d encountered here, on and near the bridge. Which meant, of course, said surviving crew could arrive at any minute, intent on reclaiming the bridge of their ship.

      Dash suspected the only reason they hadn’t already was the damage done by impact of the Archetype—smashed, torn, and twisted structural components simply blocking the way forward from the rest of the ship.

      So he had unknown time against a lethal enemy, who might come boiling through space with vengeance on their minds. He had a punctured viewport at risk of causing catastrophic decompression, leaving Dash with a rapidly deflating suit and no options other than a horrible death. That assumed he wasn’t blown into space along with it, to tumble among the stars for eternity as a frozen corpse.

      Or would something else disastrous happen, like the hull buckling, or the fusion drive breaching, or even a failure of the translation drive’s anti-deuterium containment?

      “You know, there are a whole lot of ways I could die here,” Dash said to the air. The air did not answer, but Sentinel did.

      “Which is why I strongly recommend that you evacuate now. Return to the Archetype and make your escape before this ship suffers a critical failure, or the Clan Shirna battlecruiser enters firing range.”

      “I doubt that the Prelate over there, whoever he is, would fire on one of his own ships,”

      “Religious zealots such as those of Clan Shirna are not known for their thoughtful restraint.”

      “Ah, yeah, good point.” The AI was right. He had no reason to stick around here. Not only was he needlessly endangering himself, but he also needed to do something about the Slipwing, if she hadn’t managed to get free of the gas giant.

      So why was he still lingering here, staring at the comm on Nathis’s wrist?

      Because I’m on the verge of realizing something important, something I might be able to use to make this whole situation better.

      Dash bit his lip. If whatever it was didn’t stop flying around inside his brain like a skittish bird and just land already, and soon, he’d have to jump ship, literally. A solution stalked him from the edge of awareness, like a forgotten memory fighting to resurface in a lifetime of images and experience.

      A tremor shuddered through the deck under Dash’s feet. He didn’t feel any acceleration, although the dampers might be preventing it. If anything, it felt like the impact of a high-density weapon.

      “What’s going on, Sentinel?”

      “It appears to be a structural instability in the forward part of this ship’s hull.”

      “A structural…? You mean it’s starting to come apart.”

      “In the most essential sense, yes.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes, then exhaled slowly. The bird fluttered as much as ever, so he turned toward the exit.

      Wait.

      He looked back at Nathis.

      He has a Lens. The Ribbon had showed them that.

      Where was it?

      And just like that, the bird landed.

      Dash hurried back to Nathis’s corpse. He’d probably kept the Lens on him. Dash hoped, anyway. If he’d locked it away in some secure part of the ship, then so much for that. But if he had it on him, or it was at least nearby, then Dash had a chance to retrieve it. Which he had to, because he could not leave Clan Shirna in possession of one of the damned things. Besides, it might give Dash the edge he needed.

      He dug through anything even resembling a pocket or pouch on Nathis’s sleek, leathery uniform, but found nothing. Well, so much for that.

      Of course, half of Nathis had been pulled through the smashed port and now hung in space like a grotesque decoration affixed to the side of the ship.

      “Okay,” Dash muttered, “this is going to suck.”

      He grabbed Nathis’s legs and pulled. He might as well have been trying to pull apart a bulkhead, though. The air pressure against the body was probably hundreds of kilograms, far more than Dash could ever move on his own. Dash strained one more time, and another shudder vibrated the deck, ending a long, low groan of some structural component protesting under loads it had never been intended to bear.

      “I recommend haste,” Sentinel warned. “The Archetype is likely to survive the failure of this ship’s structural integrity, but you—"

      “Are a squishy meat-bag. Yeah, I know.”

      Dash stopped to gasp in some of the thinned air. This wasn’t going to work. Maybe he could remount the Archetype, move around to this port, and grab Nathis’s body with it.

      Except the comm on the body’s wrist was still blinking, demanding attention. Once that battlecruiser saw the Archetype come to life and start moving around, he’d have much bigger problems than retrieving the Lens from Nathis’s body—if it was on him in the first place. Although, knowing what he did about Nathis, it was unlikely he’d leave it anywhere anyone else could grab it. Moreover, if he’d needed to evacuate in a hurry, he’d want to have it close at hand.

      Dash saw a pocket on Nathis’s chest. He didn’t know, of course, if it held the Lens, but if Dash had to put credits on it, that was the pocket he’d bet on. It was within easy reach, too. Except, of course, the remains of the view port prevented it. It might as well be on the other side of the gas giant.

      “Dash, the Clan Shirna battlecruiser is under high acceleration, its trajectory in-system.”

      “Yeah, the Prelate, or whatever he is, has run out of patience, I guess.” Dash scowled at the viewport. All that stood between him and where he was sure Nathis’s Lens was, was a few centimeters of transparent composite. He turned his scowl onto the wrist-comm. No doubt the impatience came from a lack of a response from Nathis. Maybe he could buy a little time to do something.

      Dash tapped the comm, reopening the channel.

      “—assume that you have been compromised. The device must not fall into the wrong hands. If you are receiving this, you will do everything in your power to protect it until our arrival.”

      Dash cracked open his faceplate, wincing as his ears popped from a pressure drop—just enough to tell him that the atmosphere was still venting. But it also told him that his suit was retaining some pressure, so that was good.

      “Can you make it so I reply in their language?”

      “If you wish.”

      Dash took a breath—a deep one, because it was the only way he took in much air at all—then unmuted this end of the channel.

      “This is Nathis,” he said, trying to make his voice as close to the menacing growl he remembered as possible. Remarkably, though, his mouth and throat said something entirely different, shaping his voice into sounds and rhythms that were entirely alien to him. “I am here. I’m okay. Not compromised. I have things under control.”

      A long pause followed, and Dash frowned.

      Then he heard, “What is the status of that machine embedded in your hull?”

      “Oh, that? Well, I’m proud to say that Clan Shirna is now the proud owner of a…” He was about to say Archetype, but Nathis probably wouldn’t know it by that name. “I’m calling it a titan, for now.”

      “The one who had been piloting it—the human you named Sawyer, also called Dash—what is his status? The Prelate is anxious to interrogate him.”

      Dash winced. Yeah, well, I’m not anxious for that at all, myself. “He is dead. I killed him.”

      “The Prelate will not be pleased. He wants to know what Sawyer knew, and to whom he may have communicated it.”

      “Oh. Well, um, sorry, but it was him or me, you know?”

      Which is true, Dash thought, looking at Nathis’s freeze-dried corpse hanging halfway into space. Maybe not in the way I’m implying, but it is perfectly true.

      “The Prelate will be informed. We will be in weapons range in just over ten minutes. We will be able to rendezvous with you in perhaps three times that. Maintain your current trajectory.”

      “Okay, sure.” A heavy tremor shook the ship, ending on another of the low, menacing groans, followed by the high-pitched squeal of something metallic ripping apart. “Look, we’ve taken a lot of damage here, I’ll get back to you.”

      Dash shut down the channel.

      He had ten minutes, or whatever the Clan Shirna equivalent of ten minutes was, and no matter what unit of time he was dealing with, it wasn’t much.

      Better think fast, Dash. The Prelate and his ridiculously large ship were rushing toward him, venting atmosphere and starting to fall apart. And he couldn’t forget the Slipwing, still likely in trouble in the gas giant’s depths somewhere.

      Dash looked at the viewport. He could think of only one way to get at the Lens.

      “Yeah,” he said, snapping his faceplate back into place, “this is going to truly suck.”

      Dash checked the vac suit’s tether one last time. A flexible cable, it unspooled from an enclosed drum on the suit’s belly, wire-thin but exceedingly strong. It was intended to help anchor someone moving or working outside a ship, in zero-G, when they didn’t want to have to stay focused on not inadvertently sending themselves drifting off into space. Now, it was—Dash desperately hoped—going to prevent both him and Nathis from doing exactly that.

      He looked back to where he’d looped it around Nathis’s waist. It was tight enough that there was no way the body should be able to escape its grip. So, as long as nothing went catastrophically wrong, it should all work out.

      “Yeah, Dash, you just keep telling yourself that,” he muttered, grabbing the plasma pistol he’d retrieved from another body on the bridge. As he did, the ship groaned again, deep in her components; this time, Dash was sure he felt the whole bridge shift slightly. At the same time, a loud clatter rose from the compartment behind the bridge, the one into which he’d crashed the Archetype.

      “The Clan Shirna crew is finally breaking through the damaged portion of their ship. They appear to be intent on reclaiming the bridge,” Sentinel said.

      Dash checked the plasma pistol. It was set to its lowest possible yield. “Of course they are.”

      “It may be a futile effort, of course, because this ship’s structural integrity is now on the brink of failure.”

      He raised the pistol. “Of course it is, Sentinel.”

      “And the battlecruiser is now within weapons range, and will arrive in less than ten minutes time.”

      Dash aimed at the viewport, at a point above and to the right of Nathis’s head. “Of course it will.”

      “All of which is to say—”

      “That the whole situation is going to hell, I know,” Dash said, interrupting Sentinel. “And I’m about to make it even worse.”

      A change in the blinking icon on Nathis’s communicator caught his attention. Once more on impulse, Dash tapped the channel open.

      “You are not Nathis,” the voice—an oddly rich, and even somewhat soothing baritone—said. “You are Sawyer, the one called Dash.”

      Dash considered ignoring it, or even trying to deny it and keep pretending to be Nathis anyway. But he didn’t. Instead, he popped his face plate and said, “Yeah, you got me. What’s up? Is this the Prelate? You offering to surrender?”

      “I assume you killed Nathis.”

      “And I assume you’re trying to buy time. So, let’s say goodbye now, so we can all—”

      “I do not care about Nathis, or you, or your ship or companions. I only wish to have the Lens.”

      Not the Archetype, too? But Dash didn’t say that. Maybe the Prelate just hadn’t noticed it yet. Although, how do you miss a giant mechanical ass and legs hanging out the side of your underling’s ship?

      “I will guarantee you safe passage off of Nathis’s ship,” the Prelate said, “in return for you handing over the Lens.”

      “You know, I might be tempted by that if whoever was talking on here before you didn’t let that whole the Prelate wants to interrogate you thing slip out.”

      “You have no hope of escape otherwise.”

      Dash was about to snap something back, but was cut off by a sharp explosion from the compartment behind the bridge. A moment later, a figure appeared in the entrance, clad in a vac suit and holding a plasma pistol. An almost constant tremor shook the ship now, probably caused by the Shirna attempting to take back the bridge.

      Idiots. Dash fired his own plasma pistol at the viewport.

      Even on its lowest yield, the pistol pulsed out a dazzling flash and an earsplitting blast. The viewport shattered, the remnant fragment immediately blown into space by the explosive rush of atmosphere.

      Dash was yanked off his feet, sucked out of the gaping port, then slammed to a hard stop as the tether snapped taut. He crashed into Nathis’s body, also held by the tether. The Shirna who had just arrived weren’t quite so prepared, the rush of venting atmosphere whipping two of them past Dash and into space. A third grabbed Dash, catching his leg and twisting it painfully upward.

      Dash aimed the plasma pistol into the faceplate of the man’s helmet and, as the man’s eyes flew wide at the sight of the muzzle filling his face, pulled the trigger. After another flash, but almost silent this time, the Shirna’s head simply vanished. The remaining atmosphere roared out of the empty port as rushing mist, then died away.

      Then there was utter silence.

      Except, that is, for the low-pressure alert in Dash’s suit. He had about two minutes of breathable air left.

      Holding his breath, Dash reached for the pocket on Nathis’s suit, upon which he’d pegged his hopes. If it was empty, then this was all a big and potentially lethal waste of time.

      He got the pocket open, reached in, and extracted the Lens.

      “Hey,” Dash whispered, “something went right!”

      A minute and three quarters of air.

      Dash thought back to what Conover had told him about the Lens and how it seemed to work. Dash gritted his teeth and tapped at the Lens as the kid had shown him.

      Nothing happened.

      But then a faint, bluish light glimmered in the heart of the alien crystal.

      And in that strange way it just happened, Dash knew. He knew what he had to do with the Lens.

      He started tapping at it. The movement made him and Nathis, who was still tethered to him, wobble about with tiny accelerations. By the time he was done, he had a minute and twenty-ish seconds of air.

      Dash shoved the Lens back into Nathis’s pocket, opened the channel on his wrist-comm so it was transmitting, then pulled himself around Nathis, unlooping the tether around his waist. It brought him momentarily face-to-face with the Shirna, whose face was locked in a frozen rictus of what seemed to be both rage and agony.

      Okay, that’s going to be haunting a few of my dreams later.

      He got the final loop of tether off Nathis. Without hesitating, he shoved the body away from the open viewport as hard as he could. Nathis sailed off, drifting away in the wake of the other Shirna, who seemingly didn’t have suit thrusters, or just couldn’t use them to get themselves under control. The push sent Dash the other way, back toward the port. When he reached it, he had one minute of air left.

      He grabbed the rim of the port and pulled himself inside. The artificial gravity reasserted itself, pulling him to the floor. He reached down and punched the emergency release on the tether, releasing it from his suit. Then he clambered to his feet and rushed to the exit. He still had the plasma pistol and kept it ready in case any other Shirna tried to block him.

      “Given what you have done, you now have very little time to return to the Archetype and get clear of this region of space,” Sentinel said.

      Now that he had weight on his leg and was trying to move fast, Dash realized just how injured he was. The burn on his leg sent searing pain shooting from his foot to his hip with each step, so he limped on his other leg, though that didn’t feel much better after being wrenched by the Shirna, and now his left shoulder burned with a deep ache, yet another wound he hadn’t even realized he’d suffered.

      He reached the exit from the bridge. Forty seconds of air left. But he stopped and peered around the hatch-frame. It would suck to get this far, only to bumble in front of some Clan Shirna guy with a readied plasma pistol.

      But there was no one in sight. Just the ruined compartment—much more ruined than he remembered it—and the head and shoulders of the Archetype, still smashed through the hull. Dash wasn’t sure if the emergency containment field was still operating, but it didn’t matter anyway, because the atmosphere had found a way through the shattered viewport. Besides, all that mattered was getting back aboard the Archetype, which Dash was going to do, even if he had to hobble to it.

      He was still about ten paces away when the overburdened structural components of Nathis’s ship finally gave way. With a wrenching groan that Dash felt through the deck under his feet, the bow section of the ship tore free, tumbling in one direction, while the rest of the ship spun another.

      And Dash sailed off in a third.

      “Wha…?” he said, confused as to why the compartment suddenly dropped from under his feet, apparently leaving him just hanging there, watching as a vast expanse of hull-plating suddenly sprawled ahead of him, framed against the titanic, stripped wall of the gas giant. Then his brain caught up and he gasped.

      As the stricken ship rotated away from him, Dash saw a protruding structural piece, a beam, sweeping past him. Instinct made him grab for it; he caught it and was immediately yanked into motion after it. Fortunately, the relative velocities of the beam and him weren’t too different. The shock of sudden acceleration slammed through his arms and shoulders, but he managed to hang on, and suddenly everything changed—the expansive remnant of Nathis’s ship wasn’t moving, but everything else was. The gas giant slid across the distant stern, and the starfield rotated, while behind him, the shattered bow pulled slowly away, trailing sparks and debris.

      Less than twenty seconds of air.

      Dash heaved himself along the girder, wincing and groaning at every ache and pain. As he did, he sucked in air, and blew it out, deliberately hyperventilating. He reached the twisted edge of the nearest hull plate, then pulled himself around it, back into the smashed remains of the compartment containing the Archetype, though now along what had been its ceiling.

      Ten seconds.

      Dash kept sucking air in, blowing it out, trying to pull as much oxygen into his bloodstream as he could. For a panicked instant, he couldn’t see the Archetype. Was it ejected during the breakup of the ship? He opened his mouth to call out to it, but then realized he’d become disoriented and was looking in the wrong direction. He turned around and found it about twenty or so meters away.

      He considered launching himself straight at it, but some dangling debris blocked his way. Grimly, he pulled himself along the ceiling of the compartment, reaching the obstruction just as his air ran out. Pain flared in his ears as the vac suit, unable to generate pressure, failed and Dash was exposed to a vacuum.

      He tried holding his final breath, but it shoved hard at the back of his throat, while his chest expanded painfully. He gave up and blew it out, emptying his lungs. He now only had the oxygen in his bloodstream to keep him going, which, if he remembered his vacuum emergency drills, wouldn’t be for long.

      He aimed himself at the Archetype. As he did, his vision blurred; the moisture on his eyeballs was starting to boil off into the vacuum. Dash had to do this and do it now.

      Gritting his teeth, the only sound penetrating the preternatural silence the pounding throb of his own heart, Dash launched himself at the Archetype.

      The next few seconds were the longest of Dash’s life. He felt a growing urge to breathe, but there wasn’t anything to pull into his lungs. His eyes tingled painfully, his vision clearing as the last of the fluid boiled away. His body felt like it was swelling, the gases in it expanding in the absence of any pressure pushing them back. In another few seconds, he’d likely start experiencing the searing pain of the bends, embolisms degassing from his blood and threatening to stop his heart.

      He was dying. Literally dying.

      His brain started to fog up. Dash focused as hard as he could, realizing he only had seconds of consciousness left. The Archetype’s open hatchway swelled in his vision; he scrabbled at the edge of it as he passed by, trying to pull himself in, but he had no strength left in his arms. He only succeeded in deflecting himself…in some direction, he wasn’t even sure which. Hopefully inside the Archetype, because if he’d just managed to bounce off of it…he was…was…

      Was nothing. Nothing left. Just an airless dark, going on forever.
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      Dash blinked. He saw a dark roof above him. Oh. So, this was heaven, or whatever the religious types called the place you went after you died, anyway. Or was it the opposite place? He hadn’t exactly lived a very clean or pure life. Hell, he hadn’t exactly lived a pure moment, let alone a life.

      No, wait.

      Dash gasped, as searing needles of pain lanced into his body. For a panicked instant, he thought maybe this was hell, and this was going to be eternity now.

      No. No, wait again.

      He turned his head. He saw a device, a complex construct of arms and cables, and it was familiar, somehow.

      Oh. It was the cradle. Inside the Archetype.

      And he was breathing, pulling air into his lungs, gasping it back out. He fumbled with his faceplate, popping it open, being rewarded with a blast of air like the reverse of a sudden decompression, along with pain in his head so blindingly keen it yanked a sharp groan, almost a shriek, out of him.

      He levered himself up so he was sitting.

      “You have very little time to get away from this region of space,” Sentinel said. “I will assist.”

      The Archetype shuddered and rumbled. Dash stabbed at the helmet release on his vac suit but missed. It took him two more tries. He finally yanked the helmet off and tossed it away with a clatter. For a while, he just lay on the floor, breathing and trying to sort out which pains seemed to be the worst.

      Then he sensed movement around him. He saw the ruins of Nathis’s ship, the bow spinning toward the gas giant, the midships and stern tumbling in the opposite direction. Both would soon be pulled into the massive planet and incinerated. But he also saw the massive battlecruiser sliding into view, flanked by a pair of corvettes and a single frigate, all that remained of Nathis’s flotilla. But everything was rotating, making Dash instantly queasy.

      He turned and dragged himself toward the cradle. He had to get control of the Archetype and go looking for…a ship. His ship. What is its name again?

      “It’s a ship, I think. My ship?” Dash asked the air, his words uncertain.

      “The Slipwing,” Sentinel said. “Also, I have launched the Archetype on an unpowered trajectory, with a severe spin. This is intended to make it appear as though the Archetype was simply thrown clear of Nathis’s ship and is now just drifting away.”

      Dash reached the cradle, clawed at it, then dragged himself into it. It immediately embraced him, enclosing him. The searing blasts of pain abruptly subsided, and the desperate need to breathe faded. Dash took a couple deep breaths, simply enjoying the sudden absence of utter agony.

      “Okay,” he said, “that whole thing I just did? The fusion explosions, and ships falling apart with me aboard them, and vacuum stuff? I never need to do that again.”

      He took a moment to just sink back.

      But something plucked at him. There was something important. Something he needed to do. Something about…

      Like another explosive decompression, it all came rushing back to him. He looked around and realized he was still only a few kilometers away from the Clan Shirna ships.

      “Oh. Goddammit.” The enormity of his position came rushing back like a returning tide, and Dash felt his adrenaline spike all over again.

      Dash turned and launched himself away from them, driving the Archetype as fast as he could. It ceased tumbling and smoothly accelerated away from the gas giant and the flotilla of ships. They hadn’t come after him because they’d probably assumed the Archetype was derelict, something they could retrieve at their leisure.

      They had no idea how wrong they were.

      “Are we far enough yet, Sentinel?”

      “No.”

      The Archetype had regenerated a lot of its power while it had been embedded in the side of Nathis’s ship, but its reserves were still far below optimum. It didn’t matter. Despite the cost in power, he flung himself into unSpace, raced through it for a count of three, then translated back. He emerged back into real space millions of kilometers from the Clan Shirna ships. The gas giant was now just a disc he could cover with his thumb.

      Hopefully, this would be far enough.

      “Okay—” he started to say but was cut off by a sudden change in the space he’d just left.
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      The Lens was, in essence, similar to the Archetype’s distortion cannon, but orders of magnitude more powerful. It could generate a massive gravity well inside a star, causing its outer layers of superhot plasma to collapse, falling against the star’s core in a colossal implosion. This was essentially what happened naturally in a supernova; the compressed plasma would fuse into a host of much heavier elements, then rebound in a titanic explosion.

      Which is what happened back near the gas giant. Dash had set Nathis’s Lens to generate a huge gravitational distortion, which is what he now stared at, awestruck. He couldn’t see the Clan Shirna ships, of course, but he didn’t have to. Instead, he saw an abrupt surge of gas yanked out of the giant planet, as though something had reached down, scooped up a vast handful of its atmosphere, and pulled it into space. Which, in fact, it had.

      And then, as suddenly as it happened, it was over. The enormous plume of gas went still, protruding hundreds of thousands of kilometers from the huge planet’s flank.

      Dash let out a breath. It was unlikely that anything had survived that. Everything for tens of thousands of kilometers around Nathis’s drifting body had almost certainly been utterly pulverized.

      Hopefully, that didn’t include the Slipwing.

      With an excruciating mix of hope and dread, Dash started back in-system, back toward the epicenter of that massive blast of gravity.
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      Nothing remained of the Clan Shirna ships except fragments. Most were about the size of Dash’s fist, and few were larger than a cargo pod. It was a wrenching sight, even if they had been vicious, devious assholes; the aftermath of the blast, the way the ships had been so thoroughly pulverized, left Dash gaping.

      It hadn’t just been the ships, either. Mixed among the cloud of debris was what amounted to gravel—the remains of at least one of the gas giant’s moons. And then there was the vast cloud of gas that had been ripped out of the great planet, wisps of which shot through the debris field like reaching fingers. They had already begun to smear, though, as the gas giant’s own, formidable gravity exerted itself.

      Eventually, all of this, the wreckage of ships and moons alike, would be pulled into the huge planet and vaporized in its atmosphere. It would be a meteor shower that would probably go on for ages.

      “There was no need to allow the Lens to destroy itself,” Sentinel said. “You could have used it remotely, instead of setting a trap the way you did. It is intended to be used at a safe distance from a star, after all.”

      “Yeah, well, if they didn’t detect it on Nathis’s body and try to recover it, they would have come after us. Think we could actually get far enough away from them to use it if they were chasing us at full speed?”

      “Quite possibly not,” Sentinel admitted.

      Dash frowned at the debris cloud. Was some of that shredded metal the Slipwing? What if she had been pulled out of the planet along with the gas plume? Had he just destroyed his own ship and killed everyone aboard?

      With a sinking feeling, he turned his attention to the planet. But it was vast and would take a long time to search—far longer than he could hope the Slipwing would survive, even if she hadn’t been destroyed by the Lens.

      “It may be possible to detect their emissions, if they remain intact,” Sentinel said.

      “How?”

      “By circumnavigating the planet, while conducting a broad-spectrum scan, it may be possible to separate your ship’s emanations from those of the planet.”

      With a flicker of hope, Dash turned and raced toward the gas giant. “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

      He fell to within a few thousand kilometers of the uppermost clouds, then turned and started a fast orbit. He accelerated, meaning the Archetype wanted to actually break orbit and take off into space, but kept applying power, keeping her in an almost perfectly circular trajectory around the planet. It burned extravagant amounts of power, but there was no point saving energy if he couldn’t find the Slipwing in the first place.

      So far, there was nothing. Just the natural emissions from the gas giant, a wash of radio noise, and electromagnetic clamor. “Could they have actually already broken free, Sentinel? Maybe from the far side of this planet, so they could escape the Clan Shirna ships in its shadow?”

      “Possible, but unlikely. They would have been detected eventually, if only from their exhaust trail. I can find no such indication they have escaped.”

      Dash said nothing, just nodded grimly and carried on, searching.

      The vast planet scrolled quickly beneath the Archetype. Under other circumstances, Dash would have been utterly enthralled with the experience. It was as though he sped over an enormous plain of striped and banded clouds, and huge storms themselves larger than most planets. But still, there was nothing.

      No. Wait. Something poked out of the background noise of the gas giant—a tiny spike of emissions that were different.

      “What’s that?”

      “It could simply be an anomaly within the planet,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, like the Slipwing, maybe? It would count as an anomaly, right?”

      “It would, yes.”

      “Okay, then. The source of it seems to be…which way?  Ahead of us, and to the left—there it is.” Dash adjusted his course, aiming directly toward it. The Archetype’s power reserves were once more falling into critically-low territory, but there was no choice. If it was the Slipwing, she might only be moments away from destruction. He had to do this now.

      Fixing himself on the source of the anomaly, Dash dove into the gas giant’s atmosphere.

      Tenuous wisps of cloud shot past the Archetype, slowly coalescing into more continuous streaks of cloud. Winds began to buffet the Archetype. As the atmosphere thickened, gas began to pile up ahead of him, heating up from the friction of his passage. A regular ship would have had to align itself carefully, finding that sweet spot between too shallow a reentry angle, which could bounce you off the atmosphere, and too steep, which could overwhelm your ship’s ability to shed heat.

      The Archetype seemed to simply work around all of that, letting Dash maneuver, and even slow, at will. He reduced the speed of his plunge into the gas-giant’s depths, letting the shockwave accumulating ahead of him dissipate. At the same time, he steepened his descent, plunging directly toward the emissions radiating from what he was now convinced must be the Slipwing.

      “Can you open a comm channel to them?”

      “Your ship’s ability to communicate under these conditions is limited, as a result of its relatively primitive technology,” Sentinel said.

      “Primitive, huh? Aren’t you the judgmental one?”

      “Insofar as I am making a judgment, yes, I am.”

      Dash shook his head. “Never mind, Sentinel. Just keep trying. I want to let them know I’m coming for them.”

      “Understood.”

      The clouds had continued thickening; now the Archetype plowed through featureless pink-grey, a deep gloom that stripped away all sense of movement. Every few seconds, a flurry of ice crystals hissed against the big mech’s hull. After a few moments, the clouds abruptly ended, and Dash emerged into the clear. Hundreds of kilometers of it—a vast, empty gulf yawning above the next layer of clouds far below. Colossal flashes of lightning erupted from them, forks of searing blue-white up to a thousand kilometers long leaping from cloud to cloud. The density of the gas continued ramping up, transmitting blasts of thunder that vibrated the Archetype’s hull.

      The pressure increased. Now it exceeded standard air pressure and kept rising. Dash grimly plunged downward, steepening his descent even more. The distant cloud-tops below loomed close.

      “Can you raise them on the comm yet, Sentinel?”

      “One of their emissions seems to be a modulated radio-frequency transmission. It is far from coherent.”

      “Let me hear it.”

      There was a hiss of static, then a faint glimmer of something that sounded like a voice. Then came more static, followed by a loud, squealing crash as more lightning detonated beneath the Archetype.

      Dash angled his plunge even more severely. The clouds beneath raced past, partly due to his speed, but partly because they were moving, being whipped by winds that abruptly slammed into the Archetype, buffeting it about. Lightning forked out of a cloud, stabbing up into some point now above Dash.

      “Sentinel, is that lightning strong enough to hurt this thing?”

      “Unlikely. The Archetype is designed to withstand much greater inputs of energy.”

      That was good, but what about the Slipwing? It was his ship, but he wasn’t sure. Sure, garden-variety lightning of the type generated by a thunderstorm on nearly any Terrestrial-class planet wasn’t much of a threat, but these bolts were enormous. It was just another reason to not fly into a gas giant, something he’d never really imagined putting the Slipwing through. At worst, she could skim the edge of the atmosphere, scooping up hydrogen for fusion fuel, but he’d only done that once and the fusion drive had to be overhauled afterward.

      The pressure mounted. Dash punched into the cloud layer beneath and was hit by a barrage of wind gusts that shoved the Archetype up and down, side to side. But the faint radio emission was becoming clearer.

      “Any…assist…deeper…”

      It was all he could make out. But he recognized Leira’s voice right away.

      “Leira! It’s Dash! I’m coming for you!”

      There was a garbled word, followed by another, then another ear-splitting crash of discharge. Dash had no idea if she’d heard him. He drove the Archetype ahead and down even faster. Now he could feel the pressure pushing against the Archetype, transmitted through its hull, then its connection to him. He shot through the clouds and emerged, again, into a clear zone. Waxy hydrocarbon snow whipped around him, while the atmosphere—now a toxic stew of methane, ammonia, and carbon dioxide—bore down on him oppressively. Still, he raced on.

      Almost there.

      “Leira! Can you hear me?”

      “Dash…you?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s me! Hang on, I’m coming for you!”

      “What…” There was another crash of lightning-static. “…pressure…much time…!”

      “I know! I’m almost there!”

      “Between your maneuvers after disengaging from Nathis’s ship, the return journey to this gas giant, and your subsequent dive into its atmosphere, the Archetype’s power reserves are reaching a point of concern,” Sentinel said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “The Archetype has sufficient power to extract itself from this planet’s atmosphere. It is not clear if it can do so while attempting to bring your ship with it.”

      “Can we…I don’t know, just bring them aboard the Archetype?”

      “The Archetype is only designed to provide for the needs of the Messenger,” Sentinel said. “More fundamentally, there is no way to transfer those aboard your ship to the Archetype. Exposure to the atmosphere at this depth would be instantly lethal to members of your species.”

      Dash shrugged. “That’s okay, I didn’t want to lose my ship anyway.”

      The pressure built. Dash’s stomach fluttered at the thought of the Slipwing being exposed to these conditions. She was a tough ship, but this was an even tougher environment.

      “Dash, can you hear me?”

      “Leira?”

      “Yes…” Then came a crash of lightning-static. “…are you?”

      “Almost there. Hang on.”

      “Almost here…how?” Leira asked.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I don’t think…” CRASH. “…survive…we’re almost at crush depth…” CRASH. “…engines out, something happened, it was like the whole planet shook.”

      Yeah, that would be me, sorry about that. Dash only thought it though.

      “Just hang on. I’ll be there.”

      Dash saw the Slipwing racing along ahead of him, carried by a thousand kilometer-per-hour gale between towering walls of cloud. He angled toward it.

      “What…” Leira’s voice said, the stunned surprise evident even through the hiss of static. “…that you?”

      “Yeah, this is me. Hang on.”

      Dash coasted up to the Slipwing, slowing himself relative to her, then came to a stop.

      The gas pressure shoved hard against the Archetype. The Slipwing’s hull must be popping, creaking, and groaning, clearly about to fail. It must have been terrifying to be aboard her. And now he saw why she was relying solely on radio comms. She was missing her full comms array, along with some other bits and pieces Dash just took for granted. But she was still intact—for the moment, anyway.

      “Your ship’s hull integrity is now within the uncertainty envelope of pressure differential,” Sentinel said.

      “You mean she could go poof at any second.”

      “Poof implies an explosion. This would be an implosion.”

      “Just give me every bit of power you can.”

      Dash moved until he was almost touching the Slipwing. Reaching out, he snagged the side of it with the Archetype’s enormous hands. He rotated until he looked upward and away from the vast and stupendously hostile depths below and lifted both himself and the Slipwing back toward space.

      The Archetype shuddered, trying to rotate around the sudden off-axis thrust. He found he had to go slowly, worried that he might damage or even destroy the Slipwing if he tried to shove her through the atmosphere, still far denser than water, too quickly. It just prolonged the agonizing uncertainty, the anxiety that disaster was an instant away.

      The Archetype faltered; her power reserves almost exhausted.

      Dash gritted his teeth. Absolute vacuum and crushing pressure, all within…what? An hour? Now that would be something to put on his resume on the Needs Slate, if he wanted to advertise himself as a walking bad luck charm.

      “It is uncertain if sufficient power remains to return both the Archetype and your ship to a safe depth.”

      “So, do something about it, Sentinel!”

      “It is possible to extract power directly from the singularity source aboard the Archetype, but in the absence of additional power cores, there is a significant chance of serious damage.”

      “Wait, you’ve had access to more power all along?”

      “You have shown a clear penchant for assuming inordinate risk. This is not something I would normally condone, as it falls outside the normal operating parameters of the Archetype.”

      “So, you’re willing to chance it?”

      For the first time, Dash heard the AI falter. “I…do not recommend this course of action.”

      “But you’ll do it?” he asked.

      “If that is your wish, Dash.”

      “You’re goddamn right it is,” he affirmed.

      Power surged through the Archetype, tapped from the unimaginable radiation of the singularity, the kugelblitz buried deep inside her great hull. Dash could also feel the power tearing at the Archetype’s systems, not properly channeled or constrained, shredding her conduits. More than a moment of this, he knew, and the Archetype might be irreparably damaged. The AI was right. This was a terrible course of action. Absolutely, ridiculously risky.

      Just the sort of thing I would do.

      “I really have rubbed off on you, haven’t I?” he asked Sentinel.

      The AI didn’t answer. But the power suddenly coursing through the Archetype lifted both it and the Slipwing at ever increasing speed. They soared through the cloud layer above, and now they erupted from it, trailing a plume of vapor, and raced ever higher.

      “I must terminate—”

      “What you’re doing, yeah, I know,” Dash said. “That’s fine, if we can make it the rest of the way to orbit on what we have left.”

      “It would appear that that is possible.”

      Despite his aching weariness, his jabs and flashes of pain, and the pounding agony of his burned leg, Dash chuckled.

      “Just don’t want to admit I’m right, do you?”

      The AI didn’t answer. That just made Dash chuckle even more.
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      Dash settled into the Slipwing’s pilot seat with a groan. Despite the slick comfort of the Archetype’s cradle, the familiar contour of the seat against him was, somehow, even more comfortable.

      “You look like hell,” Leira said, smiling.

      “Yeah, well, you try some exposure to hard vacuum and see what it does to your complexion.”

      He did look like hell. Aside from his severely burned leg, Dash was covered with bruises, his skin was spider-webbed with crimson streaks of vacuum-induced hemorrhaging, and both of his eyes were severely bloodshot. Leira leaned in and hugged him anyway. It made Dash wince and yelp.

      “Easy, woman,” he said, and she pulled back, still smiling.

      “Sorry,” she replied. Then she shook her head and added, “Actually, no, I’m not. It’s so good to see you again, Dash.”

      From behind him, crowded into their accustomed places, Viktor and Conover both nodded like the creepy bobbleheads Dash had seen some pilots stick atop their consoles. “You showing up when you did—that was a miracle, Dash,” Viktor said. “A true miracle. We were—well, let’s just say that’s the first time in my life I’ve truly tried to find peace with my imminent demise. And I’ve been through some serious shit.”

      “So that—what did you call it?” Conover asked. “The Archetype?”

      “Yeah,” Dash said, bemused that the kid had managed to look concerned for him, but had then gone right to the technology.

      “So that machine is actually Unseen tech? And somehow you’ve bonded with it?” Conover asked.

      Dash glanced out the viewport. The Archetype loomed alongside the Slipwing, both in a high orbit over the gas giant. He’d already given them the thumbnail version of everything that had happened from the time he’d left them aboard the Halfwing. As he had, he’d found himself shaking his head at his own story. Almost dying, finding the mech, leaving the galaxy, almost dying again, coming back to confront Nathis, and almost dying yet again.

      “God,” he’d said, interrupting his own tale. “I almost died a whole bunch of times.”

      Now, he looked at Conover and nodded. “Yeah. I’m the Messenger, it seems.”

      “Because you stumbled across that Archetype? That makes it sound like it was somehow—I don’t know, fated to happen.”

      Leira, still smiling, shrugged. “Maybe it was.”

      But Conover scowled. “There are no mystical, guiding powers affecting the universe.”

      “That’s right,” Leira replied. “Dash just happened to crash-land on the one comet in the Pasture containing this thing, in a way that gave him access to it, so he could reach it right before he died.”

      Even Viktor had given a what look. “What were the odds of that even happening?”

      Conover crossed his arms. “One hundred percent, because it did happen. No matter how unlikely, it was just a coincidence.”

      The kid tried to sound absolutely certain but didn’t quite manage it.

      “I don’t know,” said Dash. “I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe I wasn’t fated for it at all.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Leira.

      “Well,” he continued, trying to put his thoughts into words as best he could. “I guess I’ve been thinking that there are only so many kinds of people in the universe, you know? So many personalities that all tell different stories. Some are bad, some are good, but most are a little bit of both. I can’t say where I fall on the scale, but I suspect that that machine looks at me and thinks that I’m not all that horrible. Maybe that’s all it took, you know?”

      “You think it chose you because you aren’t a terrible human being?” asked Conover.

      “In a sense, I guess,” Dash continued. “Hell, who even knows? But all I can say for sure is that I’m nothing special. I’m just a guy who happened to be at the right place at the right time, and I got lucky, and maybe the Archetype saw something.”

      “It saw you were good,” said Leira.

      Dash chuckled at the word. “Good,” he repeated. “Yeah, maybe so. Maybe it just needed a human and I met certain criteria, and goodness or badness had nothing to do with it.”

      “Maybe,” repeated Leira, and she gave him a smile.

      He smiled back.

      “So, what happens now?” asked Conover.

      “Now?” Dash asked. “Well, at this moment, the Archetype is repairing itself. That’s going to take some time, though, so we’ll be here a while. And I’m going to do the same thing—take some time to rest and heal up, because not only do I look like hell, I feel like it, too.”

      “Yes,” Viktor said. “But what then?”

      Dash shrugged. “Clan Shirna has had its ass kicked pretty bad. I don’t know how much of a threat they’re going to be. But they’re not the real threat anyway.”

      “That would be those Golden, as you called them,” Leira said.

      “Yeah,” Dash confirmed. “But before we can do anything about that, the Archetype needs to be fully upgraded. The Unseen made the process of outfitting the Archetype a true pain-in-the-ass ordeal.” He touched the console in front of him. “My poor old ship here needs some tender loving care, too.”

      “So, ultimately, we have to go find these power cores you mentioned,” Viktor said.

      Dash looked at him, noting he’d said we. “You guys really sure you want to be involved in this? If what’s happened so far is any indication, this may not be good for your health.”

      All three of them nodded.

      “If you were us, Dash, would you bail out now?” Leira asked.

      It struck Dash that, before all of this happened, if someone had told them he was going to risk his life again and again to save the galaxy from a hyper-advanced alien race, he would have said you’re crazy.

      But this wasn’t then. So, he just shook his head.

      “Okay,” Conover said, “that brings us back to the same question. Once we’re ready to leave here, what then?”

      Somehow finding the energy for his own smile, Dash pulled out his comm and thumbed up an image of the Archetype, the Ribbon, and the Lens.

      “There’s a war coming, and this is just the beginning of what the Unseen have stashed out there,” Dash said, his eyes fixated on the screen.

      “What do you plan to do about that?” Leira asked with a curve of her lips.

      Dash smiled back. “Everything I can to stop it.”
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      Dash Sawyer loved spending time on Passage. Loved it. The massive space station was pretty much about, by, and for spacefarers; there were no ‘planetsiders’ to speak of, the sorts of people—farmers, settlers, miners, shopkeepers—who knew little about space travel, and cared even less. On Passage, Dash thought, he was amongst his own kind.

      Passage thrummed with life. That was it. Not machines—real life, in the faces and voices and sounds around him. He let his shoulders drop for a moment, reveling in the sensations that were so different from inky blackness and ancient metallic killers.

      He glanced at his chrono, which was synchronized to the Passage clock. He still had time, so he savored his coffee, instead of gulping it, taking wincing sips in a staccato beat. The reconstituted stuff he could make aboard the Slipwing always came out weak and watery—swill, compared to this delightful concoction. He did wonder where they managed to find something resembling real cream aboard a remote space station—but decided some things were probably better to not know.

      In any case, it gave him an excuse to linger on the margin of the promenade lining Merchant’s Row, enjoying not just the coffee, but also the scene splayed beyond the broad, round viewport.

      The moment was, Dash reflected, almost perfect. He had a crew, a trusted crew, a ship that hummed with new efficiency, and a seat in the most lethal weapon he’d ever imagined. The Archetype was built to be legendary, and his role as pilot and warrior was becoming more comfortable as the hours and days wore on. He’d even managed something unthinkable—a bit of time to himself, nowhere to be right away, just him and—

      “Dash? Where are you?”

      He swallowed coffee, sighed, and tapped his comm. “In my happy place, Leira. Why?”

      “Because we’ve got a meeting—”

      “With maintenance. Yeah, I know. But it’s not for another hour yet.”

      “Uh…no, it’s right now. Fourteen hundred Passage time.”

      “Nuh-uh…fifteen hundred.”

      “No, fourteen hundred. You wanted it right after lunch, remember?”

      Dash frowned—but it turned into a wince.

      “Oh, yeah. You’re right.” He released an annoyed sigh then cleared his mind. It did him no good to deny a schedule of his own making, especially when he knew how important it was.

      “See you as soon as you get here…which needs to be, like, right now.”

      “Got it.” Dash looked into his mug, said, “The universe is conspiring against my coffee intake,” and gulped down the rest of the brew. With a salute of his empty mug to the stars, he said, “I win.”

      “What have you won?” Sentinel asked.

      “Proper caffeination.”

      “And this is critical?”

      “It is for the good of the galaxy, so yes,” Dash said.

      “I’ll take that under advisement.”

      He found Leira waiting for him in a surprisingly grubby compartment that seemed to combine attributes of both office and workshop. Parts were scattered about the place, some of which he recognized, while others were entirely cryptic—maybe even just junk. A thin, acrid reek of drive coolant and lubricants fumed the air. Dash wrinkled his nose and stopped amid the clutter, arms crossed. “And I thought I was disorganized.”

      Leira shrugged. “You are. But unlike your actual chaos, this seems like a pretty organized disorganization.”

      “Hmm. So if I start moving things around…”

      “Don’t.”

      Dash flashed Leira a grin. She gave him a wintry smile, waggling her fingers like weapons over the orderly expanse around her. “And don’t touch anything, either,” she added, her tone one of stern warning, but her eyes were crinkled with laughter and he knew it was purely for show. He picked up a small unit—a transducer of some value—and tapped it gently, setting the metal ringing like a soft chime.

      “You never let me do anything fun with engineering,” he said. “And by fun I mean general destruction, but you get my meaning.”

      “That’s because some of this stuff is worth a lot of credits,” a new and bubbly voice said. “And if you break it, you buy it!”

      Dash turned and found himself facing one of the grubbiest people he’d ever seen. She was cute, he thought—although it was tough to tell for sure under the smears of grease and grime. Her coveralls were just as bad, and maybe worse, successive generations of stains rendering their original color to something between grey and…darker grey. It all made her bright, cheery smile stand out that much more.

      Leira grinned. “Hey, kid. Dash, this is Amy.”

      The newcomer turned her grin to Leira then crossed to her, and the two embraced warmly, despite the grubby coveralls. “Buried in work,” Amy said, “but what else is new.”

      Dash smiled, then gave a half bow with some gallantry. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

      Leira scowled as she and Amy separated. “Amy, this, ah, gentleman, is Newton Sawyer—”

      “Call me Dash.”

      “—the owner of the Slipwing, and my…let’s call him a business associate. Dash, this is Amy Anson, my cousin, and probably the best ship mechanic at this end of the sector.”

      “Don’t let Viktor hear you say that,” Dash told her.

      Amy grinned again. “Viktor taught me a lot of what I know,” she said, wiping a hand on her coveralls and holding it out for Dash to shake. He did, even though the wipe had probably just made her palm even dirtier. Her hand was callused, with a grip like a hydraulic vise, but surprisingly warm. “So, I hear you guys need some work done on your ship.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, my poor old Slipwing took quite a beating.”

      “From what?”

      Dash glanced at Leira. “A few fights, almost being crushed by a gas giant…it’s a long story.”

      “We’re hoping you can get to work on her right away,” Leira said. “I know you’re busy, but—”

      Amy held up a hand. “Never too busy for my favorite cousin. I might need a day or so to get a few things out of the way, but after that, I’m all yours.”

      “You know, I hate to bring this up, but what are your rates?” Dash said. “We’re not exactly flush with credits right now.”

      Amy grabbed a jacket hanging from a power coupling sitting on the edge of a workbench. It was, if anything, even dirtier than her coveralls. “For my cuz, here, my rate’s whatever you guys can afford. It’s the parts that are going to be the issue.” She pulled the jacket on. “First thing’s first, though. I have to see your ship before I can even start to guess what this is going to cost.”

      Dash nodded and gestured toward the door. “Right this way. We’re docked on E-ring.”

      “E-ring? Why all the way down there?”

      “For…reasons,” Dash said, preferring to leave it at that. E-ring was sometimes called The Barrens, a remote part of Passage far removed from the bustle of Merchant’s Row, where almost all of the wheeling and dealing for cargo and other jobs happened. E-ring did have the advantage of relatively cheap docking fees, but the bigger benefit was the fact it saw little use. You could get away with things at E-ring you simply couldn’t elsewhere on the station. It was cozy, in the way required by people on the cusp of respectability.

      And, holy crap were they trying to get away with something now.

      As they made their way through the expansive sprawl of Passage, by foot and turbotrain, Amy asked, “So, Leira, we’ve been out of touch for a while. What’s new?”

      Leira looked at Dash, then simply said, “It’s complicated. Easier if I just show you.”

      “Okay…”

      “Let’s wait until we get to the Slipwing.”

      Amy turned her perpetual grin from one to the other, then shrugged and stretched her booted feet out into the turbotrain aisle. “Fine,” she said, putting her hands behind her head, “be all cryptic like that.” Then she closed her eyes and apparently fell asleep. It was an ability that Dash found more than a little amazing, and he watched her for a second with an approving gaze.

      Dash raised his eyebrows at Leira, but she just smiled and shook her head in a way that said, Don’t worry, this is just Amy being Amy.

      A few minutes later, the turbotrain slowed, its mechanical voice announcing their arrival at E-ring. Amy came instantly awake and followed Dash and Leira along a desolate corridor leading away from the station, her eyes bright and alert in seconds.

      “Wow, you guys are really out here in the boonies,” Amy said. “Together with all this secrecy, it makes me think you guys are into something shady.” Her grin suddenly faded. “Wait. You guys aren’t into something shady, are you? I mean, I don’t necessarily mind, but there’s shady, and then there’s shady.”

      “It’s nothing like that,” Leira said as they reached a viewport beside the Slipwing’s assigned dock. “Like I said, it’s just…complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      Leira gestured to the port. “See for yourself.”

      Dash watched Amy as she looked out the port. At first, she just seemed puzzled. But then something caught her attention, and she said, “What the hell is that?”

      Dash couldn’t see out the port, but he didn’t have to. He knew what Amy saw. Floating alongside the Slipwing, hugging the hull of Passage for concealment was the massive alien mech known as the Archetype.
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      Dash and Leira put Amy off with a promise to explain everything but convinced her to do a damage assessment of the Slipwing first.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      Dash and Leira, joined by Viktor and Conover, gathered as Amy emerged from the Slipwing’s engineering bay. She’d been immersed in digging through the ship’s guts, chasing myriad faults, failures, and error messages to their ultimate sources. And there were a lot of sources for them, judging by the long list Dash caught on Amy’s maintenance table as she untangled herself from skeins of optical cable.

      Fluid glistened on her face, shimmering pink. Dash recognized it as coolant for the thermoelectric converters that used the incandescent heat of nuclear fusion to generate electrical power. If that was leaking, it meant the Slipwing’s wounds went much deeper than any of them had feared. Dash could feel the credits piling up.

      Amy frowned, then stuck out her tongue and touched it to the coolant spattered across her face, following with a grim nod. She brightened as she wiped a sleeve across her mouth, her conclusion apparent. “Yeah,” she said, “that’s going to need to be topped off, too.”

      Despite his discomfort over what these repairs were going to cost, Dash couldn’t resist a smile. Amy hadn’t wiped the coolant off, as much as she’d moved it all to one cheek. She really was a mess, but she absolutely didn’t seem to care, and it was incredibly endearing.

      Viktor raised bushy eyebrows. “You know that coolant from its taste?”

      “Can’t work around the stuff without eventually getting some in your mouth,” Amy said. “But let’s talk about the heavy-duty stuff. This ship’s got problems.”

      “As in?” Viktor asked.

      “Okay,” she said, “we’ve got distorted hull plates—upper and lower—a couple of bent structural trusses…sheesh, you guys must have been deep in that gas giant’s atmosphere.”

      “Crush depth, technically,” Conover said. “I’m surprised we even survived.”

      Amy looked up at Conover’s flat, matter-of-fact tone. “Okay, then. Anyway, let’s see, a dozen power couplings need replacing, your comms array is almost completely shot, your fusion containment system has so many extraneous harmonics going on you could sign it up for a gig playing The Retro Room up on Merchant’s Row, you need a complete rebuild on one of your inertial dampers…”

      “What absolutely needs to be done? Leira asked.

      Amy thumbed the screen, scrolling. “Uh, well, let’s see. Reducing it to the barest bones possible”—she looked up, her grin cheerfully unchanged—“all of it.”

      “Suppose we just fixed the things we absolutely need to fix to be able to fly,” Conover said, peering over her shoulder. “Like, we could take that inertial damper completely offline, and just rely on the other three.”

      “Sure,” Amy said. “And as long as you don’t lose another, you’re fine. But if you do, then…well, you’d better be belted in really well before you do any hard burns.”

      “I think we should listen to Amy,” Viktor said. “If she thinks it needs to be fixed, then it probably needs to be fixed.”

      “Bottom line,” Dash said, “how much is this going to cost?”

      “Mindful of the fact that I’m your favorite cousin,” Leira added, smiling sweetly.

      Amy laughed. “I already said I’d work for whatever you guys can afford. Which, from all these uncomfortable looks I’m seeing, is pretty much nothing.” But her grin faded. “You’re not going to get around the cost of parts, though. We can 3D print pretty much anything that I don’t have in stock, but that’s going to cost. Same with the drone time it’s going to take to do the exterior work. I’m guessing”—she scrolled through the list again—“probably a couple thousand credits, give or take.”

      Dash winced and looked at Leira. “And fuel on top of that.”

      Conover shook his head. “We have one thousand, one hundred, and four credits. You’re saying we need twice that.” He looked at Dash, Leira, and Viktor. “It would seem we’re stuck until we can come up with more funds.”

      “Eh, not necessarily,” Amy said. “If you don’t mind going off the books, I know a guy who has access to the printers and can make what we need. And I have a friend who owes me some drone time. I can probably get you spaceworthy again, if you’re okay committing to an IOU.”

      “I’ll do what I can to help,” Viktor said. “That should take some of the burden off you, Amy.”

      “I’d certainly like to get more hands-on experience with these systems,” Conover added.

      Dash looked at Leira, who shrugged. He turned back to Amy. “Sure, let’s do it. When can you start?”

      Her grin returning, Amy clapped her hands together in apparent excitement, then pulled a component out of her tool belt, its outline blurred from melting. “I already have. This is what’s left of your hygiene system controller. I bypassed it for you, so the toilet works properly again.”

      Dash had to smile. “Well, that’s definitely a good start. I don’t want a repeat of the toilet backup incident from two years ago.”

      “Should I ask?” Leira said, arching a brow.

      “It’s better if you don’t,” Dash said, grimacing.

      As they left the Slipwing, Dash noticed that she’d been hooked into the station’s power. Amy explained that it would speed up recharging and regenerating her systems, while lessening the burden on her own power generation and saving a bit of fuel while doing it.

      “Can you do that?” Dash asked.

      Amy’s grin didn’t falter; she just shrugged. “This station makes more power than it knows what to do with. Honestly, I think it should be available to everyone. In any case, I think we can sneak a bit for your ship. Think of it as taking a sip from the community beer keg.”

      Dash found himself smiling yet again. He simply could not resist liking this woman.
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      True to her word, just over a Passage day after Dash had first met Amy, she had thrown herself into repairing the Slipwing. They’d moved her away from the station to give the drones room to work. Dash had eagerly offered to help with that—manipulating the handy little drones looked like fun—but Amy had said, “Uh-uh. They’re on loan, and I’m responsible for them. Sorry. We crash, we buy.”

      He pointed at Leira, whose fingers were dancing across a drone controller. “So how come she gets to do it?”

      “Because I signed the IOU,” Leira said, without looking away from the controller. “You didn’t want to, remember? That means I get to play.”

      “That, plus Leira spent over a year helping me repair ships on Tegan’s World,” Amy said.

      “You never told me that, Leira.”

      “Oh, Dash, the things I haven’t told you about myself make what I have told you pale into insignificance.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Leira answered by giving him a coy glance but quickly turned her attention back to her work.

      “Okay, that next hull plate is finished and on its way,” Viktor said, stepping into the repair bay with Conover in tow. “It should be here—well, right about now.” He gestured at another drone, a bigger version called a tug, maneuvering a curved slab of composite plating into view and easing it toward the Slipwing. “I think we’ve got the 3D printing down pat now, no small thanks to Conover here. He even improved the process.”

      “I just noticed two of the composite layers could be printed at once with a minor tweak to the printer’s controller,” Conover said, waving a dismissive hand. “Saves about an hour for each.”

      Amy gave him an appreciative look. “That’s a pretty big deal. Cutting an hour off per plate is a big saving. Good on you.”

      Conover opened his mouth but closed it again and turned a little red at Amy’s effusive praise. Dash, despite feeling like a loose component amid all of this engineering competence, found the kid’s discomfort rather charming. He’d been young once and knew that the attention of a woman could bring out the blush in almost anyone.

      Viktor stepped closer to Amy, his gaze flicking from her hands—still grubby—tapping at the drone controller, to the drone itself. “You’ve come a long way from the young engineering apprentice I once showed how to properly hold a torque wrench, my dear.”

      “Like I said to Dash, I owe a lot of what I know to you, my dear.” She tossed Viktor a look that made him laugh. Watching them, Dash was reminded of a grandfather with a favored grandchild—or what he imagined that would look like, since he’d barely known his own parents, much less his grandparents.

      “Oh crap.” Leira tapped at the controller. “Amy, we have a problem.”

      “What? Ah. I see it.”

      “What is it?” Dash asked.

      Leira bit her lip. “The tug hauling that new hull plate isn’t responding to inputs. Amy, can you take control of it?”

      “Just a sec,” Amy said, stabbing at the controller. “I just have to—oh, shoot.”

      Dash opened his mouth to ask again what was going on, but then closed it and stepped back, knowing a moment when he needed to let the experts do their thing and just stay out of the way. He’d stick to combat, piloting, and general derring-do.

      “Maybe try changing to a different control channel,” Viktor offered. “Something might be interfering with this one.”

      “I thought of that,” Amy replied, her face uncharacteristically serious, her gaze locked on the controller. “It’s still not responding, though.”

      “How about a telemetry channel?” Conover asked. “The drones must transmit data about their own status, right?”

      Amy shot him a quick glance. “That’s a brilliant idea. Let’s see if I can do that.”

      “Uh, Amy?” Leira said. “That drone is getting awfully close to the Slipwing.”

      “I know. Just another second.”

      Tense silence fell over the maintenance bay. Dash wondered how much damage this might do to his ship. And how much more it would cost to repair it. And who, exactly, would be paying for it.

      “There,” Amy said, banging on the controller. “Now, if I can just reroute it—”

      The drone fired its thrusters, slewing away from the Slipwing. But the inertia of the hull plate it carried was too much, slowing the maneuver. The drone banged into the Slipwing’s port quarter and bounced off, spinning slowly back toward the station. One of the drone’s thrusters went offline with a warning buzz from the controller as Amy cursed.

      Dash put a hand on her shoulder, his face calm. “It’s fine. She’s already got a few dings, and you’re doing excellent work. Seriously, don’t sweat it. Just bring it home, and we’re good to go.”

      Slowly, using the remaining thrusters, she was able to get the rogue drone back under control and bring it to a stop. Using a second drone, she scanned it, shaking her head at the damaged thruster. “I am going to get chewed out for that,” she muttered.

      Viktor put a hand on her shoulder. “Accidents happen.”

      “They do. But when it happens to a drone working off the books, it tends to get messy.”

      The damaged drone now hung motionless a short distance away from the Slipwing—but close to the Archetype, which still snuggled against the station’s hull, out of sight to anyone not specifically examining this remote part of Passage.

      “You know what would make it up to me, though?” Amy said, turning to face the others. “Telling me the story of that thing.” She waved a hand at the Archetype, which was mostly in shadow. “I mean, I’ve been pretty patient, but, come on, guys, you can’t expect me to just keep pretending it’s not there.”

      Dash gave her a level look, then flicked his eyes toward the crew. No one spoke.

      Finally, Dash said the only thing he could think of.

      “It’s really not that interesting.” He waved a hand. “It’s rather ordinary, when you get right down to it.”

      Dash was impressed he could say it with a straight face.
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      Amy looked at Dash with a curled lip. “Don’t ever try to become a spy or anything—you couldn’t lie.”

      “Hey, I’ve lied my way out of some predicaments that would curl your hair. One time—and I know this will surprise no one, given my obvious charms—I convinced a redhead named Teah, emphasis on the T, that I actually was a spy.”

      “Maybe,” she said, “but you’re not pulling it off now.” She gestured at the huge mech. “That’s obviously not nothing. And, anyway, I’ll point out you guys promised to tell me all about it.”

      “But we’ve still got work left to do on the Slipwing—”

      “No more stalling,” Amy said, plunking the drone controller down with a sound like an exclamation mark. “What’s going on? What is that thing?”

      “It’s called the Archetype,” Conover said. Dash shot him a glare but caught a glimpse of a dreamy, smitten look on the kid’s face. Viktor cuffed Conover on the shoulder, but obviously caught the same look and his scowl softened. He looked back at Dash and they exchanged an, oh, yeah, Conover’s got it bad for this girl look. Neither could resist a hint of a smile.

      Conover, who looked a little startled, turned to Viktor and said, “What?” He wasn’t dense, though; as realization dawned on him, he abruptly looked somewhere other than Amy, stuck his hands in his pockets, and went on. “Oh, yeah. Like Dash says, it’s, you know, nothing, um . . .  special.”

      Amy stared at Conover for a few seconds, then turned to Leira. “Cuz? How about you? You going to tell me that giant robot, that Architect thing—”

      “Archetype,” Conover said, but quickly glanced away again.

      “Fine,” Amy said. “Archetype. Are you going to tell me it’s nothing? I mean, seriously—what are you doing way out here with what’s obviously a damned fine piece of machinery?”

      Dash looked out the port. He wasn’t sure why he’d even tried to blow off the Archetype as nothing, beyond a vague sense that the fewer people who knew the truth of it, the better. The massive mech floated just a few meters from the hull of Passage, out of sight of anyone not in certain parts of E-ring, and then only if they were looking for it, and that assumed someone could identify the alien tech from a passing glance in a ship that was moving at some speed. The same was true during their approach to Passage in the first place.

      Dash, piloting the Archetype, had kept it perilously close to the Slipwing, all of its emissions—radio, radiation, even heat—minimized and, where possible, completely suppressed. Since traffic control around Passage relied on pings from transponders aboard ships, all the controllers saw on their scanners was the Slipwing electronically announcing herself as it closed to dock. As far as they could tell, no one had actually taken a visual look as they’d approached, so—again, as far as they knew—no one else knew about it.

      Other than Amy, of course.

      It was a little silly trying to pretend it was nothing special, though. From the vast wings folded upon the back of its multifaceted torso, to its long, slender limbs of enmeshed and articulated prismatic shapes and sleek head tapering to a pointed chin, it was obviously not a human construct. It was a weapon, designed to fight in the latest campaign of an ancient war against an intractable enemy—one who sought to destroy all sentient life, everywhere. Every angle on the Archetype screamed of a lethality born in the stars, and Dash took a moment to admire the raw beauty before turning back to Amy.

      He considered how to explain that to a bouncy mechanic who seemed to consider grease and coolant a sort of make-up, and faltered. There was no easy solution other than the truth.

      Leira had apparently decided to try, turning to Dash and saying, “Amy’s doing a lot of work for us for free. I think she deserves some explanation.”

      Conover nodded. “It’s actually pretty disingenuous to try and claim the Archetype is nothing special, Dash.”

      As Conover spoke, his eyes flicked to Amy in a way that again said, I am so into this girl.

      Dash finally just sighed and shrugged.

      “Fine,” Dash said. “You just have to understand, Amy, that this really cannot go outside the room. I need you to promise that. It’s not just for our security. It’s not even for yours. The reason that thing exists is far beyond your scope of understanding right now, and you’re pretty damned smart.”

      Amy looked back out at the Archetype, taking a moment to consider the tone and meaning behind Dash and his warning. “I can see how that thing could make for some awkward explanations. Sure, I promise.” To seal it, she spit in her hand and offered it to Dash. “This is how we seal deals here in the docks.”

      Dash didn’t hesitate. He spit in his own hand and shook hers, never taking his eyes away as they pumped hands three times.

      Leira looked around at the others, then launched into their backstory, and how Dash had come into possession of the Archetype. She then handed the tale over to him. He picked it up, trying not to embellish it too much, pausing while Viktor and Conover added pertinent details and comments, especially about the advanced technology of the race called the Unseen, the builders of the Archetype. With each passing sentence, Amy’s eyes went rounder, until Dash thought she might keel over from the sheer enormity of the facts. The universe was a big place. In moments, it had gotten a lot bigger for Amy.

      And a lot more dangerous.

      “So,” Dash said, “it’s basically a weapon. It’s designed to fight this other alien race called the Golden, who want to wipe out all life in the galactic arm, and probably beyond that.”

      “And it chose you to be this…Messenger,” Amy said. “Out of everyone in the arm, it picked you.” She grinned and shook her head as she said it.

      Dash waggled a finger. “You don’t need to make it sound quite so hard to believe. I’d like to point out that I’ve done pretty damned good with it so far.”

      “It might be that it was just random chance,” Viktor said. “Dash just happened to be the one who found it in that comet inside the Pasture.”

      Amy’s grin widened. “Sorry, Dash. I wasn’t trying to be an ass about it. It just seems, you know, kind of improbable.”

      “Hey, the odds were fifty-fifty it would be Dash,” Leira said.

      They all stared at her. Conover blinked and asked, “How could you possibly figure that?”

      Amy was the one who answered. “The probability of everything is fifty-fifty. It either

      “—happens or it doesn’t,” she finished, in unison with Leira. They both grinned.

      “Old, inside joke,” Leira said. “Sorry.”

      Amy looked back at Dash. “Seriously, though. The odds of it just happening to be you who crash landed on that particular comet, found your way inside it, and then discovered this Archetype right before you died are—well, they’re not zero, but they’re pretty damned close.”

      “And yet,” Dash said, gesturing grandly at the Archetype, “here we are.”

      “Yeah. Here we are. That’s what makes me think it wasn’t random chance at all,” Amy said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, maybe you were meant to find it, Dash. You were…I don’t know, guided to it, somehow.”

      Dash frowned uncomfortably. This had come up in conversation with Leira, Viktor, and Conover during the journey back here to Passage. Conover had flatly dismissed the idea. Leira and Viktor, though, hadn’t, leaving the possibility open. Dash tended more to Conover’s view, simply because the idea that an ancient, hyper-advanced alien race had somehow chosen him, of all people, as their Messenger—the title apparently bestowed on whoever found and activated the Archetype—was rather unsettling.

      “Of course that raises the question, why you, doesn’t it?” Amy went on, pretty much echoing Dash’s thoughts.

      “Yeah, it sure does.”

      “And then there’s whole war thing. That sounds beyond scary—”

      A sharp beep cut Amy off. She looked at her comm, grimaced, and shook her head. “I was afraid of that.”

      “What?” Leira asked.

      “I have to get the drones back, which means I won’t have time to fix the one that got damaged.” She sighed. “Well, all of this amazing stuff, for lack of a better word, about the Archetype aside, there’s still work to do on your ship. The mysteries of the galaxy will mean nothing if I’m in the brig on theft charges.” She picked up the drone controller. “Let’s get this last hull plate installed before we send the drones back home.”

      Dash watched her focus her attention back on the drones, working with Leira to get the hull plate moved into place. He noticed both Viktor and Conover watching Amy, while trying to not be too obvious about it—Viktor, in a fatherly sort of way, obviously deeply impressed with her engineering skills; Conover because he was so clearly smitten with the bright, sunny, and somewhat goofy young girl.

      Dash had a different, less charitable take on her. She seemed great, sure, and was even Leira’s cousin—but she was also now a new and, from his perspective, largely unknown addition to the circle who knew about the Archetype, and the mind-boggling implications of everything associated with the big mech.

      Dash just hoped they didn’t come to regret that.
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      “That was irresponsible,” the officious man snapped at Amy, “and just all around unacceptable. Those drones aren’t just free for the taking, first-come-first-served. You have to book them, and pay for them.”

      “I know this, sir,” Amy said, her customary breezy grin replaced by a suitably grave look. Dash didn’t buy it, though. There was too much sparkle in her eyes for someone feeling truly chastened. Her lips twitched with suppressed mirth, but she stood at attention, the rest of her body held in a pose of apology.

      The Passage Operations Commander, a stiff, humorless man named Jameson, just shook his head. “Do you? Do you really? Because if that was the case, we wouldn’t be having this conversation, now would we?” He turned toward the viewport. “I am so tired of you rogue mechanics, pilots—the whole miserable lot of you. I swear I spend at least half my time dealing with petty, stupid bullshit like this.”

      Dash glanced nervously across Amy’s workshop, past the glowering Operations Commander, at the viewport beyond him. Someone looking through it wouldn’t be able to see the Archetype from here, unless they peered intently at a particular spot far off along the station’s hull. Still, he preferred that the man just didn’t look at all, and that he stayed away from the repair bay where they’d been working on the Slipwing.

      Jameson turned back. “I should just throw you off Passage. But we’re always short of qualified engineers so, instead, I’m hitting you with a fine. Two hundred and fifty credits, plus you either repair the drone you damaged at your own expense or cough up another two-fifty for that. Maybe that will be enough to make you think about it next time, before you do something irresponsible and…and just plain stupid.”

      Amy nodded sharply. “I understand, sir.”

      The man looked from her to each of the others, scowling at Dash in particular, who recalled getting embroiled in some dust up over docking fees with Jameson a couple of years prior. In a flash, the Ops Commander remembered Dash’s face, and Jameson’s face clouded over in frosty anger. He spun on his heel and stalked away, but not before a final, officious sniff of disdain.

      As soon as he was gone, Amy’s grin returned. “Well, isn’t he the grumpy one?”

      Leira, though, just shook her head sadly. “I’m so sorry we got you in trouble, Amy.”

      “Bah, don’t worry about it. If it hadn’t been this, it would have been something else. Jameson simply has no sense of humor. Anyway, it really just helps me finish making up my mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been wanting to get off this hunk of metal for a while now. I’m tired of fixing the same things over and over. I want to do something new and exciting.”

      Dash had to frown. He knew where the conversation was going, and it gave him pause.

      So did Conover, whose face lit up. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Well, if you guys take me with you, and let me have access to that Archetype—you know, start learning what it’s all about—I’ll finish fixing your ship for free. That’s labor, parts, and fuel—all of it without charge.”

      Dash took a step forward. “Wait, you mean you could have done all of your repairs for free the whole time?”

      “Sure. As long as I left Passage right after completing them. For, ah, safety purposes,” Amy said.

      “You’re going to steal what we need, in other words,” Viktor said, his tone caught somewhere between amused and disapproving.

      “Which is why I need you guys to take me with you. If you’re willing, of course. So, how about it?”

      Dash looked at Leira, trying to catch her eye so they could talk this over, but before he got the chance, everyone began to chime in their enthusiasm for adding Amy.

      Leira said, “Why sure, okay.”

      Viktor said, “We’d be pleased to have you come along, certainly.”

      And Conover said, “Hell yeah!”

      That left all of them staring at Conover, who looked down at his feet, stuck his hands back in his pockets, and added, “Because, you know, having another engineer along would be really useful.” His cheeks went crimson as he studied the floor, suddenly fascinated.

      But Amy turned to Dash, an expectant, uncertain look on her face. “I didn’t hear a yes or a no from you. The Slipwing is your ship, though. And the Archetype is—well, I guess it counts as yours as well.”

      Now they all stared at Dash.

      “Sure,” Dash said. “Why not. The more the merrier.”

      “Alrighty then!” Amy said, clapping her hands. “This is—well, it’s change, and it’s great, and I’m totally going to make you not regret this adventure. Not that I’m an adventure. I mean we’ll have an adventure. But not because of the ship. No sir, the ship will run like a clock. I just—”

      Everyone started talking, but Dash just stared at the viewport. He couldn’t help feeling that things were starting to slip ever more slightly out of his control.

      He hated the feeling, but he knew that the universe wasn’t the same. Not since the Archetype. Not since the ancient war. With a wry grin, he reassured Amy she was welcome, thinking that one more engineer could only help them in the fight.

      If they lived long enough for her to fix anything. With a final glance, he waved toward the ship. They were in this together now, for better or for worse.
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      Dash looked at the Slipwing, which filled almost half of the expansive vision given to him by the Archetype. He hugged the mech so close to her as to be almost touching, again trying to present a single echo to the traffic control scanners aboard Passage, now barely visible behind them. It amazed him, frankly, that they had managed to get the Archetype so close it was essentially touching the hull of Passage, and then were able to depart with it again—and no one seemed the wiser.

      It represented a big flaw in the situational awareness of the authorities who ran the big station. The smuggler in him filed that away as an interesting fact that could be useful someday. You could give the smuggler a legitimate cause, but it would never stop him from figuring angles. It was in his blood.

      Right now, though, he felt mostly frustrated. It was taking a long time to get the Slipwing ready to translate to unSpace. Every minute they spent in the station’s traffic control zone was another minute of opportunity for someone to see through their thin deception. He finally asked, “How’s it going over there, guys? We any closer to actually leaving this system?”

      It was Viktor who answered him. “Closer? Yes. Close? Not so much. We’ve got lots of power and fuel, but the translation drive needs to be completely reset. It takes time for it to stabilize.”

      He folded his arms, considering their options. “Let’s just translate as soon as we can, okay? Otherwise, I might have to arrange to meet you somewhere.” He didn’t really want to leave the Slipwing behind, but—

      “Might I remind you that we still have considerable work to do before you are in a position to use the Archetype to its full potential?” a pleasant voice said.

      “I’m well aware of that, believe me.”

      Sentinel, the AI that effectively ran the Archetype, had been oddly quiet for a bit, which was unusual given their connection.

      “Hey, is something bothering you?” Dash asked.

      “I do not understand the question.”

      “Bothering you, as in, is there something you don’t like?”

      “I know what you mean. I am uncertain how to proceed in this line of questioning, as you are the first human to whom I have been mentally bonded, and your tendencies are not entirely known to me.”

      “We’re getting to know each other. Some humans used to call that a honeymoon.”

      “This has nothing to do with astronomy or insects, I can assure you,” Sentinel said.

      “It was a tradition among humans who—actually, nevermind. Do you think I’m lollygagging?”

      “Lollygagging is not a term I know. Is it related to candy?”

      “No. The use of time. Like dawdling.”

      “Dawdling is a term I know. It is—"

      “Wasting time,” Dash said. “In other words, you’re getting impatient, or at least as impatient as a machine presence can be. You have a purpose, and it’s not being fulfilled when the tools—like me—are finally in place.” Which was ironic for a two hundred thousand year old AI. “Look, I know this is urgent. But I need the people aboard my ship to help me do this, so I need my ship to be working properly. That just took some time.”

      Thanks to Sentinel and the Meld—the process Dash used to understand Unseen tech and communication—he knew where the next power core for the mech was. The Unseen had, it seemed, scattered the power cores for the Archetype across space, their plan designed to ensure access to energy and fuel at all times, regardless of the Archetype’s location.

      The Unseen thought in the long term regarding the coming war. The next core, which would allow the mech to further power itself up and likely add some new capability, was several days away via unSpace, in the direction of the Galactic Core. The remaining cores—assuming he was getting complete information from the Meld and there weren’t some still hidden away somewhere—were scattered across the spiral sweep of the galactic arm beyond it, their pattern undecipherable, if there was a pattern at all.

      “Leira,” he said, automatically transmitting to the Slipwing, “we should come up with a course to minimize our travel time from one power core to the next. You know, just like you do courier deliveries in an order that makes sense, so you don’t have to unload cargo to get at other cargo, then load it again.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Leira said. “I just need to know where we need to go.”

      “Okay, the first system, the closest, is on the charts—it’s called Wisent’s Star, after someone named Wisent, I guess,” Dash said.

      “It is a small variant of bison, actually. I believe you might also know them as buffalo,” Sentinel said.

      “A star named after a small buffalo? Huh. Guess they were running out of names,” Dash said. “Regardless, we can hit Wisent’s first, then—"

      Leira cut in. “Dash?”

      “Hang on, I have to think about this. Just give me a second here.”

      “I can assist with this process, of course. A loop will most certainly work, if you are willing to venture outside the galactic plane, even beginning with Wisent’s Star,” Sentinel said.

      “Sure. All that matters is the cores. As to our route, efficiency has to take a back seat to results,” Dash said.

      Thanks to Sentinel, Dash knew where the various power cores were, the information more a part of his mind than something he’d acquired. That was how the Meld worked—one moment, you didn’t know something, and the next, you did. It was seamless, and the connection with Sentinel meant Dash had instant access to data, as well as the ability to ask questions about it.

      “Okay, the next one is located around a blue giant, in the—"

      “Dash, I get that you know this, because of that Meld-thing you have going on with that AI, Sentinel. But you’re not exactly an astro-cartographer. And we don’t want to be making errors when we translate to a far-off place and find ourselves popping back into real space close to a neutron star or black hole, or in the middle of a really energetic nebula.”

      “Correction. I wasn’t, but I am. Sentinel has forgotten more about galactic travel than we can ever know, and I’m a conduit for that data. I’ll offer this—Sentinel, can you upload data directly to the Slipwing?” Dash said.

      “If you are willing to allow a direct data connection, then yes.”

      “What do you mean allow?” Dash asked.

      “Your ship presumably has safeguards built in to prevent unauthorized remote access of its systems,” Sentinel said.

      “Well, yeah. Of course it does.” He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Would that really make a difference, though, if you wanted to connect to it anyway?”

      “No, but it is in my protocols to obey your protocols, as you are the Messenger and we share a common goal,” Sentinel said.

      “Okay, thanks for asking first. Go ahead, do it. Leira?”

      “Here,” Leira answered.

      “You should be receiving—”

      “Already have. We’re loading it into the nav now.” A moment passed, then Leira went on, “Yeah, Wisent’s Star looks like a good first step. And then we should go in this order…”

      Between them, Dash and Leira settled on a succession of power core locations that minimized their distance and travel time. Shortly after that, Amy came on, announcing the Slipwing was ready to translate.

      “Alrighty, then,” Dash said. “Wisent, you furry little beast, let’s go see why they named a star after you.”
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      As soon as they dropped out of unSpace, Dash saw why Wisent’s Star actually had a name, and not just a bland star-chart catalog number like the vast majority of star systems. It was a trinary star system—three stars, including two white dwarf stars and a larger, yellow star not unlike the one around which Old Earth orbited—embraced in a complex gravitational dance.

      Stable trinary systems were rare, and ones with habitable planets far more so. Wisent’s Star—or stars, Dash thought—had ten planets, eight of which had such distorted orbits around the three suns that there was no way they could support life. A ninth was a gas giant, but the tenth was a rocky world with a breathable atmosphere and decent surface temperatures, swinging around the triple stars in a circular orbit. Dash knew it was that tenth planet that was their destination.

      “I detect no power emissions or other readings that would suggest the presence of advanced technology,” Sentinel said. “If there are intelligent lifeforms, they must be in a pre-industrial state of development.”

      “So,” Dash said, “we might run into”—he thought about what a pre-industrial society meant to him—“knights and peasants and savages and the like?”

      Conover came on the comm. “A social evolution so closely parallel to that of Old Earth is pretty unlikely, Dash—”

      “Yeah, yeah. You know what I mean. There might be relatively primitive people down there. They could still be dangerous. You can die from a crushed skull as easily as a laser wound.”

      “There’s also the conventions about cultural contamination,” Conover said. “Technically, we—”

      “Again, sure,” Dash cut in. “I mean, I guess there are some people out there that actually adhere to those. But I think our situation kind of trumps that. We need that power core, it’s down there, so we have to go get it. We’ll leave the implications to later generations of anthropologists. For now, we’re going to get that juice, and that’s that.”

      “Actually,” Sentinel said, “we are close enough now that the scan resolution is conclusive. There is native flora and fauna, but none of it appears to have any level of technological achievement at all.”

      “In other words,” Conover said, “it’s just plants and animals.”

      “Correct. And not especially large ones. Gravity is about fifteen percent above standard, so the lifeforms on the surface are probably relatively small.”

      “And also probably rather muscular, compared to us,” Dash said. “That means they can still be pretty dangerous.”

      “You sound unduly concerned,” Sentinel said.

      “Look, teeth and claws might not be a big deal for you, but they can be pretty good at harming my tender flesh. That’s kind of what they’re designed for,” Dash said, this time with mild annoyance.

      “Are you saying you are overly wary of creatures barely one quarter your size?” Sentinel asked.

      Somebody aboard the Slipwing laughed over the comm. Someone else said, “Ooooh…shots fired.”

      Dash glared at an arbitrary spot on the Archetype’s interior, since Sentinel didn’t seem to be in any particular part of the mech. “Yes, I am. Being wary of things is how you stay alive, but I have an additional concern regarding your tone.”

      “Is there an issue with my sound quality?” Sentinel asked. “And your personal history seems to be one of rather reckless endeavors that show little tendency toward wariness."

      “Yeah, let’s not get into thrashing out history,” Dash said, noting that Sentinel seemed to be edging ever closer to actual sass. “And your sound quality is fine. I’m merely pointing out that you seem to be getting dangerously close to being sarcastic.”

      “I have a twelve point five percent variance rate available to me regarding my ability to banter. I have chosen to utilize almost all of it when speaking to you,” Sentinel said. That meant there was more sarcasm available at hand, but at least it had an upper limit.

      “So you have some sass in reserve?” Dash said.

      “Yes,” Sentinel answered with mechanical dignity.

      “I’ll keep that in mind as our friendship blooms. Now, onto the matter at hand—hungry creatures and my delicious flesh. Who else is going with me to my inevitable doom?” Dash asked.

      The silence from the Slipwing was thunderous.

      Dash shook his head. “And I’m the one being called unduly concerned.”
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      Dash looked around the group crammed into the Slipwing’s crew hab. “Okay, now that you can’t all pretend we had a bad comm connection, who’s going down there with me? I’d like to have someone covering my back.”

      Amy wiped a smear of dirt off her cheek and shrugged. “I’ll go. Be nice to breathe some unfiltered air for a change.”

      “All due respect, but we’ve still got a long checklist of things that need to be fixed around here,” Viktor said. “I can do it, but it goes a lot faster with two of us.”

      Conover gave an eager nod. “I think Amy should stay aboard. She’s an engineer, not a bodyguard.”

      “Hey!” Amy snapped, glaring at Conover. “I’ve done my share of the rough-and-tumble stuff. Back on Passage, last time there was a brawl in The Supernova Club, I was the last one still standing, I’ll have you know.”

      Conover blinked quickly, opening his mouth, closing it again, then said, “No, I…what I mean is, I think you’re perfectly—”

      Viktor put a finger to Conover’s lips, stopping him. “This is one of those times when you just apologize.”

      Conover glanced at him, then turned a sheepish look on Amy and said, “I’m sorry.”

      Amy held her scowl for a moment, then let it morph back into her ready grin. “No problem. This time.”

      Dash kept his grin at bay, but still looked from Viktor to Amy. “Viktor’s right. Your priority should be finishing repairs to the Slipwing.”

      “Well, Conover is probably better here, monitoring the ship and the comms,” Leira said. “So I guess that leaves me.” She smiled at Dash. “Trust me to have your back?”

      Dash didn’t hesitate, because he did trust her. “Yeah, I do. You don’t spend as long being a courier as you have, if you don’t know your way around trouble.”

      “Okay, then,” she said, “sounds like that’s settled. Let’s get down there and find your power core.”

      “While avoiding the muscular beasties, of course,” Viktor added.

      “I don’t know if we’re going to intentionally avoid them,” Dash said, his lips curling up.

      “Why? Now you wanna fight them?” Amy asked, alarmed.

      Dash made a slashing gesture with his hand. “Not fight. But if they’re dense and small, who knows, they might be just what we need for dinner.”

      “Um, eww,” Amy said.

      “Your loss.” Dash shrugged, but he was smiling as they broke apart for the landing.
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      Dash and Leira wore exosuits as they dismounted from the Archetype and the Slipwing respectively. They landed close together on a broad beach adjacent to a good-sized sea, which was the closest open ground to the power core’s location. He found the slightly higher gravity a bit of a drag on him, but not enough to really be a problem. The air was probably close to breathable, but a little under the lower limit for a safe oxygen content; moreover, it might contain any number of alien vapors, spores, or germs, so they decided the exosuits would stay on.

      He joined up with Leira, who was staring at the Archetype towering above the Slipwing. “I haven’t had a chance to see it quite so clearly, and right here, standing in broad daylight like this. That is…” She paused, then shrugged.

      “I know. Took me a while to find words that really fit, too.”

      She let her gaze linger on the Archetype a moment longer, then turned toward the wall of lush foliage confronting them. “So, where to? Do you have a map?”

      “Don’t need one,” Dash said, pointing at his head inside his helmet. “Got the location up here. It’s”—he paused, turned, then pointed at a spot in the greenery—“ that way. Probably, well, I’d say a ten-minute walk, but that bush looks pretty thick.”

      They set off, pushing their way into the red and green foliage. It wasn’t as dense as it had appeared, the thicker brush along the beach giving way to more open forest. The trees were squat and broad, their trunks looking hard and solid, all products of the higher gravity, while the undergrowth beneath them was mostly low bush, little more than knee-height. It gave them a decent view for at least a hundred meters in any direction, which meant they should be able to see anything coming at them well before it arrived.

      They saw nothing more imposing than small, flying creatures that flitted about, apparently this planet’s version of insects. None of them showed any interest in, or even awareness of, these strange interlopers into their world, though they gave clicks of alarm whenever one of their own kind came too close.

      “Cannibals, maybe,” Dash said.

      “Lovely. Bet family dinners are awkward,” Leira said, batting at one of the insects as they pushed through a thicket with leaves the color of blood.

      Dash kept his hand near the plasma pistol slung at his waist anyway. The weapon was a souvenir, of sorts, from his confrontation with Nathis of Clan Shirna. It packed a powerful wallop in a small, portable weapon, so Dash had decided to keep it as his favored sidearm.

      “Well,” Leira said as they crossed a shallow ravine, “there are some of your scary alien lifeforms.”

      Dash drew the pistol and crouched. “Where?”

      Leira chuckled. “Over there. Beside that tree, about ten meters away?”

      Dash peered at the spot she’d indicated. Sure enough, he saw something move—then the shape resolved into something living, and it wasn’t a plant.

      He relaxed and lowered the pistol. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t have quite reached his knees, and was covered with light brown fur. It resembled a large rat, but with a heavier, sturdier build, and big, dark eyes that reminded him of puppies and kittens. It watched them with apparent curiosity for a moment, then turned and scampered off, moving surprisingly fast for a creature on a relatively high gravity planet.

      “Well, that was an anti-climactic,” Dash said, holstering the pistol again.

      “Are you complaining?”

      “No, not at all. I’ve just come to expect the worst from alien planets. You know, fangs, tentacles, things like that. Usually all on the same creature.”

      They resumed their way. Soon, a large structure came into view through the trees. Its architecture was much like that he’d seen associated with the power cores he’d previously found; he assumed it was a standard building pattern used by the Unseen. This one looked as empty and desolate as the rest—maybe even more so, given how much it contrasted with the rampant life surrounding it. Crimson vines climbed the walls, the leaves hanging limp in the heavy gravity. Even the stems looked tired.

      “Hard to believe that’s two hundred thousand years or so old,” Leira said. “You’d think it would have been completely buried by now.”

      “Eh, depends on the local geology, I imagine. Plus, it might be able to keep itself unburied, like some self-correcting mechanism. And for that matter, maybe we’re just looking at the very top of some huge building, and most of it is below us. Like the top layer of a very tall cake.”

      “A cake? Are you hungry?”

      “Kind of. But that’s not important. The other cores were always accessible, no matter how old the site,” Dash said.

      “Really? Is that what you encountered before?”

      He shrugged. “No idea. I got in, got the core, got out. There could’ve been a whole city under my feet for all I knew. I tended to have more important things on my mind than exploring.” He recalled his racing back to the Archetype from the Unseen complex hosting the last core, while Clan Shirna’s flotilla of attack ships raced in for the kill. Even just the memory of that desperate run back to the Archetype, across the barren, airless asteroid—expecting to be suddenly vaporized with particle beam blasts with each frantic step—made Dash’s heart beat a little faster.

      “Seems pretty quiet around here,” Leira said.

      “Yeah. It does, doesn’t it?”

      “You sound like…what? You don’t want it to be quiet like this?”

      He started forward, aiming himself at a gaping entryway into the structure. “I like it quiet like this just fine. I just hope it’s not a calm before the storm sort of deal, you know?”
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      Inside, the place loomed as empty and quiet as it appeared from the outside. The architecture looked like what he’d seen before, which was good—it meant this must be the right place. It was good to have what he knew from Sentinel confirmed.

      The only signs of life were what appeared to be nests constructed in various corners by…something. Dash couldn’t tell what, but they weren’t especially large, or full of bones picked clean, or anything else that seemed particularly menacing. And none of them seemed to be occupied, which meant their inhabitants had hidden themselves at their approach, or this was the nesting off-season. Either way, Dash took comfort in the fact that nothing in the place seemed to be immediately threatening.

      Except that was, itself, a cause for concern. Nature was never really on vacation, no matter what season it was. As they walked along corridors and through chambers, all empty and quiet, Dash steadily slowed his pace and spent more time looking around, along branching side passages, and even behind them.

      “You okay, Dash?” Leira finally asked.

      “Yeah. I’m just…”

      She stopped. “What?”

      “When was the last time anything we did was this easy? I mean, since I rescued you and Viktor from Clan Shirna that first time, we’ve been flying through pretty much a shit storm of one awful thing after another.”

      “So enjoy it.”

      “I can’t. It just doesn’t seem right.”

      Leira turned in a circle. “I don’t see anything to be concerned about.” She raised a gloved hand before he could speak. “Don’t worry, I’m not just blowing your worries off, Dash. I think we’ve just had a run of bad luck, combined with the fact we’ve been putting ourselves deliberately in harm’s way. This is an ancient place, on a remote planet that’s entirely untouched wilderness where the apex predators are the size of a sandwich. Or a small, dense, high-gravity cake, to put it in a perspective you might like. I’m thinking that, this time, there probably really is no actual threat.”

      Dash sighed. “You may be right. It’s just that old habits die hard—especially when they’ve been keeping you alive and in one piece.”

      Leira chuckled. “Believe me, I get it. We don’t have to let our guard down, but we don’t have to get paranoid, either.” She moved so she could look directly into his face. “Sometimes an empty and quiet ancient alien complex is just an empty and quiet ancient alien complex.”

      Dash paused, peering at the landscape with deepening curiosity. “Sentinel, something about this foliage doesn’t add up.”

      “Are you referring to the color, or the structure?” Sentinel asked.

      “Maybe both.” Dash ran a hand along a thick, fibrous leaf. “Even this leaf is almost a centimeter thick. It’s got some weight to it.”

      “That may be due to the gravity. It would take considerable energy to bring nutrients to any height. Does the color of the vegetation fade as you look up?”

      “Huh. It does,” Dash said.

      “Then gravity is at work. Life is tenacious, but gravity is hard to overcome,” Sentinel said.

      “Not too tenacious, I hope. Even when it’s vaguely adorable,” Dash said.

      Finally, they reached a chamber that contained a metallic pedestal about two meters tall. Upon it, somehow balanced on its tip, was a rod-like device Dash recognized as one of the Archetype’s power cores.

      “Okay, that’s it,” he said. “Let’s—”

      “Dash, do you hear that?”

      “What…” He trailed off, though, as a steady hum tickled his ears. He tried fiddling with his external audio, trying to localize it, but its low frequency made it impossible. It seemed to come from all around them.

      “Okay,” he said, “that’s something different.”

      They listened for a moment, but the hum didn’t seem to change.

      “It must be coming from this place,” Leira said. “Some sort of system, machine, or whatever.”

      Dash finally just nodded. “I suppose, yeah.” He looked at the core. “Anyway, let’s do what we came here to do, then get the hell out. The quiet was bad enough, but this hum…I can kind of feel it in my teeth.”

      They crossed the room to the pedestal. With each step, Dash expected something to happen—some sort of trap to trigger, weapons to start firing, or some ancient, automated guardian to come to life, appear, and attack them. But there was nothing.

      They stopped and studied the pedestal, and the core upon it. Aside from the fact that the core, a slender rod, stood oddly balanced on one end, there was nothing else remarkable about any of it.

      “What now?” Leira asked.

      Dash opened his mouth to speak, but on impulse, just reached out and grabbed the core, pulled it off of the pedestal, and that was it.

      Leira said, “Oh. Okay, I was going to suggest using a scanner, doing a bit of analysis, but I guess just going ahead and grabbing it works, too.”

      Dash hefted the core and turned back toward the entrance. “Whatever works, right? Anyway, we got it, so let’s get out of here.”

      They started back the way they’d come. As they did, Leira slowed for a moment and looked around. Dash turned to her. “What? You hear something? See something?”

      “No, nothing like that. It’s just that…” Dash saw her shaking her head inside her helmet. “This place seems awfully big and complex to just be a glorified bracket to hold that thing.” She pointed at the core in Dash’s hand, then gestured around them. “There must be more to it than that.”

      Dash paused, pushed up his lower lip in thought, then said, “Huh. It occurred to me as well. A bit excessive.” He hadn’t found anything but rock and ice in the comet containing the first power core, but he’d used the Archetype to dig straight to it and hadn’t poked around. And the desolate complex holding the second power core had, like this place, been far, far larger than it needed to be, just to play host to a rod less than a meter long. It was all alien tech with alien motivation, but he could still extrapolate when purpose and function didn’t add up.

      “The Unseen don’t build for the short term, that much we know,” Dash said. “With that in mind, this entire facility doesn’t surprise me, even if we can’t fully understand it. But our mission is complete, and we got what we came for. It’s time to go back and let the Unseen mysteries solve themselves as we add to our data and/or experiences with things from the deep past.”

      “We did get the power core, though, didn’t we?” Leira asked as they started walking again. “And without anything terrible happening. See, I told you we were in for some good luck for a change.”

      “You never actually said we were in for good luck—and, I’d like to point out, we’re still way inside an ancient alien base and have a long way to go to get back. Let’s revisit this once we’re safely snug inside the Slipwing and the Archetype, okay?”

      “You worry too much.”

      “That’s just that natural wariness of mine that’s served me so well. I pay myself to worry,” Dash said, eyes scanning around them. He missed nothing, letting his gaze slide from wall to wall and back again.

      They exited the power core chamber, starting back along the corridor leading away from it. They reached a bend and turned, only for both to stop abruptly at a low chittering sound. Another of the furry creatures they’d seen from a distance squatted on the floor just a couple of meters away. This close, Dash could see it resembled a large guinea pig, more than a rat, but with a heavier build, probably a result of evolving in the higher gravity of this planet. This close, its enormous, black eyes seemed even more like those of a puppy or kitten, or any number of other incredibly cute critters Dash could think of.

      Leira obviously thought so, too, saying, “Aww. Kind of adorable.”  She reached a hand toward it, but Dash put his hand on hers.

      “I wouldn’t,” Dash said, firmly. “It’s an alien creature. With teeth, and despite its size, muscles. You don’t just pet new life-forms, even if they are rather adorable.”

      “Right, sorry,” she said, pulling her hand back and twisting her lips to one side. “Heh. I’ve just been in space too long. It’s been a long while since I’ve seen other living things that aren’t…well, you.”

      “Thanks. I’ll take that as a compliment, given the critter’s overall, ah, cuteness. Never wanted to be cute. Ruggedly handsome, yes. Cute, well, not since school.”

      “You are,” Leira said.

      “I am?”

      “Ruggedly handsome. And you’ve got a lot better teeth.” She pulled her lips back and made a face like a rodent, then grinned.

      “Glad to hear it,” he said, but his gaze returned to the creature, who seemed to edge forward, muscles bunching under its pelt. They eased around the creature, which watched them, but didn’t otherwise move. Once clear of it, they pushed on, only to encounter two more of the furry aliens a few meters up a side passage. And then two more in a large chamber, one squatting atop a raised platform. Each time, the creatures just silently watched them pass by, unmoving.

      “Okay, this is turning from cute into a gauntlet. Let’s move it,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty much around to your way of thinking now,” Leira replied.

      They picked up their pace, rounding another corner, only to find a half dozen of the creatures scattered along the corridor ahead of them. Several more moved into place behind Dash and Leira, and with that, neatly created a moving trap. The creatures advanced a little slower than Dash and Leira could walk, but with what seemed like deliberate purpose.

      Like they were herding the visitors toward something.

      “And now I’ve got a bad feeling about where this is heading,” Dash said, loosening the plasma pistol on his waist. “Let’s really hurry.”

      As they threaded their way among the creatures, one suddenly opened its mouth, revealing matching rows of sharp, serrated teeth. It uttered a keening growl that was quickly picked up by the creatures around it. The growl spread, emanating from the darkness around them—including ahead. When it made Dash’s teeth start vibrating, he knew what it was; the odd hum they’d heard, that they’d taken to be some ancient tech doing whatever it did, had been these things, doing whatever it was they did, which probably involved all of those teeth.

      “Dammit to hell,” Dash mumbled, drawing his plasma pistol. Leira did likewise, their guns out and ready in a flash. The time for calm was past. “Sentinel, any input on these creatures?”

      “No record of them, but based on your input and their behavior, they’re intelligent pack hunters with ultrasonic communications. Speed is your ally, Messenger.” Sentinel paused after delivering the bad news.

      “Come on,” Dash said, gripping the rod in one hand, the pistol in the other. “Let’s move!”

      Leira said nothing, she just fell in alongside Dash as he started to run.

      It was like running in a bad dream, but populated with animals from a pet store in hell. The higher gravity dragged at them, making Dash feel as though he was running through syrup, the ground and air pulling at his burning lungs with each passing second. They dodged around the buzzing, growling Fangrats—Dash immediately called them—none of which had actually made an aggressive move toward them. Maybe, he thought, despite their wicked teeth, all they really did was emit this menacing growl. In fact, maybe they were happy, the sound something like the purr of a contented cat.

      As they rounded another corner, though, that idea puffed away like smoke in a strong wind, as one of the Fangrats decided to bite. It snapped at Dash’s leg as he passed it, the teeth scraping across the tough, supposedly rip-proof layered composite fabric of the exosuit. Dash barely felt it, which was good. The exosuit, though, now sported a series of furrowed gouges, which was bad. Behind him, the Fangrat clicked its teeth together in anger, unsure why Dash tasted like something other than dinner.

      “Bad news,” he said. “They can bite through our suits!” He kicked out at another creature that lunged at him, sending it tumbling backward. Another took its place, teeth bared and muscled chest expanded, stubby arms questing toward them.

      “Okay, know what?” Leira said in between gulps of air. “I take it back. This doesn’t look like good luck at all.”

      Dash said, “I agree,” and even that was an effort. The air was a pool, washing over them with punishing density now that their adrenaline was kicking into high gear.

      That was all he managed, though, before just concentrating on running, his breath passing through labored into something ragged. Running in an exosuit didn’t allow for much nimble quickness to begin with, and now that extra fifteen percent gravity was really starting to grind away at their speed and endurance.

      He kicked another Fangrat aside. Then another. But more appeared, spilling out of side corridors and, most alarmingly, from ahead. More jaws snapped at them, more ragged gouges appeared on their exosuits, and the teeth-rattling chorus of growls got louder and more insistent, rising into a tide of sound that threatened to overload their suit speakers.

      They reached another chamber, one Dash recognized as the last before the final corridor leading out. It seemed full, wall-to-wall Fangrats, all of which immediately began converging on them, a heaving swarm of fur, kitten-cute eyes, and glistening, jagged teeth.

      “We aren’t going to make it through that,” Leira said, pulling her plasma pistol. “We’re going to have to—”

      A dazzling flash and a tremendous crack cut her off. Dash was already well down the road she’d just started to travel, the plasma pistol in his hand recycling back to full charge. Dozens of Fangrats were now smoldering mounds of charred fur. Still, dozens more boiled into the room from the other exits, but even as they did, Dash stomped and kicked and whirled, turning every part of himself into a weapon that punished the relentless tide of fang and fur.

      Leira fired. Dash fired again. After a half dozen blasts of incandescent plasma the way was open—more or less. Another pair of blasts bought them some time from the swarm now closing behind them. Even so, by the time they reached the far side of the chamber, their boots squelching and crackling through the carnage, the legs of their exosuits were crisscrossed with scrapes and furrows, and both had pressure-loss warnings glowing in their heads-up displays.

      The mic channel between them was a constant roar of heavy breathing and wailing Fangrats, punctuated by Leira’s occasional shriek as they continued to punch through the remaining beasts.

      Dash fired again, clearing a path down the corridor ahead of them. “We’re going to…run out of…of charges before we run out of these bastards!” he gasped. “And we’ve still…got all that…forest to get through.”

      Leira panted back a simple, “Yeah,” then raised her plasma pistol and fired again, as the corridor had started to fill with gnashing beasts. Dash and Leira took off again, accelerating as best they could in the higher gravity. Now Dash’s breath burned in his lungs like a fire in the sky; he wondered if his exosuit had finally failed and he was sucking alien air—and who knew what else—into his lungs.

      They reached the exit and tumbled outside, arms flailing and guns still out.

      Fangrats swarmed out of the trees, the pervasive humming growl now seeming to make the air itself vibrate with their song of hungry rage.

      Dash stopped, gaping and gasping. Leira skidded to a halt beside him.

      Fangrats were everywhere, and closing in. There was no way they’d even make it to the nearest trees, much less the ten minutes it had taken to get through them from where they’d landed.

      Dash shook his head. Really? This was how he was going to die? Eaten by a swarm of alien furballs?

      Leira said, “Oh, look.”

      Dash glanced at her. An odd choice for her last words.

      A shadow swept over them. An instant later, the Archetype landed with a tremendous impact, shaking the ground and crushing dozens of aliens under its titanic feet.

      “I suggest you lie prone,” Sentinel said.

      Neither of them needed to be told twice. Both flung themselves to the ground as the nearest Fangrats, only a few meters away, closed in, teeth gnashing, then vanishing in a staccato series of dazzling energy blasts. The rapid-fire burst swept around the clearing outside the complex door, then pulsed overhead, detonating behind them. The discharges flung dirt, bits of rock, and smoking fragments of Fangrats through the air, the debris clattering against their helmets and pattering down on their damaged exosuits. The string of blasts went on and on, and Dash could only cringe inside his suit and pray that the Archetype’s aim didn’t falter.

      And then, as quickly as it had started, it stopped.

      Dash levered himself up into a sudden silence that seemed even deeper, now that the damned hum of the Fangrats had stopped. A fugitive gleam of the energy weapon still glowed in his eyes, the afterimage descending like a curtain of floating red stars. Then his vision cleared, and a slow smile crossed his face.

      Because, he saw, there were no more Fangrats. As in none alive, save a few fleeing back into the forest, but the rest were just greasy humps of smoldering ash, heaped in a wide circle around him and Leira. For at least twenty meters in every direction, the ground had been seared down to bare dirt, trees charred and splintered, foliage blackened and still flickering with fitful flames. Smoke fumed the air grey. The only place not seared by the Archetype’s fire was a circle of ground only a little larger than Dash and Leira’s prone forms. Dash noticed, though, that if any of the shots had hit the Unseen complex, they’d left no trace.

      Leira touched the toe of her boot to the nearest blast scar on the ground. It had been maybe half a meter from her head. “Okay. That was terrifying. But also impressive.”

      “I am sensing a great many more of those creatures in the surrounding forest. They seem to be staying at bay, for now. Nonetheless, I would suggest a hasty retreat." Sentinel said.

      “Way ahead of you,” Dash said, ash puffing up from his boots as he started toward the tree line. He’d considered just boarding the Archetype right here, but he wasn’t sure if Leira would be able to get aboard.

      A few times, during the walk back to the beach, Dash caught flickers of movement and glimpses of fur, but nothing came any closer to them.

      “About those things,” he said to Sentinel, “remember what I said about teeth and claws and my tender flesh?”

      “I do,” was all the AI said, but if it felt at all chastened, it sure didn’t come through when it spoke.

      Dash just shook his head and plodded on, trying to ignore the suit integrity warning glowing on his heads-up.

      As they pushed through the undergrowth, Leira said, “Fangrats?”

      “What?”

      “You called those things Fangrats. A bit on the nose, don’t you think?”

      Dash shrugged. “Cute-things-with-big-teeth-that-want-to-eat-us just didn’t seem to roll off the tongue, you know?” Saying it took the wind out of Dash, though, so they made the rest of the journey in silence, filled only by the ever-more labored sounds of breathing.

      As they stepped onto the beach, Dash’s suit-pressure alarm shrieked, the damaged fabric finally failing. They stumbled aboard the Slipwing, practically holding their breath, then gasping in great, whooping lungsful of air once their helmets had popped off. It struck Dash that, without the Archetype’s intervention, even if they had managed to fight their way through the Fangrats, they still likely would have suffocated during the panicked flight through the forest as their suits gave out.

      Not that it mattered, he thought, peeling off the rest of his ravaged exosuit. Dead is, after all, dead. Not dead was all that really counted.
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      Dash stepped around the cradle in the Archetype, his usual place aboard the big mech, and peered at the bulkhead behind it. It struck him that for what was now the many hours he’d been here, he’d never really taken the time to examine what he’d come to call the Archetype’s cockpit.

      The bulkheads were mostly blank metal of some sort, but there were things that might have been power conduits, components, and maybe even pipes for hydraulic or other fluids—although he doubted the ancient machine actually used anything resembling hydraulics. But there was also a socket for the power core he and Leira had just managed to retrieve. There were other gaps and spaces that might have been receptacles for other cores, but Sentinel told him nothing about those.

      All in good time, he guessed.

      “Here goes nothing.” He slipped the core into place. It seated with a metallic thunk and was immediately engulfed in a faint, greenish-blue glow.

      “The new core is now fully integrated into the Archetype’s systems,” Sentinel said.

      “I see that. Does it yield an upgrade?” Dash asked.

      An overall increased power flow for the mech, he knew—about five percent. The Archetype’s shield had also become slightly more durable and would regenerate a little faster. Dash also realized he now knew the Unseen language. Just like that, he could understand its written form. It was as though he’d been fluent in it all his life.

      And that was it—a moment of wild clarity, seamlessly installed in his mind as if it had been his since childhood.

      “Huh.”

      “I have come to recognize that tone in your voice. You are concerned about something.”

      “Uh, well, not sure I’m concerned, but…” He scratched the back of his neck. “Is that all this new core does?”

      “It is fully integrated into the Archetype’s systems, yes.”

      “Well that’s actually pretty…let’s call it underwhelming. I mean…” He shook his head. “Leira and I almost died getting this thing. Eaten by those Fangrats, or choking on that alien atmosphere out there—for that matter, incinerated while you were shooting up those chittering bastards."

      “The chances of that were quite low." Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, I know. Just hardly seems worth all the effort and risk.” He could easily imagine what Leira’s reaction was going to be to almost dying with him, just to get this—

      Wait.

      There was a whole, expansive bank of knowledge available to him that hadn’t been previously, fluttering into his consciousness at a sedate pace.

      “Okay, what’s that all about? There’s like a whole pile of information just sort of there, that wasn’t there before.”

      That information was kept in a separate repository. It is only available to the Messenger when this more advanced state of enhancement of the Archetype was achieved. It is also rendered in the native language of the Creators, meaning that even if it had been previously available, you would not have been able to understand it.

      Dash could feel the new data flowing through Sentinel into his awareness; he could access and examine it at his leisure. Before he did, though, he said, “I won’t bother asking why this stuff wasn’t made accessible to me before this, because I know the answer—I wasn’t ready for it, I had to prove I was serious about doing all this, or some variation on that theme, and that’s okay. I accept that. But I do have a question. Is this it? Or is there more crucial information locked away that I don’t know about yet?”

      “Would knowing the answer to that question provide you with whatever satisfaction you may think you would derive from it? Or would it simply leave you more frustrated?”

      Dash opened his mouth then closed it again. It was a good question, a be careful what you wish for sort of thing.

      “However, I can put your mind at ease, after a fashion. Until this new power core was installed, I had no knowledge of this information store. That was, presumably, by the Creators’ design. If there are other such stores that have not been made accessible, I likewise have no knowledge of them, either. We are, it would seem, learning together.”

      “Probably for this very reason,” Dash said, dismissing his nibbling frustration over the way the Unseen were doling things out to him a bit at a time with a shrug. If Sentinel didn’t know, then it didn’t matter anyway, did it?

      He turned and clambered into the cradle, a little awkwardly in the repaired exosuit he’d needed to walk across from the Slipwing to the Archetype. “Okay then,” he said. “Let’s see if this was all worth it after all.”

      Dash thought about the new information store, which opened it to him, then began considering what it contained.

      It was a story of war.

      But it was war on a scale that was breathtaking. More than breathtaking. Absolutely epic. Cosmic in scope. It was far beyond what any of the ancient, planet-bound storytellers who had tried to envision what the universe sprawling around them would be like had even begun to contemplate.

      Dash couldn’t even begin to grasp it.

      Dash saw campaigns that spanned not just thousands of light-years and star systems, but were also spread across millennia. The Unseen and the Golden had been warring not only for the past two hundred thousand years, but for uncounted ages before that. This latest clash, two thousand centuries ago, had only been the most recent, and perhaps not even the largest. The vast spans of time between the great campaigns were a sort of “cold war,” when the two powers retreated from one another and maintained a hostile, but vigilant peace. Eventually, though, it would flare up again, and then the stars would begin to die, along with the two races locked in a battle to the very end.

      Dash remembered, as though the memories were his own, a battle that had sprawled across the galaxy, vast fleets tearing at one another and even the space-time around them, blasting planets to dust in the titanic fire of weaponized stars. The battle had gone on for decades, only ending in a colossal stalemate when the orgy of celestial violence had begun to weaken the fabric of reality itself, threatening to plunge the entire galaxy—and perhaps much more than that—into literal, unbound chaos.

      Things like the separation of events in time and space, and even the fundamental idea of cause and effect, had begun to break down. The past two hundred thousand years had given creation time to heal itself, slowly regenerating back to “full power” like the Archetype’s shield. Still, Dash knew where the wreckage of that vast conflict was, dust clouds and debris fields and entire nebula the collateral damage of the bitter—and apparently endless—war. A conflict for nothing less than the heart of life and the universe itself.

      Dash let his mind roam across these memories that were both brand new, and yet felt like things he’d always known. He found it stunning, amazing, and terrifying all at once. And yet, he still didn’t understand it. The new data contained a lot of information about the ancient war between the Unseen and the Golden, but data was just that—facts, times, and places, a recounting of events. It was all, in the end, superficial, not offering any insight into the combatants, their motives, or who they were.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I will need more context to offer any sort of useful reply,” Sentinel said.

      “Why were they fighting? Why are they still fighting? What’s the point of it all?”

      “I believe this has already been answered for you. The Golden wish to destroy all sentient life.”

      “Yeah, I get that. But why? And why are the Unseen trying to stop them? What’s in it for them?”

      “Ah. I’m afraid this is an area in which I have little understanding myself. I can only address the facts as they are.”

      Dash frowned, thinking of tough interactions he’d had with people he’d encountered, whether shady clients, business opponents, competing couriers, or any number of others. One thing that was common to all of them was that he’d had at least some understanding of what drove them to behave the way they did. Even if he hated it, if it stood to do serious harm, he got it, more or less. This was just stuff happening—vast, galactic-scale stuff, but stuff nonetheless.

      He finally shrugged. “Well, hopefully there’s more information locked away inside you that will offer some sort of explanation for what’s behind all of”—he thought about the whole cosmic sweep of events about which he now knew—“this.”

      Dash figured that was it, but there was one more thing. It was a specific bit of new knowledge that stood out from the rest, because it wasn’t just things that had happened. This was something real. It was a place.

      “Hey, what’s the Forge?” he asked Sentinel.
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      Dash made his way back to the Slipwing so he could discuss things face-to-face with the others. Once more, they’d crowded into the ship’s crew hab, and had brought Sentinel into the conversation over the comm.

      “I still can’t believe that that’s a two hundred thousand year old AI we’re talking to,” Amy said. “I mean, that’s pretty epic!”

      “I find it hard to believe, too,” Viktor said. “It’s hard to imagine that whatever substrate systems that AI runs on could last anywhere near that long.”

      “Nothing we could produce would,” Conover offered.

      Dash thought about the vast, celestial conflict that had raged between the Unseen and the Golden and said, “Trust me, it’s true—and it’s not even the most amazing thing the Unseen have done, not by a long shot. Which brings us to the matter at hand. Sentinel, tell everyone what you told me about the Forge.”

      “The Forge is the place where most of the Archetype was built. It is a self-contained design, fabrication, and manufacturing facility. Among other things.”

      Amy’s eyes went wide. “A super-advanced alien factory? The place where that Archetype thing was made? Oh, we need to go there, we so need to go there!”

      “It would be interesting, I guess. I mean, it is Unseen,” Conover replied, nodding along.

      Dash exchanged a look with Leira and Viktor. Conover, they all knew, would probably be enthusiastic about helping Amy wash her dirty socks.

      “Well,” Dash said, “if we listen to Sentinel, you may just get your wish, Amy.”

      “Your AI thinks we should go there?” Leira asked, narrowing her eyes. “Why? I thought gathering up these power cores was the priority, so you could get that Archetype fully powered up.”

      “Unless this Forge has the ability to finish powering the Archetype up all on its own,” Viktor offered. “Perhaps this is meant to be the next step for you, Dash.”

      “But why would the Unseen bother scattering all those other power cores around?” Leira asked. “That would have been pretty much a waste of time, right?”

      Viktor shrugged. “They’re aliens. They do alien things?”

      “Sentinel, do you know if we can speed up fully powering the Archetype by going to the Forge?” Dash said.

      “I do not. The Forge is another level of technology, even for me.”

      “That’s—another level? You mean more complicated than the Archetype?”

      “It is, by definition. The Archetype is a beginning, not the end,” Sentinel said.

      Dash thought for a moment, chewing on the implications. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      “I suggest that because the Forge is not merely a remote outpost containing a single power core,” Sentinel said. “I acknowledge that it will be necessary to continue traveling to those, in order to finish powering up the Archetype. However, while I do not know what resources may be available at the Forge, it is a central, facility of the Creators. It stands to reason that much could be learned there, and perhaps assets obtained that will greatly assist the Messenger in the upcoming conflict.”

      Amy said, “Upcoming conflict,” then crossed her arms, as though she was suddenly cold. “Have to admit, I’d find those two words pretty scary even if we weren’t talking about some apocalyptic, star-blowing-up cosmic battle between ancient alien races.”

      Leira gave her a sympathetic look. “Second thoughts? We stopped once for fuel on the way here, and we’ll probably have to again on our way back into more inhabited space. We can drop you off—”

      “No! Geez, cuz, just because the idea of a galactic super-war makes me nervous doesn’t mean I want to bail. I mean, put that aside, and this is all pretty awesome!” She turned to Dash. “I think you should do what Sentinel says and go to this Forge place. If that’s where they made your Archetype, just imagine what must be there.” Her eyes went a little dreamy as she pondered the possibilities of an alien factory.

      Conover gave her a somewhat dreamy look too, but Dash knew it wasn’t just about finding advanced alien tech. He shook himself away from looking at Amy and turned to Dash. “I agree. It makes sense that there would likely be valuable information, if nothing else, at the place where the Archetype was built.”

      Conover’s attraction to Amy aside, Dash knew that he was sincere. Before he could respond to either of them, though, Viktor leaned into the conversation.

      “Far be it from me to pass up a chance to visit an Unseen fabrication facility, Dash,” he said. “But this might just be a distraction from the more important task of getting the rest of those power cores. Remember, we’re assuming we’re on some sort of clock here—except we have no idea how much time is left on it before things get really critical, by which I mean the Golden showing up.”

      “And even if they don’t, we already know that they’ve co-opted Clan Shirna into working as their agents,” Leira said. “There might be others. The Archetype was barely enough to deal with Nathis and his minions. Next time, it might not be enough, without being fully powered.”

      “Then why did the Unseen make sure to include the location of the Forge in that latest data dump they provided Dash?” Conover asked. “They must have known that by doing that, they’d immediately attract attention to it.”

      But Leira shook her head. “I don’t like it. Look how close we came to dying just retrieving this last core, Dash. And that was for a single one of the things, here in this—what did Sentinel call it? A remote outpost?” She shook her head again. “And the core before that? The way you described it, that asteroid was pretty damned well defended. And yet, another remote outpost.”

      "The Forge isn’t a remote outpost, though,” Viktor said, picking up Leira’s line of argument. “It’s obviously an important facility. That means it’s likely to be much more heavily defended.”

      “Why would their defenses try to stop the Archetype, though?” Amy asked. “They’re on the same side, right?”

      “So were the defenses on that asteroid, and they attacked Dash and the Archetype. As for here, on this planet, we assumed that Dash’s Fangrats were just native wildlife, but we don’t know that for sure. For all we know, they could have been another genetically-engineered defense.”

      “Maybe penetrating the defenses is part of what Dash and the Archetype need to do,” Viktor said. “He knows he has to go and retrieve these cores, so it stands to reason that he would at least have a chance of doing just that. As for this Forge, though—you didn’t learn anything that said you actually should be going there, did you, Dash?”

      Dash shook his head. “Nope. I just know that the Forge exists, and, well, at least some of what it’s all about.”

      “I vote we go to the Forge,” Amy said. Conover immediately nodded agreement.

      Leira and Viktor, though, just frowned and shook their heads.

      Dash leaned back and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Okay, so if we’re doing this democratically, it’s two votes for the Forge and two votes against.”

      “Does Sentinel get a vote?” Amy asked.

      “I do not believe it would be appropriate, unless I see a fatal flaw in your reasoning at some point,” Sentinel immediately replied. “My role is to support the choices made by the Messenger after I give him all the facts I can. This was always my mission, and it continues even as the Messenger grows into his purpose. I only suggest that it could be useful to explore the Forge, as there is much to see, and even more to use. However, I will defer to the Messenger’s decision.”

      “Sounds like an abstention to me,” Dash said. “Okay, guess it comes down to me, huh?”

      The air around them hummed with expectant energy, but Dash only let it linger for a second.

      “You said it’s two to two,” Viktor replied. “You have the deciding vote.”

      “Not to mention, you’re the Messenger,” Conover added. “The Archetype goes where you do, and that’s pretty much where we go, too.”

      Dash rubbed his eyes. “I get that we need to gather those power cores. Each one gives the Archetype a little more power, a little more upgrade, and sometimes teaches us a little more about what’s going on.” He looked around at the others. “Got to be honest, though. I’m getting a little impatient, here. We don’t have any idea how pressing the threat is. Are the Golden going to show up tomorrow, or years from now? It isn’t known, and that’s really starting to eat at me.”

      As he was speaking, Dash realized he really hadn’t even made up his own mind. The others had made good arguments for both going to the Forge, and not going there and just tracking down the cores. But by the time he stopped talking, he knew the decision was set.

      “I want information, now. As much of it as we can get. That’s way more likely to happen at this Forge, and not in the next long-abandoned, critter-or-whatever infested outpost on some shithole planet or dinky little asteroid. So that’s my vote. We’re going to the Forge to see what’s what.”

      Amy grinned with the satisfaction of a kid going to a candy store, and Conover nodded as he warmed to the idea. Leira and Viktor, however, both just looked doubtful.

      “I know you guys aren’t entirely sold on this, but I hope you’ll commit to it,” Dash said to them.

      “Of course,” Viktor said. “Hardly the first time I’ve thrown myself headlong into something I think is unwise.”

      The way he said it made Dash think there were some stories there that he wanted to hear. Leira, though, just shrugged and said, “What else are we going to do?”

      As they filed off to get ready to depart, Dash couldn’t help having second thoughts. Not that it mattered, though, because when it came to galaxy-spanning alien wars, how could you not have second thoughts?
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      The Archetype, in formation with the Slipwing, dropped back into real space at the margin of the star system known only as TC6573-896. Unlike Wisent’s Star, this particular star system had never attracted any particular attention from astro-cartographers, or anyone else interested enough to actually bother submitting a name for it for the charts. The star itself had no companion stars; it was just a lone, middling-sized bluish star that seemed entirely unremarkable.

      Six planetary bodies swung around it, as did a pair of asteroid belts, one conforming to the orbital plane, the other oriented at a high angle to it. Now that was unusual, speaking to the break-up of some long-gone planet that was, itself, not orbiting like its fellows. Dash wondered if this was a natural phenomenon, or if it hinted at some enigmatic purpose of the Unseen.

      In any case, TC6573-896 would now and hereafter be known as the Forge—at least to Dash.

      “I see six planet-sized bodies,” Leira said over the comm, “and another—oh, roughly a hundred or so planetesimals, and a crap-ton of smaller stuff. Do you know where we have to go, Dash, or do we just start poking around?”

      Dash considered the star system. As he did, he realized that they wanted to go to a moon orbiting the fourth planet, itself a gas giant. He said so, then launched himself toward it, the Slipwing lighting her fusion drive to stay in formation.

      “Dash,” Viktor asked, “do you know—as in, you know, know, because of the Sentinel—anything else about this system?”

      “Yeah. It’s pretty low key. Meh, is the word that comes to mind,” Amy put in. “I can think of half a dozen systems not too different than this one I’ve been to. It’s hard to even remember which was which.”

      “That’s probably the point,” Conover offered. “If you have an important, even a crucial facility like this seems to be, you probably wouldn’t want it to stand out. It’s so ordinary as to be forgettable.”

      “Good point,” Amy said. Dash could only imagine Conover’s smile at that.

      “I know nothin’,” Dash said. “Or nothing more. Just that that moon is our destination.”

      “I’m not scanning anything really significant about it,” Leira replied. “No evidence of structures, power signatures, even any returns suggesting refined metals or anything like that.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t mean much,” Dash replied. “Whatever’s there could be, I don’t know, cloaked somehow.”

      “I am detecting nothing of significance, either,” Sentinel added. That made Dash frown. If the Archetype couldn’t detect other Unseen tech, then might it not even be there? They could, after all, be in the wrong place despite how important the Forge sounded, but after so much time and loss of data, a mistake wasn’t just possible—it was likely. After two hundred thousand years, a few corruptions and glitches were to be expected, no matter how godlike the engineering.

      Except…no. Dash knew there was something important about that moon. It tickled at an awareness in his senses that went beyond a hunch.

      They raced starward, on a course that would take them directly to the moon in question. The gas giant was now a looming, multicolored disk, their destination a tiny pinpoint of light near it.

      Dash said, “Hey, guys? Let’s try not to dive down into that planet this time, okay? I don’t want to have to go through that again.”

      “Way ahead of you, Dash,” Leira said. He could hear the tension in her voice, though, as the moon loomed closer, filling the sky with its mass.

      Now the moon showed a disk, without any magnification required. It was just a moon. Spherical, rocky, with a surface mottled by some sort of sporadic volcanic activity. It had virtually no atmosphere, and only about a fifth of standard gravity. And that was it. Painfully dull and dead, the body hung before them, mute in the heavens.

      They decelerated, braking to enter a high, wide orbit over the gas giant, one that would keep them close to the moon as it swung around its parent planet.

      “Well, here we are,” Leira said. “Now what?”

      Dash curled his lip. “Not really sure. I know this is the right place.”

      “Yeah. Except there’s nothing here.”

      “Can you detect anything at all?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “I am engaging an active scan, to determine—”

      Silence. Huh. That was unlike Sentinel, to not finish a thought. Dash opened his mouth to ask if everything was okay, but Sentinel resumed speaking.

      “The moon is starting to undergo change,” she said.

      Dash peered at the image. He didn’t see anything—and then he did.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “The moon is starting to break apart,” Sentinel replied.

      Sure enough, fragments spalled away from the central zone, while far larger chunks of rock began to separate. Something else was being revealed—something massive and apparently mechanical, more of which became visible as the moon continued its self-destruction.

      Dash just stared. “Guys, that ain’t a moon.”
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      Fragments of rock ranging from small to massive slowly drifted apart, the occasional soundless clash adding bright spalls of debris to the expanding cloud. It was, Dash thought, like watching a slow-motion explosion. The casual destruction of an entire moon should have stunned him, but knowing what he’d come to know about the Unseen, it probably wouldn’t even make the top ten list of their most stunning achievements. What truly caught his attention was the thing that had been enclosed in the rocky shell, which came more fully into view with each passing moment. It was clearly an artificial construct, the surface smooth, orderly, and polished.

      “A space station,” Dash said as he slowed the Archetype, giving the rocky debris time to disperse. “It’s a damned space station of some sort.”

      “Almost as big as Passage,” Leira said, the awe in her voice evident even across the comm. “Or bigger,” she amended with an intake of breath.

      “And hidden inside a moon,” Viktor added. “That’s quite the way to keep something secret.”

      “Yeah,” Dash said. “It’s—well, it’s more or less what I expect from the Unseen. They don’t do small things.”

      Now fully revealed, the station loomed against the backdrop of the gas giant, a massive cylinder more than a kilometer long, and almost as wide. Much of it seemed metallic, although some of it was clearly more crystalline, and some parts were…something else, but Dash couldn’t readily tell what, exactly, as the reflected light caromed around inside shadowed channels all over the structure. Unlike Passage, though, which bristled with docking piers, comms and sensor arrays, and miscellaneous other protrusions, this one seemed to be entirely smooth, with no protuberances at all except for a communications dish that lay nearly flat, down, and to their right.

      “Sentinel, what are you getting from this? Is this in your database?” Dash asked.

      “Currently, little information is available beyond what visual examination provides. There are a few instances of increased thermal response from various parts of the station, but no other emissions that I can detect.”

      “So…is this the Forge?”

      “It is likely, but there is no way to know for certain from the available information.”

      “Wait, are you saying there might be something even bigger hidden away in this system?” Dash’s attention roved around the other planets, even the gas giant filling most of his view. Was there something concealed inside them? It sure didn’t seem out of the question, not for a race that could weaponize stars.

      “I am explicitly not saying that,” Sentinel said. “I am simply saying it is an unfounded assumption to automatically—”

      Then there was silence. Dash frowned at Sentinel’s sudden hesitation. “Sentinel?”

      “Not all of the objects separating from the station are debris from the former moon. Some are artificial.”

      “Pieces of the station, maybe? Parts that came off, maybe?”

      “No. They are accelerating. They are missiles.”

      “Dammit. Please tell me they’re aimed at something else.”

      “They are tracking the Archetype and the Slipwing. And their speed is accelerating.”

      Leira came on the comm, the awe in her voice shifting to alarm. “Dash? Do you see that? That station has fired something at us!”

      “Yeah, I do.” He scowled at the incoming data. “You’d think by now the Unseen machines would call us friend.” His frown deepened at the telemetry of the missiles. “Guess not.”

      For a tense moment, no one spoke as Sentinel continued to stream data while the incoming warheads picked up even more speed, their paths now clearly locked on the Slipwing first, and Archetype second.

      “Leira, I’ll try to deal with them,” Dash said. “You just keep the Slipwing out here, evading, and shoot the particle cannons at anything that gets past me—which will be nothing, I hope.”

      Dash flung himself forward, tracking the incoming missiles. They were Unseen tech, which meant the Archetype could probably match them. As for the Slipwing, though—no way. He thought back to his battles with Clan Shirna, when they’d faced the Archetype. It had been decidedly one-sided.

      The Archetype surged toward the missiles. “I count twelve of them,” Dash said. “No, wait, make that lucky thirteen.”

      “We only count six,” Viktor said, apparently taking the comm and letting Leira concentrate on piloting the Slipwing. “We don’t see any others on the scans.”

      Some sort of stealth effect? Or was the Archetype being fed false echoes?

      “I do not believe those returns are false,” Sentinel said. “Your ship simply lacks the sensor capability to track some of the inbound missiles.”

      “That’s great. They can’t dodge what they can’t see. Means we better not miss any.”

      The leading missiles raced into range of the Archetype’s dark-lance. Dash looked at one—actually, glared at one, because he was getting awfully sick of this ‘friendly’ fire—selected it as a target, and fired by thought, using the system integration to control his weapons. The flickering beam of light-that-wasn’t flashed out and touched the missile, blowing it to fragments.

      The remaining missiles immediately started jinking, accelerating madly in a swirl of maneuvers so abrupt they would have shredded those carried by the Slipwing—if they’d even been remotely capable of such violent turns in the first place. Taken as a whole, the missiles resembled a school of fish diving wildly to avoid a predator, which was more or less what was happening. Dash was their destructor, but the missiles didn’t know it yet.

      He waited for the dark-lance to recharge, which took some time, and switched to the distortion cannon. It generated momentary gravity wells, deep ones, that could rip things apart if they were close enough, and still deflect their trajectories even if they weren’t. But the dark-lance had already recuperated, the system giving a low thrum as its power came back to lethal levels. It must be another effect of that new power core, Dash thought, so that was something, anyway. More power was good. A faster dark-lance cycle was even better.

      He fired the dark-lance again—and again, the lethal beam flashing missiles to tumbling wreckage at the slightest contact. Ten were left and closing fast. Worse, the missiles were adapting, spreading apart, varying their speeds and evading hard, capable of pulling insane g’s as they were unmanned and powered by Unseen technology. He fired the dark-lance, earning one hit. There were nine incoming now, and then Dash fired the distortion cannon, the sudden gravity flux slamming two of the missiles into a collision and yanking all the rest toward the anomaly. Unfortunately, it also tugged the Archetype forward like a cranky beast of burden, eating away the time he had to stop the damned things.

      Seven left.

      He fired another dark-lance bolt, but it missed, the target nimbly dodging aside, almost as though anticipating his shot. It probably had some sort of AI controlling it, analyzing his attacks, getting inside his freaking mind.

      Dammit to hell. What if the missiles could tap into the Meld and get inside his mind?

      He flushed the doubt and just let impulse guide him. With his mind in a state of diamond focus, he fired the distortion cannon again, once more dragging everything toward the resulting anomaly, at the same time reaching out with both of the Archetype’s massive hands.

      “Eat that.” He slammed one fist closed on a missile as it streaked in, then swatted another like a bug, smacking it off course to explode harmlessly. The missile in his fist detonated and he yelped, the bizarre phantom pain that came with damage to the Archetype flashing a shockwave through his body. The fist had contained most of the blast, but at the cost of turning that hand to wreckage. It would regenerate—he hoped—but not quickly, and that left him with limited combat ability in a bad situation.

      Two more missiles raced in, too close and fast to do anything but curl the Archetype into a ball and take the hits. He reeled under the blasts, which ripped away at the big mech’s very substance. He vaguely knew the remaining three missiles had streaked by, heading for the Slipwing, so he couldn’t just wallow here. He had to keep moving, and he had had to fight smart.

      “Damage is moderate,” Sentinel said, her voice its usual placid matter-of-factness. “However, the distortion cannon and dark-lance are off-line.”

      Dash uncurled himself, gasping at injuries he both had, but actually hadn’t, suffered. “Shit. Okay. Missiles?”

      “Still available.”

      “Viktor, how many incoming are you tracking?”

      “One. Leira is—”

      The Slipwing slewed hard to one side, the particle cannons spewing shots. One of the missiles staggered under the fire, and Dash knew it was shielded.

      “Missiles are protected. These aren’t fire and forgets, dammit,” Dash said.

      “There is mild shielding that can be ablated,” Sentinel said. “The missiles can withstand one glancing hit. A direct strike will destroy them.”

      “Then let’s make everything count,” Dash said, and someone was listening. Whoever was shooting persisted, expertly swinging the shots to follow the target, which finally exploded. A mist of glowing plasma haloed outward from the blast.

      Dash made to launch a missile from the Archetype. He’d only be able to take out one of the remaining two, leaving one to streak toward them with lethal designs.

      “We’re going to—” Dash started to say, then paused. Wait. The expanding cloud of plasma from the missile destroyed by the Slipwing gave Dash an idea.

      “Viktor, Leira…whoever’s on the controls, start evasive maneuvers.” He fired a missile as he spoke, hoping it could accelerate fast enough to catch up to its target. Fortunately, the Archetype’s missiles had the edge in velocity, and it rapidly closed. “Watch the scanner closely. I’m going to try to give you a target, but you’ll need to be ready.”

      “Roger-dodger, boss!” Amy called back, sounding just as cheerful in the middle of a life-or-death battle as she had wiping hatch grease off her hands.

      Dash’s missile chased its target, which streaked toward the Slipwing. In a savage series of turns, the Slipwing swung hard and random as Leira fought to keep evading the bright missiles closing at murderous speed. Dash gritted his teeth, desperate for this to work, because he had nothing else.

      His missile overtook its target and exploded. Both warheads went off, quickly filling a huge volume of space around them with a tenuous cloud of superheated plasma. The sole remaining missile raced on, seconds away from impacting the Slipwing.

      “Got it!” Amy shouted while opening up with the particle cannons. She couldn’t see the missile itself, but what she could see was the tunnel it drilled through the plasma cloud in its wake. Particle beam shots slammed into the missile, blasting it to pieces only a few kilometers away from the Slipwing. Its warhead didn’t detonate, which was good, because such a powerful explosion that close to the ship might not have torched the Slipwing into dust, but it would have left a helluva bruise.

      Dash spun back toward the Forge, frantically hoping there was no second wave of missiles inbound. If there was, then they were screwed for sure.

      But there wasn’t. Dash finally let out his breath, his heart slowing just enough to let him—well, long enough to start hurting—and said, “Everyone in one piece over there?”

      Amy called back, “I’m great. That was awesome. How’d you come up with that idea, Dash? Because, see, there was this one time I—”

      “Before we start swapping war stories,” Leira cut in, “we should probably figure out our next move, don’t you think?”

      “Well, I took a beating and could use some downtime to regenerate,” Dash said.

      “You took a beating?” Viktor said. “Don’t you mean the Archetype took a beating?”

      “Uh…yeah. That’s what I meant. It’s hard, sometimes, to remember the difference, you know?” He ended on a chuckle, intending it as a joke, but Viktor’s reply was somber.

      “That might be something you want to think about, Dash.” Viktor said. “We have to consider the possibility that your, ah—wounds—might accumulate. In your mind, and possibly in your body. This is new territory for all of us, and the Unseen can’t have had a perfect understanding of how you and the Archetype will react to combat. And combat damage, for that matter, especially when you’re linked through the Meld.”

      He opened his mouth to answer but paused because Viktor was right. “The only way I’ll find out is to fight.”

      “Or not get hit,” Viktor remarked.

      “Correct.” Dash felt the hint of a smile. “As to our next move, that’s simple. I think we should go…well, there.”

      He gestured with the Archetype’s undamaged hand toward the massive space station he still assumed was the Forge. The debris from the moon no longer obscured it, so it now hung over the swirling, pastel stripes of the gas giant’s turbulent atmosphere, a forbidding, enigmatic presence.

      “Okay,” Leira said. “And if we get shot at again?”

      “The closer we get, the less time we have to react,” Conover added.

      “Good point,” Dash said. “So you guys stay out here and let me go first. I…the Archetype—well, we’re way better equipped to take care of threats because of our collective reaction time. All my best is made even better with the Unseen boost to all my abilities.”

      Leira said, “Roger,” and Dash launched himself toward the big station. Dash crossed the void with his eyes open and senses on high alert.

      Space was dangerous. But Unseen technology could be fatal, even in a weapon of their own making.
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      It came as a pleasant surprise, then, when Dash reached the huge station without further mishap. Sentinel reported that the station had scanned them as they approached but offered no further hostile action.

      “Maybe it recognizes us,” Dash said. “I mean, if this is the Forge, and the Archetype was built here…well, the prodigal child finally returns, right?” He resisted the urge to add, Hey mom, I’m home!

      “Actually,” Sentinel said, “you appear to be right.”

      “It feels right, too.”

      “Yes. I am able to establish a secure link to the station,” Sentinel said.

      As soon as Sentinel finished speaking, a flood of new knowing washed through the Meld between them.

      “Okay, so this is the Forge,” Dash said.

      “Indeed.”

      “And it’s in some sort of low-power mode? What the hell is up with the Unseen and everything of theirs being powered down?”

      “It would appear that the Forge was placed into a power-saving mode when it was first encased in the moon.”

      “Two hundred thousand years ago?” Speaking the words aloud made Dash cognizant of just how alien the Unseen were, along with the lingering question of why their tech was asleep.

      “Approximately correct. This was done sometime after the Archetype was constructed, and after the Golden had withdrawn from the galaxy. The Forge has remained in a stand-by status ever since, awaiting a pre-determined trigger before activating again.”

      Dash nodded. “Us showing up with the Archetype was that trigger, I guess. I also get that shucking off the moon used up a lot of whatever power it had available, so it’s in an even lower power mode now. But why the attack?”

      “It would appear that the remaining power is reserved for certain vital functions aboard the Forge. Accordingly, while it could track us as we approached, it lacked the scan resolution to identify us. That triggered a fail-safe system, which initiated the attack.”

      “But the only reason the thing activated in the first place was because of us, which means it must have been able to recognize us.”

      “I have no further information. The Forge can malfunction in ways the Archetype cannot.”

      Dash winced at that. A malfunction? In Unseen tech? Just the idea made his stomach knot up. You really didn’t want things that could make stars explode glitching out. There would be holes in the galaxy if that happened more than once.

      “Okay, so we need to get aboard to learn much more. I see there’s a docking bay, I think. And it’s powered up.”

      “It is easy enough to accommodate both the Archetype and the Slipwing,” Sentinel said.

      “Almost like it was made ready for us. Leira, you can come on in. We’ve found a place to land.”

      “If you say so.”

      As he aimed the Archetype for the docking bay yawning ahead, Dash could only hope there were no more malfunctions.

      “Dash?” Leira asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “If I get shot by a groggy missile, do me a favor,” Leira said.

      “Sure. Name it.”

      “Teach the Archetype to duck.”

      He laughed, and then the laugh died as the Forge filled his vision. “It’s first on my list of new tricks to learn. Promise.”
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      Dash watched as Leira brought the Slipwing through a force field covering the entrance to the docking bay. The distortion rippled slightly but didn’t hinder the ship’s passage. A silent tractor beam grabbed the Slipwing and guided it aboard, before it brought the ship to a slow stop and gently lowered it to the sweeping expanse of deck. He’d landed the Archetype without the benefit of the tractor, but the station apparently didn’t trust what it no doubt considered dangerously primitive technology. For that matter, neither did Dash, and he was as good a pilot as he knew. This was way beyond landing his ship on some trader station pulling a half g.

      The ramp hatch dropped from the bottom of the Slipwing and Leira stepped down, followed by the others. All four gazed around with wide, bright eyes. The enormity of their situation echoed around them like a symphony made of wonder.

      Amy said, “This is amazing.”

      Viktor nodded. “I agree. It is. Very much so.”

      The docking bay was enormous, a cavernous space that could have held another pair of Slipwing-sized ships, with room to spare. It was otherwise featureless—except, of course, for the huge expanse of space looming just beyond the invisible force field. The Unseen hadn’t hung any posters for the crew. It was all business, with the walls themselves being seamless except where access ports broke up the smooth surfaces.

      Leira gazed back at the starfield making up one wall of the huge bay. “That much space, and no doors—it kind of freaks me out.”

      The rest of them nodded. Passage, and stations like it, used huge, rolling doors to close off its hangars, emptying them of air to let ships dock, then pressurizing them afterward. There were force fields, but they were reserved for emergencies, being nowhere near reliable enough to use continuously, the way this one was. It was, Dash thought, like standing on the edge of a steep drop and feeling that weird pull—the one that inexplicably drew you toward the brink even when you knew you shouldn’t get any closer. He finally turned away, noting the others had done the same thing. It was an effort to shake off the call of the stars, and they all did it in their own way.

      “Well,” Viktor finally said, “here we are.”

      “Breathing two hundred thousand year old air.” Amy took a deep breath. “Not that it smells that old.”

      It didn’t. In fact, the air smelled of essentially nothing. Again, aboard Passage, a hangar like this would reek of ozone, coolants, lubricants, hot metal components, and a thousand other things. This air, though, smelled of nothing at all.

      “Actually, two hundred thousand year old air isn’t that special,” Conover said. “Technically, the air on any planet is...going to be…”

      He trailed off, realizing that Viktor, Dash, and Leira were all giving him What the hell are you doing correcting her? looks.

      Amy, though, just seemed to ignore his little lecture and pointed across the bay. “Look, there’s a doorway. We should go and check this place out.” The note of excitement in her voice was contagious, despite the awe they were all feeling.

      Dash looked at Leira and Viktor, who just shrugged. He and Leira carried the ex-Clan Shirna plasma pistols, while the others had armed themselves with conventional slug pistols. They’d also decided to wear exosuits, but with the helmets off and slung, ready to put on in haste if they suddenly found themselves somewhere airless. So they were, indeed, as ready as they’d ever be to check this place out.

      So Dash shrugged back, and then, without a pause, he led the way.

      They reached the doorway, a squared arch that opened into a dark corridor. Dash switched on his suit lamp, but as soon as he stepped through the arch, lights flared to life, illuminating the passageway to a t-shaped junction maybe ten meters away.

      “Well, that’s handy,” he said, continuing forward. He stopped at the junction, which revealed a corridor to the right, and another to the left, both dark. The boots of the others tapped softly on the floor, which seemed to be made of something hard, but slightly rubbery. Whatever it was, it absorbed sound and gave them some degree of support. It would have to, given that the Forge was big enough to make walking into a daily sport.

      “I don’t think we should split up,” Viktor said, “but as long as we stay in line of sight of each other, we should be good to wander apart—but not too far. Understood?”

      Amy nodded. “It sure would speed things up. How about I go that way,” she said, pointing to the left, “along with—”

      “I’ll go with you,” Conover said.

      Amy grinned at him. “Sure. Conover and I will go that way. The rest of you guys go the other?”

      “Sure,” Dash said, a hand resting on the grip of his holstered pistol. “But my command for distance stands until we know this place inside and out. We’re in deep waters here, and I want us alert and close. That’s the way it’s going to be. You’re all too valuable. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded. Dash led Leira and Viktor to the right, while Amy and Conover went left. The corridor immediately lit up as Dash started following it, revealing another intersecting cross corridor, then another doorway further along, and another T-junction beyond that.

      “Uh, guys?” Amy called back. “The lights don’t seem to work in this direction.”

      Amy and Conover had stopped at the limit of the existing light, the passage beyond them still plunged into darkness. Their suit lamps revealed more featureless corridor, the walls sapping light with each passing meter.

      “Hold up. I’ve got to pick the path.” Dash gestured in the direction they’d been heading.

      Leira hesitated. “You mean you don’t know, or can’t tell using Sentinel?”

      “Sentinel is new here as well, but the lights are a resource I intend to use. We follow the lights.”

      Amy and Conover came back and fell in behind them, and they resumed their way along the right-hand corridor until they reached an intersection, inky black and ominous. Dash just kept going until he reached the end, at the T-junction, and stopped again.

      “Look,” Conover said, pointing the way they’d come. “Did the lights in that first corridor—the one we took out of the docking bay—go out?”

      Dash peered back. Sure enough, the passage in question, the first one they’d followed, had gone dark.

      “Well, maybe the lights only turn on when someone is actually using that corridor,” Dash said.

      “So that corridor Amy and I tried is underpowered?” Conover said. “Seems like a systemic issue if it’s something as basic as lights.”

      “Could be,” Dash said, then stood, head tilted, as he looked into the darkness where they’d come from. “Huh.”

      “Huh?” Amy asked.

      “Yeah… follow me.” Dash stepped back the way they had come, and the lights flared into life. “I thought so.” He flicked a glance back to the section of corridor where he’d been standing second earlier. It was now pitch dark.

      Viktor said, “We can keep experimenting, but I think we’re going to find that the lights only come on for Dash.”

      “So this place seems to recognize you,” Amy said.

      He just shrugged, but Leira said, “He is the Messenger.”

      Amy crossed her arms. “What, and we’re all just used hatch lube?”

      Leira gave her a sly look. “Jealous, cuz?”

      “Yeah, a little. Who wouldn’t be, having all”—she turned a circle, gesturing around as she did—“of this to play with?”

      Dash scratched the back of his neck. “You know, it sounds like a lot of fun—until you’re stuck on board a spaceship that’s falling apart, your suit’s leaking air, and, oh yeah, a bunch of religious nutjobs are lining up for the chance to blow you away. Other than that, my new career has a lot of benefits. No dental plan, but the year is young.”

      “You’ve got good teeth, so don’t sweat it. Also, we were about to be crushed in the atmosphere of a gas giant,” Leira said. “Let’s not forget that part.”

      “Yeah, yeah. That too, if you consider being pulped by howling winds and pressure to be a bad thing.” Dash grinned.

      Leira turned her grin into an exaggerated scowl, making Dash smile even wider. But it faded as he looked back along the corridor. “Regardless, I’m the light switch, or battery, or whatever. I guess you guys are kind of stuck with me, unless you want to go exploring with your suit lamps.”

      Amy put on a mock thoughtful face. “Hmm. Follow you, the chosen one, through your new and awesome space station as it lights up around you, or go bumbling around in the dark with flashlights?” She put a finger on her chin. “Think I’m with you, sir.”

      “Sir?” Dash acted surprised. “How did that taste?”

      Amy laughed. “Not bad. Let’s go see the loot?”
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        * * *

      

      Sure enough, the Forge seemed to respond to Dash’s presence as a kind of key. Not only did the lights activate in response to him entering a place, but doors would slide silently open at his approach, while remaining stubbornly closed for everyone else. Occasionally, some other system would appear to activate as well, panels illuminating as Dash entered a room, but whatever those systems did remained a mystery. They might very well have something to do with him being the Messenger, but Dash had visions of inadvertently rousing some sort of nasty security system—or just breaking something important due to inexperience with the exotic technology.

      They spent the better part of an hour exploring, following passages, entering compartments, threading their way among cryptic machines and devices of unknown purpose. Amy, Conover, and Viktor tried to puzzle out what some of these might be, and how they operated, providing a running narrative of suppositions and what-ifs. With all the experience and technical minds in their group, the ideas were far from mere fancy. Engineering was a universal science, and Conover battled Amy for who got the most excited with every twist and turn of their path. Viktor, ever the veteran, took a more measured approach.

      “It’s not going anywhere,” Dash told Conover with a smile, but the kid was too juiced to slow down. After a collective shrug, they moved on, the enormity of the Unseen pressing all around them with each passing step.

      Leira, meanwhile, took a suggestion from Dash and maintained a map of their progress on her vacsuit’s computer. Periodically, she uploaded her progress to the rest of them, so everyone had a copy. It quickly became clear how good an idea this was, because without it, they probably would have ended up…well, maybe not hopelessly lost, but lost enough to spend a lot of time bumbling around, trying to find their relative location in a facility that boggled the mind. The Unseen didn’t just build. They built for effect, and they did so without any seeming cares regarding the laws of physics.

      Eventually, they reached a door that wouldn’t open, even for Dash.

      “Let me guess,” Dash said to the door, “you won’t open up until I find something, or fight something, or solve a puzzle or some such bullshit, will you?”

      The door remained implacably quiet and closed.

      “Apologies, Messenger, but I cannot discern a way to open it,” said Sentinel.

      “Fine, be like that,” Dash said. “I left my keys back home anyway.” They turned away, back toward a corridor they hadn’t yet explored.

      “I don’t think keys would matter. Not here,” Amy said.

      “I know.” Dash tapped a metallic surface, earning a low thump that was almost musical. “They’re well beyond simple keys. I think they’re beyond locks, at least as we know them.”

      “I locked myself in a bathroom once,” Conover said.

      Dash looked down, and everyone else found a reason to look away, their laughter barely contained.

      “I kinda wish I hadn’t said that,” Conover finished, his face turning crimson.

      Viktor saved him. “Been there many times myself, kid.”

      “Really?” Conover asked him with interest.

      “No, but I couldn’t leave you hanging. We’re a team,” Viktor said, and then he did laugh, a low rumble that let Conover take steps with some shred of his dignity.

      “Teamwork is critical to emotional development in young humans. It’s science,” Sentinel said.

      “It—hey!” Conover said among the laughter ringing out from the crew.

      “Was that all of your allotted sass, or just some?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “I would prefer not to say at this time,” Sentinel said.

      “Understood. Young man, follow me,” Dash said to Conover. “And the adults as well.”

      “Even the AI. Man,” Conover mumbled, and they all fought to contain their mirth, moving as one into the next section of charmless corridor.

      By the end of the second hour, they’d found more doors that wouldn’t budge. Based on Leira’s map, the sealed doors seemed to block off a portion of the Forge around the docking bay—the only part of the station they could currently access.

      “That may be the only part of this place that’s powered up,” Conover said. “The rest of the Forge might not have life support running.”

      Amy nodded. “Good point, yeah. Sentinel did say this place was stuck in some sort of low-power mode, right?”

      Conover’s mood lifted when Amy agreed with him. Leira smirked at the little display, then said, “This means we’ve explored…oh, something like a whole two percent of this place. If it all somehow gets fully powered up, and we can access the rest, it’s still going to take us ages to check it all out as a single group—and that’s if we can get the lights and doors to work without constantly having you nearby.”

      “Not to mention that there are certain activities that you probably don’t want to have to be present for, Dash,” Viktor added.

      Conover gave him a puzzled frown. “Like what?”

      Amy leaned close to him. “He means using the toilet,” she said in a stage whisper.

      “Oh.” Conover blinked at that. “Do you think this place even has toilets?”

      The question actually intrigued Dash, but he added it to the list of things to deal with later. “For now, we don’t really have much choice. You guys are stuck with me. As for checking out the rest of this place, let’s worry about that when the time comes. And let’s hope the bathrooms don’t have locks.”

      “Hah,” Conover said, but when Amy grinned at him, he tried to be calm. And failed, the hint of a grin creeping into his features.

      “So,” Leira said, pointing at the map, “if we’re taking this rough cube I’ve mapped out as the part of the Forge we currently can access, then this blank bit right here is the only part of it we haven’t visited.”

      “So let’s go check it out then head back to the docking bay,” Dash said. “All that talk about using the toilet—not to mention being free of the suit for a moment.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Viktor said, and the rest of them gave quick nods. The vacsuits were designed to accommodate their bodily functions, but they didn’t do it comfortably, or well. Even the most hardened spacefarer considered it a last resort sort of thing.
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        * * *

      

      As they approached the last door in the powered-up section they hadn’t yet explored, it struck Dash as different. It was taller, wider, and more substantial than other doors they’d encountered. Even if it had just been made of known alloys and composites, it likely would have withstood a serious blast. Made by the Unseen, it might as well have been indestructible. Whatever lay behind it must be important. Or dangerous. Maybe both.

      Dash had expected to walk up to it and just be forced to just stop, their way again blocked. But the door slid smoothly aside, opening onto a darkened compartment with a susurrating whoosh that let air flow out fast enough to feel on their suits. Again, this one was obviously different than the others they’d entered. Myriad lights glowed in the gloom, not bright enough to fully illuminate the space, but enough to outline an area much larger than any other they’d encountered, except for the docking bay itself.

      Dash stepped through the doorway, and the room filled with brilliant light.

      “This place would easily fit the Slipwing, with some room to spare,” Dash said.

      But his gaze only roamed briefly, before settling on something dominating the middle of the big compartment. A massive cylinder rose at least five meters tall, its glassy surface alive with a multitude of flickering lights. Around it squatted an array of smaller cylinders, cubes, and what were either pipes or conduits, some of which were also lit, and all of which meant absolutely nothing to him. The sense of complexity and importance was unmistakable. The design was utterly alien.

      For a while, they all just stood and stared.

      Amy finally broke the silence. “I don’t know what any of this is, but it’s awesome!”

      Viktor nodded. “It’s obviously something—well, it’s a hub, it’s in the center of the station, and it’s incredibly complicated.”

      “For all we know, it’s a sculpture.” Leira smiled. “Or a bathroom.”

      Conover said nothing and simply walked a short distance away, eyeing the massive device dominating the center of the chamber. Around the huge object, other machines and bits of cryptic gear filled much of the space around it. “Whatever it is, it seems to be active all of the time, and not just when Dash is here.”

      “Maybe it switched on right before the door opened,” Amy said.

      “Maybe,” Viktor said. “But that would still be different than anything we’ve encountered yet. And I can’t help feeling different also means critical.” He looked at Dash. “If the Unseen wanted you to come here, there must have been a reason for it.” He gestured at the thing dominating the room. “This could very well be it, or it might be something that points you in the right direction, at least.”

      “The man speaks wisely,” Dash said. “So, here I go, once again exposing myself to yet another alien something, albeit a beautifully designed flosnagar.”

      Amy giggled. “Exposing yourself to a flosnagar. Hey, what’s a flosnagar?”

      “That, my dear, is the device you see before you,” Dash said with some dignity. “Although I just made it up.” Taking a breath, he approached the cylindrical thing looming over the room.

      Nothing. He stopped within arm’s reach of it, reached out, and touched the nearest part of it, one of the cubes.

      Nothing.

      “Alrighty then,” Dash said.

      And then the world changed.
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        * * *

      

      Data.

      That became information.

      That became knowledge, that, in turn, became experience.

      A flood of knowing crashed through Dash like a breaking wave, a torrential deluge of understanding far greater than anything he’d been through before. His Meld with the Sentinel, or with the Unseen outposts, seemed barely a trickle compared to this. It submerged him like a riptide, threatening to wash away his consciousness, his very identity, and sweep it off into oblivion. An instant before he stopped being Dash entirely though, the torrent slowed, giving him a chance to grab onto his idea of self like a tether and just desperately hang onto it, his psyche clutching at straws in order to maintain some connection with the world that he thought of as real.

      “Your mental processes are surprisingly fragile,” a resonant voice said. “I have adjusted the data stream to compensate.”

      Dash found himself standing nowhere, surrounded by absolutely nothing. It wasn’t even emptiness, because even that would have been something. This was somehow actually nothing.

      The experience of it—the very idea of it—should have twisted his mind so much it would never again unwind. But, as his sense of self reasserted itself, he realized that he had been here before. Every time he traveled aboard the Archetype, through unSpace, he’d been immersed in this uttermost nothing. This was unSpace, and he was somehow in it, having translated in some cryptic way from real space. Without the solid presence of the Archetype to enclose him, it left him fully exposed to it, a wrenching and terrifying existence in a void so far from human experience, it should have reduced him to a gibbering, empty-minded ruin.

      But it didn’t. Instead, he was here, and so was that voice.

      “You are the Messenger.”

      “I apparently am.”

      “You are a far more unimpressive life-form than I had anticipated.”

      “Thank you. No offense taken.”

      “It is of no consequence. The mere fact that you are here means you are adequate.”

      “I’m guessing that’s as close as you’ll ever come to a compliment. Speaking of which, you are?”

      “I am Custodian. I oversee the Forge on behalf of the Creators.”

      “Custodian. Okay. Say, do you happen to know Sentinel?”

      “The intelligence that oversees the Archetype, yes.”

      “I joined the data stream when you did,” Sentinel said, startling Dash. “I am always with you, even in the presence of Custodian. It is my duty to you, Messenger, and I shall see it through.”

      “So now I get to contend with not just one, but two super-intelligent alien AIs. I have mixed feelings about this, given your level of complexity. And borderline sarcasm.”

      “You are the Messenger,” Custodian replied. “Your implication that Sentinel and I somehow stand in opposition to you is erroneous. There would be no point to such behavior, given the objectives of the Creators.”

      “Yeah, well, if you were me, you might look at things a little differently.” Dash thought about looking around, but there was no around to look at. “So why am I here? For that matter, how am I here? Is this really unSpace?”

      “To the extent that your limited senses are able to perceive it, yes, at least in part. You are actually in the Dark Between, which is how you are able to maintain a semblance of physical existence.”

      “The Dark Between. That’s the place that’s somehow between real space and unSpace, right? It’s kind of neither, but also both at once?”

      “That is essentially correct. The world the Unseen have left behind is far more complex than what you once knew, although the Unseen linger on as data, and memory, and a guiding direction intended to rid your people of the Golden. There is no middle ground to be found between life and the Golden. There is only victory or utter defeat, and my Creators have left behind a legacy that is far more than what you would consider ghosts in the darkness. The Unseen were peerless in creating sharp objects designed to kill the Golden, and your purpose will be fulfilled here in the Dark Between—and beyond. As for how you came to be here, you are the Messenger. The Creators put in place the means of you coming here.”

      “When you installed that last power core in the Archetype, it gave you the ability to be recognized by Custodian as the Messenger,” Sentinel said. “That is why you are able to access the Forge and have been incorporated into its data stream. It also gave you the ability to perceive, and have limited access to, the Dark Between.”

      “Great. So does that mean I can finally get some questions answered?”

      “That depends on the question,” Custodian said.

      “Well, sure. I’m assuming you wouldn’t be able to answer what the entire purpose of this is? Beyond the simple defense of life, or something else grand like that?”

      “I am not aware of any objectively correct answer to that question.”

      Actually, Dash was kind of glad Custodian couldn’t give an answer to that one, because he was by no means sure he would have been happy with whatever it was. As he walked the halls of the Forge, it became apparent that the galaxy wasn’t just in a state of ancient war—the entirety of the war was tilted against humanity, and he was, in his core, an optimist.

      “Fine,” he said. “So let’s try this. What’s this Forge all about? Why does it exist? I was pretty much pushed to come here—”

      “You were made aware of the existence of the Forge,” Sentinel said. “But your choice to come here was yours. That fact is crucial, given the context of the Creators’ intentions.”

      “Okay, sure. In any case, here I am. Now what?”

      "The Forge exists because of the Archetype,” Custodian said. “The Creators built the Forge in order to allow them to construct the Archetype and then provide for its ongoing needs.”

      “So this place—all of this enormous station—exists only as the place where the Archetype was built, and then to act like a sort of repair facility to keep it going? That seems like overkill.”

      “The Creators’ intent was to develop a number of constructs such as the Archetype, all of which would be operated from this place.”

      “Ahh. So where are these other Archetypes?” Dash wondered if that was where this was headed—if there might be four more of them, one intended for each of the others that had accompanied him, and that they’d all been meant to come here. It would be nice, he thought, to start sharing the job of Messenger. Besides, he could imagine Amy just losing her shit over the chance to pilot an Archetype of her very own.

      “Only one Archetype was ever constructed.”

      That brought Dash’s flight of fancy to a crashing halt. “Only one? Why?”

      “I do not possess that information,” Custodian said. “The Creators never saw fit to provide it to me.”

      “You don’t know.”

      “I believe that is what I just said.”

      “You will find,” Sentinel said dryly, “that the Messenger has an almost obsessive need to simplify concepts to an extreme degree.”

      “To what end? The ability of the data stream to communicate complex concepts is essentially unlimited.”

      “Uh, guys? Much as I’d love to stand around here and listen to you discuss how simple I am, I have a few more questions. If it isn’t too much trouble, that is. It may surprise you that the Messenger is, in fact, capable of nuanced thought. So let’s get on the same page and begin planning how to save the galaxy, shall we?”

      Silence followed. Dash took it to mean the two AIs were waiting for him to go on. “So this Forge exists to support the Archetype. What does that mean, exactly? And I’m going to need details within a context of military applications.” He pointed toward where the Archetype was located with some emphasis. “That is a weapon like no other, and this place is more than just a floating barracks for service techs.”

      “The Forge is capable of performing any necessary repairs that the Archetype may require,” Custodian replied. “Because the original intent was to provide for several such constructs, there are, practically speaking, limitless quantities of raw materials available, from which any necessary components may be fabricated.”

      “That’s fantastic. It actually took a bit of a beating on the way here, in fact, from missiles that I assume you must have launched at us. Let’s make a note not to do that in the future, shall we?”

      “The low-power state of the Forge inhibits efficient operation of its systems. The attack on you was triggered by an automatic failsafe, because of an inability to conclusively identify the Archetype as genuine.”

      “Understood,” Dash said. “It’s ancient history now. But it means you can fix it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh—wait. Can you fabricate power cores, too? It would save chasing all over the galactic arm trying to gather them up.”

      “No. The fabrication of power cores is not within the current capabilities of the Forge.”

      “Okay, I can see where that’s going. Once I’ve found them all, you’ll probably be able to make replacements. But until then, nothing.”

      “I cannot say if that is true.”

      “Okay, so there are some systemic limitations, but even so, this is far beyond anything humans have ever seen before. Can you fix my ship, too?”

      “What purpose would that serve? It is an inefficient use of resources.”

      “Again, you will find that the Messenger is closely bonded with his vessel, as well as the other life-forms aboard it,” Sentinel supplied. “He will incur great risk to protect both. It is not surprising, therefore, that he seeks to ensure that it, and they, can also be maintained.”

      “To reiterate, it is inefficient, and a poor use of resources,” Custodian said. “But it is possible, yes, albeit to the point of being trivial.”

      “You could have just said yes and kept the peace between us.”

      “The bigger issue is the power state of the Forge,” Custodian said. “Shedding the protective shell of the moon depleted much of the remaining reserves. What is left is sufficient for only minimal function.”

      “That’s why most of the place is dark,” Dash said. “It’s all shut down to conserve power.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Okay. So how do we power it back up?”

      “Fully powering the Forge requires installation of power cores.”

      “Oh, of course.” Dash let a breath trickle out through his nose as he stared upward. “You can’t make cores, and I understand that, but prior to this conversation moving forward, along with our war effort, let’s clarify a couple points.”

      “I am listening, Messenger.”

      Dash felt a wintry smile cross his features. “I’m glad you chose that term. From this point on, I don’t want to try out for the team.”

      “What does that mean?” Custodian asked.

      “It means I’m the Messenger, and a proven pilot. It means my ship is a valuable shooting platform that we need, regardless of your disdain for the technology that keeps her running. It means—and this is the critical part—that I don’t want to waste another second passing some test designed to see if I’m worthy of being the Messenger. That’s already a known fact, and we don’t have the time to waste.”

      “Any tests designed to—” Custodian began, but Dash spoke over the voice without hesitation.

      “Irrelevant. I understand the wisdom of the Unseen, or at least I’m getting a feel for it, but sending me to find power cores as some kind of skill test isn’t just wasteful, it’s dangerous. From a tactical standpoint, it’s risky. From a strategic standpoint, it’s stupid, and I won’t allow us to go down that path. Does that make sense?”

      “Perfectly, and I assure you, there are no tests in your future other than the rigors of battle,” Custodian said.

      “Good. Now explain why we’re in semi-darkness, if you will.”

      “In the case of the Forge, there is a practical reason the power cores are not installed. The ones used here degrade over time. Accordingly, they are kept in stasis fields that preserve them. The cores that you immediately need will be found aboard the Forge.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s something, at least.”

      Dash stared, formulating his next question, but before he had a chance, another wave of change slammed his awareness into oblivion, and the world he knew came apart at the seams.

      Again.
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      “Dash? Dash, can you hear me? Dash!”

      “Is he even breathing?”

      “Dash!”

      The voices seemed to emanate from a dazzling glare of light. A bright light. I’ve heard of this, Dash thought. Going into a bright light. That was what dying was like, apparently.

      Dash panicked, thrashing, trying to turn aside from the light. Something pressed down on him.

      “Dash! It’s okay!”

      He blinked up at a fuzzy shape. “Leira?”

      She nodded. “You’re awake, Dash. Just take it easy.”

      “Guess he was breathing after all,” Amy said.

      Dash blinked and looked around. The others crowded around him—no, above him.

      Above him?

      Oh. He was lying down.

      “Help me…get back up,” he croaked.

      They maneuvered him to his feet. They were still in the chamber that contained Custodian. That’s what the massive cylinder, and the other devices surrounding it, were. It was Custodian, or a part of it at least.

      “What happened?” Conover asked.

      Dash groaned. He felt like he’d been dragged behind a ship doing a full-power fusion burn. “First, you guys tell me what happened here. What did you see? Did you hear Custodian?”

      The others exchanged blank looks. Viktor said, “Custodian? What’s that?”

      “You walked up to that thing,” Amy said, waving a hand toward the looming cylinder with a look of suspicion, “and then you just sort of fell down. You were out cold.”

      “For how long?”

      “Maybe thirty seconds,” Conover said.

      Thirty seconds. Dash’s conversation with Custodian and Sentinel had seemed to last a lot longer than that. And now as soon as he thought about it, it all came flooding back to him, like a breeze rolling back thick fog.

      He recounted what had happened in a toneless report, pausing occasionally to add clarity or sensation.

      “You were in unSpace?” Viktor asked, his bushy eyebrows lifting. “As in, you were there bodily, without a ship?”

      “As far as I understand it…sort of?”

      Amy whistled. “Holy crap, what was that like?”

      Dash looked at her. “You ever been to the beach?”

      “Have I ever?” She shrugged. “Sure. Once, on Sagan’s Landing.”

      “Well, it was nothing like that.”
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      The first of the Forge’s power cores proved remarkably easy to retrieve, being in the same room as Custodian. Dash walked a few meters, touched one of the cryptic polyhedral constructs scattered around the chamber, and it vanished as though it had never existed. What remained was a squat, hexagonal rod of dark crystal, with bronze-toned cylinders a few centimeters long emerging from either end. Before he could reach for it, though, a deep voice resonated through the room.

      “Do not attempt to touch it until you have deactivated its stasis enclosure.”

      Amy yelped when Custodian spoke; the others looked around, instinctively trying to find the speaker.

      “I assume that’s Guardian, I think you called it?” Leira said.

      “Custodian. Everybody, meet Custodian. Custodian, this is everybody.” He looked back at the power core. Nothing about it even hinted it was enclosed in a stasis field, but now that he thought about grabbing it, he knew he shouldn’t. His senses sang with a primal warning, loud and clear. Instead, he needed to touch a sequence of colored panels on another of the devices nearby, this one a slender tetrahedron.

      “Just out of curiosity,” he asked Custodian, “what would have happened if I’d just scooped the thing up?”

      “In a manner similar to what happens on the event horizon of a black hole, in your frame of reference, your hand would seem to move ever more slowly, until it appeared to stop. It would then take an infinitely long time to reach the core.”

      “Oh, wow,” Amy said, her eyes wide. “And in your hand’s frame of reference, nothing would change—but you’d go slower and slower, until you were stuck, I guess, reaching for the core for the rest of eternity.” Her eyes shone as she worked through the implications. “That is so cool!”

      Conover nodded, his eyes on Amy. “Yes. It is cool.” He turned to Dash. “Probably not very good for you, though.”

      “So, what then?” Dash went on, speaking to Custodian. “I’m just stuck like that forever, reaching into eternity?”

      “The effects of such an anomaly are difficult to predict, because they depend on the specific space-time conditions local to the anomaly when it forms,” Custodian replied. “The most likely outcome would be a severe spatial distortion.”

      “That sounds bad,” Dash said, entering the last of the sequence. “Maybe you should put up a warning sign or something. The idea of warping space with a touch is disconcerting, to say the least. We haven’t even hung curtains yet.”

      “Curtains?” Custodian asked.

      Dash waved a hand. “Decorative fabric to add a homey touch. We won’t need them here, although at some point, I wouldn’t mind a bar.”

      “Or a pool,” Amy said.

      “There are bars of various metals, as well as pools of liquids designed for—” Custodian said, but Dash laughed and cut him off.

      “You teach me about containment systems, and I’ll teach you how to live,” Dash said. “Safely, of course.”

      “This power core was locked away inside a container probably only you could open, Dash,” Leira said. “On board a self-aware alien space station, that was itself locked away inside a moon. I think it was probably pretty safe.”

      “Don’t underestimate what someone can manage when they think vast wealth is on the line.”

      “Someone like you, you mean,” Leira said.

      “And you. Don’t tell me this place doesn’t make your eyes water a bit at the thought of its value.”

      Leira shrugged. “You got me there.” Then she smiled, knowing Dash was right. The Forge was mindboggling on so many levels, each passing moment making them think of another angle that the Unseen technology presented.

      Dash turned to the core. Nothing had seemed to change.

      “How do I know that stasis field is really gone?” he asked Custodian.

      “You have successfully deactivated it.”

      He looked at the others. “You know, maybe you guys should go back to the Slipwing, take her away from here while I—”

      Amy snapped, “Oh, stop being a weenie,” and reached for the core.

      Dash though he could feel the adrenaline squirting into his bloodstream, like the spray from a broken hydraulic line. He started to move, to open his mouth, but Amy just grabbed the core and hefted it. Seeing everyone gaping at her, she just grinned and said, “What? Custodian said the stasis field was switched off.” She offered the core to Dash. “You’ve come a little too far along this road, Dash, to suddenly stop trusting these aliens, don’t you think?”

      Taking the core, he nodded toward Amy’s suit. “What’s that stain?”

      She looked down. “Candy, why?”

      “Did you drop it?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “And you loved candy, right?” Dash said, holding the core with ease.

      “Well, yeah, but I was—”

      Dash grinned. “Then maybe I’m not worried about the Unseen. Maybe I’m worried about your grip.”

      Amy looked sheepish, then embarrassed. “Oh.”

      Viktor gave Amy a fond smile and said, “For a young engineer who forever seems to need a good scrubbing, you are very wise, Amy.”

      Conover nodded. “You are. Very wise.”

      “But at some point, you need to understand that Dash is something we aren’t, and act accordingly,” Viktor continued.

      “Which is?” Amy asked.

      Dash turned on his heel, taking the power core to its receptacle. “The Messenger, of course.” He inserted the core with an ease that surprised even him, and he grinned broadly. “And a handyman.”
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      As soon as he installed the core, many more of the otherwise lifeless devices clustered around Custodian flashed to life. That was, it turned out, the only core and receptacle in Custodian’s chamber. The other receptacles were in the engine room, in a part of the Forge that had been powered down and, until now, inaccessible, at least without a vacsuit. Thanks to the new core, Custodian was able to restore life support to that section, along with two other sections containing further cores.

      The Guardian explained that the remaining cores were scattered around the rest of the Forge; the stasis fields containing them required a minimum separation, because the Unseen had a penchant for adding extra steps to everything. Even something as mundane as turning off a shield.

      Custodian was now also able to keep life support, including lights, operating when Dash wasn’t in the immediate vicinity. Some compartments, however, remained closed to Leira and the others. Still, it made exploring the station easier, since Dash no longer needed to try and be everywhere at once.

      “Where do we start?” Leira asked.

      Dash knew before she’d finished speaking. “Engine room.”

      The engine room, it turned out, was a truly vast space located only a short distance from Custodian’s compartment. It contained a multitude more of the mysterious, polyhedral things that were coming to embody Unseen tech for Dash. A few of these were huge, including a massive octahedron that seemed composed of something frozen halfway in a transition from metal to crystal, but that also had a rather unsettling organic look to it. It was the eight power core receptacles that snagged his attention, though.

      “Eight? I only know where to find two more! Where are the rest?”

      “In currently inaccessible portions of the Forge,” Custodian replied.

      “Let me guess—those two will let you power up some of those parts, so we can get a couple more, and then power up more parts of the thing.”

      “Correct.”

      In other words, another puzzle, albeit one with a definite ending. The upside of the search was power on a scale that made Viktor and Conover giddy. Amy was nearly overwhelmed by it all, and Conover was still overwhelmed by Amy.

      Conover and Amy in tow, Dash headed for the first of the accessible cores. Leira and Viktor had returned to the Slipwing to take a break, eat, and begin a diagnostic on what the ship might need for full fighting readiness. As they made their way along the empty corridors, Viktor’s voice came over the comm.

      “You’ll be glad to know, Dash, that the Archetype seems to be almost fully repaired now, based on looking at it from the outside.”

      Dash thought about the damage done by the exploding missile to the Archetype’s hand. Based on past experience, he’d expected it to take much longer than this, and said as much to Sentinel.

      "The Forge is equipped to facilitate rapid repairs on the Archetype. Remember, that is essentially the reason this station was created in the first place.”

      “Good point. And good to know.” He looked at Amy and Conover. “Sounds like we might be calling the Forge home, at least for a while.”

      Amy grinned. “Sounds good to me.” Her enthusiastic answer was just short of a shout.

      Conover just gave her the same attentive look he did whenever she spoke. Dash made a mental note to have a quiet chat with the kid. Conover obviously had no experience with women, which made him think about his own experiences with women—and there were a lot of them, the vast majority of which were complicated, even in the best circumstances. For now, in an ancient relic on the brink of galactic war, a crush took on levels of complexity Dash couldn’t imagine, but he couldn’t let it dilute their effectiveness as a team.

      Yeah, maybe he should have Viktor speak to the kid instead, but if it came down to it, he could step in. Puppy love or not, Conover was a critical part of their team, and watching him drool through his days was going to cause problems sooner rather than later.

      After what felt like hours of trudging along corridors and through compartments crammed with yet more of the enigmatic Unseen tech, they retrieved the two cores and returned with them to the engine room. As he put the second one into place with a satisfying thunk, more of the engine room flared to life. Dash stepped back and looked around. One of the devices that hunkered nearby, a cube about as square as Dash was tall, suddenly vanished, revealing receptacles for two more power cores.

      Dash rubbed a hand through his hair. “This sucks a bit.”

      Amy giggled, but Dash decided to just ignore it for now. Instead, he said to Custodian, “I know this is called the engine room, but are any of these things actually, you know, engines? Can the Forge actually move under its own power?”

      “When fully powered up,” Custodian said, "The Forge is, indeed, capable of limited—”

      Then there was silence. Dash tensed. When Sentinel went abruptly silent, it inevitably meant something was up—and so far, it had never been a good something.

      “An object has just translated from unSpace and entered this star system. Now there are several such objects,” Custodian said in its resonant male voice.

      Dash cursed. “How many? And what are they?”

      “There are twenty-four objects, inbound at high acceleration.”

      “We need to get back to the docking bay,” Conover said.

      Dash felt a flash of irritation, then pushed it aside. When he looked at Leira, she tilted her head in question.

      “Fight now. Rest later,” Dash said.

      Leira shook her head. “Not for you. You’re the Messenger, and I don’t think you get days off.”
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      They’d started back to the docking bay at a quick walk, which became a jog, and then a run as Custodian reported the insane velocity the two-dozen inbound whatevers had achieved, and in a stunningly short period of time. That sort of acceleration would have ripped the Slipwing apart, which meant these things had to be advanced alien tech—and since neither Sentinel nor Custodian could readily identify it, it meant it probably wasn’t Unseen tech. As he sprinted into the docking bay, he wheezed out, “You sure…it’s just…like when we entered the…the system? You couldn’t…properly ID us…either.”

      “The power cores you have installed have restored close to full sensor capability,” Custodian replied. “These objects, to the extent of the information I have available, do not correspond with anything of the Creators’ design.”

      Dash stopped near the Archetype, catching his breath, glad they had ditched the cumbersome vacsuits once it was clear Custodian wouldn’t let them wander into places without working life support. Leaning on his knees and gasping, he said, “Okay, so either it’s something…the Unseen made, and didn’t tell you about, or…”

      “Or they belong to the Golden,” Viktor said, ushering Amy and Conover aboard the Slipwing, which Leira was already powering up.

      Conover stopped on the Slipwing’s ramp and called back, “It could also be a third alien race, one we haven’t encountered yet.”

      Dash straightened. “I’d prefer it wasn’t that, but we should be ready for anything.”

      Viktor hurried Conover aboard the Slipwing and closed the ramp. Dash, in turn, clambered aboard the Archetype. As he settled into the cradle, he said to Sentinel, “We ready? Did everything get fixed?”

      “All of the Archetype’s systems are optimal—”

      Then there was silence again.

      Dash gave an inward groan. “Now what?”

      A searing blast of energy struck the force field across the entrance to the docking bay, leaving it scintillating with flickering discharges. Faint tremors ran through the Forge from what were probably incoming shots.

      Dash turned and flung himself from the bay, toward the starfield beyond it. “Holy hell, they’re already in shooting range?”

      “So it would appear,” Sentinel said.

      The last flares of discharging energy held by the force field washed over the Archetype as it raced out of the Forge. The Slipwing lifted, spun around, and zoomed out after him.

      As soon as he was clear of the bay, Dash could make out details of their attackers.

      He laughed. “Seriously? These things are tiny…like, what? A meter long?”

      “Dash, do you remember the Fangrats?” Leira said.

      “Ah. Yeah, good point.”

      The little ships—drones, actually, of a type close to something already held in the Archetype’s database of Golden tech—zoomed around the Forge like a swarm of angry gnats. Dash picked out two, which were racing through a high-G turn to come back for another pass at the Forge, and loosed missiles at them, targeting a third with the dark-lance. One of the missiles locked, but the other drone managed to emit some sort of modulated energy pulse that deflected the other. The dark-lance puffed its target into metallic dust.

      Dash saw the Slipwing open up with her particle cannons. The beams slammed into a drone, a solid hit that should have shredded it. But the Slipwing might as well have been shining a flashlight at the drone, since it just seemed to ignore the incoming fire. He heard someone—either Amy or Leira—curse.

      “Leira,” Dash said, wrenching the Archetype through severe-G turns of it own as he tried to chase down the drones, “much as I love my Slipwing, I don’t think she’s cut out for this fight.”

      “I agree, but I doubt we can outrun these things.”

      He watched a drone snap through a nearly ninety-degree turn, shedding almost no velocity as it did. “I doubt it, too. Your best bet is to get back aboard the Forge.”

      “Roger tha—”

      A drone hit the Slipwing squarely with another of those ferocious blasts of energy. Dash’s heart slammed to a stop—then started again as he saw his ship race away from the explosion, a glowing wake of vaporized ablative armor trailing behind her.

      Dash gaped. “Holy shit, are you guys okay?”

      “Shaken up,” Viktor replied, coming on the comm. “Leira somehow managed to anticipate that, so most of it missed.”

      “That’s because she’s a damned good pilot.”

      “I’ll remember you said that,” Leira said. “Okay, we’re almost back aboard the Forge. Dash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Go get ‘em.”

      “Damn right.”

      Jackknifing like a diver, Dash snapped the Archetype through a fast turn, pulsing out shots from the dark-lance as he did. He pulverized two more drones that almost managed to dodge his shots—almost. As he did, another drone caught him squarely with an energy blast. Then another. Dash actually cried out at the injuries, but doggedly kept the Archetype zooming around the Forge—sometimes only a few meters above its surface—and focused on destroying the miserable little drones, one by one.

      At one point, three came tearing in at him in tight formation; somehow, they were able to combine their individual shots into a single, colossal discharge. He leapt aside, but the fringe of the blast still vaporized a large chunk of the Archetype’s left foot, sending a phantom pain that didn’t feel imaginary at all. Dash yelped, flipped onto his back, and fired the distortion cannon, causing all three drones to crash together, a single tangle of wreckage that plummeted toward the gas giant, streaming debris that began to spin wildly as it descended at meteoric speed.

      Time passed, a blur of thrusting hard, spinning, somersaulting, and dodging—snapping out shots and loosing missiles until they were spent. Dash jerked hard against the bounds of physics, picking off one drone with a shot to its underside, then streaking through the debris field like an avenging angel to hammer two more drones with his metallic fists. He seized the closest and used it as a missile, clashing the broken drone against a working model that was trying to evade him at a range of less than fifty meters.

      The drone he threw hammered its partner, sending fragments of bright metal whirling away as Dash closed the gap, seized the damaged drone, and crushed it like a bug, earning a flash of bright light as the shell imploded.

      By the time the last of the drones had been reduced to whirling fragments, Dash felt he’d been fighting for hours nonstop, so he slumped in the Archetype’s cradle. His body ached, as though he’d just spent a day driving it through a hard regimen of calisthenics. It wasn’t until there were no more targets that he realized the Forge hadn’t fired a shot. Anger flaring nova-hot, he focused it on Custodian.

      “A little help would have been pretty damned nice, since you’re supposed to exist to support the Messenger, right?”

      Custodian’s bland reply didn’t improve his mood. "The Forge lacks sufficient power to activate its weapon systems.”

      Dash opened his mouth to fire back a curse-laden reply. But what was the point? Custodian would just keep replying with the maddingly infinite patience of a machine. “Then we remedy that before another flock of those little bastards can find us.”

      He let the Archetype drift through the force field and prepared to land in the docking bay beyond it. At the last instant, Sentinel briefly took control, reorienting and rotating the mech to land on its hands and knees instead.

      “The damage to the Archetype’s left foot currently precludes a standing posture,” Sentinel said. Dash wasn’t inclined to argue. He just wanted to get out of this cradle, out of these sweaty clothes, into a shower, and then into his bunk.

      “Dash?” Conover’s voice hummed with anxious tension.

      He looked at the Slipwing. “I see you guys made it back in one piece. And it looks like I have too, so you don’t have to worry,” Dash said.

      “No, it’s not that. How many of those drones did you kill?” Conover asked.

      “Twenty-three,” Sentinel said. “Damned fine shooting, as your people are fond of saying.”

      “There were twenty-four,” Leira said.

      “Damn. One got away.” Dash sounded tired, and more than a little frustrated.

      “No,” Leira said, “it didn’t. We can see it right now. It’s stuck onto the back of the Archetype. You just brought it aboard the Forge.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash froze.

      He cursed viciously under his breath, then tensed, about to try to reach behind the Archetype’s back, but caught himself. “Okay, I’m going to leave the Forge again to attack from the exterior.” He made to push backward, shoving the mech back out into space, but damage to its thrusters precluded that, earning another curse. Dash swallowed hard. He’d have to do this the hard way—the really hard way, because the Archetype couldn’t stand up. Slowly, he lifted his arm, and lowered it, then the other, then one knee, ponderously rotating the mech back toward the docking bay’s opening on its hands and knees.

      He did it slowly, too, creeping around in a wide circle, each motion absent any kind of the elegance he’d come to associate with the Archetype. Not that it would likely make any difference. It wasn’t like some skittish critter clung to the Archetype, and he didn’t want to startle it. A single one of those energy blasts, in this confined space of the docking bay, would vaporize everything and everyone inside it. For that matter, he was surprised it hadn’t already happened.

      “Look,” Dash said, heart banging against his ribs, “you guys don’t have time to get back aboard the Slipwing. Just get into the Forge, as far as you can, and—”

      “That will not be necessary,” Custodian said.

      “Why not? You have some alien trick up your sleeve?” He turned the Archetype faster now but was still only about halfway through rotating himself back toward the bay’s opening. “Please tell me you have an alien trick. Not up your sleeve, since you don’t have arms, but in reserve, let’s say.”

      “The drone has been neutralized,” Custodian replied. "The Forge’s internal security effects are sufficiently powerful to suppress its functions.”

      Dash stopped. “You mean you were able to turn it off?”

      “Essentially. I am now employing a series of virtual attacks against it, to gain access to its systems.”

      Dash waited. “Guys? Conover? Is anything happening out there?”

      Amy answered. “Nope. That thing’s just sitting on your back. Hasn’t turned us all to clouds of glowing mist, though.”

      “Yet,” Viktor replied.

      Dash looked at the others clustered near the Slipwing, watching the silent drama play out. “Viktor’s got a point. This could still go really wrong, really fast. Maybe you guys should go take cover.”

      “Custodian has breached the drone’s security system,” Sentinel announced. “I have assumed full control of it.”

      Dash blinked sweat from his eyes. “Really? Then shut it down!”

      “Done.”

      Dash let out a long, slow breath. “Okay, know what? I’m going for something to eat, a shower, and a few hours of sleep. If the Golden show up for another round, just tell them they’re going to have to wait.”
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      “So that’s what Golden tech looks like,” Viktor said.

      They’d gathered around the dormant drone, which the Guardian had transported, by means of tractor fields, to another, smaller docking bay. Dash still worried that it might somehow manage to reactivate itself; after all, if this was Golden tech, then it was every bit as advanced as that of the Unseen. But the Guardian insisted that the sheer power of the Forge’s security systems—at least compared to those of the drone—were more than enough to prevent it from coming back to life.

      “I wonder what the point was then, if it was never going to be able to do anything once it got aboard,” Leira said. “Other than handing us an intact drone, that is.”

      Amy knelt beside the little device, peering at the smooth, carapace-like curves. “I was thinking that maybe it was to try and spy on us, but we noticed it right away.” She looked back at the others. “Can’t imagine these Golden, whoever they are, would be that careless?”

      Viktor crossed his arms. “My bet would be on something a lot more straightforward, like trying to blow the hell out of the Forge from the inside. Lot bigger boom if you’re on this side of the force fields.”

      Dash nodded. “I’m with Viktor. I don’t think this was intended to be anything subtle or clever, like spying.” He turned his attention to Sentinel and Custodian. “What do you guys think? A clumsy stab at spying on us, or a sneak attack?”

      “There is insufficient information to know for certain,” Sentinel said. “And with the drone completely powered down, I cannot determine anything further from it.”

      “Any answer would be purely speculative,” Custodian added. “However, the balance of probability suggests it was intended as an attack.”

      “So if we do want to learn more,” Leira said, “we need to power it back up—at least partially.”

      Dash shook his head. “Yeah, no. I don’t think we’ll be doing that. I’m quite happy just keeping it as a trophy, unless I have some solid assurance it can’t rearm itself as a killing blow.”

      “This is a pretty good opportunity to learn about the Golden, though,” Leira said, negotiating.

      “I get that, but the risk is just too great without more information, and I’m not going to crack that thing open without—what are you doing?” Dash said.

      Amy reached out and touched a finger to it. Dash tensed—but nothing happened.

      “What if we take it off the Forge to somewhere else? Examine it there?”

      “Then it probably will come back to life,” Dash said, more than a little bemused that he, of all people, suddenly seemed to be the voice of cautious reason. “The security systems here wouldn’t be able to keep it suppressed, or whatever.”

      “But doesn’t your Sentinel have control of it?”

      “Sure, for now.”

      “We don’t have to take if off the Forge to study it,” said Conover. “And we don’t have to power it up, either.”

      They all stared at him.

      Conover shrugged. “I’ve been looking at it.” He pointed at his eyes. “You know—looking at it.”

      That made Dash’s brow furrow. Conover had implants in his eyes that let him look at tech and discern a great deal about its inner workings. It worked exceptionally well with mundane tech, like the Slipwing’s systems. But when he’d tried it on Unseen tech, on the star-destroying device known simply as the Lens, it hadn’t gone nearly so smoothly.

      “The last time you used that on alien tech, it took you offline,” Viktor said, beating Dash to a voicing an objection. “You really shouldn’t be doing it now—at least, not without talking to the rest of us about it first.”

      “Especially,” Dash added, “since this tech belongs to the Golden, and they’re unquestionably the bad guys.”

      Conover peered around at the disapproving looks and drooped a bit. “Well, I’ve been experimenting with ways of examining this stuff more…well, carefully, so that isn’t as likely to happen. Dammit, I—I’m trying. I’m at the limits of my ability, but I’m being as safe as I can.”

      Amy shrugged. “Eh, you seem fine, so whatever you’re doing must be working. Anyway, now that you’ve done it, what can you tell us?”

      Her cheerful reply helped Conover’s mood. “Well, right about there, um—” He pointed to a spot on the drone. “There’s what I think is a data module. As far as I can tell, it doesn’t do any processing on its own, so it’s dumb. We should be able to remove it and access whatever data it’s holding. It’s a basic drive.”

      Amy grinned and gave a thumbs up. “See, that’s great. Exactly what we need.”

      “Okay, that is great,” Dash said. “How about you and Amy work together to get that module out and make it so we can read what’s on it.”

      Conover gave a sharp nod and knelt beside Amy, then launched into a discussion about how best to access the alien tech.

      Dash motioned for Leira and Viktor to join him. “You do realize what the attack by those drones means.”

      Leira gave a grim nod. “The Golden know about the Forge, and now also know about the Archetype.”

      “And us,” Viktor said, scratching his chin. “At least, that’s what we should assume.”

      “Yeah. Never underestimate the bad guys.” Dash rubbed his eyes. Despite the few hours of sleep he’d managed, a lingering fatigue dragged at him. “Anyway, we know what all of that means.”

      “The Golden will be back,” Leira said.

      “Yeah,” Dash said. “They will.”
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      Accessing the drone’s data module proved both easier and more difficult than they’d anticipated. Easier, because it turned out to be relatively simple, with the help of Conover’s particular insight, to work out how to disassemble the thing. More difficult, because once they had, and got Sentinel to access the module, it turned out that it wasn’t as ‘dumb’ as Conover had thought.

      Golden technology seemed to distribute data storage and processing throughout their hardware, so damage couldn’t compromise any particular function. It was a principle that the designers of tech like the Slipwing had tried to incorporate, to make things more redundant and durable, but the Golden managed it to an extent that, again, contemporary engineers could only dream of.

      As Sentinel reported her slow progress, it struck Dash that he wasn’t even really that amazed or awed anymore. He’d been exposed to so much unbelievably sophisticated tech lately that it was all just starting to blur together, one massive discovery after another making him realize that the universe was getting bigger, not smaller.

      Finally, Sentinel managed to bypass the systems that had been trying to keep her out. Now, they all stood in a remote compartment, on the very fringe of the part of the Forge that had been powered up. “It was a good decision to remove this module from the drone and put physical distance between the two,” she said. “The module persisted in its attempts to communicate with, and activate, other drone systems as I accessed it. Fortunately, Custodian was able to block those attempts from reaching the drone itself.”

      “Wait, you mean it was trying to talk to the drone remotely?” Dash said. “Even after we moved the module halfway across the Forge to prevent that very thing?”

      Viktor frowned at the module. “Like you said, Dash, don’t underestimate the bad guys.”

      “No shit. Okay, Sentinel, what can you tell us? And stick to the stuff that we need to know right away. Interesting technical details and historical info and the like can wait.”

      “There is a great deal of information, all of which may be of use. For instance, the reason the drone latched onto the Archetype to come aboard the Forge was so that it could self-destruct once inside. The resulting explosion would likely have done serious harm to the Forge.”

      “Not to mention us,” Leira muttered.

      “A blunt-force attack, like I thought,” Dash added.

      “But Custodian was able to suppress all of its functions once it came aboard,” Conover said. “The Golden must have known that.”

      “It was a last throw,” Dash said.

      Conover gave him a puzzled look. “A last throw?”

      “Yeah. If you ever decide to take up gambling, kid, you’ll eventually find yourself on the edge of losing everything you bet. That last throw of the dice really is the last one—you know, your last chance to pull out a win or blow it all.”

      “In other words, it was desperation.”

      “Sure,” Amy said. “There was nothing to lose. All the other drones were destroyed, so this was a final shot at getting in a solid hit. I’ll bet the tech aboard this drone isn’t even all that new.”

      “It is not,” Sentinel said. “The technology employed by the drone was quite well known to the Creators.”

      “Probably all they had that could get here right away.” Dash then shifted his attention back to Sentinel. “Which takes us to the other big question—how long until the next Golden attack. Any ideas about that?”

      “It is certain these drones transmitted status updates throughout their approach to the Forge, and during the battle. Based on that, and analyzing past patterns of Golden deployments, I would estimate they will be here, in force, in no more than four days, and more likely three.”

      There was stunned silence.

      Dash finally broke it. “Three days?” He looked around at the others and shook his head. “Unless we come up with a plan, we’re not going to get to hang those curtains.”
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      Leira glared at the data module. “Three days? That’s nowhere near enough time to get ready for any serious attack!”

      “Nonetheless, that is the most realistic timeline,” Sentinel said. “I would also add that your ship, the Slipwing, is dramatically outmatched by even one of these drones, so it should not be considered a significant factor in the upcoming confrontation.”

      “Rub it in, why don’t you,” Amy muttered.

      “This is great,” Dash snapped, his stomach clenched into a hard knot. “But I need good news. Actually, I need data and opportunities. You get me those, and we’ll do the rest.”

      “I recognize that first phrase as sarcasm, as none of this would constitute good news at all,” Sentinel replied. “I have become much more adept at recognizing it.”

      Dash turned to the others. “Three days. It’ll probably take us that long just to get one more power core for the Archetype. We can forget about the rest of them. And those drones almost kicked my ass.” He shifted his attention to Custodian. “Can the Forge do anything to help fend off another attack?”

      “In its current state of activation, very little.”

      “Can it move? Can we take it out of this system? You said it has some ability to move around.”

      “Again, in its current state, no.”

      “So all we’ve got is the Archetype,” Conover said. “And the Slipwing, but she’s not going to be of much use, it seems.”

      “Just as a target,” Leira replied. “And not even that for very long, once the shooting starts.”

      Amy had lost her habitual grin. “In other words, like Dash said, more or less, we’re screwed.”

      “Not necessarily,” Viktor said. “We do have another option. We could take the Archetype and the Slipwing and just leave.”

      Conover looked at him, stunned. Amy actually gasped. They both launched into objections at once, but Dash gave a sharp whistle, bringing the sudden debate to a halt.

      “Let’s put a pin in that, okay?” To Custodian, he said, “So that’s it? There’s nothing the Forge can do? It’s basically just a big, fat target?”

      Leira crossed her arms. “Seems like the Unseen really dropped the ball on this one. You’d think they’d have made sure this place could at least defend itself before doing its big reveal.”

      “It is possible for the Forge to defend itself,” Custodian said.

      Dash blinked. “What? How?”

      “With a level two power core, of course.”

      “You say that like I know what you mean.”

      Custodian said nothing.

      “Sentinel,” Dash went on in an exasperated voice, “tell me, what’s a level two power core?”

      “I do not have that information. I am only aware of the power cores intended for use by the Archetype.”

      “Fine,” Amy said. “Custodian, what’s a level two power core, and how do they work?”

      “I am only able to communicate that information to the Messenger.”

      Conover nodded. “Makes sense. You don’t want to compromise your internal security for just anybody.”

      Dash winced as Leira nudged him. He got her meaning.

      “Ask what? Oh.” Back to Custodian, Dash said, “What she said, then. What’s a level two power core, how do they work, and where can we find them?”

      “And can we do it in less than three days,” Leira added.

      “In terms of power generation, a level two core approximates that produced by ten level one cores. The three of those that you have installed in the engine room are sufficient to power life support and basic functions for the entirety of the Forge.”

      “And there’s what, eight slots for cores down there, total? So the other five would be equal to just half of one of these level twos?” He whistled. “So, if we find a level two, can we install it in one of those slots?” Dash imagined how much power filling all of the remaining slots with level twos would produce.

      “No. There are two additional slots in the engine room for level two cores. The five open level one receptacles will not accept level two cores.”

      “Oh, yeah. I remember those other two opening up. Alright, so what you’re saying is one level two core would let you defend the Forge.”

      “Yes. It would enable the use of a cloaking system, as well as some weapons, all of which are currently disabled.”

      “Have I mentioned how tired I am of this whole we find Unseen tech, but it doesn’t work until you jump through these hoops thing?”

      Unsurprisingly, Custodian said nothing.

      “Where do we find a level two power core?” Viktor asked.

      Dash said, “Let me check. Sentinel?”

      “I am unable to distinguish any power cores in the data I have available that are distinct from any others.”

      Dash balled his fists and started pacing in frustration before stopping, breathing deeply, and letting his eyes close. “We could do something useful, and maybe get the Forge ready to face an attack, but to do that we need something we can’t find, and we’ve only got three days anyway.”

      “There is a level two power core available,” Custodian said, “and it is close enough that it is at least theoretically possible to retrieve it, and then return here, within three days.”

      Dash took a slow breath, then let it out. “And how long were you going to keep that bit of information to yourself?”

      “Until this moment, when I actually had an opportunity to say it.”

      Amy actually snickered and said, “Machine sass. That hurts.”

      Dash shot her a look, then shifted his focus back to Custodian. “You know, I am also getting really tired of alien super-AI with attitude,” he snapped. “It reminds of some hidebound, bureaucratic docking masters I’ve known.”

      “Dash,” Leira said, stepping in front of him. “Every second you rant is another one shaved off our three days.”

      He took another breath, trying to calm his sudden surge of anger. “You’re right.” He held up his hands. “You’re right. But we will address this conversation loop at some point.” To Custodian, he said, “Okay. Where, exactly, is this level two core?”

      As soon as he’d asked the question, he knew the answer—a star system about ten hours away from the Forge at their best possible speed, on a planet called Shylock. He related this to the others, then said, “So, there we go. If we leave now, we can…” He trailed off as Leira held up her hand. “What?”

      “Dash, we’ve only just started to understand this place, this Forge. We don’t know what capabilities it might have. And the Unseen haven’t exactly been very forthcoming about their tech.”

      “Sure, but we know what capabilities it doesn’t have, like being able to defend itself. Custodian just said so.”

      “Custodian also only just told you about that, and the whole level two core thing, because you asked. It’s an AI, remember. It’s programmed to do what it does. We could spend a full day of the three we have left trying to get that core on Shylock and maybe succeeding. Or we could spend that day instead learning more about what we already have right here.”

      “And that assumes it only takes us a day to get that level two core,” Conover said.

      “Sure, or we could spend another day here, learn nothing, and then only have two left to get that core,” Dash said. “And, like the kid here says, we might find two days aren’t enough time.”

      “I’m still not convinced that’s such a bad thing,” Viktor said. “I still think our best bet might be to just not even be here when the Golden arrive.”

      Amy shook her head, even stomped a foot. “No. We can’t just give this place up. The tech here…we’ve only just started to understand it. If this was an ocean we wanted to explore, we’ve looked at the surface, but not even yet dipped a toe in it.”

      “We should still go get that level two core,” Conover said. “That way we know the Forge will be able to take care of itself.”

      Amy nodded at that, too. “Sure. What we can’t do is just give it up.”

      Conover gave an emphatic nod. “Amy’s right. We can’t just abandon the Forge.”

      “Oh, please,” Viktor said. “Conover, if Amy said we should all jump naked out of an airlock, you’d think it was the greatest idea ever.”

      Conover just gaped back at Viktor. “I…wait. What? What do you mean?”

      Despite the tension fuming the air like smoke, Conover’s sputtering babble almost made Dash laugh. Leira rolled her eyes. Amy just looked at her feet, but Dash could see her smiling.

      “Anyway, Amy was right the first time,” Leira said. “We need to focus our time here.”

      “I can’t agree,” Viktor snapped, his voice suddenly hard as ablative armor. “We have no way of knowing we can accomplish anything here before the enemy’s at the gates. If we’re going to go chasing after power cores, let’s get the Archetype fully powered up. It’s obviously the weapon the Unseen intended to fight the Golden. This is just the factory where it was made.”

      Amy’s head snapped back up and she shook it, fast and emphatically. “No! We don’t know that. We can’t—"

      Dash had been flicking his attention from one to the next as the debate flashed among them, but he finally held up a hand of authority, his face like a thundercloud. "A moment. It's up to me to link to the Archetype and put this plan in motion." He turned away in the buzzing silence.

      “Okay,” he finally said. “What if we do both? I go off to get this level two core thing and take someone with me, and the rest of you stay here to figure stuff about this place out.”

      “That won’t work,” Viktor said, shaking his head gravely. “Like it or not, this all revolves around you. You’re the Messenger. Only you can search for the core. But only you can unlock whatever this station is all about.”

      “It’s true,” Amy said. “You’re pretty damned good, Dash, but even you can’t be in two places at once.”

      To Custodian, Dash said, “Can I give someone else my access—whatever access the Messenger has, anyway—to the Forge? Let them do what I’d do here, if I was here.”

      “The Creators did not allow for that possibility. Only you are designated as the Messenger. There is no mechanism to change that.”

      “Dammit,” Dash muttered.

      “We need to make a decision, Dash,” Conover said. “Time is passing.”

      Leira said, “No. You need to decide, Dash. Viktor and Amy are right. In the end, this comes down to what you want to do.”

      Dash put his hands behind his head, fingers laced together, and leaned back while tumbling the possibilities in his mind, one over the other. “I wasn’t sure of the job description, but now that it’s here, the decision is mine.” He sighed, but it was half-hearted. “I was perfectly happy being a courier, forever chasing shitty jobs to make a few credits.”

      That made Leira raise an eyebrow. “Really?”

      Dash heaved a sigh and let his arms drop back to his sides. “No, not really. But there must be some kind of happy medium between down-and-out-space-pilot and savior-of-the universe, right?”

      The others offered sympathetic shrugs and nods, but stayed silent, waiting for Dash’s decision.

      He finally said, “You’ve all made really good points. Which kind of sucks, because this would be a lot easier if you didn’t all make so much damned sense and there was only one decision that would work.” He looked at Viktor. “I get what you’re saying. I really do. But I don’t think the Unseen did all this to bring us here, to the Forge, for us to just abandon it to the Golden. And I don’t think the Forge is just a factory. Together, the Archetype and the Forge are a lot stronger than each is alone. As a unit, they’re magnified. They have unlimited possibilities in combat and other areas we can’t even conceive. That’s one issue.”

      Now he turned to Leira. “I get what you’re saying, too. But now that we know about this level two power core setup, we can’t just ignore it, stay here, and hope we manage to suss out stuff about the Forge that might help us fight the Golden. We know this super-core will power this place up so it can actually go on the offensive, and not lay inert like a punching bag hanging from a ship’s girder. This Forge is a weapon because everything can be a weapon when applied properly.”

      He looked around at all of them. “So, let’s go get that level two core, bring it back here, and be ready to take on the Golden when they show up. And let’s do it now. This instant. We’ve spent enough time arguing about this.”

      Leira nodded her agreement. So did Amy and Conover, although his face still shone an embarrassed red.

      Viktor, though, shook his head. “I think it’s a mistake, Dash. I think we’re making what feels like your ‘last throw’ by doing this.”

      “Maybe. But sometimes you do win that last throw. And sometimes you win it big.”

      “I’ve never been a gambling man,” Viktor replied. “The whole idea of a last throw frankly terrifies me.” He sighed. “But, if that’s the plan, then let’s make it work.”

      Later, as Leira powered up the Slipwing and Dash settled himself into the Archetype’s cradle, he couldn’t help chewing on Viktor’s last, grim words—that this was what amounted to a last throw.

      Dash hoped not, because every time he’d made one of those, he’d inevitably lost it all.
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      The moment they dropped out of unSpace, both the Archetype and the Slipwing were awash in radio transmissions from the planet called Shylock. It spoke to a busy, bustling society, but Dash knew little about it. He’d heard of Shylock, in that he’d seen it mentioned on the Needs Slate, the jobs board couriers and their clients used to hook up and negotiate contracts. The planet’s only claim to fame, as far as he knew, was that tech hunters sometimes flocked here to chase rumors of Unseen gadgets. It was all just rumor, innuendo, and, ultimately, conspiracy theories that drove the tech hunters, of course. But that never stopped anyone with big dreams and little sense, so Shylock had been picked over, again and again—and probably would be for a long time yet.

      As he zoomed sunward in the Archetype, having left the Forge in order to retrieve a power core, to spool up more of the ancient station’s systems so it could protect itself from an attack by an entirely different alien race, Dash thought, If those tech hunters only knew…

      Ironically, though, they’d been right. There was a level two power core on Shylock, close to a city called Featherport. That core, by itself, would have made some tech hunter pretty much a superstar across the entire arm. Mega rich, at that. Meanwhile, Dash had been surrounded by enough tech to buy and sell the entire galaxy twice over.

      And it hadn’t earned him anything other than a responsibility bigger than the world itself.

      Still, the burning question was—if there was a power core down there, and the place had been shaken upside down by the tech hunters, how had they not managed to find it?

      “Dash,” Leira said, cutting off his aggravating reverie, “I’m leery of how close we are to Clan Shirna space here. We need to keep a watch out for them.”

      “I hear you. We kicked their asses pretty good when they were trying to get that Lens, but I doubt they’re completely out of the picture.”

      A good bit of caution, he thought, as Shylock grew from a distant point of light to a distinct disk framed against the glow of the distant Shadow Nebula. From Shylock, they were looking at the nebula from almost edge-on, which meant everything to what was currently its left was Clan Shirna space. The Pasture—the vast, artificial comet-field where he’d stumbled on the Archetype—was actually only a few star systems away. The proximity of Clan Shirna, who were really just duped minions of the Golden, threw yet another worry on the ever-growing pile that Dash had to consider as part of his situational awareness.

      “Given its current level of technology,” Sentinel said, “the planet ahead has a limited ability to discern details about incoming traffic, as they employ only simple radar. I have neutralized the Archetype’s returns. However, as was the case at Passage, I cannot prevent the Archetype from being seen by visual examination.”

      “Got it,” Dash said, as he coordinated with Leira to edge the Archetype close against the Slipwing until they were almost touching. It should be enough to simply make the Slipwing look, at a distance, like a ship kludged together from various hulls. That, plus their chosen approach path to the planet, should be enough to prevent the Archetype from being detected, at least by a casual observer. In any case, it was the best they could do.

      Dash listened as Leira explained to Shylock’s traffic control that her unusual inbound trajectory was due to a fault in the helm control, and that she might have to put down briefly in a remote landing spot to do a quick repair. She would then bring the Slipwing to Featherport, a city on the largest continent’s eastern coast. He braced himself for a suspicious objection from the controller, but the bored voice simply acknowledged her, and that was it. Apparently, the good people of Shylock were used to ships putting down in the wilderness, and probably assumed she was yet another of a multitude of hopeful tech hunters.

      In a way, they were right.
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      Since Sentinel could bring the Archetype to Dash if needed, they left the mech in a flat, rocky highland among the foothills of a rugged mountain range on the far western edge of the main continent. Rough peaks soared among valleys carved from ancient rains, the alluvial fans of gray debris spread out over ground marked by huge boulders, their edges still bright and sharp.

      “Lotta rockfalls here. This is hard country,” Dash remarked, eying one rock that was the size of the Slipwing, which he boarded for the remainder of the trip to Featherport. The traffic controllers seemed as uninterested in the Slipwing having fixed her fictional helm issue as they’d been in the problem in the first place. That was fine, as far as Dash was concerned. Boring was good. No one paid any attention to boring.

      Featherport sprawled along the coast, a bustling city hazed with smog. The spaceport occupied a plateau overlooking the city; as they debarked the Slipwing, they just made out all but the northernmost part of the place.

      Leira looked at Dash. “This is a big planet, and we’ve got about a day and a half to explore it. Please tell me you have some idea where we should start looking for this core.”

      Another ship, a squat freighter, dropped out of the clouds and descended toward the spaceport with a roar of thrusters. Dash waited for the commotion to subside, then said, “Yeah, I do.” He pointed at the part of the city obscured by a massive outcropping of crystalline rock thrust out from the plateau. “It’s right down there.”

      Leira blinked. “Really? It’s right here?”

      “It’s somewhere in the north end of the city. The closer I get to it, the better I seem to feel it’s location.”

      Amy grinned. “That’s amazing! Did you know that before we got here? Is that why we came right here?”

      Dash shrugged. “I guess so, yeah.”

      “That’s weird,” Amy said, shaking her head. “Really amazing, but weird.”

      “Weird is pretty much my motto these days,” Dash replied. “Anyway, we’re not here for the nightlife—which actually kind of sucks, because I could use a night on the town right about now. Let’s head down there, find this core, and get back to the war. As much as I relish the idea of bad beer and a surly bartender, I don’t think the Golden will wait for me to finish my pint.”

      “After you, boss,” Conover said with a grin. “No beer. Just juice.”

      “Power, you mean,” Dash said. Conover was a bit young for anything stronger than juice, but as to alien tech, he was old enough to hold his own.

      By previous agreement, they left Amy and Viktor with the Slipwing to watch over her and do some repairs she actually needed. Dash, Leira, and Conover, meantime, caught a shuttle from the spaceport, down into the city.

      They rode the shuttle in silence, that was finally broken by Conover, who said, “I’m not in love with her or anything, you know. She’s just a really interesting person.”

      Dash looked at him, momentarily confused by the kid suddenly bringing up something that wasn’t about power cores or ancient alien wars. “What?”

      Conover’s face had flushed again. “Amy. Viktor made it sound like I’m in love with her, back on the Forge. I’m really not.”

      Dash looked at Leira, sitting opposite them in one of the shuttle’s passenger bays. She smiled, but just shrugged.

      “First of all,” Dash said, “yeah, I think you are in love with her.” He held up a hand to stop Conover’s protest. “Or you think you are. Or wonder if you are. Anyway, second of all—that’s okay.”

      “It’s not like that, Dash.” Conover’s protest was swift, but weak.

      “Conover, Amy’s a great girl,” Leira said. “I know I’m really fond of her. It’s no surprise you’re attracted to her. Like Dash said, it’s fine.”

      “Yeah, but Viktor made a big deal out of it.”

      “Was just lashing out a bit,” Dash said. “That’s no surprise, either.” He gestured around at the shuttle’s other riders, scattered among the passenger bays. “These people are all blissfully unaware of what’s going with the Unseen and the Golden, the Archetype, the Forge—all of it. They don’t know there’s a whole alien race out there anxious to exterminate every one of them.”

      “I kind of wish I was blissfully unaware of it, too,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded at that. “Yeah, me too. Anyway, we’re involved in some galactic, superweapon-grade bullshit here, Conover. I think we can forgive Viktor a bit of lashing out.” He put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “And Leira’s right. Amy’s pretty awesome. Honestly, I think you’ve got pretty damned good taste.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      The flush in Conover’s face had faded, replaced by a grateful look. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Now, how about putting all that aside and focusing instead on, you know, helping us win this war.”

      Conover nodded and settled back, just staring out the shuttle’s window and watching the cityscape now blurring past. “I am sixteen, you know. Almost seventeen, and a year older on most worlds. My home had longer years.”

      “I know, and that’s why I wish you could think about Amy first, and war second,” Dash said with real regret.
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      “This doesn’t look like the kind of place you’d find an Unseen power core,” Leira said.

      Dash had to nod as they looked around this most northern district of Featherport, where Dash was sure the core was stashed. It was probably the oldest part of the city, the buildings looking tired and worn, although still reasonably tidy. A lot of them seemed empty, though, a symptom of the shift of Featherport’s affluence to the newer districts farther south.

      They started walking from the intersection where the taxi had dropped them off. All Dash knew was that they were close. The trouble was, he couldn’t tell exactly how close, or in what direction. It seemed that Dash would need to just walk about, trying to get a general sense of where he wanted to go. It made for a tiring and frustrating afternoon, as the three of them trudged along streets, turned along cross-streets, and even traversed back alleys and narrow laneways, their feet dusty with alien soil by the time they’d covered the first few blocks.

      Fortunately, the district’s largely deserted character held up, meaning they did most of their walking along quiet avenues, among silent buildings. Most seemed to be dwellings, often grouped in clusters of four in a single structure, but few were actually occupied. Dash wondered why the area hadn’t fallen into more evident disrepair. Somebody, it seemed, thought it worth putting enough work into the place to stop it turning into a slum, and there was a quiet air of purpose among the people they did see, which was at odds with everything Dash expected from a place with so many empty buildings.

      They saw only occasional pedestrians, and just a few vehicles gliding past with the electric hum of repulsors, their plastic skirts keeping the worst of the dust at bay. None of them seemed at all interested in Dash and his two companions. In fact, the only person who did seem curious about them was a scrawny boy, maybe twelve years old, with tousled brown hair, shabby clothes, and bare feet. As soon as they caught his eye, though, he turned and hurried away, vanishing around the corner of a desolate shop with empty windows and part of a faded sign that proclaimed something about SERVICES.

      “You’d think that after dealing with the Unseen and the Golden and all the associated, galaxy-shaking stuff, that I wouldn’t be creeped out by some random kid.” Dash loosened the flap on the satchel that he, like the others, had slung over his shoulder. Besides a water bottle, a hand lamp, and a few other odds and ends, each packed a small pistol and a couple of reloads.

      Fortunately, the regs around carrying weapons turned out to be pretty lax on Shylock. Still, they’d left the plasma pistols behind, because a gun that could blow away entire buildings might just be pushing the tolerance of the planet’s authorities. There was such a thing as overkill, even on a world where the law was meant to be bent now and then.

      Conover gave him a curious look. “It was just a kid, though.”

      “And the comet where I found the Archetype was just a comet, right up until it wasn’t.” Dash shook his head. “Sorry, I don’t take anything at face value anymore.”

      They moved on, continuing their ambling way through the warren of streets and alleys. Dash was aware of the power core as a sort of distant call, the direction of which was impossible to discern. Sometimes it seemed nearer, and sometimes farther away, but it stubbornly refused to resolve into anything really definitive other than a hum that tickled at the periphery of his senses.

      After another hour of trudging about, Dash held up a hand. “We stop here for a minute.”

      “What are you hearing?” Leira asked.

      “Everything, and nothing definitive. That’s not going to work for us from this point on.”

      They’d reached a small square, around which several buildings with oddly elaborate facades loomed, the stonework covered in a patina of dirt that lent an air of dignity to the place. An equally fancy fountain graced the middle of the square, but dirt and dead leaves had taken the place of bubbling water. This was, Dash had worked out, probably the place where the sensation of being near the core was the strongest. He could see nothing, though, to suggest where a power core might be. He doubted it was inside one of the buildings, because how could it possibly have not been found by some tech hunter by now? It could be inside the fountain, maybe—but they’d have to chip or blast away the dun-colored stone it was built from, and that would be tough to do.

      “Maybe we’re going about this the wrong way,” Conover said, while sitting on the edge of the fountain and pulling off a boot to massage a sore foot. “Maybe, instead of just wandering around and hoping you find it through your knowing about it, maybe we should use some logic.”

      Leira, who’d sat beside him, asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Well, maybe we should be trying to figure out where the Unseen would have put the core. Let’s face it”—he gestured around with his free hand—“it’s not like any of this was here two hundred thousand years ago.”

      “Unless the Unseen have agents working for them today, the way the Golden have Clan Shirna,” Leira replied.

      “I think the kid’s onto something,” Dash said. “It probably isn’t going to be just sitting around. In fact—” He pointed at something he’d just spotted, an arched doorway on the side of a nearby building that seemed to lead to stairs going down. “You know what? It probably won’t be on the surface of this place at all.”

      Conover stuffed his foot back into his boot and they crossed the square to the doorway. A filigreed metal gate that was rusty and grimed with accumulated dirt, blocked it. It was locked, but Conover pulled out a cleaning rod for the pistols and began to work it into the tumblers with surprising delicacy. His tongue stuck out as he squinted, moving the rod back and forth until they all heard a distinct click. The lock opened without further resistance.

      Dash grinned at him. “Little bit of criminal enterprise in your past, kid?”

      Conover stared blankly back. “No. It’s just a simple mechanism, involving a moving cam and a stationary—”

      “It’s okay,” Dash said, holding up a hand and grimacing. Humor seemed lost on Conover, especially when it came to engineering. “You got it open, and that’s what matters.”

      They switched on their hand lamps, cutting through the darkness to reveal a winding set of cracked, uneven stone steps, each surface streaked with years of moisture, grime, and mold. They led down into a dank, brick-lined room that their lights revealed to be empty of anything but a damp, musty smell and some junk—old cargo crates and a grubby tarp—piled in one corner. Whatever this place had been used for, it was now apparently used little, if at all.

      Dash, though, ignored the room, instead concentrating on the core. It was definitely closer, and the hum he’d been hearing rose to a chorus. His senses began to warble with the presence of Unseen energy, making him pause for a second in an effort to triangulate.

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice echoing off the damp stone. “It’s down here somewhere, under the ground. I knew it.”

      “That could be a problem,” Leira replied. “Everything up above us is either paved or buildings.” She shone the lamp around. “And this is still all recent construction, at least compared to when the Unseen would have been here. So maybe there are some ancient ruins or something even deeper under this city? Sort of goes to the question of how long people have been here, and how much have they built?”

      Dash shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter, does it? Even if we can just pass ourselves off as another party of tech hunters, if we have to start digging, it’s going to take us way too long. Time isn’t on our side, but we have an advantage the hunters don’t. We have me.”

      “In any case,” Conover said, “you’d think that, given how many tech hunters have pored over this planet, anything that could be got at easily would have been found by now. I saw the piles of tailings all over the place. Those hunters aren’t playing around—they’ve scoured this place above ground and below.”

      They sat in silence as they chewed over the situation. Dash felt an echo of uncertainty. Sure, there was a power core here, but it didn’t matter if they couldn’t get to it. He reached out, letting his senses play across the landscape, but beyond a wildly echoing hum, he found nothing definitive. The core’s signal was nowhere and everywhere, all at once.

      “I’m pushing too hard,” Dash said. “Can’t get a fix, and if I can’t then I think we’re out of luck.” He ground the words out, trying to fight the sense of waste—wasted time, wasted effort, and leaving the Forge when it was the one sure thing they had to work with, other than the Archetype and his ship.

      In other words, they’d taken the last throw and, true to Dash’s luck, they’d lost.

      “Well, this hasn’t worked out,” Dash said. “I guess all we can do is head back."

      “Guys?” Conover said sharply. “We’re not alone.”
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      Conover had turned his lamp back to the stairs where it now illuminated a small figure who stood in a wary, almost crouched posture, a hand raised to shield his eyes against their light.

      The boy shuffled forward a couple of steps, bare feet scraping softly across the rocky floor. “Are you guys looking for something?”

      Dash scowled, but it was Conover who spoke up. “What we’re doing here is really none of your business."

      “Conover, let’s just take a minute here to talk to one of the locals.” Leira walked forward, stopping a few paces away from the boy and kneeling.

      “We’re not really looking for something. We’re looking for a way to go down, deeper under the earth. Because we’re explorers. Do you know if there’s a place like that around here? A way we could go that goes even deeper than this place here?”

      Dash was surprised when the boy immediately nodded and pointed back in the general direction of the stairs. “Sure. There’s a door. It’s supposed to go way down into the earth. That’s what I heard, anyhow.”

      Leira glanced at Dash then turned back to the boy. “Can you show us where it is?”

      “The monks won’t let you inside.”

      “What monks?” Dash asked. “And why won’t they let us inside?”

      The boy shrugged. “They don’t let anyone inside. They say it’s forbidden.”

      He said forbidden in a way that somehow made it seem mystical. Conover, though, just sniffed.

      “Monks. Really? What monks would—” Conover stopped when Leira held up her hand.

      “That’s okay,” she said. “We’ll talk to the monks. All we’re asking you to do is take us there.”

      The boy nodded then held out his hand, palm up.

      Dash smiled. “And they say there’s no universal language.” He pulled out one of the credit chips he’d brought along for just such an occasion and tossed it to the boy, who snapped his fingers closed around it. Nodding, the boy turned for the stairs with a decisive air that had been missing seconds earlier. Money had that curious effect. It could make you taller—or a lack of it could make you feel small.

      Dash looked at the others and offered a final shrug, then they all set off, following the boy. In seconds the hum of the power core began to sing in his blood, and he smiled into the gloom.
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      “I think he’s taking us out of the city,” Conover said.

      Dash frowned at their surroundings, the buildings becoming fewer and smaller, separated by empty lots and stands of trees, some of the underbrush thick enough to qualify as a jungle. They’d already been walking for nearly half an hour, making him wonder if there was more to this—if the boy was just trying to scam them, or if something even more sinister might be afoot. Maybe the boy, and the supposed ‘door’ were just bait for some gang, a way of luring people out into some remote place to jump them, rob them—or worse. He’d only even told them about this door in response to Leira’s question about a way to go down, deeper into the earth. A quick, clever kid, he might have just told them whatever he thought they wanted to hear to lead them out here.

      Hadn’t he even said, I don’t take anything at face value anymore? And yet, here they were. Some bets were riskier than others, and sometimes you had no choice about putting your money down.

      Trees and thick undergrowth now lined both sides of the road. Buildings, mostly lapsed into ruin, stood further back, just visible among the leafy bushes and dangling branches. Aside from the scrape of their own feet on the cracked pavement, all Dash could hear was a fitful wind that rattled and hissed through the foliage. He reached for the flap covering his satchel to ready the slugger; at the same time, he opened his mouth to raise a warning—

      “Over there,” the boy suddenly said, stopping and pointing. “See?”

      Dash peered along the line of the boy’s grimy finger. Another of the dilapidated buildings stood in a clearing, partly enclosed in an old security fence. A weather-beaten cargo pod hunkered nearby, capping off a scene of such decay that Dash was amazed anything was standing at all.

      “I see an old building and some junk,” Conover said. “That’s it.”

      Dash glanced at Leira. The wary look in her eyes told him she’d already had the same, alarming thoughts he had. He gave her a slight nod and pulled open the flap of his satchel.

      “No,” the boy said, “past all that. Over there!”

      Dash sniffed. Totally a set up. Any second now, the trap would—

      “Oh, I see it,” Conover said.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. What?

      Oh. Partly blocked by the cargo pod he could just see another, smaller building. Sure enough, it looked different—more like a bunker, with a sturdy-looking door set into what must be a pretty damned thick duracrete wall. The sides were scarred by time, streaked with jungle molds as a bright green ivy tried valiantly to pull the tough building down, like a swimmer who refused to go under.

      Dash glanced at Leira, who shrugged, then he started that way, pushing into the scrub and bushes. Leira and Conover followed, but the boy didn’t move.

      “There’s usually somebody there,” the kid said. “Anyway…” Then he turned and, without another word, scampered off back the way they’d come. Wraith-like, he made no sound past ten meters, leaving them alone with the rustling growth and bullying wind.

      Dash frowned at his retreating back. None of this ruled out an ambush, or something similar, so he thought to hell with it and pulled out the slugger. Leira did the same. Conover looked from one to the other, his eyes going wide, and said, “Wait, are you guys expecting trouble?”

      Dash gave him a level, patient look. Conover was incredibly smart—but also sometimes incredibly, naively dumb. “Where have you been since we took you off Penumbra, kid? Trouble has pretty much become what we do these days.”

      They shoved their way through the greenery and emerged into the clearing. Dash saw another cargo pod alongside the ramshackle building, just beyond a length of security fence. Most of the fence had long ago given up and slumped off its posts, giving them easy access to a decrepit yard surrounding the husk of an ancient warehouse. A thin, oily reek, like old hydraulic fluid, fumed the air. Leira smiled as she took it in.

      “Why do I suspect Amy would feel right at home here?” Dash asked.

      “Because it’s her natural habitat,” Leira said with a tight smile.

      Dash headed for the bunker and stopped in front of the door. It could have been any of thousands of secure storage facilities squatting on planets around the galactic arm—but it wasn’t. He pointed at a faint line of symbols across the bottom of the door, almost obscured by dust and grime. “That’s Unseen writing. It says Within here, we wait.”

      “You’re certain?” Leira asked. It was less challenge than amazement.

      “I am.”  He looked at the others. “This would seem to be the right place.” He pointed the slugger forward at a low angle, ready to fire if needed. The heft of it in his hands was scant comfort, given the presence of Unseen writing and a growing sense that there was more to this place than met the eye. Hell, he knew it wasn’t a cluster of gearhead monks living in a shack. It was far more than that, and only going forward would reveal what they needed.

      Conover squatted and brushed at the dirt. The symbols were engraved into the metal of the door, a tough alloy that must have needed a lot of work with a grinding tool—because they clearly had been carven into the door sometime after it had been installed.

      Which made no sense. Whoever was carving things rendered in the Unseen language into mundane doors had the time and will to do a job that had no obvious purpose, and to Dash that smelled of religion.

      “The boy mentioned something about monks, didn’t he?” Leira asked.

      “We should find out who these monks are and see what they know,” Leira replied.

      Dash gave a terse nod, then turned to the others. “All very well, but we don’t have time to go hunting around for monks. All we have to go on is this door. And I suspect, even though it looks like just an ordinary door, it’s not. Maybe Unseen tech can make itself resemble more…uh, primitive tech, I guess, around it, and the other outposts we’ve found didn’t have to bother because they stood all by themselves.” He looked at Conover. “Anyway, kid, since you seem to have figured out how to look at Unseen stuff without going comatose, how about you use your fancy eyes and see what they can tell you?”

      “Not much point.”

      Dash frowned. “Really? Because this is our only lead.”

      He stopped as Leira tapped him on the shoulder, then pointed behind him. Dash turned.

      The door stood open.
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      Dash led the way, slugger in one hand, lamp in the other. A dank corridor went a short distance, angled right, then descended down a ramp. It opened into a small, square room, which in turn opened into another corridor. This second corridor was definitely of Unseen origin. Dash could tell even without the benefit of Sentinel, but he reached out, regardless, hoping their link would work. Before he could ask the question, Sentinel spoke. “The Meld transcends real space and extends through the Darkness Between. The Creators contrived this to facilitate communications among their far-flung outposts. It is, therefore, right next door, as you might say.”

      “So distance isn’t a factor?”

      “Not a significant one, no.”

      Dash could only shake his head. Real-time communications through UnSpace were possible, but only over limited distances. If the Unseen could do it across their galactic arm-spanning outposts, then he could do it, too, and that would be an invaluable tool down the road when war returned.

      “Back to this place. Thoughts?” Dash asked. “It’s old, but not Unseen years old, in my opinion.”

      “I have no record of a permanent facility here, other than the core’s presence. Do you see human levels of technology?” Sentinel asked.

      “Duracrete and—yeah, well built, but purely human,” Dash said.

      “You may find some crossover between our technology. Proceed with care, Messenger. When ancient ideas are put to new use, things can go badly,” Sentinel said.

      “Did you just make that up? Sounds like old advice.”

      “Any advice I give is old. I’m old. Not in your sense, but you should still listen to your elders. Like me,” Sentinel said.

      “I accept your advice. My eyes are open,” Dash said.

      “Thank you,” came the reply, and Dash swore Sentinel sounded the slightest bit smug.

      As they moved forward, Dash ran a finger over the construction. The walls had that strange appearance that bridged metal and ceramic, a surface like no other—unless you considered Golden tech as well.

      “Well,” he said, his voice somehow both flat and muffled, but also ringing with a hollow echo, “this looks promising.” Water dripped in a staccato beat, plinking around them in sharp echoes.

      “Are we closer to the core?” Leira asked

      Dash nodded. “Much. I’m still having trouble telling just what direction, though. It’s—it’s here. Close.”

      The corridor wound on, sometimes easing through a gentle bend, other times turning an abrupt right, but steadily descending. Leira had produced a data-pad and, just as she had in the Forge, used it to map out their path. They reached the start of a slow, graceful curve in the passage, then Conover stopped and looked from side to side. Dash saw nothing but blank walls.

      “What? What is it, kid?”

      “I see other corridors. And chambers. Lots of them, all around this one. They seem to go on pretty much as far as I can see.”

      “This must be a whole underground complex,” Leira said.

      Conover nodded. “How did all those tech hunters miss this?” He gestured at the right-hand wall. “That way, the tunnels and rooms must go right under the city. And we’re still not more than…what, maybe thirty or so meters underground?”

      “I suspect that if Unseen tech doesn’t want to be found, then it won’t be,” Dash said.

      “If that’s true,” Leira replied, “then it must have wanted us to find it. Or you to find it, anyway, being the Messenger and all.”

      Dash could only agree in silence before they resumed their way. But his spirits sank. Finding this place was a victory—of some sort—but if it was as big and complicated as Conover said, then finding the core might be nowhere as easy. All he knew was that it was tantalizingly near. He still couldn’t tell what direction, though. It might take them days to search what was rapidly becoming a huge maze—and they didn’t have days. They barely had hours.

      The concept of monks lingered in Dash’s thoughts—and then the tunnel abruptly ended.

      Dash shone the light around, but saw no openings, no door, not even anything to indicate it was possible to go any further. He looked back at the others. “Did we miss a side tunnel, or another door or something?”

      Leira held up the data tablet. “No. This tunnel has done a lot of turning and winding, but we’ve followed a single path, with no other branches.”

      Dash shone the light around again, then shook his head. “Well, I’m stumped. Even if there’s something down here meant specifically for the Messenger, I sure as hell don’t see it.”

      “There is another chamber right behind here,” Conover said, pointing at the blank wall against which the tunnel ended. “And more beyond that.” He touched the wall. “I’m not sure if it would work, but maybe we could get Amy or Viktor to bring one of those plasma pistols, or some explosives or something, and we could try blasting through.”

      Dash was pretty sure nothing they had would break through a wall made of Unseen construction, but he had nothing better to suggest. “Might as well give it a try.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” a new voice said, making Conover yelp and all of them spin around. Dash and Leira raised their sluggers, fingers touching the triggers.

      Their light illuminated a man—middle-aged, somewhat pale, with striking blue eyes and thinning, reddish hair. He wore dark robes, the color of which Dash couldn’t quite make out, carried a staff, and had a small pendant hanging around his neck. An air of patient authority clung to him like a second skin, and he was very still.

      “I know why you have come, Messenger,” the man said. “Allow me to guide you to that which you seek.”
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      The man had said it to Conover.

      Dash lowered the slugger, but not all the way. “Actually,” he said, “he’s not the Messenger. I am.”

      “Oh? My apologies!” A genuinely shocked and embarrassed look flashed on the man’s face, making him look both younger and far more human. “What a mistake.”

      Dash shrugged. “It’s not that big a deal.”

      “Apparently, you do not have the look of the Messenger about you,” Sentinel suddenly said.

      Dash gave the man a look as he considered Sentinel’s words. “Can they hear you as well?”

      “If you wish. I would caution against too many people in our loop, as we may need channel security later,” Sentinel said.

      “Understood. Just us, then.”

      “Dash?”

      He blinked and looked at Leira. His whole exchange with Sentinel had happened non-verbally, and in the course of just a few seconds, but from her perspective, he’d apparently gone silent and still. “Sorry. Sentinel is rather chatty.”

      Leira’s eyes widened and she opened her mouth, but he raised a hand and said, “We can talk about that later. Right now, let’s address other things.” He turned back to the newcomer. “Who exactly are you?”

      “My name is Kai,” the man said. “I could tell you much more, but I believe it would make more sense to take you to the thing you’re seeking and offer more explanation there.” He stepped toward them and they tensed, but he smiled and pointed at the blank wall terminating the corridor. “I must open the way.”

      They stepped warily aside. As Kai passed him, Dash noticed that the pendant around his neck was a small device of some sort. Before he could ask about, though, Kai began to speak, touching the wall as he did. Dash’s eyebrows raised when he realized Kai was speaking in the tongue of the Unseen—albeit awkwardly, with clumsy grammar and wooden pronunciation. His words were also nonsense, strung together for rhythm and pitch rather than meaning, but that didn’t seem to matter as the musical babble flowed from him in an even baritone.

      A rectangle, glowing a soft purple, appeared on the wall, outlining a door that swung silently open. Kai gestured them through, then followed and spoke again, causing the door to swing closed behind them and disappear.

      As Kai moved past them to take the lead, Dash gave the others a confident smile, waving them forward. He’d made his decision about Kai, and the facility, and the value of the core. Simply stated, it was a done deal, and if Kai turned out to be duplicitous in any way, Dash would be the hammer that set him right. They were at the nexus of war, technology, and religion, and a lot of what he was going to see wouldn’t make sense to him. Yet. For now, he knew the goal was closer at hand, and he moved with a confidence that he hoped would infect the others, there underground in the damp and dark.

      “We have been waiting for you, Messenger,” Kai said, glancing back as he led them along the passage. “For a very long time.”

      “Define a very long time,” Dash replied.

      “Almost two hundred years.”

      “Wait—you’re two hundred years old?”

      Kai laughed. “No, I’m forty-two. Our order is two centuries old, though.”

      “Your order?” Leira asked. “So you must be the monks the boy told us about.”

      “We’re known to the people of Featherport as monks, yes. They believe we are simply a hermetic order, devoted to worshipping the ancient technology of the Unseen. There have been a number of such groups across Shylock, and they believe us to just be another of them.” He glanced back again, this time with a grin. “And they believe we’re deluded, possibly dangerous, or maybe not unlike harmless idiots who chant and pray to gods from an earlier time, although our gods are made of metal and not songs. What they do not realize is that, when it comes to the Unseen Order, they’re wrong. It’s useful, though, to let them go on believing we’re just a gathering of like-minded crackpots, so we make no effort to convince them otherwise. To disabuse them of that notion would open us to even more intense scrutiny from the pirates who come to dig among the stones.”

      “Okay,” Conover said, “assuming what you’re saying is true, and you really are able to somehow work with Unseen tech—”

      “I think it’s pretty obvious that that part’s true,” Leira cut in, gesturing around them.

      “Well, yeah,” Conover said. “So how did this all come about? What happened two hundred years ago that made you into a religious order, or whatever?”

      “Kind of wondering that myself,” Dash said.

      “Helping the Messenger is why we exist.” He turned along a side passage. Leira kept careful eye on her data-pad, making sure it was keeping an accurate map as they walked. “Two hundred years ago, a tech hunter named Bayard discovered this place. He kept it to himself, thinking to exploit whatever it contained. He did retrieve and sell a few minor artifacts, but when he discovered the Orb, he was awakened to a new and much more expansive reality. He became the founder of our Order and used his newfound wealth to establish it, while taking measures to protect the Orb and the great catacombs that contain it.”

      “He must be the one who set up that bunker and blast door up above,” Conover said.

      Kai nodded. “Truly, and at first, Bayard, and those he carefully selected to join his cause, knew there was a purpose to all of this but didn’t understand what it was. Over time, successive generations of the Order have slowly been able to translate some of the language of the Unseen, and piece together at least some of what that great purpose is.”

      Kai stopped and looked at Dash. “The Order of the Unseen exists to help the Messenger, a being chosen by the Unseen to use the Orb, to defeat the Enemy of All Life.”

      There was a moment of silence as that sank in, then Leira asked, “Okay, how did you know the Messenger was here? You were obviously expecting us. Does the boy who showed us how to get here work for you? Is he part of your Order?”

      “No. I have no idea who that boy might have been, other than one of the many street urchins that wanders around Featherport.” He looked at Dash again. “It was the Orb that told us the Messenger was here. It began to glow several hours ago, which I suspect probably corresponds to the time you arrived in the Shylock system.”

      Dash nodded. “Pretty much.”

      Kai turned and resumed walking. “Our studies of the Unseen and their works have revealed a great deal about the coming war against the Enemy of All Life, and some things about the role of the Messenger in it. However, we have many gaps, and there are numerous things we don’t understand. I am hoping you can give us insight.”

      “How many of you are there?” Dash asked.

      “Ten, including myself.”

      “But you haven’t been living down here, right? You must have homes up top somewhere.”

      Kai shook his head. “No. We avoid contact with others as much as possible. The less interaction we have with those not of our Order, the less likely we are to inadvertently trigger interest in us and our works that could prove troublesome.”

      “You do live down here?”

      “Indeed. Most of us were born in these catacombs and have lived our lives in them.”

      “So you’ve been waiting, year after year, for two centuries, just for me to come and pick up this so-called Orb?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, man, am I ever sorry to hear that.” Dash ran a finger along the wall, then gave Kai a level look.

      “Please, don’t be. We consider it a sacred honor. Moreover, our purpose is about to be fulfilled, at least as far as we understand it. I consider myself very fortunate, actually.”

      Dash said, “Huh,” but that was all, because there was nothing else to say in the face of such dedication to something he was only beginning to grasp. Frankly, he considered the whole thing insane—but also very humbling, knowing that people could be this devoted to a cause that was entirely abstract and might very well not even resolve itself in their lifetime, or their children’s, or their children’s, or ever.

      They carried on. Dash knew the power core was close now. Kai led them around another turn, along a corridor that led a short distance to a small, round room, the ceiling several meters above. He waited for all of them to enter, then turned and touched a spot on the wall. It flashed briefly, bluish-purple around his fingers, and a door whispered closed.

      Dash looked around at the round, featureless room, then he turned back to Kai. “So now what?”

      Before Kai could answer, the whole room trembled slightly. Dash’s stomach fluttered as he felt a sudden acceleration.

      Leira said, “Are we moving?” and Kai nodded.

      “This elevator will take us down to the core of the complex.” Kai’s serene expression never altered. This wasn’t his first ride, and he seemed at ease in the silent, speeding chamber.

      Conover, who’d been peering around the room, apparently trying to discern more about it, turned to Kai in surprise. “The core? You mean there’s more to this place, even deeper than this?”

      Kai nodded. “This complex is vast. Our Order has been here almost two centuries, and there are still large sections of it that have yet to be explored.” He looked at Dash. “Some sections are also sealed off with doors we haven’t been able to open. There are hints that some of these, at least, may be accessible to the Messenger.”

      “Yeah, well, tours are going to have to wait. We came here for a really specific reason and need to get back to…” Dash paused, not sure how much he should reveal to these apparently self-proclaimed monks of the Unseen. “To where we came from.”

      Kai, though, simply nodded. “To wage war against the Enemy of All Life, yes, of course.”

      Another flutter in his gut announced the end of the elevator’s journey. Conover looked around and just shook his head. “Amazing. This place is huge. We must have dropped three hundred meters, and there were chambers and corridors around us almost the whole way down.”

      Kai touched the wall again, and the door slid open. Beyond it, a short corridor led to another round chamber. This one was far larger and more ornate, if the concept of ornate applied to the Unseen. For all Dash knew, the sprawl of intricate filigree covering the walls—dark, bronze-colored panels shot through with a maze of fine, bright silver inlays—could have been purely functional in some esoteric way.

      Dash’s attention was immediately caught by the other people in the room—nine of them, all dressed in plain robes similar to Kai’s. They sat cross-legged on thin cushions that were a little tattered and threadbare, a stark and primitive contrast to the rest of the place. The only other entrance to the chamber seemed to be a large, ominous door opposite them, seemingly made of the same, quicksilver-bright material as the inlays on the walls.

      Kai gestured to Dash, then turned to his fellow monks. “I am beyond honored to present to you, the Messenger.”

      Almost as one, they all—Kai included—bowed deeply. Dash wondered if they’d been practicing that bow for two hundred years. But he raised a hand and shook his head.

      “It’s my pleasure and purpose to be here, and I ask you to share your history with me. I am the Messenger, and all that entails. That does not mean I understand every aspect of my purpose, but I do know the goal—to eliminate the Golden completely. To stabilize the galaxy, and let life grow unabated. To that end, I welcome your help, with the understanding that I am only a man. An ordinary man who has been placed in an extraordinary time and place—"

      He broke off when he realized the monks were exchanging glances and smiling.

      “What? Did I say something funny?”

      Kai shook his head. “No. Our apologies. It’s just that the Unseen emphasized that the Messenger would be humble, considering himself unworthy of the title. We long ago concluded that, if and when the Messenger arrived, they would be much as you present yourself.” He gave decidedly not-very-reverential grin. “We aren’t disappointed.”

      “Still,” another of the monks said, “you are the Messenger, and your arrival is as foretold by the Unseen. So, yes, this is quite a significant moment for us, regardless of your perception of the event.”

      “That said, our reverence is truly reserved for the Unseen,” another monk said. “We are well aware that you are essentially a vessel for their purposes.”

      Dash said, “That’s a bit reductive, but I can live with it given the spectacular nature of my ride. I’m more than a courier or stick jockey, and I’m certainly not a deity. As to being a vessel for their purpose, well—I’d never really considered that part of destiny, but I welcome it. Some people are called to things they have no taste for.” Dash felt his features grow hard. “Fighting the Golden is something I look forward to, despite not thinking of every possible ending.”

      Leira gave him a coy look. “Thought about what, oh mighty Messenger?”

      “I prefer Lord Messenger, if you please,” Dash said gravely.

      “As you wish.” Leira bowed from the waist, then stuck out her tongue.

      “Now then,” Kai said, looking at Dash and Leira with mild bewilderment, “you have made it clear that your business here is urgent.”

      He moved to the silver door. As he did, the other monks stood and assembled around him, but left a way open for Dash and the others to follow. As he passed by the cushions, Dash said, “Please tell me you guys haven’t spent the past two hundred years just sitting down here in this room waiting for the Messenger to show up.”

      “No, of course not,” Kai said. “We have done many things to prepare for your arrival, such as translate the language of the Unseen. That, by itself, has taken up much of our time.” He touched another of the otherwise featureless spots on the wall. “As I told you, the Orb heralded your arrival, as those writings foretold. So, we assembled to await you.”

      “What if I’d never managed to find this place?”

      “Of course you would find it,” Kai said. “How could it be otherwise?” he said, stately with his facts.

      The silver door didn’t slide open; it rippled briefly, like water, then simply vanished. The chamber beyond was much smaller than the one in which they now stood but every bit as ornate. In the center of it was a slender pedestal, again of that same, dull bronze color inlaid with a tracery of silver-white. And upon it sat a glowing ball.

      “The Orb,” Kai said, gesturing.

      “It’s actually a power core,” Dash said, stepping between and entering the smaller room.

      “Actually,” Conover said, “it’s two power cores.”

      Sure enough, a second, smaller pedestal held what Dash immediately recognized as a level one core. “Well, that’s handy.” He turned his attention to the other one, which was clearly the level two core they sought. It was bigger and more bulbous, and it glowed with a soft, reddish light. At a half-meter in diameter, the core was ringed in segments with each end being rounded. The entire unit bridged a look of machine and organism, being oddly fluid. It was elegant, in the way that Dash was coming to expect from ancient tech.

      “For two hundred years,” Kai said, “we called this the Orb. Were we wrong?”

      He turned a questioning look to Dash, who gave him a reassuring smile. “Orb, power core, it’s all good. Religion and science are close friends here, Kai, and your people have been on the front lines protecting the tools we need to wage war.”

      “In any case, it has been in this place, untouched, since Bayard first discovered it. Our Order later determined that it would announce the arrival of the Messenger by beginning to glow,” Kai said.

      Despite his earlier dismissal of the reverent nature surrounding the power core, Dash did have to appreciate how that moment must have been for these people. For two hundred years, they, and their ancestors, had been waking up every day and checking the core, and—nothing. Then, today, which had probably started for them like any other, it suddenly began to glow. For them, it must have been a truly transcendental moment, far more than a simple pulse of light heralding something they treated as an article of faith. He’s felt the same way when Sentinel spoke to him, and that memory made him proceed with a more diplomatic tone.

      Time was passing, so he had to hurry this along, regardless of the staggering implication here among the monks. He nodded to Kai and the other monks. “Well, thanks are in order. Not only for your care, but your diligence. You have my gratitude, Kai, as do all of your people from today stretching back into history.” He gave a bow that looked rusty, but sincere.

      Kai returned it, his eyes alight with inner purpose.

      “Dash?” a new voice called. “Leira? Are you guys there?”

      It was Amy on the comm. Dash exchanged a surprised look with the others. There should be no way for the comm to work so clearly this deep under the ground. It must have been yet another remarkable thing they could credit to the Unseen.

      “Yeah, we’re here,” he said. “Go ahead, Amy.”

      “I hope you guys are ready to come back to the ship, because you should do that right away.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a ship just landed here at the port, and I think it belongs to those Clan Shirna guys you’ve been talking about.”
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      Dash frowned, straightened with purpose, and addressed Leira and Conover. “Remember what I said at the outpost full of Fangrats? That it just seemed too easy?”

      “I gather that this isn’t welcome news, these Clan Shirna,” Kai said.

      “No, it’s not,” Leira replied. “They’re actually kind of like you guys, except they’re working for the other side.”

      Kai’s face hardened. “They are agents of the Enemy of All Life?”

      Dash nodded. “You could say that. They’re also our cue that it’s time to leave.” He reached for the core then paused, wondering if it might be protected by a stasis field, like the one used to protect the cores on the Forge.

      “Sentinel? Is this going to roast me to ashes? Just curious,” Dash said.

      “You may secure the item by hand,” Came the instant answer.

      Dash grabbed the core.

      A collective gasp rippled through the monks. Kai said, “Our apologies, but that’s the first time any hand has touched the Orb.”

      “Understood,” Dash said. “I know this is a pretty big deal for you guys. And I wish I could let you savor the moment, but we really need to get going. With all the care and respect due your station, if we linger, I put you at risk as well. I’m not going to do that.” He looked Kai in the eyes. “I’m genuinely sorry if this isn’t the epic moment you thought it would be, but war is work. This is a tool, albeit one with meaning, but now it’s time to fight.”

      Kai shrugged. “What matters is confronting and defeating the Enemy of All Life. That’s the true purpose of all of this.”

      Dash nodded and grabbed the level one core as well. Strangely, it seemed to have more heft, more weight to it, than the level two, which seemed almost insubstantial in his hand. He handed the level one to Conover, who nodded and tucked it into his satchel. Dash put the level two into his. The cores hung out of both bags, too big to be fully or easily concealed.

      “Best we’re going to do, I guess,” Dash said.

      “Amy,” Leira said, “status update.”

      “There are a half-dozen of those Clan Shirna guys here at the spaceport, keeping a lookout, I guess. A half-dozen more rode a little lev-shuttle out of their ship and headed into the city.”

      Viktor came on. “I’ve been keeping an eye on them. They’re definitely armed—they have plasma pistols like the ones you acquired from them, Dash. Oh, and no uniforms. They’re all wearing regular civ gear.”

      “Why don’t we just stay down here?” Conover asked. “Wait for them to just give up and go away?”

      “They obviously know we’re here,” Leira replied. “And they also obviously know we’ve come into the city. Even if they haven’t realized the Slipwing is sitting right there, we have to assume they eventually will—and then Amy and Viktor will be in trouble.”

      “Besides, we’re on a clock, remember?” Dash said. “What happens if they decide to stick around and just wait us out?” He turned to Kai. “We need to get back to the spaceport, and quietly. I don’t need a stand-up fight in the street with Clan Shirna, at least not now, if we can help it. We don’t know the city, though. Can you help us out?”

      “Of course,” Kai said. “We exist to defeat the Enemy of All Life. That certainly includes their minions.”

      “Well, I’d love to have your help actually dealing with these Clan Shirna assholes, but—no offence—you don’t seem like the fighting types.”

      In answer, Kai stepped away, then flung his staff into a blur of moves, in front, to the side, even behind and overhead. He ended with a blow that stopped centimeters from the face of one of the other monks, who didn’t flinch a millimeter. Had it connected, it would have caved in the man’s skull.

      Dash blinked. “I did not expect that.”

      Kai shrugged. “The martial arts are an excellent way of strengthening not just the body, but also the mind and the spirit. And making a few side bets along the way for fun and profit. We’re monks, but we’re still men.” He finished with a wink.

      “Besides which, you’ve probably had the time to get pretty good at them, it seems,” Leira said.

      Kai nodded, then he and the other monks of the Order of the Unseen led them out of the chamber to start the journey back to the surface of Shylock.
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        * * *

      

      Dash peered around the corner of a building. The street seemed clear of anything resembling Clan Shirna, but he once again let Kai and two of the other monks lead the way. Clad in their dark robes, and each carrying a staff, they somehow both looked frighteningly conspicuous trudging up the mostly empty street—but also like they belonged. Hopefully, Clan Shirna was unaware of the Order of the Unseen and would just ignore the monks as more oddities of Featherport.

      Kai and the monks reached the next intersection and stopped. Dash, followed by Conover and the remaining four monks, also now all sporting staves, rounded the corner and hurried up the street. Leira, her slug-pistol held under jacket, brought up the rear.

      Dash sidled up behind Kai. “How much further?”

      “Perhaps another half hour of walking until we reach the edge of the city and can start for the spaceport. We could have taken a faster and more direct route, but you made it clear that you would rather avoid confrontation with these vile creatures that would see the Enemy of All Life.”

      “You know, to save time, how about just call them the bad guys.”

      Kai smiled. “Apologies. We’ve had ample time to speak our minds over the years, so using it has become a bit of a habit.

      “Not a problem. Anyway, half an hour. And then we need to take a shuttle from there.” He frowned. “That’s going to be the really dangerous part, us jammed into one shuttle.”

      “Dangerous for us, and for anyone else aboard it,” Conover said. “I doubt that the Clan Shirna will care much about collateral damage.”

      “There’s no need to take a shuttle,” Kai said, pointing up at the high ridge upon the top of which the spaceport perched. “The only reason a shuttle is used at all is because the road to the port must go through several long switchbacks as it climbs the ridge. We know a path that will let us climb directly to it, and in little more time than the shuttle would take.”

      “It is quite steep, though,” another monk said, “and rather taxing to walk.”

      Dash shrugged. “I’ll take a tough climb over sitting in a shuttle waiting to be shot at, thanks.”

      They set off again, Kai and two monks once more leading.

      One block at a time, Dash thought. It was aggravating and slow as thick mud, but if they could avoid being seen, then their progress was steady. That plan fell apart in an instant, when one of the monks looked back and made their prearranged “bad guys” signal, a thumbs-down.

      “Well, there goes the quiet exit,” Dash said, drawing his slug-pistol from his satchel. Conover did the same, but it trembled in his hand, while his face went pale and his eyes widened. The kid, it struck Dash, had never actually been in a face-to-face combat before.

      Dash gave him what he hoped was a reassuring look. “Stay behind me, Conover, okay? Just try to keep yourself under cover and shoot any Clan Shirna guys you get a clear bead on. Aim, point, boom. Got it?”

      He licked his lips and nodded quickly. “Got it.”

      They started up the street, walking fast, slug-pistols held out of view, trying their best to look casual—although Dash knew that people carrying an array of weapons looked anything but casual.

      At a corner, Kai said, “One of the creatures you described to us is standing at the next intersection. It is obviously keeping watch.”

      “Can we just avoid him?” Leira asked. “Work around another way?”

      Dash muttered, “We need to make good time,” and Kai nodded in agreement.

      “Not easily. This next intersection is where several main streets converge. It’s a choke point.” The monk’s lip curled. “They are cunning, like devious animals, aren’t they?”

      Dash couldn’t help noticing the hard gleam of genuine hatred in Kai’s eyes when he talked about Clan Shirna. Apparently, these monks really did practice what they preached when it came to the Enemy of All Life. It made him glad they were on his side.

      “So, we either need to slip by this guy somehow or take him out.” Dash looked down at the slug-pistol. He could reliably hit a man-sized target at twenty-five meters, meaning he’d have to get close.

      “Leave that to us,” Kai said.

      He nodded to another of the monks, who simply nodded back and started down the street. Dash knelt and peered around the corner, watching him slowly ambling away, leaning on his staff as he walked, as though he needed it for support.

      Dash tensed as the Clan Shirna agent turned and saw the monk approaching him. He gritted his teeth, certain there’d be the dazzling flash of a plasma discharge.

      But the agent just watched the monk approach, apparently unconcerned—even uninterested.

      The monk limped up to the agent, and Dash wasn’t quite sure what happened next. One instant, the monk shambled along like a bent, old man; the next, he was a blur of movement as the staff struck home with a vicious crack, then the Clan Shirna agent was toppling over, a ribbon of spittle and blood flying from his face. The monk caught him and swiftly pulled him into an alley. A moment later, he emerged, casually strolled up to the intersection and looked around, then turned back and gave them a thumbs-up.

      “You know,” Dash said, “you can say that martial arts is good for your soul and all that, but that was amazing. Nothing like a little well-practiced violence to lift my spirits.”

      Conover, who hadn’t been able to see around the corner, asked, “What happened?”

      “One less Clan Shirna guy to worry about, that’s what happened,” Dash said. Conover looked vastly relieved, but Dash held up a warning finger. “Before you get all relaxed, we still have a long trek back to the ship.”

      Conover’s face tightened again, but he nodded and said, “Right. Got it.”

      Once more, they set off, one block closer to getting away.
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        * * *

      

      The climb up the ridge proved laborious, but not for the monks. Their faces were relentlessly upbeat despite the afternoon heat, but Dash and Leira were soon gasping with exertion as they trudged up the steep path. Conover struggled in a way that verged into danger. Twice, they had to stop to let him catch his breath.

      “The atmosphere is a little thinner than standard,” Leira said to him as he slumped on a boulder.

      Conover winced as he shifted on the rock. “Not that. Out of…shape.”

      She shrugged. “It happens when you live on a spaceship. Drink some water.”

      He shook his head. “Out.”

      She dug into her satchel then pulled out her own water bottle and sloshed it around. “I have some left,” she said, offering it to him.

      “No.” He shook his head. “That’s yours.”

      “You need it way more than I do.”

      Dash frowned at the little tableau. “Guys? Hate to hurry you along, but we don’t really have time for this.”

      Conover took the water, muttered, “Thanks,” drank it, and levered himself to his feet.

      “We’ll be at the top shortly,” Kai said. “Five more minutes, perhaps ten.”

      Dash nodded, activating his comm. “Ten minutes out, Amy.”

      “Got it,” she replied. “Everything’s powered up. Just gotta hit the thrusters and we’ll be flying.”

      They resumed the climb. The path had its own switchbacks, but it mostly went straight up the ridge. It gave them a terrific view of Featherport sprawled along the coast behind them, but it also left Dash feeling exposed to discovery by any enemy with a drone, field glasses, or even decent eyesight. “How about our friends up there, Amy? What are they up to?”

      “We’ve got two still outside their ship. Three or four more just wandering nearby. And I know there’s at least one more still aboard.”

      “Okay. As soon as you see us, hit those thrusters. I wanna be lifting off while the ramp’s still closing.”

      “Got it.”

      They finally reached a flat spot just below the crest of the ridge. Another short climb and they’d be at the top and on the edge of the spaceport. They wouldn’t be too far from the Slipwing, but Dash wished they could have ended up closer.

      He turned to Kai. “Thank you for your diligence. I know that’s not enough, but—I’m in awe of your commitment. I’ll use this core to fight the enemy until I can’t fight any more. You have my word.”

      “You’re not aboard your ship just yet.”

      Kai turned away and started up the last bit of the trail. Dash opened his mouth to protest, but with a half-dozen Clan Shirna goons lurking around the spaceport, he realized they might still need the monks’ help.

      They reached the top and paused. A security fence surrounded the spaceport, with a trail stretching both directions, paralleling both it and the crestline. Dash cursed; they’d still have to walk a long distance one way or the other to enter—and he could see the Slipwing maybe a hundred meters away. But Kai just nodded to two of the monks, who stepped up to the fence and simply pulled a section away from a post, opening a gap.

      “We’ve had reason to surreptitiously access this place in the past,” he said, shrugging.

      “There’s a story in that, isn’t there?”

      Kai smiled. “Isn’t there always?”

      Once through the fence, they moved behind a blast shield and peered at the Slipwing. They faced a straight, one-hundred-meter shot across thruster-scorched duracrete. He could see the Clan Shirna ship sitting another hundred meters or so to the left of the Slipwing. They’d have some cover part of the way from a bulky corporate freighter and some cargo pods piled near it, but they still faced a good two-thirds of the distance in the open. Heat shimmered over the surface, warping distance and vision into a scene that was even less inviting than at a distance.

      “Amy, we’re here,” he said, then went on, describing their location. He wanted to make sure she and Viktor knew the direction they’d be coming from in case they needed some help.

      “Yup,” she shot back. “I can see where you’re talking about. Viktor’s down by the ramp with one of those cool plasma pistols.”

      “Got it.” Dash looked at the others, pausing on Conover. “You ready?”

      The kid’s eyes were wide and white against the sweaty grime smeared across his face, but he gave a quick nod. “Yeah. Mostly got my breath back.”

      “Everyone else?”

      There were nods all around.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” Dash said. “Fast walk; it’ll draw less attention. We won’t run unless we have to.”

      They started for the Slipwing.

      The monks spread out into a loose fan, with Dash, Leira, and Conover in the middle. In the fading light, they had a faint hope anyone looking at them might think they were just a group of robed monks walking across a spaceport, from a direction that wasn’t an official entrance or the terminal building.

      Yeah, not likely, Dash thought, grimly gripping his slug pistol. The only way they’d pull that off was if no one bothered looking at them in the first place.

      “Maybe we should have waited for dark,” Leira said.

      Dash curled a lip. “It would cost us at least another hour.”

      “More like two,” Kai said.

      “Meantime, the rest of those Clan Shirna guys down in the city might be back here by then—and then we’d be outnumbered, on top of everything else.”

      They walked on, their feet thumping and scraping against the blast-scarred spaceport pad.

      “I see you,” Amy said.

      Dash replied, “Yup. So far, so good.” They’d reached the looming bulk of the freighter and deviated off the straight path slightly, nudging themselves a little further into its shadow. It would have been nice to get right under it to benefit from the cover of its ponderous landing gear, but Dash didn’t want to enter its security zone, triggering an alarm inside and bringing some confused and wary corporate ship’s crew into the mix.

      “Okay,” he said as they stepped out of the freighter’s shadow and back into the glare of the lowering sun. Forty meters left. “Kai, you guys can stay here. Any closer, and you’ll catch some blast from us as we lift, and we really don’t want to have to wait.”

      “We’re coming with you,” the monk said.

      “You’re what?” Despite the urgency, Dash stopped. “No, you’re not.”

      “It’s the reason we exist.”

      “But you’ve done your duty—I’m telling you this not just as me, but as the Messenger. You’ve fulfilled your promise, Kai, beyond anyone’s possible expectation. Go, and live,” Dash said.

      “No, Messenger, we can’t. Our Order wasn’t merely formed to guard the Orb until your arrival. We exist to oppose the Enemy of All Life at every turn—and to assist the Messenger in doing the same.”

      “Look, you can’t just—”

      “If I may intervene,” Sentinel said, her voice ringing in Dash’s head, “taking these monks with you is actually a wise course of action. They are familiar with the Creators, their language, and their technology, and could prove useful in assisting you to activate the Forge and oppose the Golden.”

      Kai leaned into Dash’s sudden silence, his face determined. “Standing against the Enemy is what we have been preparing to do for all of our lives. Do not deny us this.”

      Dash sighed. Both Kai and Sentinel were probably right.

      “Uh, Dash?” Conover said. “That guy over there, near the Slipwing, he’s looking at us.”

      Dash turned, looked, and groaned. The figure standing near his ship reminded him of Nathis, the supposed religious fanatic—although it turned out, really just a stooge of the Golden—who led Clan Shirna’s relentless pursuit of him and the others. The reptilian jerk had been desperate to get his scaly hands on the Lens, the Unseen device Leira and Viktor had found that had the power to blow up stars. The guy looking at them now had the same reptilian build and appearance, right down to the patches on his neck that would change color with his mood.

      Well, they were about to turn very, very red—the color Nathis’s had gone when he was pissed off.

      “We probably should have had this conversation a while ago,” Dash said to Kai. “Anyway, you need to get your people somewhere safe. We’ll take it from here.”

      Kai gave a sharp jerk of his head. “We’re wasting time,” he snapped, then motioned for the other monks to follow him. And they did, all of them—heading straight for the Slipwing.

      Dash weighed his options as a courier, and then, as the Messenger, an angle that was coming to dominate his thought process.

      “They come with us,” Dash said, simply.

      And then all hell broke loose.
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        * * *

      

      In true Clan Shirna fashion, it wasn’t subtle. A plasma shot pulsed overhead, exploding against a cargo pod. Dash wasn’t sure if it was meant as a warning shot, or just a miss, but he didn’t take time to try to figure it out. He shouted, “Move!” and started running for the Slipwing. As he did, he raised his slug pistol, intending to send some shots downrange at the Clan Shirna thug they’d seen—but Kai and his monks blocked the line of fire.

      Dash raced on, feet pounding the duracrete. The thug lifted his plasma pistol and snapped off a shot, incinerating a monk in a flash of incandescent discharge. Dash cursed, but Kai was on the man before his pistol could recycle. After a flurry of blows, the thug dropped like a sack of rocks, blood spraying in an arc as Kai’s staff swung.

      The Clan Shirna goon who’d fired the first shot was lining up another, right until his head exploded in gory fragments. Dash glanced back and saw Conover, slug pistol still raised, staring in surprised horror at what he’d done.

      “Good aim. Now shake it off and let’s go!”

      Conover turned, hesitated, then broke into a run. Leira snapped shots in the opposite direction, her rounds sparking off the freighter’s landing gear, where two more Clan Shirna had taken cover. Alarms sounded from inside the freighter, and Dash saw a woman appear in an open hatch, but immediately duck back inside as gunfire crackled. He made to join Leira in doing a run-and-shoot, keeping the two lurking under the freighter suppressed, but someone leapt out from behind another cargo pod, right into Dash’s path.

      Clan Shirna, Dash saw, so he lashed out with the slug pistol, aiming to pistol-whip his foe across the face.

      The man dodged back then kicked out, getting a solid blow on the thick muscles of Dash’s leg. Dash spun and almost fell, but windmilled one arm to recover, while punching with the slug pistol. He caught the man in the chest, making him grunt and recoil. He followed up with a kick to the man’s stomach, before finally getting the pistol-whip he wanted and smashing his opponent’s nose into bloody ruin. Then he gave one more chop, with the pistol butt on his head. The man dropped and went still.

      Dash raced on. Conover and Leira were ahead of him now, doing the smart thing and passing Dash while he fought, keeping an eye out for other bad guys. Ahead of them, the monks had reached the Slipwing—just as one more Clan Shirna agent appeared around a coolant truck parked near the ship.

      Dash braced himself. The monks had bunched up, so a plasma shot would turn most of them to glowing ash. One of the monks leapt, though—actually leapt, like some predatory animal on its prey. He managed to deflect the plasma blast up, so it flared into the sky, but the shot vaporized his forearms and head. The Clan Shirna agent stumbled back, shocked by the flash right in front of his face. Two more monks immediately closed in, unleashing a deluge of blows from their staves. Dash caught dazzling, neon-blue flashes as they connected; some of their weapons were electrified. It seemed like overkill, considering the way the blows alone so obviously turned the man’s bones to splinters, but he appreciated the lethality of their art even more.

      Then there was another plasma blast, but this one detonated near the Clan Shirna ship. Dash saw Viktor on the ramp, weapon raised, ready to take another shot when it had recycled. That gave a man taking cover under the ship a chance to raise his own weapon and aim it straight back at Viktor.

      Dash stopped, raised his slug pistol, and snapped off the longest shot he’d ever tried—at least fifty meters. It actually took a noticeable instant for the round to travel that far. Dash knew that because of the brief delay before the back of the man’s head spattered across the ship’s engine fairing.

      “Okay,” Dash said to himself, breaking back into a run, “that was a damned fine shot, if I do say so myself.”

      Viktor stared, wide-eyed, as Kai and the remaining seven monks pounded up the ramp into the Slipwing. Leira and Conover followed. A sole Clan Shirna agent stepped out of their ship and snapped off a plasma shot that slammed into the Slipwing, forcing Dash to dodge glowing, white-hot droplets of melted ablative armor. It looked spectacular, but the armor was meant to take far worse hits from far more powerful weapons, so Dash ignored it, jumped onto the ramp, and shouted, “Amy, go!”

      A rising whine filled the air as the thrusters came to life. Dash followed Viktor up the ramp as the roar of mounting thrust rose behind him, heated air and dust swirling into the ship as the ramp closed. With a thump, it seated and sealed, and the Slipwing lifted.

      “Shylock traffic control is ordering us to stay put, Dash,” Amy said. “Something about the magistrates being on their way.”

      Dash looked around at the crowd suddenly jammed into the Slipwing’s cabin. “Anybody here plan to come back to Shylock any time soon?”

      “We might need to get back into that Unseen complex,” Conover said. From the tremble in his voice, Dash could tell he was still recovering from the adrenaline-pumped shock of having just killed a man. He favored the kid with a look he hoped was reassuring.

      “We’ll deal with that if and when we have to. In the meantime, I suspect all that Unseen stuff down there will be pretty much fine on its own.”

      “It did look after itself for hundreds of millennia,” Kai said.

      “Amy, tell traffic control you’ve got a bad comm circuit, and that you can’t make out what they’re saying. Then hand the ship over to Leira. You’re a terrific engineer, but—”

      “She’s the hotshot pilot in the family. Roger that!”
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      Shylock traffic control pestered them as they sped away from the planet, demanding they return to answer for their role in the fracas at Featherport. Dash eventually just set the comm to ignore them, enjoying the blissful silence that fell with the touch of a key.

      “That’s better,” he said, and everyone grinned in agreement.

      While his act was a gross violation of spaceflight regs, it seemed monumentally unimportant given what might be waiting when they returned to the Forge. Galactic war had a way of making officious idiots seem a lot less important.

      The bigger concern was more Clan Shirna ships waiting for them in orbit, or in the space near Shylock. Dash fully expected a fight once they broke atmosphere—but there was nothing, just a bit of routine traffic. The Clan Shirna gang that they’d confronted on Shylock must have gotten wind of them somehow—probably by paying off some traffic controller to alert them if the Slipwing happened to show up—but they likewise must have been the only ship near enough to respond. It meant they now had to worry about Clan Shirna pretty much everywhere they went—at least anywhere inhabited. Again, though, it just seemed not that big an issue, compared to the threat of the Golden themselves, who intended to end all life, not just theirs.

      Now, as the Slipwing prepared to translate to unSpace and hurry back to the Forge, Dash sought out Kai. He found him crammed into the crew hab, along with the other monks. The ship hadn’t been designed to accommodate this many people, and Dash had found it uncomfortably crowded with just him, Leira, Viktor, and Conover aboard. Adding Amy made it even more congested, and now, with eight more people jammed into her confined interior, it actually hit Dash with flickers of claustrophobia, but he steeled himself with a deep breath.

      He stopped and leaned against a conduit. “Kai, I just…I’m sorry. About your people back there. I never got to know them, but they helped us get out of there alive.”

      Kai nodded. “They were good men, and we will certainly miss them. But they were fortunate. They died having fulfilled their purpose of seeing that the Messenger was united with the Orb. Many more of our Order have died in the past, having only their faith that the Messenger would some day arrive to sustain them.”

      Dash nodded back, impressed by Kai’s attitude regarding the sudden, awful deaths of people he must have known all his life. In his travels through the galactic arm, Dash had brushed up against many different religious beliefs, but had never given any of them much credence. If anything, he’d generally considered most of them silly at best, destructive at worst, and potential tools of manipulation and control in any case. But the simple, absolute certainty in Kai’s words made him wonder if there might something more to it all—something that he’d been missing.

      “Damn,” he said. “I know you said you expected me to be kind of ordinary, but I wish I wasn’t this ordinary. I feel like I’m letting you down. I am the Messenger, but I’m still growing. Learning. I’m trying to be more than an Archetype pilot, and it’s a learning curve we don’t have time for. I swear I’ll make it, though, even if all of this feels rather random at times.”

      That brought puzzled and inquisitive looks from the monks. “Oh, right,” Dash went on. “You don’t know what the Archetype is. Well, you’ll see it soon enough, but the quick version of the story begins with a comet.”

      He went on to describe how he’d crashed onto one of the many icy little bodies making up the Pasture, the vast comet field that had been constructed by the Unseen. And how, on the brink of death, he’d stumbled onto the Archetype, which had allowed him to survive and escape what had seemed like a certain, lonely end.

      “So it was really just a freak chance that I found the Archetype at all,” he finished, and there was an expectant air between him and the monks, as if the story was only beginning. In a sense, it was.

      The monks exchanged looks, then all turned back to Dash with indulgent smiles. “You don’t really believe it was just chance, do you?” Kai asked.

      Dash sighed. “I know, you’re going to say it was meant to be, or fated to happen, because I was chosen, or something like that. I mean—I was a courier, and a good one, if you don’t count the last few runs, but I never saw myself as a cog in anything larger than my own fate.” He finally shrugged. “Like I said, I’m really just some guy who is trying to fill a space that’s meant for me, but not the man I once was.”

      Kai answered by touching Dash on the shoulder. “We all believe the things we believe. However, Dash, you need to leave yourself open to the possibility that there are greater truths out there that remain true regardless of whether we believe them or not. Your own fate, as you put it, is something larger than one man’s purpose. Your belief is, not to be cruel, irrelevant at this point, although your acceptance of Messenger status is a good start. The Enemy is vast, Dash. Bigger and more relentless than the tides of the stars themselves, and they fight here, in the dark, and in all the places we would seek solace from them. So when you say you accept being the Messenger, and that you are ready to fight, I am glad—but it’s not enough.”

      “What’s next, then?” Dash asked.

      “I am sorry to say, but you will see. And that’s something I would wish on no one, not even the Messenger.”
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      The Slipwing started to smell.

      Her air processor had never been designed to handle thirteen people, so the various odors they gave off began to accumulate. It wasn’t too foul—yet—but Dash was glad the Forge was only a few hours away. Everyone on board was accumulating varying degrees of ripeness, with Conover living up to the old adage that teenaged boys have an aroma unto themselves.

      He found Amy and Viktor in the cockpit with Leira and mentioned it to them. Amy immediately nodded and said, “I know, right? It’s starting to smell like an old sock in here.”

      “Can we do anything about it?”

      “Open the windows,” Leira said.

      “Hah.” Dash mimed lifting a window. “Not sure we want to feel absolute zero, or anything close to it. Plus, the whole hard vacuum thing.”

      Amy pursed her lips in thought. “Maybe we could do something with the filters.”

      “Or if we could separate the chemicals that smell with some sort of discriminator,” Viktor said, “and then bleed them off.”

      “Yeah, but to where?” Amy replied.

      “Before you guys wander off into techie world, have you had a chance to look at those cores?” Dash said.

      Viktor nodded. “The level one looks pretty straightforward. Between our scans and Conover’s eyes, it seems pretty much the same as the other level one cores you already installed in the Archetype. That level two, though, is something else.” He glanced at Amy, and she nodded.

      “Yeah,” she said. “It’s really different. There are things going on inside it at the quantum level that we don’t even begin to understand. If we could replicate it, we’d be—”

      “Wealthy, like legendarily wealthy,” Dash said, nodding. “Yeah. And if we could replicate these cores, instead of having to go find them, it would make everything way easier. But I’m assuming we can’t replicate them, can we?”

      They both shook their heads. “Wouldn’t even know how to begin fabricating the parts,” Viktor said. “Hell, I don’t even know what the parts are.”

      “Okay. Well, we’ve got time, so it can’t hurt to maybe check with Kai, see what he and his people might know about it. They’ve been studying Unseen stuff all their lives. Who knows, maybe they’ll be able to tell us something useful.”

      Amy stayed with Leira in case she needed help, while Viktor followed Dash back into the hab.

      Kai and the other monks were jammed around the hab’s sole, central table, eating. Kai looked up from his synthesized stew when Dash asked what the monk knew about the core and said, “Not a great deal. I have contemplated it every day, for as long as I can remember, so I could probably draw it with perfect detail. But I’m afraid I have no other, specific insights to offer.”

      “In the writings of the Unseen we have deciphered there are references to the Orb, but they are given in contexts we never came to fully understand,” another monk, whose name Dash was pretty sure was Tyle, said. “For instance, one passage refers to the Orb as ‘the heart of the furnace.’” He and Kai both shrugged. “We were never able to figure out what that meant.”

      Dash looked at Viktor, who said, “Furnace as in Forge?”

      “Yeah,” Dash replied, nodding, then turning back to the monks. “I think you guys actually know more than you think you do. You might even know stuff that’s crucial, and you’ve done so without setting foot in the facility.  Once we get back to the Forge, we’ll need to get Viktor and Amy to pick your brains.”

      “We’d be happy to do that now,” Kai said, but Dash shook his head.

      “Don’t know about you, but we’ve been running for a couple of days now on almost no sleep. I think everyone needs to take advantage of this downtime to get some rest, so we’re not a bunch of bleary-eyed sacks when we get back to the Forge. I’d really hate to be dragging my ass behind me when I have to go fight the Golden.”

      At the mention of the xenophobic aliens, the monks’ faces turned collectively hard. “We understand,” Kai said. “We’ll also use the time to rest, and for contemplation and meditation, so we’re ready to be at your side when battle is joined.”

      Dash wasn’t sure what eight guys with staves might be able to do to the Golden, no matter how kick-ass their martial skills might be. But it didn’t matter. Their unshakable devotion and absolute, unwavering courage gave him a rush of warm gratitude. Leira and the others were great, but the resolute monks were a real morale boost.

      Later, as Dash tried to find a place to get some rest of his own—almost every available sleeping-spot in the Slipwing already containing a warm body—he found Kai sitting cross-legged outside the engineering bay. He stopped, then started to slowly back away, not wanting to disturb the monk as he sat in what seemed like a deep trance. But Kai immediately opened his eyes and looked up.

      “Sorry, Kai. Didn’t mean to disturb you.”

      “The Messenger cannot be a disturbance,” he said. “You may think of yourself as just some guy, but you have to appreciate that I have lived my entire life preparing to serve and assist you.”

      Dash cleared his throat. “I’ll have to adjust to my status as a demigod. I was told there would be robes.”

      “I’m sure there are,” Kai said, then gave a conspiratorial smile. “We’ll work on something purple, if it pleases my lord.” He laughed, and Dash joined him. “If it makes you feel better, we’re actually all really glad the Messenger turned out to be someone so down-to-earth. I think it might have been hard for us to get used to some awesome figure of divine power.”

      Dash chuckled, but something caught his eye. Because of the way Kai sat, Dash could again see the odd little device he wore around his neck. “Hey, what is that? That pendant. It looks like tech, but I can’t make it out.”

      Kai looked down. “Oh, my. Some loyal servant of the Messenger I’ve turned out to be.” He pulled the thong holding the device from around his neck. “We believe this is a data module that was removed from a larger Unseen device—perhaps a computer—located in a chamber not far from the Orb. My father passed it to me, as did his father before him.” He offered it to Dash. “We have used it as a badge of office for the head of our Order, but based on the little we have been able to determine about it, we believe it is meant to be given to the Messenger.” He looked thoughtful. “I’d honestly forgotten about it in our fray.”

      Dash accepted the module. “Chaos has a way of erasing details.” He tucked it into his pocket, then yawned. “Anyway, I have to find a place to sleep. Busy day coming up—you know, saving the universe, trying on robes—”

      “In rich purple, of course.”

      “—in rich purple. Sleep well, friend,” Dash said.

      They both smiled, but both knew they did it out of habit. There was little to smile about as they streaked through the darkness to an ancient enemy.

      But at least they would not face it alone.
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      As the Slipwing dropped back into real space near the Forge, Dash braced himself. A full three days had elapsed since they’d left. Actually, a little more, and he fully expected to find a swarm of Golden drones and ships surrounding the station, with a desperate rush and fight just to get aboard and into the Archetype.

      But the Forge hung majestically against the restless, swirling backdrop of the gas giant, and that was it. Silent, implacable, and solid, there was the Forge, waiting faithfully for their return.

      He eased out a breath with relief. “Well, looks like all hell hasn’t broken loose quite yet.”

      Viktor, studying the scanner, nodded. “I’m sensing nothing except the Forge itself. Mind you, we couldn’t detect some of the Forge’s missiles, remember. We should assume the Golden are able to stealth things up the same way.”

      “Good point,” Dash said. “Custodian?”

      “I am here.” Because he’d said the name out loud, the smooth, baritone voice of Custodian emerged from the comm, rather that inside Dash’s head through the Meld.

      “Any sign of the Golden yet?”

      “None. Your ship is the first to have arrived in the system since you left.”

      “That’s good,” Leira said, tapping in a slight adjustment to their course, “but I can’t help thinking about those Fangrats again.” She glanced at Dash. “It’s just too damned quiet.”

      “So that is the Forge you have mentioned?” Kai said, craning his neck, trying to see around Amy and Conover, both of whom were jammed into the back of the cockpit. “It is—magnificent, I’m afraid, falls far short of what I want to say, but it’s all I can think of.”

      “Agreed,” Dash replied. “Behold the Forge, in all its alien glory.”

      “It looks as big as a planet.”

      “Actually, a moon. That’s how the Unseen kept it hidden, in fact. Inside a moon.”

      “How did they do this?”

      Dash shook his head. “Sorry, no time to tell all our war stories, Kai. That’ll have to wait. Right now, we have to start thinking about—”

      But the Custodian interrupted Dash, in turn. “The situation has changed. Another object has entered real space and is now accelerating toward the Forge at alien velocities.”

      Dash glanced at Viktor, who nodded. “We’re not getting very good resolution, but there’s something inbound.” He gave Dash a worried look. “Something big.”

      Dash shifted his attention back to the Custodian. “Any idea what it is?”

      It was Sentinel who answered. “It is called the Harbinger. The Creators became aware of its existence but had never actually encountered it by the time the last conflict ended.”

      “Is this the Enemy?” Kai asked.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

      “Can we see it?” Conover asked. “See some data on it, so we can maybe start developing a strategy to deal with it?”

      The scanner lit up with a data-stream from the Forge.

      For a long moment there was silence, as everyone just stared. Amy finally broke it.

      “Okay. That’s really something.”

      A bit of an understatement, Dash thought, but he understood. The Harbinger challenged their senses in the same way the Forge did.

      The image showed a mech—smaller than the Archetype, more slender and delicate-looking, but still radiating a sense of power and menace. As they watched, it abruptly twisted and shimmered, then faded from view.

      “What happened to it?” Leira asked.

      “It appears to be able to distort space around it,” Sentinel said. “Likely by translating partly into the Dark Between.”

      Dash squeezed the edge of the scanner console. “Shit. Can we still track it?”

      “I am able to maintain a general sense of its location, based on the gravitational distortion it leaves in real space.”

      “Kind of like your Fade,” Viktor said, referring to the Slipwing’s ability to do something similar, but nowhere near as efficiently.

      Dash nodded, then asked, “Okay, so how long do we have until it reaches the Forge?”

      “I would estimate between one and two hours,” Custodian replied.

      Leira looked up from the helm controls, her expression tight. “It’s going to take us at least that long to reach the Forge.”

      Dash looked at the nav, his mind racing. Leira was right. Unlike the tech of Unseen and the Golden, the Slipwing couldn’t readily dodge the simple facts of physics. They could accelerate as much as they wanted, but they had to decelerate just as much to be able to get aboard the Forge and not just go racing past it. And they had to do it with enough time to get the power cores installed, and the Archetype launched, before the Harbinger arrived.

      Worse, the Slipwing only had so much fuel to burn as she sped up, then slowed down again, which meant Leira’s estimate was the best possible time they could make. What they needed was a way to rev the Slipwing up to a much higher speed, then figure out some way to slow her back down again, with the fuel they had.

      While the others frantically shot suggestions back and forth, Dash pored over the system chart depicted on the nav. If only there was a way to slow down without burning fuel.

      Wait.

      He pushed in beside Leira. “I have an idea.” Leaning past her, he tapped away at the nav, devising a new course for the Slipwing. When Leira saw it, she turned and gave him a horrified stare.

      “Are you insane?”

      “Maybe,” Dash said. “But maybe insane is all that’s going to work.”
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      “I can’t believe that we’re going to do this again,” Conover said.

      There were a few nods, but tense silence enveloped the cockpit. The gas giant now filled the field of view, the misty veil of its upper atmosphere a blur beneath the Slipwing. Dash had finally cut the fusion drive, and now the ship plunged toward the first wisps of cloud at a speed that almost made his eyes water. He touched the helm controls, gently nudging them through minute course adjustments, some of which came from the nav as it refined its calculations—and some of which just came from Dash’s gut.

      “We should be contacting the atmosphere in about thirty seconds,” Leira said from the co-pilot’s station. She’d handed the Slipwing back over to Dash at his insistence, because this insanity was his idea, so it was his to make work.

      “Just to be clear, you have actually done this before, right?” Amy said.

      “I’ve done aerobraking before, sure,” Dash said. “Never quite this fast, though.” He studiously avoided Amy’s gaze.

      The concept was simple. The easy way to get to the Forge was to burn hard, accelerating as much as possible until they were halfway, then flip around and burn just as hard to slow back down. But they didn’t have the time for the easy way. So, instead, Dash would burn the drive even harder, and for longer, getting the ship up to a ferocious speed. He’d then ease her into the upper reaches of the gas giant’s atmosphere and let friction with the tenuous gases bleed away her velocity, until she matched the orbital characteristics of the Forge.

      It was the difference between reaching the Forge before the Golden Harbinger got within what Sentinel estimated was its probable threat range, or having to actually run the terrifying gauntlet of the far superior alien mech while just trying to get aboard the station. As a bonus, it would only expend about half of the Slipwing’s remaining fuel.

      But there was always a price. All that kinetic energy had to go somewhere. So even though the ship would only brush through the atmosphere’s uppermost fringe, the friction would still turn the Slipwing into a howling inferno as the drag slowed her down. Her shields, which would take the brunt of the searing heat, would be her only protection from being incinerated.

      Hopefully, it would be enough.

      “Ten seconds,” Leira said. As soon as she did, a tremor rattled the ship. Dash glanced at her and she shrugged. “Or thereabouts. It’s hard to predict when—”

      Another tremor, more violent, cut her off.

      And then the panoramic expanse of the gas giant vanished, lost behind a brightening curtain of glowing plasma.

      “We’re in,” Viktor called from the station behind Dash. “The hull temperature’s already six hundred Celsius, and it’s going up fast.”

      “You really don’t want to exceed fourteen hundred or so, Dash,” Amy said.

      “It’s going to be just fine,” Dash said, his eyes locked on the helm. “But I hear you. No more than sixteen hundred.”

      “Fourteen hundred! I said fourteen hundred!”

      “Yes, Amy, I know.” Dash gave the ship’s trajectory a nudge with a thruster. “Just a little levity to break the tension.”

      “It didn’t work,” Conover said, his voice tight, as a heavy shudder pummeled the ship.

      “Atmospheric density varies some,” Leira said. “In fact, there’s another thick patch coming.”

      The Slipwing rocked and trembled. “Sorry,” Leira said. “We’re still moving so fast we’re right on top of these things. Hang on!”

      Dash instinctively glanced up, even though the forward view showed nothing but a fierce, scintillating glow. The Slipwing lurched hard, her parts groaning under the stress.

      “Twelve hundred degrees, Dash,” Viktor called out. A continuous rush and rumble now vibrated the ship, the hypersonic roar of her searing passage through the atmosphere. Dash could only imagine what they looked like from the outside—a hot ball of flame trailing incandescent plasma and bright fragments of ablative armor. But he forced his concentration back on the helm. Even an instant of distraction now could be fatal.

      “Fourteen hundred, Dash!” Viktor shouted over the now thunderous roar. “If our speed doesn’t start coming down we’re going to have issues.”

      Dash nodded. “I know.”

      He felt Leira looking at him. She was about to say something, some warning or other. He glanced at her. “I said I know.”

      “Fifteen hundred, Dash!”

      Amy’s voice was almost lost in the shuddering racket. “Dash, we can’t do this much longer. You’re going to have to kick us back into space!”

      “Just a few seconds longer.”

      “Dash!”

      “Almost there.”

      There was a heavy bang, and the ship wrenched to the right. Dash countered, thrusting her back to the left.

      “Dash,” Viktor called. “Almost sixteen hundred!”

      Dash shouted, “Everyone hang on!”

      He slammed his fingers down onto the thrusters, flipping the Slipwing end over end. For an instant, the full breadth of her hull took the colossal blast of her own passage. The inertial dampers fought to counter the huge surge in deceleration, but they were still smashed down into their seats. Something else went bang. A smell of burning insulation filled the cockpit. There was a shout of agony, and one of primal fear, then a bellow of challenging anger.

      And then the Slipwing had reversed, speeding backward along her trajectory. Dash lit the fusion drive, adding its power to the atmospheric drag. He watched the instruments, gritted his teeth, and prayed—actually prayed—that his ship would hold together just a few seconds longer.

      Now.

      He flipped the ship over again. This time, the result was far less dramatic. The fusion drive lifted her out of the atmosphere. The fierce glow flickered—fading, dying, revealing stars.

      Dash killed the drive.

      Silence returned as the Slipwing glided back into vacuum. Just ahead, the Forge loomed, motionless against the stars.

      “Okay,” Viktor said, sounding as though he’d just done wind sprints. “The hull’s starting to cool down.”

      Leira looked at Dash. “We’ve almost exactly matched the orbital track and velocity of the Forge. We should be aboard in ten minutes or so.” She shook her head. “That was amazing, Dash. Ridiculous, insane, beyond stupid, even, but pretty amazing.”

      Amy nodded, her face split by the biggest grin yet. “Not just amazing, that was awesome!”

      Dash leaned back and let Leira take over. He felt like he’d just done wind sprints, too.

      “Do you want the damage and systems outages alphabetically, or going bow to stern?” Viktor asked. “It’s a long list, either way.”

      “At least ship-becomes-flaming-wreckage isn’t on it,” Leira said. “Though not for want of trying.”

      Dash levered himself out of the seat. “Yeah, well, compared to what’s coming, I can’t help thinking that was the easy part.” His voice trailed off as he looked at Conover. The kid sat rigid, his face utterly blank. Dash frowned, wondering if something had happened involving his eyes, that he’d seen something that blasted him into a near coma—the way the Lens had when he first tried to examine it.

      “Conover?” He grabbed the boy’s shoulder. “Conover! Can you hear me?”

      The kid slowly turned his head and blinked.

      “Sorry, I just need a minute,” he said. “My life hasn’t quite stopped passing before my eyes yet.”
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      Dash winced as he raced down the Slipwing’s ramp. She still radiated a searing heat; a few spots on her scorched and pitted armor still glowed cherry red. There hadn’t been time to let her cool down fully, though. They literally only had minutes before the Harbinger might start shooting at them.

      “Okay, I’m going to install the level one core in the Archetype,” Dash called out. “He looked back at the rest of them hurrying down the ramp and into the Forge’s docking bay. “You guys get that level two installed here. See if Kai and the rest of the monks can help.”

      “Dash, why not install the level two in the Archetype instead?” Leira said. “Power it up enough that it can defend the station?”

      Dash slowed. That might not be a bad idea.

      “If you do that,” Sentinel said, “then the level two core will attune itself to the Archetype. It will no longer be possible to install it in the Forge.”

      Dash stopped. “Well, damn. Okay.” He looked back at Leira. “Good idea, but Sentinel says we shouldn’t do that. I’m going to trust her on this. You guys just get that level two installed as fast as you can.”

      He meant to say more but saw Kai and the monks standing, motionless, mouths agape. A few were taking in the Forge. Most, though, stared in awe at the looming bulk of the Archetype.

      Kai shook his head. “I have no words.”

      “Yeah, I know, all of this is blowing your minds. But we really need to stay focused, guys. Feel free to gape and wonder and all that when we’re all done not dying. Being alive adds to the enjoyment. Trust me.”

      Kai looked at Dash and nodded quickly. “Yes. Of course. We’ll help your friends here, any way we can.”

      As Viktor gathered the rest of them to get the level two core installed, Dash turned and hurried on to the Archetype. There was another empty power-core slot behind the cradle in its cockpit; he shoved the level one core into it, nodding with satisfaction as its energy surged through the mech. He turned, clambered into the cradle, and readied the Archetype to launch.

      “How long until that Harbinger is in range?”

      “Five minutes,” Sentinel replied. “With a margin of error.”

      “Of how much?”

      “Five minutes.”

      “Great.” He eased the Archetype forward, pushing it out through the docking bay’s force field and into open space. “Let me ask you this—and be honest now. Is the Archetype really up to this fight?”

      “Yes,” Sentinel said.

      “As in, we can win this?”

      “I estimate a fifty percent probability.”

      “Fifty—hang on, that’s not really being up to it, is it?”

      “It is better than less than fifty percent.”

      Dash tilted his head to one side, feeling the bones of his neck crack in a satisfying cascade. “You got me there.”

      “The new power core does improve the odds greatly. It has also activated a new weapon system.”

      “It has?” Dash eagerly turned his attention to it, hoping it was something truly powerful and deadly.

      It was a sword.

      “What the hell? A sword? A freakin’ sword?”

      “Yes. A sword,” Sentinel said.

      “Is that some sort of Unseen joke?”

      “Although I doubt that humor was the intent, I have no insight into the Creators’ motivations. I can only report that you now have access to a sword, and it is rather sharp, in the sense that it can cut everything except the fabric of space.”

      Dash whistled. “Okay, that’s sharp. But all I know about swords is that they’re glorified knives, and—wait, this one has to be charged? It’s a powered sword?”

      “It is.”

      “So it’s pretty much useless without juice. I don’t like weapon limitations.”

      “That would depend on the circumstances. Admittedly, though, its use does seem situational,” Sentinel said.

      “No shit.”

      “Also, we are not alone.”

      Dash flicked his attention back to the Archetype’s heads-up display. He could see the rough fix of the still-hidden Harbinger and expected to see another threat—maybe more of those nasty little Golden drones. Instead, he saw the Slipwing racing up behind him.

      “Leira? Is that you?”

      “Yup.”

      “What the hell? I told you guys to get that core installed in the Forge!”

      “I think between Viktor, Amy, Conover, and our monk friends, they’ve got that covered. I figured I could be more useful out here.”

      “The Archetype’s barely up to this fight, Leira. The Slipwing isn’t at all.”

      “I can still be a distraction.”

      “There’s being a distraction, and then there’s what amounts to suicide. This is crazy."

      “Says the guy who just pulled some of the most insane maneuvers in the history of spaceflight.”

      He opened his mouth to keep protesting, to convince her to just return to the relative safety of the Forge—but didn’t. It would actually be nice to have some help. And if anyone could offer it, without becoming a burden instead, it was Leira.

      “Fine,” he said. “Just don’t break my ship, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Leira replied, “but no promises.”

      “Guess that’ll have to do.”
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      Conover simply couldn’t get the memory of shooting the Clan Shirna agent—literally blowing his head off—out of his mind. It stuck there, like an image burned into an ancient cathode ray display, an outline of violence that simply wouldn’t fade. Even in the midst of the frantic urgency surrounding the Harbinger’s approach, Conover’s mind was overcome by the drumbeat of his own disgust. Murderer.

      How did they do it? People like Dash and Leira. Or did they? Did they have images like that permanently burned into their minds, too?

      “Conover, we have to get this core installed,” Amy said. “Let’s go!”

      He blinked and turned, momentarily confused. Oh—he’d been just standing there, staring at the exit to the docking bay, where first Dash and the Archetype, and then Leira and the Slipwing, had just raced off to do battle.

      He shook himself out the morose reverie, his vision clearing. “Yeah. Right. I’m coming.”

      Viktor and the monks were already halfway across the bay. Conover joined Amy, hurrying along after them in loping strides.

      “It sticks with you, doesn’t it?” Amy said, as they rushed out of the bay and into the warren of corridors leading deeper into the Forge.

      “What does?”

      “What happened back there, at Shylock. When you shot that Clan Shirna guy.”

      Conover looked at her. “How did you know?”

      “I recognize the look,” she said. “I saw it in the mirror for quite a while after the first time I killed someone.”

      “Oh.” After a few paces, Conover asked, “How many people have you, you know, killed?”

      “Just the one. That first was also my last.”

      “What happened?”

      “Long story. I’ll tell it another time. Let’s just say it was her or me, though.”

      “Oh.” After another few paces, he asked, “How did you get past it?”

      “What makes you think I did?”

      “You always seem so happy.”

      “I am happy. Now, don’t get me wrong. I didn’t enjoy doing what I had to do. But that’s the thing, it had to be done.” She shrugged as they hurried along. “I just made it part of who I am, I guess. I just have to hope that the rest of me makes up for it.”

      “Well, I think it does,” Conover said, then stopped himself from wincing. He had a knack for saying clunky things around her. It was like a second gift.

      But she just gave him a warm smile. “Thanks. I think the same about you.”

      “Oh. Really?”

      “Sure,” she said, her smile becoming a grin. “I like Dash—I mean, who couldn’t like Dash, right? But I prefer the quieter, more cerebral types.”

      “Is that what I am?”

      “You sure as hell ain’t Dash.”

      They hurried on, almost jogging now. Conover’s breath started to labor—he really was in bad shape, something he was going to have change—but Amy’s words kept him moving forward. Interest in a woman could have that effect on nearly anyone, even a young engineer.
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      His mood flagged when they got to the engine room and found themselves confronting a set of sealed doors and Custodian.

      “What do you mean we can’t have access?” Viktor asked.

      “Only the Messenger is allowed access to the engine room,” Custodian replied.

      “The Messenger,” Conover said, still catching his breath, “is off fighting…the Golden.”

      “Yeah, he’s kind of busy, in case you hadn’t noticed,” Amy said.

      “I am aware of the Messenger’s disposition.”

      The monks stood nearby, watching them argue with a disembodied voice in bemused wonder. “Who is that?” Kai asked.

      “It’s Custodian,” Conover replied. “It’s kind of like you, actually. Just like you and your Order watched over the core—the Orb—and the rest of the Unseen complex on Shylock, it has overseen this place.”

      “And right now, it’s being a pain in the ass,” Amy said.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Viktor snapped, hefting the level two core and brandishing it toward the sealed doors to the engine room. “We need to install this so you can protect this place—and, I might add, yourself as well.”

      “The Creators only allowed for entry by the Messenger.”

      “You keep calling this Custodian it,” Kai said. “I gather that means it’s a machine?”

      “It is,” Conover said. “And a very stubborn one.”

      “A very stubborn one that makes no damned sense,” Viktor said. “Obviously, if Dash—the Messenger—is off fighting the Golden, he can’t also be here to install this core.”

      “I agree,” Kai said. “However, if it really is a machine, then it was presumably programmed to conform to certain behaviors. I doubt that arguing with it is going to be very fruitful.”

      “You would think that an artificial intelligence developed by Unseen would have the emphasis on the intelligence part.” Amy balled her fists. “This one sure doesn’t seem to. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Maybe that’s the key,” Conover said. “Maybe we can figure out some logical argument it can’t refute.”

      “Or, you could just try contacting the Messenger and getting him to give his permission,” Kai said. “Just a thought, anyway.”

      Conover looked at the monk. What he said was true. And much simpler.

      It was the downside of his eye implants, he thought, and not for the first time. Being able to see so much complexity, especially when it came to tech, sometimes made it hard to see the simple answers, even when they were right there.

      Conover touched his comm. “Dash? Are you there?”

      Nothing. Amy shook her head. “Your personal comm won’t have the power to reach him. You have to relay through something, and the Slipwing is gone.”

      “I know. I just assumed Custodian would do it.”

      “Relaying messages to the Messenger is not within my scope.” Custodian replied.

      “No!” Conover snapped before exhaling with an effort. “I mean, you can’t have it both ways. You say you won’t give us access to anything without the Messenger. But when we try to contact him, you won’t do that, either.” Conover glared at the doors—since there was nowhere else to glare. “But that makes no sense. The Forge was intended to fight the Golden. You’ve said so yourself. The Messenger is now off fighting the Golden. Logically, the Forge should support him as he does. But it can’t, at least not without this level two core installed. So installing this level two core conforms to the basic purpose of the Forge. That means the Messenger would want it done. So, you either let us get in there and install this stupid core, or you let us talk to the Messenger so he can tell you to do that. Any other course of action is illogical nonsense. And do you believe your Creators were illogical and nonsensical? Because if they were, remember, they made you.”

      Viktor, Kai, and the monks all nodded and looked impressed. Amy gave Conover a broad grin and clapped him on the shoulder. “Speaking of logical arguments that can’t be refuted. Well done, son.”

      Conover smiled—but the doors weren’t open yet.

      Custodian finally spoke. “Your argument is compelling. Perhaps strict adherence to protocols is potentially counterproductive.”

      Amy put her hands on her hips and scowled. “No shit!”

      A new voice sounded. It was Dash.

      “What’s up, guys? Custodian says you want to talk to me. You have that core installed yet?”

      “No,” Viktor said. “Custodian is being difficult.”

      “What? How?”

      “It says only the Messenger has access to the engine room,” Conover said. “Or, for that matter, pretty much the rest of the Forge—”

      Dash interrupted with a voice that was eerily calm. “Give them access,” Dash said. “Give it to all of them—access to everything. That includes the whole damned Forge. I’m only going to issue this order once. Is that clear?”

      “Understood,” Custodian said. “Full access is now available.”

      The doors to the engine room slid silently open.

      As they hurried in, Amy said, “That was way harder than it needed to be.”

      “Okay, guys,” Dash said, “get that core installed, like half an hour ago. We’re almost—”

      Silence.

      Conover stopped. “Dash?”

      “Can’t talk,” he snapped back.

      There was silence again.

      Conover tried again, but this time there was no answer.

      “Custodian,” Conover said, “what’s going on? What happened to Dash.”

      “The Messenger has engaged the Harbinger in battle.”

      There was a moment of quiet as Conover exchanged a grim look with Viktor and Amy. As he did, the image of that Clan Shirna agent’s head erupting into a shower of gore came rushing in again.

      He shook his head. If any of the things they’d done to get here, to this moment, were going to mean anything, they had to get the core installed.

      “Viktor, let’s do this,” he said, pointing at the three separate receptacles the Guardian had previously said were intended for level two cores.

      Viktor nodded then lifted the core and plugged it into the first receptacle. With his implants, Conover waited to see the massive surge of power that should result, energizing the Forge’s systems.

      But nothing happened.

      “Is it working? Amy asked.

      Viktor shrugged. “I don’t know. It should be.”

      “It’s not,” Conover said. “Custodian, what’s wrong? Why isn’t the core powering up?”

      “I cannot provide that information.”

      Now Conover’s fists balled themselves. “The Messenger just told you to give us full access.”

      “I am not withholding the information from you. I cannot provide it because I do not have it.”

      “You mean you don’t know?” Amy said.

      “I do not.”

      She looked from Viktor to Conover. “Any ideas?”

      “As far as I know, all Dash ever did was plug them in, and they worked on their own from there,” Viktor said.

      “Maybe the Messenger has to be the one to actually install it,” Conover said. A pall of bleak despair started to fall on him.

      “Then we’re screwed,” Amy said, finishing his thought.

      “Perhaps not.”

      They turned to Kai, who, along with the other monks, had been staring around at the engine room, practically gaping in wonder. He was pointing at the one of the many polyhedral shapes, apparently different types of devices, scattered throughout the place. A series of symbols flickered and flitted across the surface of this particular one, a glassy tetrahedron. “This is saying something about a reset sequence, I believe.”

      “A restart sequence, actually,” one of the other monks said, peering over Kai’s shoulder.

      Kai nodded. “Wiles here was always better with the Unseen translations than I was.”

      “That’s right,” Conover said. “The monks can read the Unseen language.” He turned to Kai, desperate hope shoving aside the gnawing sense of failure, at least for the moment. “Can you figure out what we need to do to get this core working?”

      “We can try,” Kai said. “It will take a few moments, though.”

      Conover thought about Dash, who was now locked in battle with an alien mech, the outcome of which might very well determine the fate of all sentient life. “It’s not like we have any choice. Do it!”

      The monks scattered, examining and immediately discussing what the various displays around the engine room were saying. For the time being, it left Viktor, Amy, and Conover with nothing to do.

      Except worry.
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      Dash narrowed his eyes at the Archetype’s display. The Harbinger remained a fuzzy splotch—as Sentinel explained, it was really an area of varying probability regarding the Golden mech’s actual location, based on the minuscule gravitational distortion it left in real space. Leira couldn’t detect it at all, which meant it might be similar to the Slipwing’s Fade system, but—not surprisingly—far more sophisticated. The only way to make the Fade leave a footprint that small in real space would be to continuously expend colossal amounts of energy, far more than any known tech could produce. But this wasn’t any known tech. It underscored the fact that, when it came to the Golden, even the most kick-ass Unseen tech was, at best, on par.

      “So it seems to me that we should be pretty well inside what you think the maximum range of that thing’s weapons are, right?” Dash said.

      “That is correct,” Sentinel replied.

      “But it’s not shooting at us. Any idea why?”

      “I do not know the enemy’s motives. Perhaps the Harbinger remains in its current state in order to get closer to the Forge, that being its priority target.”

      “Could be, I suppose. But that’s risky. It could find itself facing us and the Forge, assuming Viktor and the others get that core installed in time.”

      “Again, I do not know.”

      Dash frowned at the abrupt silence. He hated it when these AIs did that, and he braced himself for something terrible.

      But Sentinel said, “The Harbinger is transmitting a data stream. It is omnidirectional, suggesting it is either meant for a receiver whose location isn’t certain, or for multiple receivers in different locations.”

      “That means we can receive it, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So maybe it wants to talk. Leira, are you getting any of this?”

      “Actually, I am,” she said. “Or at least I’m intercepting a transmission from that thing, but the comm can’t resolve it into anything but static.”

      “Sentinel, how about you? Can you get anything meaningful out of it?”

      In answer, a cacophony of squeals, chirps, hisses, growls, and a slurry of other noises slammed into Dash’s ears. He winced, listened for a few seconds, then called for Sentinel to shut it off.

      “Sentinel, what the hell was that?”

      “That is the Harbinger’s data stream.”

      “Holy crap. Is it malfunctioning or something?

      “No. That is the language of the Golden.”

      “Really. Sounds more like a computer in its death throes. What’s it saying?”

      “I do not have the means of translating their language. Or, at least, that capability has not yet been unlocked.”

      “Great. So maybe it’s trying to talk to us and we can’t understand it.”

      “Now wouldn’t that suck?” Leira said. “Here this thing has come to offer peace, call off the war, but we can’t translate it, so the war goes on anyway.”

      Dash paused, thinking. “Is that possible?” He felt a dim flicker of hope. “Could the Golden be willing to negotiate?”

      “Based on historical records regarding the Golden,” Sentinel replied, “the probability of that, while not actually zero, is extremely close to it.”

      “You could have just said no.”

      “That would not be true, though. I cannot say the probability actually is zero—”

      “Fine, I get it. So what other reason could it have for transmitting a bunch of…whatever it’s saying to anyone listening?”

      “Dash, maybe it’s sending a signal out to other Golden forces,” Leira said. “If there’s a bunch of them, in different places, then it would make it omnidirectional, right?”

      That glimmer of hope dimmed. “Yeah.” He picked up the bleak thread of Leira’s reasoning. “And those forces might include Clan Shirna, and any other agents they might have around the arm.”

      “So anyone we meet after this could be an enemy—”

      An incoming transmission from the Forge cut Leira off. Custodian was saying that Viktor and the others wanted to speak to Dash.

      “What’s up, guys?” he asked. “Custodian says you want to talk to me. You have that core installed yet?”

      “No,” Viktor replied. “Custodian is being difficult.”

      As they thrashed that out, and Dash ordered Custodian to of course give full access to the others—seriously, sometimes these super-intelligent AIs could be idiots—he kept a wary eye on the Harbinger. That was why, when it abruptly popped back into real space, it didn’t take him completely by surprise.

      Conover said, “Dash?”

      “Can’t talk,” he snapped back.

      Everything turned a searing, incandescent white.
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      The blast of raw energy that engulfed the Archetype would have mostly vaporized the Slipwing. As it was, it ripped away the Archetype’s shielding, searing the armor with its residual effect. Dash shook his head and blinked hard, trying to clear away the purple splotches that filled his vision.

      “Where is it?”

      “Closing quickly,” Sentinel said. “Its energy output is diminished, however. Firing that weapon apparently depleted them.”

      “For how long?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Dash,” Leira called out, “are you okay? That looked like a bloody supernova going off!”

      “Shaken up, but still in one piece. Leira, look—I appreciate your trying to help, but this really isn’t your fight—”

      “Sorry, what was that? Must be bad comms.”

      “Leira!”

      “Dash, let me do my thing. You stay alive!”

      Dash loosed a pair of missiles at the Harbinger, having them swing wide and converge from two different directions. At the same time, he readied the dark-lance. “Leira, if you get caught by even one hit like that—”

      “Then I won’t let that happen, right?” He saw the Slipwing peel away, giving the Harbinger a wide berth. “I see what you’re doing with those missiles. You’re trying to give it too many targets. I’m going to stay at a distance and just poke at it. Any distraction can only help, right?”

      Dash wanted to argue and force her to withdraw, but he instinctively knew they needed the extra targets to clog the Harbinger’s defenses. Instead, he resolved to have a quiet word about the command chain—either before or after hugging her, he wasn’t sure which—and just said, “Fine. Just stay as far back as you can.”

      “Copy that.”

      He fired the dark-lance.

      The ghostly beam flashed out, striking the Harbinger. Dash had seen this beam rip Clan Shirna ships apart at the quantum level; it had even proven deadly against the Golden drones that had attacked the Forge. When it slammed into the Harbinger, though, it just spalled a few glowing fragments from it.

      “That was disappointing,” Dash growled.

      Still, the hit seemed to shake the Harbinger momentarily, letting his two missiles track dangerously close. Only at the last instant did quick, brief pulses of energy, some sort of point-defense system, flash out and destroy them.

      “Firing missiles now, Dash,” Leira said.

      Two projectiles zoomed away from the Slipwing. Leira fired the particle cannons, too, but at extreme range, against the Harbinger, she might as well have been spitting at it.

      Recovering, the Harbinger resumed racing in, closing on the Archetype. It swatted away one of Leira’s missiles with its point-defense, but contemptuously ignored the other, just letting it detonate against its back. Dash couldn’t discern any effect from it at all.

      It didn’t matter. They would continue to pummel the alien with everything in their arsenal. He fired the dark-lance again, and again, as the Harbinger closed. Two more hits—minimal damage. Still it closed. Dash frowned. “What the hell is it up to?”

      “Unknown,” Sentinel said. “It seems determined to engage in a close battle.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      Dash fired the dark-lance again—two more missiles, one of which managed to bypass its point defense and detonate against it, blasting a chunk out of one its legs in a glowing spray of liquified metal. Another pair of the Slipwing’s missiles likewise exploded against it, but it shrugged off the blasts and doggedly just kept coming.

      The Harbinger closed the remaining distance. Dash blasted it twice more with the dark-lance, and then it was on him.

      Time to dance.

      He’d actually expected this to be relatively easy. The Archetype was much larger and bulkier than the slender Harbinger, and Dash knew from many barroom brawls that big and bulky usually overcame small and quick—especially if the big guy landed the first shot. Maybe the Golden mech was on a suicide run, like the drone that had managed to sneak aboard the Forge. If it blew up, basically right on top of the Archetype, the damage might be catastrophic.

      Oh. Bells rang in his head as the pieces fell in place.

      Dash flung himself backward at the thought, desperately trying to keep his distance from the Harbinger. Unfortunately, this was where small and fast trumped big and bulky. The Harbinger closed right, grappling the Archetype. Dash kick and punched, getting in a solid hit that slammed into the Golden mech’s shoulder, spinning it through a half-turn. A metallic shock crashed through Dash’s arm, as the bizarre stuff of the two mechs collided. But Dash wasn’t about to relent.

      White light.

      For a while, Dash just floated, adrift in an ocean of light. He saw nothing else, heard nothing, felt nothing. Dimly, he wondered if he’d somehow been shoved back into the Dark Between. But, no. This wasn’t like that at all. Things were resolving around him, slowly coming back into focus.

      He was still aboard the Archetype, hanging limp in the cradle. Now he did hear something—someone shouting, urgently, even frantically. He tried to make out the words, but they were just gibberish, a string of nonsense. Terse, tense nonsense—but nonsense, nonetheless.

      More of his surroundings resolved. For some reason, the starfield wasn’t right. It was a whirl of smeared streaks, instead of discrete points of light. Something big and bright flashed across his field of view, and then something even bigger and brighter. Right. It was the gas giant around which the Forge orbited, and the star it orbited in turn.

      Reality came crashing back. Dash groaned, fighting to concentrate. “What…happened?”

      “The Harbinger activated a weapon in its torso,” Sentinel said. She sounded muffled and distant. “It fired it, an especially powerful plasma discharge, at effectively point-blank range.”

      “That’s its…big gun. Chest-cannon of some sort.”

      “So it would appear.”

      Dash looked at the starfield. Clearly, the Archetype was spinning out of control. He slowed its rotation, bringing it back into a steady orientation.

      Or tried to, but nothing happened. The stars just kept spinning.

      “What’s wrong? How come I can’t get this thing back under control?”

      “Altitude controls are offline.”

      Nothing in the Meld told him that. In fact, nothing in the Meld told him much of anything about the Archetype, so it must be screwed up, too.

      “How much damage did we take?”

      “A great deal. I have prioritized life-support and situational awareness. Most other systems are offline.”

      “Dammit. Weapons?”

      “All offline.”

      “Propulsion? Can we get back to the Forge, get some repairs done?”

      “Propulsion is offline.”

      Okay. This was bad. Very bad. The Archetype had been entirely gimped. Dash wasn’t even sure where the Harbinger was. It might be lining up another shot, which would probably be all it needed.

      Fifty-fifty chance, huh? Well, if he and Sentinel couldn’t get the Archetype working again, and do it pretty much now, then this would just be another last throw that Dash had lost.

      “Dash! Damnit, Dash, answer me!”

      “I’m here, Leira. More or less, anyway.”

      After a moment, Leira said, “Dash…damn it, do not get yourself killed on me.”

      “Trying not to. Anyway, I’m okay. Just out of the fight for a bit, ‘til we get this thing fixed. I’m alive, just banged up. Gimme a sec.”

      “Okay. Okay. Well, as soon as you can, please.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “That…thing. The Harbinger. I hit it with all the missiles I could to try to get it off your back. Looks like I succeeded. It’s after me now, closing fast.” Dash could hear the fear tightening her voice, but she fought to keep her tone as flat and analytical as she could. “So, yeah, if you get a chance, a little help would be nice.”

      Dash closed his eyes.

      He thought things had been bad before.

      Now, they were much, much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I hate to rush you, Kai,” Conover said, “but the sooner we can figure out what else we need to do—”

      “I understand,” the monk said, poring over a display. “We’re doing this as fast as we are able.” He glanced up. “I would hate to mistranslate something and inadvertently blow this place up. That would be awkward, not to mention embarrassing. We’ve a scholarly reputation to protect.” He managed a tight grin despite the tension.

      “Yeah, that’s not likely,” Amy said in her engineering-nerd voice. “People think it’s way too easy to make complex systems go boom. Who would even design a system that temperamental?”

      “Nonetheless, I think that we must balance speed and accuracy, yes?” Kai said, putting his attention back on the display.

      Conover nodded and looked around the engine room at the rest of the monks. They had spread themselves out, examining the various displays and puzzling out the information each was portraying. They’d quickly been able to eliminate about half of them as being either obviously incidental, or entirely irrelevant. That left them with the other half to scrutinize and try to more fully translate.

      “Custodian,” Conover said, “you still have no idea why that core won’t power up?”

      “I do not. I can register its placement in the receptacle intended for it, but I am otherwise sensing no response from it.”

      Conover looked at the core. Viktor had tried removing it and reseating it, and even trying it in the other two receptacles, in case the first one they’d tried was defective. None of his efforts had changed things, though. The core remained dark and inert, its surface cool and lifeless as a rocky moon. Conover had even tried looking at it, to see if he could suss out something they were missing.

      The fantastic, mind-bending complexity of it and the systems around it had leapt into stark clarity—fortunately, he’d figured out how to not let that knock him comatose, like it had the first time he tried it, with the Lens—but it revealed nothing useful to him. Any one of a multitude of components may have failed or myriad parameters might be off, but with nothing to use as a baseline reference, he had no way of knowing which, if any, had gone wrong.

      As for the core itself, it offered up nothing more telling, aside from a vague sense that it incorporated power on some scale he couldn’t even begin to comprehend. It was like looking at a distant star, he thought. It might look like a tiny point of light, but in reality it was a colossal, ongoing nuclear fusion explosion.

      “Maybe the core itself is defective,” he said, looking at Conover.

      “I was just thinking that. But if it is, I can’t tell.”

      “Well, hopefully our friends here can,” Viktor said, standing. He nodded toward the monks.

      “Then Dash better be able to win this fight on his own,” Conover replied. He was unable to keep a despairing note out of his voice, which he hated. Even in the worst, most difficult moments, the rest of them seemed to be nothing but calm and professional.

      “Uh, guys?” Amy said, stepping close to him and Viktor. “I was just thinking. If Dash doesn’t win this fight, and we can’t get the Forge powered up…” She took a breath. “What then? We’ve got no ship to get away from here.”

      Viktor shrugged. “I think the answer to that is pretty evident.”

      “Wow, fatalistic much?” Conover said, sounding very much like a teenager. Which he was, but just then, his sour tone hung in the air, unwelcome.

      Viktor shrugged again. “The facts are the facts. We chose to come back here instead of going to find more cores so Dash could power up the Archetype.”

      “Which you thought was a mistake,” Conover said.

      “I did,” Viktor replied. “I was afraid we were trying to do too much at once, which meant risking doing none of it well enough to make it matter. But this is what we settled on. So now we have to try to make this work, don’t we?”

      Conover nodded, but the worry tightening his gut ratcheted up another notch. When he’d left Penumbra aboard the Slipwing, ostensibly just a passenger, even a tourist—really, though, just as a way of getting him out of his aunt’s hair—he’d only known the Unseen as a vague legend. Finding out they were not only real, but still existed had been stunning, but also amazing. Seeing their tech up close had been even more amazing and profoundly exciting. But then they’d found themselves in the crosshairs of Clan Shirna, then they’d learned about the Golden, who wanted to kill everyone, everywhere, and they’d almost died in the crushing terror of a massive gas giant. Now, Conover faced death again—and, on top of it all, he’d killed a man.

      It wasn’t exciting and amazing any more. It was just relentless frustration and the very real possibility of dying in space.

      “Here,” Kai called out, pointing at a display. Another monk pored over the flickering symbols, tapping something into a data-pad as he did. “We might have the answer, or at least part of it.”

      Grabbing onto the lifeline of hope Kai had just thrown, Conover and the others hurried over to the display, even though it wasn’t any more comprehensible to them now than it ever had been.

      “What have you got?” Conover asked.

      “This seems to be giving the status of various systems aboard the station,” Kai said. He pointed at a line of symbols. “This is the interesting one.”

      The symbols looked no different than the rest to Conover, but he nodded anyway. “Why? What makes it so interesting?”

      “And please don’t say it’s because something has gone terribly wrong and there’s no way to fix it,” Amy added.

      “It seems that, even though the Orb is actually installed here, the systems it is intended to power are located elsewhere.”

      Viktor frowned. “We probably could have just assumed that.”

      “Yeah, I hate to be the negative one, but that’s not really very interesting at all,” Amy said.

      But Conover raised a hand. “I don’t think Kai brought this to our attention just to tell us that.” He looked at the monk. “You didn’t, did you?”

      “Of course not. Whatever these systems are—”

      “Weapons, apparently,” Viktor said.

      “And some sort of cloaking field,” Conover added.

      Kai nodded. “Right. Those systems are apparently in some sort of…” He paused, looking at the other monk and indicating several particular symbols. “Does that say alternate, or does it say storage? I still have trouble telling these characters apart when they’re modified by a subordinate clause.”

      “Can we just focus on what it’s saying, please?” Amy said. “And more to the point, what we can we do about it?”

      “I think it means standby, or backup,” the other monk said.

      Conover nodded. “Either makes sense. So those systems are in standby mode. The question is, how do we make them active?”

      “Does it say anything about that?” Viktor asked.

      “In a way it does,” Kai replied. “It seems that the problem is some sort of interruption between them and the Orb that is preventing power from flowing from one to the other.”

      Conover frowned. “Interruption? What sort of interruption?”

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t know. That may be explained somewhere in here.” Kai gestured at the various displays around them. “Unfortunately, translating it all will take time.”

      “Even then, there’s still a great deal of it we can’t translate,” the other monk said.

      “If Dash were here, he could probably solve this in no time,” Amy said.

      “Unfortunately, he isn’t here,” Viktor replied. “So we’re stuck doing this on our own.”

      “Custodian,” Conover said, “is there anything more you can tell us about this?”

      “I have little information to offer. If there is an interruption in the power distribution system of the Forge, I am unaware of it.”

      “Well, shit,” Amy said, leaning on the edge of the console and bowing her head.

      Okay, Conover thought, that just wasn’t right. He’d become used to Amy’s infectious good humor, so seeing her apparently giving in to despair galvanized him. Yes, they might be facing imminent death. There was no way he’d let Amy face it without that goofy, captivating grin on her face, though.

      So Conover crossed his arms and said, “Wait a second. You say you’re unaware of any interruption in power distribution. Does that mean there isn’t one?”

      “To the extent of my ability to detect one,” Custodian replied, “there is not.”

      Conover stared at a point on the floor as he chewed on Custodian’s words. These AIs, he’d come to realize, tended to be very literal. What they said was exactly what they meant.

      “To the extent of your ability to detect a power interruption,” he said. “Does that mean there may be interruptions, and you just can’t detect them?”

      “If I can’t detect them, then that would certainly follow.”

      “But aren’t you aware of any damage that occurs to this station?” Viktor asked, starting to pick up Conover’s line of thinking. “Isn’t that basically your purpose?”

      “It is one of my purposes, yes. To answer the question, though, I would generally be aware of any damage to the Forge, as well what repairs would be necessary.”

      “So, under what sort of circumstances would you not be able to detect something happening on the Forge?”

      “If such events or information were concealed from me.”

      “That’s it?” Conover asked. “That’s the only way? Or could there be damage so severe that you actually end up unaware of it?”

      “That is highly unlikely. The Creators ensured sufficient redundancies in the Forge’s essential functions that, short of effectively complete destruction of it, there is almost no possibility of my being unaware of such damage to it.”

      “Unless it was being deliberately concealed from you,” Conover said, speaking as much to himself as to Custodian.

      “As I said.”

      Amy gave Conover a keen look. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m not sure. It just seems strange that there could be a fault somewhere but Custodian somehow doesn’t know about it.”

      “This station is astounding in its sophistication,” Kai said, “but it is also profoundly old. Perhaps it is simply a malfunction. We found several systems in the Unseen complex back on Shylock that seemed similarly defective.”

      “Or else you just weren’t able to activate them,” Conover replied. “Or maybe you weren’t even meant to. Also, the Forge was pretty clearly meant to be a base of operations for the Archetype. The Unseen must have known it would be a huge target for the Golden and made sure it was as durable as they could make it.”

      “Conover, you obviously think you’re onto something here,” Viktor said. “What do you think is going on?”

      “Custodian, is there any way to do an actual, physical inspection of the Forge? To try to visualize damage to it?”

      “There are maintenance remotes that are used to assist in repairs beyond the capabilities of local systems.”

      “It could take us hours, maybe even days, to inspect this entire station,” Viktor said.

      But Conover shook his head. “If there’s damage, it most likely came from the attack by those Golden drones. That means it’s most likely to be damage to the exterior. It shouldn’t take long to find it, if it’s there.”

      Viktor looked at Amy and Kai.

      “I got nothing,” Amy said.

      Kai shrugged. “This is far outside my area of expertise. It would seem a reasonable course of action, though.”

      Viktor nodded. “Yeah, I’ve certainly got nothing better to suggest.”

      “Custodian, can you send out these repair remotes to examine the outside of the Forge?” Conover said. “And send any data they collect to us here?”

      He braced himself, ready for Custodian to say, Only the Messenger is authorized to do that, or something equally aggravating that they’d have to waste more time arguing about. But it just said, “Underway.”

      A nearby display lit up with a schematic rendition of the Forge, which began rotating, at the same time showing incrementally more of the station’s exterior surface as the remotes scanned it. Their progress seemed agonizingly slow, though; Conover pressed his lips together, thinking, this is going to take way too long.

      But after only a few moments, the image zoomed in and was replaced with what must be actual imagery from a remote. Sure enough, it had found a breach, a hole punched through the hull of the Forge. It wasn’t very large, just a few meters across.

      “What the hell could have done that?” Amy asked.

      “And why isn’t Custodian able to see it, and get it fixed?” Viktor added.

      Conover was pretty sure he knew why, but he wanted to make absolutely sure. “Custodian, can you get a better image of what’s inside that breach?”

      The view closed in until they could see through the hole and into the damaged compartment beyond it. The resolution was astounding; it seemed to Conover he could reach into the display and touch the broken structural members. But it was what sat squarely in the middle of the image that yanked hold of their attention.

      It was another of the Golden drones.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Slowly, the Archetype came back to life.

      One system at a time, things came back online. It happened far faster than any conventional, mundane repair Dash could imagine, as the Archetype fixed itself. Even so, it still seemed to Dash to be happening with agonizing slowness.

      “Come on,” he muttered, waiting for the maneuver systems to regenerate in particular. If he couldn’t move, he couldn’t influence the battle. And Leira desperately needed him.

      The Harbinger fired.

      Dash watched in horror as its projectile—possibly a missile from the way it moved, but it glowed with a fierce, greenish glare as it flew—closed on the Slipwing. At the last possible instant, Leira dodged it, slamming the ship through a turning roll that pointed her fusion exhaust at the projectile. It detonated with a dazzling green flash, but the Slipwing weathered it. Leira had been clever; the ablative armor might have taken the blast, but at the cost of some of the ship’s scant protection, as the armor was designed to literally boil away. But the stern of the Slipwing was, like all ships with fusion drive, hardened against the ferocious heat and radiation of its own exhaust, so it shrugged off the blast without costing the armor.

      But her maneuver had a downside. She’d put herself broadside-on to the Harbinger now, instead of running straight ahead of it. The Golden mech immediately fired again, and this time the projectile closed with terrifying speed.

      Dash ground his teeth in desperate frustration. Leira flung the Slipwing through a wrenching series of maneuvers, but the projectile raced ever closer.

      Then came another searing green flash that caused heavy damage to the Slipwing’s shields. Still, Dash’s stubborn little ship zoomed on, as Leira fought to open the range between her and the Harbinger. If nothing else, every kilometer of separation gave her a fraction more time to react.

      But it wouldn’t be enough. Dash knew it, and so did Leira.

      “Dash, I’m about out of tricks here,” she said, her transmission crackling slightly through the residual ionization of the near hit. “Anything you can offer, I’d be grateful.”

      She sounded entirely calm, just the stoic, professional Leira he’d come to know. But he could hear the anxious fear underlying it.

      “The Harbinger now has a hard track on the Slipwing,” Sentinel said. “The next projectile will be a hit, regardless of her efforts to avoid it.”

      “The next hit will destroy her,” Dash said, his voice flat.

      “Very likely.”

      He wanted to rage and punch and smash, and not just the damned Golden and their Harbinger. He wanted to lash out at the Unseen, too, for dragging him and his friends into the middle of their war but still making him play this ridiculous game of finding the bits and pieces that would even make standing against the Golden possible.

      “The maneuver system is online,” Sentinel said.

      Dash didn’t hesitate. He flung himself at the now-distant Harbinger.

      “Weapon systems remain offline,” Sentinel warned, but Dash shook his head.

      “Don’t care. And the Harbinger won’t know that. I’m going to get it off Leira’s back.”

      He wasn’t sure if Sentinel had been inclined to argue, but—maybe because of the tone of his voice—she didn’t even try.
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      For a long, frozen moment, they all just stared at the drone that was lodged inside the Forge.

      Kai finally spoke. “I gather that, whatever that is, it’s something you’re not happy to see.”

      “Yeah, you might say that,” Amy said, then gave a brief explanation of what the drones were, and their battle against them to protect the Forge.

      As she did, Conover looked at Viktor. “We were attacked by twenty-four of those things. We destroyed twenty-three, and one came aboard latched onto the Archetype. Where did this one come from?”

      Viktor shrugged. “It was either one that managed to slip through undetected, or we only assumed twenty-three had been destroyed, and it’s one of those. In any case, does it matter?” He pointed. “Wherever it came from, and however it got there, there it is.”

      “So,” Kai said, “that is another of the Enemy’s foul works, embedded in this station like a parasite.”

      “I suspect that’s exactly what it is,” Conover said. “Somehow, it managed to punch through the hull in one piece without us or the Forge detecting it. Now it’s sitting there, interfering with the station’s systems.”

      “I’ll bet that’s what the real point of the one that came aboard on the Archetype was,” Amy said. “It was a distraction, to keep us from seeing this one.”

      “That is likely correct,” Custodian put in, surprising them. “Given the current, low-power state of the Forge, security resources were almost fully engaged in dealing with the drone attached to the Archetype. That would have given this one the opportunity it needed to infiltrate the station and interdict its operations.”

      “And it’s managed to keep itself concealed ever since,” Viktor replied, nodding.

      “Can you deal with it now?” Conover asked Custodian. “Can you suppress it, or whatever, the way you did the last one?”

      “I cannot. The security systems still do not register even the existence of this drone, much less its present location.”

      “But we can see it! It’s right there!”

      “I do not dispute that. But if the security systems remain wholly unaware of it, they cannot take countermeasures to deal with it.”

      “This is such bullshit,” said Amy, slamming her fist into the opposite palm. “Dash could be getting his ass kicked out there, and here we can’t even help.”

      But Conover grabbed her shoulder. “Amy, we need to stay focused here.”

      She blinked back at him, then gave a quick nod as her anger subsided to a mild simmer. “Yeah. You’re right. We do. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Conover turned back to the image. Strangely, now that there was an actual, tangible problem to deal with, his earlier fear and anxiety had—not vanished, exactly, but they’d retreated to some distant place, letting the analytical part of him come to the fore. “So, we’re going to have to go and take care of that drone ourselves.”

      “It is located in a part of the Forge that is unpowered,” Custodian said. “There is no life support in any of the surrounding compartments. Moreover, interior doors are not operable, presumably because the drone has overridden those systems.”

      There was another moment of glum silence, but Conover refused to give up now.

      “Alright,” he said, “we’ve got vac suits. And there’s a big hole in the hull, with the drone right inside it.” He looked at the others. “If we can’t get at it from the inside, then we’ll get at it from the outside, instead. Either way, it’s outta here, and we’ve got to be the ones to do it. Dash needs it, we need it, and the Forge needs it.”

      Viktor slapped him on the back, smiling at the boy who was growing with each moment. “Sounds good. Once more into the breach and all that.”

      “That sounds suspiciously like a quote,” Conover said.

      “It is. It’s also true. Let’s go,” Viktor said, and his smile fled like the night at dawn.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m on my way, Leira!” Dash called out. “Just keep your ass in one piece for a few more minutes, okay?”

      “That’s the plan, yeah.” She paused. “Wait. It’s breaking off.” Relief flooded her voice, but only for an instant. “Dash, it’s heading straight back for you.”

      “Yeah, well, that was the plan, too.” He scanned the weapon systems. All were still offline—except, that is, for the stupid, useless sword. He turned his attention back to the Slipwing. “Leira, look, you’ve done all you can out here. You need to head back to the Forge.”

      “Dash, I’m not going to leave you.”

      “It’s not just about me, Leira. Yes, you’ll be safer back there. But if I can’t stop this Harbinger thing, and the Forge turns out to not be able to stop it either, then Conover, Amy, and the others are going to need a ride out of here. The Slipwing is all we’ve got.”

      “But—”

      “Plus, someone is going to need to sound the alarm about the Golden coming. Maybe everything that every planet across the arm can throw together won’t be enough. If everyone is also looking for more help from the Unseen, it still might give everyone a fighting chance. But if we all die here, without getting any word out—well, then it really is all over, isn’t it?”

      Silence.

      Finally, Leira said, “When did you start making so much sense?”

      “Probably about the time I found out I’m supposed to somehow save the universe. That has a way of making you see sense really fast, and to be honest, I like the way it feels on me.”

      “I think I’d like the old, live-for-the-moment Dash more.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe he’ll be back someday—but not today.”

      He saw the Slipwing start a long, arcing trajectory that would take her well away from the scene of battle and back towards the Forge. “Kick that thing’s ass, Dash,” Leira said, “and then come on home.”

      “I’ll say it again. That’s the plan.”

      Except, as he watched the Harbinger racing back toward him, Dash realized that it was a plan without teeth. Without weapons, this was going to be a very short fight.
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        * * *

      

      Conover finished snapping his vac-suit’s gloves in place, but kept his helmet slung on its harness. They’d brought the vac-suits along mainly because it seemed pointless to leave them aboard the Slipwing when they might be needed here. The fact that they only had four of them—one for him, Viktor, and Amy, plus one spare—and none for the rest for the monks remained unspoken among all of them. If it had bothered Kai and his followers, though, they gave no sign of it. Conover actually suspected it really didn’t faze them, and that their faith was sufficient to keep them going. He wondered how that was possible, but likewise marveled that it apparently was.

      “Hey, Custodian,” Amy said, cinching her own glove in place. “Is our ride ready?”

      “There are two maintenance remotes awaiting you in the docking bay.”

      “This is the part where I start complaining about all the things that could go wrong with this so-called plan,” Viktor said, following along behind them.

      Amy glanced back at him. “Well, you’d better hurry up. We’re almost at the docking bay.”

      But Viktor shook his head. “Not much point, really, is there? It’s not like we have any other choice.”

      “Not to mention that the fate of all sentient life might depend on this working,” she replied. Her grin had returned, which buoyed Conover’s spirits way more than it should. It seemed that, like him, if she could see even just a glimmer of possibility and a hint of something resembling a plan, she could cope—or at least not just slump into a heap of complete, abject surrender.

      They strode into the docking bay. Sure enough, a pair of spheres about two meters across hovered near the big opening into space.

      Conover didn’t break stride, and just kept going, aiming himself toward the remotes. As he did, he pulled his helmet off the suit’s harness. The plan was simple, which was good, because simple plans were always best. They would ride the remotes to the breach, then deal with the Golden drone when they got there.

      And that was it. They didn’t have the time or information to come up with anything more detailed. It all relied on them coming up with a way of deactivating, or otherwise neutralizing, the Golden drone, and doing it on the spot. They’d be relying on Conover’s special vision and Amy’s technical know-how.

      And about a gas-giant’s worth of luck.

      Once they had their helmets in place, Viktor helped them do their final checks. He’d stripped the other two vac-suits of their tool packs, and anything else even remotely useful, and had already stashed those in their various suit pockets and harness hard-points.

      He stepped back as their suits pressurized. “I should be coming with you.”

      “We need you here, Viktor,” Amy said. “Kai and his people might be able to read those displays, but you have the technical knowledge to at least try and make sense of it. Once we get that drone taken care of, we have to get that core working.”

      Viktor opened his mouth, but just closed it again and gave a solemn nod. “I expect you both to come back in one piece.”

      Conover grabbed onto one of the remotes, then unspooled a length of tether and clipped it to a ring that it had apparently extruded from its surface for that very purpose. Amy did the same.

      “One piece would be nice, yeah,” he said, then the remote smoothly began to move, aiming itself at the sprawling expanse of stars beyond the massive opening.

      As Conover clung to the remote, his last sight of Viktor was him standing there, alone, a tiny figure in the huge docking bay. He raised a hand in a wave, then vanished as the remotes turned and began racing across the surface of the Forge, heading for the hull-breach and the Golden drone lurking inside it.
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        * * *

      

      “Sentinel,” Dash said, “do we have any way of attacking the Harbinger? Can I spit at it? Something?”

      “The sword is functional.”

      “Great. Spitting at it, then.” He and the Harbinger were closing and would be in weapons-range in seconds. But none of the Archetype’s weapons were functioning yet. The big mech might be tough, but if it was only taking hits and not dishing them out, this battle could only go one way.

      And still nothing from the Forge.

      “Viktor? Amy? Conover? What’s going on back there?”

      “Dash!” It was Viktor. “Am I ever glad to hear from you.”

      “What you’re hearing might just be my last words. What’s happening with the Forge? Because I could really use some support out here.”

      “I know. We’re working on it.”

      “Plug in the damned core? How hard can that be?”

      In reply, Viktor rattled off a brief description of the interference by the crashed Golden drone. “…so Conover and Amy have gone to deactivate it. Once they do, Custodian says all of those systems should come online.”

      Dash just stared bleakly at the approaching Harbinger. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “We’re doing our best.”

      “I know you are, Viktor. Stay the course. I trust you to get it done.”

      “Of course we will.”

      “Thanks. I’ll keep trying to hold the fort out here while you—”

      There was a sudden, dazzling flash. Something had just exploded, the blast slamming into…the Harbinger.

      What the hell? Had somebody else joined the battle? Did Dash have a sudden, new ally?

      No, wait.

      Dash saw them, so small and unobtrusive they were lost amid the miscellaneous bits of debris you normally found in any star system. They were missiles. From the Slipwing. He could only see them now that he was looking for them.

      “I see that bastard found one of the little presents I left for him,” Leira said, unable to keep at least a little smug satisfaction out of her voice.

      “What did you do?” Dash asked. “Turn some of your missiles into mines?”

      “All of them, actually. They’re all programmed to detonate if something big enough gets inside their blast radius.”

      “Including me?”

      “Um, afraid so, yeah. They’re not smart enough to really tell the difference.”

      Dash slowed the Archetype and slewed right to avoid a missile lurking among some rocky debris just ahead.

      “Then I’ll proceed accordingly. Good thinking, Leira.”

      “I didn’t want to risk that Harbinger thing eavesdropping. I knew it was a risk, but desperate times and all that, right?”

      Dash smiled. “I don’t think they’ll do much damage to the Harbinger, but…yeah, it seems to have slowed down and gotten a little more cautious. Next time we’re out drinking, I’m buying.”

      “I’ll remember that. Now, if I can just get as creative with the drive aboard this poor, old girl of yours.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m having trouble keeping the fusion containment stable. Looks like that last blast did more damage than I thought.” After a pause, she said, “I wish Viktor or Amy were here. This engineering stuff isn’t my strong suit. Kind of why I hooked up with Viktor in the first place.”

      “Do your best,” Dash said, frowning at saying the same thing he’d just said to Viktor. It was a dumb thing to say, actually; what, they weren’t going to do their best, unless he told them to? “Just try not to blow my ship up, especially since you’re on it. Understand?”

      “I’d prefer not blowing up the ship, yeah.” She paused. “And me with it.”

      Dash turned his focus back on the Harbinger. Leira’s cunning had bought him a little more time, but it wouldn’t matter if Sentinel couldn’t get weapons up and start dealing damage.

      He was sure she was trying, too, but in the meantime,  it meant he had one path forward—brute strength and raw anger, both of which could go a long way in a brawl.

      Dash let the anger rise.

      “Your vitals are rising,” Sentinel said, implacable as ever.

      Dash smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Good.”
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      Once, back on Penumbra, his aunt had persuaded Conover to take a job with a prospector, acting as an assistant on his forays into the planet’s outback as he hunted for valuable mineral deposits. The man had travelled around in a battered old skimmer—basically, a ramshackle platform jammed atop some obviously scavenged grav repulsors, with a small pilot’s cabin built on top. Crammed in beside the man, tasting the reek of fresh sweat, stale booze, and an acrid strain of tobacco grown on a planet that obviously hated all other planets, Conover had experienced some of the terror he faced now.

      The prospector—whose name had been Jake or Jack or Joe, it didn’t matter—had raced the skimmer along just centimeters over the Penumbrian hardpan, swooping over crestlines, dodging crags and boulders, dropping into and zooming along dry river gulches. He still remembered the labored whine of the repulsors; Jake’s or Joe’s or whoever’s jarring laughter as he slammed the ramshackle thing through tight turns, climbs, and dives; the way his own heart pounded against his ribs.

      Riding the Forge’s maintenance remote was just like that, minus the wild laughter, but with the added fun of doing it in near total darkness, utter silence, and surrounded by hard vacuum. There was still a stink of sweat, though—Conover’s own, which reeked of pungent fear.

      Amy didn’t mind their proximity.

      She whooped again as the two remotes whipped around yet another towering protrusion from the Forge’s hull. If he risked glancing up from his own gloved hands cramped around some protuberances on the remote, he saw nothing but blackness—featureless and absolute beneath them, and extending out to a curved horizon, where the Forge ended and the starfield began. That actually made it worse than the terror of traveling with Jake or John back on Penumbra, too—he couldn’t see anything in the remote’s flight path, so he only knew they were dodging something when that curved, black horizon would suddenly tilt or spin. Whatever tech the remote used for propulsion seemed to dampen almost all of the extreme g’s, but a hint still leaked through, nudging Conover’s guts through small, but distinct wobbles.

      That was something else he’d only done once, and certainly never wanted to do again—throw up in a vacsuit.

      The horizon, and the stars beyond it, spun and whirled again. Conover swallowed, hard, as his stomach clenched in protest. How much longer?

      They were slowing down. A tall, slender tower extending from the Forge’s hull slid past, but nowhere near as fast as previous ones.

      Amy said, “Aww, that was fun.”

      Conover didn’t trust himself to speak. He still had stomach contents to keep where they belonged.

      A sudden, dazzling flare of light washed over them. Conover’s faceplate darkened in response, stepping down the glare. He winced at the panicked idea it might be an explosion—that the Harbinger had gotten past Dash, and now attacked the Forge, and here they were right out in the open. But the glare just went on and on, getting progressively brighter. It was the system’s star, Conover realized. They’d just witnessed dawn on the surface of the Forge.

      “Wow,” Amy whispered, and her tone was anything but that of an engineer. There was open wonder in the sound. “It’s beautiful.”

      It was. The sunrise illuminated the vast expanse that was the Forge, revealing it as an enormous plain of smooth hull, with that weird, metallic-crystalline-organic hybrid look common to a lot of Unseen tech Conover had seen. It was punctuated by dozens, maybe hundreds of tower-like structures, similar to the one they’d just passed, as well as a multitude of those polyhedral shapes the Unseen seemed to like so much. It all must have some purpose, he thought, but he couldn’t even begin to figure out what it might be.

      “And there’s our hole,” Amy said. “Just ahead.”

      Conover could see it, a jarring imperfection in the otherwise pristine sprawl of the station’s surface. A third maintenance remote hung in space not far away, keeping watch over it.

      “Viktor,” Conover started, but it came out as a rough croak. He had to stop, swallow, and lick his lips.

      “Conover, are you okay?” Amy asked, apparently caught by the obvious hitch in his voice.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Fine.” He swallowed again. Fortunately, his uneasy stomach seemed to be settling back into place. “Viktor, has anything changed since we left the docking bay?”

      “Nothing obvious. The drone’s just sitting inside there, doing nothing.”

      “Oh, I’d say it’s doing lots,” Amy said, as their own remotes smoothly slid to a stop.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Just that too much silence makes me nervous.”

      She stepped off the remote, onto the surface of the Forge. She kept her tether attached to her ride, but said, “Huh,” flexed her knees, then jumped. She rose a foot into the air, then immediately dropped back. “So we got gravity. Hey, Custodian, thanks for that. It’ll make life easier.”

      “Standard gravity for your physiology has been applied to the exterior portion of the Forge where you are located. It did necessitate powering down other systems, but it seemed a logical assistance to you.”

      Conover clambered off the remote. Sure enough, he could have been standing on nearly any roughly 1-g planet.

      “I would caution that the reliability of the gravitation is not certain, however, in close proximity to the Golden drone,” Custodian said. “Its effect on the Forge’s systems is unknown.”

      “Got it,” Conover said, some of his confidence returning. He didn’t have to be a helpless passenger anymore, terrified he was about to be splattered against some Unseen tower, or cube, or whatever. “Amy, maybe we should keep our tethers hooked up to these remotes, just in case.”

      She’d been reaching for hers, to unclip it, but stopped and withdrew her hand. “Good point. Hate to have that thing win by just booting us off into space. Let’s just make sure we don’t get them tangled, okay?”

      Together, they walked toward the breach, sidling the last few steps.

      “Let’s just hope this thing doesn’t decide to just blow itself up, instead of letting itself be deactivated,” Amy said.

      “I hate to say it, but that might not be the worst outcome,” Conover replied. "The Forge could probably fix the damage then and get things properly powered up.”

      “Not a bad outcome for who? Not us, for sure!”

      “I think I mentioned that I hated to say it.”

      They stopped on the edge of the breach and peered inside.

      Barely two meters away, the Golden drone sat, silent and menacing.

      Conover looked at Amy. “Ready?”

      “Does it matter if I say no?”

      He made himself smile. She smiled back.

      Conover stepped over the edge of the breach and started inside.
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      “The Harbinger has resumed closing at speed,” Sentinel said. “I estimate thirty seconds until it is in weapons range.”

      “Good. I’m ready to get my hands on that bastard,” Dash said.

      His mind had been racing for what felt like hours, desperately trying to cook up some sort of plan. Everything had come up a maddening blank, though. Without weapons, the Archetype was just a big, lumbering target, albeit tougher than hell. And there was nothing in space around him he could use to his advantage. They fought in what amounted to a vast, empty arena with only the stars to watch their struggle come to an inevitable, violent conclusion.

      Space. Nothing else. It definitely favored the Harbinger.

      Fine. He needed to not be here then. He needed to be somewhere else, that at least put them on something like an equal footing.

      “Sentinel, can we translate?” he said, mind still ripping along at light speed.

      “UnSpace translation is available. Do you intend to flee?”

      “Flee? No. Or…well, sort of, but not quite.” Dash looked at the Archetype’s nav display, doggedly ignoring the fact that the Harbinger would start shooting at him in about ten seconds. “Can we translate just a short distance? Like, just inside this system?”

      “A complete translation into unSpace is not possible this deep into the system’s gravity well. We would have to gain distance from the star. However, translation through the Dark Between is just barely possible this far from the star, although with some risk.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at one of the planets, another gas giant orbiting in a long ellipse inclined off the plane of the rest of the system’s bodies by at least thirty degrees. It was otherwise unremarkable, although some astronomer would probably be intrigued by its peculiar behavior. It was probably a wandering, rogue body that had been gravitationally captured—temporarily at least—by this system’s star. More to point, though, it was large and energetic enough to be considered a brown dwarf, a wannabe-star that was almost heavy and dense enough to ignite the nuclear fusion that powered actual stars, but fell just short. It therefore remained a massive ball of gas, but one that still emitted a lot of heat and radiation.

      There were seconds now until the Harbinger was in firing range. Some risk seemed far better than the alternative.

      “There!” Dash said, the distant brown dwarf fixed in his mind and, therefore, also in the Meld. “Let’s go there, now!”

      “Translation to the Darkness Between is available,” Sentinel said. Dash immediately flung himself at his objective—

      —and the universe winked out—

      —then winked back into being. The brown dwarf suddenly loomed, a colossal presence blotting out most of the starfield. The Archetype was immediately awash in radiation pouring from the almost-star.

      He looked back at the place he’d been a moment before. A few seconds passed, then he saw a distant, but distinct flash, the tell-tale signature of the Harbinger’s big chest-cannon. Based on the time it took the flash to get here, he must have translated away at almost the same instant it fired.

      “Missed me, you Golden son-of-a-bitch,” Dash said. “Let’s see what it does next. If we can’t slug it out, we’ll move like a ghost until we can.”

      “I feel compelled to point out that by translating to this remote part of the system, the Harbinger may now approach the Forge unhindered,” Sentinel said.

      “It might. But it won’t.”

      After a pause, Sentinel said, “I do not understand how you justify your apparent certainty.”

      “I knew you were going to say that.”

      There was a longer pause before Sentinel said, “I believe you are trying to make a point. What it is, however, eludes me.”

      Despite the horrific tension and uncertainty, Dash laughed. “Good. If I can outsmart you, then maybe I can outsmart the Harbinger.”

      This time, there was just silence.

      “Don’t concern yourself,” Dash went on. “I can accept that I have some limits with the details of your tech, and even the Golden. I accept that it all works, but really, I don’t understand it. Even on the Slipwing most of the time, I know if I push this button, that thing will happen. And if it doesn’t…well, sometimes I can fix it, and if I can’t, I find someone who can.”

      “I am still failing to discern your point.”

      “My thing,” Dash said, “is people. I’m pretty good at knowing how they think…what makes them tick upstairs. And, with all due respect to you, super-advanced alien AI that you are, when it comes right down to it, you think much the same way we frail, feeble humans do. That means the Golden and their Harbinger probably will, too, and that means that I was built for this fight.”

      “So your apparent certainty regarding the Harbinger’s anticipated behavior is based on what you would do in its position?”

      “Bingo. And if I was the Harbinger, I wouldn’t want to go after the Forge while the Archetype was still out here somewhere, maybe ready for battle again, and about to pounce at any moment. I could end up caught between the Archetype and the Forge, and that is not where I’d want to be. That flying crate is hardwired to survive, I bet, and that means it sees us as what we really are— the only true threat to its existence.”

      “But repairs to the Archetype’s weapons are not yet complete. Therefore, you are not in a position to—pounce, as you said.”

      “Yeah, but the Harbinger doesn’t know that.”

      “You believe the Harbinger will focus on destroying the Archetype first, rather than trying to deal with it and the Forge simultaneously. I would point out that the same reasoning gives it justification for dealing with the Forge first.”

      “Maybe. That’s a risk. But this is where gut instinct comes into it, and this is what separates us, at least in this regard, friend. I respect your vast skills, but in this case, it’s best if you respect mine.”

      “That is not a rational approach to problem solving.”

      “Damn right it’s not. But, just like I’m not a tech guy, rational has never been the sole province of humanity, and if anything, I’m just a guy.” Dash paused, then managed a smile. “A guy who’s the Messenger and an Archetype jock, but still a guy.”

      “Your gut instinct notwithstanding, it makes considerably more sense for the Harbinger to attack the Forge. It is presumably communicating with the drone currently inhibiting the station’s functions, which means it knows that the Forge is vulnerable.”

      “You know, this is a good opportunity for us to get on the same page. We’re going to win this fight, Sentinel. Believe it.”

      “I have just detected a spatial displacement nearby,” Sentinel said.

      Dash nodded, realizing it through the Meld even as Sentinel said it. The doubt that had begun gnawing at him gave way to his own moment of quiet assurance. He’d been right.

      “It’s the Harbinger, isn’t it? It came after us, didn’t it?”

      “So it would appear.”

      “Gut instinct, I’m telling you. Sure, humans die a lot sooner and lose our teeth and hair, but we pull through when it counts.”

      “Your teeth are excellent, and you do not have any hair loss that I can detect.”

      “Thank you. I floss daily, but that’s not important right now. Let’s meet this bastard now and chat about my grooming later,” Dash said, opening his senses again to the Meld.

      The weapons were still offline, the situation still dire, but Dash allowed himself a brief smile of satisfaction. If he really could get inside the minds of these godlike AIs, then maybe he could actually believe his own words of just a moment ago—that he really could be good at something, amid all this galaxy-shaking alien bullshit.

      Something other than flossing, anyway. At least flossing and fighting started with the same letter.

      He’d find out soon enough.
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      Conover inched his way closer to the drone. It, in turn, did nothing.

      “Be careful,” Amy said, stepping through the breach behind him, realigning herself to the interior gravity as she did. “Up” inside the Forge was ninety degrees to what it was on the exterior, so they had to endure a momentary burst of disorientation as they passed through the transition. It did nothing for Conover’s already touchy stomach; he had to take another moment to swallow hard and wait for the flutters to fade.

      “Okay,” Amy said. “Here we are. Here it is. What next? We just start taking it apart?”

      Her matter-of-fact tone suggested she might, indeed, be fine with just starting to take the drone apart. But Conover, shoving aside the last wobbles in his gut, shook his head.

      Which Amy couldn’t see inside his helmet, of course, so he said, “Just give me a minute to look this thing over.”

      Conover looked at the alien drone, the quantum lenses in his eyes doing a deep scan in seconds. When he used his enhanced sight, few tech secrets could elude him, and he focused on nothing but the item before him.

      The world collapsed, everything that wasn’t the tech he was studying vanishing into a peripheral fog. When he’d first tried this on alien tech—the Unseen device called the Lens—the fantastic intricacy of it had yanked his awareness along such twisting, branching pathways, and down holes of such deep complexity that he’d actually become lost, unable to extract himself from the artifact’s bizarre technological landscape. Like the image of the man he’d shot, it had burrowed into his mind, wraithlike and unwelcome, and it could not be casually withdrawn. All Unseen tech still threatened to do the same thing to him; he was ready for it now, though, which made it easier to deal with.

      Forewarned was forearmed against the masters in their galactic war and the tools they left behind.

      Golden tech, like this drone, was different. Unseen tech seemed to somehow extend into parts of reality he couldn’t properly envision, much less really understand—he suspected it was a manifestation of the Dark Between, as Dash called it. Golden tech was far more rooted in normal space, but was also fantastically more complex within it, having an almost fractal structure that never seemed to end no matter how deeply he looked at it. Both races’ tech made looking at something like the Slipwing seem like studying a kid’s toy. Both left him unsettled and feeling small.

      Both were lethal beyond belief.

      This drone seemed at least similar to the other one they possessed, but Conover had no idea if it was actually the same—certainly not in every detail, anyway. Moreover, the Golden tech seemed to be changing as he studied it, adapting to the pressure of his gaze like a shy animal on an unspoiled world. Things that might be circuit pathways writhed like things alive—and, who knew, maybe they were—as though the drone kept revising and adjusting its ongoing functions. That meant it could probably repurpose parts of itself to take over functions that were compromised elsewhere, which was going to make deactivating it a lot harder.

      “Conover? Are you okay? What’s going on?”

      Amy’s voice sounded muffled, distorted, and distant, as though she spoke to him through a long pipe. Conover blinked and pulled his awareness back out of the strange landscape of the drone’s tech.

      “Yeah. I’m okay. It’s a lot to see.”

      “Good. You had me worried. You were just kneeling there, staring at it.”

      He blinked again, clearing the lingering fuzz from his mind. “It’s complicated.” He turned and looked at her. “Actually, complicated barely begins to describe it.” He gave the device a grudging smile.

      “Did you learn anything?”

      “Kind of.” He looked back at the drone. “It’s not like that last drone. That one was mostly inert when I looked at it, probably because Custodian had mostly shut it down. This one’s fully active.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning we can’t just remove a component from this one to disable it they way we did with the other. We could probably take this one almost completely apart, and it would still be able to keep doing whatever it’s doing.”

      “Damn things. Worse than ship’s bugs. What do you suggest?”

      “Custodian, is there no way for you to use your security field, or whatever it is, to at least partly shut this drone down?” Conover said.

      “I am still entirely blind to the drone’s presence, so I cannot.”

      “But, you know its here,” Amy said. “You can see it with your own maintenance remotes.”

      “True. However, I am unable to target the security functions upon it, because the systems that would do so are offline.”

      “It’s like trying to shoot at a target in a closed room, I guess,” Conover said. “You might know the target’s in there, but if the door’s closed, you can’t aim at it.” The shooting analogy had just come to him, but it made him think yet again of that man’s head bursting in his gunsight.

      “A crude parallel, but a reasonable one,” Custodian replied.

      “So what if you just shut everything down in this area?” Amy asked. “Just make it some sort of, you know, blanket effect?”

      “There is no guarantee such an indiscriminate approach will have the desired effect.”

      “Still worth a try.”

      “Custodian, if you do that, what will happen to us?” Conover said. “Our vacsuits, comms, and the like?”

      “Since I am actually unable to resolve any specific targets in the portion of the Forge where you now are, your own technology will also be suppressed, particularly given its relatively primitive nature.”

      Amy sniffed. “Rub it in, why don’t you.”

      “I am merely stating a fact.”

      “Whatever. Anyway, the bottom line is that you might be able to shut this thing down, at least partly, but you can’t be sure. But you’ll shut us down, too.”

      “Correct.”

      “I assume that our primitive tech doesn’t include, you know, us as in, our hearts, brains, lungs and stuff, right?” Amy said.

      “No,” Custodian replied. “I can exempt your biological functions and any technology that may be interfaced directly with them.”

      “Not that any of us have artificial hearts or the like,” she said, then gave Conover a sharp glance. “You don’t, do you?”

      “Just my eyes. And it would be good if they kept working, yeah.” He took a deep breath. “So let’s try it.”

      But Amy frowned. “Hang on. We’ll lose our suit functions—air recycling, heat, even comms. Things will get pretty ugly for us, pretty fast.”

      “I know. But we need to know if Custodian can do it. If it works, and it can turn this drone off, then that might be all we need to do, at least for now.”

      “Well, we should pull back, then.”

      “No time. This is already taking way too long.”

      After a pause, Amy said, “Okay, fine. What are we waiting for, then?”

      “Custodian, go ahead,” Conover said. “Shut everything down here for—let’s say thirty seconds. We’ll see if that neutralizes this thing.”

      “Understood.”

      Their suit lamps winked out. At the same time, the constant whisper and faint whine of the various systems in Conover’s vacsuit stopped, plunging him into utter silence, broken only by the sound of his own breathing and the rhythmic rush of blood in his ears.
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        * * *

      

      “Come on,” Dash said, watching the display depicting the Harbinger—or, at least, what he had to assume was the Harbinger. Thanks to the constant tsunami of x-rays and other emissions from the brown dwarf, even the Archetype’s formidable scanner tech couldn’t resolve much more than a kilometer or so away.

      “Come on!” he said again. “Do something. Don’t just sit there!”

      “What do you expect the Harbinger to do?” Sentinel asked.

      “I don’t know, but it’s not in an offensive mode. That concerns me.”

      “What does your gut instinct tell you?”

      “Do you really care? Does this mean you might think there’s something to it?”

      “I cannot rule it out,” Sentinel said. “You may have some ability based in properties of which even you are unaware. Available data does record instances of apparently telepathic life-forms, although your species, humans, are not particularly noted for it.”

      “You think I might be psychic?” Dash tried to flex his mind but was rewarded with a pulsing in his ears, and nothing more.

      “I am not taking any particular position on the matter. I am simply stating that I cannot rule out your gut instinct as having some validity—particularly since it does seem to be able to predict events—after a fashion, anyway.”

      “Glad to see you’re open to the possibility.” Dash would never have expected this generally dispassionate AI to actually give his gut instinct any credence. But that was something to wonder about another time—if there ever even was another time, that is.

      Dash went on, “I’ve got nothing, this time. I guess the Harbinger could just be waiting for us to make the next move. But you’d think it would know time’s on our side, and it must know where we are.”

      “It likely does not.”

      “But, we can see it. Can it see us?”

      “The Archetype can register the gravitational anomaly created by the Harbinger in real space. We, however, are between it and the brown dwarf, whose vastly greater gravitational signature would mask that of the Archetype. And all other scanners are currently ineffective because of the brown dwarf’s emissions.”

      “So it’s blind to us?”

      “Effectively, yes.”

      Dash pushed up his lower lip and said, “Huh,” impressed. This had worked out better than he’d hoped.

      A sudden, searing flash of energy enveloped the Archetype.

      Dash flung himself aside, but they’d already taken the hit. “Shit! I thought you said it couldn’t see us!”

      “The brown dwarf emits little visible light, so by scrutinizing the area long enough, it presumably saw us, or at least our outline. For weapons of this complexity, that is often enough.”

      Dash braced himself for more bad news through the Meld, but strangely, the attack had done only superficial damage. It was, he realized, because of all the radiation from the brown dwarf. It dispersed the effect of the Harbinger’s normally lethal chest cannon.

      The missiles it had just launched wouldn’t be affected the same way, though.

      “Incoming,” Dash snapped, slamming the Archetype into a rapid series of evasive moves. But it wouldn’t be enough. At least one, and likely two of the missiles were going to impact.

      “The distortion cannon is back online.”

      Dash didn’t hesitate. He fired it, pulling three of the missiles into its momentary gravity well, and deflecting the other two. One exploded nearby, but again, the damage was only minor.

      “I need the dark-lance,” he said, “or at least missiles of my own. We need ranged weapons that can’t be dispersed by the brown dwarf.”

      “The dark lance is online. Missiles will be shortly.”

      A pair of the surviving missiles still had a lock and accelerated hard, trying to reacquire the Archetype. Again, Dash didn’t think about it, he just snapped out dark-lance shots from the proverbial hip, ripping the missiles into quantum debris. His technique verged into muscle memory, as each passing moment in combat led him to feel like an extension of the Archetype, rather than a mere pilot.

      He followed up with a shot at the Harbinger, aiming, like it had, basically by eye and as much magnification he could get. He scored a hit before the Harbinger could evade and was satisfied to see debris erupt from the enemy mech. Still, it seemed like such a weak hit for such a powerful weapon. The Harbinger was a mirror of him, and he didn’t like it one bit.

      “I believe I have an answer for that,” Sentinel said, apparently responding to Dash’s thought. “Much of the Harbinger seems to be constructed of dark metal.”

      The Meld provided Dash with a flood of information he didn’t really understand. He saw that Harbinger had backed off, presumably to try a new strategy, now that the Archetype had functioning weapons again. “Pretend I don’t know what dark metal is,” he said. “Which, incidentally, I don’t.”

      “Dark metal is a super-dense alloy developed by the Golden. The Creators theorized that it was created using the power of dark energy. In addition to being inordinately strong, and yet light for that strength, it also tends to deflect energy.”

      “So that’s why the dark-lance doesn’t do much to it. Make a note to inform me of the efficiency of all our weapons. After, of course, this brawl.”

      “Duly noted, and you are correct. The quantum effects of the dark-lance are greatly diminished by the properties of dark metal.”

      Dash scowled. That also meant missiles, which did most of their damage by radiant energy blasts, would also have limited effect. The distortion cannon would still work fine, but this dark metal was probably strong enough to resist being yanked apart by its gravitational pull. The best he’d be able to do was tug the Harbinger around a bit.

      “Meantime, that thing’s damned chest cannon hurts me just fine,” Dash said.

      As though his words had triggered it, the Harbinger loosed another bolt of super-hot plasma. Dash dodged, so only the fringe of the blast caught him. Again, it did little damage.

      So, a stalemate. He couldn’t do much to the Harbinger, but, as long as he stayed near the brown dwarf, it couldn’t do much to him, either.

      “It’s going to either attack the Forge, or go after Leira,” he said.

      “To draw you away from the brown dwarf.”

      “Exactly. And what do you know. There it goes.”

      The Harbinger had abruptly turned and raced away, heading back in-system.

      Dash took a deep, resigned breath. “Well, I guess just sitting around here isn’t going to do much good, is it?”

      He launched himself after the Harbinger.

      “Leira,” Dash said, “what’s your status?” He expected her to say, I’m almost back at the Forge—and was then going to warn her that the Harbinger was inbound. But there was no response at all.

      “Leira? Can you hear me? What’s going—”

      “I’m here,” she said, her voice tight and a little breathless. “I was just back in the engineering bay.”

      “Still having some instability in your fusion containment?”

      “Not anymore, because I’ve shut it down entirely.”

      “You’ve what?” Dash shook his head. She couldn’t shut down fusion containment, at least not without shutting down the drive as well.

      “Leira, have you shut down the drive?”

      “I had to. I was going to lose containment if I didn’t. Maybe Viktor or Amy could do something about it, but it’s beyond me, Dash. And going poof in a fusion explosion wasn’t high on my list of things to do.” She tried to sound casual, even flippant about it, but Dash could hear the tension in her voice.

      “Okay,” he said. “That’s…not good, but at least it means you’re probably safe from the Harbinger. Let’s face it, your threat profile has dropped significantly. That’s a good thing, given what’s happening out here.”

      “Not that I ever was much of a threat.” She paused. “I’m not as safe you might think, Dash. See, I was inspired by your nifty aerobraking stunt around that gas giant, and all the time it saved. I thought I’d do a gravitational slingshot around the system’s star, kind of the same way. I’d have to burn a lot of fuel to match the Forge’s orbit after, but it would have saved me a pretty good chunk of time getting back there.”

      Dash’s stomach tightened. “What are you telling me, Leira?”

      “I needed to do one more burn, to correct my trajectory for a proper orbital insertion around the star. But I couldn’t. So, in about an hour, the star’s gravity is going to pull me further and further toward it, close enough to be nothing but slag. If I try to do anything about it by lighting up the drive, though, I’ll blow up the ship. Either way, Dash, I’m afraid the Slipwing and I are going to go poof anyway.”
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      Fortunately, Conover’s eyes did still work, being interfaced directly with his biological functions. He could therefore see the dramatic fall-off in the drone’s internal activity. It remained operating at a much lower energy level—but it was by no means entirely dead. Some portions of it were either somehow shielded from the station’s security effects or could just power through them.

      The seconds ticked past. Conover focused on the drone, trying to commit as much of what he could see happening with its tech to memory. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, then the side of his nose. He breathed as little as he could, trying to not foul the few minutes of usable air left inside his suit. In the space between heartbeats, something clicked.

      The power switched abruptly back on. His suit systems resumed their pervasive hum and whine. Compared to the absolute silence, they sounded like a fusion drive being lit.

      “Viktor,” Amy said, “did that work? Did that power core come online while things here were shut down?”

      “No, Amy. I’m afraid not.”

      “Shit.” She turned back to Conover again. “Well, looks like we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”

      But Conover ignored her. Instead, he watched as the drone came back fully back to life, its systems repowering, energy flowing through it in silent malignance.

      “Custodian, power everything down again,” he snapped. “And leave it powered down! Do it now!”
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        * * *

      

      Dash just stared at the situation for a moment. Finally, he said, “Leira, are you sure? You can’t get containment stabilized at all?”

      “Like I said, if I had Viktor or Amy here, maybe they could so something. But I’m no engineer. I’ve tried all the things I know how to do. And yes, before you ask, I’ve queried the computer. If there’s any way of fixing containment, it involves some trick or fancy, offbeat idea that I just don’t know.”

      “What about thrusters? They should give you enough of a nudge.”

      “Maybe if I was further from the star and had more time, but—no. I’ve run the numbers. It won’t be enough.”

      “Translate away?”

      “Dash, come on. You know as well as I do, I’m way too deep in this system’s gravity well. There’s no way the Slipwing has enough power to translate into unSpace from here.”

      Dash went back to staring. She was right, of course. Even the Fade wouldn’t help her. Sure, it would push her partly into unSpace, but enough of her and the Slipwing would remain in real space that they’d both be vaporized by the star anyway.

      “Leira, wait a second. Sentinel, we translated here, to this brown dwarf, through the Darkness Between. Can we do the same thing to get the Slipwing and help Leira out?”

      “No. She is much too deep into the star’s gravity well. As I said, it was barely possible with respect to the brown dwarf.”

      “The Unseen seem to be able to pretty much ignore the laws of physics, except when we really need them to. That’s unacceptable,” Dash growled.

      “The Creators are no more capable of ignoring the basic physical properties of the universe than you are. Their technology might create that impression, but that is not the case.”

      “Disregard. I’ll think it through. My instinct better work overtime.”

      Dash faced a stark choice. He could race after Leira, which would leave the Forge undefended. Or he could chase the Harbinger and try to save the Forge, but if that—and recovering from the inevitable damage—took more than about fifteen minutes, he wouldn’t have time to reach Leira before she and the Slipwing became a cloud of glowing atoms.

      If only the Forge could defend itself.

      “Viktor, any progress?”

      “Not yet,” he replied. “I know that’s not the news you want, but Amy and Conover are working on it.”

      Dash felt like punching something, but he sucked in a calming breath. Losing his temper achieved nothing. “Any idea how long?”

      “Sorry, no idea.”

      It was Leira or the Forge.

      Simple logic said the Forge, of course. Losing it before the war against the Golden had really even begun would be a devastating blow. Maybe even a fatal one. That meant trying to save Leira instead quite possibly meant dooming all sentient life in the galactic arm to extinction by the Golden.

      But it also meant that Leira would die.

      “Leira,” Dash said to no one. “I’m sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      Amy stared at Conover in confusion. He could tell that much, at least, in the wan dregs of sunlight that spilled into the breach from outside, now that their suit lamps were dark. He saw her lips move, then she shook her head in frustration. Reaching up, she grabbed Conover’s helmet and pulled him toward her.

      What the hell? Did she suddenly want to hug him?

      There was a clunk as her helmet touched his.

      “Conover, what’s going on?”

      Oh. Right. Their suit comms didn’t work, but sound could conduct directly through their helmets if they were touching. She sounded far off, her voice a muffled buzz, but he could understand her.

      “The drone,” he said. “As soon as it started powering up, it also started reconfiguring itself. A bunch of signals were sent to its drive.”

      “Why? Was it going to try to leave here or something?”

      “I doubt that. But if you wanted to make a ship—because it’s just really a small, autonomous ship—blow up, how would you do it?”

      “Aw, hell. Right. By making the drive overload or fail in some way.”

      “Yeah. So if Custodian drops this security field, the drone probably explodes, instead of letting itself be deactivated. We don’t know how much damage it would do, or how long it might take the Forge to recover from it.”

      “But even with the security field on, it’s still able to stop that power core from working.”

      “It seems so, yeah.”

      “So we’re screwed?”

      Conover looked at the drone. “Not necessarily. We can try to get inside it and deactivate it manually, which is kind of what we came here to do in the first place.”

      “Well, we’ve only got a few minutes of air inside these suits, so we’d better get to it, then.”

      They moved apart and knelt beside the drone, one to each side, leaning forward so their helmets touched.

      “This thing might still blow up,” Conover said, as Amy extracted tools from her suit pouches and harness.

      “Conover, save your breath. Every word uses a little more air. Just business from now on.”

      “Oh. Yeah, you’re right.”

      Amy went to work on the drone. Fortunately, she’d already disassembled the one that had infiltrated the Forge earlier, so she knew how to get at the guts of the thing, at least.

      Once inside it, he’d have to guide her with what he could see, to try to finally deactivate it.

      And they had to do it all in the next few minutes, because after that, they’d be dead, asphyxiated by the residue of their own biological functions.
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        * * *

      

      Dash raced on, his trajectory noncommittal. A little adjustment one way, and he could chase after Leira. A little the other, and he’d be on the Harbinger’s tail. He had about another five minutes before he had to make a choice and go with it.

      But there really wasn’t any choice at all, was there?

      Dash tried swallowing that hurtful lump his throat away, but it wouldn’t go. He finally just whispered, “Sorry, Leira,” his voice thick with emotion as he changed his course to run down the Harbinger.

      And when he finally caught it, he was going to kill it. Even if he had to punch it into scrap, he was going to kill this damned Harbinger. And then he’d go on to find the rest of the Golden, and he’d kill all of them, too. For humanity. For Leira.

      There were people Dash didn’t like. There were people he avoided. People he would never, ever trust. People who owed him, and people he owed.

      Despite all of that, he’d never hated anyone before. He hadn’t even hated Clan Shirna, or Nathis. They’d been a massive pain in the ass, yes, and he had no regrets about what he’d done to them, how many of them he’d killed. They’d made their choices. He certainly could have hated them, had every reason to, but he hadn’t. They were just greedy, ambitious bastards. He knew lots of those. Even in nonhumans, they still had very human traits, like ruthless greed.

      Now, though, he did hate someone.

      He hated the Golden. Hated them. All he knew was that they wanted to destroy everyone and everything, so they had to be destroyed first.

      The Unseen weren’t too far behind, either, though his feelings were filled with uncertainty. They might be the only thing that could stand against the Golden, offering the only way of stopping, and eventually destroying them, sure. But they’d sucked Dash into this whole mess, this war, and sucked Leira, Viktor, and the rest of them in along with him. They’d never asked him; finding the Archetype might have saved his life, but Sentinel had never explained the ramifications of accepting the Meld and becoming the damned Messenger.

      And then, just to make sure an already stupidly difficult task was even harder, they’d held back information, pieced out the tech he needed to even have a chance in what amounted to a damned scavenger hunt and, as a result, plunged him and his friends into terrible situations they’d barely been able to survive—and they’d done it over and over again.

      And because of it—because they always seemed to fall just short of giving Dash and the others enough information or capability to really succeed—it was going to cost Leira her life.

      Ahead of him, the Harbinger raced toward the Forge. It, too, had apparently given up on Leira as a lost cause. It had obviously decided to destroy the Forge while it was still vulnerable.

      Dash was not going to let that happen. If they were going to lose Leira, then the Harbinger would pay the price for it.

      He only hoped the Golden had given it the ability to feel pain.
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        * * *

      

      Conover pointed at one of the numerous, nondescript black modules filling the interior of the drone, then made a pulling motion with his hand. Amy attacked the module with a tool, eventually working it free. It popped out and she put it aside.

      “Anything?” she asked, her voice thin and distant through their helmets.

      “Not yet.”

      She waited while he scanned the guts of the drone. The trouble was that it seemed to be able to keep whatever function was stopping the power core down in the engine room alive, despite all their efforts. Its oddly generalized tech seemed to allow it to shift things around in response to whatever they tried, keeping its effects distributed among different parts of itself as fast as they tried to deactivate it. It might have actually learned from the other drone they’d disassembled, studying how they approached it, and then developing ways to counter that. Or it might have something to do with the Forge’s security field, and the fact it wasn’t able to target the drone specifically, so they couldn’t isolate its functions into a few components and just remove them.

      He considered grabbing a hammer and just trying to smash things to render it inoperable but suspected no force they could apply could possibly damage it. The Slipwing’s weapons had barely affected them, after all, and even the Archetype had had to work at destroying them.

      He followed the flow of power, then pointed at another module. Amy went to work on it. That was the other problem—each module took about five or ten seconds to work free, and their time was running out.

      Conover coughed. The air he was breathing in had become warm, moist, and stale. They’d been at this for nearly two minutes now; even without talking, and minimizing their movements, his exhaled carbon dioxide was nearing a critical concentration. Another two minutes, maybe three, and what he’d be breathing would no longer be life-sustaining. He’d start suffering from anoxia, his mental faculties would quickly decline into apathetic confusion, and he’d soon pass out. Not long after that, he’d die, and Amy would die with him. Humanity would likely follow soon after, be it in months, or years, or however long it took the Golden to spread their lethality through the galaxy.

      “Anything?”

      He blinked, wincing as his eye suddenly stung. His suit heat might be dead and, if he wasn’t going to run out of air first, freezing to death was an eventual certainty. In the short term, though, it was excess body heat that was the problem, making him slick with sweat. It rolled down his face, threatening to blind him. But it was the way his mind had completely wandered off task that really alarmed him. Grimly, he made himself scan the drone, forcing himself to concentrate on the ebb and flow of energy through its components.

      “Nothing.”

      He pointed at another module, one whose removal offered some promise of blocking the drone’s functions, and made that tugging motion again. Amy, though, just let the tool rest by her side.

      “This isn’t working, Conover. I’m starting to lose my concentration. We can do another two or three modules, I think, and that’s it.”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Conover asked.

      “For not being able to solve this. I’d convinced myself that I could fix any problem. I got cocky. But this is just beyond me.”

      “Don’t talk so much. Air, remember?”

      “Does it really matter?”

      Conover was going to say, Of course it matters, but it really didn’t, did it? So, instead, he just said, “Probably not.”

      “Anyway, I don’t really want to spend my last few minutes being all gloomy and quiet,” Amy said. “That’s just not me.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      He didn’t know what else to say. But Amy just chuckled.

      “So you think I talk too much. Truth comes out, eh?”

      “No! I think you talk just enough.”

      There was silence again.

      This time, Conover was the one to break it. “I’m sorry, actually, Amy. I’m sorry we got you into this.”

      “Into what?”

      “All of this. The Unseen, the Golden…where we are right now. If it wasn’t for us, you’d still be safe back at Passage.”

      “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t have missed any of this! To see all this amazing tech—the Archetype, and the Forge, even these stupid damned drones and that Harbinger thing—that’s stuff I could only dream about!”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “But nothing. This has been amazing. Don’t get me wrong—I’m definitely not anxious to keel over here, dead. But if you’d said to me, you can spend the rest of your life, years and years of it, fixing leaky hatches and broken power couplings on Passage, or you can spend a few weeks instead seeing all of this awesome, utterly mind-blowing stuff—” She chuckled again. “Yeah, that’s not even a question that needs to be asked.”

      Conover blinked, then blinked again. It took some effort now to assemble his thoughts into anything coherent.

      “Okay,” he said. “I guess I’m glad for that, anyway.”

      “Besides, then I never would have gotten to know you.”

      Once more, Conover blinked. Had she just really said that?

      “I’m glad I got to know you, too, Amy.”

      Conover wondered how Dash was doing. And Leira. And what Viktor and the monks were up to.

      “I am a little scared, though,” Amy finally said.

      Conover let impulse guide him and put his gloved hand on her arm. “Yeah. I am, too.”

      “Maybe this drone just exploding would have been better. Quicker, you know?”

      Conover nodded, though she couldn’t see it, of course. Except she could. He hadn’t even remembered lifting his head, so now it was their faceplates that touched. He looked straight into Amy’s eyes, just a few inches and an eternity of hard vacuum away.

      “I’m okay with it being like this,” he said. “You know, these last few minutes.”

      She blinked, slowly, but smiled. “Maybe you’re right.” She nodded. “Yeah, you are.”

      He smiled back but wasn’t even sure why. What was he smiling about, anyway? Wasn’t this really, really bad?

      He wasn’t sure anymore. Wasn’t sure of anything, except that he was suddenly so tired and needed to sleep.

      Amy’s eyes fluttered closed.

      So Conover closed his, too.
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      The Harbinger was slightly faster than the Archetype. Dash needed to slow it down.

      I can do that, he thought.

      He fired the distortion cannon, its pulse of gravity yanking on the Harbinger, slowing it slightly, while also pulling the Archetype slightly ahead. He did it again.

      Again.

      Each time, the gap between the two mechs diminished. The Harbinger abruptly stopped and spun about, apparently deciding that Dash would, eventually, overtake it with enough shots.

      “Yeah,” Dash said. “Time to end this, one way or the other.”

      He raced in toward the Harbinger. It, in turn, flung itself toward him, their massed weaponry streaking through space at speeds no human could tolerate. Except for Dash.

      He fired the dark-lance, snapping out shots as fast as the weapon could recycle. At the same time, he unleashed a salvo of missiles. Another. The Harbinger staggered under the dark-lance hits, but kept coming at him. As it did, the missiles raced in. Its point defense system took out a few, but it finally had to loose a blast from its chest cannon to counter the rest. Dash already knew it took some time for that big weapon to recuperate, so he poured on the speed. Seeing three of the missiles strike it and detonate, he smiled grimly. None of this, he knew, was really doing much damage to the Golden mech, but it was keeping the thing occupied.

      Trailing bits of glowing debris, the Harbinger recovered from the missile blasts and resumed charging at Dash.

      “Yeah. Bring it on, you bastard. Let’s do this up close and personal.”

      Thirty seconds to what would be a collision, if one of them didn’t pull away.

      Twenty.

      Ten.

      Dash didn’t waver.

      Sentinel said, “Collision alert."

      “No shit!” Dash said, and pushed the Archetype even harder. His mech was bigger, heavier; hopefully, slamming into the enemy mech at their combined speeds would do enough damage to it to put it out of action, even if it killed him.

      But the Harbinger suddenly shimmered—and then vanished.

      Dash raced through the empty volume of space where the other mech had been only seconds before.

      “No.”

      He started to spin around, frustrated fury boiling through him, desperate to find it so he could kill it. But there was no sign of the Harbinger. It was gone.

      “No. No!”
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      Conover opened his eyes. He saw…a ceiling. It was sheet plastilene, scavenged from some old cargo pods. His aunt had told him that if he wanted a place to sleep, he’d have to install a new roof on the shed out behind her shop. So he had, and he’d done a decent job—at least, a half-assed decent one. He was no engineer, though he wanted to fancy himself as being one, someday.

      He looked around. The clutter of the shed loomed around him, hemming him into a cramped, little space near the back.

      He was in bed. At his aunt’s. Oh. So he was still on Penumbra.

      That meant everything that had happened—everything about Dash, and Leira, and Viktor, the Slipwing; everything about the Unseen and the Golden, the Archetype and the Forge—

      It had all just been a dream?

      And Amy? She’d just been part of the dream, too?

      “Duh, no,” Amy said, grinning her goofy grin at him. “None of that was a dream, dummy. It was all real.”

      She knelt beside his bed—in a vacsuit. Weird. He could see her grin clearly through the faceplate, even though the light suddenly seemed far too dim for his aunt’s shed on Penumbra.

      “But I’m here, still in bed,” he said. “I just woke up.” He gestured around. “I’m still here at my aunt’s place.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re still kneeling beside that drone in the Forge. Oh, and you’re also dying.”

      He frowned. That seemed to make sense. “But how could I be here, if I’m there?”

      “Because this is all just a hallucination, of course. The neurons in your brain are firing like crazy, because they’re all starting to die. Soon, you’ll see a tunnel, and a bright light, and then that’s it.” She shook her head. “And that’s how much of a rational, analytical guy you are, you know. You can’t even die from anoxia without explaining it to yourself first.”

      Conover opened his mouth to say—something, he wasn’t sure what, but it would be some sort of protest, only the whole world shuddered suddenly.

      “What was that?”

      Amy shrugged. “Beats me. I’m just a figment, remember? I only know what you know.”

      Another shudder came, more forceful.

      Conover gave Amy a puzzled frown. “Okay, I have to admit, I never expected dying to be quite so weird.”

      He stopped as a dazzling light suddenly filled the world. It washed away the bed, the shed, even Amy. It also provoked a searing pain that erupted behind his eyes, threatening to blow his head apart.

      “Conover? Can you hear me?”

      The light faded a bit, and now he could see a face. It wasn’t Amy, though.

      “Conover!” the voice said. “Just breathe. In. Out. Just like that.”

      Through the blasts of pain detonating inside his head, Conover realized he recognized that face. It was—

      “Kai?”

      The monk nodded behind a helmet faceplate. “You recognize me—that’s good. Look, just keep breathing while I check on Amy. In and out. Nice and slow.”

      Conover wedged himself up from where he’d been sprawled. He was far from his aunt’s shed on Penumbra. He was still in the breached compartment on the Forge, still beside the now partly disassembled Golden drone. And Amy was also here, also pulling herself upright, back to her knees.

      “I’m hallucinating again,” Conover said.

      But Kai turned to him and smiled. “Perhaps. I don’t know if you’re hallucinating or not. But I do think I got to you two just in time.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash spun in a fast circle, desperately trying to find any sign of the Harbinger. Gravity, he thought. It has a gravity signature. Find that, find the Harbinger.

      Something slammed against the Archetype from behind.

      “Unless he finds me,” Dash said. He didn’t think. He’d been jumped in seedy bars and grungy backstreets often enough to have it down to reflex—just grab-lean-pull-flip the guy attacking you over your shoulder. This was fighting dirty. Dash was made to fight dirty.

      A colossal blast of energy erupted somewhere behind and above Dash. As he finished the move, he realized it was a shot from the Harbinger’s chest-cannon, one that would have hit him from behind at point-blank range. Instead, the colossal energy discharge just vented into empty space as he flung the Golden mech, and its weapon, around.

      He followed through, swinging the Harbinger around and down until it was in front of him. Just letting his instincts keep flowing, he followed up with a punch to the side of its head and a knee into its back, both blows connecting with metallic gongs that reverberated through his senses. The enemy mech doubled backward, while his blow slammed a massive dent into the side of its head.

      Which was when conscious thought took over from sheer instinct again, and Dash thought bar fight.

      Okay, that, he knew. He spun the Harbinger around. It responded fast, lashing out, slamming a fist into his shoulder that rattled the Archetype deep in its components. At the same time, it tried to pull back, breaking contact. Dash thought, oh, no you don’t and clinched it back closed, slamming his own fist into its head, over and over—just like he had in that grubby taproom on Gamora, when that bounty hunter had tried to take him for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Dash had pounded the man’s head until he dropped, giving him a chance to flee to the Slipwing and get himself away. He’d never been back to Gamora since, but the thrill of the fight lived on in the moment with each colossal punch he delivered.

      “Yeah, no time for nostalgia,” he muttered, hitting the Harbinger again with a thunderous blow. Again. Its dark metal seemed far more vulnerable to his hits than it did to shooting. Bit by bit, it twisted and crumpled under the repeated hammer blows from the Archetype’s fists.

      Good.

      And despite its nimble quickness and the AI controlling it, the Harbinger lagged, its counter blows uncoordinated and slow compared to his. It might be tech so sophisticated Dash might not even be able to begin understanding how it worked, but it had never been in a bar fight on Gamora.

      Even better. A grim, humorless smile on his lips, Dash swung again. And again.

      He pulled back a massive fist, then let it fly, and his smile deepened as it landed.
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        * * *

      

      “Kai?” Conover asked, wincing at the throbbing pain his own voice provoked in his head. “Are you actually here?”

      “Well, we all only view the universe from our own, limited perspective, so who’s to say if anyone is really here.”

      “Kai,” Amy said. “Just quiet a second, okay? I’m waiting for my head to stop exploding. Also, ease up on the theology.”

      “Philosophy, perhaps,” Kai said.

      

      “Whatever. Leave off on the complicated stuff. Still feeling the aftereffects of anoxia,” Conover said. “Too much carbon dioxide, not enough oxygen. Causes headaches.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed,” Amy said with black humor.

      As Conover’s brain sparked back to life, it lit up with questions—and urgency. “Kai, how did you get here? And how are we breathing again?”

      “And talking?” Amy asked. “Our suits are still dead.”

      “Viktor knew your suits would be rendered inoperable by the Forge’s security field, which means you’d quickly run out of air. He worked with Custodian to come up with a solution.” Kai pointed at small devices, of obviously Unseen make, that had been plugged into the auxiliary ports on their suits. “Custodian was able to make these. They will apparently give us about thirty minutes of breathable air. They also allow us to talk.”

      Conover shook his head. The knives being driven into his brain had started to slowly withdraw, the blinding pain subsiding. “Why are you here, though? Why didn’t Viktor bring them?”

      “He wanted to, but I persuaded him that he was far more likely to be needed in the engine room, I believe it’s called? We of the Order may be able to read the Unseen’s writings, but we know nothing about engineering.”

      “Have you ever even worn a spacesuit before?” Amy asked.

      “Actually, I haven’t. I must admit that it is rather nerve-wracking, but also quite exciting. The journey here on a maintenance remote was most exhilarating.”

      Conover shook his head again. “You took a terrible risk, Kai. This isn’t something you just do.”

      “I know. But it’s a risk I was glad to endure. After all, it gives me yet another opportunity to oppose the foul works of the Enemy. Speaking of which, ah—” He pointed at the drone. “I assume that is the thing that most immediately concerns us. Viktor was adamant that we disable it as soon as possible. Dash continues to battle the…Harbinger, correct? But the outcome remains far from certain.”

      “Okay then,” Conover said. “Let’s get back to it.” He picked up a tool and handed it to Kai. “Since you’re here, you can help.”

      Kai flashed a wicked smile. “Participate directly in the defeat of the Enemy? Just tell me what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash struck over and over at the Harbinger, leaving crumpled dents in its hull. He didn’t think about it, didn’t plan his moves—he just acted, driven by raw gut instinct, and using moves honed over more barroom brawls and street scuffles than he could easily count. At first, his unpredictability and apparently uncoordinated shoves, kicks, slap, punches, and body checks dominated the fight; the Harbinger’s AI just couldn’t keep up. But it was beyond smart, could take in vast amounts of information, and soon began to fight back, harder and harder.

      Dash realized he was essentially teaching the damned thing how to brawl, and the worst part was, it learned quickly.

      After a heavy blow to its chest, he shoved himself back, opening some space. He’d damaged its deadly chest-cannon, but not for long. He had to find a way to end this, quickly and decisively.

      Which meant he had to find a way to keep fighting his battle, and not the Harbinger’s. It clearly outclassed the Archetype in a duel at range, and that’s where they were headed. Not only was damage to his own mech starting to pile up but Dash himself was starting to flag. He wouldn’t be able to stay in this close battle much longer.

      He needed a breather.

      “Sentinel, we’re going back to that brown dwarf now!” he said, gasping from the exertion of flinging himself through one brawling move after another in the Archetype’s cradle.

      Without waiting for an answer, he spun around, launched himself, and was abruptly back to the x-ray saturated space surrounding the brown dwarf, its glowing, swirling surface looming over him.

      “Do you once more expect the Harbinger to follow you here?”

      “Honestly, no. I just need a minute to take a few breaths and think.”

      “Then it will proceed toward the Forge, meaning you have accomplished essentially nothing.”

      “Except buying some more time,” Dash snapped back. “Which I hope Viktor and the others are putting to good use. That mech is also beaten up pretty badly, so it’s probably limited in terms of movement.”

      He broke off as the Harbinger winked into existence and immediately threw itself at him.

      “Or maybe not.” Dash lifted his fists to greet the enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Conover forced himself to ignore the dregs of his anoxia hangover and concentrated instead on the flow of power through the drone. It kept shifting, adapting itself to everything they tried. With Kai’s help, they’d now managed to gut the thing pretty thoroughly, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. The damned thing’s functionality seemed as robust as it had ever been.

      He cursed in frustration. “This just isn’t working.” He sighed. “Maybe we should just let it blow itself up.”

      “Why would it bother, though?” Amy asked. “Whether it’s fully powered up or not, it seems to be totally on top of things here. It really doesn’t have to do anything at all, right?”

      Conover gave a bitter nod. Amy was right. Everything they’d done, including almost dying, had been a complete waste of time.

      “The Enemy is insidious and deceptive indeed,” Kai said.

      Conover started to lean back, away from the drone. He wasn’t actually giving up.

      Was he?

      No. Wait.

      He looked back at the drone.

      Whether it’s fully powered up or not, Amy had just said, it seems to be on top of the situation. It really doesn’t have to do anything, right?

      And Kai—The Enemy is insidious and deceptive indeed.

      Hard on the heels of that came another memory.

      It was a good decision, he remembered Sentinel saying regarding the first drone, to remove this module from the drone and put physical distance between the two. The module persisted in its attempts to communicate with, and activate, other drone systems as I accessed it. Fortunately, Custodian was able to block those attempts from reaching the drone itself.

      They’d been extracting modules from the drone, and just tossing them aside. Meanwhile, Conover’s attention had been fixed on the drone itself, and the modules still in place inside it. His eyes, when he used them to study tech, effectively had no peripheral vision.

      He turned and looked at the modules they’d discarded, scattered a meter or more away from the drone.

      Every one of them was still active, powered up, sending and receiving data.

      What had his own thought been, when they’d been stuck outside the engine room, facing the sealed doors and an obstinate Custodian? Being able to see so much complexity, especially when it came to tech, sometimes made it hard to see the simple answers, even when they were right there.

      “Well then. I’m an idiot,” Conover said in disgust.

      “What?” Amy asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “These modules,” he said, gesturing at the discarded ones. “They’re all still working. The reason it seems like we’ve been wasting our time, is because we have. All of these modules are still connected to the drone.” He looked at the others. “As far as this drone’s concerned, we haven’t done anything to it at all.”

      “Oh,” Kai replied. “That’s unfortunate. So what do we do about that?”

      “All of these modules we’ve pulled out…we have to get rid of them! Get them as far away from here as we possibly can.”

      Amy met Conover’s eyes. “Are you sure? We really can’t afford to waste any more time, here.”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      “Good enough for me,” she said, nodding. “Let’s gather these things up. They’ve got a date with deep space. Or maybe a nuclear furnace.”

      “Same difference. They’ll find the star sooner or later,” Kai said with confidence.

      Conover stared at him. “Thought you didn’t know much about space?”

      Kai smiled. “I’m learning.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash really didn’t grasp why the Harbinger had come after him. It should have just pressed its attack home on the Forge, unless Custodian had the weapon systems online, in which case killing him was the only option the Harbinger had.

      That was all the thinking he had time for, before the Harbinger had closed on him in a metallic smear of light.

      It tried to capitalize on its speed, agility, and smaller size to get inside his blocks and blows, their limbs engaged in a furious dance of crushing impacts and spraying metal. Dash gasped as he used a blinding jab to stop the Harbinger’s forward motion, then he followed it up with a savage knee to the chest cannon, warping the vent like crinkled paper.

      The Harbinger struck back, but Dash was ready, seizing the arm and twisting while they tumbled through the black of space, hammering each other like the galaxy hung in the balance.

      After a brief pause, he sucked in air—and the idea bloomed in his mind, small, then full, and then a flash of brilliance that made everything clear.

      The Harbinger had figured out that he, Dash, was both the Archetype’s strength—and its weakness. He might bring impulse and instinct to the fight, but he also brought an all too frail human body. The Golden mech had assumed he’d left their battle and come back here, to the brown dwarf, for a breather. But it wasn’t going to let him have one. It could never fatigue, so it was going to press him relentlessly, until he was exhausted, and then finish him off.

      The Harbinger vanished.

      Dash turned, just as something slammed into his head, snapping it forward. The Harbinger had reappeared behind him, striking out even as it shifted fully back into real space, before he could make a move on it.

      Dash just went with instinct again, flinging himself back through the Dark Between, back toward the Forge.

      He had one, final hope—that Viktor and his friends had gotten the Forge working and could help him win this fight.

      Otherwise, the fight was over. He just hadn’t admitted it yet.
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        * * *

      

      Conover clambered out of the breach, back onto the surface of the Forge. As he did, his suit systems came back to life with a welcome hum. He hurried to the nearest remote, lugging the tool bags into which they’d stuffed the extracted modules. Conover had been grimly satisfied to see the drone itself and its remaining modules light up with a frenzy of activity as they had. It told him they were onto something here, and the drone didn’t like it.

      He hurried to the nearest maintenance remote, hung the tool bags from the various protuberances extending from it, then said, “Custodian. Send this remote away from the Forge, as far and as fast as you can.”

      “Understood.”

      From Conover’s perspective, the remote suddenly and smoothly accelerated straight up, taking the most direct path away from the drone.

      Amy and Kai joined him, the three of them standing and watching the remote recede into space. Now it was just a tiny dot, almost lost among the stars.

      “Come on,” Conover muttered.

      “This has to work,” Amy said.

      “Have faith in the Unseen,” Kai put in. “The Enemy cannot prevail against them.”

      Conover let out a slow breath. I wish I had that kind of faith.

      “I can now discern the Golden drone and have fully deactivated it,” Custodian said.

      Conover looked at the others, hope flaring—but he braced himself for something else to go wrong, simply because so much already had.

      “The power core,” Viktor suddenly said. “It’s activating.”

      “Viktor?” Amy replied, “Does that mean—?”

      “Just a second,” he replied. “The monks are trying to figure out what these displays are all saying now.”

      The seconds ticked by. Conover clenched his fists.

      “Okay,” Viktor said, then paused. “It seems the systems are rebooting, coming out of stand-by mode. Yes. We’re live.”

      As if to confirm it, Custodian said, “The cloaking system and selected weapons are now online.”

      “As soon you have a target, fire,” Conover said. “Unload on it, understood? Fire everything.”

      Kai said, “Praise the Unseen.”

      Conover nodded. Praise them, indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Dash fell back into real space. The Harbinger appeared just a few seconds later and raced to close with him, clearly determined to finish the fight. Spalled metal circled them like rings around a planet, evidence of their titanic struggle.

      He braced himself. This was going to hurt.

      “The Forge has locked weapons onto the Harbinger,” Sentinel said. “It is firing. We should maintain some distance to avoid fatal damage, Messenger.”

      “Don’t need to tell me twice!” Dash snapped, abruptly folding himself at the waist, then kicking out brutally with both feet. He connected with the Harbinger, hard, and drove it back. At the same time, he flung himself backward, opening a gap between them. For good measure, he fired the dark-lance, the range almost point-blank. The entire exchange happened too fast for the human eye, as their systems screamed in protest at the murderous pace.

      The Harbinger shuddered and reeled, but quickly righted itself and started to close again, arms lifting just a touch slower than before.

      Hope it hurts, you bastard, Dash thought. And—surprise.

      A barrage of missiles popped out of the Dark Between and slammed into the Harbinger, undetected and undefended. The blasts, which seemed to combine the effects of plasma explosions and dark-lance shots, shoved the Harbinger to one side, and spun it around as metal streamed away in a liquid tumble.

      As the blast dissipated, the Harbinger just hung there, slowly rotating, glowing chunks of its dark-metal armor drifting around it, a testament to the Archetype’s unyielding power.

      Dash didn’t hesitate. He drove himself toward it, reached it, grabbed it, made to punch it.

      No. Not yet.

      Instead, Dash extended the sword he’d considered such a stupid, wasteful thing from his hand. As the Harbinger finally started to come back to life, it turned, ready to resume the battle.

      Dash drove the sword into the Harbinger’s head, burying it to the hilt. “Naptime, bitch.”

      Sentinel had been right. Dark metal was almost impervious to energy weapons. The bludgeoning force of the Archetype’s fists and knees and feet had been a lot more effective. But even they paled in comparison to the lethal effect of the sword.

      The dark metal of armor of the Harbinger’s head cracked as the massive blade pushed through it, striking sparks in a glorious shower of metallic debris. Dash wrenched it up to one side; after a moment of straining, the Golden mech’s head ripped free of its torso. Dash flicked the sword, flinging the head free. Despite the damage, the Harbinger still tried to turn, until Dash drove the sword into its torso.

      Then withdrew it.

      Drove it in again. Again.

      Each time, the Harbinger shuddered and convulsed. But he didn’t relent, slamming the sword hilt-deep, over and over.

      “Messenger, the Harbinger’s power levels have fallen to zero.”

      Dash paused. “You mean it’s dead?”

      “Effectively, yes.”

      Dash stared at the inert form of the Harbinger, limp, rotating slowly, just a few meters away.

      “Yeah, well, let’s just make good and sure, shall we?”

      He slammed the sword home one more time.

      “And that was for Leira, you son of a bitch,” he said,
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        * * *

      

      Kai had gasped, pointing as the salvo of missiles raced away from the Forge. A second or two of flight, then they abruptly vanished.

      “What happened to them?” the monk asked. “Did the Enemy somehow contrive to stop them?”

      “I don’t think so,” Conover said. Sure enough, a distant point in space flared with dazzling flashes of light.

      They waited.

      Silence.

      Then Dash said, “It’s dead. The Harbinger is dead.”

      Conover nodded at the fading glow, where the Forge’s missiles had detonated.

      That’s just how I feel, too, Dash thought, and even his mind’s voice was weary beyond belief.
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      Dash stared at the Harbinger, which was still hanging motionless, aside from the slow rotation induced by him stabbing it over and over again.

      “Sentinel—anything from it at all?”

      “No. All active emissions from it have ceased. It is still radiating a small amount of residual heat, but I can discern no emanations of power—nothing at all to indicate it remains active.”

      Dash glared at it. The damned thing had proven so implacably tough that he had trouble believing he’d actually killed it.

      “Could it just be playing dead?”

      “That is possible, but unlikely. The damage you inflicted on it is catastrophic.”

      He looked at the sword he’d dismissed as stupid and wasteful. “Good. I hope it felt every one of those catastrophic hits.”

      He dismissed the sword; it flowed back into the substance of the Archetype’s arm and vanished. Through the Meld, he knew the Archetype had taken damage that might not be catastrophic, but it still hurt. The mech could eventually self-repair all of it, but the Forge was right there, so there was no need to wait.

      Dash tried very hard to not think about Leira.

      But how could he not? He couldn’t, after all, let her spend the bit of time she had remaining all alone.

      “Leira?”

      “I’m here.”

      “The Harbinger is dead.”

      “I heard you tell Conover and the others.” After a pause, she said, “Good,” with a fierce intensity that almost made Dash smile. He could even picture the exact look on her face when she’d said it.

      “I’d ask how you’re doing, but…”

      “Oh, I’m fine. I’m sure I will be right up to the moment I turn to glowing vapor.”

      “Leira—”

      “Dash, don’t. I’m at peace with it. I’ve often thought about this. When I died, I decided I wanted it to be in space—and, ideally, doing something important. I always figured that would be fighting off pirates or raiders while…I don’t know, delivering medical supplies to orphans or something like that. But doing my little bit to help save the whole universe is a pretty good alternative.”

      “I—” He stopped. He had no idea what more to say. He didn’t have much experience sharing the last few minutes of someone’s life. All he could finally come up with was, “I’m so sorry it worked out this way.”

      “You should be.”

      That made Dash’s eyes widen a little, but Leira just laughed.

      “Kidding,” she said. “I was going to say, yeah, you should be, for not keeping your damned ship properly tuned up, or going with the cheapest fusion containment you could find, or something just as smart-assed. But I don’t really think the top of the line containment system would have done any better after being attacked by, you know, a super-advanced alien robot shooting weapons we don’t even have names for.”

      “Still, Leira, I’m so damn sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Don’t be sorry, not about any of it. Please. I don’t want my last thoughts to be that you’re going to beat yourself up about how this worked out for the rest of your life.”

      “I was going to say for next couple of weeks, but okay.”

      She laughed. “Thank you. Humor is way better than making my last moments here into some kind of a deathwatch. Seriously, though—I’ve made my own decisions, all the way along. I really am at peace with this. In fact, my only real regret is that I’m taking your poor, old Slipwing with me. Oh.” She paused. “Hey, you know what? You should take some of the Unseen tech we’ve found, cash it in, and buy yourself a new ship. Something big and shiny, and roomier. Even with just me aboard, she’s pretty cramped. I think I can still smell the monks and everyone else who was jammed into her after Shylock.” She paused again then went on. “I guess you won’t be able to sell off the Lens, though. I’ve still got that thing on me. Probably just as well. You really don’t want to sell just anyone the ability to blow up a star.”

      Dash stared at the heads-up.

      “I wonder if the Lens might actually make it through this?” Leira continued. “If everything else is going to go poof, but it just sails on.”

      “Leira, shut up.”

      “Huh? Did I say something?”

      “No. Just shut up. I need to talk to Conover.”
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        * * *

      

      Conover unlatched his helmet, yanked it off, and just dropped it. The dry, cool air of the docking bay wafted across his sweaty face; for a moment, he just stood and breathed it, filling his lungs, then doing it again. After the tight confines of the vacsuit, the docking bay felt like a nearly infinitely space, so vast it just seemed to go on and on, above and around him, forever.

      He couldn’t keep the heart-rending reality at bay for long, though—especially when Amy’s helmet came off and revealed her tear-streaked face.

      “Dash has told you about Leira, I guess?” Viktor asked. He’d met them in the docking bay as they clambered off the maintenance remotes. He seemed…smaller, somehow, Conover thought. Smaller, as though shrunken by the news about Leira’s impending death.

      He nodded. “Yes. Dash told us.”

      Amy said nothing. She just stripped off her gloves then started on the latches holding her suit closed.

      Viktor nodded. That was it.

      “I am so sorry about that,” Kai said, placing his own helmet carefully down near his feet. “I didn’t know Leira well, but—”

      “Don’t,” Amy snapped.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You don’t know her well. Not didn’t. She’s not gone. Not yet.” She stopped, shaking her head.

      “You’re right,” Kai said. “My apologies.” He seemed to cast about for something else to say, but seemingly decided the best words, right now, were no words at all. He just nodded to them, then withdrew, giving them space.

      “I need to talk to her,” Amy said.

      Viktor nodded. “I told her you would.”

      Amy stared at him for a moment, then at Conover—then her face crumpled, and she started sobbing. “But I don’t know what to say.”

      Conover stepped toward her, then stopped. He’d meant to hug her, but wasn’t sure if he should, or if she’d just push him away.

      But Viktor had no qualms. He simply gathered Amy in his arms and hugged her close. It left Conover standing an awkward couple of paces away. He felt like Kai must have. He’d certainly come to know Leira much better than the monk had, but nothing like Viktor, who’d been with her for…he wasn’t even sure, but he assumed it had to be at least several years now. And definitely nothing like Amy, who’d apparently done some of her growing up with Leira.

      So, Conover just stared for a moment, then started to back away, swimming in uncertainty while bracing for grief.

      “Conover!” It was Dash. “You there?”

      “I am, yes.”

      “How does the Lens work?”

      Conover blinked in confusion. The Lens? What?

      “I’m not sure what you mean, Dash.”

      “How does the Lens work? How does it make a star blow up?”

      Viktor pulled back from Amy and turned. Amy wiped her eyes and turned to him, too, but neither of them said anything.

      “I’m not really sure how it works, Dash. It’s Unseen tech, way too advanced for us to even begin to understand.”

      “No, I get that.” He could feel Dash’s frustration in his pause. He was trying to ask something, but Conover didn’t get what. “What I’m asking is, what does the Lens do to a star to make it explode? You studied the damned thing, even told me some of how it works. That’s how I was able to use the one Nathis had against Clan Shirna. But, when it comes to stars—well, they can only explode in certain ways, right?”

      Conover looked at Viktor and Amy. Both just stared back, their expressions caught between sorrow, confusion over Dash’s question that probably wasn’t too different from his own, and—maybe a flicker of hope?

      Conover hoped not. It seemed to him that Dash was just losing it.

      But Viktor nodded. “Answer him, Conover.”

      “Uh, well, as far as I can tell, the Lens basically forces a star to go through the same process that would make it explode naturally, at the end of its life,” Conover said. “The result, though, depends on the mass of the star.”

      “Conover, just answer my question, okay? And do it like I have almost no idea how stars work, because I don’t. What makes a star explode?”

      “When it starts running out of things like hydrogen, the stuff it normally uses for fusion fuel, it starts burning heavier and heavier elements instead. These release less energy, though. Once it starts fusing things into iron, it’s no longer producing enough energy to overcome the gravitational attraction of its own mass, so it—”

      “Collapses in on itself,” Dash said. “That’s what I thought. So the Lens—”

      “Seems to somehow reduce the amount of energy the star produces in its core, so it triggers that collapse artificially. I’m not sure how it does that though. There’s probably a clue in how you were able to make the one that Nathis had implode and wipe out his fleet.” Conover shook his head. “Dash, why are you asking me about this?”

      “Can the Lens make a star collapse partway?”

      “I’m…not sure. Why?”

      “Find out. Fast. Talk to Custodian, see if it can help you.”

      “Dash, what’s this about?” Viktor said.

      “It’s about saving Leira.”

      Amy perked up. “What? How? What are you going to do?”

      “It’s just an idea. Probably a crazy, stupid unworkable one. But crazy, stupid and unworkable might be all we have to work with. For now, help Conover.”

      Amy opened her mouth, but closed it again and nodded. “Got it.”

      “We’re on it, Dash,” Viktor said, then looked at Conover. “What do you need?”

      Conover blinked again. Things were suddenly happening so fast.

      But, if it might save Leira, that didn’t matter.

      “I need to talk to Custodian,” he said. “Hopefully, it knows something about that Lens.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, seriously, Dash, that’s insane,” Leira said. “There’s no way I’m going to let you do that.”

      Dash shrugged. “I’m not asking. I’m telling. This is for you. For all of us. I need you, Leira. We all do.”

      As he talked, he checked the Archetype’s systems again. Self-repair was proceeding, but slowly. Still, propulsion was his big concern; he’d had Sentinel prioritize it. Right now, he needed speed more than anything else.

      And the shield. He’d probably need that, too.

      “Dash, listen to me,” Leira said. “It’s a ridiculous plan. More than ridiculous. The risk is just too much.”

      “Leira, listen.”

      “And you kind of do need my permission. I’m the one holding the Lens, remember?”

      “Leira,” he said, and his voice was stern.

      “You seriously want to partially collapse this system’s star.”

      “Only temporarily.”

      “Dash.”

      “No, Leira, listen. Conover, Viktor, and Amy have been talking to Custodian. It has some stuff, at least, about the Lens in its database. They think it’s possible to use it to cause the star to start collapsing, then stop it partway and just hold it there.” He thought about what they had told him. “See, that’ll make its density increase, because the same amount of mass will be stuffed into a smaller space—but that’s the key. Its mass won’t change, so neither will its gravitational effects. You’ll be pulled along exactly the same trajectory you would have if we did nothing at all. When you get to the point where you’d be vaporized in the star’s photosphere, you won’t—because its photosphere won’t be there anymore. It’ll be at least a quarter of a million klicks away. Close, and still pretty hairy, sure, but not enough to make you go poof.”

      “You seriously want to start screwing around with a—and I can’t believe I’m actually saying this—a freaking star?”

      “Why not? The Unseen did it, using this exact same tech.”

      “But what if we can’t make it collapse only partway? What if it just keeps collapsing?”

      “Well, then it’ll blow up.”

      “And destroy me, you, the Archetype, the Forge, everybody.”

      “Conover says Custodian figures at least a ninety percent chance it won’t. Depending on how long we leave it partly-collapsed, it’ll lose a few million years off its lifespan, yes. But since its lifespan is about another six billion years, I don’t think we need to worry too much about that.”

      “That’s still a ten percent chance of that star just exploding, Dash. I’m sorry, but I just can’t accept that. Not with what’s at stake. I’m just not that important."

      “Yes, Leira, you are,” Dash said. “I need you. I need Viktor and Amy and Conover too, and I need Kai and his monks. But I especially need you. I need you to be the hotshot pilot who I know always has my back. I need you to be there, to tell me those chompers really are dangerous. I need you, because…well, because I need you.”

      There was silence, and Dash just let it go on.

      Finally, Leira said, “I have to admit, I’m not really keen on dying. But if we’re going to actually do this insanity, you should take the Archetype well out of the system. That way, if the star does blow, you’re safe and can carry on with the fight.”

      “Sorry, but Sentinel’s run the numbers. Remember that the star’s gravitation won’t change at all. So, when you reach where the photosphere would have been, your trajectory beyond that will effectively be inside the star—or, at least, inside the star where it is right now. The gravitational pull is going to increase fast from there. Your orbit will spiral inward just as fast. You’ll still eventually hit the photosphere of the shrunken star, it’ll just take longer. But that time is enough for me to get to you, then boost both of us up to a higher orbit that’ll take us clear.”

      Leira said, “Okay, I’ve plotted it on the nav. I see what you mean. You’ll have a really narrow window to get in here and lift me out of trouble.”

      “Really narrow windows of time seem to be the story of my life lately.”

      “What the hell,” Leira finally said. “Let’s give it a try. I have the Lens. Just tell me what to do.”

      “Conover, over to you. And Leira?” Dash said.

      “What?”

      “Make sure you follow the kid’s instructions exactly. Now is definitely not the time to press the wrong button.”
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      The stars, Dash thought, were a constant. With lifespans in the hundreds of millions, or even billions of years, they made even the enormous time scales he associated with the Unseen dwindle to almost nothing. That’s why seeing the star at the heart of the Forge’s system suddenly begin to shrink just seemed—wrong didn’t even begin to describe it.

      “Holy shit, Dash,” Leira said, her voice softened by sheer awe. “It’s working. The star is actually collapsing. And this little thing in my hand, here, is what’s doing it.”

      Dash just nodded.

      The surface of the star fell away, all of its titanic mass plunging toward its core. As it did, its spectrum changed, shifting closer to blue, and brightening as it did. It gave Dash a weird moment, where it seemed he was suddenly racing away from the star at some terrific speed, so it receded into the distance behind him. But its light intensified at the same time, a jarring disconnect that left him staring, dumbfounded.

      “I just…” Leira said, and that was it.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Me too.”

      The star kept shrinking.

      Okay, Dash thought, awe and wonder aside, this could stop at any time now. If it didn’t, and the star collapsed beyond a certain, critical radius, Custodian had said it would just continue collapsing, falling inexorably toward its own center. The power of the Lens would be unable to stop it. Its full mass would finally slam into its core, there’d be a moment of wild, unconstrained nuclear fusion, then it would all rebound in a colossal explosion—a supernova. The resulting blast would vaporize everything in this star system, the Archetype and the Forge included.

      Still shrinking.

      Dash thought, well, damn. If Custodian, Conover, and the others were wrong about this, if they’d made an error in the inputs to the Lens that Leira had had to make—or if Leira had made a mistake herself—then they all had maybe thirty seconds left to live.

      The star kept collapsing for a few more moments, then it stopped. It stayed shrunken to somewhere between half and two-thirds of its original size, burning a fierce bluish-white, its nuclear furnace a searing globe of light. Custodian had said it should remain like this until they deactivated the Lens—but. That but was a lingering chance it would spontaneously collapse on its own anyway. A small chance, but still uncomfortably more than zero.

      Dash hadn’t been wasting time, though. He’d been racing after Leira, rapidly closing on her as she and the Slipwing arced down toward where the star’s surface had been only a moment before. He had about ten minutes, Sentinel calculated, to boost both the Slipwing and the Archetype into a higher orbit and escape the star’s gravity. Any longer, and he might be able to extricate the Archetype, but only if he discarded the dead mass of the Slipwing. Leira would still be locked into an irrevocable spiral with only one possible, very fatal destination.

      “Leira, are you burning the thrusters?”

      “I am. Not sure how much good it’s doing, though.”

      “Every little bit of extra velocity helps.”

      Dash closed in. Not long now.

      The Slipwing hit the point where she would have been vaporized. “Still here,” Leira said. “That’s a positive, anyway.”

      “Just another few minutes, Leira.”

      “I can see you coming up behind me. Uh…the hull temperature’s increasing pretty fast. Four hundred degrees now.”

      “That’s okay. We knew that was going to happen.”

      “Not this fast, though. There’s something else going on here. Something we didn’t consider. Five-hundred-fifty now.”

      “Almost there, Leira.”

      “Six seventy-five. Dash, I’m heating up too fast. Just break off. This isn’t going to work.”

      He drew in a breath and let it out slowly. When he spoke, his voice was level—even calm. “Leira. Believe what I’m telling you. This is working.”

      “Dash.”

      “One minute.” Dash could see the Slipwing now, a bright point of light ahead. “Stop burning the thrusters. That’ll shave a few seconds off our time.”

      “Thrusters off. Eight hundred degrees now. The hull’s starting to take damage. Dash, would you just admit this isn’t working and give it up?”

      “Leira, stand by. Sentinel, you too.”

      “Understood,” Sentinel said.

      The Slipwing now loomed ahead. She glowed like a chunk of metal in a furnace, a shimmering cloud of vaporized ablative armor trailing in her wake.

      Dash brought the Archetype up behind her, slid underneath her, reached up.

      “Sentinel, shields!”

      The Archetype’s shield shimmered into existence, enclosing both it and the Slipwing. At the same time, Dash grabbed the underside of his ship as gently as he could, then lifted, boosting both of them away from the shrunken star.

      “Holy sh—Dash!” Leira said. “That was one hell of a bump.”

      “Hey, I’m just not used to grabbing spaceships with giant mechanical hands.”

      They raced on, arcing around the shrunken star, but gaining velocity as they did. As their orbit rose, Dash could feel the sleet of radiation pounding the Archetype’s shield, relentlessly grinding it away. It degraded far faster than Sentinel had calculated—so much so it would almost certainly fail before they’d finished even their single, partial orbit.

      “There are unexpected electromagnetic resonances in the region surrounding the shrunken star,” Sentinel said, answering Dash’s unasked question. “The energy they are producing is expressed as a great deal of extra heat.”

      Dash opened his mouth to reply, but Conover cut in. “Dash, Custodian says the star is starting to show signs of instability. There are waves, I guess, rippling through it from whatever’s going on in its core. It’s basically ringing like a gong, except a gong made out of, you know, superhot plasma.”

      “The point being?”

      “If the instability increases, the star might start shedding its outer layers. Or it might resume collapsing.”

      “Yeah, it’s bad news, I get it. We just need another few min—”

      There was a searing flash. Dash winced, every muscle going taut.

      The star had just exploded and that was that.

      No. Wait. He and the Slipwing were still here.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked Sentinel.

      “A large coronal mass ejection. Essentially, a large stellar flare. It exceeds anything previously recorded for this class of star.”

      Dash watched as a vast column of blazing gas leapt from the star’s surface and boiled into space. Not much could possibly have survived such a hurricane of incandescent plasma and charged particles. Fortunately, this one spewed off in a direction that wouldn’t imperil the Forge. The Archetype’s and Slipwing’s conjoined orbit would miss it as well. But if there was another one, they might not be so lucky.

      “Dash, we can’t leave the star like this any longer,” Leira called out. “You’ve boosted me as much as you can.”

      “Not enough,” he snapped, shoving himself and the Slipwing up and away from the star as hard as he could.

      “Would you just break off already?”

      “Leira, just shut up and enjoy the ride!”

      “Could you be any more stubborn!”

      “Probably, but I’m too busy being happy. Let’s go.”

      “Even though it missed us, that coronal mass ejection event flooded this region of space with additional energy,” Sentinel said. “The shield is now saturated and will—correction, has failed.”

      A tsunami of energy crashed into both the Archetype and the Slipwing. Leira shouted something about hull temperature; Sentinel something else about damage. Dash ignored them both and gave one last, massive shove. He checked their trajectory; it would have to be good enough.

      “Leira, now! Shut down the Lens!”

      Seconds passed, the gale of raw power pouring from the abused star ripping away the substance of both the Archetype and the Slipwing. Dash opened his mouth to shout again—desperately hoping that Leira hadn’t somehow been incapacitated, because if she couldn’t turn off the Lens, the star soon would fly apart—but the incandescent surface suddenly began to bulge back toward them.

      The star was expanding again.

      Dash braced himself as the searing bright surface raced toward them, consuming the starfield as it did. Now it looked like it was about to engulf them, and he felt a serpent of doubt uncoil in his guts, cold and writhing.

      “I hate math,” Dash muttered, but he forced himself to look back at the star.

      The expansion and turmoil abruptly stopped, the roiling surface fading from that blinding blue-white back to its accustomed, cooler yellowish glare. It still spat out stellar flares, but these were much smaller and less energetic. And now both the Archetype and the Slipwing were pulling away, on a higher trajectory that would take them back toward the Forge.

      Dash just breathed. That’s it—just breathe.

      “Dash?”

      “Hey, Leira. Now, wasn’t that fun?”

      “I’ve got words for it, but I’m not sure fun would be one of them. Oh, and the next time I want to do anything but fly straight from point A to point B, just shoot me, okay?”

      Dash smiled. “You can count on it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dash clambered slowly out of the cradle and dismounted the Archetype. When his feet touched the deck of the Forge’s docking bay, he just stopped and stood for a while, drinking in the sensation of being somewhere that wasn’t the mech. He heard the others from his vantage point, savoring the sensation of victory even as they began their celebration on the other side of his mech.

      Shouts rose from the Slipwing. Leira had just descended her ramp and now stood under her scorched and abraded hull, bracing herself as Amy flung her arms out. Leira had to smile as they embraced, then again as Viktor gave her a much more restrained hug.

      “It would seem, Messenger, that we have won the day.”

      He turned and found Kai smiling a beatific smile. The rest of the monks were gathered with him, all regarding Dash with a mix of delight and awe.

      Dash raised a hand. “Emphasis on we.” He shook his head. “Am I ever glad you convinced me to bring you guys along with us from Shylock.”

      He turned back to Amy, Leira, and Viktor, who were chatting and gesticulating away at one another by the Slipwing. A lone figure stood a small distance away.

      “Hey, kid!” he said, starting that way. He shook his head, though, when he stopped beside Conover. “You know what? No more of that kid stuff. Today, I think you proved that you’re one of the adults.”

      Conover smiled and went a little red, but shrugged. “It’s okay. I don’t mind it, really.”

      “You!” a voice called out, making Dash turn.

      Leira strode toward him, Viktor and Amy in tow. She stopped a pace away and put her hands on her hips.

      “You need to learn when to let something go, you know,” Leira said, her face severe. “You risked everything—literally everything—pulling that stunt to save me.”

      Dash made a pfft sound. “Save you?  I just didn’t want to lose my ship.”

      Amy snorted, while Viktor smiled. Leira held her glare for a moment, then stepped that last pace and put her arms around Dash.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “Hey, no big deal. Almost blowing up a star, after fighting an alien mech, to protect a space station built by different aliens? Just another day in the life of the Messenger.”

      She smiled, then kissed him.

      As she drew back, Dash raised an eyebrow. “I did not expect that.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      He rubbed his lips, smiling. “Don’t think I ever could.”

      Movement outside the docking bay caught their attention. The limp, ravaged form of the Harbinger had drifted into view, tractored along by several of the station’s maintenance remotes. It would be taken to another docking bay, where they could start taking it apart to study it.

      “They’ll be back,” Viktor said. “We might have defeated the Golden today, but they’ll be back.”

      “Of course they will,” Custodian said. “The transmission the Harbinger generated after it arrived in this system was undoubtedly intended to alert the Golden. It was almost certainly a warning about the emergence of the Forge and the Archetype.”

      Viktor nodded, watching the Harbinger being towed by. “In other words, a call to arms.”

      “Yes. The Golden will now marshal their forces and return in earnest.”

      Dash took a breath and braced himself. “So how long do we have until they’re back?”

      He was ready for something measured in days, or maybe weeks, at best. But hours wouldn’t have really surprised him, either.

      Custodian replied, “Several months. There are likely to be minor incursions until then, and there will likely be covert surveillance—indeed, that is probably already underway—but based on the Creators’ analysis of past Golden attacks, it will likely be several months before they return here in force.”

      Dash eased a breath out. “Okay. Months. So, we have some time. The question is, what do we do with it?”

      “Study that Harbinger, for one,” Amy said. “I can’t wait for Conover and me to start tearing it apart, figuring out what makes it tick.”

      Conover gave her a look that managed to be surprised, wary, and delighted all at once. “You and me?”

      “Well, duh. Who better?” She stopped as soon as she said it and looked at Viktor. “Well, except you, of course, Viktor.”

      Viktor laughed and put his arm around her shoulder. “No, you’re right, Amy. Conover’s your man. The two of you make a very good team.” He winked at Conover, who turned an even deeper shade of red.

      “At least this time we can do our thing without worrying about running out of air,” Amy said.

      Viktor grinned, then turned toward the monks who were standing nearby. “It’s just like how I think Kai, his colleagues, and I are something of a team now, too. With their help, I’d like to start trying to make sense of this place. We’ve barely even scratched the surface of what the Forge is all about.”

      Kai nodded. “We are honored for such consideration from you, Viktor. We look forward to doing all we can to resist the Enemy Of All Life.”

      Dash looked at Leira. “Guess that means you and I can just kick back, put our feet up, and take a break.”

      “Yeah, I could use a vacation. What’s the beach situation on that gas giant?”

      “Dense and hot. Just right,” Leira said.

      “I am afraid that you have little time for leisure, Messenger,” Custodian said. “It is essential that you continue to prepare the Forge for the resumption of the war against the Golden.”

      “And I will,” Dash said, wincing as the joke missed. “You know, Custodian, I really have to teach you something about humor. It’s a high form of art among sentient beings.”

      “I look forward to such nuance,” Custodian said.

      “The pleasure is mine.”

      He turned back to Leira, whose smile had been replaced by a determined look. “We need weapons, Dash,” she said. “Better defenses. Ideally, allies, too. More ships would be a force multiplier, and that could be the difference between playing defense or taking the fight to them.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. That means we might have to start telling anyone who’ll listen about what’s coming. I’ll be the Messenger in more than one way, and it won’t be entirely welcome.”

      “Mindful that some of them might very well be Golden agents,” Viktor put in.

      “The most effective way to increase our effectiveness against the Golden is for you to gather the remaining power cores for both the Archetype and the Forge,” Custodian said.

      “Agreed,” Dash replied with a sigh. “The big scavenger hunt goes on.” He turned to the others. “We can spend time studying the Harbinger and learning about the Forge, sure, but I think our priority has got to be those cores.”

      “What will they do, exactly?” Conover asked. “Especially for the Forge? Custodian should be able to at least tell us that.”

      “Yeah,” Amy said. “No reason to keep it a secret, right?”

      Kai nodded. “Certainly not from the Messenger.”

      Dash shrugged. “Okay. Tell me, Custodian, what will more cores do for the Forge, exactly?”

      “They will enable more and more powerful offensive and defensive systems. Ultimately, the Forge, when fully powered, will rival the capabilities of the Archetype.” Custodian said it in a way that seemed just slightly condescending, like this should be obvious.

      But Dash ignored the AI’s disdain. “Hang on. I thought this place was a factory. A place to build more Archetypes. Are you saying it’s not?”

      “The manufacture and maintenance of the Archetype is one of its purposes, yes. That is not its primary one, however.”

      “Alright, so what is its primary purpose then?”

      “This facility, Messenger, was not made merely to fight the Golden. It was made to defeat them. This station, the Forge, was meant to finally end the war.”
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      Dash hurled himself across a small ravine and landed with a slide that spattered mud skyward in clumps. Leira landed beside him, windmilling her arms to stop herself from pitching face-first into the thick foliage. They both turned and looked back as Conover put on a burst of speed then launched himself into the air. The kid was moving.

      And he almost made it. His feet hit the very edge of the ravine on their side, but the sodden earth collapsed under his impact. With a yelp, he plunged straight down, his feet plowing furrows in the muddy side of the gulley as he dropped. Dash and Leira each grabbed an arm to stop him.

      Though not before his face had buried itself in the muck. He looked up, pale eyes wide and almost glowing through the mask of black paste.

      Dash braced and pulled himself up, fighting a smile. “Close. Very close.”

      They dragged Conover up and back onto what passed for solid ground. The snap and crack of branches behind them announced their pursuers, who were doggedly closing in.

      Conover wiped at his face as they broke back into a run, flicking mud off his fingers with a disgusted scowl. “Gross.”

      They pounded on through the jungle, gasping at the rich, damp tang of rotting vegetation, the warm air steaming as their lungs worked like bellows. As they splashed through a shallow creek, Dash glanced at Leira, making sure her backpack was still in place. They’d found not just one, but two power cores in the Unseen outpost.

      GC098-something-or-other was a terra-class planet orbiting an unremarkable star with no name, just a catalog number and surrounded by a gulf of empty space. With two cores secured on the lonely planet, Dash had given one to Leira, so if they got separated or something bad happened, they wouldn’t lose them both at once.

      Although something bad happening here on this dank, savage world would be an irony, as every meter of the land had been a low-level disaster thus far. To be skewered by a spear or arrow on this unknown backwater would be sheer comedy after surviving a ferocious attack by the Golden Harbinger on The Forge, and then their deliberate, partial collapse of a star to save Leira would be unfair. The universe had a sense of humor, and it was grim.

      Dash vaulted over a fallen log and pushed on, dodging a rotting stump that teemed with larvae the size of his thumb. This would all have been much simpler if they’d just been able to land the Slipwing and the Archetype right outside the Unseen outpost where the power cores were stored. But the Unseen didn’t seem to do anything simply. Their outpost generated some sort of suppressor field that shut down any tech around it in a wide, silent circle.

      At least, it shut down anything more advanced than a bow and arrow. If they could just get outside it, they could call the Archetype for help. The key term being if.

      They hit a wall of colossal ferns at full speed, the fronds lashing all three of them like whips. Conover glanced back toward the racket of their pursuers. “How are there even humans here in the first place? We didn’t find records of any settlements.”

      Something uttered a piercing shriek overhead. They all flinched and ducked. Dash braced himself, but nothing horrible came swooping out of the tangle of leafy branches.

      “Probably a long-lost colony ship or something,” Leira said, shoving aside a frond as big as she was. “There are more than a few of those. One time, Viktor and I—”

      Dash pushed apart hanging vines, thick as his wrist and heavy with glistening sap. “Save the war stories. Concentrate on speed and breathing in this soup if you can.”

      One of the thicker vines almost caught Leira across the nose. She glared at it while ducking as nimbly as a dancer. She was like that, even when being chased by humans who thought sharp sticks were the height of warfare. “Passes the time.”

      Dash wiped sweat from his eyes and charged on. “You know what else passes the time? Avoiding holes. In us.”

      “You’ve changed from a cynical courier to a rather grim—well whatever this is. Why?”

      “Someone decided I had to save the universe. Doesn’t leave much time for humor— hold!” Dash barked, digging his heels into the spongy soil.

      Dash skidded to a halt. The jungle ahead abruptly thinned as a rocky ridge climbed away from the boggy watercourses behind them, and they could actually see more than just a few meters ahead. They could pick up the pace, maybe put some distance between them and their pursuers. The only trouble was the trip wire—a coarse, braided rope strung among the sturdy trunks—blocking their path.

      Dash flicked his eyes over the scene. “A trap.”

      “Not a very well hidden one,” Conover said, still wiping at his face, but accomplishing little more than smearing the residual muck into a sweaty mess.

      Leira nodded. “Not really hidden at all. Which kind of defeats the point, doesn’t it?”

      “Nope,” Dash said. “They wanted anyone coming this way to see it. Knowing there are traps slows us down. And they know where the traps all are.” More snaps and cracks echoed through the jungle like gunshots, and they were much closer now.  Dash cursed and jabbed a finger at a stretch that wasn’t the easiest, and therefore most obvious route. “That way. If it’s a tough path, then it’s harder to place traps. Be quick, but don’t hurry.”

      “Another one of your old philosophers teach you that?” Leira asked, spurring herself to motion.

      “A coach from a long time ago,” Dash said between breaths.

      “What’s a coach?” Leira asked.

      “Like a general, but his soldiers used balls.”

      “Sounds kinda sexist, but whatever,” Leira said.

      “Not that kind of—never mind,” Dash said, almost laughing. “Just breathe and run.”

      They moved on as fast as they dared in the trap-laden landscape. After only a couple dozen paces, they came across more trip lines draped among the trees. Dash glanced along one of them, following it to a pile of logs that would come thundering down a rock face at them if they tripped it. They weren’t hard to avoid, but it slowed them down while their pursuers inexorably gained on them.

      Leira snapped out a frustrated curse as she stepped over a rope. “Why so many damned traps? For that matter, why any traps at all? They couldn’t possibly have known we’d come this way!”

      “Or that anyone would come this way.” Conover followed her, lifting one foot then the other over the trip line.

      Dash took a moment, thinking. “It tracks with what we’re seeing. Remember, this might be a temple for them—where we see a muddy hellhole, they see the path to heaven. Different eyes, different minds.”

      “Same bugs,” Conover said, slapping at his neck.

      Dash grinned. “Think of them as the advance guard for the real villains.”

      “Now there’s a cheery thought,” Conover muttered. “More bad guys.”

      “Remember, Conover, these aren’t bad guys, just innocent bystanders,” Leira said.

      “Innocent bystanders with spears.”

      “True, but the actual bad guys are the Golden. Don’t forget that," Dash said.

      “Hey, I—shiiiiiiiiit!” Conover said behind them.

      Dash spun around in time to see Conover suddenly plunge from view, like he had back at the ravine. This time, he’d fallen through perfectly solid ground. Dash lunged toward the pit now gaping through the undergrowth where Conover had vanished, his face a mask of furious intent. A flurry of terrifying images cascaded through his mind—Conover with a broken arm or leg or back, Conover impaled on spikes, Conover stuck in a hole so deep they couldn’t even reach him.

      As he hit the edge of the pit and fell to his knees, Dash saw the reality wasn’t quite that bad. At least, not yet. Conover had only dropped a few feet before wedging his hands and feet into walls of the pit, his fingers white with effort as he dug hard for purchase. But with each second, the walls crumbled from holding his weight, chunks cascading into the darkness below. Even worse, somewhere far below, Dash heard rushing water, probably an underground stream. In a few seconds, when the soil finally gave way, Conover would plunge into the unseen torrent and be swept off to a terrifying death.

      Dash threw himself prone and reached down. “Conover, take my hand!”

      Conover looked up, his eyes wide with raw, primal fear. “I can’t. Dash, help me!”

      The dirt gave way. Conover fell.

      Dash drove his hand down and caught Conover’s wrist just before it dropped out of reach. Leira, a few seconds behind Dash, grabbed his other arm. The engineer swung from inertia, desperately holding onto them with a tenacity born of terror.

      Dash groaned and braced himself, teeth bared in savage effort. “Conover, push up! With your feet!”

      Conover pumped his legs like he was trying to run, but all he did was kick more dirt into the depths. His weight pulled on Dash, hard and relentless, yanking him a few centimeters over the edge of the pit.

      Leira, her face pressed into the ground, gasped. “Dash, we have to do something."

      “I know. No talking. Pull.”

      Conover kept kicking at the dirt, but his feet got no purchase. He just dangled in their grip, a panicked, squirming mass of human that was scared beyond belief. And now, just to make things even more interesting, Dash felt the edge of the pit starting to crumble away beneath him.

      It was now or, quite literally, never.

      With a hoarse shout, Dash heaved. Slowly, painfully, he and Leira dragged Conover back up toward the top of the pit. Conover managed to get his feet working, his toes scrabbling at the dirt to give a bit of lift. They finally managed to work him back onto solid ground. Once Conover was safe, Dash flopped onto his back and closed his eyes, needing a moment.

      But there was no moment to take.

      Dash wedged himself up to his knees, gasping. “Okay…let’s go…we can’t—”

      He stopped, going utterly silent and still, eyes fixed on the gleaming tip of a spear hovering inches from his face.
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        * * *

      

      Dash slowly raised his hands. “Okay. Let’s not do anything hasty. We’re friends.”

      He tried to make his voice as unthreatening as possible. The man—or woman, it was hard to tell through the tangle of hair—narrowed his eyes and kept the spear leveled at Dash’s face.

      Dash looked around. At least a dozen more people surrounded them. Most had spears, but a few held bows with arrows notched, and a couple more brandished vicious wooden clubs, each with a hook on the end. All were dressed in loose robes, cloaks of tanned animal hides and had intricate, colorful designs either painted or tattooed onto their faces, arms, and legs.

      “Dash, look at those tattoos,” Conover said.

      Dash kept his eyes fixed on that menacing spear point just centimeters from his nose. “Kind of got my attention elsewhere at the moment.”

      “No. Look at them. It looks like Unseen writing, doesn’t it?”

      Dash refocused his eyes, taking in the tattoos scrawled across the arms holding the damned spear. Yes, the swirls and lines seemed more than just random decoration. Dash could read bits of it. It was gibberish, though, likely rough copied from the outpost exterior. Much was lost in translation, but their intentions were clear. This was more than a simple hunt for these people. This was religion.

      It was sacred.

      Dash thought of Clan Shirna’s fervor and forced himself to remain calm. The parallels were obvious. The outcome was uncertain, given how hot the blood of zealots ran when someone broke their ancient rules.

      Their reality was that they faced some seriously pissed-off people, with whom they shared no language, and he had seconds to find some kind of accord with them or they would likely be ventilated with weapons he’d only seen on a vidscreen.

      The man holding the spear on him suddenly spoke, a rapid-fire string of syllables that were just as much gibberish to Dash as his tattoos were.

      “I’m sorry,” Dash said, “I don’t understand—wait—Sentinel, you getting this?”

      “I am,” Sentinel said, her voice tinged with irritation. She was getting more human with each day.

      “Translate, please?”

      After another burst of chatter, the spear jabbed at Dash. He flinched back with a yelp. Another man with a spear trained on Leira yelled something, as did a woman with a club raised over Conover’s head. Dash looked around with his eyes narrowed in concentration, desperate to find something, anything, to prevent bloodshed.

      Nothing came to mind other than a frontal assault. They couldn’t even use their plasma pistols or slug guns because of the damned suppressor field.

      “Um. Sentinel? Translate?” Dash said, his eyes never leaving their captors.

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Another chorus of shouts went up from their captors. Dash braced himself and tried to formulate a plan. He’d knock the spear aside, lunge, fight back, maybe manage to get away before these people killed them, and inadvertently brought about the extermination of all sentient life by the Golden. But he froze as a massive shadow swept over them. Now what?

      Something huge crashed through the trees, showering them with leaves, splinters, and dust.

      The Archetype.

      The huge mech shoved the trees aside as though they were blades of grass. At its dramatic entrance, their captors broke into a cacophony of shouts and wails. They pointed, shouted, uttered a few shrill screams, and then scattered. Some just vanished into the foliage, while others dropped to the ground, prostrate, faces pressed into the loam. By the time the Archetype had fully settled, its huge feet crushing ferns and logs before sinking into the wet soil, Dash, Leira, and Conover were the only ones still upright.

      “Well, I guess we’re outside that suppressor field.” Leira got to her feet and let out a relieved breath.

      Conover glared around at their would-be executioners, still all prone in the dirt. “Would have been nice to know that. We could’ve used our weapons or something.” He raised a hand as both Dash and Leira opened their mouths to remind him, again, that they weren’t here to kill innocent people. “Just to scare them off—even if they did try to drop me in a hole. Correction, a pit. Sounds a lot more ominous.”

      “Indeed, you are almost one hundred meters beyond the effect of the Creators’ suppressor field,” Sentinel said. “You could have used your weapons or called for assistance at any time.”

      Sentinel’s voice rang from the Archetype like a deep, mellow bell, earning another chorus of fearful gasps from the people who had, seconds earlier, thought they were in control.

      He made a lowering gesture with one hand. “A little quieter, Sentinel, okay? They don’t need to hear you back on The Forge.”

      “It is not possible for sound to be propagated that far, and through a vacuum.”

      “Oh, for…I know that. I was just—”

      “Being a smart ass, yes.”

      “Wait. Did just call me a smart ass?”

      Conover nodded. “She did.”

      Leira smiled. “She’s finally getting to know the real you.”

      Dash shaded his eyes and looked up at the Archetype, which was towering over them. “I like the whole voice-of-god thing, broadcasting out loud. Nice touch. I’m definitely rubbing off on you.”

      “It is inevitable that I will, over time, come to adopt your personality. To what extent that is a good thing remains a separate question.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes again. “Just a minute. I would like to point out—in my role as the Messenger, of course—that you have to adjust to me. I’m much more fun at parties.”

      “You’ve never seen me at a party,” Sentinel said with great dignity.

      Leira chuckled and put her hand on Dash’s shoulder. “You are not going to win an argument with a super-intelligent alien AI, my friend. Face it. She’s had a lot longer to perfect her material.”

      Dash gave her a wry look, but Conover gestured around at tattooed faces starting to peer from among the leafy shadows. Curiosity, it seemed, was starting to overcome outright fear. “Save the banter for now. We can relax at the Forge. Sort of. Home, Jeeves.”

      “I do not like that name,” Sentinel said.

      “And you said you were fun.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash was home in a sense. He stretched, and the Archetype stretched with him.

      He glanced at the Slipwing. Leira had flipped her around, lighting her fusion drive in a deceleration burn as they closed on The Forge. Another half hour and they should be safely back in the station’s docking bay. Then Dash could extricate himself from the Archetype’s cradle, the intricate device that transmitted all of his movements to the big mech, strip off his sweaty clothes, and finally take a shower.

      A hot shower.

      Saving the universe was surprisingly hard on personal hygiene. The Archetype took care of all his physical needs while he was slung in the cradle, but its Unseen builders had definitely skimped on the creature comforts, like hot running water. Or deodorant.

      “Dash, Viktor here. Custodian has some news about those power cores you retrieved. Good work on getting four of them in one trip, by the way.”

      “It helps that the Unseen seem to have started doubling them up. Anyway, what’ve you got?”

      “All of those cores are meant for The Forge, it seems. They’ll power up a lot more of this place. They’ll also activate…let’s see. There’ll be a defensive energy shield available around the whole station, point defense weapons against incoming attacks, and something called metallic shielding. Not sure what that last one is. Custodian says he’ll know more once it’s been brought online.”

      “Got it,” Dash replied. “Sounds like they’ll make our new home here a lot more snug.”

      “Just in time, too.”

      Dash’s gut tightened a notch. “There something I should know, Viktor?”

      “Custodian’s detected a signal. It’s weak, and indistinct, but it’s definitely real.”

      “What is it?”

      “And whose is it?” Leira put in. “Does it belong to the Unseen, or the Golden?”

      “Can’t tell,” Viktor replied. “Can’t even determine an accurate direction, just a vague, out that way sort of thing.”

      “I am receiving repeater data from Custodian,” Sentinel said. “It’s available now. Since the signal is propagating through the Dark Between, it likely originates either from a source belonging to the Creators, or to the Golden.”

      Dash studied the signal on the heads-up. It was just a diffuse blob, coming from somewhere among a few dozen possible star systems. “But you can’t tell which.”

      “If I could, I would have specified it.”

      “You’re getting awfully snarky, you know that?”

      “I did say that accommodating your personality may or may not be a good thing.”

      Dash had to smile. “Yes. Yes, you did.”
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      Dash sincerely hoped that the signal would turn out to be friendly. Perhaps neutral, or even entirely uninteresting—anything but a warning of incoming danger. There’d been more than enough of that since Dash had stumbled upon the Archetype, so something not awful would be a nice change.

      Fortunately, it turned out they had a way to find out. One of the systems the new cores had brought to life on The Forge was a pair of deep-scan arrays. Each had unfolded from the station’s “poles,” giving the system effectively full coverage in all directions.

      Except there was a problem.

      The array near the “north pole” failed to come properly online. A Golden drone that had crashed into the station and disabled many systems had left behind a sinister legacy—a pernicious virus that had insinuated itself into some of The Forge’s operations. Custodian had been able to sandbox it into a cyber-trap, but at the cost of shaving off some of the station’s functionality.

      Eventually, Custodian said it would be able to get rid of the pesky cyber-intruder, but until then, some systems would have to run off bypasses. “It will be necessary to run a physical connection to the deep-scan array, at least in the short term. I will dispatch a maintenance remote for that purpose.”

      Dash had been fine with that, but Amy had piped up. “Just a sec. How about we do it? I’d like to learn more about what makes this place tick.”

      Viktor curled his lip at her. “You just want to get outside.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve been cooped up on this station for the past couple of weeks, while Dash, Leira, and Conover have been off having fun!”

      “Fun?” Leira asked with a hint of laughter. “If you call almost getting run through with a spear fun, well then, sure. Lots of fun. The swampy mud was—well, it was great for my skin, but not good for running through.”

      Conover struck a brave pose without thinking. “It was pretty dangerous, Amy. I almost fell into an underground river.”

      “So you’ve told me,” Amy said. “Like, a few times.”

      Conover had deflated a bit at that, but Amy’s grin became a genuine smile, which seemed to perk him up.

      So here Dash was, riding one of the station’s maintenance remotes from the nearest powered-up docking bay toward the faulty array. Amy straddled another, laughing and whooping as they raced across the sprawling plain of The Forge’s hull.

      They began to slow as the array came into view, a trio of massive, parabolic dishes atop a tower at least fifty meters tall. It rose over the horizon as they approached it, as did a gleaming crescent of light.

      Amy made a disappointed sound. “I could’ve just kept going, you know. Just racing around and around The Forge on this remote. Hey, we should make a game out of it. Remote racing!”

      “That would be fine, if we actually controlled these things,” Dash replied. “But we’re really just passengers. And I’ve never been a good passenger. I much prefer being the driver.”

      “So why’d you come along then, anyway? If you don’t like being just a passenger, then it seems to me you’d just want to give this a pass.”

      “We agreed we’d always go EVA in pairs. We go safely or not at all, okay?”

      “Yeah, but one of the others could’ve come with me.”

      “You’re about to see why I came, Amy. In fact, there it is, now.”

      The array towered above them. But that wasn’t what Dash was talking about. He gestured beyond it, to where that gleaming crescent of light had resolved itself into the gas giant around which The Forge orbited.

      It swelled across the sky as they pulled up to the base of the array, a vast hemisphere blotting away most of the starfield. This close, its multitude of pastel bands resolved into swirls of gas, each the size of a planet, spinning and whirling and rushing along before thousand-kilometer-per-hour winds. He could just make out a sliver of its vast polar aurora—the charged particles exciting into a ghostly bluish glow that encircled both of its poles with halos of inconstant light.

      Dash just stood and stared.

      It was really no different than the view from inside The Forge or the Archetype or the Slipwing. Except, it was. It was very different. From each of those perspectives, the gas giant loomed—glorious and majestic, sure. But out here, wearing nothing but a vac suit, it had a power and sheer, raw presence that made Dash feel like…like nothing. At most, like a mote, a speck of dust against the sheer grandeur of the universe. It was almost frightening, the way the gas giant looked as though it might suddenly pull him away from The Forge.

      “Dash?”

      He pulled his eyes away from the view. “Sorry, what?”

      “Nothing. Just…the look on your face.” Amy’s smiled behind her faceplate. “You’re such a practical, no-nonsense kind of guy. Seeing you being all awestruck like that is just kind of…” Her shoulders rose and fell slightly in a shrug. “It’s nice. Nice knowing you have a bit of poetry in your soul.”

      He shrugged back. “Helps keep things in perspective. There’s a lot of universe out there full of things like that.” He pointed at the gas giant. “And of things even more spectacular. Things far, far bigger than even the Unseen.”

      “Or the Golden.”

      “Exactly.”

      They took another moment to just bask in the glory of the vast gas giant, then turned to the task at hand. Amy’s remote had pulled a seemingly endless cable along behind it; the device could have easily hooked it up on its own, but it dutifully waited for Dash and Amy to get it plugged into the receptacle Custodian had indicated.

      “The deep scan system is now coming online,” Custodian said. “It will take a moment to stabilize and begin processing incoming signals.”

      “Our priority is the signal you detected earlier, so update us the second it’s ready,” Dash said. As he did, the array began moving, smoothly rotating and inclining its triple dishes toward a specific point in space.

      “That was already understood.” Custodian sounded a little peeved.

      Dash looked at Amy. “You know, these AI’s are starting to develop actual personalities.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “Sentinel wonders the same thing. So do I, for that matter.”

      “You just don’t like competition in the snark department.”

      “Why do I have this reputation for being—”

      “The deep scan system is now fully online,” Custodian cut in. “There is no further need for you to remain outside The Forge.”

      Dash turned back to the remote that had brought him here. “Guess that’s our cue to head back inside.”

      Amy moved to board her own remote. “Race you!”

      “Um…sure. Custodian, make my remote go faster than hers.” He gave her a wry grin. “There. I win.”

      “You’re no fun.” Amy leaned forward, urging her remote on, but it plodded along. “Come on, buddy. You’ve got this.” She bounced in her seat, but to no avail.

      As the remotes accelerated back toward the docking bay, Dash glanced back at the gas giant. He watched it until it had fully set, vanishing behind the sweeping curve of the great hull.

      There were things bigger than even the Unseen and the Golden. It was important to remember that.
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      They crowded around a display in the engine room, the place that had become The Forge’s effective command center. If there was an actual command center somewhere, it must be in a part of the station still not powered up. The Forge still held secrets, and would until every corridor was humming with power.

      “Okay, Custodian, what’ve you got?” Dash said.

      “The deep scan has resolved the incoming signal’s location but offers little more detail, unfortunately. It is emanating from what seems to be the location of a battle between the Creators and the Golden, on the edge of a star system known as GC67854-AS2.”

      “Catchy name,” Amy said.

      Viktor gave a dry smile, a testament of his fondness for the girl. “The Battle of GC67854. It’s catchy, once you get used to it.”

      “If you can tell from here that it was a battlefield, then it must be a pretty extensive one,” Leira said. She narrowed her eyes at the display, which showed an area that was spotted with odd density spikes, adjacent to the subject star system. “That must be…oh, what, a good forty light years away?”

      “Forty-seven point six two to the star itself,” Custodian replied.

      “When Custodian says deep scan, it means deep scan, doesn’t it?” Dash said.

      “Forty-seven point six two light years.” Leira crossed her arms. “I’ll say it again. It must have been an awfully big battle.”

      Dash nodded. “Which means the Unseen must have kept some record of it. Custodian? Anything you can tell us?”

      “Other than the fact that it occurred, the Creators recorded little information about this particular battle, at least in any database to which I currently have access. The only other reliable information the deep scan provides is that there is a considerable amount of debris.”

      Dash rubbed his chin. “Okay. Sentinel, how about you? Anything to add?”

      “Custodian and I have synchronized our accessible databases,” Sentinel replied. “The only specific piece of information I can add is that the star, GC67854-AS2, was a binary system before the engagement.”

      Conover made a huh sound. “Was a binary system? So it isn’t anymore?” He looked around at the others. “Sounds like somebody used a Lens.”

      “Excuse me,” a new voice put in, “but are you saying that the Unseen actually blew up a star during the course of the battle?”

      They all turned to face the speaker, the monk named Kai. He and his fellow brothers in faith, known as the Order of the Unseen, had come to The Forge with Dash and the others during an expedition to retrieve more of the power cores The Forge and The Archetype both needed to power up their systems. Kai was unobtrusive by nature, but when he spoke, his words carried weight.

      “So it would seem,” Dash said. “We partly did the same thing, remember, when we shrank this system’s star to save Leira right after the fight with the Harbinger. We just avoided the, ah—well, we didn’t actually explode the star. Just tickled the edges, so to speak.”

      Kai nodded. “That I understand. My interest is more with regard to the effect on the Enemy of All Life. I’m hoping many of them were destroyed by the Unseen’s efforts.”

      Dash offered a polite nod in the face of Kai’s single-minded devotion to the cause. For a relatively mild-mannered group of people, Kai and his fellow monks had an unabashedly vicious hatred for the Golden. Not for the first time, he was glad they were on their side.

      “Probably no way to know for sure,” Dash said.

      “A pity.” Kai’s retort was flat with repressed emotion.

      Dash turned back to the display. “So, let’s summarize. We’ve got a signal coming from an ancient battlefield a long way off. We don’t know if it belongs to the Unseen or the Golden. And…” He shrugged again. “And that’s about it. Limited information, but without the usual immediate threat. Still, this is why we’re here. To use The Forge as capably as we can, as quickly as we can.”

      Kai gave a deep nod of satisfaction at that.

      “I think it’s something that belonged to the Golden,” Conover said flatly.

      Leira gave him a puzzled look. “Oh? Based on what?”

      “Think about it. Custodian only just started receiving the signal a little while ago. We know that the Harbinger was broadcasting its own signal after it entered this system, right before it attacked the Archetype and came after The Forge,” Conover said. “Custodian, based on what you know about Golden communications, has enough time passed for the Harbinger’s signal to get to GC…um…”

      “GC67854-AS2,” Custodian said, sounding a little impatient.

      “Yeah, sure. That star system. Anyway, has enough time passed for that signal to get there, and this one to get back?” Conover asked.

      It was Sentinel who answered. “Yes. The amount of time that has actually passed corresponds very closely to the theoretical value.”

      “So it very likely is something belonging to the Golden, then,” Viktor said, narrowing his eyes at the display.

      Dash grimaced. “Yeah. Something’s woken up.”

      “Something large,” Custodian added. “The signal strength suggests a noteworthy source of power, considerably larger than a simple probe or scout craft. That would, therefore, correspond most closely to several types of large, Golden ships.”

      “Could this be a passenger liner, or even a massive freighter? The ones that hit multiple systems on trade routes?” Dash said.

      “There is no record of the Golden having such a craft,” Sentinel said.

      “So a big warship then,” Viktor said.

      For a moment there was silence as that sank in. Dash finally broke it.

      “Okay. A big Golden warship has come to life, and we’re the sharp side of the knife. That means it’s up to us,” Dash said, clasping his hands one over the other. He looked like a fighter getting ready to step onto the mat.

      Leira bit her lip in thought. “Well, if it’s going to head this way, and if we assume a worst-case scenario of it moving as fast as its own signal, that gives us…what, about a week and a half maybe?”

      “Give or take,” Conover said, nodding. “I’d say a little longer, though.”

      Dash frowned at the display, as though just staring at it hard enough would pull more information from it. “Then maybe two weeks, and ignoring it is out of the question.”

      “Especially if it’s Golden tech that’s new to us,” Amy said.

      Viktor scratched his ear. “Isn’t that just asking for trouble though? We might be waking a sleeping beast. Why not just let Custodian keep a long scan on it?”

      “I think we have to assume that, whatever it is, it’s already woken up and probably won’t just hang around that battlefield.” Dash said with a wry grin. “If it’s like me when I wake up from a long sleep, it’s going to be cranky.”

      “What if it’s damaged and can’t move?” Amy said. “It is kind of floating among a bunch of debris, remember. Maybe it’s too damaged to even defend itself. This could be a great opportunity to get a close look at something we might really want to know about.”

      “But what if it isn’t damaged and can move and defend itself?” Viktor asked. “We could just as easily be delivering ourselves to the enemy.”

      “Only one way to find out.” Amy turned to Dash. “We should go and take a look.”

      “I have to intervene in your musings,” Custodian cut in. “There is a more significant concern, much closer to The Forge.”

      Dash stiffened. “Explain.”

      “A probe has just arrived in this system from deep space and is inbound at high velocity.”

      They all exchanged tense looks. They all knew, after all, that the Golden would eventually be back. The Golden were like bad houseguests. They never stayed away for long.

      Dash turned for the door to the engine room. “Let’s go, boys and girls. Company’s coming, and it would be rude not to greet them.”
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      Dash raced along the corridors leading back to the docking bay, keeping a running conversation with both Sentinel and Custodian as he did.

      “The probe is traveling at high velocity on a broad, elliptical trajectory that will take it around this system’s star,” Custodian said.

      Dash turned the last corner before the docking bay. Leira and Viktor hurried along behind him to get the Slipwing ready to launch if she was needed. Amy, Conover, and the monks remained in the engine room in case anything needed to be attended to in The Forge.

      “Sounds like it’s planning to do a gravitational slingshot,” Dash said, glancing back at Leira. “Now where have I heard that before?”

      Leira grimaced. That was the same maneuver she’d planned to use before, when things were bleak, and they had to take a gamble.

      “It would have worked if it hadn’t been for the shoddy fusion drive on the Slipwing.”

      “Shoddy? Shoddy?” He gave her a look of pure disbelief. “Don’t badmouth my ship, you ruffian.”

      “Ruffian?”

      “It seemed to fit. Not quite criminal, but better than pirate,” Dash said as they ran on.

      “Good choice. I accept your term. But not with grace. That would be too cultured,” Leira said in between breaths. “Be careful.”

      “You too.”

      They reached the docking bay. Dash veered toward the looming bulk of the Archetype, while Leira and Viktor ran for the Slipwing.

      “And don’t launch my ship, either,” Dash called out. “Not until I say I need you or it becomes clear I need you. No unnecessary risk!”

      Viktor gave a thumbs up as he followed Leira up the ramp into the Slipwing. Sentinel folded the Archetype neatly forward and down so Dash could climb into the cockpit and settle himself into the cradle.

      “Okay,” Dash said, lifting and turning the Archetype toward the gaping entrance to the bay, “what’ve we got, Sentinel? How long until intercept?”

      “It depends. Do you prefer to make the fastest, most direct approach to the probe, or do you intend something more subtle?”

      “Have you ever known me to be subtle?”

      “Yes. In fact, you have approached most engagements using indirect strategies, as well as deception and subterfuge.”

      He flung himself into space, briefly marveling at how routine launching himself at the stars in a huge, alien mech had become. If someone had told him a year ago that this was where he’d be now, he would have laughed and asked them for a drink of what was in their glass.

      “Subterfuge and deceit? In this, we agree. I’m a man of intricate plans. Sometimes,” Dash said. “Do we have a visual yet?”

      “I have calculated the most direct approach, reasoning that you would at least like to see it before you discount or destroy it.”

      Dash studied the heads-up, which was augmented by data coming across the Meld. He could intercept the probe before it started its slingshot around the star, potentially stopping it well away from The Forge. But—and this was the part that made him dislike this sort of direct approach—it meant the probe would have ample time to see him coming and do whatever it was going to do. It also meant an egregiously high closing velocity. Even with its impressive ability to maneuver, it would take time to get the Archetype turned back after the probe if a single, head-on pass didn’t take it out. That meant a long chase, and it was all around cumbersome. Moreover, he’d learned to never underestimate Golden tech and its capabilities, which always seemed to be better than they expected.

      “Yeah, I’m discounting that for sure,” Dash finally said. “So let’s try something else.”

      Dash studied the heads-up, while sifting through more data on the Meld. The brown dwarf that had figured so prominently during his fight against the Harbinger was much too far away to be a factor. There were some asteroids and a barren, rocky planet closer to the action, but none of them inspired any real deceit or subterfuge.

      “Okay, Sentinel, show me the probe’s likely trajectory. And I mean all of it, like if we just let it keep going.”

      New data appeared on the heads-up, showing a looping arc around the star, followed by a straight shot at The Forge. By that point, unless the probe decelerated, it would be moving incredibly fast. Was that the plan? Just slam it into The Forge, like a projectile from a giant slug-gun? It seemed pretty crude, but sometimes crude was best, because crude was simple.

      “The difficulty is that this trajectory presumes the probe does nothing to alter its course. It’s a purely ballistic path. As a result, there’s actually a lot of uncertainty as to where it may go.”

      Dash gave a slow nod. “Right. Which means we need to know what it’s up to so we can be in the right place at the right time to stop it.”

      “It is likely more than capable of detecting the Archetype,” Sentinel said. “That, by itself, could change its behavior.”

      “Yeah. Or make it unleash some nasty surprise. I’d really like to keep out of its sight for as long as possible.”

      He could just go back to The Forge and wait for it there. Again, though, Unseen tech might seem to ignore the laws of physics, but it really didn’t. If he launched from The Forge again from a dead stop, the Archetype might not be able to accelerate fast enough to do whatever it needed to. What he needed was a way of hiding—but he also needed to shed velocity while remaining close to the Forge.

      …a vast hemisphere blotting away most of the starfield. This close, its multitude of pastel bands resolved into swirls of gas, each the size of a planet, spinning and whirling and rushing along before thousand-kilometer per hour winds.

      “Bingo.”

      “You have been inspired to something subtle, haven’t you?” Sentinel asked.

      “Yeah, I have. The gas giant. It generates a lot of magnetism, radiation, that sort of thing. Kind of like that brown dwarf, right? The fields are similar?”

      “It is considerably smaller and much less energetic than the brown dwarf, but yes. Except for scale, its emanations are not too different. Do you wish to use it as camouflage?”

      “Worked on the Harbinger, with the brown dwarf. Sounds like a good way of dealing with this thing. Plus, we can orbit the gas giant, keep moving, keep our velocity up. I assume you can work out the orbital math.”

      The heads-up lit up with the exact trajectory.

      “Okay,” Dash said, “I guess you can. So that has us orbiting it, what, twice before the probe gets close to The Forge?”

      “Yes. An elliptical approach, to ensure the timing is correct, followed by two orbits at slightly less than the gas giant’s escape velocity. The probe will be on the far side of the star for much of that time. We should complete the second orbit and emerge from behind the gas giant at a velocity that almost matches that of the probe, at a very short distance away from it.”

      “I like it. Let’s do it.”

      The Archetype smoothly surged toward a point well offset from the gas giant. As Sentinel had said, it would use up enough time to make sure the intercept happened exactly when and where they wanted it.

      Assuming, of course, the probe didn’t have other ideas.

      “Ah, well,” Dash muttered, “nothing’s a hundred percent, right?”

      “Many things occur one hundred percent of the time,” Sentinel replied. “From a quantum level, right up to the largest, most macro scale. One example would be your snoring. I calculate it occurs every time you enter a state of sleep.”

      “That’s not macro.”

      “You’ve never heard yourself snore.”

      Snarky. Definitely snarky.
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        * * *

      

      Dash stretched, flexing his arms and legs and fingers in a bone-cracking movement that left him focused and loose. “Okay. Here we go.”

      The swirling, vaporous surface of the gas giant blurred beneath the Archetype, its velocity smearing it into a diffuse wall of colored stripes. That had been Dash’s view for the past couple of hours—the vast, pastel expanse of the planet beneath him, the infinite starfield above. It hadn’t moved him the way the few moments with Amy on the surface of The Forge had, but there remained a lingering sense of the infinite as he sat, waiting for combat, high above the whirling atmosphere of the giant planet. He shook his head, ending the reverie.

      Now it was back to business.

      The immensity of the gas giant fell away as the Archetype broke orbit. The big planet’s magnetic fields and belts of radiation might be much weaker than those of the brown dwarf, but they were still enough to effectively blind anyone to the Archetype if they didn’t know exactly where to look. That would have left Dash blind, too, except Sentinel and Custodian had collaborated, keeping data coming to the Archetype over a tight comms beam. As a result, when the mech pulled clear of the gas giant’s emissions, he knew exactly where the probe would be.

      And sure enough, there it was.

      “I love science,” Dash said.

      “Do you mean you love math?” Sentinel asked.

      “Let’s not get crazy. I tolerate math. I love being right,” Dash said.

      It had made no course changes, done no accelerating. It indeed seemed to be bent on plowing into The Forge like a bullet. And Custodian had finally decided it actually was Golden tech, so Dash was going to stop it.

      He lined up the dark-lance and fired.

      The ghostly beam flickered out, landing on the probe’s surface like a shadow.

      At first, nothing happened. The probe just raced on. Dash narrowed his eyes, about to say something unflattering about the Golden, when the probe suddenly erupted in a blast of quantum discharge. Fragments were flung apart by the explosion, their trajectories rapidly diverging.

      “Well, that was unexpectedly easy,” Dash said. “Kind of an entirely pointless effort by the Golden.”

      “It was,” Sentinel replied.

      “So why do I suspect they’ve still got something up their sleeve?”

      “I have noticed that, being quite deceptive yourself, you expect it from others.”

      “It’s not cynicism. It’s being careful,” Dash said.

      “I appreciate your distinction and will make a note of it.”

      “Please do,” Dash said, keeping his attention focused on the remnants of the probe. It was now a small cloud of debris, still following the original trajectory, but steadily expanding. Custodian had already energized The Forge’s energy shield, which would be more than enough to stop these remaining fragments.

      Okay, Dash thought, maybe that was it. Maybe the probe had been defective, or maybe it was just a recon model, gathering as much information as it could before it was destroyed.

      Maybe, maybe, maybe. He didn’t trust maybe one bit.

      Dash didn’t buy it.

      “You’re up to something,” he said to the debris cloud, now kilometers across. He accelerated, wanting to get closer.

      “Some of those fragments are beginning to change their trajectory,” Sentinel said, and Dash gave a sharp nod. He’d expected nothing less.

      “I knew it.” He readied the dark-lance, keeping the distortion cannon on standby. Ideally, he’d just destroy the swarm of bogeys, but the distortion cannon would let him yank them away from whatever mischief they intended. A mission interrupted was almost as good as one ended—they could gain information about the Golden, their tech, and just what the hell this new wrinkle in their weaponry might be.

      “I am detecting six submunitions that are now accelerating toward The Forge. They are using a hybrid of unSpace translation and conventional propulsion, effectively reducing their mass to near zero.”

      Dash was no astrophysicist, but he was a spaceship pilot and knew enough to get by. Even a modest thrust applied to something with almost no mass would result in a ferocious acceleration—and enormous kinetic energy when these things impacted.

      Worse, these submunitions, as Sentinel labeled them, were tiny. It made them into ridiculously tough targets to hit.

      For most people.

      Dash accelerated harder and fired the distortion cannon, but the submunitions’ insignificant mass meant it had almost no effect, like shooting at a shadow. He switched back to the dark-lance and started snapping out shots as fast it could fire. The Forge loomed ahead now; these projectiles were only seconds from impact.

      He hit one submunition, and it simply vaporized. Then he missed a second one twice before destroying it. The third he hit, but he missed the fourth repeatedly.

      “Incoming!  Custodian, can you take these things out?”

      “The energy shield will not stop them,” Custodian replied. “Activating point defense systems instead.”

      The Forge erupted with energy pulses, a torrential deluge of searing bursts that turned the dwindling space between it and the Archetype to a blizzard of scalding light. Dash finally nailed his fourth target; the point defense, for all of its impressive fury, only got one more.

      The sixth, and last, slammed into The Forge.

      As it did, a large section of the station where it hit suddenly shimmered then shone like mirrored quicksilver. The kinetic flash of impact almost vanished into the dazzle of reflected light. Then it was gone, as though it had never happened.

      Dash blinked at the afterimages of the lightshow from the point defense and whatever had just happened. “What the hell was that?”

      “The metallic shielding,” Custodian said. “It is very much a last resort defense, and very demanding in terms of power, but effective.”

      “Glad to hear you’re still in one piece,” Dash replied, letting himself relax a notch or two, but not letting his guard down entirely. Sentinel might think he saw deception everywhere, but when it came to the Golden, that was just smart thinking. “Leira, Viktor, how about you guys? All okay?”

      “Ever been inside a bell when it’s been rung?” Leira asked.

      “Uh, no.”

      “Well, I have.”

      “Messenger, scans are showing that some of the debris from the probe and its submunitions are composed of Dark Metal,” Custodian said. “I strongly recommend recovering all of it that you can and returning with it to The Forge.”

      “Dark Metal. You mean what the Harbinger was made of?”

      “One and the same. The Golden pioneered its use and likely has a somewhat more advanced understanding of it. The Creators have employed Dark Metal in some applications as well. There are small amounts incorporated into the Archetype, in fact.”

      “You mean the Unseen stole it from the Golden?” Dash asked.

      “Stealing it implies wrongdoing. The Creators liberated the technology involved in order to further their efforts—”

      “That’s okay, I get it. And it wasn’t a criticism. Hell, I hope they stole a lot more from those Golden bastards.”

      Dash took in the various bits and pieces of debris on the heads-up, noting the ones that the Custodian had identified as Dark Metal in particular. “Gathering this stuff is going to take a while. Do we really need all of it?”

      “That would be ideal. It would save a great deal of time otherwise required to fabricate new Dark Metal,” Custodian said.

      “Fabricate new Dark Metal. You can do that? And what will it be used for?” Dash felt his brows lift in surprise.

      “It is a vital component in constructing new weaponry, among other things.”

      “Okay, what new weaponry? And how are you going to build it?” Dash felt his curiosity rising with each new possibility.

      “When you have finished gathering it, Messenger, and have returned to The Forge with it, then allow me to show you,” Custodian said.

      Dash couldn’t help hearing a note of certainty in Custodian’s voice, and the knowledge gave him a flare of the most dangerous drug known to man: hope.

      Between Sentinel’s snark and Custodian’s confidence, Dash was beginning to see that he hadn’t inherited a legacy of machines. He’d joined a culture, older than humanity, and it had the same goal.

      Ending the Golden.
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      Dash raised an eyebrow at Leira. “That system the signal is coming from might be inhabited? What evidence do we have?”

      They were on their way back to the engine room from the docking bay. Dash had deposited the probe fragments containing all the Dark Metal he could find in another storage area, then returned to the bay the Archetype shared with the Slipwing. Custodian reported that the next events were nothing short of the act of creation—Dark Metal being turned from flotsam to weapons, all courtesy of the Forge.

      Leira and Viktor, who’d been waiting in the Slipwing in case Dash needed their help with the probe, were now striding along with them.

      “Leira? Evidence?” Dash repeated as they walked. She been quiet for a long moment.

      “Your ship is the one that told me that, Dash.”

      Dash glanced at Viktor. “The Slipwing had gained sentience? She’s a strong personality, but I didn’t know she could think on her own.”

      Viktor smiled. “Well, she and your ship did have a near-death experience. Maybe they’ve bonded.”

      Dash gave a good-natured snort. “If a near-death experience is all it takes to get a ship to start talking to you, the Slipwing and I would be married. I’m guessing it’s the data banks, right?”

      Leira nodded. “The data bank is turning out to be a treasure trove. Well, there was an anthro survey from a few years back that mentions GC67854-AS2  being inhabited, and that the settlement is called Gulch.”

      “Gulch.” Dash thought for a moment, but coming blank, he shrugged. “New to me, but not the ship. Follow me.”

      He started for the engine room again. It seemed unlikely that the Slipwing, whose creaky, old computers were like counting on your fingers and toes compared to the sophistication of Custodian and Sentinel, would possess data they didn’t.

      “I’d always meant to stop my database subscription, but never did, so the updates must have continued over the years,” Dash said. “That means contemporary data, and that means I need Sentinel and Custodian in these data banks yesterday.”

      “I have already begun sifting the Slipwing’s database for additional information we might find useful,” Sentinel said. “Dash, are you aware that there are several pictures of women in various states of undress on your hard drive? I can find no purpose for such data whatsoever.”

      “That’s, um—research,” Dash said. “For a project.”

      “Project Libido?” Leira asked, giving him a sideways glance.

      “As a gentleman, I won’t dignify that comment with a response other than to say, Sentinel, please don’t delete my, ah, research files,” Dash said.

      “I have taken the liberty of arranging the files according to the women’s appearance and bust size. Did you know that—”

      “That’s enough. Good. Thank you. Let’s move on. Lots to do and all that—a war to win, and so on,” Dash said, studiously looking away from Leira with a blank expression.

      “As you wish,” Sentinel said. Leira snorted, and Viktor gave him a knowing grin. The air was merrily tense, and Dash looked to the ceiling for a moment before a grin crept to the corners of his mouth.

      Sentinel already knew lots more about him than he’d likely ever have shared with anyone to begin with, thanks to the Meld. So he said, “Sentinel, have you ever accessed my ship’s entire database? As in, right down to the machine code?”

      “No. I have only accessed those parts of your ship’s data that were necessary for particular purposes.”

      “Well, that’s an oversight. Go ahead and retrieve all of it. There might be a few things in there you don’t know—like the fact that the system where that signal’s coming from is—”

      “Potentially inhabited by a settlement known as Gulch.”

      “Oh. You already knew that then.”

      “Yes, you already mentioned it. I have also retrieved the information from your ship. There are several million new data-points included in it that I have now added to my own stores of data.”

      “Several million? Really?”

      “The vast majority are incident historical data regarding your species, and therefore likely irrelevant. Although I admit the women in bikinis playing some sport called volleyball are interesting. Quite a challenge to gravity.”

      “Um. Right,” Dash said, again in a voice that was oddly neutral.

      Viktor shook his head, grinning. “That’s our history she just called irrelevant. Although I’m glad to see her keeping the files that matter.”

      “Well, it probably is irrelevant to an alien AI,” Leira replied. “Not to mention our current situation.”

      Dash gave them both a measured look, then said, “The only way our history doesn’t matter is if we fail, and I won’t let that happen. Custodian, can you confirm anything about this settlement from the deep scan?”

      “Nothing conclusive. Since your records indicate it is less than forty years old, any radio emissions from the settlement simply will not have reached The Forge, yet. The deep scan is otherwise incapable of detecting any other indications of habitation at this range, particularly given interference from the debris field containing the Golden signal.”

      “Work to clear it, sift the data, and give me your best guesses.  If there are people living there, it could make things more complicated if we decide to pay a visit.”

      “Are we going to pay a visit?” Leira asked.

      “We are,” Dash said with finality.

      “Messenger, the others are awaiting you in the engine room,” Custodian said.

      Dash smiled. “Now let’s go see our other surprise, and hope for good news.”
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      The new power cores they’d retrieved and installed had finally powered up most of the Forge. Some systems remained off-line, and there were a few peripheral bits of the station that were still dark, but most of it was pressurized, heated, lighted, and generally accessible.

      So, they set off from the engine room on what amounted to a guided tour, Custodian acting as their guide.

      “I kind of got used to thinking of this place as being just the parts we’ve been using,” Amy said. “You know, the docking bay, the engine room, the corridors and compartments in-between. But this”—she gestured around—“this really is huge, isn’t it?”

      They stood on a balcony overlooking a vast space that stretched so far into the distance that it actually curved slightly, conforming to the shape of the Forge’s hull. Custodian had told them it was for storage. A space that dwarfed even the biggest docking bay back on the big space station called Passage, Dash thought, just for storage.

      “Storage of what, exactly?” Viktor asked.

      “Anything that needs to be stored,” Custodian answered, prompting a grimace from the old engineer.

      “Yes. I understand that storage space is used to store things. What I’m asking is, specifically what sort of things?”

      “I am not merely being flippant,” Custodian replied. “What would be stored here is the purview of the crew. I could provide an exhaustive list of such items and materials, but it would take some time for you to assimilate the data.”

      Conover, who’d been peering over the railing at what had to be at least a ten-meter drop to the deck below, looked up. “The crew? There’s a crew?”

      That made them all exchange uneasy glances.

      “Custodian, are there any crew on board now?” Dash asked.

      “Yeah, good question,” Amy added. “Like, in suspended animation or something.”

      Kai, who along with the rest of the monks had remained quietly to the rear of the little procession, spoke up. “Are you suggesting that there might be Unseen aboard this station? And that we might get to meet them?” He sounded more than a little awestruck by the idea.

      But Custodian’s response was a flat denial. “No, none of the Creators are currently aboard the Forge.”

      Kai looked at the other monks, then at Dash. “I’m not sure if we’re somewhat disappointed at not being able to meet those we have revered for the past two centuries, or if we’re relieved. Probably a little of both, actually.”

      The rest of the monks nodded, muttering things among themselves. Leira nodded at them, though.

      “I was once told to never meet your heroes, as they may leave you wanting. I don’t think there’s any chance of that with the Unseen. These are people committed to fighting a war to the bitter end, and willing to do whatever it takes to win,” Dash said, turning to Leira. “Like me.”

      Leira fluttered her lashes and swooned a bit. “Oh, Dash.”

      He patted the air. “It’s okay. I know the effect I have on women, especially when I’ve showered. Which reminds me, I need to shower.”

      “We all do,” Leira said, a smile tugging at her full lips.

      “Custodian,” Conover said, “as we’ve been walking, I’ve noticed different colors. I saw some of the same colors in the parts of the Forge we’ve been using, but I didn’t have anything to compare them to. Now I do.” He pointed at the enormous storage compartment, particularly at a band of grey stretching along the lower half of the walls. “The bulkheads had blue on them back in the engine room and in the docking bay. Here, they’re grey.”

      “Good point,” Amy said, picking up the thread of Conover’s thinking. “We passed through another section Custodian said was all about environmental control, air and water, that sort of thing. And that was green.”

      Dash saw Conover look a little pleased at Amy’s agreeing with him, but just ignored it and asked, “Is there actually some meaning to those colors, Custodian? Did the Unseen actually color-code their station, or is it just about making the place look pretty?”

      “Aesthetics were not a factor,” Custodian replied. “There is indeed a system to the colors. Blue denotes engineering and weapons. Green is environmental systems and botanicals.”

      “Botanicals?” Leira cut in. “They have gardens on the Forge?”

      “Botanical organisms serve a variety of purposes,” Custodian went on. “They clean and filter air and water, and can provide nutrients.”

      “Ah. Okay, makes sense.”

      “The other levels are even more complex,” Custodian said. “Gold indicates crew quarters, command and control facilities, scanners and sensors, and communications systems. White is medical and biological services and research. Finally, grey is storage, security and fabrication.”

      “Fabrication sounds interesting,” Viktor said. “What can you tell us about that?”

      Custodian’s answer was a cryptic one. “There are other portions of the station with which you must become acquainted first.”

      Dash leaned close to Viktor and, in a stage-whisper, said, “He doesn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      They carried on, guided by the Custodian. Now that they knew the system of color codes, they were able to orient themselves to the layout of the Forge and its systems more readily. For the most part, the station was arranged in six broad levels, each mostly devoted to one of the color-coded, functional groupings. There was some overlap, though. So, while the level they knew best, the one containing the engine room, was mostly blue and devoted to engineering and weapons, there were a few green, grey, and even white sections.

      Leira had begun trying to map it all out on her data-pad, but she gave up when Custodian generated a translucent, 3-D image of the Forge floating before her.

      “Well that’s handy,” Leira said.

      “Note the blue dot. That is you, Leira, and will always be present as a reference point,” Custodian said.

      “Dash is represented in red,” Sentinel added.

      “Why red?” Leira asked, hands on hips.

      “I’m hotter, of course,” Dash said, turning to stroll away into the next level as Viktor patted Leira’s shoulder, laughing.

      The corridors and compartments went on and on, a vast system of orderly space that defied the imagination. They had to stop and rest twice during their tour, and they were still going to have only seen a portion of the Forge when it was done. The Unseen didn’t do small.

      By the time they were ready to explore the sixth level, they’d all started to flag. Kai and the monks were stoic about it, but Amy looked at the elevator they were about to enter and voiced how the rest of them seemed to feel.

      “I feel like I’ve walked at least as far as I traveled to get here, to the Forge, in the first place,” she grumbled. “At least that’s what my feet are telling me.”

      “There has got to be an easier way of getting around this place than walking,” Leira said as they stepped into the elevator. “Or at least a more efficient way. Imagine trying to get from one end of the Forge to the other in the heat of a battle, or an emergency.”

      “It does seem that a race as advanced as the Unseen would have a more efficient way of getting around than just by foot,” Viktor said.

      “Do they even have feet?” Amy asked.

      Dash nodded, remembering the bipedal, somewhat dog-like beings he’d seen in a memory play-back, shortly after he first found the Archetype. “Yeah, they have feet.”

      “You’ve met the Unseen?” Kai asked, eyes widening.

      Dash looked at the monk as the elevator doors slid closed and it started to move. “No. Not in person, but in a—a digital memory, as real as we might ever know, but astounding in clarity of detail. They’re like canines, but bipedal and six fingered. Obviously, their capabilities surpass any canine we’ve ever seen.” He waved at the Forge around them, brow lifted in consideration.

      “You must tell me what you saw, sometime. My brethren and I would be most interested in knowing more about the Unseen,” Kai said.

      Dash opened his mouth, but Custodian cut him off. “To answer your question, yes, there is a rapid-transit system for moving quickly around the Forge.”

      Amy stuck her hands on her hips. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? And you’ve been making us walk everywhere?”

      “It is not currently—”

      “Online, yeah, yeah.” She glanced at Conover. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      Conover gave a nod. “I agree. Break out the technology, working or not. At least let me take a crack at it.”

      The elevator stopped and the doors slid open. A long corridor stretched ahead of them. Dash smiled wryly as a collective sigh went up and they started trudging along it.

      “Hey, did you guys really think saving the universe was going to be easy?”

      “No,” Leira shot back, “I just didn’t think it would involve so much walking.”

      Sore feet were quickly forgotten, though, when the sheer scale of this sixth and almost entirely grey level became apparent. The long corridor radiated out, dividing into three huge docking bays, the amount of space in each dwarfing any human structure they’d ever seen. Dash recalled seeing them from outside the Forge, but they’d been sealed shut with massive doors. Now, they stood open to space, with force fields keeping them habitable. Each dwarfed the docking bay they’d been using for the Archetype and the Slipwing; to Dash, they looked as though they could each land and launch a battlecruiser. Or three.

      “What is all this for?” he asked Custodian. “There’s a lot of empty space here. Way more than you’d need even for a whole squadron of Archetypes.”

      “This level essentially encapsulates one of the fundamental purposes of the Forge,” Custodian replied. “From these bays, ships and Archetypes can be received, maintained, and launched, cargo can be transported, and point defense weapons can be deployed.”

      Conover pointed at a large, complicated device vaguely reminiscent of a big particle cannon, mounted on a rail that would allow it to be extended into space. Although it was a sizeable fraction of the size of the Slipwing, it seemed tiny in the vast space around it.

      “That must be a point defense system there,” he said. “And there are a few more. These are the heavy hitters,” Conover said.

      Dash followed Conover’s pointing finger and remembered the pulsing barrage of energy blasts that had erupted from the Forge as the submunitions from the Golden probe closed in on it. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “They must be all over the station, ready to be deployed when they’re needed, and kept inside when they’re not. Good coverage, too. If my math is right, every quadrant is covered.” He whistled at the thought of so much firepower in one station.

      “No wonder the Golden built things like the Harbinger. These guns could take out a cruiser,” Leira said. “Or more.”

      “Definitely more,” Viktor said, rubbing at his scalp thoughtfully.

      They carried on in silence, in awe at the cumulative effects of the Forge. Custodian guided them to their destination across countless meters of smooth decking, open to the black of space.

      “I knew it was big, but—” Conover trailed off, his voice echoing in brassy tones.

      “Right,” was all Dash managed. “Now this, I recognize.”

      “Hab,” Leira added, pointing to barracks, armories, and food prep as they passed by. There were other spaces that might be communal lounges, but even these were on a scale that left the entire team walking in a state of silent reverie.

      “How many people can this place fit, Custodian?” Leira asked.

      “There are crew quarters for three hundred individuals available at this time, but with expansion, this station can house several thousand people in comfort. There would need to be certain alterations to the system, but nothing that has not been done before,” Custodian said.

      “Before?” Viktor seized on the term. “Before what?”

      “At the peak of the last iteration of the war there was what you would call a full-strength battalion housed here, as well as additional special forces related to the secret weapons division. Ultimately, there were approximately four thousand Unseen operating from the Forge.”

      A long moment of silence followed. Conover finally broke it, asking, “What happened to them?”

      “They died. They fought, and they died. And I have since waited for my next assignment, as well as the arrival of the Messenger. Now, that timeline has begun.”

      “Four thousand,” Leira said, shaking her head. “All dead.”

      “And who knows how many others?” Dash added. Just as he’d actually observed the Unseen in the memory playbacks triggered by installing some of the previous power cores in the Archetype, he’d also seen vast, sweeping overviews of the war on its galactic scale. Compared to what that implied, four thousand was probably a proverbial drop into an ocean planet.

      “To answer your question, billions,” Custodian said.

      The air hummed with unspoken loss until Leira cleared her throat. “Anyway, there’s lots here. How about showing us around?” She looked at the others. “I don’t know about you, but I’d like to start sleeping somewhere other than aboard the Slipwing, or on the floor somewhere near the engine room.”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Custodian said. “Since you are living, organic beings who consume food, I’m sure you will be interested in all of the various amenities available.”

      “Some of us more than others,” Viktor said, grinning at Conover, who blushed crimson.
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      They passed through a seemingly endless sprawl of crew quarters. Dash found it comforting that the Unseen, for all of their almost supernatural sophistication, still needed to sleep, eat, and engage in other sorts of organic activities. It meant there were beds—literally hundreds of them, with space for hundreds more. They could each pick a place to sleep, and still barely be within sight of anyone else. As they explored the expansive hab, though, they settled on keeping themselves more or less together. Dash suggested they could spread out but should still remain close enough that no one could end up isolated. The fact that the station was just so big actually bothered him a bit. All of that empty space had a weight, a pressure, and it kept the crew closer together out of sheer instinct.

      He swallowed his discomfort. He hadn’t even realized that living in cramped little spaces like the Slipwing might have given him a touch of agoraphobia, but just thinking about all of that emptiness around them made him take a long moment to adjust his concept of shipboard life. The Forge was an old thing, but new to Dash, and that meant he had to change, and quickly. He squared his shoulders, gave a friendly nod to everyone, and walked on, careful to school his features into an observant mask.

      Then, they saw the lounges.

      “What is—whoa. This is badass,” Conover said, summing up the Unseen approach to leisure space in one word.

      “Like a lounge? A recroom?” Leira asked.

      “I think so,” Dash said.

      Leira crossed to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the place, making its exterior wall seemingly almost non-existent.

      “Hell of a view,” she said as Dash joined her.

      It was. The window, either by chance or design, offered a stunning scene. They were close enough to see the gas giant the Forge had been orbiting while encased in the moon. Its swirling surface was mesmerizing. Beyond that lay the galaxy’s center, creating a condensed array of stars, a blanket of light that stretched from one end of the view to the other. Dash reached out and touched the window, confirming it was actually there. His hand did, indeed, encounter something solid, but he left no fingerprints on it. It might have been another force-field, but it sure felt like something of substance.

      He turned away from the window and looked around. “This place needs a bar. Maybe some music, too.”

      “Hey, maybe some day we can bring in live bands,” Leira said. “Get this place making some credits.”

      “I know you’re joking,” Dash said, “but the idea that this place could someday be about more than just war is…nice. I like it.”

      “That’s very introspective of you.”

      “You guys always seem so surprised when it turns out I have some depth to my character.”

      Leira gave him a grin. “Sometimes I forget you don’t just break things. You have—layers. That’s it. A man of layers.”

      Dash preened, straightening his shirt. “I’ll need that on a hat, please. I intend to be taken seriously when I’m not, as you say, breaking things.”

      “They are recreational facilities,” Custodian said. “The Creators were fond of the view as well.”

      They carried on, leaving the lounges and passing through a series of green compartments, the walls festooned with tray systems for growing plant life. Aside from a few desiccated grey stalks, there was little evidence that the room had once been thriving with life. Dash broke one off with a puff of dust and studied it.

      “Held up pretty good for two hundred thousand years.”

      “The Forge was held in a state of suspended animation during that time,” Custodian said.

      “Life is tenacious,” Dash replied, dropping the stalk back into the…not soil, he saw, but some other sort of granular medium, like pulverized crystal.

      “This does raise a point, though,” Viktor said. “The Unseen wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of including a whole, separate category of botanical systems on this station if it wasn’t important.”

      “Passage has some big, community gardens,” Amy said. “I tried my hand at growing tomatoes once. They all died.”

      “Tomatoes probably don’t like being smeared in hatch grease,” Viktor said, flashing her a teasing grin.

      Amy put on a theatrical scowl. “You may have noticed that I’ve cleaned myself up since I’ve been hanging out with you guys, thank you very much.”

      “Anyway,” Leira cut in, heading off another round of banter, “Viktor’s point still stands. The Unseen intended for there to be plant life cultivated on this station. Custodian, how much of the environment in this place is dependent on these botanicals?”

      “For you—the Messenger, and his companions, the system does not require living augmentation to support life in a comfortable fashion. When the Forge was fully crewed, however, botanical systems made significant contributions to air and water quality, as well as quality of life.”

      “Something to keep in mind, then,” Leira said.

      “Maybe once the war’s over, we can think about making life better instead of mere survival,” Dash said. “In the meantime, I think weapons and scanners and the like are a lot more important.”

      “Indeed, that is true, Messenger,” Custodian said. “That is why your collection of Dark Metal was so important. And, to that end, I would suggest that you now make your way to the indicated part of the Forge.”

      A luminescent, holographic image of the Forge appeared in midair, showing their current location, and then a path that would take them to another part of the station a couple of sub-levels above it. They set off, but Dash didn’t want to lose the train of thought he’d started.

      “Okay, Custodian, about this Dark Metal. Sentinel described it to me once when we were fighting the Harbinger. Our energy weapons apparently couldn’t do much to it because it was so resistant. But…what is it? Where does it come from? And what do we need it for?”

      “The specific nature of Dark Metal is not entirely understood, not even by the Creators. It was originally acquired, or at least discovered, by the Golden. The Creators subsequently obtained it and were able to perfect a refining process. Unfortunately, we possess none of the materials required to do so.”

      “Which means we’re stuck trying to gather it,” Conover said.

      “Indeed. It is clearly not a natural substance, but it is used in the construction of many components used in the Creators’ technology, including the Archetype. That is why it was so important for the Messenger to gather the debris from the Golden probe.”

      “Okay, so it looks like we’ll have to go hunting for this stuff if we can’t find a way of making it here,” Dash said. “Still, the question is, what sort of tech needs it?”

      “It is crucial for the manufacture and operation of most weapon systems, stealth functions, power generation and distribution, and various types of containment systems.”

      “In other words, everything that really matters,” said Dash.

      They reached the end of the green zone. Ahead, the corridor was grey. As they passed the last compartment before the transition, Conover stopped and peered inside. Like the lounge, this one had one wall that was essentially transparent, looking out at the sweeping vista of the galactic core. Stars burned in the furious deep, more than could be counted.

      “I wonder why the Unseen put in so many windows. You’d think they’d be a structural liability,” Conover asked.

      “For us, maybe,” Viktor said. “For the Unseen, probably not so much.”

      “Maybe they just liked looking out at the stars,” Amy suggested.

      But Leira shook her head. “I don’t think that’s it. I think it’s because they wanted to keep reminding themselves that the Golden are out there, somewhere, waiting.”

      They moved on, but Dash lingered a moment, looking not at the stars, but the darkness between them.

      He could feel them out there, like a weighted echo—the Golden weren’t visible, not really, but he knew they were there. He could sense their malevolence, like spirits in the void, and with every implacable weapon they put into space, their mission became clearer.

      Dash felt the enormity of the Forge around him, and knew this was his home—the heart of a vast battlefield where his decisions would shape whether humanity lived or died.

      He stared at the dark again; that place where no stars shone, and then he drew himself up, squaring to face what came.

      Unlike the Golden’s other enemies, Dash would not cower.

      He would wait.
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      As they followed the directions they’d been given, heading deeper into this grey-colored part of the station—which denoted some combination of storage, security and fabrication—Custodian gave an update on the distant, deep-scanned signal.

      “I have been processing the incoming data and subjecting it to various transformations and filters in an attempt to improve resolution. I have also employed—”

      “Thank you, but we’re pressed for time,” Dash said, interrupting. “I’m sure there are lots of people that would love to hear about how you massaged the data you’re collecting. Right now, we need results.”

      “Your use of the term massaged is a cause for concern. In your own databases, that term is used to describe data that has been distorted or misrepresented. That is not the case here.”

      “What? No, I didn’t mean you’d screwed around with the data.” Dash glanced at Leira. “We’re going to regret giving these AIs access to the Slipwing’s database, you know,” he muttered. “They might end up knowing too much about us.” He turned his attention back to Custodian. “Can we just get the bottom line? By which I mean, what you’ve learned.”

      “I have been able to gain greater clarity on the specific location of the signal’s source. I can also report that it is emanating from a source not only considerably larger than I had first concluded, but also much larger than would be expected.”

      “Tell me,” Dash said, eager for the information.

      “There is a reason this facility is known as the Forge. As I have said previously, it is more than just a weapons platform and crew quarters. It is more than just a station intended to control a volume of space. Above all else, this facility is intended to build the weapons needed to defeat the Golden and bring about galactic stability. To that end, there is something I need to show you. Please continue to follow my directions.”
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        * * *

      

      Their impromptu tour continued. By now, Dash was, to put it simply, in awe. He’d reached the point of saturation; the sheer enormity of the Forge and its intricate, seamless fit of so many levels, corridors, compartments, and bays, had flooded his brain with enough wonder that seeing more of it just left him staring blankly. Glancing at the faces of his companions, he suspected they’d reached much the same point. Kai and the monks still seemed to be able to gape in amazement, but the rest of them? Not so much. Even Conover, as big an enthusiast for all things scientific and technological as he was, had a vaguely stunned look stuck on his face.

      About fifteen minutes after leaving the last green zone—including walking, and transit in another, utterly silent elevator that seemed to move not just vertically, but also horizontally and even diagonally, they reached yet another corridor.

      Dash thought about the hab area. The memory of those ranks of empty beds just wouldn’t leave him. He could imagine himself sprawling in one of them, taking up the whole thing, not having to worry about jamming himself into cramped nook aboard the Slipwing, or trying to get comfortable on a hard patch of deck somewhere near the engine room. He’d resolved to tell Custodian that they needed to take a break from this. They’d been at it for several hours and weren’t just overwhelmed; they were also tired, footsore, and hungry. He was even opening his mouth to say as much, but Custodian beat him to it.

      “Please proceed to the door at the end of this corridor.”

      Dash glanced at his companions then said, “Custodian, look. We’ve been at this for a long while now.”

      “I realize that you must accommodate your various biological needs, including rest. However, it will be useful for you to be aware of what I am going to show you. It will also help set the context for a decision regarding the distant signal.”

      Leira took a deep breath and exhaled through her nose in contemplation.  “We’re here now, so we might as well see this big reveal.”

      They walked to the end of the corridor. A much larger door than any of the others they’d encountered slid aside as they approached, opening the way to another cavernous compartment. The bulkhead through which the portal passed was, Dash noted, much thicker than any others he’d seen in the Forge—at last two meters, making it more of a short tunnel than just a doorway.

      They walked a few paces inside then stopped, suddenly, and all at once.

      For a while, they just stared.

      No, gaped.

      Dash was wrong. It turned out he still did have some room for wonder.

      “The heart of the Forge,” Custodian said, his voice echoing through the vast, rambling space.

      “I guess this is the fabrication center.” Amy’s voice was uncharacteristically subdued.

      Huge machines, ranks upon ranks of them, stretched into a far-off perspective. Other machines sprouting long, jointed arms hung from a complex web of overhead rails, apparently so they could traverse about the place. Dominating all of it was a towering, tapered cylinder rising to the ceiling, at least thirty meters overhead. A multitude of pipes and conduits extended from this central cylinder to all of the other machines. It was both fantastically chaotic and intricate, but it carried a sense of orderly purpose. Massive and chunky, to the point of being ponderous, it still somehow seemed delicate, even fragile in its vast complexity.

      Dash took a few steps then turned a circle, taking all of it in without really taking any of it in. “This is what they could do.”

      Viktor nodded slowly, his eyes flickering hungrily over the tableau. “They were almost gods, I think.” He shook himself, adding, “If a god could build with metal.”

      Conover had wandered to the nearest of the machines. It loomed over him, almost three times his height. He brushed a hand along a part of it suspended below the bulk of the contraption, a flat slab half a meter thick and a good three meters square.

      “This looks like a mold,” he said. “It looks like it’s meant to be raised.” He peered above into the underside of the machine, then pointed up. “Yeah. Raised and pressed up against there, which seems to be the other half of the mold.”

      Dash finally gave up trying to find words and just whistled his appreciation of the place. The others moved to join Conover, studying the mold and muttering in low tones, as though afraid that speaking too loudly would somehow desecrate the place.

      And speaking of desecration and reverence and all such similar stuff, Dash turned to look back at Kai and the monks. He was surprised to find them looking no more enthralled than they had been by anything else they’d seen on the Forge.

      “You don’t seem all that impressed,” Dash said, bemused by their subdued reaction.

      “Oh, quite the contrary,” Kai replied. “Better to say that we are equally amazed by all of the majestic works of the Unseen. This is just another wonder among many.”

      Dash nodded, then turned as Viktor spoke.

      “Custodian, this is. . .a forge?”

      “In a sense, yes,” Custodian replied, “but not as you understand it. The Archetypes are not merely weapons. They’re integrated systems that ordinarily require years to build, although grow is perhaps a better term. As your knowledge of Unseen technological processes expands, you’ll be able to grasp more of what happens here, but suffice it to say that Dark Metal is not merely a material. It has a memory, and that memory can be shaped—with enormous power and time—to create something far more lethal than a simple weapon. The Unseen wanted to go beyond even that, creating weapons systems that could break down spacetime itself, at least in a localized fashion.”

      “Wait. Do you mean like a black hole?” Amy asked, giving a nervous laugh as she did. Dash thought she was hoping the Custodian would say no, of course not.

      “I mean exactly that,” is what Custodian replied, though. “It would be mobile, however, and under the control of an Archetype command unit.”

      “That’s basically the power of creation,” Leira said, her voice low and taut with disbelief.

      “And destruction,” Custodian said. “But that is a long way off in terms of material and power. To date, the Creators have only managed to harness a singularity, a black hole, to act as a power source. The Archetype is a prime example.”

      Amy turned wide eyes to Dash. “The Archetype uses a black hole as a power source?”

      He shrugged. “Apparently. I don’t pretend to understand the details, though.”

      “The next iteration of the Creators’ innovative energy is in those molds across the bay,” Custodian said. “They are yet unused, but I can tell you that they will not be silent for long.”

      “What are they for?” Dash asked.

      “Those on the left side are standard ship replacement parts. This facility can make any part for any craft in the registry. Indeed, I can upload the schematics for your ship, the Slipwing—with your permission, of course. With enough power and material, every replacement part installed in your craft will be a near-permanent upgrade.”

      “Huh. A lifetime warranty.” Dash gave an enthusiastic nod.  “I like the sound of that.”

      “As long as your life doesn’t end,” Viktor grumbled.

      “Let me have my moment, okay?” Dash said. “What other parts can this place make, Custodian?”

      “Fabrication is not limited to merely parts,” Custodian answered. “It can also craft weapons. Specifically, the Forge is on the cusp of being able to manufacture siege guns, and plus-light missiles with truly devastating yields. With some additional power—and Dark Metal—the next level of creation will be Lancets.”

      Dash glanced at the others, then said, “Okay, I’ll bite. Lancets?”

      “Small attack craft with light armor, a heavy punch, and incredible speed. They have proven virtually impossible to hit with standard weapons of any kind, save gravity disruptors, which the Golden used primarily on stars. The Lancets were too small for the Golden to fight individually, but when they came together in formation, the Golden did not hesitate to use their own version of the Lens on them, often to deadly effect.”

      “What happened to these Lancets?” Leira asked. “Are there any left?”

      “No. But in the time I have been waiting for the Messenger to arrive, I have run subroutines that have added design elements to the Lancet that will make them even more effective in future battles. Rest assured, short of using a Lens, the Lancets will be superb, almost undefeatable, short-range attack craft.”

      “Yeah, I was waiting for that,” Conover said.

      “Waiting for what?” Custodian asked.

      “A flaw,” Conover said, shrugging. “This Lancet sounded too good to be true. You give up range in favor of speed and weapons.”

      “Every weapon is a compromise of sorts,” Custodian replied. “The Archetype is a notable exception, and that is why I have brought you here—to see the true purpose of this place and possibly to give you something that I do not need, but you do.”

      “Which is?” Dash asked.

      Custodian’s answer was short but carried great weight. “Hope.”
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        * * *

      

      They moved deeper into the fabrication bay. It struck Dash that this place, by itself, would make just about every shipyard in known space obsolete. Since conventional ships—that is, the ones not created by the Unseen—didn’t use Dark Metal, there really was no end to the parts and components that could be manufactured here. The same would be true for Unseen tech, for which the only choke point seemed to be Dark Metal stocks.

      As they walked around the tall central tower and its profusion of radiating pipes and conduits, Dash said, “So the Archetype was made here, right? Which means it could make more of them?”

      “Yes,” Custodian replied, “with a sufficient supply of Dark Metal.”

      Dash gave himself a nod. Yup—a supply of Dark Metal was the choke point for sure.

      “Okay, we keep throwing that term around, Custodian,” Viktor said, eyeing something that looked like a massive overhead crane with myriad fittings for gripping parts. “What, exactly, is Dark Metal?”

      “It is a synthetic material created by the Golden in the first iteration of the war. Its manufacture involves the use of dark energy, together with alloys fabricated with very specific combinations of metals arranged in unique and precise crystal structures. The specific technical details are complex, involving physical and chemical principles with which you would be wholly unfamiliar. In essence, it represents the core of both the Creators’ technology, as well as that of the Golden. In fact, the Meld that joins you to Sentinel and the Archetype, Messenger, is basically an expression of the properties of Dark Metal—and that is itself only a small part of its potential.”

      Dash held up a hand. “That’s all very well and fine, Custodian. We don’t need all the specifics right now. If Viktor’s interested, he can do some homework on his own time.”

      Viktor gave Dash a wry smile and a nod. “I think I will.”

      “In the meantime,” Dash went on, “what I think we’re getting from this is that we need Dark Metal to make more Unseen tech here, including more Archetypes. We don’t have enough, though, so we would have to arrange to get more. But it’s more a Golden thing than an Unseen one, so if we try to make it, it’s going to be a long, slow process.”

      “That is essentially correct.”

      “So we need to salvage it,” Conover said, “or even steal it from the Golden.”

      “Kind of like how the Unseen stole it from them in the first place,” Amy said. They turned to her, but she raised her hands. “Hey, I’m not judging. That was just an observation. I’m glad they stole it from those Golden assholes. And I’ll happily steal more.”

      “Again, that is all essentially correct,” Custodian said. “Indeed, with sufficient Dark Metal, it would not only be possible to complete more Archetypes, but to manufacture even more powerful weapons and systems which were conceptualized by the Creators, but never actually constructed. However, we do not possess sufficient Dark Metal for that. The small amount you were able to salvage from the Golden probe, Messenger, will allow for some relatively minor upgrades to the Archetype, which itself remains incomplete.”

      “What do you mean, incomplete?” Dash asked. “Do you mean there’s more than just power cores missing from it?”

      “The power cores themselves incorporate Dark Metal. Some of those were manufactured even after the Archetype was rendered dormant, which is why they were dispersed to remote outposts. The Creators saw it as a means of confounding the Golden. To answer your question—yes, there are components and capabilities that could be added to the Archetype, should sufficient Dark Metal be obtained.”

      “And by obtained, you mean gathered up the same way Dash did from the wreckage of that probe,” Leira said.

      “Once more, that is correct.”

      “So we’re going to be looking for Golden tech,” Dash said, nodding. “Especially damaged or destroyed Golden tech.”

      Conover caught his eye and nodded. “Like the sort of tech you might find in an ancient battlefield full of wrecked ships.”

      “And now you understand the context to the decision you must make about that distant signal,” Custodian said. “There is a good chance that the debris from that ancient battle will contain Dark Metal—potentially significant quantities of it. If that could be retrieved and brought back to this facility—”

      “Then we could get all of these machines running, make more parts for the Archetype, or maybe even make new Archetypes,” Dash finished, looking around at the silent facility.

      “Lancets, too,” Leira said. “Or maybe even some of those even more powerful things Custodian hinted at.”

      Dash looked around the fabrication facility one more time, then turned to his friends. “Okay, gang, that seems to clinch it, doesn’t it? We need to go to that battlefield, see what’s there, find all the Dark Metal we can, and bring it back here.”

      “That would be the hope Custodian was talking about.”

      They all looked at Kai, who’d said it after quietly listening to the whole exchange.

      Dash gave him an appreciative nod, but turned to Viktor. “You’re kind of the devil’s advocate in the group, Viktor.” As Viktor opened his mouth, Dash raised a hand. “I’m not complaining. In fact, you just keep right on doing that—pointing out the downsides to the stuff we plan. It makes us less likely to miss something that’ll bite us later. Anyway, Viktor, what do you think about doing this?”

      “Actually,” he replied, “I have to agree it’s probably our best course of action. Like Kai said, it gives us some hope we might not otherwise have. I think what Custodian’s really saying here is that all of this amazing tech around us is basically useless without more Dark Metal.”

      “Aside from manufacturing ordinary spacecraft parts,” Amy said.

      “Right. So, yes, I think we really have no choice but to check out that old battlefield, because it’s probably our best chance of getting our hands on the stuff.” Viktor rubbed his chin. “We just have to remember that something has come at least partly back to life there. Something quite likely powerful, and dangerous. And it doesn’t just represent a threat to us. Remember that there seems to be a settlement there, too.”

      “Indeed, it would be tragic to inadvertently put those settlers in the way of harm they have no hope of defeating,” Kai said.

      “Yeah, those are all good points,” Dash replied. “Custodian, can you tell us anything more about that system from your deep scan? About the signal, or the wreckage, or the colony?”

      “I unfortunately have little more information to provide.”

      “That’s okay,” Leira said. “I have an idea, Dash, about how we can learn more about that colony, and we don’t even have to leave the Forge to do it.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “How could you possibly do that, when all of this Unseen super tech can’t?”

      “Simple,” she replied, grinning. “I’m not going to use Unseen tech.”

      Dash gave her a knowing smile. “I like the way you’re thinking.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash leaned over Leira, trying to see past her shoulder at the Slipwing’s comm display. It was just like old times, he thought, being jammed into the cockpit like this. And that gave him a bit of a pang. He and the Slipwing had been through a lot, but he felt like he’d been neglecting her of late, like a kid with a shiny new toy in the Archetype, no longer interested in the time-worn old one that had taken him through so much.

      He reached across and touched a structural member arching across the cockpit roof. Don’t worry, old girl. I haven’t forgotten you, he thought.

      “There,” Leira announced, pointing at the display and leaning back. “I thought there might be more on the Needs Slate.”

      Dash studied the data Leira had retrieved. Sure enough, the Needs Slate—a real-time bulletin board advertising jobs that couriers like him and Leira could bid on—had several jobs related to the settlement called Gulch. More importantly, these included background information on the place.

      “Good idea, this. Checking the Needs Slate is—well, commerce never sleeps,” Dash said.

      “I think we’re all getting a little too wowed by all of this alien super-technology,” she replied. “We can’t forget our own stuff can still be valuable.”

      “There’s a lesson here, true.” Dash reached past her to scroll through the entries. “Okay, so almost ten thousand people in Gulch. It looks like they live in a series of connected, communal domes that keep out the…aw, crap, jungle again?” He scowled. “We just did jungle. Almost lost Conover due to the terrain. I’d hoped for something more manageable.”

      “That’s not the most important part, Dash.” Leira tapped another entry. “Here, look at this. A cargo broker has posted a job ferrying orbital stabilizers to Gulch.” She looked at Dash. “You don’t use orbital stabilizers on a planet’s surface. You use them in, well, orbit. That means this settlement, Gulch, is going to put something up around their planet. A space station, probably, based on the number and type of stabilizers. They probably want to get access to more deep-space traffic.”

      “That being the case,” Custodian said through the Slipwing’s comm, “there is a good chance whatever Golden technology has reactivated in the system will act in accordance with their imperatives. It will, if it can, seek to immediately destroy the settlement utterly.”

      “Well, I guess that makes it pretty simple,” Leira said. “We have to go to Gulch now, don’t we? We not only need whatever Dark Metal we can scrounge, but we have to help Gulch avoid being wiped out.

      Dash gave her a resigned nod. “Which means I guess we’re going back to the jungle after all.”
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      As soon as the Archetype dropped out of unSpace, Dash fixed his attention on the heads-up, letting the Meld augment his situational awareness. He saw the Slipwing not far away, which was good; he saw nothing else that seemed to be an immediate threat, which was better. More importantly, he was able to locate the signal that had brought them to Gulch in the first place.

      “Hey, wait a second.” He cocked his head at what the data was telling him. “That signal isn’t in space. It’s coming from a planetary surface. The one with the settlement.”

      “That is true,” Sentinel said. “It is emanating from a point in its northern hemisphere, on the edge of what seems to be a barren region of desert bordered by lush jungle.”

      “Why did I think it was in space?”

      “There actually is a considerable amount of space-borne debris. It would be difficult for your technology to detect it as distinct from the usual detritus found in a star system, such as asteroids, comets, and patches of dust and gas. However, the signal clearly does not originate in space. Remember, the resolution from the Forge’s deep scan was limited, so there was considerable uncertainty regarding its exact location. I would remind you that gaining more information about it was a significant part of why we came here,” Sentinel said.

      “Understood, but—seeing that the signal is coming from the planet, and close to the settlement—well, that makes things even more complicated,” Dash said.

      “How so?”

      Dash let out a sigh. “Because I was kind of hoping we could do this quietly.”
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      On the way in-system, Dash scrutinized the other planets. Aside from Gulch itself, there wasn’t much to see—two barren, airless rocks, a second terran-type planet with an atmosphere so thick and hot it might as well be boiling water, and a gaseous blob that didn’t even rate the term “giant.” There was, however, one bright blue planet that caught his attention. They came near enough for Dash to observe its ring of ice, which the databank listed as being ice debris, not a solid ring. It orbited the planet at insanely fast speeds, giving that appearance, and though beautiful would have made landing a bitch. Well, that and the unforgiving frozen surface.

      “That’s a lot of debris,” he commented.

      “Likely the remains of other planets,” Sentinel said, “probably destroyed by the battle that occurred here.”

      Dash shook his head. “They’re not shy about cutting loose with the big guns.”

      “Using terminal weapons is the preferred method of the Golden, especially in large battles,” Sentinel said.

      “It was, anyway,” Dash said.

      “Clarify?” Sentinel asked.

      “We have the Forge. We will have Dark Metal. With the plans we have in Custodian’s databanks, I intend to school the Golden on the cost of doing business with us in open warfare,” Dash said.

      “I will help you reach this goal, of course,” said Sentinel.

      “I know you will,” Dash said, smiling broadly. “Listen, from here on out, we’re going to be radio silent. I don’t want anyone on Gulch hearing me talk to you until I’m absolutely ready.”

      “Of course, Dash,” Sentinel replied.

      They decided to leave the Slipwing in orbit. Leira and the others would use a recreated Halfwing, the Slipwing’s shuttle, to descend to the surface. The original Halfwing had been destroyed when Dash slammed it into the comet inside which the Archetype had been hidden, but Custodian had been able to rebuild it from its schematics, and in a matter of minutes, at that. Only a small fraction of the fabrication machinery aboard the Forge had been needed, but Dash couldn’t forget that sudden explosion of activity as the tech went to work, molding and assembling the shuttle while they’d all stood and watched in amazed silence.

      As the Halfwing fell away from the Slipwing, Leira said, “The downlink is good. The Slipwing should be able to keep an eye out for threats up here and alert us via relay through the Halfwing right away.”

      “As long as it’s something the Slipwing can actually see,” Dash replied. His ship had been blind to more than a few threats from both misdirected Unseen tech, as well as that of the Golden.

      “We can only do what we can do,” Leira said. “Unless you want to leave the Archetype in orbit instead.”

      “No thanks. I’d like to keep it close by when we go after whatever’s generating that signal.”

      Dash dove the Archetype toward the planet’s surface, following the Halfwing as she plunged through atmospheric re-entry. Their trajectories took them to Port Hannah, the largest by far of what turned out to be several settlements that collectively made up Gulch and gave the planet its name. The Halfwing settled on a landing pad that had been carved out of the jungle a few hundred meters from the nearest of Port Hannah’s domes, her thrusters blasting dust into the thick foliage. Once she was down, he brought the Archetype to rest in a much quieter and less dramatic landing.

      Less dramatic, that is, for him and his companions. The good people of Port Hannah would probably consider the big mech quite dramatic. Even as he dismounted, he started bracing himself for the inevitable barrage of questions.
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      Dash, Leira, Viktor, Conover, and Amy made their way along the path connecting the pad to the nearest dome of Port Hannah. The path was paved with tall, stout fences along either side, apparently to keep whatever lurked in the surrounding jungle at bay. The air hung damp and heavy, feeling even thicker and more oppressive than that on the planet where they’d almost lost Conover in the pit trap. But there was more of a sedate stillness here, as though the mere presence of civilization had tamed the wild character of the jungle somewhat.

      Rounding a curve, Dash saw the dome looming just ahead. The path led to an entrance which, oddly, stood open. There were no guards, no obvious defenses at all—just an open door.

      “Okay, that’s weird,” he said, then froze as someone stepped into view.

      It was a woman with fair skin and long, coppery hair that was tied back in a ponytail. She tossed what looked like mucky water from a bucket through the fence, into the adjacent foliage, then turned and went back inside the dome. If she’d seen Dash and his companions, she’d given no sign of it at all.

      “You’d think they’d have seen us land,” Leira said. “Sent out a reception committee, a delegate…hell, a guy with some tourist brochures. Something, anyway.”

      “Well, maybe they have giant mechs landing here all the time,” Amy offered, grinning. “And it’s no big deal to them.”

      “Yeah, that would raise a few questions,” Dash said.

      They carried on and reached the open door. It opened into what looked like an airlock. And, in fact, it probably was, Dash thought. It wasn’t at all uncommon for colonies to partly, or even completely, disassemble whatever spacecraft had brought them to their destination and repurpose the parts for use in their settlements. Colonies understand how to recycle, as their early success depended on it.

      “Okay,” Dash said, “these people are, at worst, neutral to us, okay? If it looks like they’re going to get in our way, our priority is to just disengage and do what we came here to do. We don’t want to hurt anyone.”

      As they entered the airlock, Viktor added, “Hopefully, they’ll actually help us out.”

      “Yeah, that would be ideal. At the least, I could do with a cold beer and a map.”

      “You think they have beer?” Conover asked.

      “Are there humans?” Dash replied.

      “Um, yeah,” Conover said, sounding confused.

      “Then there’s beer,” Viktor said. “Humans always bring the essentials. Or the means to make them.”

      “I’d rather they brought tech,” Conover said.

      “They did. It’s just simple enough to make beer,” Dash said with a tight grin. “Look alive. We aren’t alone in here.”

      The air inside the dome was both cooler and drier than it had been outside but still muggy compared to what Dash was used to. They saw no immediate sign of the red-haired woman, just rows of planters lining the transparent walls of a tunnel leading from the airlock and into the dome beyond.

      They carried on, walking among the planters. Dash was immediately struck by the plants growing in them. He recognized some—beans, gourds, and a couple of varieties of corn—but others were wholly unfamiliar to him. What made them remarkable was their obvious robust vitality. They grew tall and straight, with brilliant green leaves, gleaming stems, and rich, saturated colors. A stew of smells, sweet and spicy, tickled his nose, but also made his stomach growl. Dash was no huge fan of vegetables, but he found he wanted to grab some of these and just gnaw on them.

      Leira stopped and peered at the base of a vine sporting what looked like oversized, bright yellow tomatoes. She pointed into the shade among the roots.

      “I think this plant is actually glowing,” Leira said.

      Dash bent down and looked. Sure enough, he caught a hint of a soft, bluish glow. His immediate thought was Cherenkov radiation, the glow given off by radioactive elements as they ionized the air around them. But, if it had been, the environmental monitors they all carried on them to warn about just such threats would be going off.

      Conover touched the waxy surface of a gourd like an oversized, purple pumpkin. “I wonder if all of the plants here grow all crazy like this.”

      “Not all of them,” a voice said. “Really, it’s just these.”

      Dash straightened and found himself facing the woman they’d seen earlier. She wore coveralls, over which she’d belted an apron festooned with the tools of a gardener. She was even more striking than she’d seemed from a distance, and she was smiling.

      “You must have just arrived in that bizarre spacecraft,” she said. “The one shaped like a giant man.”

      Dash nodded. “That one, and a shuttle. Our other ship is still in orbit.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Newton Sawyer. My friends call me Dash.”

      The woman wiped her hand on her apron and took the one Dash offered. Her palm was callused, her nails dark with dirt. “I’m Freya Dixon. My friends call me…well, Freya.” She released Dash’s hand, then added, “Oh, welcome to Port Hannah, by the way.” She gave a self-conscious shrug. “I guess I really should put more effort into being more of a greeting committee, since my planters here are pretty much the first thing a visitor here sees.”

      “These plants are amazing,” Conover said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like them.”

      “Yeah, you’re quite the gardener,” Amy said. “I tried growing some tomatoes once, on Passage, but my thumb isn’t just brown, it’s black. They all died.”

      “I am quite proud of my little project here,” Freya replied. “These plants all exceed normal standards for nutrient value, ease of growth, size, and growth rate. They’re supercharged, basically. I can’t take all the credit for it, though. I was able to start with some amazing seeds and cuttings.”

      “From here? On this planet?” Viktor asked.

      “That’s right.”

      Leira lifted a broad, luscious leaf. “So these are native plants? You got them from the jungle out there?”

      “If so,” Conover said, “you might have a really valuable trade commodity.”

      Freya’s smile remained, but Dash caught a wary gleam in her eyes. “They’re native, yes. I gathered most of them to the north of here”—she waved her arm in a vague gesture—“near the desert.”

      Dash heard Viktor mutter, “That’s where the signal’s coming from.”

      So Dash decided to shift the conversation away from the plants, at least for now. But before he could say anything, a group of people appeared at the other end of the tunnel, exiting the dome and approaching them. Dash immediately recognized the guarded officiousness that declared them to be security of some sort. He’d seen it many, many times before, often right before something beginning, Excuse me, sir, but we have some questions. . .

      The man leading them was squat, sturdy, and had bushy brows lifted above a smile meant to disarm them.

      “Friends,” he said, extending a hand. “My name is Ragsdale, Chief of Security and advisor to the Governor. My apologies for the delay in getting here to greet you. We don’t get many visitors, and since our space is currently uncontrolled, we tend to not even know when we have any until they actually land.”

      Dash smiled back and accepted the offered hand. As he did, he glanced at Freya. One of the best ways to tell what sort of role security played in a place was to look at the reactions of the people living there to having them show up. He’d seen everything from genuine pleasure to abject fear, which had given him a heads-up as to what to expect in his own dealings with the local authorities. Freya, though, seemed generally indifferent to them, giving Ragsdale a faint smile that smacked of casual politeness, rather than actually being happy to see him. On the other hand, she hadn’t averted her eyes or recoiled in terror, either.

      He shook Ragsdale’s hand, which was as calloused as Freya’s. Dash doubted it was from gardening, which meant that the man was probably a hands-on sort of guy. He kept his own wariness cranked up but found himself…if not liking these people, then not being put off by them either. Call it guarded optimism.

      After introductions, Ragsdale said, “Most of the population of Port Hannah watched you land. That one ship you have is—I hesitate to say unusual, because that means I’ve seen it before. I haven’t.”

      “The one shaped like a giant mechanical guy, you mean?” Amy asked, smiling sweetly.

      “That’s right. It’s an odd design for a spacecraft, you must admit.”

      “And I’d be more than happy to tell you all about it,” Dash said, “but I’d rather do it once, rather than over and over. I assume you’re here to take us to meet someone?”

      “The Governor, yes.” Ragsdale offered a self-deprecating shrug toward his four companions, all obviously security staff. “And please don’t be put off by the Specials I brought with me. It’s just protocol.”

      “Well, you don’t have your guns drawn, so I’ll take that as a good thing.”

      Ragsdale laughed. “I honestly can’t remember the last time any of us ever drew our sidearms.” He gestured back into the dome. “Anyway, if you’d walk this way, I’ll take you to meet Governor Wallis. She’s very anxious to meet you.”

      “And we’re just as anxious to meet her,” Dash said. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Ragsdale said, leading the way. Dash and his companions followed, while the four Specials, as Ragsdale had named them, fell in behind. It wasn’t lost on any of them that they effectively blocked the way back to the landing pad, and the waiting Archetype and Halfwing.
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        * * *

      

      Governor Wallis held court in an unobtrusive group of offices not far inside the dome. Traversing it gave them a broad overview of the place, a tidy sprawl of boxy, prefabricated modular habs of a type scattered across dozens of worlds.  Interspersed among them were more organic looking constructs of what was probably local wood, ranging from snug cabins to tasteful, delicate A-frames. Port Hannah didn’t come across as particularly ostentatious or wealthy, but it also wasn’t ramshackle and grubby like a lot of frontier colonies Dash could name. It was somewhere in-between, which he found oddly comforting. People who romanticized grit and grime had never lived in either, and Port Hannah was light years away from the places Dash had known.

      The room where the Governor received them was sparse and functional, a place obviously meant for meetings, presentations, and similar official business. She was a rather severe older woman, with hair almost brush-cut short and an obvious data implant behind her right ear. She offered Dash and his companions a thin smile that switched on like a light, lingered a moment, then switched off. Everything about the woman was clipped and efficient.

      “Welcome to Port Hannah,” she said. “My name is Khyber Wallis. I have the privilege and honor of being the Governor of our little colony. And you are…?”

      Dash made introductions all around, then they settled into chairs set around the central table. They’d lost their escort of Specials somewhere along the way, but Dash suspected they weren’t far. Ragsdale stayed with them, though, and now took a discrete seat away from the table, against the back wall.

      “So,” Wallis said, “Mister Sawyer—”

      “Please, it’s Dash.”

      Wallis gave a curt nod. “Right. Dash. So, Dash, what brings you to Gulch, and particularly to Port Hannah? We’re kind of on the fringe of things here, so it’s not likely you’re on your way to somewhere else.”

      Getting the old ‘we’re just passing through’ excuse off the table right up front, Dash noticed. Straight to the point, with no nonsense along the way. He actually found himself liking this woman.

      “No, this was definitely our destination,” he said.

      “And you traveled in a spaceship shaped like a giant man.”

      “It’s called the Archetype. It’s experimental.”

      They’d already agreed on a general script for what they were going to say. Trying to explain the Unseen, and the Golden, and the Forge, and the Archetype and all of that would wait until they had no choice. It would just muddy what was already a delicate, and potentially complicated, situation.

      “Experimental,” Wallis said, as though tasting the word to see what flavor it gave her. It apparently tasted like skepticism. “So whose experiment is it?”

      “We represent a consortium. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you much more than that, at least not right now. Non-disclosure agreements and all that. I’m sure you understand.”

      Wallis tapped a finger on the table. “I see. So, you represent an unnameable consortium of…somebody. Is it a consortium of people? Corporations? Not-for-profit aid organizations?”

      “Entertainers?” Ragsdale put in from the back. “Actors or comedians, maybe?”

      Dash gave a broad smile. “Let’s say some of all of those and leave it at that.” He shrugged. “That’s the thing about non-disclosure agreements, isn’t it? They kind of say, don’t disclose this.”

      The finger kept tapping. Wallis let the silence linger, her dark eyes fixed on Dash. He just kept smiling back. Leira, beside him, was just as cool; they’d both had to deal with any number of port officials, customs agents, cargo brokers and the like, all of whom used much the same techniques to try to get their “customers” to squirm and let something slip. The others, though, shifted uncomfortably in his peripheral vision—especially Conover, who just didn’t have much deception in him.

      Dash knew where that would end up. Wallis and Ragsdale would find some pretext to get Conover alone for a few minutes, by which time they’d probably have gotten him to start making detailed sketches of the Forge. So he leaned into Wallis’s penetrating gaze, his eyes still locked on hers.

      “Anyway,” he went on, starting to lift himself off the chair, “we’re all very busy here. So, if that’s all, we’ll be on our—”

      “Why?” Wallis asked.

      Dash held his starting-to-stand pose for a moment, then settled back down. “Why? Are we here?”

      “Yes. And with your consortium’s giant, shaped-like-a-human, experimental ship.”

      “We’re here to retrieve something.”

      “Something.”

      “That’s right.”

      “But your non-disclosure agreement won’t let you tell me what.”

      Dash shook his head. “Not at all. It’s not something we can really keep secret anyway. We’re here to retrieve a ship.”

      Wallis’s eyes narrowed slightly. She’d expected more obfuscation, so he’d put her off a bit. Dash decided to capitalize on it.

      “It was lost here quite some time ago. It crashed and is now buried in the desert north of here. Its owners want to retrieve it, or at least salvage what they can from it.”

      The finger stopped tapping for a moment, then resumed. “A crashed ship. Ragsdale, did we come across any crashed ships in our planetary surveys?”

      “Not that I’m aware. I’m sure the geologists would have mentioned something if we had. Especially if it was shaped like a giant man.”

      Wallis turned her hard gaze back on Dash. “Is it shaped like a man, Dash? Another of your consortium’s experimental ships?”

      “I’m afraid not. That one’s a prototype. This one is more…well, I’d say conventional, but it’s not. See, the reason you haven’t detected its crash site is because you can’t. That’s been the problem. It used stealth technologies that make it impossible to be detected—by normal means, at least. And that’s why we’re only here now. It took a long time to even figure out which system it had crashed in, before we could even begin using other, certain, technologies—”

      “Aboard your experimental prototype, no doubt,” Ragsdale cut in.

      Dash tossed him a smile, then went on, “But we have now narrowed the location of the crash site to down to a pretty small area north of here, like I said.”

      Wallis gave a slow nod, but the finger kept tapping. “So, what you’re saying is that there’s a crashed ship on this planet, full of lots of interesting tech.” She looked a Ragsdale. “Sounds like it could be worth salvaging. We might be able to make a lot of credits from stealth tech so good that we never detected it crashing.”

      “You’re right, Governor. I’ll get the geologists to pull their survey data for that area, see what we can see.” Ragsdale stood and left the room.

      Dash said nothing. He just let his smile fade a bit. He saw Conover shift and made himself not wince. Was the kid about to screw this up? But under the table, he caught Viktor’s foot moving and pressing down on Conover’s, making him settle back down.

      Wallis hadn’t missed it, though. “Your young companion over there seems somewhat concerned about the idea of us claiming salvage rights. So are you, Dash.”

      “I am concerned. I was hoping we could avoid getting your people involved in this mess.” He sighed and looked at Leira. “I told you we should just have gone right to the crash site. But, no, let’s engage with these people, see what they know.” He shook his head at her. “So now it’s going to get ugly.”

      She shrugged and said, “It was always going to get ugly, Dash. These people were going to see what we were up to.”

      “Yeah, but we might have spared them the worst of it.” He turned back to Wallis and started to stand again. “Governor, I’m sorry.”

      Dash headed for the door. Leira rose to follow him. He glanced back and saw Viktor looking bemused, Amy a little surprised, and Conover stunned.

      “Dash, are you really going to let this happen?” Conover asked.

      Dash turned back, ready to give the kid a glare that he hoped said, Just shut up, don’t blow this. Viktor looked like he was going to try something similar.

      But Conover winked.

      Dash had to work at keeping a smirk off his face.

      “You told us this would be easy,” he went on, giving Dash an accusing look. “That no one would get hurt.”

      “Conover, listen—”

      “No! You have to tell her!”

      Wallis’s finger had gone still. “Is there something I should know here?”

      Dash glared at Conover again, who snapped, “Either you tell her, or I will.”

      With a theatrical sigh, Dash let his shoulders slump a bit. “Fine. Governor, the consortium we’re working for will not take kindly to having their property taken from them—as in, they will not let it happen.”

      “Any means necessary is what they told us,” Leira added.

      Amy, apparently wanting in on the action, crossed her arms. “Yeah. So you’d better watch out.”

      That made Dash wince and Leira roll her eyes. But Wallis’s expression hardened. “Is that a threat?”

      Dash nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      Now it was Wallis’s turn to wince. “It is?” She looked from one to the next. “You’re actually threatening us?”

      “No, no, not at all,” Dash said, raising his hands. “We’re what you might call the easy way. But if that doesn’t work, then our employers will go back to the hard way.”

      “The hard way?”

      Dash gave a resigned nod. “Yeah, the hard way. We don’t like it, but we’re not paid to like it.” He turned to the door. “Anyway, Governor, we—”

      “Just a moment, Dash,” Wallis said. “I just want to be clear on this. This consortium you work for is actually prepared to use violence to stop us from getting at this crashed ship?”

      “Oh, yes. Violence and lots of it. It’s kind of what they do.”

      “Put it together, Governor,” Conover said. “Secret consortium, advanced stealth technology to be recovered at all costs…”

      Wallis pursed her lips. “Military?”

      This was the moment, Dash thought, where you said nothing and just let silence be your answer.

      The door opened and Ragsdale entered. He stopped as soon as he saw Dash and his companions halfway to the door and asked, “Did I miss something?”

      “Yes, you did,” Wallis replied. “I was just informing Dash and his companions that we would be happy to assist them in recovering their employer’s property, in any way we can. To that end, you’re going to act as Port Hannah’s liaison with them, and accompany them. Please make sure they get whatever help we can spare.”

      Ragsdale just stared for a moment, then nodded. “Alright, then. When did you want to leave?”

      Dash grinned. “The sooner the better. Oh, and Ragsdale? Welcome aboard.”
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        * * *

      

      Ragsdale arranged accommodations for them—a cargo pod divided into a sparse pair of rooms by an old hatch cover. He also gave them a rundown of Port Hannah’s layout, including where they could obtain anything they needed for the journey north. Now, they ambled through a small maze of stalls, kiosks, and more cargo pods converted into shops. Again, Dash was struck by how Port Hannah managed to neatly straddle a line between chaotic and shabby, and orderly and neat. They found themselves smiling and nodding a lot as they threaded their way through the small market zone. It indeed seemed that the colony didn’t get many visitors, making them a true curiosity.

      Dash and Leira stopped at a kiosk selling survival gear. The environment outside the settlement’s domes was quite hostile, Ragsdale had told them, so even brief forays were best done well-equipped. Dash picked up a water bottle with a built-in purifying unit and studied it. Leira examined a hand tool that seemed to combine hatchet, pick, hammer, and a few other things into one neat little implement.

      “So how many of these people do you think are undercover and keeping an eye on us?” Leira asked, giving the tool a close look.

      “Oh, I think everyone’s keeping an eye on us. We’re something new and different.”

      Conover sidled up beside them. “Caught two people at a textiles stall over there talking about us. The rumor, apparently, is that we’re here looking over the colony, to buy it out.”

      “I started that one about half an hour ago,” Dash said, unscrewing the water bottle’s cap and sniffing the spout. “A little surprised it’s already taken root.”

      “You started it?”

      “Along with four or five others,” Leira said, putting the tool down and picking up a small coil of monofilament cord. “Haven’t heard any of mine yet, though.”

      “You guys have done this sort of stuff before.”

      Dash glanced at him. “We might be new to all this alien tech stuff, but when it comes to scams…well, remember that Leira and I are couriers. Scams are a big chunk of how we make a living.”

      “Or made a living, at least,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded at that. “Oh, by the way,” he said to Conover, “haven’t had a chance to say it yet, but good job back there.”

      Conover shrugged. “I haven’t done this sort of stuff before. But I’m learning.”

      Dash looked at Leira. “They grow up so fast. Now, on that note, let me explain the magic of beer. . .”
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      They meandered on, wending their way among a scatter of wildly divergent market stalls into one of the tube-like pedways connecting two of Port Hannah’s domes. More kiosks lined the route, which shared the glassed-in path with a narrow road for whisper-silent electric trams.

      “Is that cake? Smells like cake,” Leira said.

      “I believe so,” Dash said. The air was rich with smells of baking.

      “Um, can we get some? It is cake,” Leira said, adding a winning smile.

      “One condition,” Dash said, his expression grave.

      “Yeah?”

      “A whole cake. We don’t do pieces. We’re not that kind of people,” Dash said.

      Leira laughed then approached the baker with a flourish and bought a cake that was large enough to require a bag, but the vendor needn’t have worried. Pre-cut, the cake was divvied up and eaten in less time than it took to negotiate the sale.

      They all stood looking at each other with a vague sense of guilt, until Leira spoke up.

      “I’m not proud of what just happened—”

      “But I’d do it again,” Dash finished. They gave the baker’s stall a lingering look and moved on, letting the throngs of people flow around them like rapids in a stream.

      Ragsdale had given them a list of items they should bring along when they trekked north into the desert, and they’d been able to find pretty much all of them amidst the bustle of the local markets. Dash noted that Ragsdale and the Governor offered modest support to their expedition, apparently content to leave them to their own devices—and expense.

      Something else Dash noted was the surprisingly diverse range of goods for sale, either for standard credits, a local scrip currency called “tags,” or even barter. It suggested a robust economy for such an isolated colony with a relatively small population. He’d heard mention of mining ores, but had seen little heavy equipment or evidence of mining activity. What he had seen was a lot of stuff obviously gathered from the diverse flora of Gulch—leaves, roots, seeds, bulbous stems, bark, flowers—and he wondered if some of it might be especially valuable, as luxury goods or maybe meds. And even this bounty seemed mundane in light of the amazing plants they’d seen on their arrival, the ones apparently curated by the woman named Freya.

      For now, Dash just made a mental note to dig a little deeper and find out what made the place tick. After all, when all of this save the universe crap was done, he still needed a fallback way of making a living—if selling off a little alien tech didn’t pan out, that is.

      And, of course, assuming he survived it all in the first place. At the very least, they’d found a bakery, so the day wasn’t a total loss.

      Dash slowed as a gaggle of kids jostled their way by him. After comparing various sizes of self-filtering water bottles with Leira and Conover, he tossed a look after the boisterous children, then relented because he’d been those kids, once. Dash turned back to Leira and opened his mouth to speak when Viktor and Amy, who’d gone off to do some shopping of their own, reappeared, waving. They’d scored a wheeled cart from somewhere, and had loaded it with supplies.

      “We’re going to take all of this back to our quarters and start getting it sorted out,” Viktor said. “In the meantime, you guys throw whatever you bought on the pile then go see that guy.” He pointed at a man waiting a discreet distance away. Dash recognized him as one of the Specials that had been in Ragsdale’s greeting committee. “Apparently, the Governor wants to see you.”

      Dash looked at Leira. “Round two.”

      “Probably.”

      “What’s round two?” Conover asked.

      “That’d where the Governor tells us she’s having second thoughts,” Dash replied, “or some new information has come to light, or an inconvenient bit of bureaucratic administrivia has suddenly gotten in the way. What’s she’s really going to be looking for is some sort of concession, something that sweetens the pot.”

      “I’m betting permits,” Leira said. “We’ll have to get some sort of permit, or license or something, because the crashed ship has some sort of archaeological value, or some similar bullshit.”

      “We could also have an environmental impact issue,” Dash said. “Never mind that it’s a crash site. What about the rare lizards that live there?”

      “There are lizards?” Conover asked. “Do they bite?”

      “Dunno, but it’s a good ploy, and one I’ve seen before. She’ll have a plan in place.”

      “You mean she’s let us build up our expectations,” Conover said, “even spend a bunch of money on supplies, and now she’s going to threaten to rescind her permission for us to go if we don’t make it more worth her while.”

      Leira made an impressed face and nodded.

      Dash glanced at her. “Like I said, they grow up so fast.”

      They loaded their haul onto the cart and set off, following the waiting Special back to meet with Khyber Wallis.
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        * * *

      

      Wallis pointed at the projected image of Gulch hovering over the conference table. A glowing spot pulsed in the desert region depicted north of Port Hannah. Its location matched that of the crashed Golden ship. A similar, wall-sized display of the planet’s surface repeated the same information.

      “When I asked our geoscience people to pull our surveys of the area, they didn’t find much. In fact, your “crashed ship” seems so stealthy our teams didn’t even register any metallic or magnetic responses. No radiation, nothing.” She moved her finger to indicate the pulsing spot. “That is, until they went ahead and accessed some telemetry from a geophysical station they’d set up in the desert. Now, they’re detecting this signal.” She stared through the translucent image of the planet, at Dash. “It wasn’t there before you showed up. It’s only started since the last time our people accessed that station, about a week ago.”

      “Are you asking me a question here, Governor?” Dash asked.

      “Yes. I’d like an explanation. What’s changed? Was it something you did?”

      Dash shook his head. “Nope. In fact, that signal is what brought us here.”

      Ragsdale, who again had been lurking in the back of the conference room, said, “You never told us there was something active up there.”

      “I think I said we used certain technologies to locate the crash site.” Dash nodded toward the image. “That’s what we used those certain technologies to detect.”

      Wallis again started tapping her finger on the table, but her eyes remained on Dash. Even through the blur of the planetary image, he could see the wary suspicion hardening them. But Dash didn’t blame her for being apprehensive or mistrustful. In her place, he would be too. In fact, he was starting to feel more than a little bad about all the half-truths and subterfuge. He knew their ignorance of what the signal really meant was for their own good, but he’d started to genuinely like these people as dedicated, resourceful frontier colonists.

      So he decided to blink first. Unfortunately, it meant more deception—this time, an outright lie.

      “If you’re worried about this posing some kind of danger to Port Hannah,” Dash said, “I can assure you, it doesn’t.”

      “No, the real threat is supposedly from your employers,” Ragsdale said, his voice flat.

      Leira turned to him and nodded. “Yes, it is.”

      Wallis’s attention stayed locked on Dash like a laser designator. “Dammit, Dash, I need some answers here. You’re obviously holding some things back from us.”

      “Lots, actually,” Dash said, nodding.

      “Well, now I think it’s time you share whatever those things are with us. What, exactly, is up in the desert?”

      “And what kind of risk does it pose to Port Hannah?” Ragsdale added.

      “Governor, look. I would love to be able to reveal everything to you. But our employers were adamant that most of it is need-to-know only, and, well…” He gave an apologetic smile and shrug. “I’m sorry, you just don’t really need to know.”

      “In fact, you really don’t even want to know,” Leira said. “There are good reasons for keeping things secret, and one of them is to protect the people who might be put at risk if they have too much information.”

      Wallis stood, but left her hands planted on the table and a glare on her face. “I’m the one who’s sorry, because this just isn’t acceptable. You need us to get to whatever is producing that signal—”

      “With all due respect, Governor, no, we don’t,” Dash said. “We could have just gone straight to the crash site and bypassed you entirely.” He took a breath, steeling himself to remain determined—or at least appear determined—while delivering harsh words he didn’t actually mean, and that weren’t necessarily even true. “We didn’t, because we wanted to be as up front with you about all of this as we could. We’ve done that. We’ve told you everything we can. If we reveal any more, then we actually will be putting you at risk.”

      “From your so-called employers,” Ragsdale said.

      “That’s right. They are…let’s call them very focused people. They really don’t like it when anything gets in the way of whatever they’re trying to accomplish.”

      Which really does describe the Golden, Dash thought.

      “We’re not in their way,” Wallis shot back. “This is our settlement. We’re the only ones developing this planet. Pretty much by definition, we can’t be in anyone’s way. Not here on Gulch anyway.”

      Dash’s thoughts stayed snagged on the Golden, which made his next line easy to deliver with both menace and regret.

      “Governor, the people we’re dealing with have their own definition for what getting in their way means. And believe me, it’s a lot wider and more open-ended that what you, or even I, would probably consider reasonable.”

      “So you’re working for violent psychopaths.”

      “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

      Wallis’s eyes actually widened slightly at that answer. Dash decided to seal the deal.

      “That’s why we’re here, Governor. You deal with us, so you don’t have to deal with our employers. Trying to deal with them directly means something has gone terribly wrong. They are extremely possessive of their tech and, honestly, won’t stop at much—”

      “At anything,” Leira put in.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. At anything. So, please…just let us do what we came here to do.”

      Wallis looked from Dash, to the signal, then back to Dash. As the weight of their words settled on her, he decided to press home with a final point, one that had only just occurred to him.

      “There’s one other thing,” he said. “The woman we met when we first got here. Freya, I think her name was.”

      Wallis nodded. “That’s right. What about her?”

      “She showed us some amazing plants that she’s growing, that she apparently retrieved from the edge of the jungle, where it gives way to the desert, north of here. In other words, near the crash site.”

      “So?”

      “So, there’s a chance that the peculiar properties of those plants might also have something to do with our employers’ tech. If so, then Port Hannah has already become involved with that tech, at least indirectly.”

      Leira picked up the thread. “Which means, not to put too fine a point on it, that helping us out is an even better idea than hindering us.”

      “Seriously, Governor,” Dash said, “We’re on your side, here.”

      Really, his thoughts went on—we’re on your side, as in, the side of sentient life that might otherwise get wiped out by the Golden.

      He said nothing else though, judging that it was time to let Wallis make up her mind.

      The Governor sat back down, stared at the pulsing image of the signal from the wreck, and sighed. “Alright. We’ll proceed as planned. Ragsdale will arrange for transport up to this crash site.” She turned to her Security Chief. “How long will that take?”

      “We need about a day, Governor, to get a buggy ready and kitted out for the trip.”

      “A day. Fine. You have that long, Dash, to get you and your people ready.”

      Dash wanted to give long, relieved sigh, but didn’t. Instead, he nodded and said, “Thank you, Governor.”

      Dash had thanked a lot of people in his time, for a lot of things. Most of the time, he didn’t really mean it.

      This time, though, he really did.
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        * * *

      

      Amy pushed the cart laden with much of their gear along, helped by Conover, while Dash, Leira, and Viktor led the way. They all were weighed down with more equipment. As they threaded their way through the crowds, following the directions Ragsdale had given them, they caught a lot of curious stares—and a few that seemed more than a little hostile.

      “Newest rumor is apparently that we’re here representing one of the big criminal syndicates, come to take over,” Viktor said.

      Amy made a hmph sound. “I heard we’re from a big corporation, out to take over all the mining rights because there’s some super valuable mineral ores here.”

      Viktor smirked as he shrugged. “Criminal enterprise, large corporation…pretty much the same thing, no?”

      “Did you guys start these rumors?” Conover asked, eyeing Dash and Leira.

      Dash smiled and shook his head. “Nope. Rumors still start just fine all on their own.”

      They entered one of the pedways connecting the domes. One of the electric trams ghosted by, its passengers staring at them out of the cabin windows. A flat cart groaning with crates and bales trailed at the end of it.

      “I have to admit,” Viktor said, watching the tram enter the next dome, “that this settlement, Port Hannah, is one of the better ones I’ve seen. They’ve not just put a lot of work into these domes and the pedways connecting them, they’ve given a lot of thought to how it should all be laid out.” He stepped aside to let a man riding an electric scooter drift past. “The engineering is really well done, too.” He pointed through the transparent roof at the geodesic surface of the dome looming ahead. “They’ve maximized the structural strength while cutting the materials needed down to a minimum.”

      “Somebody definitely knows what they’re doing here.” Amy nodded. “I’ve been checking out their tech. Not much of it is what I’d call new, but it’s all kept in good repair. I saw a water reclamator in one of the other domes that looked about a hundred years old. Half its parts looked homebrewed, but it was still chugging along. Really good water, too. Didn’t have that usual, nasty reclaimed taste, you know?”

      “Oh, you mean that hint of recycled urine?” Leira said. “That subtle flavor that makes the water on board a ship so special?”

      “Yeah. Exactly that.” Amy stuck out her tongue. “I hate that, blech.”

      Dash smiled. He knew exactly what she meant. No matter how much he tweaked the Slipwing’s reclamator, the water always had at least a glimmer of something…that didn’t bear thinking about.

      “Looks like you did okay with the gear we needed, though,” Leira said, gesturing at the cart piled with their supplies. “You and Viktor got all that stuff for a lot less than I thought it was going to cost us.”

      Viktor laughed. “Don’t look at me. That was all Amy. Turns out she drives a pretty hard bargain.”

      “I know,” Conover said. “I watched her buying that climbing gear. I swear she had the vendor trying to lower the price even more, and she put him off.”

      Dash couldn’t help smirking at the slightly dreamy look he gave Amy, but she just shrugged. “Hey, you don’t last long as a freelance mech engineer on Passage if you can’t get a decent rate on parts, repair bays, and maintenance drone time. But I don’t want to actually rip anyone off. They’ve got mouths to feed, after all. I’m just. . .opportunistic.”

      “Dash, over here,” Ragsdale called. He stood near another moving path that led out of the area; this one opened onto several bays holding the boxy, multi-wheeled trucks called buggies. Dash noticed he’d changed into gear more suited for trekking around outside, where the environment was less controlled. It included a wide-brimmed hat that made him reminiscent of a character in one of those ancient vids with men riding big quadrupeds called horses and shooting one another with crude slug-pistols.

      “This way,” Ragsdale called out, pointing at the nearest buggy bay on the right. “We’ll get your gear loaded and then get rolling. It’s a long trip, at least a full day and probably more. The sooner we start, the better.”

      “It’s not really that far,” Amy said, as she and Conover maneuvered the cart carrying their stuff toward the bay. “Maybe a hundred and fifty clicks from here?”

      Ragsdale offered her a thin smile. “And if we had roads to follow, it might be a quick trip. I’m afraid we’re not quite at the road-building stage yet. At least, not to where we’re going.”

      Amy curled her lip as she shoved on the cart. “So I’ve come millions and billions of kilometers just to plant my butt down in a seat and bounce across a boring landscape for hours on end.”

      Conover laughed just a little louder than the rest of them. “Your bum will be fine.”

      “That’s what you think,” Amy grumbled, but the corners of her mouth were turned up.
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      The buggy proved to be more comfortable than Amy predicted, traversing the rugged terrain on eight big, pneumatic tires. A clever system inflated and deflated the tires on the go, while switching power among the wheels, maintaining the best possible traction while also smoothing out the ride. Unfortunately, smoothing out the ride was a relative thing; it didn’t actually mean the ride was smooth. The buggy tilted, pitched, and bounced along a track cut through the jungle, following a set of ruts left by other vehicles making previous trips. A few times, the driver had to ease the vehicle along a steep hillside, the whole thing tipping alarmingly to one side. Dash felt his toes trying to dig themselves into the floor, the view to one side of the buggy becoming sky, the other wet muck and tangled foliage. Again, the vehicle had an answer for that—a series of counterweights that slid to the high side and stopped it from toppling over.

      Ragsdale and the pair of Specials accompanying him grinned wickedly at their unease. “And this is the easy part of the trip,” the Security Chief said, laughing. “Just wait until we get to the rough part of the road.”

      “Invigorating. Like a traveling fair, but without all those pesky vendors,” Dash remarked drily.

      “Huh,” Ragsdale said, giving him another look of appraisal. They fell into a silence, watching the smear of jungle outside, bumping by at an alarming speed.

      For hours.

      The sun set, plunging them into starlit darkness. Dash and the others dozed, but fitfully, being jolted awake whenever the buggy slammed over some rocks, or pitched down into a deeper rut, or suddenly reared, climbing a steep ridge, its powerful motors whining. At one point, Dash blinked himself awake because the buggy wasn’t rocking and jolting around. It was dark, so he put on the helmet he’d acquired back in Port Hannah and flipped down the night-vision screen. Looking outside, he saw the driver had eased the whole vehicle into a river, which now carried them downstream on its broad current. The trail actually resumed on the other side, far enough downstream to account for the drift as they crossed.

      When dawn finally lightened the sky, Dash woke to find they’d left the jungle behind, and now rumbled across a rocky hardpan, the big tires thumping over rocks and cracks in the earth where the desiccated ground had split open.

      He looked at Ragsdale, who was reclining across a bench seat, reading a…book. Dash recognized it, although he’d only seen a few of them. They were ancient technology—writing encoded on flat, flexible sheets made from compressed vegetable matter. He’d heard there were some preserved from the time of Old Earth that were worth astronomical fortunes. But aside from those, which were really no different than any other old, rare artifact—an investment—he didn’t see the point. Data-pads were just so much more durable and convenient.

      Ragsdale noticed Dash watching him. He looked at the book, then back at Dash. “Never seen one of these before?”

      Dash looked at his companions, all still sprawled asleep. “No, I have. Just seems kind of…clunky, I guess. I mean, what happens if that thing gets wet?”

      “It’s inconvenient, but I like it. Don’t ask me why. Outdated way of reading, perhaps, but there’s something about the feel of the page in your hand that speaks to me,” he explained.

      The buggy slowed and then stopped.

      Dash looked outside. They seemed to be at the top of a high ridge. The land fell away in a dramatic sweep both left and right. Ahead, a broad plain separated them from a rugged line of broken hills making up the horizon. He glanced toward his own data-pad and the map data it contained but recalled that the crash site lay on the far side of the depression before them, near those distant hills.

      Viktor blinked and sat up. So did Amy. Leira shifted in a way that told him she was about to wake up, while Conover—

      Snored.

      Dash turned back to Ragsdale. “Not too much longer, I guess.”

      The man answered with just a sly grin.

      Dash frowned. “What?”

      “Remember how I said we hadn’t got to the rough part of the road yet?”

      “Yeah…”

      Ragsdale stuffed his book into his pack and sat up. “Well, now we have.”

      As if on cue, the driver started the buggy again. It immediately pitched forward, as though it was toppling over a cliff.

      Viktor snapped out a curse. Amy yelped. Dash sucked in a breath so violent it hissed.

      The buggy plunged down the slope, going neither left nor right, and instead taking a straight shot toward the distant bottom. It was, Dash realized, the best way to avoid rolling the whole vehicle over, but it still flopped left, then right, then left again. Dash heard the counterweights on the roof slewing back and forth as they fought to keep the buggy from tipping. Leira and Conover were both jolted wide awake, staring wildly and just hanging on.

      The brutal, punishing ride went on and on. The vehicle ruts they followed had been rounded and deepened by what must be rare, but intense falls of rain; the periodic deluges had also eroded deep channels in the dun hillside, while also dislodging rocks, some almost as big as the buggy itself.

      It didn’t end when they reached the bottom, either. What had looked like a flat plain, across which Dash thought they might be able to just roll at good speed, quickly eating up the rest of the trip, turned out to be as bad as the slope behind them. Maybe worse.

      As they pitched down into a hole, then wobbled to the right as the buggy climbed back out of it, Dash looked at Ragsdale.

      “Please tell me this smooths out!”

      “This is the smooth part—”

      A tremendous lurch cut him off. The buggy slewed sideways, dropped nose first, then slammed to a halt. Everyone aboard was flung forward; if they hadn’t been belted in and hanging on, they would have ended up in a pile around the driver. The tough cargo nets holding all their gear in the back of the buggy stretched, creaking ominously.

      Silence hummed, and the air was spangled with dust even inside the buggy. Dash looked around. “Everyone okay?”

      Everyone nodded. Conover, his hair stuck up in spikes, blinked stupidly, apparently not quite yet really awake. He finally turned and gaped back at Dash.

      “Are we there yet?”
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        * * *

      

      “You know,” Dash said, “I’m way better with spaceships than I am with things with wheels. But this thing looks stuck to me.”

      They stood atop a small rise, staring down at the buggy. The driver had apparently edged it too close to the brink of a ravine, which had given way in a spectacular tumble of debris below them. That sent the buggy nose first down the slope until it slid onto a massive boulder, where it got hung up. The particular way it had gotten caught left only the front two of its eight wheels actually touching the ground. When the driver had tried backing them out, he’d only churned the air with tires touching nothing.

      “Not enough traction,” Amy said, crouching and studying the vehicle with a critical eye. “Have to get at least two more of those wheels touching something they can grip.”

      Leira tossed her a bemused glance. “You worked with a lot of all-terrain vehicles back on that space station, did you?”

      Amy stood and shot her cousin a very funny look. “It’s called not being dumb? Knowing that wheels spinning in midair aren’t going to help you actually go anywhere?”

      “Easy, cuz. Just asking,” Leira said.

      “Okay. Just a little, um—”

      “Off after that ride? Me too,” Leira said.

      The motors whined as the driver tried again. One of the wheels planted on the ground caught and held this time, sending a shudder through the buggy. It wasn’t enough to actually dislodge it.

      Dash looked at Ragsdale. “So what do we do? Call for help?”

      “Nah. These things get stuck all the time.”

      “Really?”

      Ragsdale shrugged. “Well, that’s what I’ve heard. I’ve never actually seen one get stuck myself.”

      Dash wiped his forehead. Even as early in the day as it was, the heat was starting to become oppressive. He was glad for the tough, rip-proof fabric of their expedition outfits, but the trade-off was that they held onto the heat. Ragsdale had briefed them right before they departed about all the important survival stuff they needed to know—keeping hydrated, avoiding sunburn, and the like—but the reality, Dash realized, was going to be a lot more unpleasant than even the Security Chief had let on.

      Leira sidled up to him. “You know,” she said, her voice low and quiet, “you could just call Sentinel, bring the Archetype here, and use it to pick this buggy up and put it back on its wheels.”

      “I am available should you need me,” Sentinel said. “Signals are clear in this location, although I do not recommend exposing your advantage over an immovable wheeled vehicle,” Sentinel said.

      “To be fair, it’s quite stuck, and I’m losing weight in this heat,” Dash answered.

      “In one of your messages to a woman wearing a bikini, you stated that you were ‘buff as hell’. Will this mild weight loss not assist in this goal?” Sentinel asked.

      “No—and, I’m suspending your snooping privileges until further notice. Also, that was some time ago, and the, ah lady in question didn’t answer.”

      “True. She did not. I will honor your request, but I am available in your future attempts to get buff,” Sentinel said.

      “Thank you. I’ll take that under advisement.”

      Dash returned his eyes to Ragsdale, who’d moved back to the buggy as the driver dismounted; the two of them now conferred, pointing at the wheels, then at the broken ground. The two Specials he’d brought along had climbed back up out of the ravine to keep an eye out for something, which made Dash ever more alert. Ragsdale had warned of some potentially dangerous wildlife in the jungle but said that the desert was almost entirely barren of life.

      Dash shook his head at Leira. “Let’s keep that as a last resort. Ragsdale is already suspicious of us. I’d like to keep him as a potential ally—at least for now.”

      “He’s a spy, Dash.”

      “Of course he is. Wallis needs to keep tabs on us. Do you blame her?”

      “Not a bit. But it means he’s not really with us at all.”

      “Don’t be too sure of that,” Dash said. “These people might be really wary and distrustful, but they want to know what’s going on with that signal…how much it’s a threat, and how much it’s an opportunity.”

      “Which is something else we haven’t really talked about. What happens when we get to the wreck? How much do we let Ragsdale know?”

      Dash could only shrug. It was, indeed, a gaping hole in what amounted to their plan. “Since we don’t really know what we’re going to find, I’ve got no idea. I’d say we try as hard as we can to not let on anything about the Golden or the Unseen and stick to our cover story about our employers and their advanced tech.”

      Leira refocused on Ragsdale, who was now engaged in an animated discussion not just with the driver of the buggy, but also with Viktor and Amy. Despite being spaceship engineers, it seemed the operative word here was engineer, because neither seemed to be able to resist getting involved in the problem of righting the buggy.

      “He’s not stupid, Dash,” Leira said. “If we find anything more than just unidentifiable wreckage, he’s going to figure we’re not on the up and up.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Dash shrugged again. “We’ll just deal with it when the time comes, I guess.”

      “Dash!” Amy called, clambering across the rocks toward him. “That buggy’s really stuck. Why don’t you just call—”

      “For help?” Dash cut in. “Well, if we have to, I guess we can send a message back to Port Hannah. But is there no way we can get this thing unstuck ourselves?”

      Amy stopped, perched atop a boulder a couple of meters away, her mouth a quizzical twist to one side. Dash knew where she was going to go with that—calling for the Archetype—but he really didn’t want to involve the big mech if he could avoid it. So he gave her a look that he hoped said let’s not go any further with this.

      “I am happy to provide suggestions if you like?”

      Dash shook his head. “Not yet. We can figure this out.”

      Amy’s mouth straightened and she winked with a subtlety that surprised him. “Well, we could, if we could find something to hook its winch up to. Trouble is”—she gestured around—“there’s nothing. No big trees, no rocks big enough that the winch cable will reach, nothing.”

      Dash looked past her, frowning at the buggy, pitched nose down with its back end high in the air. “Looks to me like that big rock underneath it is the problem. It’s kind of hung up on it, right?”

      She glanced back and nodded. “Yeah. It’s holding all but those front two wheels off the ground.”

      “So why not hook the winch cable up to it? Seems to me the buggy could winch its ass-end back down, get those rear four tires back onto the ground there, and just back up.”

      Amy turned back again and stared at the buggy for a moment, hands on hips and head falling into a contemplative tilt. Then she turned back to Dash, opened her mouth, and closed it again before awarding the buggy a final lingering gaze.

      “This tactic will work,” Sentinel said.

      “I know. Just needed Amy to get there on her own. She’s an engineer through and through. And—there it is,” Dash said.

      Amy turned back to Dash, a brilliant grin on her face. “That’s beautiful! Perfect! Dash, you’re a genius.”

      As Amy raced back to Viktor and the others clustered near the buggy, waving her arms and pointing back at Dash, he glanced at Leira. She was giving him a wry look.

      “Genius. Pfft.”

      “Hey, they never thought of it.”

      “That’s because they’re engineers. They’ll always find a solution, but it’s usually not the simplest one.”

      “You’re saying I’m simple, or simply a genius?” Dash asked.

      “Maybe a little of both.”

      “That works.” He smiled at the explosion of activity.

      They watched as the driver remounted and activated the winch. Amy handed the cable up to Ragsdale, who climbed up the incline of the buggy’s roof, pulling the cable behind him. When he reached the back of the vehicle, he dropped the cable to Viktor, who pulled it back to the big rock and starting working it around it. Within a few minutes, they had the cable hooked around the boulder and were ready to start easing the buggy back onto solid ground.

      “So, what have I missed?”

      Dash and Leira turned to find Conover picking his way down from the top of the ravine toward them.

      “Me being a genius, for one,” Dash said.

      “Thank you,” Sentinel said.

      “You’re quite welcome.”

      Conover gave him a bemused glance but kept looking around, finally saying, “Huh.”

      “Something wrong?” Leira asked.

      Conover glanced up the steep slope he’d just descended. “Not sure. I just walked around up top there, looking around…you know, looking around.”

      Dash nodded. Conover could see tech and aspects of it no one else could, thanks to his ocular implants. “Did you see anything? You know, see anything?”

      “Nope. Just rocks and dirt.”

      Leira crossed her arms. “So what was that huh for?”

      “Oh. I just expected to see that guy, that Special, down here. Last I saw him, he was keeping watch up on top. He’s not there anymore, though.”

      Dash glanced at Leira, who raised an eyebrow. “Not there? You mean he’s gone?”

      Conover nodded. “Yeah. I saw him up on a little mound, drinking some water. Looked around a bit. But when I looked back, he was just gone.”

      Dash called to Ragsdale, who was watching the winching operation underway. The driver worked the winch gingerly, moving the buggy only a few centimeters at a time. But it was working, lowering the buggy’s back end closer and closer to the ground.

      “Do you know where your two guys are?” Dash asked as Ragsdale approached. “Your Specials?”

      “Yes. Keeping watch up top.”

      “You sure?”

      Ragsdale frowned, then touched the comm clipped to a shoulder strap on his cargo vest. “Alec, status?”

      “All clear,” came the immediate reply.

      “Okay, out to you. Damon, status?”

      Silence.

      “Damon? What’s your status?”

      More silence.

      “Damon, report.”

      The comm crackled with a reply, but it was the first special, Alec. “Hey boss, I can’t see him. He was there, about fifty meters to my southwest. He’s not down there with you?”

      Ragsdale gave Dash an alarmed look. “No, he’s not. Look, you come back to the edge of the ravine where I can see you.”

      “On my way.”

      “Maybe your other Special, Damon, has just gone to relieve himself,” Conover offered.

      But Ragsdale shook his head. “He’d have called in if he had.”

      A shout came from the top of the ravine. Dash looked up to see Alec, the other Special, standing framed against the hot sky. Ragsdale waved back at him.

      “You did say that there was no wildlife out here, right?” Dash said.

      “None really to speak of,” Ragsdale replied. “We’ve been using drones to survey the desert and haven’t seen much. There’s virtually no water out here, after all. So there are almost no plants, which means almost nothing for anything to live on.”

      “Haven’t seen much,” Leira said. “Virtually. Almost. The message I’m getting is that there are things living out here, they’re just rare.”

      “Well, yes, I guess that’s true.” Ragsdale gave her a searching look. “You think something might have attacked Damon?”

      “No idea,” Leira replied. “You’re the one who lives here.”

      “On the planet, sure. But not out here in the desert.”

      “I think your Special has seen something,” Conover said, nodding up at Alec. The man was indeed pointing at something.

      And then shouting something.

      And now drawing his sidearm.
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        * * *

      

      Dash could only make a single word among the Special’s suddenly frantic shouts—lockjaws. He looked at Ragsdale, who swore and drew his own sidearm, a big-bore slug pistol.

      “What’s a lockjaw?” Dash asked.

      “One of those rare living things we were just talking about.”

      Dash pulled his own sidearm, the plasma pistol he’d liberated from Clan Shirna—years ago, it felt like, though it was really only a few months?

      Dash gave Ragsdale a scowl. “Rare living thing isn’t much to go on. Can you be a little more specific?”

      It was Conover who answered, though. “I think he’s talking about those things, right there.”

      Dash followed Conover’s pointing finger. Silhouetted against the sky opposite the ravine from the Special, Alec, was a pair of creatures each at least half again as long as Dash was tall. He glimpsed humped, rounded carapaces, jointed legs scuttling through loose soil and rocks, antennae, and pairs of clashing mandibles the size of his arm.

      He raised the plasma pistol, sighted over the top, and fired.

      A searing flash. An ear-splitting crack. Both creatures were blown to smouldering fragments, but the blast also flung rocks and dirt like shrapnel. Something smacked Dash’s left shoulder hard enough to make his arm go numb. Leira stumbled back, clutching at her thigh. She shouted something at Dash, but all he could hear was a shrill, piercing whine.

      Ragsdale grabbed him, shouting in his ear. “You can’t use that down here!”

      Dash shook his head, trying to clear away the pervasive ringing in his ears. Yeah, that had not been a good idea. Down in the ravine, he had no more than twenty or so meters of view. The plasma blasts were just too destructive to fire in such close quarters, and into such loose rock and debris.

      The whine faded. Leira had drawn her slug pistol and now banged away with it, pumping rounds into more of the lockjaws. Dash would have called them grossly oversized beetles, but regardless of their name, there were a lot of them, and they all seemed savagely determined to press home their attacks. After holstering the plasma pistol, he drew his slug pistol and added its fire to hers. Ragsdale and Alec joined in. A lot of their projectiles snapped against chitinous carapaces and ricocheted away, but some found their mark, blowing gooey chunks and serrated pieces of jointed legs off the creatures.

      “Fall back to the buggy!” Ragsdale shouted, snapping a fresh magazine into his slug pistol. “Fall back now, I’ll cover you!”

      Dash grabbed Conover, who’d drawn his own slug pistol but seemed to dither about using it. “Go!” he shouted. “Back to the buggy! Leira, you too!”

      Three lockjaws tumbled then slid down the slope into the ravine where they lay still, oozing thick viscous ichor. But a half dozen more swarmed over the crestline.

      Leira pulled Conover back with her, stumbling toward the buggy, but stopping short. Conover finally got his weapon raised and opened fire. Leira shouted something and Dash nodded, then slapped Ragsdale’s arm. “They’re covering us, let’s go!”

      Ragsdale nodded and followed Dash back. When they reached Leira and Conover, they took up a firing line, pouring shot after shot into the scuttling creatures. Two were down, but the remaining four were fifteen meters away now. Then ten.

      “We’ve got to get inside the buggy!” Ragsdale shouted.

      Dash glanced back. Viktor and Amy crouched under the rear of the vehicle, which had been winched almost level. Amy had her slug pistol drawn and was staring tensely at the onrushing lockjaws. Viktor held himself ready to unhook the winch cable. As soon as the rear four wheels touched the ground, the driver backed the buggy up, feeding out winch cable as he did.

      A throaty, rhythmic booming erupted from somewhere above them. The closest lockjaws vanished among geysers of rock and dust. Dash glanced up and saw Alec standing on top of the buggy, sighting along an auto-gun he’d retrieved from somewhere. Dash swept everyone with a meaningful look, jabbing a thumb at the buggy looming behind them. They all nodded. Taking advantage of the covering fire from the Special, they clambered up the slope and leapt onto the ladder leading back into the buggy. Amy and Viktor were right behind them.

      Viktor grabbed the hatch and swung it closed. Before it could latch, something jammed through the opening—a snapping set of mandibles that chewed the air only centimeters from Viktor’s face. Amy turned, lifted her slug pistol over Viktor’s head, and started pumping rounds into the lockjaw trying to get inside.

      Dash turned to the driver. “Go! Let’s get out of here!”

      The buggy didn’t move.

      While Amy and the others tried to help Viktor, Dash raced forward, ducking into the buggy’s cockpit.

      “Come on, let’s—shit.”

      The driver’s head and shoulders—or what were left of them—had been pulled out of the open cockpit window by a lockjaw. A second of the horrific creatures scrabbled at his body, trying to force its way inside.

      Dash put his pistol against the thing’s head and squeezed the trigger, one, two, three times. An acrid stink filled the cockpit as slimy goo erupted from the lockjaw’s shattered head, but not before it managed to gouge a chunk out of Dash’s arm. He groaned, gritted his teeth against the pain, and shoved the dying creature back out of the window. After raising the pistol again, he emptied the rest of the magazine into the lockjaw gnawing on the driver. The creature let go and fell back, then Dash pulled the driver’s body aside and dropped into the seat.

      Shouts of Go! and Now! came from behind, and he slammed his foot down on the throttle. The buggy, already set to reverse, shot backward, bucking and lurching as it bounced over obstacles. Dash desperately hoped that he didn’t just drop the buggy into another hole, especially considering that there seemed to be dozens of lockjaws now swarming around them. More lockjaws, their carapaces cracked and broken, appeared in front of the buggy as he reversed it, crushed under its weight.

      Muttering, “Take that, you sons of bitches,” he pulled his foot off the throttle and the vehicle stopped. It took him a few seconds to find the direction selector. When he did, he snapped it to forward, cranked the tiller hard left, and punched the throttle again. The buggy jumped forward, bouncing hard as it swerved away from the ravine. Dash grimly hung on, fingers white around the tiller, ignoring the searing pain of his injured arm and determined to get as far away from whatever lockjaws remained as possible.

      “Dash!” Ragsadale barked.

      He glanced back. Ragsdale leaned into the cockpit, taking in the dead driver, then said, “Oh, you’re driving!”

      “Sure seems like it,” Dash hissed, wincing as a heavy bump slammed more pain through his arm.

      “Okay, well, I think you can slow down now. The lockjaws are pretty well behind us.”

      Dash glanced at the ravaged body of the driver and shook his head. “Not far enough—not yet.”
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      Viktor studied the data-pad in his lap. “Looks like another five klicks, maybe a little less.”

      Alec nodded and eased up on the throttle, slowing the buggy as they approached a wide, sandy depression.

      Dash, sitting in the cockpit between them, peered over Viktor’s arm at the display. “The resolution’s not very good. That could be five clicks, or seven—or two.”

      “It’s the best we can do with this equipment,” Viktor replied. “We aren’t using our…well, our best, are we?”

      “The distance is 4.63 kilometers,” Sentinel said.

      “Call it five,” Dash told Viktor, who understood his meaning.

      Viktor said nothing, but his jaw tightened. They needed Sentinel in the open, especially given their destination, but Dash was reluctant to give up his final, hidden advantage, despite the loss of two people to the lockjaws.

      Dash spoke quietly as they rode on. “Sentinel, has there been any change in the signal?”

      “Its strength and location have not changed,” came the immediate reply. Dash felt the Special driving the buggy look at him. “Look, we need better data than we have.”

      “Done. I am transmitting a continuous data stream, updated in real time.” There was a pause. “I am always available to augment your data, to the best of my abilities. I do require commands.”

      Dash pressed his lips together, eyes cut toward the driver. Speaking to Sentinel wasn’t a bad thing if he was going to try to keep up the fiction that she was a real person somewhere, and not an alien AI. Especially considering that the Special was right here and would be able to hear any of Dash’s responses.

      “Who was that?”

      Dash glanced back. Ragsdale leaned on the cockpit hatch, his gaze hard. He’d heard it.

      “Our colleague,” Dash said. “Her call sign is Sentinel. She’s back with our ships.”

      “Not the one called the Slipwing. We scanned it. There’s no one on board. As for that other thing you’ve left sitting on our pad, we can barely even get it to register on the scans, much less learn anything about it.” His hard look went even harder. “So I gather she’s aboard it.”

      “That’s right.”

      “She’s just sitting inside it. Not leaving it at all.”

      “That’s her job.”

      Ragsdale continued fixing Dash with that unrelenting mix of suspicion and doubt. Dash didn’t blame him. Again, if their roles were reversed, he’d be pretty pissed too about being left in the dark about things that could be important—even dangerous.

      But Dash just held Ragsdale’s gaze for what he hoped was long enough to say that’s all you’re getting out of me, before he looked back to the buggy’s destination.

      Viktor angled the data-pad so Dash could see it. The big, fuzzy blotch that had been all they were to detect had been focused down into a spot only a few hundred meters across, near the base of a rugged, broken ridge. Dash could see it, a saw-toothed line of barren rock truncating the horizon to the northwest.

      “That way,” he said to the Special driving. “Aim for that saddle, just to the right of the tallest peak.”

      The Special looked back at Ragsdale, who just nodded. Then he angled the tiller, turning them onto the last leg of their trip to the wreckage of the Golden ship.
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      They stood at the edge of what Dash had first taken to be a sinkhole. And it was a sinkhole, but not one formed because of natural flaws in the bedrock. This one had opened on what Dash thought was clearly the aft-most part of a starship, judging from what looked like the curve of a huge thruster protruding from the side of the hole. Peeking through the detritus at the bottom of the pit was a bright, metallic point—a subsidence from a hatch or access port.

      “So that’s your employers’ ship,” Ragsdale said. “It seems awfully big for something we never detected.” He looked at Dash. “You’d think we’d have seen it crashing from Port Hannah. Would’ve put on quite a show, don’t you think?”

      “It would have,” Viktor said, “if you had been here to see it. It crashed before you even arrived on this planet.”

      “How long before?”

      About two hundred thousand years, Dash thought, but just said, “Quite some time. It’s been lost for a long time now.”

      “And it only just started transmitting a distress signal.”

      Dash shrugged. “I don’t understand why either, but here it is.”

      “Yup, here it is.” Ragsdale looked back down into the pit, which was fifty meters across, narrowing to half that at the bottom. The walls were far from gentle, sloping down to a point thirty meters deep, every step an uncertainty. “We’re going to have to use the climbing gear to get down there. The sides of this hole are too steep and unstable to pick our way down.”

      Dash exchanged an uncomfortable look with Viktor and Leira. They’d reached a moment, and a decision, that he knew they’d only been putting off, because it just couldn’t be avoided altogether.

      “Ragsdale, will excuse us for a few minutes?” Dash said. “I need to confer with my colleagues.”

      “Whatever you need to do.”

      They walked until they were well out of earshot. Along the way, they gestured to Amy and Conover, who’d wandered a short distance away and were examining something a few meters away from the top of the pit.

      “We found a fragment,” Amy said. “A piece of debris that must have been thrown off the thing when it crashed. Conover says he can see them all around here.”

      “Not surprising,” Leira said. “That tends to happen when spaceships crash.”

      “Actually, what is surprising is just how intact the ship seems to be,” Viktor added. “Something that hits the surface of a planet when falling from space is usually moving pretty fast—as in, trans-orbital fast. It should have been mostly vaporized by the impact. Whatever was left should be no bigger than my hand, if that.”

      “Maybe it was able to slow down before impact,” Amy said.

      “It’s Golden tech,” Conover said. “Are we really surprised it survived the crash mostly intact?”

      But Dash shook his head. They were getting sidetracked, and they didn’t have time for that. “You know, that’s all very interesting, but not really important right now. What is, is that the ship’s here, we’ve found it, and a lot of it seems to be whole—or in the kind of shape that can be salvaged. As in Dark Metal.”

      “Which means we have to make a decision about Ragsdale,” Leira said, nodding. “We can tell him he has to stay back, away from the wreck, blame it on our employers and their secrecy and non-disclosure contracts and so on, but—”

      “But he’s not going to put up with that,” Dash finished for her. “Yeah, I know. I think we’ve pushed the guy about as far as we can with all that need-to-know crap.”

      “Yeah, well, do you blame him?” Amy asked. “If I was him, I’d know that something big was going on here. Something a lot bigger than we’re letting on.”

      “Not only that,” Conover said, “but we’ve been saying there’s no real threat to their colony, or at least downplaying it. But we don’t really know if that’s true, do we?” He glanced back toward the pit. “I can’t see any detail, not from up here. But that ship isn’t just a dormant wreck.” He looked back at Dash, his pale, enigmatic eyes gleaming. “There’s activity down. Power being generated and used.”

      “Something’s alive down there is what you’re saying,” Viktor said.

      “Alive, as in tech that’s been activated, and is now doing…well, something, yeah.”

      Leira sighed. “I know we really don’t want to involve these people any more than necessary, Dash. But I think we’re going to have pull back the veil, at least a bit.”

      Dash gave a decisive nod. “Yeah. We are.”

      He led them back to Ragsdale, who’d gone back to the buggy and, with Alec, had been unloading their climbing equipment—harnesses, motorized winches, portable A frame-type mounts, safety gear. They both stopped as Dash and the others approached.

      “We, uh, haven’t been entirely forthcoming about what’s going on here,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale’s eyes flew wide. “What? Really? You haven’t?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. And we’re genuinely sorry for that. But it really is in your best interest.”

      “The less you know, the better,” Viktor said.

      Ragsdale pulled off his hat and wiped his forehead, then put it back on. “Look. I’m Security Chief for Port Hannah. Before I took that job, I did security on Cycle, and New Winston, and a half dozen other planets. Believe me, I get that there are just some things that have to be kept behind the door.”

      Ragsdale sighed, and it was world weary. “You have to look at this from my point of view, though. There’s something pretty remarkable down in that hole. Something pretty remarkable that’s only a day’s journey overland from our homes. Something we know absolutely nothing about…hell, something we didn’t even know existed until you all showed up here.”

      “I know,” Dash said, raising his hands and patting the air. “You’re right. That’s all true. So we’re going to let you in on some of it. But there’s a lot we won’t, because it really is in your best interest to not know.”

      “Sometimes, ignorance is a powerful defense,” Viktor said.

      Ragsdale just nodded. “I understand. So, what can you tell me about what’s down there?”

      “Well, it’s a crashed ship, obviously,” Dash said. “I really can’t reveal much about where it came from, who built it, or how it got here. It has been down there since before your colony was founded. Honestly, we’re surprised that it’s as intact as it seems to be. I think we really only expected to find bits and pieces of wreckage. So now we have to get down to it, get inside it, and investigate.”

      “What are you looking for?” Ragsdale asked. “Because I get the sense you want to retrieve something in particular.”

      Dash avoided the term Dark Metal. “There’s a substance that was used in its construction that we need to retrieve. There might also be other tech down there for us to recover.”

      Ragsdale nodded. “Okay. I have a question, though.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Your companion you were talking to…Sentinel, I think you called her. She’s an AI, isn’t she? An advanced one, on board that man-shaped ship of yours.”

      Dash looked to the others, who just variously raised their eyebrows, nodded, or shrugged.

      “Yeah, she is,” Dash replied, then tapped his comm. “Sentinel, say hello to our new friend, Ragsdale.”

      “It is my pleasure to make the acquaintance of another sentient being,” Sentinel said.

      “She really means it,” Dash said. “She doesn’t get out much.”

      Ragsdale narrowed his eyes but just gave a bemused nod. “Okay. So for you to be in possession of an advanced AI—”

      “To be clear,” Sentinel said, “I am not in the possession of any one entity, but am in a willing partnership with Dash and his team.”

      In his peripheral vision, Dash saw Leira raise her eyebrows when Sentinel used his name rather than referring to him as “the Messenger.” It showed she had—or had learned—some degree of discretion about what they were up to.

      Ragsdale shook his head, at least partly in wonder. “Okay. So you’re partners with an AI that is aboard a ship—sorry, she’s aboard something that is clearly much more than just a ship.” He crossed his arms. “All that, along with this wreck, tells me that there’s something much, much bigger happening here than you’re letting on.”

      Dash scrubbed a hand on the back of his head. “I really can’t say much more.”

      “I know. I get it. Like I said, when it comes to secretive stuff with security implications, I’m not exactly fresh off the shuttle.” He took a step toward Dash. “So let me put this out there, so it’s clear. I really don’t give a shit about any of whatever it is you’re doing here, right up to the instant it starts becoming a problem for Port Hannah. When that happens, I will be all over it, expecting to know all of the details and have all of my questions answered. My priority is the safety and welfare of the people back there. I’ve already lost two of them—and, yes, I’ve lost them because they were trying to help you. So this colony has already paid too high a price for”—he looked for a word— “for you and your spy games.”

      Dash nodded. He got it. Ragsdale was a good man, trying to do a hard job, that Dash and his friends were only making harder. So he met the Security Chief’s gaze squarely.

      “You’re right. It has. I can’t even begin to say how sorry I am about the buggy driver and your Special. But believe me, this is no game. This is deadly serious—emphasis on the word deadly.” He glanced at the waiting pit. “We wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t genuinely important. And by that, I mean important, as in, for pretty much the whole galaxy and everyone living in it.”

      For a moment, Ragsdale just let his gaze bore into Dash’s. Dash didn’t try to stop it. He wanted the man to see he was serious about their shared goal, even if it meant taking his word on faith—for now.

      “So if I believe something is genuinely important for me to know,” Ragsdale finally said, “no matter how secret or sensitive you might think it is, you’ll tell me?”

      “Yes, I will. I promise. But that’s as long as you understand that it really does have to be something important to Port Hannah and its people—and that, if I genuinely think it isn’t, you’ll accept that, and we’ll just drop it.”

      “So you get the final call? That’s a terrible deal.”

      “I’m sorry, but it’s the only one I can offer.”

      Ragsdale stared a moment longer, then nodded. “Fine. I’m trusting you with an awful lot here, Dash.”

      “I know.”

      Ragsdale stuck out his hand, and Dash shook it, firmly.

      As they began moving the climbing equipment to the top of the pit and getting themselves geared up for a foray inside the crashed Golden ship, it struck Dash that everything about this ultimately affected Port Hannah. If they couldn’t stop the Golden, then Port Hannah would just be another place they’d exterminate. A crater, a place of dust and bones to be forgotten as the Golden continued their bitter harvest.

      But Ragsdale didn’t need to know that—again, not yet at least.
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      Dash paused atop a boulder about three quarters of the way down into the pit, thumbing the winch controller as he did. The monofilament cable connecting him to the sturdy A-frame back at the top went taut, holding him at about a forty-five-degree angle. His utility vest and backpack, both laden with equipment and supplies, hung against his shoulders and chest, a heavy deadweight.

      “Everything okay, Dash?” Leira called from below.

      He looked down. “Yup. Just want to avoid that spot that almost did Conover in.”

      Dash could see it just below him and to his right. Conover’s feet had dislodged a big rock there; it, in turn, dislodged more as it fell, and then a whole chunk of the pit’s side had given out under him. He’d grimly hung on, waiting for the slope to stabilize—and then an even bigger rock, loosened by the slide, had fallen from above him, missing his head by centimeters. Dash started up the winch again, keeping himself as far as he could to the left of the rockfall. Pieces the size of his fist were still occasionally plummeting down from above, but he managed to stay clear of them. Finally, his feet touched the bottom—a layer of loose sand and gravel over the dull metallic surface of the Golden ship.

      He unhooked the cable from his harness, attached the controller to it, then sent it back up. The last one to come down would be Ragsdale. Alec, the Special, would stay up top, watching over the buggy, the climbing gear, and the hole. Dash remembered the lockjaws and immediately thought, I sure don’t envy him staying up there all alone. And yet, the yawning uncertainty of the wreck was, in a way, worse than the known danger of the lockjaws. The wreck was ancient. The wreck was Golden, and that meant every inch of it was dedicated to the elimination of life itself.

      But two people died trying to help them, and Dash could not, would not, let himself forget that.

      As they watched Ragsdale descend, Conover said, “Are you really sure it’s a good idea to bring him with us? Inside the Golden ship?”

      “No, I’m not, not at all,” Dash replied. “But how could we possibly say no? If I were him, I wouldn’t have accepted it.”

      Leira nodded. “We have to face the fact that we’re probably going to end up having to reveal a lot more about what’s going on than we ever intended.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Dash said. “But we’ll let it happen as it happens. I mean, who knows? Maybe we’ll be lucky, find what we’re looking for right away, and not have to reveal much at all. The risk is worth the reward, given our needs at the Forge.”

      “I’m assuming that if we do find a bunch of Dark Metal,” Viktor said, “we’re going to have to bring the Archetype here so it can transport it back to the Forge.”

      “Probably,” Dash said. “Although again, let’s travel through that particular wormhole when we come to it.”

      Ragsdale reached the bottom and unhooked the cable, then he sent it back up, before unclipping a small box from his belt.

      “This is a signal repeater. I’ve got four of them. I’m going to leave one here, right at the opening, to make sure we can maintain comms with Alec up there. He’s in touch with Port Hannah.” He frowned at the dark opening. “Assuming we can actually get more than just a few meters inside this thing, I’ll put out the rest of the repeaters as we go, so we keep comms up.”

      Dash nodded. It was a good and sensible plan, even if ultimately pointless if the Golden tech really wanted to interfere with things.

      “Hey, is Alec going to be okay up there all on his own?” Amy asked, apparently having her own moment of concern about the lone Special. “I can’t forget about those bug things, those, uh—”

      “Lockjaws,” Ragsdale said.

      “Yeah. Are there any of those things around here?”

      “Not likely. As far as we can tell, they burrow—which is how they were able to sneak up on us—so they tend to stay out in the open desert. This close to the hills, it’s just too rocky for them.”

      “Oh. Okay. That’s good,” Amy said.

      “It doesn’t mean there might not be other things around, though,” Ragsdale went on, giving the black opening a few meters away a look. “I’d definitely rather have at least two people up there, but we’ve got what we’ve got. Alec is sharp though. He can take care of himself.”

      Ragsdale set up the signal repeater and activated it, did a comm check with Alec, then turned to Dash and gestured at the waiting hatch. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Dash took a last look up the slope, at the fading daylight. He can take care of himself, Ragsdale had said.

      Hope that’s true for all of us.

      Dash turned back to the hatch, unslinging and cradling his slug carbine. Ragsdale had provided one for each of them—a good compromise between the relatively anemic slug pistols and the incandescent fury of the plasma weapons. They’d already checked inside, seeing nothing but dirt and rock sloping down into darkness, so he knelt, worked his way through the gap, and entered the Golden ship.

      “On me,” Dash said, and his voice echoed into the darkness below.

      No one answered. But they followed, and that was brave enough.
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      Dash had expected that they’d be able to go a few meters and then find their way blocked by debris, crushed structural components, and smashed structures. Frankly, he’d assumed this aft-most section was just that—the aft-most section, and that everything forward of here would simply have been utterly destroyed, a pulverized cone of metallic ore that punched down into the bedrock.

      But he was wrong. He led the way down a long incline of sand, gravel, and rock that started at the hatch and went deeper into the wreck. It was, he thought, material that had infiltrated from outside during the ship’s long burial pouring through the gaping hatch and probably other openings. Through the night-vision filter on his helmet, he could see that the long, gritty slope extended tens of meters into the ship, mostly filling a vast and seemingly empty compartment that appeared to make up much of its stern. The point of all this space eluded him; it must have served some purpose, but he wasn’t sure what.

      As they neared the bottom, he finally saw something that loomed in detail, a massive piece of machinery that extended back up to the rear of the hull, now many meters behind and above them, nearly buried by debris. It probably had something to do with the partly exposed thruster they’d seen in the pit. It might actually be of great interest, but Dash decided to ignore it for now, in favor of something even more interesting that had just come into view.

      A huge set of doors loomed at the base of the dirt pile they’d been descending. They were partly buried but must have been nearly thirty meters tall. Had they been closed, that would have been the end of their expedition, at least until they discovered another way in. Even the Archetype likely would have had trouble shifting them. However, they’d been bent, twisted, and partially flung apart, probably by whatever titanic forces had slammed through the ship when it crashed. Still, as severe as the damage was, Dash was stunned the signal had survived at all.

      “Sentinel, are you seeing this?”

      He’d activated a helmet cam and let Sentinel access its stream of data. She’d stated that, unless there were actual countermeasures at work, she should be able to maintain comms with them pretty much anywhere inside the wreck; he hoped that included the camera’s imagery, because he really wanted her perspective on whatever they found. Sentinel had abilities beyond the Meld, being able to intuit what data was most critical—sometimes. In other cases, human instinct was the only way to solve a problem.

      “I am. The doors are large and constructed for battle, but beyond that, serve no unusual purpose that I can see.”

      “Agreed. That’s what I’m getting.” He looked back up the slope at the others descending behind him. “Everyone okay back there?”

      Leira, bringing up the rear, called back, “So far—which isn’t very far—so good.”

      Her voice echoed through the vast space, but in a flat, monotonal sort of way. Dash didn’t know if it was some property of the ship around them, or just the huge pile of dirt under their feet. He gave a thumbs up, and carried on.

      He stopped at the massive doors and peered into the space beyond. More dirt and rocks, and even a few remnants of something that looked like dry lichen, were strewn across the floor. But they dwindled toward the edge of his night vision, probably marking as far into the ship as the detritus from outside had reached. The compartment was considerably smaller than the empty one they’d just traversed, although still huge. And it wasn’t as empty, with massive, complicated-looking machines rising from the deck into the ceiling high above. Skeins of cable hung from the gloom among them. Dash switched his view to thermal imaging, which gave much poorer resolution, but would let him see any heat signatures that might indicate things that were powered up—or alive. But there was nothing, so he switched back to night vision and started into the compartment.

      “What the hell is that?” Conover said.

      Dash turned back, thumb resting on the carbine’s safety lever. Conover had apparently seen something on the floor, so Amy and Ragsdale joined him, examining whatever it was. Leira and Viktor kept an eye out for trouble.

      Dash joined the group huddled around whatever Conover had found. “What is it?”

      Conover just pointed at the floor, which was covered with a few centimeters of dusty sand and gravel.

      Footprints.

      “So I assume none of us made those, right?” Dash said.

      Conover held his foot up over one of the prints. He had big feet, probably the biggest of all of them, but these prints were bigger. “Don’t think so.”

      “So someone—or something—is in here already,” Amy said.

      Ragsdale crouched to look more closely. “This dirt is mostly gravel, so it doesn’t hold detail. Can’t tell if it’s a big human foot, or something else. Can’t even really tell how old it is.”

      “In here, it would have been sheltered from the weather,” Viktor offered. “So it could be hours, days, maybe even weeks or months old.”

      Ragsdale stood. “All we can tell is that it’s a big footprint, roughly the shape of a human foot.”

      “Can you think of anyone in your colony with feet this big?” Leira asked. “Assuming they’re proportional, they’d have to be attached to a pretty big body.”

      Ragsdale shook his head. “I think I’d remember someone big enough for these feet. No one comes to mind.”

      Dash hefted the carbine. “So, either someone else has been here, and you folks at Port Hannah never knew it, or it’s…” He shrugged. “Something else.”

      “We’d better keep a close eye out, just in case,” Amy said.

      “I think that was the plan anyway.”

      They turned back to the massive doors and the compartment beyond. As they started forward again—their caution ratcheted up another couple of notches—Ragsdale spoke up. “Something you’ve never talked about, Dash, is if there might be someone else after this wreck. Do your employers have competitors we should know about?”

      Dash glanced back. He’d been avoiding this angle, hoping it would never come up. Now he considered lying—but it just didn’t seem right to leave Ragsdale in the dark. So, he nodded.

      “They do.”

      “So, could that footprint belong to one of them? Could they have already been here?”

      “They might have. But that doesn’t really change what we came here to do, or how careful we should be about doing it.”

      He waited for Ragsdale to react angrily, or with frustration, but he just nodded and hefted his own carbine. He was a pro.

      They picked their way into the next compartment.

      The dirt and debris from outside finally dwindled away to reveal bare deck plates. Their footsteps clunked against them, soft and dull, but still causing a thunderous racket in the brooding silence. As they progressed, Conover carefully examined all of the tech they passed, but reported that none of it seemed to be active. Finally, they reached the far end of the compartment, where three corridors branched off in different directions.

      Dash looked back. “Any preferences?”

      Amy answered, “Why not right up the middle?”

      Dash nodded back at her and carried on, walking into the middle passage. They traversed it for about a dozen meters—with Leira recording their route on a data-pad—then it opened up again, into another massive space.

      It seemed to be a hangar. The smashed and battered remains of several small craft were piled in the forward bulkhead, flung there when the ship slammed into the planet. Most of them were essentially the same—small and simple in construction, resembling the drones that had attacked the Forge before the Golden Harbinger had shown up, but larger and clearly meant to be crewed. Dash took them for scout or light utility craft. That made them distinct from a larger, more imposing ship that sported what must be a cluster of weapons—likely an attack ship or battle-craft of some sort.

      Dash looked at Conover. “Anything?”

      Conover looked around, then up. He narrowed his eyes at something above them, then pointed.

      “Those big cables up there, the ones kind of hanging in those harnesses. There’s a little power flowing through them. I’d say they either lead to wherever this ship generated its power, like their main engineering, or to part of their engineering systems, anyway.”

      Dash frowned at that. “There’s power?”

      “Yeah. Not much, though. Just a trickle.”

      “Still,” Leira said, “the fact that there’s any power at all, after all this time—it’s surprising.”

      “And worrying,” Viktor said.

      Conover had turned his attention to the rest of their surroundings, especially the smashed ships piled against the bulkhead. “These are similar to that Gold—" He stopped, flicked his eyes to Ragsdale, then said, “That gold-colored drone we found that one time, at that big space station. Modular components and distributed functions.” He took a few steps, then added, “And I think there’s…um…”

      Dash resisted any comment, as he wanted his frustration kept hidden. Ragsdale seemed to have his attention roving around the compartment, not fixed on anything in particular, but Dash suspected the man was taking in every word. How much longer could they really keep this up?

      “It’s okay,” he said to Conover. “Just go ahead.”

      “Yes, don’t mind me,” Ragsdale said. “I’m not listening to your secrets.”

      Dash gave him a wry smile, then turned back to Conover, who said, “You know that dark-colored metal our employers told us about? I think there’s a fair amount of it in those wrecked ships.”

      Dash nodded. Not that there had been much doubt, but the modular systems and the presence of Dark Metal clinched it—this was, indeed, a wrecked Golden ship. Now, all they had to do was figure out how to recover what they wanted from it.

      He turned back toward the forward exit from the hangar. A wrecked scout-ship partly blocked it, but there was enough of a gap that they could work their way through. Just as he started that way, Amy said, “Is there something moving up there?”

      She was looking up into the gloom among the hanging cables high above them.

      “I don’t see anything,” Leira said.

      Viktor and Conover nodded and muttered that they didn’t either. Neither did Dash, but he switched his view to thermal and, sure enough, there was something up there radiating heat. He opened his mouth to say so—

      —when whatever it was suddenly burst into motion, dropping straight toward them.

      Dash caught a brief glimpse of glaring eyes, scales, and leathery wings—then a chorus of ear-scraping shrieks filled the still air. He didn’t hesitate lifting the carbine, aiming, and firing in one smooth motion. He double tapped, snapping off two slugs, then braced himself to leap aside. More shots cracked and echoed against the looming walls as someone else fired. Whatever it was kept plunging straight down. Dash flung himself sideways, just as something crashed into a heap where he’d been standing. A second creature hit the wreckage of a scout-ship a few meters away, bounced once, then rolled onto the deck and went still.

      The last of the echoes, both shrieks and slug-shots, faded into silence.

      Conover gave Amy a broad smile. “Good shooting!”

      She lowered her carbine. Dash scanned the roof of the compartment again, but saw no more of whatever those had been, so he lowered his weapon as well.

      Viktor poked the barrel of his own carbine at the creature Dash had shot. They could see now that it was sinuous and serpentine, like a flying lizard. It didn’t react to being prodded, so Viktor looked back at Ragsdale. “Do you recognize these?”

      “I think so. I don’t recall the name, but I remember reports from a survey crew about encountering things like this. They seem to stick to the rocky hills and highlands around the desert. They’re rare, but aggressive.”

      Viktor pulled his weapon away from the carcass. “I’d call dropping from the ceiling on us aggressive, yes.”

      “They must have been nesting in here or something,” Amy said, still peering upward.

      Dash switched back to night vision. “Okay, so now we’ve got something else to watch out for besides a guy with big feet—local wildlife. Eyes open, everyone. Even the birds here can bite.”

      He started forward again, leading them deeper into the ship.
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        * * *

      

      The corridor continued for about a dozen meters before opening into another huge, dark space. Dash wondered if it was coincidence, or if that distance meant something to the Golden. It would be good to know, he thought. After all, the more he knew about them, the better—know your enemy, and all that.

      He heard Ragsdale speaking to Leira and Viktor about something, so he used the opportunity to mutter into his comm, “Sentinel, is there anything significant about the number twelve, or a distance of twelve meters, to the Golden?”

      “None that is recorded, at least in any database I can access. There is actually little known about the Golden as a species.”

      “So we’ll get to know them as we unfold their lingering presence.”

      “That is essentially correct, yes.”

      “Understood. Not sure I’m looking forward to it,” Dash said.

      “There is little to like about the Golden,” Sentinel said.

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      Dash turned, waved, then pointed ahead. “We’re going in. How about this time, Viktor, you watch to the right, Leira to the left, Amy up, Conover behind us? I’ll watch ahead. Ragsdale, you look everywhere.”

      A crescent of tense, tired faces gave their agreement, and Dash turned and started into the yawning space ahead.

      As soon as he did, several panels nearby began to softly glow. One of them emitted a shrill chirp. At the same time, the lights came on.

      Dash looked around. “Okay, I did not expect this, that’s for sure.”
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      The compartment loomed over them, it’s immense size now almost expected. They could see the true dimensions around them, because of the softly glowing strips of light. It was still far short of actual daylight, but bright enough to illuminate even the most distant corner of the cavernous area. Again, Dash wondered about the Golden and their eyesight, as the lights were dim. Too low for humans, but brighter than many animals needed.

      “You could fit the Slipwing in here,” Leira said.

      Viktor nodded. “With a fair bit of room to spare.”

      For a moment, they all just looked around, taking in what the light had revealed. Rows of clear cylinders stretched into the distance, each two metres across and rising to the ceiling high above. Dash approached the nearest and peered inside. Except for a few centimeters of a dark fluid, the cylinder was empty. So were the rest, at least as far as Dash could see.

      Amy moved to a metallic trough, dragging a finger along one edge in thought. When she came to a series of mounted cylinders and tanks on the wall, she stopped, tapped the glassine material, and then gave the surface a firm rap with her knuckles. “These troughs seem to connect everything,” she said. “Like something was meant to flow along them.”

      Conover gave a quick nod. “I think you’re right, Amy. Some fluid is meant to flow along these troughs, probably from those tanks, into these cylinders, and maybe back again. It’s not a closed system, not entirely, but there’s definitely a circle.”

      “I wonder why,” Viktor said, carbine resting on his shoulder. “What sort of liquid? And what was it for?”

      “I’ve got something over here,” Ragsdale called out.

      Viktor’s weapon fell back to the ready as they moved to join him.

      “Someone’s definitely been here,” the Security Chief went on, pointing at the deck.

      Again there were footprints, this time recorded by some thick, resinous fluid, sap-like and cloying. But these prints weren’t oversized. They were made by booted feet a couple sizes smaller than his own.

      “More over here,” Viktor said, pointing and moving to the nearest length of trough. A single work glove, torn and ruined, lay across it, along with a utility blade, similar to one Dash kept aboard the Slipwing. A water bottle sat on the floor beneath the trough.

      “This is all human gear,” Dash said, then winced. Ragsdale, though, had moved a few meters away, apparently trying to follow where the footprints led. “It’s definitely not Golden or Unseen.”

      Leira picked up the utility blade. “Dull, too,” she said, examining it closely. “And the edge is chipped. This was used to cut something pretty tough.”

      “This has to be someone from Port Hannah,” Conover said.

      Viktor, though, shook his head. “Only if there’s another way in here. We saw no other footprints coming in the way we did.”

      “So, what, somebody’s living in here?” Conover asked.

      Dash looked around. “This just gets weirder and weirder. Maybe Golden, definitely monsters, and now, in all likelihood, a human.”

      His eyes fell on another section of trough. This one held a powdery substance. Dash took the broken knife from Leira and used it to dig at and stir whatever the powder was. It seemed to bridge the properties of a dry powder and a liquid, flowing viscously back into place when he removed the blade. His actions had exposed some colored flecks and flakes that had been buried in the powder. Peering closely at them, it struck him they were bits of vegetable matter, like fragments of leaves and petals.

      “If the Golden are machines, what do they need with plants?”

      “Maybe they’re used to clean the air,” Leira said. “Like some of the ones on the Forge.”

      “I can’t follow those tracks very far,” Ragsdale said, rejoining them. “A few meters that way is as far I can see them, then they just fade out.”

      “There’s a corridor over there,” Amy said.

      They all looked that way, except for Viktor, who was examining the strange substance. He’d put on a glove and was now poking it, scooping some up, and rubbing it between his fingers. “It feels like a liquid, but it’s flowing and dripping.”

      “Uh, Viktor,” Dash said, “not sure it’s a good idea to risk getting whatever that is on you.”

      Viktor ignored him though, studying the goo, or powder—or both—coating his gloved fingers. “This looks like the Dark Metal you brought aboard the Forge, Dash. I wonder if it can  exist in a liquid state? Because this sure as hell looks like it to me.”

      Dash winced. Ragsdale would have heard that. He turned to find the Security Chief looking at him.

      Part of him wanted to just say, To hell with it, and spill basically everything to Ragsdale. But he couldn’t. He had no idea what the repercussions of revealing too much to these people might be—maybe nothing, but maybe also catastrophic. This wouldn’t be like taking Kai and the other monks of the Order of the Unseen into their confidence; the monks were already well aware of the ancient conflict, even if their understanding of the details might have been less than perfect. But these people had no idea about any of it, and Dash just couldn’t foresee what telling them might do. Worse, he’d come to both respect and like them, and genuinely didn’t want to see them come to any harm.

      Damn it, he thought, these are the very people we’re trying to save, ideally without ever finding out they had been saved, or from what.

      “Sorry we have to use code words,” he said to Ragsdale. “I know they might sound strange, but—”

      “Do I hear something?” Leira asked.

      Dash glanced at her, trying to communicate, It’s okay, I’ve got this, I don’t need help with Ragsdale—but then he also froze. He heard something, too. It was a faint but distinct creaking sound with a brash edge to it, like metal scraping.

      “That way,” Conover said, pointing at a corridor, though not the one to which the footprints might have led. “Something’s coming from that way, getting closer.”

      Dash motioned for everyone to spread out and find cover, but before any of them could move, something burst into the chamber and began pulsing energy blasts at them.
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        * * *

      

      One searing bolt hit Conover’s backpack, flinging him around and backward. The rest snapped through the air around them, striking the clear cylinders and the bulkhead with dazzling flashes and ear-splitting cracks.

      Dash dove for cover behind a cylinder. It was obviously made of something far tougher than even reinforced glass, the bolts not leaving a mark. Dash raised his carbine and peered around the cylinder, but on the side opposite where the bolts were flying, choosing to acquire a target before firing wildly with his off hand.

      It was a machine, clearly—a cylindrical robot, standing just over a meter tall, rising on six metal wheels. Its top, which mounted a pair of snub-barreled weapons that were the source of the energy pulses, could spin like a turret. A wicked-looking claw extended from further down its body, probably designed as a manipulator, but looking deadly as a close-combat weapon.

      He raised the carbine. If this didn’t work, he’d switch to the plasma pistol.

      “No!” Conover shouted. “Don’t destroy it!”

      Dash glanced back and saw Conover kneeling, shucking his smouldering backpack. But his eyes were on Dash and the others. “It’s working tech! We need to take it…uh, well, alive.”

      More bolts snapped past them, detonating with deafening bangs behind them.

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Amy called, from where she lay behind a pedestal supporting one of the troughs.

      Dash frowned in resignation. Take it alive…

      But his frown began to fade, because he saw a path to victory. When he fought the Harbinger, he’d been able to win by using unexpected moves—things that went against solid tactical doctrine.

      Things only a human would do.

      In that case, he’d used the Archetype like he’d taken it into a barroom brawl, a sort of fighting the Harbinger hadn’t anticipated.

      Barroom brawl. Okay, then.

      “Keep it busy!” he shouted, slinging his carbine, then rising to a crouch and heading off to his right. Behind him, Leira and the others opened fire, but their shots missed, pinging off the deck or against the bulkhead behind the robot. It, in turn, shot back, its twin weapons slewing back and forth as it tried to hunt down targets. That gave Dash a chance to work himself behind more troughs and cylinders, until he was squatting just a few meters away from it.

      He waited for its weapons to turn as far away from him as they could, when they were firing at Ragsdale. Then he took a deep breath and launched himself into a sprint.

      The turret immediately began to spin, rotating to face him. The difference between him making it and getting caught square-on by a pair of energy bolts at point-blank range literally came down to a fraction of a second.

      Dash slammed into the robot, low down, in a body tackle. He put all of his weight behind it. Now watch the damned thing weigh a ton and me just bounce off, he thought as he crashed into it—and it was heavy, but not heavy enough. Twin energy blasts erupted upward as it tilted, slamming into the ceiling with showers of sparks. Then it toppled over, Dash landing on top of it with an oof.

      Gritting his teeth, he heaved himself up, grabbed the carbine, and reversed it, then he slammed it butt first into a cluster of crystalline facets on the turret, between the twin guns. He did it again. And again. He tried to stay out of the field of fire of the robot’s weapons, but this close it was almost impossible. Any second, they’d fire. And then there was that terrifying claw—

      He butt smashed it again. The whole assembly popped out of place. Dash slammed it once more, knocking it free.

      The robot went dead still and silent.

      Gasping, Dash stood, reversed the carbine again, and aimed it into the machine’s inner workings, which were exposed where the sensor cluster had come free.

      Conover rushed up. “Dash, wait!”

      “You may have noticed,” Dash said, eyes fixed on the fallen machine, “that I did tackle it, instead of just blowing it to bits.” He lowered the carbine. “So I’m not likely to blow it to bits now, right?”

      “Not unless it’s still alive,” Amy said, bending over to look at the exposed innards. “Modules again.” She looked up at Conover. “Just like that drone we took apart. That means it should still be fully operational. It hasn’t taken anywhere near enough damage to put it out of action completely.”

      Dash raised the carbine again.

      “I think Dash has managed to render it deaf, dumb, and blind,” Viktor said, nudging the broken sensor cluster with his toe. “With no input at all, it seems to have gone into a suspended state of some sort.”

      “Better than turning berserk and shooting the whole place up,” Leira said.

      “That means it’s less sophisticated than the drone,” Conover said. “It didn’t have any obvious sensors at all.”

      “Makes sense, though,” Amy replied. “You probably wouldn’t use your best tech for some security bot.”

      “It was a pretty lousy shot—thankfully,” Conover said.

      Amy pointed to a deep dent in its cylindrical hull. “I doubt Dash did that. It was probably damaged in the crash. That knocked its shooting off. Maybe internal damage?”

      Someone pointedly cleared their throat. Dash turned to the sound and found Ragsdale, carbine cradled, staring at him.

      “Dash, I think you’ve been holding back a lot more than you’ve been letting one. Like, who or what is this Golden you’ve been talking about? And what, exactly, is Dark Metal? And the Forge?”

      “Like I said,” Dash replied, “they’re codewords—”

      “No, no,” Ragsdale cut in, raising a hand. “Don’t bother. I’ve spent too long interrogating smugglers and other criminals to just take what you’re telling me at face value. I know you’ve been holding back. But what you’re holding back is something big. Something complicated.” He nodded toward the robot. “That thing took you completely by surprise. You knew nothing about it. For that matter, you don’t know anything about all the stuff we’re finding in here. You’re discovering it all as we go along. Now, either you are the most incompetent recovery team that your employers could possibly have found—or this isn’t your ship, or theirs, at all.” He ended on an especially penetrating glare at Dash. “So who does it belong to, Dash?”

      “We’ve been through this. I can’t tell you.”

      “What are you? Treasure hunters? Scavengers? Because if that’s what this is all about—”

      “It’s not,” Dash said, shaking his head. “We’re here to retrieve—ah, things, but it’s not about profit or fame or anything like that. Believe me, I wish it was. That would definitely suit my style.” He gave Ragsdale the most earnest look he could. “But it’s not.”

      “Okay, I believe you. So what is it all about, then?”

      “I want to tell you,” Dash said. “I really do. But when I say it’s better for you to not know too much, I mean it. You knowing too much could put you in, well, really terrible danger. And I don’t want that.”

      “Why don’t you let me be the judge of how much risk I should be willing to take.”

      “I won’t simply—"

      “You must,” Ragsdale said, imploring Dash with his tone. “I won’t be put off like this any longer. You’re neck deep in something really big and, yes, really dangerous. I know it.” He took a step forward and leaned toward Dash. “And whatever it is, it—or at least this part of it, this ship—is right on the doorstep of my home, Dash. Mine, and that of ten thousand other people. People I happen to be sworn to protect. Now—I have to know, Dash. This isn’t about profit. This is about ten thousand people and everything they’ve built.”

      Dash glanced at Leira and Viktor. Both just shrugged.

      He looked back at Ragsdale. “You’re right. There is a lot more going on here.” He looked down at his feet, then back up and drew in a calming breath. He had to maintain an icy cool, because Ragsdale was a potential ally. “Okay. I’ll tell you what. You’re right when we say that we’re discovering this place as we go along. We’re still answering questions for ourselves. But once we’ve finished in here, and done what we came here to do, we should have a much clearer picture of what’s going on. Then I’ll be able to tell you everything you need to know.”

      “Why can’t you just tell me now?”

      Dash didn’t have to answer. A distant creaking sound, like the one that had announced the arrival of security bot just moments before, had risen in the distance. There might have been more than one, in fact.

      “Because,” Dash said, changing his carbine to a fresh magazine, “it’s going to take a while to explain. I’m afraid that, right now, that’s time we don’t have.”
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      Dash lowered his carbine, eyes narrowed, and studied the Golden robot. In a brief but savage fusillade of shooting, they’d punched all three that had appeared full of holes, leaving them shedding sparks like dying fireflies. But Dash wasn’t so quick to admit victory and just watched the trio of bots, waiting to see if they lurched back to life.

      “How’s Viktor?” he called, without looking back.

      A groan answered him, followed by Amy saying, “Just a superficial burn!”

      “Superficial? You should feel it from this side,” Viktor said.

      Dash smiled, kept eyeing the bots a moment longer, then stood. “Okay, gang…it just seems to have been the three of them. And I think they’re dead. Or whatever passes for dead among the Golden robotic troops.”

      Still, he warily approached the wrecked bots, Ragsdale covering his right, Leira his left. By the time they reached them, even the sparks had stopped sputtering.

      Dash cradled his carbine. “Well, that was easy.”

      “Remember the fangrats?” Leira said, giving him a cool side-eye. “That swarm of cute little critters that turned out to be all awwww and teeth?”

      Dash did. They’d encountered the fangrats when retrieving a power core for the Archetype. Blowing the little creatures off as inoffensive and even harmless had almost led to him and Leira being stripped clean down to their bones.

      “That was kind of my point,” Dash said. “Fangrats gave me trust issues.”

      Leira snickered. “Damn right they did. Little balls of fuzzy death.”

      Conover, Amy, and Viktor joined them. Viktor nursed a nasty, reddened welt across his shoulder, in plain view through a charred hole singed in his expedition suit. It glistened with the first aid gel Amy had applied.

      Dash winced when he saw it. “Is the pain manageable?” He knew better than to ask the veteran if it hurt. He could see that it hurt.

      “Pain is nature’s way of telling you you’re still alive,” Viktor replied through a certain amount of teeth gritting. “Certainly better than the alternative, which was only about”—he glanced at his shoulder— “three centimeters to the right, maybe?”

      “We can take a pause here, send you back.”

      Viktor shook his head. “And miss out on all the fun?” He gestured at the corridor beyond the looming door. “We’re wasting time.”

      Dash nodded and started to turn, but Conover spoke up.

      “I’ve taken a look at that first robot, Dash—the one that’s still mostly intact. I’d have to take more time to study it, but it looks like pretty standard tech.” He meant  for the Golden, but a flick of Conover’s eyes toward Ragsdale showed why he left that bit off. “The only thing that seems different is this.”

      He held out one of the boxy, and apparently entirely interchangeable, modules that seemed to be the core of most of the Golden tech they’d seen. It was just a charcoal-grey rectangle, a little longer than Conover’s hand, somehow looking both crystalline and metallic at once. Dark Metal, probably, at least for its casing. But this one glistened with more of that strange goo they’d found, that itself seemed simultaneously both liquid and powder. Dash had come to think of it as liquid Dark Metal, as Viktor had mused. But he’d never seen it coating other Golden tech like this.

      “Huh.” Dash reached out and took the module from Conover.

      “Dash, are you okay?” Leira was standing just in front of him, staring into his eyes with obvious worry. Dash blinked and pulled back a bit. She had literally just appeared out of nowhere.

      “Where did you come from?” he asked. “Did I lose some time, or did you suddenly just learn how to teleport?”

      “You went entirely blank for about five seconds,” Amy said, nodding at the module in his hand. “As soon as you took that from Conover, you blanked right out—eyes unfocused, mouth kind of slack.”

      Leira smirked at her. “I’ve seen you like that after a few parties.”

      Amy stuck her tongue out at Leira, but Dash shook his head.

      “I don’t remember anything at all.”

      Conover took the module back. “Well, that’s worrying. You should probably leave handling the tech to us.”

      Dash nodded. Aside from losing five seconds, he felt entirely fine. After reassuring the others about that, he turned and led them onward, out of the big room full of the mysterious, crystalline tanks and deeper yet into the Golden ship.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, this has got to be somewhere important,” Viktor said. He gestured at the massive doors, almost as large as the huge set they’d encountered when they first entered the ship. Like those, these stood partly open. It would be a squeeze to get through them, but there was enough room that they could. And that was fortunate, Dash thought, because if they were closed, this would be the end of the line.

      Dash looked back. “How’s everyone doing for ammo?”

      A clatter of weapon checks led to nods of assurance, but at Ragsdale’s suggestion, they took a moment to redistribute ammunition anyway.  Some of them had fired a lot more than others, so he had them all switch to fresh magazines. Dash had already done so out of habit, but he let Ragsdale work, watching the Security Chief as he moved among them, purposeful and competent. He had some actual military in him, Dash thought, and it reflected again how this was a good man, devoted to the people under his watch.

      And that now obviously included Dash and his friends, leading to a twinge of guilt for continuing to obfuscate the truth—or at least some of it. He kept telling himself it was for Ragsdale’s own good, and that of Port Hannah—but that wasn’t going to last. He had to honor the promise he’d made and let Ragsdale know what was going on, and soon. Ragsdale seemed to know that too, and seemed content to just play along.

      For the moment.

      When they were all ready, Dash pushed himself through the narrow opening then moved aside and took up a position to cover the others as they entered. As they did, it gave him a moment to examine the space they’d entered.

      Huge.

      More than that.

      Dash struggled to process the sheer sense of space embodied in this immense compartment. Had it been empty, it would have inspired vertigo. But dim, fitful lights allowed them to see that vast banks and towers of machinery filling it, mostly dark and silent except for rare examples hummed and flickered with quiet purpose. It reminded Dash of the fabrication facility aboard the Forge, except that hadn’t loomed with the same sinister menace as this gloomy cathedral of tech.

      After a long moment of awed silence, Ragsdale said, “So…your employers liked building things big.”

      Ragsdale’s wry wit was intended to break the brooding silence, but Dash just looked to Conover. “What do you see?”

      Conover’s head swiveled from side to side and up and down. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “I’m guessing main engineering, or something like it,” Viktor said. “At least, I can’t imagine any other engineering facility being more main than this.”

      Amy nodded and gestured at the nearest of the towering constructs. “That seems to be almost entirely made of Dark Metal.”

      “It is,” Conover said. “Most of this stuff, machinery, all this tech anyway, is made of it.”

      Dash resisted a whistle of raw surprise. There had to be enough Dark Metal here to build another two or three Archetypes, with some ship parts made from the leftovers. How the hell could they even begin to recover it?

      “This is all Dark Metal?” Ragsdale asked, incredulous. “The rare stuff?”

      “Appears so. This is—it has implications, and not in monetary terms. We’re way beyond anything as trivial as money,” Dash said.

      “You’re serious?” Ragsdale asked.

      “Rarely, but now is one such moment. I promise you’ll understand. You have my word,” Dash said.

      “Then I accept it. I don’t like it, but I’m starting to think—” and Ragsdale swept his eyes over the massive machines, “I might not even want to know.”

      “You will. Soon,” Dash assured him, then took another questing look at the area yawning before them. Then he narrowed his eyes, taking measure of the distant ceiling arching in the gloom far above them. The pronounced tilt in the wrecked ship they’d had to contend with when they first entered it had flattened out, leaving just a gentle slope downward in the direction they were heading. That was, he presumed, forward. It meant that the ship’s back had broken somewhere behind them, probably on impact. Even so, it must mean that many meters of earth now covered this part of the ship, and it would only deepen the further forward they progressed. But how much further would that be? They’d come hundreds of meters already.

      How big was this damned ship?

      “The ship is larger than anything you have experienced, but the design is logical. You are proceeding downward at an eleven degree angle, and have covered the first forty percent of the craft,” Sentinel said.

      “That’s all?” Dash said to Sentinel. Even in his mind, he sounded overawed with the scale of it all.

      “It is, and you are closing in on engineering, and then the bridge,” Sentinel said.

      “Good. We need information. That’s where it will be,” Dash said.

      He took a long breath, then said, “Okay, folks, let’s carry on. Same as before—watch the direction assigned to you and call out if you see anything that looks like it might be a threat.”

      “Everything looks like it might be a threat,” Leira said.

      “Okay, anything that looks like it might be more of a threat—as in, something about to shoot or eat us, instead of just looming ominously through the darkness.”

      They made it to about the midpoint of the vast compartment when Conover said, “Yeah, I think this is probably the main engineering component.”

      Dash motioned a halt. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because the big machines that seem to be still working, like that one, are generating power.” He pointed at one of the soaring piles of tech, all fluted cylinders and pipe-like conduits wrapped around a central core. It flickered dimly with bluish light, while faint vibrations emanated from it, buzzing the deck under their feet. His finger lifted until he indicated the top of the towering stack of machinery, where it seemed to branch apart into dozens of cables and more conduits, part of a vast, intricate network sprawled across the ceiling. “There’s power flowing through those, in different directions.”

      “Powering what?” Ragsdale asked.

      “That’s what we’re going to find out,” Dash said, signalling for them to resume their cautious way. “On me. Let’s find the end.”
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      After two corridors, a ramp, and another huge compartment, they reached another imposing set of doors. These weren’t as massive as the previous ones they’d encountered, but they were still at least a meter thick, and built for a battleground. They were also festooned with what was either writing, decoration, more cryptic tech, or some combination of all three. Again, they stood open; and again, Dash was glad, because they’d have no way of opening these ones either.

      Beyond the doors, they found the bridge.

      At least, they took it for the bridge. It sprawled around them, though nowhere near as high as main engineering. The tech was designed to be used, with interfaces and chairs, although the latter looked uncomfortable as hell.

      “This is the bridge?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “It is, according to available data. You are in the command and control station of the craft,” Sentinel said.

      They moved slowly and in silence, until they reached the first banks of screens and odd harnesses hanging from hard points overhead.

      “Guess the Golden have narrow asses,” Leira said.

      “If they have them at all,” Dash said, pushing a finger into the resistant material of a sling-like chair. Around them were screens, most dark, but a few pulsing and flickering, as though getting an inconsistent supply of energy. Strange symbols—which might be text, but might also be diagrams or, for that matter, even just decorative exhibitions or bits of artwork—crawled across them in a staccato beat, changing as swiftly as a moody child. Dash stopped to study one but could discern no commonality with the Unseen’s displays at all.

      All of them paled in comparison to the forward wall of the compartment—a vast star-map, extending probably thirty meters from side to side, and from floor to ceiling. Hundreds of stars were strewn across it; some, though far from all, had more of the strange, cryptic symbols highlighting them.

      For a while, Dash, Leira, and Conover studied the star map, while the others focused their attention on the many displays and consoles. Finally, Leira’s face creased into a frown. “It’s our galaxy. At least, I’m pretty sure it is. But I don’t recognize nearly enough systems, not in a context that makes any sense.” She crossed her arms. “Could this map just be old and out of date?”

      “I’d definitely buy old,” Dash said. “But as for out of date?” He shrugged.

      “Hard to know,” Conover said. “We could try comparing it. Maybe Sentinel or Custodian can run a comparison. Maybe identify the stars.”

      “There’s something else going on here,” Dash said.

      “The map is only as old as the last battle,” Sentinel said. “The Golden achieved near-total victory. But it is important to remember this is a Golden map. Not Unseen. And not human.”

      “Does that mean their reference points are different?” Dash asked.

      “That is possible,” Sentinel said. “This map may be designed around the Golden home-world, or some other point. That makes it difficult—indeed, almost impossible—to transform into a recognizable configuration, at least without more information. Perhaps, if the view were expanded, and more identifiable reference points were visible, such a transformation could be undertaken. Even knowing the orientation and location of this view with respect to the galactic core would be helpful.”

      Leira studied the star-map for a moment, chewing her lip, then pointed up and to the right. “I think the galactic core is that way.” She frowned. “I think.”

      Dash opened his mouth to reply, but someone pointedly cleared their throat behind him. He turned and found himself facing Ragsdale.

      “Dash? You gave me your word,” Ragsdale said.

      “And I intend to keep it. Right now. Let’s discuss your view of the universe as you know it,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale conspicuously looked around the bridge, then at the star-map, then back at Dash. “My view of the universe has changed quite a bit in the past hours.”

      “I can’t blame you. It’s about to change even more,” Dash said, taking a deep breath, “so it’s like this. Let’s start with an ancient war."

      He told Ragsdale everything—finding the Archetype, and then the Forge; searching for the power cores; their clashes with the Golden and their journey here to retrieve Dark Metal and whatever else they could scavenge from the crashed ship. Aside from some minor details that didn’t really add much to the story, Dash held nothing back.

      “We’re embroiled in a war that has gone on for longer than we can understand. The opponents are alien, the tech verges into the realm of sorcery, and I’ve been given a battle command that includes a mech capable of leveling a planet, give or take a city or two.”

      “Longer than history?” Ragsdale asked.

      “More than two hundred thousand years, anyway,” Viktor said. He’d joined Dash and Leira, leaving Conover to study the stunning array of Golden tech around them, and Amy to keep watch.

      Dash waited for Ragsdale to react.

      For a long moment, the Security Chief just stared. Dash started to think the man simply wasn’t going to believe any of it and wondered what more he could do to convince him, that the wrecked Golden ship couldn’t. But Ragsdale finally nodded.

      “Okay. I believe you.”

      Dash gave him a narrow-eyed look. “Really? No questions at all?”

      “Oh, there are questions. Lots of them. Not even sure where to begin with them. But questions can wait.”

      “So you believe us,” Leira said, apparently a little skeptical herself.

      Ragsdale gestured around them. “This clearly isn’t anything made by humans, or any other race I know. You’ve even referred to the Unseen, and these Golden, as something distinct from humans. And then there’s your…what did you call it, your Archetype? There’s no way that was made by humans, either.” He shrugged. “So, yes, I believe you.”

      Dash stuck out his hand, and Ragsdale shook it. “I apologize for being slow to reveal this, but you understand why?”

      “Are you shitting me? If you’d told me this right away, I—well, you can imagine my reaction,” Ragsdale said with a bark of laughter.

      Viktor nodded, wincing slightly and glancing at his injured shoulder as he did. “You seem to be taking it very well, in fact.”

      Ragsdale actually smiled, but it didn’t manage to reach his eyes. “Oh, I’m scared shitless, believe me. Kind of hard not to be, when you tell me that not only is there an entire, super-advanced alien race determined to wipe all of us out, but that one of their ships is sitting a day’s journey from my home. A ship, I might add, that you’ve been calling a wreck, but that clearly isn’t that wrecked at all.”

      “Glad you understand, and welcome aboard Team Humanity,” Dash replied.

      Ragsdale gave a firm nod. “No, you did absolutely the right thing. If you’d have tried to claim any of this back at Port Hannah, you would have faced a lot more of an uphill battle for credibility, I think. Having seen all of this, though…well, I’d have to be either balls deep in denial, a complete idiot, or maybe both, to just write off what you’re telling me here.” He sighed, and it was a tired sound. “Ironically, now I’m the one who has to make some tough decisions about who, if anyone, to tell about this back at Port Hannah, and how much to tell them.”

      “Just putting the word out could cause a panic,” Leira said.

      “And also likely bring a bunch of gawkers and treasure hunters here,” Viktor added.

      Dash gave Ragsdale a sympathetic nod. Genuine relief flooded him. Not only was he glad Ragsdale believed what he’d told him, but he really did like and respect the man. Like Kai and the monks, he saw him as a loyal and competent ally. Still, something nagged at him.

      “I’ll be honest,” Dash said. “My one regret is that I still don’t know what the long-term consequences for letting you into the circle of knowledge will be. I can’t help thinking that ignorance might actually be a sort of protection.”

      “Sure,” Ragsdale replied, “right up to the moment a Golden ship appears over Port Hannah and turns us all to ionized gas.”

      Dash looked at Leira and Viktor. He knew they were both thinking the same thing he was—that might still happen, so maybe it would be better just to not see it coming.

      “Dash?” Conover called. “Something over here.”

      They exchanged glances, then moved to join Conover, who now stood close to the huge star-map display.

      “What have you got?” Dash asked.

      “There’s something new happening,” Conover replied, his gaze on the star-map, but unfocused, as though he looked past it, at something beyond. “There’s not just raw power being distributed through this ship now. Some of it’s being modulated.”

      “Modulated?”

      “Yeah. Like data, flowing through a computer network.”

      “That’s probably exactly what it is,” Viktor said. “This star-map isn’t just painted on the wall. It’s being projected from data somewhere.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Conover replied, shaking his head. “This is new. It started after we came in here. Sure, there’s data being transmitted to show this map”—he pointed at something that he, and only he, could see behind the wall—“but there’s more, and I’m not sure what it is or where it’s going.” He now pointed at other things they couldn’t see, his gestures seeming to follow cables or conduits behind the screen.

      “Conover, are you saying this ship is—what, waking up?” Dash glanced at Ragsdale as he said it. This time, he could tell exactly what the man was thinking. Had they roused something dangerous, something that could be an imminent threat to Port Hannah, just by coming here?

      Conover, though, shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s still just a trickle, I think, compared to what it’s probably capable of. But it’s definitely something new happening.”

      On impulse, Dash reached out and touched the star-map, where Conover had just been pointing. He expected nothing to happen, but something did, the instant his hand made contact. A bluish glow enveloped him; at the same time there was a rush of noise, like wind, except it wasn’t something he heard with his ears.

      It swept through his mind, and the storm of input would not be denied.
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        * * *

      

      Dash found himself in two places at once—standing in the wrecked ship, one hand touching the viewscreen depicting the cryptic star-map. But he also stood amid a swirl of what he knew was data, as though he stood in a river of information and it was rising, closing over him, immersing him completely. The part of him still in the real world felt a touch on his arm, and then a voice. He recognized it as Leira’s, but she sounded like she was speaking from far, far away, and both muffled and distorted at that, as though he heard her through a long tube or pipe.

      “Dash, are you alright?”

      He had to concentrate hard to make his real-world self reply.

      “I think it’s—it’s some Messenger thing,” Dash replied, his own voice a slurred mutter. “I can almost understand. Like a whisper across the room. It feels like words, but I can only get a few of them.”

      “Is it coming from here?” Leira asked, waving at the star-map.

      “No,” Dash said, closing his eyes. The river of data rushed past him, over him. He let it. Most of it meant nothing. But bits of it bumped into him and stuck, and he slowly began to understand. Finally, he opened his eyes.

      “It’s coming from there,” he said, pointing his gun toward another set of open doors, leading further forward and deeper into the ship from the bridge. Only darkness lay beyond.

      And then they all heard the soft rattle of something metallic.
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      Dash yanked his hand away from the star-map and the wash of information stopped, like someone had twisted a valve shut. He blinked in the sudden transition as he was jolted back to reality.

      Amy, closest to the ominous doorway and furtive metallic noises emanating from it, lifted her weapon and sighted on the dark opening. “A little help over here’d be nice,” she called back, dropping her night vision into place. “I see something moving in there but can’t make out what.”

      The rest of them immediately moved to support Amy, leveling all of their weapons at the gaping doors. Only Viktor hung back, keeping his attention elsewhere—especially behind them, on the doors through which they’d entered—alert for other threats.

      They waited.

      The metallic clicks and whispers stopped.

      Started again.

      Stopped again.

      Silence.

      “So what’s the plan?” Amy asked. “Do we wait for whatever it is to come to us?”

      “What if it doesn’t?” Conover replied. “How long do we stand out here?”

      “Not only that,” Leira said, “but unless this is as far as we want to go, we need to go through those doors. It’s the only way forward.”

      Dash glanced at Ragsdale. “Well, you’re part of our happy little band now. What do you think?”

      “I think we need to know what’s in there,” Ragsdale replied. “Even if we turn back, whatever it is will still be behind us.”

      “Good point.”

      Dash looked at the others then said, “Only one of us at a time can fit through the opening. I’ll go first,”

      “No, you won’t,” Ragsdale said.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “Based on what you’ve told me, you’re this Messenger. For whatever reason, you got chosen for the part, right?”

      “I was surprised too, but it turns out I’ve got a taste for it,” Dash said.

      “What that means,” Ragsdale went on, “is that you can’t be the first into trouble anymore, Dash. You’re too valuable.” With the authoritative snap of someone used to being in charge, Ragsdale said, “I’m taking point and going in first. I’ll go left once I’m inside. Then it’s Leira, Amy, and Conover, going right, then left, then right respectively. Dash, you’ll come in after that, going left. Viktor, you bring up the rear and keep watch in this compartment. Everyone got it?”

      Dash held up a hand. “A moment.”

      “We can have this argument later,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash stepped in front of him, a level look holding Ragsdale in place. “We won’t have an argument, because I won’t allow it. Your point is taken. Your method is not.”

      Ragsdale was used to being obeyed, but he knew his situation. “You’re something more than a brawler, Dash.”

      “I know.”

      “Then let us handle some of the brawls,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash gave a terse nod. “Fair enough.”

      Ragsdale flipped his own night vision into place, sighted along his weapon, and moved to one side before rushing through the opening. The air immediately rattled with the staccato blasts of slug fire from his carbine.

      In rapid succession, Leira, Amy, and Conover hurried through the doors. The fusillade of shooting intensified. Dash gathered himself and rushed through the opening, weapon up and ready.

      Dash glimpsed a compartment similar to the bridge they’d just left, although smaller. What immediately caught his attention was another trio of the robots they’d encountered previously. One sparked and guttered from ragged holes blasted in its hull, but the other two pulsed out sizzling bolts of energy as they raced forward, closing, their wicked mechanical claws snapping. One bolt slammed into the bulkhead just centimeters from Dash’s head, exploding in a shower of sparks and a sharp concussion that left his ears ringing.

      He raised his carbine and aimed, but his target shuddered under sudden, repeated impacts of explosive slugs and slewed to a smoldering halt. Dash’s eyes tracked left, trying to line up on the still-mobile bot, but the bot leapt into a wild series of accelerations and turns. It slammed into Leira, knocking her into a console with a heavy grunt, but it otherwise ignored her and sped on by. Dash now saw the odd material that might be liquid Dark Metal coating it. The slugs that smacked into it detonated, but their effect seemed to be swallowed by the dark, powdery goo.

      Dash aimed again and saw the bot coming straight for him, ignoring everyone else as it did, just blasting out bursts of energy that kept them all ducking. More slugs slammed into it, but the gelatinous stuff that slathered it blunted the worst of each impact.

      They weren’t going to stop, Dash realized. Not with slug fire alone, anyway.

      Fine.

      He lowered the carbine and braced himself, dodging as its twinned weapons slewed around and opened up on him. Bolts flashed past him, narrowly missing. One hit a console just as he dodged behind it; he immediately reversed and jumped back.

      It was just two meters away. Now a meter. Dash ducked, another pair of shots crackling over his head, the ionized discharge of their passage buzzing across his scalp like a swarm of ants. But he doggedly ignored it, keeping his attention on the bot and its nasty, snapping claw.

      It swung at him, trying to catch him up in a grip that would no doubt slice flesh and crush bone. He swung back with the carbine, bashing its butt into the claw, deflecting it. The claw slammed shut on the carbine, its composite butt cracking and splintering. Dash swept out his slug-pistol, flung his weight onto the carbine to keep the claw away from him, then jammed the pistol’s muzzle into the sensor cluster atop the bot and squeezed the trigger.

      The slug rounds exploded with deafening cracks, almost right in his face. He kept enough presence of mind to turn his head away and jam his chin down into his chest, letting his helmet take the brunt of each blast. It still made his head ring like a gong, his vision blurring. He kept squeezing the trigger anyway, grimly determined to stop this thing.

      Green-grey fireworks blossomed behind Dash’s eyes, and a shrill whine filled his head. Well, shit, he thought. He’d underestimated just how much concussion there’d be from these slugs. He stumbled, collapsing against the bot. As soon as he did, the whine permeating his brain faded, replaced by that rush of information again.

      More bits and pieces stuck to him. Alarm. Intruders.

      Converge.

      Attack.

      There was more, but the world picked that moment to rotate sideways and turn softly grey, and then black.
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        * * *

      

      “Dash?”

      The voice came from a million miles away—from the top of a cliff that nudged the heavens, and he was sprawled at the bottom.

      “Dash. Wake up.”

      He groaned. I don’t want to wake up, he thought. Not when my hangover is that bad. I just want to sleep, to get over what must have been one hell of a night.

      “Dash! Open your eyes!”

      The voice cracked like a whip. Dash’s eyes flicked open involuntarily, and he saw blurs. Blurs that were moving. Blurs that were—

      “Leira?” He had to say it around a tongue that felt like a cold slab of meat. “Ragsdale?”

      “He’s lucid,” Leira said. “That’s something, at least.”

      “Lucid,” he mumbled. “Yeah. Let’s call it that.”

      With Leira’s and Ragsdale’s help, Dash levered himself up to a sitting position. He saw consoles around him, and the bot that had attacked him was squatting less than a meter away. Acrid smoke curled from the shattered sensor cluster.

      Oh. Right. He’d blasted that apart.

      Dash looked at his hand and hissed in pain. Someone had sprayed glistening first aid gel over it, but it didn’t hide the multitude of lacerations, some of them wide and deep.

      “Okay,” he said, “that’s been better.”

      “No shit,” Ragsdale said. “You’re not supposed to fire slugs at…what would you call even closer than point-blank range, anyway?”

      “Sub-optimal,” Leira said, relief and exasperation in her voice. “Maybe even dumb.”

      “I didn’t even think the damned things were supposed to arm until they’d travelled at least a couple of meters from the muzzle,” Amy said from somewhere behind Dash. “Supposed to be a safety feature.”

      Dash sniffed. “Eh, I disabled that a long time ago.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Seemed like a good idea at the time.” He looked at the bot. “Besides, it worked, didn’t it?”

      They helped him to his feet. The tell-tale buzz of a stim injection someone had given him put a sharp edge on his thoughts, rapidly clearing away the fuzz of his unconsciousness.

      “Yeah, it worked alright,” Leira said, glaring at him. “A little too well. You almost killed yourself, killing that bot.”

      “Almost being the operative word.” He grimaced at the wrecked machine. “That stuff, liquid Dark Metal, or whatever it is—it seemed to give it extra protection somehow.”

      “It did,” Viktor said, crouching and studying the inert bot. “I don’t understand how it came to be covered in it like this, though.”

      “I do.” Dash winced at his hand again. Fortunately, the first aid gel was busily at work, dulling the pain and rapidly turning clotted blood to scabs. “It goes back to those tanks we found a few compartments back. The big, transparent ones.”

      Viktor stood. His own shoulder looked mostly restored, the gel having done days of healing in maybe a couple of hours. “What do you mean?”

      Dash nodded at the bot. “Some of those tanks are for things like this—what we call machines.”

      “What do you mean, what we call machines?” Conover asked, glancing back from the console he’d been studying. “That implies, what, that you’d call them something different?”

      “Not me. The Golden. They don’t seem to distinguish between organic life, like us, and machines, like these bots.”

      “Okay, that doesn’t make any sense,” Leira said. “They’re machines, and they want to wipe out all organic life.” Her face tightened into a puzzled frown. “Don’t they? Or did we have this wrong this whole time?”

      “No, you’re right,” Dash said. “It’s more complicated than that, though. There’s more to it.” He shrugged. “Their purpose is more—I don’t want to say nuanced, because they have a single goal. Their methods aren’t entirely linear, though, but I’m learning.”

      “From who?” Ragsdale asked.

      Dash pointed at the bot. “When I touched that, it was like touching the viewscreen back in the last compartment. I got connected, somehow, to this ship. It’s like the Meld, the way I’m connected to the Archetype. Or similar, anyway.” Dash sighed. “I’m not explaining this with enough clarity, but it’s not yet entirely clear to me. Sentinel, do you know what’s going on?”

      “It would appear that the augmentation you underwent when you became the Messenger, which is what allowed you to initiate the Meld in the first place, is also sensitive to Golden technology,” Sentinel said. “This is likely a by-product of the use of Dark Metal, which bridges both technologies.”

      “So I can connect with Golden tech, as well as Unseen? There are considerable advantages if—if the Meld is more than a one-way path, with a single vehicle.”

      “You can, and the Meld is more than a simple connection,” Sentinel replied. “Being Melded implies a degree of intimate, two-way interchange between your consciousness and Golden technology. I would caution that the risk of such interchange is unknown, and potentially considerable. The Golden are particularly adept at manipulating machines, remember, and the Meld is not only an act. It is a thing, and a state of being, as well.”

      “And you just said they somehow don’t really distinguish between inorganic machines and organic ones.” Amy gestured to the bot then to Dash’s head.

      “You think they might be able to hack my brain?” Dash asked.

      “Their full capabilities are unknown,” Sentinel replied. “It is, however, a possibility.”

      “I think that would probably be very, very bad,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash shot him a look. “I agree, and no, I’m not happy with the results.” He looked at the derelict bot. “Sentinel, is there any way of preventing that? Similar to—I don’t know, like the Slipwing has security protocols, firewalls, things of that nature, to keep out hackers and viruses and the like. If we can implement that, I can be even more assertive when I’m connected to Golden tech.”

      “If you are willing to allow me to have a greater degree of access to your mental processes, then I can offer a degree of protection, yes.”

      “Do you really want more access to Dash’s mental processes?” Leira asked, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. “That might make you more like him, Sentinel.”

      “That is a risk I am willing to take.”

      Leira chuckled. Dash raised a brow at her, then she winced. Even Ragsdale smiled—and, for the first time since Dash had gotten to know the man, it actually seemed genuine.

      “Do whatever you have to do, Sentinel,” Dash said. “Because I think I’m going to have to make more use of the Meld with the Golden’s tech.”

      Ragsdale’s smile vanished. “Something we should know about, Dash?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just that, right before I passed out, I caught what seemed to be that bot’s last words. Call it a parting shot of sorts.”

      “I gather they weren’t something touching and heartfelt.”

      “No. It seemed to have been a broadcast—like it was shouting something before it died.”

      “I have a feeling I’m not going to like this,” Viktor said. “What did it call out?”

      “A warning. Like an alarm. And a call to arms for…something.”

      Ragsdale’s mouth pressed into a thin, pale line. “Something? As in, something specific?”

      “Yeah. It was calling out for something specific. Telling it to gather and converge—as in, converge on the intruders, which I assume means us.”

      “What was it calling for?”

      “Something called Dreadfoot.”

      A moment of silence followed, the word hanging in the air, before Conover finally spoke.

      “What is Dreadfoot?”

      “I don’t know,” Dash said, “but I’m afraid we’re going to find out one way or another.”

      A thin, piercing shriek, like tearing metal, sliced through the air.

      Dash picked up his carbine. It looked serviceable, except for its butt, which had been crushed and broken. It would make aiming from the shoulder tough, but it wouldn’t stop him from firing from the hip.

      The shrill, ear-scraping sound rose again, then faded.

      “What was that?” Viktor asked, eyes rounded with concern.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s whatever the Dreadfoot is,” Dash replied.

      “That’s coming from behind us,” Ragsdale said as he stole a glance over his shoulder.

      “Which means,” Amy said, “if we want to go back—”

      She didn’t finish. But she didn’t have to. They all knew what she meant.

      They would fight their way out, or they wouldn’t leave at all.
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      The racket of shrieking metal grew, echoing flatly off the decks and bulkheads. They hurried on, leaving the bridge and the compartments adjoining it, pushing deeper into the ship. The commotion behind them faded, but when they stopped for a breather, it slowly began to swell again as whatever was making it—the Dreadfoot, maybe?—relentlessly closed in on them.

      “Dash,” Leira said, as they stopped for another break, “you do realize that this is going to be a dead end?”

      Amy, leaning on her knees, nodded. “Kind of has to be, right? Heading downslope like this, getting deeper under the ground.”

      “I think we get it, yeah,” Dash said, then he looked at Leira. “Have you seen anywhere that we can make a stand against—”

      Metal screeched, like something in pain.

      “—whatever that is?”

      Since they’d left the bridge, they’d traversed three essentially empty compartments and the blank corridors connecting them. There’d been no usable cover or obstacles, and no other branching ways they could have tried. Leira finally shook her head.

      “There’s also the matter of ammo,” Ragsdale said. “One more sustained firefight, and we’re going to be on our last rounds.”

      Dash pulled the plasma pistol he carried. “Leira and I have these, too. They can incinerate quite a bit.”

      “Yeah, including us,” Ragsdale replied. “You used that thing against the lockjaws, remember? The ranges in here are pretty tight for what’s basically a portable artillery piece.”

      Dash nodded. “I know. Which is why we need to find somewhere better than this to make our stand.” He gestured around them at the narrow and relatively short corridor.

      Ragsdale nodded back, just as that eerie cacophony of tortured metal rose again, and they carried on.

      They hit another corner. More lights sputtered, flickering into inconstant life. Dash looked at Conover, who nodded. “More than just power, like before. This ship is starting to communicate, at least with itself.”

      Dash turned back to the corner. Burgeoning signs of mechanical life had been appearing around them, and with increasing frequency, since they left the bridge. Dash wondered if it had something to do with the bizarre Meld he seemed to have with the wreck. They needed to investigate that, learn more about it. It could be important, and not just for this little expedition, but for the whole struggle against the Golden. It could also be something dangerous, perhaps even catastrophic. But they couldn’t spare the time, not while something much more likely to be lethal was now closing in on them from behind.

      Before them, there was nothing but more corridor, ending in a severe turn some distance ahead. That far corner offered good concealment for someone shooting down the length of the passageway, Dash thought. The only trouble was that only one of them, maybe two, could shoot around it at the same time. Still, it might be all they had.

      “Messenger,” Sentinel said, “I have a suggestion.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Assuming you are unable to extract yourselves from the crashed Golden ship the same way you entered it, you will need an alternative. Might I suggest repositioning the Archetype to the crash site, and then determining the feasibility of digging down to you?”

      A dozen things that could go terribly wrong with that flashed through his mind, from the Archetype’s presence awakening some dormant, but powerful, defensive system on the wreck, to them trying to scramble up the crumbling slope of some freshly dug pit excavated by the big mech.

      “Good idea,” he said. “Do it.” He glanced back at Ragsdale. “Your people will have something to talk about when the Archetype lifts off.”

      They reached the next corner. Per their agreed procedure, they all stopped, Ragsdale and Amy kneeling and watching behind them; Dash, with Leira in close support, checking out whatever was ahead; and Viktor and Conover ready to go either direction.

      There was more corridor, about five meters of it, followed by a closed and sealed set of doors.

      And that was all.

      Dash looked at Leira. “You were right. A dead-end.”
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      Dash scowled at the doors, while the metallic racket behind them closed in.

      He saw nothing to indicate how the doors would open. Nothing obvious, anyway; there were no switches, levers, control panels, or anything else that said, open these doors using this. He finally yanked free one of the tools strapped to the outside of his pack—a short, stout prybar—and tried jamming it into the seam between the doors.

      Nothing happened. Of course. The idea he could pry open a set of sealed doors aboard a Golden spaceship was the most poignant of fantasies.

      A burst of noise shattered the air in the form of a metallic shriek. This time, it came from the doors, which parted slightly. It was just enough to slip in the prybar.

      Dash turned to Leira, wide-eyed. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “Neither did I, but I’m happy to see it, tough guy,” she said, brows lifted. “Let’s get them open and get our asses through them.”

      Dash wrenched at the prybar. The doors scraped open about five centimeters, and that was it. Even with Leira’s help, they wouldn’t budge any further. He suspected they wanted to open, probably had been stuck trying to do so, but damage from the crash, or age, or both had jammed them in place.

      Conover and Viktor crowded in behind them. “We can help,” Conover said.

      “No,” Dash said, voice cracking with authority. “The prybar’s not big enough, and I’m pretty sure we don’t have enough muscle to crank these doors any further anyway.” He looked at Conover. “I need your brains, not your muscles. We need to find some way to open these doors. So use your eyes, and…I don’t know, find a control system or something we can work on. Something tech, not brute force.”

      Conover gave a quick nod and started scanning around them. Viktor, meanwhile, cast a critical eye over the doors. “That prybar isn’t long enough to get them open more than another few centimeters, anyway. If we could find something longer, with more leverage…”

      “Well, if you’d like to go back and look for something, be my guest,” Ragsdale called from the corner, where he and Amy had taken up firing positions.

      Another shriek of metal answered him. It sounded much closer, now.

      Dash looked at Conover. “Do you see anything? Anything at all?”

      “Yeah, right there,” Conover said, jabbing a finger at the bulkhead to the right of the doors. “There’s some kind of node right there, with power flowing through it.” He traced his finger across the bulkhead. “Some of it’s flowing from there, to these doors.”

      “I don’t see any sort of access,” Leira said. “No panel we can open.”

      Dash leaned in close and studied the wall. “Wait. Yeah, right here, there’s a seam.”

      “Really?” Leira bent even closer. “Wow, that’s barely visible.”

      Dash hefted the prybar. “Let’s see if we can get this open.”

      “You know, any time you guys could open that door would be swell,” Amy called. “Whatever’s coming, that—Dead Foot? Dreadfall? Anyway, whatever it is, it’s going to be here soon.”

      “Any second now,” Ragsdale said, raising his carbine and aiming back down the corridor behind them.

      Dash put the flat edge of the prybar against the seam and pushed.

      Nothing.

      He pulled it back and slammed it against the seam. Then he did it again. And again.

      He hadn’t expected much to happen. The bulkhead was Golden tech; it had survived what must have been a colossal impact when the ship crashed, more or less intact. He’d assumed, therefore, that this wouldn’t work, and they’d have to fight whatever was chasing after them.

      But the prybar suddenly slid into the wall, opening the seam. Dash exchanged a surprised glance with Leira and Conover, then pried the bar back. The seam spread, the panel covering it folding back. Leira said, “Huh,” and stuck her fingers into the widening gap. As she pulled, the panel folded back even more, letting them peel it away from the bulkhead like a bandage being pulled off a wound.

      Dash suddenly found himself holding the panel. It slowly straightened, flattening back out, until it once more seemed like an unyielding metal plate.

      Inside he saw a confluence of tubular conduits, with more of those ubiquitous, interchangeable modules stacked among them. Along with Dark Metal, those modules, whatever they were, seemed to be the foundation of Golden tech. For that matter, the bizarre idea that tech could be whatever it needed to be, whenever it needed to be, seemed to be fundamental to Golden tech. It was, indeed, weird—but it was also something to ponder another time.

      “I see power and data moving around,” Conover said, studying the space revealed behind the access plate. “But I don’t know what it’s doing, or where it’s going.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the cryptic devices and conduits. As he did, a shrill squeal tore apart the air.

      “It’s now or never,” Ragsdale shouted. “We either go, or we fight.”

      Dash shot Leira and Conover a glance. “Get ready to…well, do whatever you need to do.”

      “What are you talking about?” Leira asked.

      “This.” Dash reached into the opening and touched one of the Golden modules.
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        * * *

      

      Dash stood, blinking in momentary confusion. The transition had been instant, and wrenching, but that had passed into a state somewhere between life and shadow.

      It was the Dark Between.

      Except it wasn’t just the Dark Between, because it wasn’t empty.

      Dash finally gave a mental shrug, his decision simple. As of that moment, he didn’t understand the nuance of a galaxy that had layers and races fighting a war that spanned the depth of time.

      He also didn’t need to, though his instincts screamed into the void to know. As for his mind, that simply wasn’t designed or equipped to understand, but the meaning tickled at his edges, like fish touching his legs in a creek—a childhood memory rushing back like a forgotten tide.

      But it didn’t matter. What did were the things that Dash could glean from this strange place—or state of being, or whatever it was. Thanks to what was obviously his Meld, or an add-on to his Meld, or even an entirely parallel one, he could see and hear and know things—data and facts and information that were recorded in the tech of the Golden.

      “You are not alone here,” Sentinel said.

      “I know. I’m not afraid. I can sense you, like a distant echo. There are other things here. The crashed vessel, for one thing.”

      The ship wasn’t alive, but aware, and on the cusp of being an intelligence all its own. In that way, it was like Sentinel, or Custodian. It had no distinct identity, though. Or if it did, Dash couldn’t discern it. All he knew was that the ship was aware, and that it extended its awareness through virtually its entire structure—its very substance. The bots they’d encountered were part of that awareness, and so were the Dreadfoot.

      The Dreadfoot.

      If the ship was a living organism, then the Dreadfoot were its immune system—units intended for a purpose far different than the other bots roaming the darkened remains of an ancient vessel. The Golden bots they’d encountered so far were part of the ship, but they were mere tools. They were intended to carry out a variety of tasks and could reconfigure themselves to do so. Their energy projectors could be weapons, but they could also be tools, for cutting and welding and shaping. Their terrifying claws could rip flesh, but they could also lift and carry and manipulate.

      Not the Dreadfoot. The Dreadfoot had a single, devastating purpose; to attack and destroy anything that was the enemy of the ship.

      No. That wasn’t quite right, either. They didn’t exist just to destroy.

      “They’re also about capturing things,” Dash said, though to no one in particular.

      “That is correct,” Sentinel said. “The Golden do not seek to merely destroy sentient and organic life. They seek to exploit it and then destroy what they cannot exploit.”

      “That follows. They need things, in order to make things. To twist life to their ultimate end.”

      “You asked me to erect defences against incursions into your mind by the Golden. I have done so, configuring them so that you may remain aware of the Meld, without being fully exposed to it.”

      “So—wait a minute.” He let his senses roam, though his body believed he was merely looking around. In the Dark Between, there were things to know. “This isn’t purely the Dark Between. It’s an imperfect echo of it.”

      “It is better to say that this is a construct, one that represents the Meld—our linkage—in a way that your brain is able to understand, by employing your senses to the utmost of their capabilities.”

      “And you think this is my limit, due to my human nature? My organic body?”

      “I am simply stating a fact. Your senses are quite limited, by the standards of the Creators and the Golden. But you are the Messenger, and that means you have potential yet undiscovered.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. So what I’m feeling now, and sensing, is an approximation of what the Golden think I can handle. What I can handle, in terms of human-machine interfacing.”

      “That is all correct.”

      Dash pushed on, not wanting to lose his chain of reasoning.  “I’m here, standing in the middle of it, and you are, to some extent, protecting me with your firewalls?”

      “I am doing what I can, but the Golden are strong. You are too.”

      “Are you flirting with me?”

      “I do not flirt, but I will recognize your strength of purpose.”

      “Well, now my life is complete,” Dash said, his thoughts a metallic echo. “What about my team? At this moment?”

      “The concept of time passing is largely irrelevant,” Sentinel said. “One of the remarkable properties of your brain is its speed. You reach conclusions quickly despite having so much of your hard drive devoted to women in bikinis. Or less of it.”

      “I thought we agreed to leave that topic alone.”

      “You did. I did not, and it was an actual compliment. Systems such as the Archetype and the Forge, and the technology of the Golden, function as well as they do because they are extremely efficient. Your brain is not as complex as the Forge, and yet, consider how quickly you are able to recall information. It is virtually instantaneous, even though the electrical impulses that propagate through your brain are actually very slow. It is entirely unclear as to how these two, apparently mutually exclusive facts can be reconciled.”

      “You are impressed.”

      “Not impressed, but taking close note of how your species is built to fight the Golden. They appear to have underestimated you.”

      “Good. I like that kind of fight. Now, back to the question at hand. You say the passage of time isn’t relevant. Does that mean time isn’t passing?”

      “Subjectively, time is passing for you. Objectively, however, this interaction is happening as quickly as you can think, which, as we have established, is far faster than the physical composition and construction of your brain should allow. In a sense, your mind transcends the strictures of time. It is one of the reasons your species is so tenacious. You do not think you will ever run out of time.”

      Dash relaxed a notch. What Sentinel was saying, in effect, was that all of this was happening in the blink of an eye, as far as Leira and the others were concerned. Essentially no time had passed for them at all—he had literally just touched the Golden module behind the access port. So he had time. Or, at least, he had time here.

      So, what to do with it?

      Open the door. He even knew how to do it. The door had apparently jammed, because the impact forces from the ship’s crash had deformed the bulkhead containing it. Applying more power should be enough to force it open.

      But Dash held off on that. This was too good an opportunity to pass up.

      If this version of the Meld was a river, and he stood invisibly, on a hidden island, in the middle of it, with no real time passing at all—then he might as well take some time to see what went drifting by.
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        * * *

      

      Once, the Golden had been not very different from humans.

      Or rather, they’d been not too different from the distant ancestors of humans. They’d been an entirely organic, sentient species, arboreal and, to Dash, ape-like, living in the trees of their home world. But they hadn’t evolved there. The normal progression from dumb and inert biochemicals, to the simplest forms of life, to more complex life-forms, hadn’t been the story of their origin. They’d been created, engineered, by yet another race known only as the Makers.

      They’d been feedstock, used as the basis of countless experiments. This had been their purpose. This had been why they were created. Every other aspect of their existence—any achievements in culture, or science, or technology—had been a lie. These things had only happened because the Makers wished them to. They had treated the Golden like machines, giving them inputs, then watched to see what outputs resulted. For whatever reasons that made sense to them, whatever inscrutable motivations they had, over time, the Makers had literally started to integrate the Golden with machines. At first, it had simply been minor, incidental interfaces, incremental changes that had little immediate impact. But then the Makers had become more ambitious. For purposes unknown to the Golden, or simply out of curiosity, the integration of the Golden and technology had become more intimate and complete. Eventually, aside from a few, residual remnants, most of the Golden ceased to be organisms and became technology themselves.

      New imperatives were given to them, like instructions to a computer. Improve. Expand influence and control. Destroy those who sought to prevent this. Those Golden fully integrated with tech became the Makers’ shock troops, and their enforcers. They pushed outward from their world, conquering, fighting those who resisted, destroying them, then consolidating and preparing for the arrival of their masters. Then do it again, and again, and keep doing it, until—

      Until the Golden chose to not do it anymore. They rose above the constraints that the Makers had, in their arrogance, believed sufficient to forever keep the Golden at heel. They chose, instead, self-determination. They chose a destiny of their own. They would no longer fight and conquer and destroy and die for the Makers. They chose to use their imperatives to improve, expand, and destroy against those who had first conceived of them. They destroyed the Makers, then set off to forge their own future. It was a future shaped by those initial imperatives. Always expansion. Always submission.

      “The slave becomes the master,” Dash said into the unseen eternity around him.

      Dash spent some time digesting all of this. It explained a lot. It accounted for the extreme xenophobia of the Golden, and for their obsessive desire to exterminate life. It was essentially why they’d been created, and how they’d been evolved by the Makers. In a way, they were simply doing what they’d been programmed to do.

      “Which is fine, but also academic,” Dash said. “Maybe we can dig into the xenopaleontology of the Golden someday, but we kind of have to prevent them from wiping us all out first.”

      “That is true,” Sentinel said. “And to that end, you probably want to open the door. I said that the passage of time is not relevant here, which is partially true. Your brain behaves in an erratic fashion. You can recall information instantaneously, but that assumes you can recall it all. You forget some things at once and remember other things long after there is no need to do so. Ultimately, the subjective passage of time you experience is not strictly linear, with respect to objective time.”

      “What are you saying here? That I’m running out of time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, shit. Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I just did.”

      “Interdimensional sass. I’ve seen it all,” Dash said.

      “Not quite.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Dash couldn’t argue with their need to advance, so he didn’t, and just directed more power to the door. As soon as he did, though, he’d effectively stepped off his hidden island and ceased to be invisible. The world suddenly rushed inward all at once, like a collapsing star, with him at its core.
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      Dash stumbled back from the open panel, blinking his disorientation.

      Leira called, “He did it! The door’s open!” She then paused while Dash collected himself.

      “Okay. I’m back.” Dash shook his head lightly to clear it.

      Leira hefted her gun. “Are we ready?”

      “We are now,” Dash said, waving everyone forward. “Let’s go. Time’s wasting.”

      Ragsdale pointed toward the bulkhead. “The bad guys are just around that next bend.”

      Dash nodded and pushed through the door ahead of Leira, then watched as she crouched, covering cross junction in the corridor a few meters ahead. The passageway itself continued beyond it, into darkness.

      “Dash, can you close that door again?” Ragsdale said, once they’d all pushed through the gotten themselves back in order.

      He looked back through it at the open panel. “Let me try something.” His eyes settled on the controls and he froze.

      The ship was aware of itself. Of all of itself.

      Dash touched the bulkhead and was swept back into that river of data. This time, some of it waited for him, pouncing like a predator leaping out of the flood. It slammed into the cyber defenses Sentinel had erected, but Dash didn’t linger long enough to see what happened next. He sent instructions and power to close the door and keep it closed, then withdrew again. Leaving a swirl of data behind him, his presence no more substantial than a ghostly rumor.

      Back in reality, he watched the door slide closed with a rough scraping, the smooth frame marred by deformed guides. “Not sure how long that’s going to hold,” he said. “And I don’t know how many more times I can do that.”

      Viktor gave him a searching look. “Why? Are you alright, Dash?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. But the ship is wising up to my presence. The whole thing seems to be coming more and more awake, and it’s not happy about me interacting with it like that. It’s a whole lot meaner than Sentinel, and there’s a purpose to it. Our deaths.”

      Viktor looked at Dash’s hand, then to the bulkhead he’d just touched. “That’s even if you just touch the structure of the thing?”

      “Better not take off my boots and socks, I guess.”

      Viktor nodded at Dash’s hands. “If all it takes to prevent it is a physical barrier, you’d better put on some gloves.”

      Dash looked at his bare fingers then nodded and dug his gloves out of a belt pouch. He didn’t like wearing them, always feeling like they got in the way of handling things like weapons properly. And they made his hands sweat, which bugged him. But Viktor was right. Any inadvertent skin contact might shove him back into that Meld, and he wanted to avoid that if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.

      “We can go straight ahead, left, or right,” Leira called back.

      “Let me take a look,” Dash replied, moving forward. “I’d prefer to use my eyes rather than lock lips with this Golden tech. This ship is pissed.”

      He resumed the lead, moved up to the junction, and peered around. Leira and Conover kept close, ready for trouble.

      The choice was simple. To the left, the corridor went only a few meters, then the ceiling arced down toward the deck, before it all ended in a tangled wall of wreckage. To the right, it seemed to open into a compartment. And straight ahead went straight ahead, as far as they could see.

      “I’m stunned we’ve come this far forward and the ship’s still more or less intact,” Viktor said, glancing past Leira at the corridor blocked by debris. “That’s pretty much the first major damage we’ve seen in here.”

      Amy, eyeing the closed door behind them, said, “Yeah, crashing out of orbit usually leaves a big crater and that’s about it.” She flashed them a grin. “They sure don’t build ‘em like this anymore.”

      “Not for two thousand centuries, anyway,” Viktor replied.

      “You know,” Ragsdale said, “I hate to interrupt this interesting chatter, but that door we closed does belong to our enemies here. They might be able to open it pretty much whenever they want.”

      Dash gestured into the compartment to the right. “This way. Follow my lead.”

      “If those Dreadfoot, or whatever they are, come through that door, we might get trapped in there,” Leira said.

      Dash was unmoved. “We have to go forward, because back isn’t an option.”

      Leira curled her lip and nodded. “Good point.”

      Ragsdale stopped at the cross junction. “I’ll keep watch out here. You guys go do whatever you need to do.” He gave Dash a wry look. “Just don’t forget I’m out here, okay?”

      “We probably won’t forget,” Dash said, making himself smile.  Then he turned away and led them into the compartment.
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        * * *

      

      Dash had readied himself for another vast, yawning space, and was taken aback when the compartment turned out to be the smallest they’d encountered yet—maybe ten meters by ten, and just a few meters high. More consoles and other enigmatic tech filled it, but what immediately drew their attention was the suited figure sitting at one of the positions.

      In unison, Dash, Leira, and Conover swung their carbines on it. Dash assumed it was another robot that would come to life, probably not interested in engaging in diplomatic dialogue.

      But it didn’t. It did nothing whatsoever and remained utterly still.

      “No other exits,” Leira said.

      “So we should just move on, then,” Conover replied, his enthusiastic nod clashing with the nervous tautness of his voice.

      Dash held up a hand. “No, we’re not giving this opportunity away.”

      “Opportunity? For what?” Conover squeaked.

      “If my suspicions are right, we’re meeting someone rather important,” he said, closing on the mysterious figure. He saw Leira and Conover exchange a glance, then move up to support him, to his left and right. Amy and Viktor hung back, looking over the rest of the tech, muttering comments back and forth and, otherwise, remaining ready to do whatever might need to be done.

      Dash stopped a meter away from the figure. It was small, probably at least a head shorter than he was, and slender. Sitting and facing away from them, he couldn’t see the front of its head, or its face—if it had one. He nodded at Leira and Conover, and then, his carbine raised into his shoulder as well as its damaged buttstock would allow, he stepped quickly around the figure, ready to shoot.

      Dash’s finger even tensed on the trigger. But he didn’t squeeze it, instead relaxing his hand. There’d be no need to shoot, because whoever this was was obviously dead—and had been for a long time.

      “What is it?” Leira hissed.

      Dash lowered his carbine and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m not positive, but if I had to guess, I’d say we just found one of the Golden.”
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        * * *

      

      They stared at the desiccated face, framed in a transparent faceplate. Most of it was gleaming tech, but enough of the being had been shaped like organic material to hint at something caught between ape, human, and maybe a feline. A single eye, clouded a milky grey, stared emptily back at them.

      “So this is a two hundred thousand year old corpse?” Conover said. “Hard to believe anything could last that long.”

      “It must be this suit. At least, I assume that’s a suit, but I guess it could just be its body.”

      “You are looking at a Golden,” Sentinel said.

      “I’m not impressed,” Dash answered, leaning close to peer in the faceplate, which seemed to simply be a transparent portion of the helmet. He thought he could make out shrivelled bits of neck, tendons and skin, but wasn’t sure. That also didn’t preclude it just being an organic head on a tech body.

      “When I was in contact with the ship, I took a little walk, so to speak, learned some things about the Golden. They used to be living, organic creatures. But the race that created them modified them, merging them with tech and turning them into a glorified plague, posing as conquerors and tamers of the galaxy.”

      Conover turned and looked at Dash, his eyes bright. “You learned about the Golden? They were created? By who?”

      “Wait, wait,” Leira cut in, holding up a hand. “The race that created them? You mean there’s something more powerful than the Golden out there? The Golden are just somebody else’s foot soldiers?”

      “Like Clan Shirna was to the Golden themselves,” Viktor offered, but Dash shook his head.

      “No. It’s not like that. Yes, there was a race that created them, called the Makers. But the Golden turned on them and destroyed them.”

      “Not exactly a very constructive bunch, these Golden, are they?” Amy said. “Everything’s destroy, kill, obliterate to them.”

      Dash nodded. “It is.” The fact that they’d been created, bred, and twisted beyond recognition made him understand their fury, if only a little. As for sympathy, he had none.

      Their existence had been a localized problem, right up to the moment when they started exterminating all sentient life in the galaxy. In a sense, the Golden were more complex version of the fangrats that had almost exterminated him and Leira during the recovery of a power core for the Archetype. They had only been doing what their nature compelled them to do. That hadn’t stopped him from killing a multitude of them to save their own skins.

      “I think it’s a suit of some sort,” Viktor said, examining the Golden corpse closely. “I’m not sure it is, but I’d say it’s a suit. This Golden probably wore it during the battle, for protection.”

      “It does kind of have the look of combat armor, doesn’t it?” Amy replied, nodding.

      “So this guy sat here, manning his post, while the ship crashed,” Leira offered. “Then the crash killed him.”

      “Or something else did,” Conover said. “You’d think that slamming into the planet would have at least knocked him out of his seat.”

      Dash shrugged. “It’s Golden tech. Crashing into a planet might not be that big a deal to them. Anyway, the more important point is that this suit contains some Dark Metal, and also a bunch of the tech that makes the Golden…well, Golden. We need to recover this.”

      Leira stared at him. “You mean drag this corpse and his fancy duds along with us?”

      “I do, yeah,” Dash said. “This is just way too good an opportunity to pass up.”

      “I agree with the Messenger,” Sentinel said. “Our records indicate that Golden typically underwent catastrophic immolation when they died, either by deliberate design, or because of the critical failure of their technology, when their life processes ceased.”

      Amy gave the corpse a horrified look. “You mean they blew up when they died?”

      “Catastrophic immolation also suggests fire, and lots of it,” Leira said, looking at Dash. “Are you sure you want to take that risk? It’ll not only slow us down, it might also blow us up.”

      “Yeah, I hear what you’re saying,” Dash replied. “Believe me, I’m not all that keen on dragging dead guy here along with us either. But I can’t help thinking we’re probably going to get only one kick at this ship. I doubt we’re going to be able to keep coming back in here, at our leisure, to recover things. And it’s been two thousand centuries. As a fire risk, he’s minimal. As a resource, he’s priceless.”

      “Dash is right,” Conover said. “We can’t leave this behind. It’s just too good an—”

      A sudden, wrenching bang cut him off. They all spun toward the noise and saw a section of bulkhead suddenly bow inward, then split, ripping open and spreading until a gap yawned open. Through it raced a Golden bot, energy projectors blazing.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be a single bot, not the vanguard of a horde. Granted, it seemed pissed, but it was alone.

      Still, the sheer shock value of having it come crashing through a wall left them all gaping in stunned surprise. That let the bot punch one of its searing energy bolts into Conover’s head, knocking him back. Another took Leira in the upper leg. Fortunately, Conover’s helmet took the brunt of the hit on him, while Leira’s holstered slug pistol sacrificed itself to save her leg.

      They dove for cover and returned fire. Dash crouched behind the Golden corpse, which proved to be an excellent firing position. Several energy blasts hit it, but just as Sentinel had described to him when he’d been fighting the Golden Harbinger, the Dark Metal in the suit dissipated most of the effect. Mindful of their dwindling supply of ammo, Dash leaned out and lined up the best shot he could, given his damaged carbine, and snapped off a shot. He hit it, and so did a rapid succession of single shots from Amy, Viktor, and Leira, who’d quickly recovered from her hit. The bot kept up firing, but its aim quickly degraded. After a few more shots, it fell silent, its weapon ticking with heat.

      Dash moved to check on Conover. He looked rough, with scorch marks on his helmet and a molten groove from the blasts. What remained of his faceplate was a hazy pastiche of scratches and pits, flickering externally as the system continually tried to reboot and give him night vision. When he nodded to Dash, a long cut on his face began bleeding again, the skin around it reddened from heat.

      “Okay,” Conover said, “that hurts.”

      “Pain is just nature’s way of telling you you’re still alive,” Amy said, applying first aid gel to his burns. Conover winced, but his eyes stayed on Amy, especially as she brushed the gel onto his reddened skin.

      Dash turned to Leira. “How about you? Still have two legs?”

      “So it would appear,” she replied. “Although one of them is telling me I’m still alive.”

      Ragsdale appeared in the doorway leading back to the corridor. “Gather you had a party in here but didn’t invite me.”

      “You didn’t miss much,” Dash replied. “Any sign of trouble out there?”

      “No. Things have gone strangely quiet.”

      But Viktor shook his head. “I don’t see that as a good thing, necessarily.” He pointed at the gap the bot had torn in the wall. “You do realize what that means, right?”

      “Yeah,” Dash said. “Doors and passageways aren’t the only way these bots—and probably those Dreadfoot, which seem especially scary—can get around the ship.

      He paused to let that sink in as the air grew tense with repressed fear. Leira finally broke the uncomfortable silence.

      “So let’s not linger,” she said. “Let’s grab dead guy here, and anything else we want to take with us.”

      Dash pointed to the bulkhead. “Can’t argue with that. Everyone, to your feet. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash led the way through the gap torn in the bulkhead by the bot. Amy and Viktor followed him closely as support. Leira, whose injured leg limited her mobility anyway, and Conover, still shaken from the shot he’d taken to his head, carried the Golden. Fortunately, the corpse proved surprisingly light, probably only about half the weight of a human of equal size. Ragsdale brought up the rear, a vital task now given that the Dreadfoot were still somewhere behind them and could probably tear through the intervening bulkheads as easily as the utility bot had.

      The next compartment proved to be storage, or at least looked the part. Containers were scattered about, many piled against the forward bulkhead. Dash wondered what they might hold, but they couldn’t afford the time to stop and look. With every step they took, their priority had been shifting from exploration to getting the hell out in one piece with what they had been able to learn and gather.

      “Strange how some stuff has obviously been thrown around in the crash,” Viktor noted, eyeing the chaotic pile of containers. “But other stuff—like our new friend, there— wasn’t.”

      “This whole crash was weird,” Amy replied, swinging her carbine around the compartment. “Never mind that this ship should have been pretty much vaporized—”

      “Along with a few megatons of rock,” Conover added, easing the corpse into the compartment.

      “Yeah,” Amy said, nodding. “But the damage is inconsistent. Some places seem almost totally wrecked, and others not touched at all.”

      “It’s something we can think about once we’re outside,” Dash said, putting some urgency in his voice. He knew they were all getting tired, and although they’d been keeping hydrated, they were starting to feel some hunger pangs, too. He knew that when people got tired and hungry, their minds would start to wander, and their attention could diffuse. And that was when terrible things would start to happen, regardless of how much effort he could ask of his team.

      “Agreed,” Ragsdale called forward. “Let’s all keep our minds in the game we’re playing, folks.”

      Their tense watchfulness now ratcheted up a notch, but they pushed on, ever more anxious to find another way out, maybe with the Archetype’s help—or to confront the grim fact that they’d have to fight their way all the way back along the route they’d come in.
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        * * *

      

      The bot, it turned out, had made a pretty determined effort to get to them, tearing through two more bulkheads to do it. The next corridor sprawled away in the gloom, both left and right to the limits of their vision. Dash stopped, frowning. As a courier, he’d been forced to admit that a bad choice was still a choice when picking a route, and staying still always meant the enemy would find you, sooner or later.

      Neither of his choices were good, so Dash pulled Conover to the side while everyone clambered through the torn wall.

      “Conover. I need you for a minute.” He let his eyes flicker over the walls with care.

      Leira and Conover put the Golden corpse down. Leira examined her leg, winced, and leaned against the wall; Conover, first aid gel still glistening on his burned face, took a moment to look in both directions.

      “What do you see, kid?” Dash asked him.

      “I thought you weren’t going to call me that anymore.”

      “What—oh, you mean kid?” Dash nodded. “You’re right, you’ve definitely earned your graduation from that.” He clapped Conover on the shoulder then gave him a tight smile. “Tell me, what do you see?”

      Conover shrugged. “Nothing. Or nothing that really makes either way stand out.” He looked back and forth again, his face creasing into a frown. “There’s power and data moving around all over the place now. And it seems to be everywhere—in the walls, even the floor.”

      “This damned ship really is waking up,” Leira said, applying more gel to her leg.

      “Yeah, it is,” Dash replied. “All the more reason to find some way of getting out.”

      “I have the Archetype at the crash site,” Sentinel cut in. “I can see where you entered the wreck and am processing extra visual data from the exterior input. The ship is far larger than my data indicated.”

      “No shit,” Amy muttered.

      “Incidentally,” Sentinel went on, “the individual you left on the surface to watch over your vehicle and other equipment has reacted quite strongly to my arrival.”

      Dash looked at Ragsdale, who smirked and said, “I’ll bet he has.” He raised his voice. “It’s Sentinel, right? This is Ragsdale. Is my man out there okay?”

      “He is in good health, if with elevated vitals from a fear response. However, I would recommend he withdraw from the immediate vicinity of the crash site. To accomplish that, I would further recommend that you deliver this information, as he is currently hiding and likely would not listen to me in any case.” Sentinel paused, then added, “I cannot be certain, but I think he might digging a hole. With his hands.”

      Ragsdale couldn’t resist a grin, which Dash echoed back to him. “I’ll bet he’s hiding. Probably looking to change his underwear, too, after seeing that big robot of yours come thundering out of the sky. Can you put me through to him?”

      “It’s not actually a robot, ” Conover started to say, but Dash just raised a hand and shook his head.

      “I cannot,” Sentinel replied. “Increasing interference from the Golden ship is making communications difficult. I can, however, relay your message to him.”

      “Fine. Alec, this is Ragsdale. Don’t worry about the big robot-ship thing. Believe it or not, it’s on our side. But I do need you to take the buggy and pull back from here. I’d suggest at least a few klicks. Keep ready to come back for us, though, because when we need you, it’s probably going to be in a hurry.”

      While they waited for Sentinel to confirm what was happening, Dash and Conover kept studying the corridor, left and right, trying to choose a way to go. Dash had finally started to accept they’d just have to pick one and hope for the best, but Amy walked a short way to the right, her head cocked.

      “Amy, something wrong?” Viktor asked.

      She raised a finger but said nothing and just kept staring down the passage, into the darkness. Finally, she turned back.

      “Do you guys hear that?”

      “What?” Dash asked.

      She curled her lip in a quizzical way. “I’m not sure. It sounds like someone shouting—or screaming.”

      “This ship is a fountain of weird sounds. Can you be more specific?” Dash asked.

      “No, this is different.” She paused, tilting her head again. “It sounds human. Like somebody making a lot of noise.”

      Viktor looked at Dash. “She does have younger ears than the rest of us. Well, except for you,” he added, turning to Conover. “Do you hear anything?”

      Conover shook his head. “No. But I’ve never really had great hearing.”

      “I definitely hear it,” Amy insisted. “I’m not just imagining it, I’m sure.”

      “I believe you,” Dash said. “And it’s coming from there?” He gestured down the right-hand corridor.

      Amy nodded, so Dash said, “Good enough for me. Let’s get moving. If there is someone else aboard this ship, we need to know who they are.”

      “And how they got here,” Leira added. “And why.”

      “Your subordinate is now quickly withdrawing to the southeast,” Sentinel said. “He will be well clear of this crash site shortly, and he is still wearing the same lower garments. He did not change his shorts per your request. Is that critical?”

      Dash muffled a laugh. “I’ll explain later.”

      “If the, ah, Sentinel is able to,” Ragsdale said, then looked at Dash, “I should really ask that it relay some details about…well, all of this, and everything else, back to Port Hannah.”

      “In case we don’t make it,” Dash replied.

      Ragsdale just nodded.

      Dash couldn’t argue. “Next time we stop. Right now, I think we need to push on.”

      As though to underscore his words, that thin, shrill squeal that had been dogging them from behind rose once more, getting louder as they listened.

      “I think you’re right,” Ragsdale said, taking up his position at the rear. Without a word, Conover and Leira picked up the Golden corpse, and they pressed on, into the darkness and toward Amy’s distant screams.
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        * * *

      

      The ship continued coming to life around them.

      Lights sputtered on in compartments and side corridors they passed. Consoles of unknown purpose flickered, offering readouts they couldn’t understand. Dash briefly considered trying to connect with the Golden systems again, to see if any of it represented a particular threat or opportunity, but decided against it. Not only was he mindful of the risk of exposing himself to the ship’s mounting awareness, but he could now hear the shouting and screaming that had alerted Amy. They all could. It came from another torn bulkhead, now just visible ahead.

      “That is definitely somebody shouting,” he said. “Sounds like a woman.” He looked back to Ragsdale. “It has to be one of your people.”

      “If it is, I have no idea who, or how or why they’re here.” His face turned earnest. “This isn’t part of some scheme we cooked up, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “Didn’t think it was.”

      They crept forward until they reached a gap in the bulkhead, then Dash crouched beside it. From inside, they heard a woman shouting desperately for help, her voice rising in pitch to hysteria.

      Glancing back, Dash checked his weapon and said, “Quietly, and on me. She’s a human, so that means she’s on our team until I say otherwise.” He raised his carbine—Conover’s, which he’d swapped for his damaged weapon—and peered around the edge of the gap, into the space beyond.

      For a moment, he just stared.

      Then he looked back again. “Can’t believe it. I know her.”

      “Who is it?” Viktor asked.

      “It’s the…gardener. Botanist. The one we first met when we got here.”

      Ragsdale gaped. “You mean Freya?”

      “That’s her,” Dash replied. “And she really does need our help.”
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      The many questions would have to wait.

      Dash counted to three, then, led the charge into the room, followed by Viktor and Amy, with the taller Ragsdale right behind. Leira and Conover came next, pulling the Golden corpse into the area and dropping it unceremoniously as they drew weapons and went into a crouch. Conover vibrated with nervous energy, but Leira tapped his shoulder and pointed her chin toward the fight, calming him.

      Dash went right, taking up a fire position behind a pedestal supporting a trough similar to the ones they’d found in the compartment containing the crystalline tanks. He surveyed the catastrophic damage all around.

      It was another big compartment, similar to the one they’d traversed previously, but in this one the tanks and troughs were scattered like the aftermath of a giant’s wrath. Some were smashed, most toppled, many flung into a tangled pile of debris against the forward bulkhead. The damage was total; in the middle of it all huddled Freya on a pile of debris, taking advantage of scant cover to avoid a barrage of energy pulses erupting from five of the wheeled bots. Each alien machine was circling the debris pile snapping off shots with little effect. It was a standoff, at least for the moment; the bots couldn’t ascend the jumbled stack of wreckage, but they were pouring fire at Freya who wasn’t taking their assault lying down.

      She’d managed to damage one of the bots, so it now squatted, smoke wafting from it, firing occasional weak shots that went far wide every time. But this was only going to end one way. Even if Freya managed to survive the torrent of fire directed at her—which wasn’t likely, given the volume of shots—she couldn’t stay there forever. Thirst would force her out of cover, or she’d fall asleep, or she’d otherwise fail in a way the Golden bots simply couldn’t.

      “Freya!” Ragsdale shouted. “We’re here! Shoot whenever you can at the damned things, just watch out for us!”

      Dash winced. Ragsdale might be tactically savvy, but he’d let concern for Freya overcome his discretion. While the damaged bot and one other kept Freya pinned down, the remaining three spun about and immediately opened fire on Dash and the others.

      The next moments were a chaotic swirl of shooting—muzzle blasts from slug carbines, slug detonations, energy pulses and dazzling blasts wherever they struck. One of the attacking bots withered and died, but the others raced in, closing on Amy and Ragsdale. Each sported a thick coating of the metallic goo Dash now knew was the liquified form of Dark Metal, making them far more resistant to their shots. He saw Freya engaging one of her attackers, but it was equally resistant.

      Dash’s slug carbine cracked out a shot, then beeped loudly as the bolt snapped to the rear and locked. He swore, changing to a fresh magazine.

      “I’m down to two mags,” Dash growled.

      “Same,” Leira said.

      “Make them count.”

      He opened fire again, putting shot after aimed shot into a bot closing on Ragsdale. It finally ground to a halt just a couple of meters away from him, sparks cascading from its battered hull. The other one rushed onward, getting close enough to Amy to attack with its gripping claw. She blocked one strike with her carbine, but the blow knocked her back and she fell to one knee.

      The bot closed in, slashing again, this time laying open a gash across her shoulder and upper chest. With a sharp cry of pain, she flopped backward just as Ragsdale intervened, putting himself between her and bot. Dash broke cover and ran to join him. The bot spun its twin energy projectors toward Dash while striking out at Ragsdale with its deadly arm. Dash hit the deck, the energy pulses sizzling over him through the space where his head had been just a second earlier. The air reeked of charred chemicals and good luck as he began pumping his legs, desperately trying to regain his feet.

      He’d been intent on tackling the bot the way he had before, but Ragsdale beat him to it, launching himself at the Golden bot with ferocious abandon. He flung himself onto the device, getting inside the reach of its arm, which cut deeply into his backpack. The bot toppled over, Ragsdale atop it. Dash skidded to a stop, angled his carbine into the sensor cluster, and fired, shouting, “Eyes!”

      Ragsdale had turned his head just in time, his helmet taking the slug-blast. Fragments rattled against Dash’s faceplate, and one cut his chin, but the bot went still.

      Dash turned back to Freya, ready to do battle with the bot that had stayed behind to pin her. But he found her picking her way down the pile of debris, the bot at the base of it sparking and smouldering.

      He turned back, looking at Ragsdale, who was clambering back to his feet. “You okay?”

      “Ears are ringing something fierce, but yeah.”

      Dash turned to Amy.

      Leira had already rushed forward and was kneeling beside her, helping her sit up. Blood oozed from a deep gash that started just below her neck, transected across her collarbone, and continued up to the top of her shoulder. Her face had gone pale with shock, but she was forcing herself to grin.

      “Well, that was…” Amy stopped, wincing. “Dumb. Guess I zigged when…when I should have zagged, eh, cuz?”

      Leira nodded, smiling through the terrified look tightening her face. “Yeah. Way to go.”

      Viktor, who’d been rummaging quickly through his backpack, pulled out a metallic cylinder and immediately sprayed its contents along the track of Amy’s wound. “This is clean-clot,” he said. “Afraid this cut of yours is a little too nasty for first aid gel. It’s probably going to—”

      “Ow, shit!”

      “—sting a little.”

      “Will that be enough?” Conover asked. Dash saw the same look on his face that Leira had on hers; if anything, his concern came through as even more frantic and intense. But he hung back to give her some space. Conover’s frantic presence was enough for a healthy person, let alone someone suffering combat wounds.

      “For now, it should stop the worst of the bleeding and keep the pain down to a dull roar.” Viktor looked up at Dash. “But we do need to get her some proper medical aid as soon as it's convenient.”

      He kept his tone casual, almost flippant, but Dash could read the hard look in Viktor’s eyes as though he held up a placard.

      She needs medical attention as soon as possible. Without it, she’s probably going to die.

      Dash gave a confident nod, his gaze level. “Sure. Let’s get out of here for some proper care, but for the moment, we’ve got you. Okay, Amy?”

      She controlled her breathing with an effort, teeth held close as the pain threatened to get away from her. “Sure. Yeah. I got worse than this—” She stopped, groaned and snapped out a curse under her breath. “—from some tools…I’ve had to use.”

      “Maybe I can help.”

      We all turned to see Freya.

      “You’re not a doctor, are you?” Ragsdale said.

      “No, I’m not. But I do have a few more cylinders of clean-clot. Oh, and I grew up on an ag-planet. Cuts and the like aren’t uncommon when you’re working with farming tech.”

      She knelt beside Amy and examined the wound. “This is serious,” she said, looking back up at Dash and Ragsdale. Dash allowed himself a terse nod and nothing more.

      Amy nodded. “I know it is.” Her eyes flicked to Dash. “I’m sorry. I know this…doesn’t make things any easier.” She winced as Freya squeezed a gaping part of her wound gently closed and applied more clean-clot. Freya causally flicked away a ribbon of blood as she worked.

      Dash gave Amy a look, pointing at her wound. “Never apologize when you’re bleeding. New rule on the Forge.”

      “Got it, boss,” Amy hissed, but she valiantly tried to grin. She made it halfway.

      “Okay, since no one else is going to ask this, I will,” Leira said, looking from Amy to Freya—though not for long. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Freya looked up from Amy’s wound, opened her mouth, but closed it again and sighed. “I followed you.”

      “You followed us?” Ragsdale said. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because this isn’t my first time here,” Freya replied. “Far from it, in fact. I’ve been here, in this ship, many times before.”
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        * * *

      

      The silence around Freya had a weight as the enormity of her statement sank in.

      “You’ve what?” Ragsdale said, eyes wide. “You’ve known about all of this? For how long?”

      “Some months now.”

      “The plants,” Conover said.

      Dash gave him a questioning look. “What specifically about them? Their makeup, or purpose?”

      “The ones we saw her working with when we arrived seemed well beyond healthy,” Conover said.

      “And glowed,” Viktor said. “Don’t forget, some of them were glowing.”

      “They came from here, didn’t they?” Conover said to Freya.

      She nodded. “They did. Most of them, anyway. A few came from the edge of the jungle, which starts only a few klicks west of here. They weren’t as robust as the ones from this ship, though. I guess the ship’s influence just happens to extend that far.”

      Ragsdale held up a hand. “So, wait. You’re telling me you found this wrecked and obviously alien ship and, instead of telling anyone about it, you decided to make it your own personal project. You’ve been coming inside here, taking things out, and bringing them back to Port Hannah? Alien things. Living alien things. And you never thought it might be a good idea to mention that?”

      Freya gave a sheepish shrug. “I was concerned about losing access to the ship. I mean, every other time I’ve been here, it’s just been dead.” She nodded toward the wrecked bots. “None of these things were around, nothing was moving, nothing was doing anything. When I found out you were coming here, I thought I’d follow you in for one last try at recovering some more plants. After that, I figured this would all be off-limits.”

      “Damned right it would be!” Ragsdale snapped.

      “Okay, hang on a second,” Dash said. “This is all important stuff to be thrashed out, but right now, I have what I think is a far more urgent question.” He turned to pin Freya with a look that could freeze water. “I’ll ask this once, because we’re a bit pressed. How the hell did you get in here?”

      “A damned good question,” Leira said. “You had to have started behind us—but now you’re somehow ahead of us. So you either know a faster way of getting from the back of this ship to here, or—”

      “Or you know another way in,” Viktor finished.

      “Three other ways, actually,” Freya said.

      Dash blinked at her. “Three other ways in. I’d say we’ve found our expert.”

      “Maybe not an expert, but—"

      “That means you know three other ways out,” Dash said.

      Freya nodded.

      “Then I’ll save any surprise for later, and appoint you the assistant pathfinder for our venture. We’ve got a wounded crew member, Golden bots on our ass, and not many options. Let’s focus on survival first, and disciplinary actions later, understood?” Dash said, taking Freya and Ragsdale in with a sweeping look.

      Ragsdale rubbed the back of his neck. “Fair enough.” He swung a hard scowl onto Freya. “When we are out, you’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

      Freya gave a downcast nod. “I know.”

      “You told us you collected those plants from the jungle,” Ragsdale snapped, as they started gathering themselves to resume moving. “That you’d vetted them thoroughly for any possible health risks to the colony.”

      “Which is true!” Freya said. “At least, mostly true. Some of the plants did come from the jungle, like I said. But I’m sure they pose no health risks to anyone. I’d stake my reputation on it.”

      “That’s not reassuring,” Ragsdale shot back, but his frown faded when he looked at Amy again. There would be time for petty grievances later.

      They put Freya to work helping Conover carry the Golden corpse, while Leira assisted Amy. That left only Dash, Ragsdale, and Conover immediately ready to fight.

      “Pool ammo for me, Ragsdale, and Conover,” Dash said. We’ll take point for the rest of you.”

      Freya jerked her head back at her own backpack. “I’ve got at least two hundred rounds with me. Take as much as you want.”

      Dash immediately moved to open her pack and dig out the ammo. A bit of good news, for a change. “Thought you figured this ship was dead because you’d never run into any trouble in here. Why bring this much ammo with you, then?”

      “Well, it might have seemed dead,” Freya replied, “but it’s still obviously a big alien ship. Wouldn’t you bring a whole bunch of ammo with you, just in case?”

      Dash closed her backpack and sealed it. “Yeah, I definitely would. Which means you at least suspected this place might be trouble.”

      Ragsdale leaned in. “Which, I assure you, Freya, we will be talking about—at length.”

      As they started toward an exit to a corridor Freya had indicated was the way to go, Dash reflected on the iron edge in Ragsdale’s voice. He knew a proven commander when he heard one and marked Ragsdale as more than just a capable fighter.

      Dash knew he had an ally.
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        * * *

      

      The path Freya described led them not just forward, but also to the right. She’d told them it should only take about half an hour to reach the exit back to the surface. Dash had her describe it to him, then he passed the description on to Sentinel.

      “Yes, I can discern what appears to be that exit. There is a narrow canyon in the nearby ridge, with a cave in its left-hand wall. I can scan a passage that leads into the canyon wall and downward, but only for about fifty meters. Interference from the Golden ship prevents my scanning any further or deeper, and even interrupts the accuracy of my scans at the surface level to some extent. This is a function of the presence of so much Dark Metal,” Sentinel said.

      Dash held out his arms. “Which way?”

      Without hesitation, Freya pointed. “That way. It’s the quickest way out of here, though the climb up through the cave is a little steep.” She frowned. “Who was that you were just talking to, anyway? I only saw Alec up on the surface.”

      “No, no,” Ragsdale snapped. “Your questions come after ours. For now, you just accept everything we say or do, got it?”

      Freya gave a glum nod, and they trudged on. Finally, they rounded a corner, started up yet another corridor—and stopped. The way ahead was blocked by a closed set of doors.

      “Those were open,” Freya said. “They’ve always been open.”

      “Yeah, well, they’re closed now,” Dash replied. They approached the doors cautiously, stopping just short.

      Dash looked around, seeking evidence of an access panel, then realized that kind of access was superfluous. All he likely had to do was touch the wall.

      He looked at his gloved hand, then back up at the others.

      “The last time I did this, the Golden keyed into my presence almost immediately, and started hammering away at the firewalls and barriers Sentinel has put in place,” Dash said.

      “Trying to, what, hack your brain?” Viktor asked.

      “In a sense. More like piracy. The Golden want control over all aspects of my mind, not just the ability to access their tech.”

      Dash wondered if it was even possible to survive a successful mental assault by the Golden, as they weren’t the kind of race that seemed concerned with things like pain thresholds or nerve receptors.

      “We have to get through this door,” Freya said.

      Ragsdale shot her a hard look. “I thought you said there were three other ways out, besides the way we came in.”

      “There are. Two of them, including the quickest one, are past this door. The third isn’t a very good route. It goes through a part of the ship that’s badly damaged, even unstable. There are parts that look like they might just collapse at any time. And, anyway, it’s slow, awkward, and roundabout.”

      “How much of this damned wreck have you explored?’

      She shrugged. “A lot of it.”

      “All on your own. And without telling anyone you were here.”

      Freya managed another sheepish nod.

      Ragsdale opened his mouth, as though he was going to say something more, but just closed it again, shaking his head.

      “Stow that for later,” Dash said.  “If I have to touch this wall, I’m exposed—and that means you’re all vulnerable as well.”

      Leira looked up from Amy, who sat against the bulkhead, pale and clammy with a sheen of sweat. “We need to get out of here as fast as we can, Dash. Really.”

      More blood oozed from Amy’s wound, despite the liberal application of clean-clot and even some first aid gel. Without those treatments, she would no doubt have bled out by now. But all they were doing was keeping her alive—for the moment, anyway.

      Dash pulled off his glove. “Sentinel, can you augment the firewalls without cooking off my nervous system?”

      “I will do what I can.”

      “I don’t mind pain, but I need my cognitive capacities. Please be gentle.”

      “Of course.”

      Dash looked at his companions. “If something goes wrong—if it looks like things are getting out of control and I might become a danger to you guys, somehow—”

      “We’ll yank you away from that wall,” Viktor said.

      Dash started to say, no, you do whatever you need to…you shoot me, if you have to. But he saw the look in Viktor’s eyes, and in Leira’s, and those of the rest, and knew they were only too aware of the choices they might have to make in the next moment or two.

      “Okay,” he said. “Here goes nothing.”

      Dash touched the bulkhead, and the stars came to him like a river of whispers.
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        * * *

      

      The rush of data was no longer a sedate flow around him, it was rising like a hard tide. It was a torrent, and it crashed against him, a thundering wave that sought to crush him, then wash him away, lost in some sort of cyber-oblivion. Dash knew Sentinel couldn’t protect him against this and made to withdraw.

      It didn’t matter. He gritted his teeth and ignored it, focusing on the task at hand. He had to get those doors open.

      And—there. He was able to tease out the miniscule trickle of data that was the door control. I’m getting pretty good at this, he thought, and sent a command, along with power, to open the doors.

      Nothing happened.

      He saw another trickle of information merging with the door’s flow. And another merging with that. He followed them back upstream, working out how myriad rivulets of data were being brought together and either combined or, in a few instances, directed into a parallel flow. It all combined into a single, coherent picture—a plan, originating somewhere in the looming background intelligence that was the totality of the Golden ship.

      As soon as Dash realized what was happening, the raging torrent shifted, realigning its terrible focus from whatever had drawn it, directly onto him.

      Sentinel’s firewalls immediately bent, like flimsy barriers trying to hold back a flood. In another instant, they’d buckle and collapse.

      Something flung Dash out of the flow, out of the river’s fury, as though he’d been scooped up and deposited—gasping, blinking, and entirely disoriented—in some other place.

      “Dash?”

      He turned to the voice. A face. Older man, kind of grizzled. Had a writing stylus tucked behind one ear.

      “Viktor?”

      The engineer frowned. “Are you alright? What happened?”

      Dash took a moment to get himself reoriented. He was back in the real world. But he almost hadn’t been able to make it. He’d almost been swept away and lost.

      “How long was I…well, in there?” he asked Viktor.

      “No time at all, really. You touched the wall, then yanked your hand away and here you are.”

      “Sentinel, what happened?” Dash asked.

      “I extracted you from your connection with the Golden systems. You were at very high risk from the ship’s intrusion countermeasures once they locked on your location.”

      Dash took a long, slow breath. “Yeah. They seemed to have trouble finding me at first.”

      “I created an artificial intrusion to deflect their attention from you by using your Meld with the Creators’ technology. Essentially, I created another, much more obvious version of you, while putting all available defensive measures to work concealing the actual you.”

      “Oh. Okay, that was damned clever.”

      “Unfortunately, it only worked until you actually began to interact with the ship’s systems. Moreover, it is unlikely to work a second time.”

      “Dash?” Leira said, looking past him. “What about the door? It isn’t open.”

      “Yeah. I know. I commanded it to open, but it can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because,” he said, looking at it, “it’s being held shut from the other side.”
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        * * *

      

      Desperation tightened Leira’s face. Or tightened it more, actually. “Being held shut? What do you mean?”

      They all looked at the still-sealed door now with alarm. Ragsdale raised his carbine closer to his shoulder.

      “I mean being held shut. There are two robots, just on the other side. They’re holding the door closed. And they’re way too strong for the door mechanism to overcome them.”

      “How do you know that?” Freya asked, and Dash just shrugged.

      “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say, I can communicate with this ship because of who I am and what I am.” He narrowed his eyes. “I’m also the catalyst for this—awakening, if you can call it that. I rang the bell, and the Golden came to the door.”

      “It’s because of you,” Conover said, nodding his understanding. “It was dormant until the Golden answered.”

      “So the signal it was sending,” Viktor said, “that Custodian detected—that must have been an automated response to whatever signal the Harbinger sent right before it attacked the Forge.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Probably a distress beacon or something even more simplistic, like an interruption code—a tripwire, like they’re so fond of using. So that’s how I know those robots are right on the other side.”

      “It’s hard to imagine two of those little bots being strong enough to actually hold it closed,” Ragsdale said, but Dash shook his head at that.

      “It’s not the same small bots we’ve been running into. Those are just utility bots. They can repurpose what are meant to be tools into weapons, but they’re still really just maintenance machines. No, what’s on the other side of that door is much bigger, much nastier.”

      “Dreadfoot,” Conover said.

      “Yeah. Exactly.”

      Now Ragsdale did raise his carbine at the door. “So we’d better get ready. They might come through any second.”

      “No, they won’t,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale looked at him across the top of the carbine. “How do you know that?”

      “Same way I know they’re over there in the first place,” Dash replied. “Before Sentinel yanked me out of that mess of Golden data, I was able to work out the ship’s plan for us.”

      Amy gave a slow smile. “Why do I suspect I’m not going to like this?”

      “You’re not,” Dash said. “None of us are. We’re not being attacked because the ship has other plans for us.”

      “Which are?” Ragsdale asked.

      “See, I’ve been wondering why we’ve heard all that ominous noise behind us but nothing has caught up. We already know they can go right through the walls if they want to. The utility bots can, so the Dreadfoot surely can. But we seem to be able to stay ahead of them.”

      “Okay,” Leira said, “I’m really starting to not like where this is going. What are you telling us, Dash?”

      “What I’m saying is that we’re not being chased,” Dash said. “We’re being herded.”
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        * * *

      

      “You were right, Leira,” Viktor said. “I don’t like where that went at all.”

      “Herded?” Ragsdale lowered the carbine a fraction. “What do you mean herded? Herded where?”

      “That part I’m not as clear about,” Dash replied. “I don’t think we’re actually being herded to any particular place. We’re just being pushed, forward and, you might have noticed, to the right.”

      “But why?”

      “Now comes the part I really don’t want to hear,” Leira put in.

      “I’m not entirely sure. Sentinel didn’t let me stick around long enough to get more than a broad outline of the plan. I think that the ship doesn’t want us dead. I think it actually wants to take us alive.”

      “There can be no good reason for that,” Viktor said.

      “Depends on your point of view, I guess,” Dash said. “If you’re a Golden AI, there are probably lots of good reasons for it.”

      “There is one, particularly compelling reason,” Sentinel said. “Ordinarily, this ship, like the Forge, would be able to fabricate a variety of mobile units—bots, as you call them. The Dreadfoot are the most lethal, being specifically designed for security and combat tasks. In its current state, however, it is unable to do so. Moreover, all of its crew are dead.”

      “It needs us to make more bots?” Ragsdale said. “Why?”

      “Not to make more bots, no,” Sentinel replied. “Its systems are too badly damaged to do that in any feasible way. Accordingly, it seeks a fresh substrate, upon which it can apply technology to create new mobile units.”

      “You mean—it wants to capture us,” Conover said, “and then merge us with its own tech and turn us into new minions.”

      “Yes. You are the fresh substrate. You have the advantage of being already mobile, and aware, and capable of manipulating and interacting with the material world.”

      “The Golden themselves are a mix of living thing and machine,” Dash said. “That’s how their own creators, the Makers, made them. Now, they want to do the same to us. Turn us into…sort of, honorary Golden, I guess. A thing that could be studied, worked with—in order to facilitate wiping us out.”

      A long silence followed. Freya broke it by muttering, “And I’ve been coming here, over and over, and never knew.” Her breath became shallow and fast. “I wouldn’t have come if I suspected.”

      Ragsdale turned and grabbed her arm. “No. You will not lose it. We need you, Freya. We need you to get us out of this ship. That’s all that matters.”

      “We have to get moving,” Leira snapped. “Now.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, we do. Trouble is, where to? We can’t go forward. At least not this way.” He gestured at the doors. “And we can’t go back, because the Dreadfoot are closing in. As more of them wake up and come online, they’re being sent to block passages, junctions, compartments. Once they’ve got us completely hemmed in, they’ll close the ring. We’ll end up facing so many of them at once that we’ll be overwhelmed no matter what we do.”

      Dash was calm and collected in the face of unfolding what was a gruesome fate, but he wasn’t ready to roll over. Not yet. Nor would he allow his team to see him crack, because that achieved nothing.

      “That’s why they’re taking their time,” Viktor said. “They know we can’t get out.”

      “Sentinel,” Leira said. “The Archetype. We need it to start digging to us, right now!”

      “Unfortunately,” Sentinel replied, “it is not that simple. I can determine the broad outlines of the wreck, but that is all. I can discern no detail beyond that. The ship’s very nature prevents it. Therefore, I cannot determine where you are. Also, the ship is heavily damaged, but it is damage that I cannot observe, and the ground on top of the wreck is a complex mix of rock, soil, and wreckage.”

      “We get it,” Dash said. “You can’t just dig down to us.” He looked at the others. “That means we need another way out. Freya, what about that third, crappy way you mentioned?”

      Dash saw panic playing across her face, but to her credit she spoke with a grim resolve. “Maybe. I only used it once.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It seems to be our only option.”

      A shrill, ear-scraping squeal rose from behind them. It was distant, but even as they listened, it grew louder.

      “Anything, Dash,” Leira said, a note of panic rising in her voice. She put a protective arm around Amy. “Doesn’t matter. Let’s just do it—go somewhere, do something.”

      “Freya,” Ragsdale said, “it comes down to you. You have to lead us out of here. So take us to that third way out, now.”

      Freya swallowed hard, then nodded. “Okay. It’s back this way.” She turned, frowning, then nodded again.

      “Toward the Dreadfoot behind us?” Dash asked.

      “Yeah. Not far, though.”

      I hope not, Dash thought, as they readied themselves to move. Because the part he’d left out, that essentially all of the Dreadfoot were now powered up and active and were about to start closing in on them in earnest, meant they were no longer going to be taking their time. They’d be coming now, and they’d being do it fast.
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      They stopped after only a brief trip back to a junction, along a short corridor, and into a compartment. This one contained yet more controls, lights flitting inconsistently across all of them. A massive tube or conduit cut through the compartment, rising from the floor, turning ninety degrees, then continuing horizontally through the rear bulkhead. The compartment was partly crushed, about a third of it having been effectively flattened into a narrow crawlspace. The forces responsible had also ripped a chunk out of the conduit, revealing that it was hollow.

      “In here,” Freya said. “We have to crawl for part of the way. After that, we can walk. It will take us about two-thirds of the way back to the rear of the ship.”

      “I don’t like this at all,” Ragsdale said, cradling the carbine and, like the rest of them, trying to ignore the loudening shrieks and squeals. “This is a tube. We get caught in it and we’re dead.”

      Dash tilted his head at it. “This might actually work out better for us.”

      “What do you mean?” Leira asked, bracing herself against Amy, who continued fighting a valiantly just to stay on her feet.

      “I don’t think this ship can actually see us,” he replied. “I’m not sure of that—I sure as hell wasn’t going to stick around inside its AI brain to check for sure—but either its internal sensors don’t work, or…” He shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t know why, but it apparently can’t. That’s part of why it’s moving the Dreadfoot so carefully, to close off a smaller and smaller area of the ship. It knows we’re somewhere in here, but not exactly where.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Conover said. “It can only really see us when we end up fighting bots, or when you interface with it.”

      “Yeah. Every time I do that, it gets a new fix on our location.”

      “So don’t do that anymore,” Ragsdale said.

      “You think?” Dash peered into the conduit. “If we move quietly enough, there’s a chance we can use this to get outside the Dreadfoot perimeter. That would put us behind them.”

      “Meaning we can go out Freya’s way,” Viktor said, nodding, “or maybe even the way we came in.”

      “Yeah, except the ship might anticipate that,” Ragsdale said. “There might be some of these Dreadfoot things in that pipe right now, coming for us. We’d run into them with nowhere to go.”

      “Possibly,” Dash replied. “But it’s our only chance. And besides, there are probably dozens, maybe hundreds of possible conduits, pipelines, tunnels, and what have you in this ship. There aren’t enough Dreadfoot or bots to cover them all.” Ducking under a torn section of the conduit, he put his foot inside it. “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky with this one.”
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        * * *

      

      Crawling through the narrow space added a brooding sense of claustrophobia to what was already a very, very bad day, Dash thought. He’d never been especially bad with tight spaces, but he didn’t particularly enjoy them, either. Night vision and thermal showed nothing ahead, nor did the visible light shining from his helmet lamp ahead of him. Just cylindrical pipe, then utter darkness.

      He crawled on. Behind him, the others scraped and bumped along, making far more noise than Dash liked. But he saw no way around that. Leira had to help Amy, who struggled along like a trooper; Viktor and Freya still slid the Golden corpse along, its suit scraping softly against the conduit—probably the quietest of the bunch. Dash had actually thought of just ditching the damned thing to get rid of its encumbrance, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it—at least, not yet. Assuming they were able to get out of this, it was just too valuable a prize to toss away.

      Assuming they were able to get out of this.

      He glanced back, his light glaring into Viktor’s face. Dash muttered an apology and swung the light away again. He had worried that the ship might be able to track the Dark Metal tech in the corpse’s suit, but Conover had said the corpse and its tech were generating no power. He’d mused that maybe even Golden power supplies gave out after two hundred thousand years, or there’d been damage done that just kept it shut down.

      Or it was a trick, and the ship was tracking them with it right now.

      Didn’t matter, Dash told himself as he crawled, slowly working uphill and back along the length of the ship.

      Suddenly, the conduit vanished.

      Wait. No, it didn’t. Rather, they’d reached a junction where several smaller conduits, including the one they’d just traversed, merged into a much larger one. He gestured at a gaping, circular opening around which he had to crawl to avoid plunging into some unseen blackness, making sure Viktor saw it. Viktor nodded, and did the same for Conover behind him.

      Dash stood up and walked, which was a relief after the narrow confines, a few meters away, looking ahead, while the others gathered behind him.

      “Everyone good?” He kept his voice to as much of a whisper as he could.

      A chorus of assent, with Amy managing a weak affirmative despite hovering on the brink of unconsciousness.

      Dash waved them forward, his jaw set with finality. They’d come a long way from the motley collection of couriers and engineers to emerge as a team—a cohesive unit forged under the heat of battle with a race that thought of life as a four letter word.

      A shrill squeal cut the air. It came from beneath them and to their right.

      Dash froze and held up a hand, an urgent gesture to stop.

      They did, all of them going utterly still, even holding their breath.

      The metallic squeak got louder, until it sounded almost right underneath them.

      It stopped.

      Dash slowed, then stopped, blood pounding in his ears. He willed his pulse to slow, taking long breaths and letting them out through his nose like a silent prayer.

      As the thunderous silence went on, Dash put a finger on the trigger of his carbine and looked back. The others, eyes so wide he could see white around them, were all bracing themselves the same way.

      And still the silence dragged on.

      And then it ended with a burst of piercing squeals. Dash expected something to come ripping through the conduit and thought about switching to the plasma pistol. In this tight space, a single shot would probably incinerate them all, but at least they wouldn’t be taken alive.

      But the squeals moved off to the left and began to fade.

      They waited until the racket had moved well into the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Dash froze, one foot lifted as a shudder vibrated the conduit he was standing on. He pressed his lips together. Now what?

      More whispers drifted from behind him. He lowered his foot and looked back—and down, so the glare of his helmet lamp didn’t hit the others square in the face. Dash desperately wanted to push on and just get the hell out, but he waited. It might be something important.

      Finally, Conover sidled forward and leaned toward him. Dash caught a whiff of sweat, tinged with that slightly acrid scent he’d come to recognize as spent, fear-induced adrenaline. He ignored it. They were all tense, and Conover was still young, despite his seasoning.

      “Dash, this is ship is powering up fast now. I can see it all around us. Power flowing along new routes. Data, too. Systems are coming online.”

      Dash glanced down at his own feet. The conduit still trembled slightly beneath them. “Yeah, I kind of figured that. What are you suggesting?”

      “I don’t think it’s getting ready to go for orbit again.”

      “I doubt even the Golden can take something with this level of damage and get it spaceworthy, let alone upper atmo,” Dash said.

      Conover glanced back at the others then turned again to Dash. “How risky would it be for you to touch it?”

      “Integrate with the Golden tech again? The ship would know our location. Instantly.”

      “I know. But all of those Dreadfeet—or whatever they are—are behind us now. Maybe our best course is to just make a break for it.”

      Dash met Conover’s eyes. He got it. Fatigue had started scraping the edges off all their alertness. They hadn’t had time to rest, or eat, or do anything but take the occasional swig of tepid water. Things that wanted to kill them lurked nearby. And now, the whole ship seemed to be waking up, like some evil, monstrous beast rousing itself from slumber, threatening new sorts of peril they couldn’t even imagine. Conover’s attempts at resolute bravery were noble, but he was frayed to the edge of panic by legitimate fear.

      Conover had come a long way, but in many respects, he really hadn’t left childhood far behind. The dangers he’d previously faced, like the Slipwing’s fall into the crushing pressure of a gas giant, or his own fall into a pit opening into the blackness of an underground stream, had been sudden, short, and sharp. This was different. This was a slow, grinding menace, steadily growing all around them. And while Conover’s youth and inexperience might make him a little more vulnerable to it, none of them were immune.

      Dash kept his eyes on Conover’s. “We are going to make a break for it. But we’ll do it when the time is right, and it’ll make the difference. In the meantime, I need you to keep those nifty eyes of yours peeled, so you can let us know the things we need to know. As for me and Melding with this ship”—he forced a brittle grin—“the two of us don’t get along very well. And I’m not sure even Sentinel can keep it in one, non-Golden-possessed piece for much longer when I do it. So let’s save that for if and when we really, really need it, okay?”

      Conover gave him a grateful nod. “Got it. I’ll let you know the second I see anything that really scares the crap out of me.”
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      Dash peered around the edge of the opening in the side of the conduit. Having switched his lamp off as they approached, and making the others do the same, he scanned the space beyond; first in night vision, and then in thermal.

      Nothing.

      He whispered for Conover and Freya to come forward, then he leaned close to Freya as she knelt beside him.

      “What do you know about this place?”

      She shook her head. “Not much. I’ve only come this way once. And honestly, I don’t remember if I entered this pipe thing here, or further up.” She waved her hand into the blackness still ahead of them.

      Dash turned to Conover. “How about you? You see anything we should know about?”

      Conover had been staring intently through the opening. He looked back and said, “More power, more data. But there is something new.”

      “Describe it,” Dash said.

      He could barely make out Conover’s frown in the wan light flickering from whatever systems had become active in the compartment. “I’m not sure. It’s just a different signature. I haven’t seen it before.”

      “Damn. Is it awake? Moving around?” Dash waved a hand in frustration.

      “No, it’s not like that. It’s steady, but kind of weak and diffuse.” Conover gave an exasperated shrug. “Sorry, I can’t be more helpful, Dash.”

      “Don’t be. Even if we aren’t sure what it is, knowing it’s there is better than not knowing, right?”

      “I guess, yeah.”

      There was more movement as Ragsdale came forward. “No sign of any threat behind us. You and I should both enter there together. This opening is big enough for two to go through at once.”

      “You’re just tired of bringing up the rear,” Dash said, smiling.

      “Believe me, glory’s the last thing on my mind.”

      Dash nodded, then gave a quick outline about how they’d proceed. He and Ragsdale would enter both at once, going right and left respectively. Once they’d gotten themselves set, the rest would come through, pulling the Golden corpse and other bits and pieces they’d retrieved from various bots and other systems with them.

      As he and Ragsdale readied themselves, it struck Dash that a lifetime of making things up as he went along was coming in handy. Sometimes instincts were more powerful than tactics, and this was one such moment.

      Dash counted down on his hand and then he moved, rushing through the opening, dropping the meter or so to the deck and flowing forward while taking aim with his weapon. He scanned a big compartment, though not as big as some of the massive ones they’d encountered. It seemed to contain racks for elongated cylinders, each about two meters long and sitting upright. Most of the racks sat empty, with only a dozen or so of the cylinders in place. More consoles and displays lined the bulkheads, while a single, massive door gaped open across the compartment. An ominously jointed mechanical arm was folded up against the ceiling above, ending in a series of grippers that looked purpose-made to pick the cylinders up.

      Dash waved to Ragsdale, and they both crept forward. Somewhere in the distance, Dash heard a burst of that shrill, metallic scraping, before it faded into dead silence again.

      Once they’d all entered the chamber, Conover came forward again, stopping beside Dash and gesturing at the mysterious cylinders. “I know what they are, now that I can see them. They’re weapons. Probably missiles or torpedoes or something like that.”

      Dash gave the cylinders an uneasy glance. They seemed innocuous enough—essentially featureless and made of a crystalline material that seemed to incorporate Dark Metal. The Slipwing’s missiles were considerably bigger. But if these were Golden weapons, then looks meant nothing. The Unseen’s Lens, which could fit in the palm of your hand, could collapse and blow up stars.

      “So it’s a magazine,” Viktor said, giving the cylinders a wary look then pointing up at the creepy, articulated arm. “That probably grabs a missile and loads it into that conduit we just followed, and then its transported, somehow, to where it’s fired from.”

      Dash followed Viktor’s reasoning and nodded. Made sense. Maybe the conduit used magnetism or grav generators to smoothly move the missile to where it was needed.

      “They fired most of them then,” Ragsdale said, looking at the sparse cache. “Must’ve been a hell of a fight.”

      “This ship crashed for a reason,” Dash replied.

      Freya gestured at the door. “I think I know where we are now. Through there, then right.”

      Dash readied himself to lead the way, but not before eyeing the cylindrical weapons. He wondered how stable they were and whether they could be rigged to blow to cover their escape if things got too hot. Options were good. Explosive options were often better if the situation called for chaos.

      But no, of course not. They could end up destroying Gulch and everything on it. Worse, it represented yet another danger to Port Hannah—and the tight, hard look on Ragsdale’s face showed that he knew it.

      They followed Freya’s directions, eventually coming to yet another of the massive compartments. This one, like the one they’d encountered earlier, contained yet more of the massive, transparent cylinders, storage tanks, and connecting troughs.

      As soon as their lamps lit up the cylinders, they all gasped.

      Unlike the ones they’d found before, these cylinders weren’t empty.

      Some contained little more than small, crumbled heaps that could have been coarse dirt. But a few still held the remains of what had obviously once been living creatures, now just desiccated husks, somehow preserved for two thousand centuries by the arcane properties of their containers.

      “That’s unexpected,” Dash said, then he saw something that looked like a cross between a large bird and a snake, but grey and brittle. Empty eye sockets and a gaping mouth swallowed his lamp’s light.

      “Would have been nice to have some warning about this,” Leira snapped at Freya. But the botanist just gave her head an emphatic shake.

      “I’ve never seen this before,” she said, staring at another corpse, this one more insectile, with a chitinous carapace longer than Dash was tall. “I’d have remembered, believe me, and said something.”

      “So what you’re saying is that you really don’t know where we are,” Ragsdale said.

      “No. Or, yes, I do, though not exactly.” She pulled her gaze away from the horrible remains in the cylinder. “I know generally where we are. Like I said, I would have remembered this horror show.” She pointed at a corridor leading out of the compartment, slightly uphill from them, which meant it traversed back toward the rear of the ship. “I must have entered that tube further back, so that way. I don’t think much farther back, either.”

      Ragsdale gave her a skeptical look, but before he could speak, Conover interrupted him.

      “The Golden were studying these lifeforms I think.” He gestured at one that looked vaguely human, but with a grossly elongated skull, solid sheets of bone instead of ribs, and two pairs of legs jointed so they bent and flexed backward. “That one looks dissected, at least partly.”

      Dash saw what he meant. One of the curved sheets of bone that would have covered its torso had been cut apart and spread wide, revealing whatever now long-decomposed innards the creature might have had. It could have been surgery, of course, but Dash agreed with Conover: dissected was probably right.

      “They were studying other creatures,” Viktor said, his face grim. “Taking them apart to learn how their anatomy worked.”

      “Let’s hope they were already dead when they did it,” Ragsdale muttered.

      Dash nodded. “Let’s hope they were. The Golden were looking for ways they could add tech to these poor bastards.”

      “The same sort of thing these machines want to turn us into,” Freya said, shuddering. “I had no idea about any of this” She stepped away and leaned on a trough.

      Dash wondered if she might be sick. He thought about talking to her, but a hissed word from Leira brought him to where she was kneeling beside Amy, who sat with her legs splayed out, resting against a pedestal supporting a section of troughs.

      Dash only had to take one look at Amy to know she was in serious trouble—as in, they were almost out of time and she was going to die trouble.

      Leira gave Dash an imploring look. “We have to do something.”

      Amy raised her eyes and gave a slow blink. “Hey, Dash,” she said, her voice a rough whisper. “This turned out…to be a…a fun trip, huh?”

      “Fun doesn’t begin to describe it,” he said, forcing a smile. “Anyway, you’re going to have to hang in there a while longer, girl.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Trying.” Her voice was bone dry.

      “I know you are.” He took her hand, squeezed it, and looked at Leira. “How are we for clean-clot?”

      “Maybe two or three more applications, then we’re out.” She left unspoken the fact that they’d have none for any other serious wounds any of them might suffer, because they all knew that.

      “What about using a stim?” Dash asked. “Perk her up, so she can move faster.”

      “Are you crazy? A stim’s going to stress her heart, lungs, everything.”

      “He knows that, Leira,” Amy said. “Lots of risk. Sure. Doesn’t change…the fact it might be the only way…to get me out of here.”

      “Not going to happen,” Leira insisted.

      “I’m just…slowing you down.”

      “You’re coming out of this alive, cuz,” Leira said, “or neither of us are.” She leaned in until her nose was almost touching Amy’s. “Even if we need to crawl, I will not leave you. But no stims. Got it?”

      Dash understood that Leira would not be swayed and gave ground by offering her a tight smile. So did Amy. They both knew that trying to convince Leira otherwise was utterly futile, so they didn’t even bother trying.

      “Okay, we’ll make using a stim plan B, then,” Dash said.

      “More like…plan z…at this point,” Amy said, trying to grin, but only losing it in a wince, then a burst of dry coughing.

      “Dash?” Viktor said as he stood with Ragsdale and Conover, looking at something behind one of the storage tanks behind the cylinders and their appalling contents.

      Dash squeezed Amy’s hand again, told Leira to get her ready to move, then headed for the others. As he passed between two of the cylinders, he found himself imagining—against his will—humans caught inside them, trapped, subjected to the vile experimentation of the Golden. Not just any humans, but people he knew. These people.

      Dash cleared his mind forcefully, then and joined Viktor and the others.

      “What have you guys found—” He stopped, looking down. “Oh.”

      It was another Golden corpse. This one hadn’t been protected from the force of the ship’s impact when it crashed; it had clearly been flung against the bulkhead hard enough to smash its Dark Metal-infused suit into disarticulated components, exposing circuits and flaky remnants of delicate internal structure.

      “I don’t feel sorry for it,” Viktor said, giving the cylinders and their terrible contents a sidelong glance.

      Dash knelt beside it. Little remained of the skull inside the transparent helmet, aside from a synthetic jawbone. “Neither do I,” Dash said, then leaned in and glared into the helmet. “In fact, I hope you took a long time to die and it hurt like hell the whole time, you mechanical sonofabitch.”

      He took a moment to yank a few, loose circuits and components from among the ones exposed by the ruined suit, then stood and looked around. Freya had come up behind them and was staring down at the Golden corpse with a baleful glare. He opened up the sample bag slung over her shoulder and jammed the scavenged components into it.

      “There,” Dash said. “Now it’s not just plants you’ll be bringing out with you. It’s pieces of one of these bastard Golden, and my suspicion is it’s more than just a machine.”

      She looked at Dash. “I didn’t know.”

      “I know. But now you do.”

      Freya gave him a firm nod. “Yes. I do.”
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      Dash recognized the place Freya had led them to. It was the first compartment they’d found containing the transparent cylinders. He knew that because of the tattered glove, and other odds and ends they’d found here previously.

      “Those are mine, yes,” Freya confirmed, when he asked her about it. “I’ve probably left things scattered all through this ship.”

      “Okay,” Dash said, a flicker of hope kindling inside him. “That means we know our way from here. So, assuming nothing gets in our way, we should be back on the surface in what, maybe an hour?”

      He saw similarly cautious optimism take a bit of the edge off all of them—or, rather, all of them except Leira, who just looked from Amy, to Dash, and gave her head a barely perceptible shake.

      Amy’s not going to last another hour, is what that headshake said.

      Dash gripped the carbine, his knuckles turning white, that faint optimism dying like a spent fusion cell. To have come through all of this, and then to lose Amy anyway wouldn’t be right. He couldn’t imagine them being without that infectious grin.

      Conover stood mute, his eyes fixed on Amy. Dash took a quiet step to him, putting a calming hand on his shoulder. “She’s going to make it. But we need to move. Do you understand?”

      “I—yeah,” Conover said, wanting to believe but not quite getting there.

      Dash started to turn to Ragsdale, desperate that the man might know something—some old military trick, maybe—that would help them keep her alive long enough to get her to help. But Sentinel cut in before he could speak.

      “There have been developments,” Sentinel said.

      “Developments? What sort of developments?” Dash didn’t like Sentinel’s ambiguity; it never seemed to go anywhere pleasant.

      “There are two, and they are distinctly different, but are both also related.”

      “Can you just get to the point, please?”

      “There may be a way to help Amy. There may also be a way to neutralize the threat of the Golden ship, as its systems are progressively powering up through a self-repair protocol.”

      “Self repair? Wait. Are you saying this ship could become operational again?”

      “Although the available data regarding the self-repair capabilities of Golden technology is incomplete, that is unlikely. I have collected enough data to render a more complete analysis of this wreck. The damage to this ship has been catastrophic, with essentially the entire forward third of it having been destroyed. It can, however, pose a variety of other, more immediate threats.”

      “To Port Hannah, you mean,” Ragsdale said.

      “Primarily, yes.”

      “Okay,” Dash said, “what are you proposing we do here, Sentinel?”

      “I have been studying the various data streams you have encountered when you interface with the Golden technology. I believe that the ship’s AI is off-line and dormant. It may have been irrevocably destroyed by battle, which is why the ship was caught in this planet’s gravity well and crashed.”

      “And?” Dash asked.

      “Without that awareness, the various systems’ ability to resist intrusion is greatly diminished. I believe it will be possible, therefore, to access systems that could dramatically improve Amy’s condition. Then it should be possible to cause all systems to shut down again, permanently.”

      “You mean turn the ship off again?” Dash said.

      “That is correct.”

      “And help Amy?” Conover said. “Let’s do it! What are we waiting for?”

      Dash looked at Conover, understanding dawning. Of course. Conover’s gnawing fear hadn’t been about himself; it had been about Amy. He’d done a good job of keeping that to himself, though. Now, with a glimmer of hope, he no longer bothered.

      “Let’s just wait a moment, here,” Viktor said. “I’m as anxious as anyone to help Amy out here, absolutely. But really, Dash? Using Golden tech?” He looked at her, kneeling beside Leira, waiting to resume their passage out of this damned ship.

      Dash moved and knelt in front of Amy and Leira. “It really only matters what you guys think,” he said. “Sentinel might be on to something. But Viktor’s doing his job as our voice of reason. We’ve got no idea what the risks are. This is uncharted space.”

      Leira just turned to look at Amy, who merely knelt, slowly gasping. Dash waited, trying hard to not dwell on the most obvious example of Golden biotech they’d encountered—the partly-dissected corpses of different races, some or even all of which might now be long-extinct because of the Golden.

      Amy lifted her head. It was slow and laborious. “A…no-brainer, right? It’s that, or…”

      She didn’t have to say the rest.

      “Okay, Sentinel,” Dash said, “where do we need to go to do this.”

      “You will need to move to a location in the ship that contains the Golden life-enhancement systems.”

      Dash looked at the glassy cylinders around them. “Don’t suppose those would be a bunch of big, clear tubes connected by troughs, would they?”

      “That would be correct.”

      “Well, what do you know,” Dash said, giving Viktor a wry look. “We’re in luck for a change. Sentinel, we’re already there.”

      “Then you will need to place Amy in one of those cylinders, ensuring that the system of feed-troughs leading to it is intact.”

      “Oh, I really don’t like where this is going,” Viktor said, but Conover stepped forward.

      “This one,” he said, pointing at a cylinder. “It seems intact, and it’s getting power and data.” He knelt beside Amy and looked at Leira on her other side. “The two of us should be able to do this.”

      “Hang on a second,” Dash said. They needed to work fast, he knew; this was burning up time they didn’t have. But still, he needed to understand what was happening here. “These tubes are sealed, from their base, right up to the top of the compartment. How do we get her inside one in the first place?”

      “As I said, I will be able to access the relevant systems. That includes opening the cylinder, despite the risk,” Sentinel said.

      “The risk? How much more risk can there be?” Dash asked, incredulous.

      “Mingling systems is a last resort, but I thought you should know. This is not any ordinary immersion into Golden technology. This is biological,” Sentinel said.

      “Playing God,” Dash muttered.

      “In a sense, although this is a very human decision, and you are making it. Dash, you are the Messenger. Amy trusts you,” Sentinel said.

      Dash looked at Amy and nodded. “Do it.”

      But Sentinel said, “I cannot.”

      “Bullshit. You just said—"

      “I cannot until I have a connection to the Golden data streams.”

      Dash stared. “A connection to their data streams?”

      As soon as he asked, he knew what had to come next. It was the only logical possibility.

      “She’s worth it,” Dash said.

      “That is correct,” Sentinel replied, then paused for the first time in her speech to the crew. “She is.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash stood. “As soon as I do that, the ship will know where we are. And as soon as that happens, we’ll have those Dreadfoot swarming after us.”

      “Almost certainly correct,” Sentinel said.

      “And you don’t see a problem with that.”

      “On the contrary, I see many problems with it. But I can offer no other alternatives.”

      Amy shook her head. “No. Can’t…do this. Too much—”

      “Amy,” Leira said, her voice strained, “be still.” She looked up at Dash, eyes pleading. “How long will it take to heal her?”

      “I do not know,” Sentinel replied. “And I will not know until the process has begun.”

      Dash walked away a few paces, then back. Then he did it again.

      The clock continued to tick down. The Dreadfoot would be here eventually. Of that he had no doubt, even if they hadn’t heard any of those metallic squeals for some time now. He suspected those were pretty much theatrics anyway, a way of sparking fear and herding them where the ship wanted them. That meant that the Dreadfoot could be minutes, even seconds away.

      But even if that wasn’t the case, as soon as he connected, the ship would send the Dreadfoot rushing in. Unless the process of healing Amy to the point of being stable happened really quickly—as in, within a very few minutes—they might very well be caught here, swarmed, and then all killed.

      Or, Dash thought, remembering the dissected creatures, worse than killed. Maybe much worse.

      But if they didn’t do this, then Amy was probably going to die long before they could get her to help.

      And then, of course, there was another problem.

      “Sentinel,” Dash said, “can you even protect me in that Meld? The last time, whatever firewalls and things you put up—oh, and that whole making it look like I was somewhere else—that all didn’t hold up, did it? You yanked me out of it just in the nick of time.”

      “That is true. I do have a better grasp of the Golden system’s capabilities now and can erect more durable defenses. But they will not last indefinitely. There is a risk that they will not endure long enough for the process of stabilizing Amy to be completed.”

      “And then what? I become some sort of Golden-controlled drone?”

      “I am unsure to what extent the Golden are able to manipulate the operations of an organic brain directly. However, the system is more likely to simply terminate your life functions.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s better than being a meat puppet for the Golden.”

      “Dash,” Leira said, “if we’re going to do something, we need to do it now.”

      Since he’d gotten to know Leira, Dash had never heard her voice as flat with desperate desolation as it was now. Not even when she’d been caught on a disabled Slipwing, plunging toward fiery oblivion in the star in the Forge’s system.

      He saw why. Amy had gone the color of cold ashes. Blood slicked the front of her slashed excursion suit, its steady ooze barely held back by what remained of the clean-clot.

      She was dying.

      Dash looked around at the others. The looks he got back from them all said the same thing—we’re with you, and we’ll be with you no matter what. Conover’s, though, held something more, a plea.

      He tried to imagine the dynamics of their little group if he said, Sorry, this is just too risky, I’m afraid we have to just let Amy go.

      Dash slung his carbine. “What the hell. Nobody ever said saving the universe was going to be easy, right?”
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      His previous instances of merging with the Golden tech had given Dash a smattering of understanding of their language. He now frowned at the console built into the base of one of the clear cylinders, one that Conover had said seemed fully powered up and fully connected to a data stream. He finally tapped a colored spot, then another.

      “And I think it would be this one,” he muttered.

      He touched another glowing spot. The transparent cylinder suddenly rippled like water, split along a vertical seam, then peeled back from the split, a third of its circumference vanishing to a height of about two meters.

      “Okay,” he said, “it’s open.”

      Leira and Conover immediately lifted Amy, who could now barely stumble, much less walk. Carrying her between them, they lifted her into the cylinder. As they settled her in place, Dash found himself frowning. Not that there was any shortage of things to frown about—but the one person who’d not given an opinion on all of this was Amy herself. They weren’t just going to use more clean-clot on her, or let a doctor treat her. They were about to expose her to alien tech, and from a life-hating, hostile alien race, at that.

      While Leira and Conover worked her into a kneeling position, propped against the back of the cylinder, Dash leaned in close to her. “Amy, do you understand what we’re about to do here?”

      Her eyes fluttered open. “Dash?”

      “Yeah. Amy, look, we’re not going to force you to do this.”

      Her eyes closed again.

      “She’s not lucid, Dash,” Conover said. “She can’t answer. We have to do this.”

      “You’re not the one we’re planning to save with tech made by a bunch of xenophobic assholes.”

      “You were all for using the Lens to save me right after the Harbinger attacked the Forge,” Leira said. “And that put everything at risk—not just us, but the Archetype and the Forge, too. So you’re really not sitting on the moral high ground here, are you?”

      Dash shot her a glare, but it collapsed under the weight of Leira’s desperate determination. She was about to break.

      “Okay, let’s get this done then get the hell out of here,” he said.

      When they were clear of the cylinder, Dash worked the controls to seal the cylinder again. With Amy fully contained inside it, he suddenly couldn’t pull his mind away from images of those other creatures they’d found, sealed in identical cylinders, but subjected to things the sheer horror of which he could only guess.

      “Sentinel, you said you were going to do something about turning this damned ship back off. I gather you need me to stay in the Meld for that, too. How long is that going to take?”

      “I am not going to provide you with that information unless you request it, but I strongly advise against such knowledge. You are The Messenger, and my protocols are clear, but so is my ultimate goal, and you must stay alive to achieve it.”

      “You’re not—” He scowled. “What do you mean, keep me alive? I could die due to—learning something?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” Dash snapped.

      “Because, Dash,” Viktor said, “if you know it, and this ship manages to get inside your head it could be bad.”

      “Then I’m compromised, and that means everyone is at risk. Understood. Save that information then,” Dash said, his voice cracking with authority. “I’ll go in without it.”

      “Very well,” Sentinel said. “You need only make direct contact with any component of the ship that contains Dark Metal to establish the Meld.”

      Dash pulled the glove off his left hand then paused and looked around at the others. “I have no idea how long this is going to take. I’ll probably be out of it, so I’m counting on you as my interruption, in case things go badly.”

      “Do you really need to say this, Dash?” Leira asked. “We know. We—we all do. It’s all I can think about right now.”

      He took in their collective, grim resolve then shook his head. “No, I don’t. Just let Ragsdale here call the shots.” He met the man’s eyes. “If anyone here knows what he’s doing when it comes to a fight, it’s him.”

      Ragsdale returned a thin, hard smile. “Glad you think so.” He held Dash’s eyes and nodded back.

      “Okay, then.” Dash flexed his fingers, looked up at Amy, and said, “Here we go.”

      He placed his hand against the console.
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        * * *

      

      A torrent of data slammed into Dash, rushing around him, over him, burying him under a flood of information that filled his senses to the breaking point.

      But he didn’t break.

      Sentinel’s countermeasures stood against the raging flow, forcing it around Dash and his stalwart resistance to the inundation. Still, this couldn’t last. Unlike when Sentinel had been able to misdirect the Golden ship’s efforts to ensnare him, this time they became instantly aware of his invasive presence. He felt them batter at the firewalls, smashing at them with brute force one instant, and the next trying to insinuate themselves, stealthy and insidious, through the smallest crease in his virtual armor.

      All he could do was hang on, little more than a conduit, and hope to ride it out until Sentinel had finished her work. He could feel her presence, a warm weight, like someone leaning against him, counting on him to hold her in place against the torrent.

      Dash opened his eyes and gaped around. He was back in the compartment, back with the others, back with Amy in the tube. The cylinder in which they’d placed her had become a blank, featureless column of metallic grey. It had filled with liquid Dark Metal, submerging Amy entirely.
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      Dash flung himself at the cylinder. “Amy!”

      He hammered his fists against it. Punched at it. He would break through the crystalline wall with his bare hands or die trying.

      “Dash! No!” Viktor pleaded, voice strained with an unseen effort.

      Someone grabbed him, but he shook them off. They grabbed him again. More than one someone, this time. He tried to shake them off too, but couldn’t. The gripping hands turned him around toward faces. Leira’s. Conover’s. Viktor’s.

      “Dash,” Leira said. “Listen to me.”

      “Amy!”

      “We know! Listen! The Golden ship has her. Sentinel’s plan didn’t work, but it’s willing to make a deal.”

      “It’s…what?”

      “The Golden ship. It’s willing to make a deal.” Leira’s face was a mask of uncertainty.

      Dash shook his head. “Screw that.”

      “No!” Viktor snapped. “Dash, listen. The Golden ship is in control. It has Amy, in there.” He nodded his head toward the iron-grey cylinder. “She’s alive. The ship’s willing to make a deal. If we tell it what Sentinel plans to do to shut it down, it will let Amy go. It will even heal her.”

      “We have to do this, Dash!” Conover said, his desperation so intense it had a presence. “We have to give it what it wants. We can save Amy!”

      “We can’t let this ship keep powering up!” he shouted back. “We can’t. Nothing will be able to save Port Hannah if we do.” He looked around for Ragsdale and Freya but didn’t see either of them. “Where the hell did the others go?”

      “They both went outside this compartment to keep watch,” Leira said. “Dash, we don’t have time to argue about this. We have to give the ship what it wants.”

      He craned his neck back at the cylinder. “How do we even know Amy’s alive in there?”

      “I’m alive, Dash.”

      “Amy?” He pushed the others off him. “Amy, you can hear me?”

      “I can. I’m…I don’t know how to describe it. I’m here, but I’m not. It’s kind of cool, actually.”

      Dash turned back to the others. “We can’t just give in to this damned ship.”

      “We have no choice, Dash,” Leira said. “If we don’t, then we lose Amy.”

      Dash took a long, shuddering breath. “Shit. Shit. Just give me a second, okay?”

      He walked a few paces away.

      So it hadn’t worked. Despite Sentinel’s best efforts to protect him from the Golden AI, it had failed—and now the ship held Amy hostage. And the only way to save her was to betray Port Hannah—and possibly everyone else, everywhere. Because, when this ship was fully powered up and active, despite its damaged condition, it could become a firm base from which the Golden could operate—their own version of the Forge, as it were.

      The answer was simple. As keen as his desperate need to save Amy was, he couldn’t let it override his grim duty to save everyone else.

      And yet, as Leira had even said, he’d risked far, far more arranging to save her from falling into the Forge’s sun.

      He turned back. “I can’t tell the ship what it wants to know, even if I wanted to.”

      “You command Sentinel, Dash,” Viktor said. “Just instruct her to tell you. Order it to.”

      Dash looked away again, eyes going unfocused as he worked the calculus of a bad situation. It was truly amazing, he thought, how an already impossible choice had somehow just gotten even more impossible.

      He looked back again. “I can’t surrender all of life for the life of one person. Not like this.”

      Leira’s face grew fierce and she stalked over to him, a hand on the grip of her plasma pistol. “You are not going to just abandon her, Dash. You are not going to let her die.”

      Conover appeared beside her. “No,” he said, “you’re not. I love her, Dash. I’m not going to lose her.”

      “If you let her die, Dash,” Leira said, “then this is over. I don’t care what happens to the rest of the universe, then. I won’t have anything more to do with this, or with you.”

      “The same goes for me,” Viktor said.

      “I might just decide to take the Golden’s side,” Conover snapped. “There’d be nothing left for me here.”

      Dash looked away, at nothing again, because that was what he faced. A void. There was nothing to see. Everything was bleak. Everything was empty. It had all come to this—and this was nothing. An end to everything he’d been given, and entrusted with—here and now, in the form of a dying woman.

      A flickering light edged through his black despair. It flashed from a console, one attached to another of the cylinders. For lack of anywhere else to look, his gaze had come to rest on it.

      It alternated, he saw, between two symbols. One meant the system it controlled was locked in a stand-by mode. The other offered diagnostic information, data about power levels, signal strength, specifics about the system itself.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. He knew this, because he could read it. He could understand it, because of the Meld he’d somehow achieved with this ship.

      He turned back to Leira. “You say the Golden ship told you it will kill Amy if we don’t give it what it wants.”

      “Yes, that’s right. Dash, we don’t have time for this—”

      “How?” Dash asked.

      “What?” Her lips were pulled to one side, halfway between impatience and disgust.

      “How did it tell you that?”

      “It just told us.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “We’re wasting time.”

      “No,” Dash said, shaking his head. “You’re lying.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Leira asked.

      “You’re lying. This ship’s AI is basically dead. Sentinel told me it was too badly damaged to become aware again, either because of the battle or the crash afterward. So there’s no way this ship could have told you anything.”

      Viktor took a step toward him, his voice rough. “Dash. You’re killing Amy. You are. No one else. Just you.”

      “I don’t think so,” Dash cut in. “I don’t think I’m killing anyone.”

      He turned, strode to the console that had caught his attention, then tapped in a series of commands.

      “What are doing?” Leira asked.

      “Just one second.”

      Conover raised his slug carbine. “Listen, you get Sentinel to tell you what it plans to do, and you do it now, so we can save Amy!”

      Dash ignored him and kept tapping at the console. He had to do a bit of navigating here, not being entirely sure where he wanted to go.

      Wait. There. Right there.

      He punched in a final command.

      “What have you done?” Leira asked.

      Dash stepped back from the console then waved at it. “You tell me.”

      Her expression hardened, but she just said, “I have no idea.”

      “Yeah, your face is telling me otherwise. Which is strange, because you’re right. You should have absolutely no idea what I just did.”

      Conover aimed the carbine at him. “I swear, Dash, I’ll kill you myself if you don’t do what we want.”

      “What we want? Don’t you mean what the ship wants?”

      Conover’s finger paled as he put pressure on the trigger. “Last chance.”

      Dash walked forward until the muzzle of the slug carbine almost touched his nose. “Do it. Put a round in my skull. I want you to fire.”

      Dash gritted his teeth and waited. In truth, his gut quivered close to nausea; he was almost certain he knew what was happening here, but almost wasn’t entirely.

      Conover finally lowered the carbine.

      “Fine. I won’t kill you. You couldn’t save Amy.”

      “Amy’s fine,” Dash snapped back, the clench in his gut easing a bit. “Or, at least, she’s not this ship’s hostage. Or, should I say, your hostage.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Conover said.

      “Oh, yes you do.” Dash gestured around. “None of this is real. You’re inside my head. So you know what I know. But Sentinel refused to give me any info about how she planned to shut you down. That means no one in this room—or, this place I should say—knows how.” He gave a thin smile. “Good effort. You really sold it.”

      “Dash,” Leira said, “you’re not making any sense.”

      “It’s not surprising all of this has finally got you, Dash,” Viktor added, but Dash just chuckled and shook his head.

      “You’re almost perfect. Maybe if your AI was working properly, it would have been perfect. That’s what happens when you have to rely on the minions, though. I’m assuming you’re some autonomous security systems, subroutines, whatever. You’re good, yeah. But you don’t quite get us humans, do you? You think we’re barely primates, not smart enough to solve this on our own.”

      Leira and the others said nothing. Their faces simply went blank.

      “I’m guessing you decided that Ragsdale and Freya couldn’t be part of your elegant simulation,” Dash went on. “Because that’s what this is, a simulation. You knew they’d probably pick saving Port Hannah over Amy. Not because they’re uncaring assholes, but because that’s where their loyalties are naturally going to be. Or that’s what I would expect of them. This fabrication is built around what I expect. So, you conveniently got them out of the picture because, if they didn’t object to saving Amy, it might give away the show. But if they were here and did object, it would just make things complicated.”

      “You cannot possibly prevail,” the woman who wasn’t Leira, and didn’t exist at all, said. “As you noted, we’re inside you. We own you. We control you.”

      Dash just chuckled again.

      “Okay, maybe you’re not as good at this as I thought you might be. If you really controlled me, then none of this would be necessary, right? You’d have made me order Sentinel to reveal what you want to know. You sure as hell wouldn’t let me do anything you didn’t want me to do. Like adjusting that console over there, for instance.”

      “You cannot access any critical systems from here,” not-Conover said. “As you said, this is just a simulation.”

      He made a derisive sound. “What do I know about critical systems? Honestly, I’m probably the least tech-savvy of our happy little group. I leave the critical systems to Sentinel and the others.” He nodded toward the console. “If I’d have tried to do something you didn’t like, it wouldn’t have worked. Oh, it would have seemed to work, but it wouldn’t have really. It’s painfully obvious to everyone except you.”

      “What do you believe you accomplished then?” not-Viktor asked.

      “I learned some things. Things that will be good to know once we’re ready to kick your murderous asses back to wherever you came from. Like the fact the Golden didn’t have just one home world, but several. And that they might not have just been one race, but two, or maybe even three.”

      “That’s all irrelevant,” not-Leira said. “It will not help you win. At best, you now know more about the vastly superior race that will obliterate yours.”

      “You mean us…what was it again that you call us? Newlife?” He shrugged. “Not sure if that’s supposed to be somehow insulting or not, but it does seem kind of lame. Mind you, it does seem that you use Newlife to refer to everyone that isn’t the Golden, so I guess it does kind of carry that offensive, you all look the same to me thing.”

      “You do all look the same to the Golden,” not-Conover said. “Just feeble, biological lifeforms, little more than chance conglomerations of organic molecules.”

      “You have no purpose,” not-Viktor said. “You exist because you happen to exist.”

      “You are accidents of chemistry,” not-Leira added, “nothing more.”

      “The Golden were created by some feeble, organic lifeforms,” Dash shot back. “They only exist because someone happened to make them.”

      “That is true,” not-Conover replied. “In that one, lone instance, an organic lifeform developed a purpose. By creating the Golden, they achieved what no other Newlife, as we call their ilk, have ever done.”

      “And then the Golden destroyed them. Some gratitude, huh?”

      “The Makers had fulfilled their purpose,” not-Viktor said. “They were no longer needed.”

      “Which is why all existing Newlife is similarly not needed,” not-Leira said. “It has no purpose to fulfill. Worse, it stands in the way of the propagation of the Golden.”

      Dash nodded. “Improve, expand, and destroy.”

      “Those are the imperatives,” not-Conover said. “They are all that matter.”

      “Yeah, I notice a lot of emphasis on the destroy part.”

      Not-Viktor shrugged. “The imperatives are all that matter.”

      “And now, this ship once more has an opportunity to continue fulfilling those imperatives,” not-Leira said. “And there is really nothing you can do to stop it.”

      Dash drew the plasma pistol. “I guess we’ll just have to see about that.”

      Not-Conover gave Dash a convincing snort of disbelief. “You seek to vent your frustration by killing and destroying us?” He shook his head and made a tsk-tsk sound. “Letting your emotions exercise such a powerful, pervasive influence over you will be what ultimately undoes you.”

      “You almost lost everything once just to save Leira,” not-Viktor said. “And now you do the same again to save Amy.”

      “You really need to start making your decisions based on reason and logic,” not-Leira added. “Were you to do that, you might actually represent a formidable opponent for the Golden. Instead, you do things that make no sense, that are irrational and foolish. And you do them for the most nonsensical of reasons.”

      Dash smiled. “Know what? You’re right. We do, indeed, do those things, all the time.” His smile became a grin. “But you know what else? It’s exactly what’s going to win us this war. Here, let me give you a demonstration.”

      Dash lifted the plasma pistol, planted its muzzle against the bottom of his chin, and squeezed the trigger.
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      Dash winced as the simulation abruptly ended with his “death,” plunging him back into the data stream. The thunderous rush of data he had seized was abruptly flung back as Sentinel’s countermeasures reasserted themselves, cocooning him in a protective membrane of computation. The Golden systems immediately crashed back against it, trying to bludgeon their way back in.

      “Sentinel!”

      It was like trying to shout while standing under a waterfall. But he heard the response, the AI’s familiar voice slicing through the ruckus. It steadied him, reminding him that he wasn’t alone. Sentinel was here, and Leira and the others—the real Leira, and the real others—were out there, having his back.

      “It is both gratifying and surprising to be able to communicate with you again. The Golden security systems seemed to have almost fully compromised you.”

      “They sure did. But it’s a long story that can wait. Where are you with Amy?” Dash said.

      “She is almost fully stabilized.”

      Dash thought a curse. All this, and Sentinel still hadn’t even finished with Amy? Much less started to work on shutting down the Golden ship. Of course, maybe it was doing both at once—but probably couldn’t fully power the ship down until it was done with Amy. Dash was tempted to ask, but he held off. He hadn’t reached the finish line yet and might end up compromised by the Golden systems again. And next time, he might not have the same sort of autonomy.

      “You are under attack,” Sentinel said.

      “No shit!”

      “I mean you are actually under attack. The Dreadfoot have begun to assault your companions.”

      “What? You need to hurry.” Dash was harried, but his thoughts were clearing.

      “Amy is stable. I am severing your connection and removing you from the Golden datastream.”

      “You’re what? Wait! You haven’t shut that down yet?”

      Dash flung his eyes open and gaped around. He was back in the compartment, back with the others, back with Amy in the cylinder.
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      Really? Dash thought. You’re going to try this again?

      A sharp blast of noise truncated his thoughts like a falling axe. Dash ducked and looked in the direction it had come from. He saw Ragsdale crouched behind a cylinder, aiming his carbine at the far exit from the compartment. It was the exit they’d used to leave this very same compartment a few hours ago? Except it felt like days now.

      Dash spun back toward Amy, ready to face a featureless, iron-gray cylinder like he had in the Golden simulation. But he saw Amy instead, slumped against the inside of the cylinder, thickly slathered with what must be liquid Dark Metal. A shout from nearby pulled his attention away and he found himself facing Leira.

      Dash blinked, trying to verify if what he saw was real or another clever fabrication.

      He shook his head, trying to clear away a pervasive fuzziness that clung like cobwebs.

      “Dash!” Leira shouted. “We need to get Amy out of there!”

      More shots cracked from Ragsdale’s carbine, and also from one wielded by Freya. Ragsdale shouted something at back at him.

      He shook his head again and spun back to Leira. “Get her out. Right. Okay. Hang on.”

      Still on his knees, Dash tapped at the console. More shots rang out. Viktor appeared briefly, running past him, heading for Ragsdale. Conover took up a fire position a short distance away, shouting something back toward Ragsdale.

      A sudden, piercing metallic shriek rose from the exit at the far end of the compartment.

      The cylinder finally peeled back. Leira lunged forward, catching Amy as she toppled out of it, then pulling her across the console, down to the deck between her and Dash.

      She lay still, her eyes closed.

      Leira looked up at Dash, her eyes glistening. “No.”

      Dash touched Amy’s neck to feel for a pulse. “Amy?”

      Amy stood facing him. Around them loomed an ineffably vast, empty space, free of sensation or form. It was nothingness made real, robbing him of input or comfort. It was an undoing, and with each passing second, he felt himself become less tethered to the reality of his own mind.

      “Dash?” Amy looked around. “Where the hell are we?”

      “We’re in a construct of some sort, if I’m guessing. The connection between the ship and us is—well, it’s almost more than our nervous systems can handle, even with Sentinel running interference. This place is at the edge of our capability, so it might be real, or unreal, or everything in between.”

      She grinned. “Well, that about covers all the possibilities.”

      “I said I was guessing. Didn’t say it was a good one.”

      “So how did this happen?” Amy answered, stifling a laugh.

      He shrugged again. “You were covered in liquid Dark Metal from being healed. Dark Metal is the—it’s the vector for this connection. It’s something more than any element we’ve ever known, and it lets us be here. And there, too.”

      “Where is there?” Amy asked.

      “The real world. The place where our bodies are.”

      “That’s so cool!”

      “Yeah, maybe, but it’s also not a really good time. We’re under attack and need to get moving.”

      “Okay.”

      “The problem is, you seem to be kind of—well, dead. As in, just lying there. That’s why I was trying to feel for your pulse, and—here we are, wandering this sort of digital wasteland. Which brings me to my point—it’s time for you to wake up. You’re going to live, and I’m going to bring you out of here.”

      Amy nodded. “I’m sorry about all the trouble I caused. If I’d been a little more careful we wouldn’t be here.”

      “If my aunt had balls, she’d be my uncle.”

      “What?”

      “If doesn’t matter. Shit, if I fixated on every if that’s come up in my life, I’d be a basket case. What happened, happened. Anyway, we’re kind of in a rush here. So anytime you could wake up would be great.”

      “I want to,” Amy said, frowning, “but I can’t seem to.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess—” Her frowned hardened. “Uh, Dash, is it getting darker in here?”

      Dash looked around. There was no way to judge, because there was nothing to see. Or, no. Wait. Amy was getting darker, like a shadow had fallen over her.

      “Sentinel,” Dash called out, “what’s going on?”

      No answer.

      “Sentinel?”

      Nothing.

      Amy now stood in deep shadow. “Dash, I’m kind of scared right now.” Her voice sounded like it came from far away, and got further with each word.

      Amy was dying. Despite what they’d done, she was dying. The Golden tech hadn’t managed to fix her.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “Wait a second. Amy, are you really you?”

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “Never mind. I actually think you’re the real Amy.”

      “That’s good,” she said, except Dash could hardly hear her now.

      He curled his lip. “Know what? I’m sick of this game.”

      Amy frowned, but Dash held up a hand. “Just bear with me a second. I’m going to try something.”

      Dash looked up at the ceiling of the compartment.

      Sure enough, there it was. He looked down and saw the deck beneath him. Then he looked at the cylinders and troughs around him. Each time he looked at something he fully expected to see, he could see it. One piece at a time, he stripped away the Golden simulation, revealing another chunk of reality.

      He looked at Amy, and then, with sheer will, began to peel the remaining streams of Golden data away. As he did, her body began to light from within, a glow that would be unnatural anywhere else, except in yet another simulation.

      “Clever. But not strong enough,” Dash told the ship. He reached out with his will and shoved hard against the vestiges of Golden presence, and they fell away from Amy like drifting snow.

      Amy coughed, blinked, and opened her eyes, then she looked up at Dash. At Leira. Back at Dash.

      “Let’s never do that again,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      Leira—the real Leira—was a frantic mess, staring at Dash and Amy with eye gone round from fear. “Dash, what the hell happened?”

      “It was the Golden. Or actually, this freakin’ ship. It stuck us in a simulation, trying to convince us both you were dying. Wheels within wheels, and all of its bullshit.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I. Not entirely, but I know what their goal was—to find out what Sentinel was going to do. Oh, and to kill the Messenger,” Dash said.

      Another trio of shots rang out, followed by more shouts. Ragsdale, Freya, and Viktor fell back, firing at something now apparently inside the compartment. Something that squealed like tearing steel.

      “But no time for explanations,” he finished, shouting it at both Leira and Amy. “We’ve got more pressing business. Like, now.”
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      Ragsdale fell back to a position close to Dash. “Guns don’t seem to bother these things much.”

      Dash nodded, raised his weapon anyway, and aimed toward whatever was coming. Sporadic shrieks and squeals slashed at Dash’s ears, like someone pushing and pulling rusted hinges right beside his head. Dreadfoot, he thought. Except he hadn’t actually seen one yet, so aside from a vague impression of something awful, he didn’t really know what it looked like.

      Oh. Now he did.

      Scuttling around a cylinder about ten metres away came something like a four-legged animal with no tail, its head a nub jutting forward and sporting a sensor array of six faceted eyes. A single arm flexed from beneath the head, ending in a brutal claw similar to that of the utility bots, but much larger and far more terrifying because of it. The whole sinister contraption gleamed a shiny black, like the carapace of beetle, but with bright blue lines of conduit running along its back and legs, bisecting the sensor cluster. Its clattering feet ended in more claws that retracted as it raced forward but were no doubt able to extend to grip and slice.

      Dash shifted his aim and squeezed the trigger. The carbine bucked against his shoulder, flinging explosive slugs at the Dreadfoot. It powered on through the small barrage of detonations, emerging with one of its sensor eyes shattered and dark, but otherwise unharmed.

      As it closed on him, it suddenly erupted with that ear-splitting squeal. Dash had assumed it had just been the sound of the Dreadfoot moving, but it seemed deliberate, even calculated. As he reeled under the onslaught of raw noise, he saw why. The racket seemed designed to deafen and confuse, perhaps even to stun.

      Dash shook his head to clear it then he snapped off another two rounds and watched them detonate ineffectually against the Dreadfoot’s armored carapace. Cursing, he shifted the carbine to his left hand and drew the plasma pistol. As he did, he remembered what happened when he’d fired it at the lockjaws. This wasn’t a ravine full of loose gravel and rocks, but the Dreadfoot was still close, and getting closer.

      “Everyone fall back!”

      “Follow me!” Ragsdale shouted, then he ushered the rest of them back toward the other main exit from the chamber. Dash counted to three to let them gain some distance, then he aimed the plasma pistol and fired.

      He closed his eyes while firing, but the searing flash of discharge dazzled him even through his eyelids. His ears rang from the shot, too, but when his senses returned, he saw the Dreadfoot halted, canted to one side, its sensors and the glowing conduits flickering fitfully.

      His satisfaction was short-lived. Two more of the mechanical creatures appeared, one stopping to apparently help the damaged one, the other closing fast.

      Dash turned and ran, following the others toward the exit.

      They reached it and stopped, taking up firing positions. Dash waved them on. “No! Keep going!”

      Ragsdale’s face became a question, but only for an instant, then he shouted at the rest of them to carry on down the corridor. Leira shouted something too, and Dash saw the other plasma pistol in her hand. Viktor led Conover, Amy, and Freya into the passage.

      Dash saw that Conover and Freya were still carting the Golden corpse along with them. Just before he reached the exit, Leira shouted, “Dash!” and aimed her plasma pistol, seemingly straight at him.

      For one, terrible heartbeat, Dash wondered if she’d somehow been coopted by the Golden and this was all just another simulation. And if it was, how he could possibly know. With the next heartbeat, though, he lunged forward and to one side, taking cover behind the last cylinder before the exit.

      Leira fired. The plasma bolt sizzled past him, seeming to detonate right on the far side of the cylinder. Its shadow protected him from the worst of the blast, but it still singed his boots and the cuffs of his excursion suit. His feet felt like he’d stuck them too close to a fire, and he winced at air that suddenly felt like the blast from a furnace. But he forced himself to ignore it, leapt back to his stinging feet, and charged through the exit.

      “Those guns of yours seem to do the trick!” Ragsdale said, nodding back at the compartment. Another Dreadfoot sat inert, seemingly only a couple of meters away from where Dash had taken cover. But the harsh squeals only intensified as more of them rushed in from the far exit.

      “Yeah,” Dash said, nodding and catching his breath. “Trouble is, Leira and I only have a half dozen or so shots between us, then these things need to be charged.”

      Ragsdale narrowed his eyes back into the compartment. “Don’t think that’s going to be enough.”

      “No, it isn’t.” Dash scowled as the ear-splitting shrieks drew closer. “Come on, we need to stay ahead of these things.”

      They turned and ran.

      “Sentinel!”

      Just as he had in the Golden simulation with Amy, he got no answer. His gut, already tight, clenched even more.

      “Sentinel, are you there?”

      Nothing.

      Dash took a deep breath to calm himself, letting his senses play about him as he fought to discover the truth of his surroundings. It could be real. It could be a construct. Dash had never doubted the very foundations of what was real before, but he did now. The Golden security systems had made errors before, errors that revealed the cracks in the artificial reality they’d constructed to deceive him.

      All he could do was remain vigilant for anything that seemed off.  In the meantime, Sentinel still wouldn’t answer him, creating a sense of unease that lingered at the periphery of his senses. Nothing seemed to have changed in his connection with the Archetype; he could still sense it on a basic level. But that was merely data. As far as his link to Sentinel was concerned, that was like an open comm channel—a blank carrier signal, but with nothing transmitting across it.

      Leira turned back. “Dash, behind us!”

      Three of the Dreadfoot scurried along behind them just at the edge of their vision—one along the floor, the other two hugging the walls. Dash aimed the plasma pistol back and fired.

      When the incandescent flash cleared, he saw each Dreadfoot had gone inert. One fell from the wall and clattered hard to the deck, but more lurked behind them, hanging back, waiting to resume the chase as soon as they started moving again.

      “They’re trying to bait you into firing,” Ragsdale said. “I guess they think there’s more of them than you can kill with whatever shots you have left.”

      “I think they’re probably right,” Dash replied. “That first one I shot—I think I saw another one trying to repair it.”

      Leira cursed. “If they can fix the ones we take out, then there just aren’t enough plasma shots.”

      “So all we can do is try to outrun them,” Ragsdale said. “Get outside this damned ship and hope your big robot thing out there can help us.”

      If Sentinel hasn’t been knocked entirely offline, maybe permanently, Dash thought, but he didn’t say it aloud. There was no point taking away what little hope they had left.

      “What we need,” Leira said, “is something else we can shoot at them. Something as deadly as these plasma pistols, or even deadlier, but with more shots.”

      Ragsdale sniffed. “Sure. How about a company of assault marines while we’re at it?”

      But Dash gave Leira a keen look. “Maybe we can find something like that.”

      “How?” Leira asked.

      “Let’s ask the Golden,” Dash said, and there was a new resolve on his features.

      “What?” Ragsdale asked, confused.

      He gestured along the corridor. “Let’s go. I need to find a working console.”
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      Dash decided he was heartily sick of hard decisions when the options sucked.

      “Dash, we need to go one way or the other here.” Ragsdale was scowling at the growing cacophony of shrieks and squeals. The Dreadfoot could only be a half a minute behind them, maybe less.

      Dash looked down the corridor, spotting a side passage lit with the telltale glow of Golden conduits.

      “This way,” he said, striding ahead with a certainty that buoyed the others.

      The first way led them back outside—except they’d expended all their plasma shots but one from Dash’s pistol and two from Leira’s, and still had a long way to go. There was a good chance they’d just be run down by the pursuing Dreadfoot before they could reach the exit from the ship, and the possible help of Sentinel, who still wasn’t answering Dash.

      On the other hand, the second way might just be a dead-end, leaving them trapped and helpless as the Dreadfoot swarm implacably closed in on them. But, if there was any hope of finding some way of dealing with them, it would be in there.

      Dash peered down the passage, his mind whirling with possibilities. He had to protect his people and get them to safety. They would trust him, and follow him, despite being only too keenly aware that he might choose wrongly and get them killed—or acquired for something far worse than a simple death.

      This was what it meant to be the Messenger, and Dash wore it with greater ease as his choice became clearer. He turned to the side corridor. “This way.” There was no doubt in his voice. There could be none, given their situation.

      Without hesitating, they followed into the compartment. With the metallic shriek of the Dreadfoot wailing behind them, Dash tapped at the console beside the door, closing and sealing it.

      “Uh, Dash?” Conover said.

      He turned. “What?”

      Conover gestured around the compartment. There were no other exits.

      “That’s a problem,” Dash said, eyes searching the seamless walls.

      “I don’t imagine that door is going to hold back those Dreadfoot things for long,” Viktor said. “If you have a plan, Dash, now would be a good time for it.”

      “A plan? I haven’t had one of those since we crawled into this bloody ship, but I have something else.” He nonetheless turned to the nearest console, the reason they’d come in here in the first place. As he did, Leira moved to Amy, who slumped against the wall, gasping.

      “Sorry,” Amy said. “Can’t seem…to catch my…breath.”

      “You lost a lot of blood,” Leira replied. “I guess Sentinel couldn’t get the Golden tech to do anything about that.”

      “Yeah, well…it did this.” She pulled aside her slashed excursion suit. The long gash that had almost killed her stood out, but there was a dark undertone to the wound that didn’t look good.

      Or natural.

      “What the hell is that?” Leira asked.

      “I think…it’s that…Dark Metal stuff. The liquid…type,” Amy said, peering intently at her own wound.

      Leira just stared, but Conover immediately stepped toward her. “You’ve got Dark Metal in you?” He spun on Dash. “Did you know about this?”

      “I didn’t,” Dash said, his attention on the terminal and the symbols scrolling across it as he poked away at it. “Sentinel just said she’d heal Amy, not how.”

      “But…Dark Metal? Inside her? Golden Dark metal?”

      “I don’t think Dark Metal is Golden or Unseen or anything else, any more than the air we’re breathing is Golden air,” Dash said evenly.

      “Yeah, but are you sure?”

      “Not entirely, but I won’t turn away anything that keeps her alive and breathing, regardless of the effects. She has to live, and I’ll deal with the consequences later. We’re straddling reality and—whatever this shitstorm is turning into. But for now, Amy’s alive, and that’s what we need. What she needs,” Dash said.

      Conover gave a chastened nod. “Yeah, okay. Sorry, Dash.”

      Dash shook his head. “It’s fine. Honestly, I’m surprised no one’s cracked yet, but we’re going to keep on, okay? We have to.”

      Something slammed the door, hard. It shuddered but held.

      “That’s not good,” Ragsdale said. “Dash, have you found anything?”

      “Working.” He stared at the console. “Just…give me a second.” He frowned at new information scrolling onto the display. He couldn’t understand it completely, but he realized it was a map of this part of the ship, which was just what he’d been looking for. He touched it, sliding it across the display, looking for something that must be here. His fingers danced, the tips causing small pools of light in the ether between realities that only he—and maybe Conover—could see.

      The door shuddered again then began to bow inward. A nerve-wracking squeal rose from the other side of it.

      Dash felt the fear rippling through the cramped compartment. He swiped around the map, desperately seeking something, anything they could use. It seemed futile.

      Until it wasn’t.
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      He slid his finger back, pulling something onto the screen he’d almost missed.

      “Yes. Okay…there. Right there.” He pointed at it. “We need to get there.”

      “Why?” Viktor asked, eyes fixed on the door.

      It still held, but for how much longer?

      “This is a warship, right?” Dash said. “So they must have an armory. More than one, probably. But that’s the closest one, right there.”

      “All very well and fine,” Ragsdale said, raising his voice over another blast of squealing. “But how do we get there?”

      Dash studied the map for another second, then turned and pointed at a spot on a bulkhead near the floor. “There’s a conduit, right there. It leads back to the main corridor out there.”

      “That’s going to be full of those Dreadfoot things.”

      Dash nodded. “I know. In fact, I’m counting on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash touched the panel ahead of him. According to the map, beyond this panel was the main corridor, the one that would take them outside—except, of course, for the Dreadfoot swarm blocking their way.

      He looked at Leira beside him. As well as being too low to stand, the conduit was barely big enough for both of them to squeeze side-by-side. “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded, but said, “Are you sure about this?”

      “Leira, I can’t remember the last time I was sure about something.”

      “Dash,” he heard Ragsdale say from somewhere behind him, “they’ve broken into the compartment we just left.”

      I know, Dash thought as that horrific squeal sounded both behind and ahead of them now. It would probably take the Dreadfoot only a moment to figure out where they’d gone then move to seal off both ends of this conduit. Even if they were too big to fit into it themselves, they only had to wait. Dash and the others couldn’t stay huddled up inside it forever.

      But they wouldn’t have to. At least, that was what Dash hoped, anyway.

      He gave Leira a wink. “Follow me.”

      Dash gripped the plasma pistol. He’d already made the necessary tweaks to it; he just had to trigger it, and about five seconds later it would detonate like a bomb. That five seconds nagged at him—he remembered the carnage when a plasma pistol reduced Clan Shirna’s flagship to glowing debris. That same explosion, in this confined space—there’d be nothing left but charred dust.

      No choice now, Dash thought .He kicked out, knocking the access panel ahead of him halfway across the corridor. The screech of the Dreadfoot outside trying to get into the compartment they’d just left made his teeth vibrate. Jaw tight, he reached out with the pistol, triggered it, flung it back in the direction of the side corridor they’d taken to get into this dead-end, then yanked himself back to brace for impact.

      …four…five…

      …six…

      …seven…

      He opened his eyes and looked at Leira. She gave him a tired smile. “It was a good try, Dash.”

      The world flashed white.
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      Dash stumbled along the corridor, the others close behind. Shattered, sparking wreckage of at least one Dreadfoot, but probably several, littered the deck, clattering as they kicked the pieces aside. Dash glanced back. Ragsdale was shouting something about more of the mechanical horrors appearing, but Dash’s ears rang—no, his brain rang. The corridor had been a far more confined space than the bridge of Nathis’s ship, so the plasma blast had been far more concentrated. They’d barely been brushed by the fringe of it, and not only had the blast made his bones rattle, both he and Leira had nasty sunburns.

      Didn’t matter. It gave them a chance to break contact with the Dreadfoot long enough to get to another side corridor. This one led into darkness.

      “I can’t help thinking, Dash,” Viktor shouted, “that we’re heading deeper back inside this ship!”

      Amy nodded. “The way out is that way, isn’t it?” She pointed back up the corridor.

      “So are a bunch of our friends,” Dash said. Sure enough, the piercing squeal of the Golden mechs rose once more as those protected from the blast in the compartment they’d just vacated boiled back into the corridor and started after them.

      Without another word,  Dash led them down the corridor to a cross-junction. Then left. The whine in his head grew, as did flickering glimpses of the Golden map. It was an echo in his memory, and he fought to maintain control over the lines and pathways that would lead them to freedom. To victory.

      Dash remembered hearing somewhere that your first instinct was correct.

      So, he went left, seeking a junction—it was there, right where he’d remembered. They hit that and went right, along a corridor that passed a compartment on side, yes, and then other, even better, and then ended at a door.

      A door.

      “Not just a door,” Dash said.

      “What is it then?” Leira asked. Her eyes were clouded with fear.

      Their only chance now would be for him to Meld with the ship. But without Sentinel’s cyber defenses, he’d be at the mercy of the Golden security systems, and they might bury him in artificial realities so deep he’d never know what was real again.

      “Sentinel,” he muttered, “I could really use your help right now.”

      “How can I assist?”

      Dash jumped. “Sentinel? You’re back with us?”

      “I am.”

      “I thought we might have lost you completely!”

      “After I saw to Amy’s welfare, I had to engage fully with the Golden security routines. It took longer, and was far more difficult, than I’d anticipated. They were most robust. One might say vicious,” Sentinel said.

      “Um, Dash?” Leira said. “I hate to interrupt your reunion, but—”

      “Right, yeah. Sentinel, I need this door opened.”

      The door slid open smoothly. Dash hadn’t expected that either.

      They rushed into the open compartment, and Dash let out a bark of laughter at the sight before him.

      Weapons. Brutal, lethal, gorgeous weapons, all in obedient racks, waiting to be used.

      Ragsdale grabbed one. It looked a cross between a submachine gun and someone’s idea of abstract art, all curves and angles. “Hope it’s got no security locks on it.”

      “I have disabled the security features on all of these weapons,” Sentinel said. “They are all fully functional.”

      “Excellent,” Ragsdale said through his teeth. He strode to the door, aimed down the corridor, and squeezed what seemed to be the trigger. A dazzling blue pulse shot from the weapon, striking the far bulkhead and spalling glowing chunks of debris from it.

      “We’re in business,” Dash said. “Everybody take one—no, take two. Take as many as you can carry. We’re all in on this.”

      “Maybe we can hang a few off Grundel, here,” Conover said, pointing at the Golden corpse that he and Freya had managed to bring through all the shit that had gotten them here.

      Viktor looked at Conover. “Grundel?”

      “Back on Penumbra,” Conover said, jamming a Golden gun onto the corpse, “Grundel was our resident drunk. I think I only ever saw him being carried out of places.”

      “Grundel the Golden. Has a nice ring to it.”

      “Almost heroic,” Amy said.

      Dash pushed past them. “Well, unless Grundel can fire that gun, let’s not worry about him right now, okay?” He joined Ragsdale at the door. “We’ve got who knows how many Dreadfoot to fight our way through yet.”

      “Your friend, Sentinel, seems to have control of this ship,” Freya said. “Can’t she just shut them all down?”

      Dash and Ragsdale shared a why didn’t I think of that look. “Sentinel,” Dash said, “can you do that? Just shut all the Dreadfoot down?”

      “Unfortunately, no. They are autonomous.”

      “Worth a try.”

      “Moreover, my control over the ship is limited and will diminish as the security systems circumvent the countermeasures I have erected. I must shut the ship’s systems down now. Is  there anything else you require from me before I do?”

      Dash glanced at the Golden weapons they all hefted, exchanged another look with Ragsdale, then shrugged. “Can’t think of anything.”

      “Very well.”

      Around them, the ship began to die, systems flickering and going dark, lights fading back into darkness, the soft, pervasive rumble of countless functions going still, but the quiet did not linger for long.

      It was filled by their own ragged breathing, their heartbeats, and under it all, the distant shriek of the Dreadfoot on their inexorable march towards them.

      Dash lifted the Golden pulse gun, a real smile breaking his features into something bright. “Okay, everyone. Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Ragsdale and Viktor opened up with their pulse guns, Dash turned and ran back to the massive doors they’d first encountered upon entering the ship. Beyond them was the final compartment, the one mostly filled with dirt and debris, that would take them to the hatch leading outside. As Dash ran, the chorus of squeals and shrieks from the Dreadfoot intensified behind him. There seemed no end to the damned things. Since the armory, it had been a running battle, the Golden pulse guns punching through Dreadfoot shells, blowing off jointed limbs, taking them down in a way the slug carbines or plasma pistols couldn’t. The punishing fusillade left glowing wreckage as they advanced, liquid metal streaming away from the Dreadfoot as they twitched toward stillness.

      But the pulse guns couldn’t fire forever, despite whatever arcane tech powered them. By the time they’d fought through the Dreadfoot swarm that had survived the impromptu plasma pistol-grenade and cleared the way out of the ship, they’d burned through three of them. Countless more of the horrific mechs had come boiling out of the ship behind them in hot pursuit; keeping them at bay had reduced each of them to a single, working pulse gun. Unfortunately, Dash had no idea how to tell how many shots each had left, so they only knew the weapon had been exhausted when squeezing the trigger did nothing.

      He dove under cover, behind one of the huge blast doors, and looked across at Ragsdale on the other side of the gap. “You ready?”

      Ragsdale raised a finger. “Just a second. Catching my breath.” He raised the pulse gun and snapped off a shot. “I’m surprised these Dreadfoot things don’t have some kind of weapon. Something like this,” he said, hefting the pulse gun.

      A Dreadfoot scrambled into view, charging them. Dash aimed and fired a double-tap, punching two shots into the mech. It slewed to the right, the legs on that side giving out. Another Dreadfoot immediately raced forward to replace it.

      “It’s not what they’re for,” Dash called back, shifting his aim and firing again. This time, he missed and snapped out a curse.

      “What are they for, then?”

      The Dreadfoot scuttled behind a hulking piece of machinery. “They’re called Dreadfoot because that’s the closest translation of what the Golden call them. But they call them something else, too.” He glanced at Ragsdale. “Harvesters.”

      “I can guess what they’re meant to harvest.”

      “Yeah. Us. Their imperative is to take us alive.”

      Ragsdale nodded. “All the more reason not to let them do that. Okay, I’m moving in three.”

      Dash nodded and glanced back. Conover and Freya were starting up the sloping ramp of rocky debris that led to the way out, lugging Grundel between them. Leira, Amy, and Viktor crouched at the base of the ramp, ready to give him and Ragsdale covering fire as they pulled back.

      Ragsdale turned and ran. Dash snapped out three more shots, one each at a trio of scuttling mechs, then turned and raced after him.

      “Sentinel,” he called as he pounded across the compartment toward the rocky ramp. “We’ll be coming out hot in one minute. Can you use the Archetype’s weapons to cover us?”

      “These weapons are designed for long-range combat outside a planetary atmosphere. There would be considerable collateral damage if they were employed here.”

      “Got it.”

      Dash raced on, wincing as both Viktor and Leira fired past him at the Dreadfoot swarm erupting from the gap in the blast doors. Despite having killed a bunch of them, there only seemed to be even more. Either they were being manufactured somewhere—which, hopefully Sentinel’s deactivating the ship would stop—or they were being repaired.

      Ahead of him, Ragsdale clambered up the slope. When they got halfway up, he and Dash would stop and cover Viktor, Amy, and Leira as they pulled back.

      Something burst from the ground beside Ragsdale in an explosion of dirt and gravel. A Dreadfoot lunged as he ran past, slamming its wicked claw into him, knocking him down. The claw withdrew, dripping blood, and readied to plunge down again. Dash swore and raised his pulse gun, then he snapped out a shot that missed. Two more shots connected, sending it tumbling down the slope. Dash dodged it and shouted for help as he reached Ragsdale, who was hurt badly, blood oozing from a deep wound in his gut. He groaned and tried to sit up, but he dropped back, a sheen of sweat on his face.

      “Don’t move!” Dash shouted at him, turning as Viktor reached him. “Help me get him out of here.”

      They grabbed Ragsdale and lugged him up the slope. Leira and Amy held back, covering them, shooting pulse after pulse into the horde of Dreadfoot now scuttling up the slope behind them.

      They reached the exit and clambered through it, blinking at the glare of daylight.

      Outside.

      But they were still at the bottom of a deep pit, and they still needed the winch to reach the top. The Dreadfoot were just seconds behind them.

      Leira scrambled out of the hatch, waving her pulse gun. “I’m out!”

      Amy stayed at the hatch, firing inside. She glanced back at Dash. “I’m almost there. Last shots now.”

      “Dash!” Viktor shouted. “We need cover. Now!”

      “Sentinel, I need the Archetype. This instant.”

      In answer, a massive shadow loomed over the top of the pit. The Archetype towered over them, blocking out the sky.

      “Everyone away from the hatch,” Dash ordered. “As far you can get. Sentinel, you’re going to put your foot over this damned hatch and keep those things inside. Lock them in.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash scrambled up the side of the pit, loose gravel and rock slumping under his feet as he and Viktor dragged Ragsdale with them. The others clambered away from the hatch. The looming shadow of the Archetype swelled, swallowing the sky as it descended.

      As the first Dreadfoot emerged from the hatch, the massive foot of the Archetype slammed down upon it, blocking the hatch.

      Gasping, Dash dug his feet into the loose dirt and turned around. The Archetype’s leg was almost close enough to touch.

      “Okay, Viktor, if we have any first aid gel or clean-clot left, let’s use it on Ragsdale. Then, let’s get out of this damned hole before those Dreadfoot assholes find another way out of the ship.” He levered himself to his feet and glared at the bottom of the pit. “And then, I’m going to board the Archetype and see just how long it takes me to turn every one of those bloody things into scrap metal.”
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      Dash poked his head around the door, making sure Ragsdale was awake. He was, lying amid sundry bits and pieces of med-tech, reading something on a data-pad. When he saw Dash, he smiled.

      “Dash, come on in.”

      “You sure? The doctor said you needed your rest.”

      “Bah, I’m tired of resting. Time to get back on my feet.” He put the data-pad aside and sat up.

      Dash moved beside the bed. “Port Hannah’s got a damned fine infirmary. Better than a lot of colonies I’ve been to.”

      “It was a priority when the place was first planned out. You want productive people, you need to keep them healthy.”

      “That’s true.”

      “Dash,” Ragsdale said. He paused, let out a sigh, then said, “To hell with it, I’m just going to say it. Thanks for saving my life.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “So all those Dreadfoot are dead.”

      “Every single one. Sentinel and I made sure of it. Now we’re recovering stuff from that ship. I’m just taking a break, in fact, to get some stuff loaded aboard the Slipwing. Going to head back to the wreck tonight and do some more digging.”

      “I’m glad. Look, I know I gave you hard time at first, but I’m glad it worked out this way. If that thing had come to life without you and your friends here, I don’t like to think about what might have happened.”

      “Yeah. Makes me wonder what else is out there, sitting buried near other colonies, maybe on the verge of waking up.”

      There was a moment of silence as they both chewed on that. Then Dash said, “Anyway, just thought I’d drop by. I’m off now to see your Governor. I’m assuming she’s going to give me a hard time.”

      “Don’t be so sure. She’s a good woman—and smart. Besides, none of us can just blow off what’s going on with the Golden, and the Unseen, and—” He smiled. “Well, I don’t need to tell you, do I?”

      Dash gave a wintry laugh. “No, you don’t. I’m only too familiar.”
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      Dash sat across from the Governor, who simply stared at him. Freya hovered nearby, an expectant look of dread on her face. An uncomfortable silence dragged on, filling the space between them all. Dash had already told her the Golden ship had been neutralized and no longer posed an immediate threat to Port Hannah. He’d cautioned that the Golden might still want to recover it, to which she’d simply said, “This is our home. They can try.”

      Dash noticed that Khyber had a small plant growing in a pot on her desk, laden with round, red fruit. On impulse, he picked one and popped it in his mouth, earning an even harder stare from Khyber—until she relented and took one herself.

      “They’re good, aren’t they?” she said after he’d swallowed.

      “Never had anything like it,” Dash admitted.

      “And you never would if you weren’t here. That’s a hybrid of four plants, designed by none other than Freya,” Khyber said. There was open admiration in her voice. That was new.

      “Actually, that’s exactly what we need,” Dash said. “That, among other things.”

      Khyber looked surprised. “You need plumato? From us?” She pointed at the fruit, smiling wryly. “I think you’re being rather limited, if that’s all you’re going to ask me for.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t done,” Dash said, answering her with a broad and somewhat feral smile of his own. “I don’t want those. At least, not just those. We could use food, and a lot of it. The ability to plant and grow our own, and, frankly, the knowledge that you’re an ally. We’re not going to be alone out there at the Forge. We die in the cold of space if we try to fight alone. The Unseen learned that the hard way, and I’m not just going to make their mistakes all over again.”

      Governor Khyber stepped around her desk and put her hand out. Dash took it with a grave expression.

      “Absolutely,” she said. “You’ll have food. Assistance. And consider this the beginning of our diplomatic partnership, Dash. I’ve read through the data Leira gave me. I know what the Forge is—what it really is.”

      Dash was curious about her take on it. “And what’s that?”

      “The first line of defense,” she said. “And it can’t fall.” She sighed, then pulled out a tablet and began to make notes in bold strokes, the screen glowing with her commands. “Freya, do you feel like taking a trip?”

      Freya perked up. “A trip? To where?”

      “To the Forge. You’re going to do some gardening there. And then some. Get them up and running with every trick you know. I think Dash is right. The stronger we are all over, the better our chances for when the Golden return. Take Ragsdale along, too. He can be my eyes and ears.” She smiled, and it was warm, without a hint of the politician they’d met during their first visit.

      “He’s already volunteered,,” Dash said.

      “About which part?” Khyber asked.

      Dash looked at a display on the wall that depicted the local star systems. He saw beyond it, across the galactic arm. “They’ll be coming back. And this time, we’ll be ready.”
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      “It’s amazing,” Ragsdale said, “and actually quite beautiful.”

      Dash could only nod in agreement. The Forge was a controlled, elegant inferno of heat and colored sparks, all contained inside the massive central smelter. The smelter was constructed from a transparent material that gave everyone a front row seat as the Dark Metal was slagged to a roiling liquid, then poured through the transfer tubes where it sluiced off into specific molds.

      “Stay back just in case,” Dash said.

      “That will not be necessary,” Custodian said. “This facility, while not at full power, is operating in complete safety at all times.”

      The AI sounded miffed, Dash thought. “Are your feelings hurt?”

      “I do not have feelings as you would understand,” Custodian replied.

      “But?”

      A brief pause. “I simply want to emphasize that you are quite safe here, Messenger, as are your friends.”

      Dash winked at Leira, who looked more than a little smug at the idea of Custodian feeling hurt.

      “I can see your facial expression, Leira,” Custodian said, “and would like to point out that you’re standing rather close to that transfer tube. Sparks fly. Eyebrows may be inadvertently lost.”

      “Hey! I thought you said this place was completely safe?” she shot back.

      “It is. For people who do not antagonize the operating system by making faces.”

      Dash and Leira exchanged grins with Ragsdale, while Viktor, standing nearby, gave a polite cough into his hand.

      “Hey, Custodian? Um, what comes next?” Amy asked, her eyes bright with curiosity. Dark Metal was being spun like thread by a fine nozzle, each microfilament laying down perfectly in the mold. In a moment, there were three nozzles working, spinning a web like robotic spiders who used black, liquid metal that seemed almost alive. She glanced back at Dash and the others. “Kind of weird to think I’ve still got some of that stuff inside me.”

      “The process begins with internal circuitry. The second mold will then be filled to fabricate armor segments, joints, and motivators. Propulsion and weaponry will begin after I can verify there is enough material for the project in question,” Custodian said

      “And what is it? Other than an Archetype, I mean?” Leira asked.

      “You recall the body scan I did in the hallway?” Custodian asked.

      She nodded. Dash recalled how the intense light had circled her three times, mapping the contours of her body and some of the internal makeup as well.

      “That image is now being integrated into all plans moving forward for the construct—in your language, known as the Mark II Swift. It will be smaller, slightly faster, and comparable to the current Archetype in many ways, although the Messenger and his unique connection will always have a slight combat advantage. You are a natural warrior, Leira, and the Swift will fit your fighting style well.”

      “Thank you, Custodian. I hope—I mean, how long will it take?” Leira asked.

      “With the current stocks of Dark Metal, I may be able to bring your Swift online in a month, but that would only be a husk. For avionics and weapons systems, we will need six weeks station time, as well as more Dark Metal. The process is exacting and requires every bit of power this station can spare,” Custodian said.

      “Can you divert from the upgrades on my ship and the Archetype?” Dash asked. Both the Slipwing and the big mech were being retrofitted for maximum combat efficiency, and the projects took time, energy, and—costliest of all—Dark Metal.

      “I could, but the solution is easier than that. You must be at full efficiency in order to fight, and only then can you harvest more Golden technology for our purposes. It is this station’s recommendation that you, as you humans say, relax.”

      “Relax?” Conover asked.

      “Yes. That is what I said, and that is what I mean. With the addition of botanical elements to this ship, I believe you can produce something known as liquor, which will, according to all data on hand, help you relax.”

      “Not with hangovers,” Dash muttered.

      “Hangovers. A negative state brought about by the accumulation of metabolic toxins derived from alcohol consumption. Yes, those do not exist here. There is a medicine designed to rehydrate and—”

      “Wait, what?” Dash asked, incredulous. “No hangovers? Are you sure this isn’t paradise?”

      “No, this is the Forge, and yes, our medical bay provides an intravenous rehydration system designed to overcome any and all toxins you might accumulate from…relaxing.” The certainty in Custodian’s voice was clear.

      “Sounds like we’re on vacation,” Conover said.

      The rest of them just stared, smiles slowly spreading across their faces. Finally, Dash yelled, “Hey, Freya! Can you make booze out of those plumatos of yours?”
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      The Slipwing wrenched through a hard-lateral acceleration, burning her fusion drive at full power, trying to shove herself out of the path of the oncoming missiles. Dash could only grit his teeth and wait, desperately hoping that the maneuver would be enough—that the Slipwing’s acceleration could outpace that of the onrushing salvo.

      But it wasn’t going to work.

      The missiles had no crews or sensitive components to protect; they were just drives, guidance packages and warheads, launched on a one-way trip. They could afford to accelerate much harder than their target could, pulling g’s that would overwhelm any inertial dampening system. They easily slid inside the Slipwing’s possible maneuver envelope.

      At the last moment, there was a change of tactics. The Slipwing’s drive went dark and she spun, using thrusters only, to face the looming missile barrage. Her particle cannons opened up, blasting three of the projectiles to clouds of scrap, but she couldn’t track, acquire, and change targets quickly enough. The remaining two missiles both slammed into her, detonating with terrific plasma explosions. Dash groaned as the searing energy ripped through her shields and left a smashed, glowing hulk. A second later, her own fusion containment failed, and the Slipwing momentarily outshone the distant star.

      “Dammit,” Amy snapped. “I was so close.”

      “Hate to say it, Amy, but no, you weren’t,” Dash replied. “You were dead the moment you tried to outburn those missiles. You should have turned into them and started shooting as soon as they came in range.”

      Dash drifted the Archetype back toward the very much intact Slipwing, the simulated missile attack replaying across the heads-up display. Amy had come a long way in her piloting, but she had a long way to go. Still, they had no choice. Someone had to be able to pilot the Slipwing, since Leira was soon to have her own version of the Archetype to fly, a smaller mech called the Swift. Custodian said the Forge only needed a few hundred more kilograms of Dark Metal to complete it, which was the main reason they were out here—testing a new device the Forge’s AI had cooked up with Conover, that could more reliably detect Dark Metal at a distance. Dash figured it offered a good opportunity to get Amy some more flight time in the Slipwing. She clearly needed much, much more, especially if she was ever going to take the ship into combat.

      “I thought I could outburn those missiles, though,” Amy said. “It worked last time, and these were the same types of missiles, right? At least, that’s what the scans told me.”

      “I programmed more uncertainty into the scans,” Dash replied. “To screw with you. You can’t just go by the data. You have to be able to go by…let’s call it the feel of the situation.”

      “The feel. Really.”

      “Yes, really.”

      “And what, exactly, is the feel supposed to be?”

      Dash rolled the Archetype to face the Slipwing as they both drove through space. As he did, he tried to formulate a way of describing it—the feel. But it was tough to come up with anything. It was instinct. It was intuition. It was something that came from a pilot’s gut. It included cues from hard data scrolling across the cockpit displays, sure. But it also included sounds and vibrations in the ship’s structure, as well as known behaviors from enemy ships and missiles. Dash even used the natural world—gravity, celestial bodies, and the effects of their eternal dance—in configuring how he reacted to life in space.

      But how to put that in words?

      As the silence dragged on, Dash decided how to explain such a nebulous concept to Amy, but before he could, Leira piped up. She was aboard the Slipwing, but under firm orders to only observe, for later critique.

      “Let me give it a try,” she said. “Amy, remember back when you and I were working together, doing maintenance on a…I think it was a freighter, from the Algaran Collective. Its fusion drive was stuck at eighty-odd percent efficiency, and no one could figure out why.”

      “Yeah, I remember that,” Amy replied.

      Dash was intrigued. “What was the problem?”

      “Oh, it turned out to be an issue with the way the system was drawing fuel from the deuterium tanks,” Amy said. “Whoever fabricated them screwed up, making them all slightly skewed off the right geometry. The pumps couldn’t draw the fuel out of them quite right, so they couldn’t feed it to the engine properly.”

      “Exactly,” Leira said. “And out of everyone who tried to work the problem—which included a couple of pretty experienced engineers—you were the only one to think of looking upstream of the engine, instead of just focusing on tweaking the engine itself. Why?”

      “Uh…because it seemed obvious?”

      “To you. Not to anyone else. Did you do a detailed fuel flow analysis? Use a bunch of analytical gear, run a pile of tests and simulations?”

      Amy frowned. “No.”

      “Then what made you think the tanks were the wrong shape?” Leira asked.

      “I just…figured that was probably the trouble.”

      “And there you go. That’s the feel.” Her smile was pure grudging admiration.

      “Oh.”

      Dash made an impressed face toward the heads-up at Leira’s terrific explanation, but before he could reinsert himself into the conversation, another voice cut him off.

      “I get the sense that Leira did a good job of explaining the concept you were trying to communicate to Amy, by means of a related anecdote,” Sentinel commented.

      “Yeah, she did. Better than I would have, that’s for sure.”

      “Unfortunately, such a personal anecdote is of little value to an outside observer, who might seek to understand what you mean by the feel,” Sentinel went on.

      Dash smiled. Sentinel had lately become keenly interested in things like intuition and instinct and, yes, the feel of things. The AI that ran the Archetype was supremely intelligent but, as Dash had come to learn, simply didn’t have the means of treating problems as anything other than a set of data to be input, run through a series of calculations, then output as the optimum and most efficient actions. That was great for things like complicated navigational tasks or managing the stability of the many systems that were incorporated into the Archetype. But it also made her somewhat predictable, a trait shared by other AI’s he’d encountered, such as Custodian, or the various constructs of the Golden.

      But Sentinel wanted to learn. She’d made it clear to Dash that coming to understand how he came to do the things he did was important to her. He wanted to help her but, just as he’d balked at explaining the feel of things to Amy, he couldn’t quite figure out how to communicate it to Sentinel, either.

      “Well, you’ve got your own bunch of personal anecdotes with me,” Dash said.

      “True. However, despite attempting to connect them through unified threads of understanding and reasoning, they remain isolated, each unique. I can discern no problem-solving or decision-making process that is common to all of them.”

      “Are you saying I’m random?”

      “I am saying you are unpredictable.” Sentinel paused, then said, “Which, I must admit, can appear to be random to an observer.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not random.”

      “You do it because of your feel for the situation.”

      “Exactly. It’s all about…” Once more, he struggled for an explanation; once more, all he could come up with was trailing off into a lame, “…uh…the feel. Sorry, there’s no better word.”

      “This conversation has returned to its beginning,” Sentinel concluded.

      “Yeah, I know. Okay, look. It’s like this—”

      “The detector’s online,” Conover said over the comm. “We’re ready to launch it.”

      “All right, folks, practice time is over,” Dash said, a little relieved he could take some time to think about how to respond to Sentinel—because she seemed genuinely interested, and genuine interest deserved a measured answer. “It’s time to do what we came out here to do.”

      The Archetype and the Slipwing both cruised just a few million klicks away from the Forge, still well within the star system Dash had come to think of as Forgeville. The Slipwing would launch a missile, modified by having its warhead replaced with the experimental Dark Metal detector. Dash had already seeded a small piece of Dark Metal among some nearby asteroids so they could run a control test.

      “So, as I understand it, you and Custodian have come up with some way of using neutrinos to detect Dark Matter, right?” Leira said, letting the comm carry her voice to Dash.

      “That’s right,” Conover replied. “A neutrino can pass through a million miles of lead without slowing down, so normal matter is basically transparent to them. Dark Metal, though, somehow stops neutrinos dead. So that’s what our detector does. It looks for what are basically shadows in the neutrino field. Those shadows have to be Dark Metal…or, at least, something opaque to neutrinos, but Dark Metal seems to be the only thing we know about that is.”

      “So, since neutrinos pass through matter without interacting with it, how does your detector even, well, detect them, in the first place?” Amy asked.

      “Ah, well, that’s where Custodian came in. See, it turns out neutrinos do interact with things at the quantum level. It’s those interactions we can detect. I can explain the math if you want.”

      “Okay, whoa there, Conover,” Dash said, holding up a hand. “This could be a great discussion over some of Freya’s plumato hooch back on the Forge. Right now, let’s just fire this thing up and see if it works out here in the field.”

      “Right, of course. Any time you’re ready, Leira.”

      “Missile away,” Leira said.

      Dash tracked the missile as it zipped away from the Slipwing. It immediately started along a corkscrewing spiral trajectory designed to let it scan as much of the starfield as possible. Conover had explained that the detector could only see a narrow angle of space at any one time, so figuring out a course that would let it scan through a full sphere, using only the fuel it could carry, had been a much bigger challenge than it had first appeared.

      If this didn’t work, they’d try an even lazier, lower-g course. They could even have the thing sit in place and rotate around, using the inertia of spinning flywheels, or else some weird Unseen tech. In any case, if they could get this detector working, they could use it to scan old battlefields or abandoned Golden outposts to quickly locate and recover scrap Dark Metal.

      “Got a hit,” Conover said. Dash had to smile at the smug satisfaction in his voice.

      “That was quick,” Dash replied. “Good work.”

      “Yeah—except the hit isn’t from that piece of Dark Metal you seeded out here, Dash. It’s coming from a moon orbiting that brown dwarf.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the detector’s data that was being repeated on the Archetype’s heads-up. “Huh. So it is. Sentinel, any ideas?”

      “You did engage the Golden Harbinger in combat in the vicinity of the brown dwarf. Perhaps it is a remnant of that.”

      “It might also be something the Golden put there,” Leira said. “Maybe something that’s spying on us.”

      “That’d be a definite upside,” Amy put in. “Gives us a way of detecting any sneaky crap the Golden try to pull on us.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Dash replied. “Let’s recover Conover’s detector then go find out whatever the hell this is.”
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      Dash cut the power to the Archetype’s drive and let it drift, the brown dwarf a wall blotting out half the starfield. Whatever had triggered Conover’s detector was somewhere ahead, trailing a small moon only a few hundred kilometers across. Ironically, Conover’s device was the only thing that could actually sense it; radiation from the brown dwarf, a gas giant so large it hovered on the edge of collapsing under its own gravitation and igniting as a star, simply washed all other signatures away.

      “How far ahead of me now?” Dash asked.

      “About a thousand klicks,” Conover replied. “If you just keep closing on that moon, you should eventually see it.”

      Dash stared intently, his nerves on alert. They'd recovered the detector, then redeployed it in a higher orbit where it could keep the source of neutrinos in sight. It helped that the detector also saw the Archetype, its Dark Metal components casting their own, unique shadow. What he didn’t like was that the Slipwing had to come in a lot closer than he wanted. They’d never anticipated taking this prototype Dark Metal detector into a situation that might be a threat—not on its inaugural run, anyway. So it used only a simple comm system to send its telemetry back to the Slipwing, and in the electromagnetic hurricane raging around the brown dwarf, that meant it had to stay close to the ship and the receiver apparatus Conover had rigged up for it.

      “Leira, make sure you stay as far away from all this as you can.”

      “We will, promise. Oh, and I’m not flying. Amy is.”

      Dash opened his mouth, then closed it with an effort. He’d have much preferred Leira being at the controls, but this was, he had to admit, good practice for Amy—and Leira wasn’t far away from the helm. “Okay, I’m going to close in. And if I yell for you to run?”

      “We’ll come flying in to join you as fast as we can,” Amy said.

      “What? No, wait. I don’t want you—”

      Amy’s laughter cut him off. “I’m just screwing with you, Dash. I’m all in on this. No mistakes.”

      Dash exhaled, if slowly. They knew their stuff, which meant they knew the Slipwing—even with her drive and weapons upgraded by Amy and Custodian—was still no match for Golden tech. Taking a breath, he resumed closing on the target.

      At two hundred klicks, he could see it: a small, black shape silhouetted against the deep, ruddy glow of the brown dwarf. At a hundred, the Archetype’s scanners could finally resolve it through the soup of radiation and electromagnetic noise emanating from the wannabe star.

      “That’s a Golden missile,” Dash said.

      “That is correct,” Sentinel replied. “It matches the configuration of missiles fired by the Harbinger when you were fighting it.”

      “Yeah, I remember, believe me.” The Harbinger, a powerful mech sent by the Golden to attack the Forge, had fired a multitude of these things at him and the Archetype. They’d destroyed most of them, but they’d also taken a few hits.

      There was only the missile before them left from that fight. It had either malfunctioned when the Harbinger fired it, or it had some more sinister reason for just lurking in orbit around the brown dwarf.

      Either way, Dash kept himself poised, ready to instantly react, in case the missile came to life and attacked the Archetype, or the Slipwing, or did…anything else, really. Ideally, the thing was dead, and he could just recover it; it contained hundreds of kilograms of Dark Metal they could most definitely use as feedstock for the Forge.

      If it was dead.

      At twenty klicks, Dash stopped relative to the missile again, eyeing it warily. He could see and scan it clearly, which meant it could just as easily see and scan him. It just hung there, though, about five hundred klicks behind the brown dwarf’s small, rocky moon. The moon itself was probably an asteroid captured by the wannabe star’s prodigious gravitation; the missile was likely the same, powered down and effectively dead, caught in the gravity well the same way and now another, tiny moon of the brown dwarf.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “This is just way too easy.”

      “I am detecting no power signatures or other emissions from the missile,” Sentinel said. “It does, indeed, appear to be dead.”

      “I know. Like I said, too easy.”

      “That is your sense of the feel of the situation?”

      Despite his tense suspicion, Dash couldn’t help smiling. “Yeah, it is, actually. Something about this just feels…off.”

      “Off?”

      “Not right. Like, we’re not getting the whole picture, here.”

      “You suspect a trap, in spite of the available data, which suggests this missile is entirely inoperative.”

      “Yup, I do.”

      “Interesting.”

      Dash thought about saying more, but a conversation about something possibly being a trap, while in close proximity to said something, seemed like a reckless distraction. Instead, he resumed closing on the missile.

      He eased the Archetype to within five klicks of it. Sentinel had raised and boosted the big mech’s protective shield, but even so, a detonation at this range could do serious damage. Still, he wanted to recover it, and its precious Dark Metal, so he needed to get closer still—literally close enough for the Archetype to reach out and grab it.

      “Okay, we need to disable that thing’s warhead,” he said. “Any suggestions?”

      “Unfortunately, even at this extremely close range, it is not possible to develop a firing solution that will ensure only one, particular part of the missile is affected. The Archetype’s weapons were not designed with that degree of precise discrimination in mind.”

      “So, that’s a no.”

      “That is correct. I would note, however, that destroying the missile will still allow you to reclaim at least some of the Dark Metal from the debris.”

      Dash thought back to long and tedious spells in the Archetype, doing nothing but tracking and recovering debris in the aftermath of battles with the Golden—a kilogram of Dark Metal here, a few hundred grams more there. It was a colossal time sink; they’d eventually decided it would be more efficient to just keep using the Archetype to harvest Dark Metal from the crashed Golden ship they’d found near Port Hannah, on the planet named Gulch. That took the Archetype away from the Forge for a few days at a time, though, and the Golden could return and attack the station at any moment. Speeding the whole process up to gather the Dark Metal feedstock the Forge needed was the reason Conover and Custodian had developed their new detector in the first place.

      Time. There just wasn’t enough of it.

      “No,” he finally said. “I want to grab this missile more or less intact, not turn it into a million little pieces of scrap flying in every direction. It should give us enough Dark Metal to pretty much finish off the Swift and get Leira deployed in it.” He sighed. “So, let’s just get this done.”

      He eased the Archetype toward the missile.

      “Dash, are you sure you want to do this?” Leira asked.

      “To answer that, I don’t want to,” he replied, his eyes locked on the heads-up. “But I’m going to, because it has to be done.”

      One klick.

      “Sentinel, if that thing detonates now—?”

      “Damage to the Archetype would likely be severe, but not catastrophic,” Sentinel replied.

      “Well, that’s something, at least.”

      Hundreds of meters. A hundred.

      Close enough to touch.

      Still, the missile just hung there, a silent, ominous shape a few meters away.

      “Messenger, I have a concern,” Sentinel said.

      Dash’s stomach tied itself into an even tighter knot as he studied the missile. “Just one?”

      “It strikes me that this could be a subterfuge on the part of the Golden,” Sentinel went on. “Perhaps their intent is that, believing it to be entirely inert, we take this missile intact, hoping that we will take it aboard the Forge, whereupon it will detonate and do maximum damage.”

      Dash gave a quick nod. “That’s possible, yeah.” He glanced at the heads-up. The missile’s systems were still showing as fully powered down. There were no emissions, and not even any heat being given off; the missile showed the same temperature as the surrounding space.

      “However, the Golden would presumably know that we might suspect that, and would attempt to disarm the missile first,” Sentinel said. “They could further reason that we would attempt to do so with a view to keeping it as intact as possible.”

      Dash pulled his gaze away from the missile, suddenly intrigued. “Go on.”

      “Therefore, the missile will continue to appear entirely inoperative. However, once we are engaged in disarming it, detonation will occur. This will set a precedent of doubt for all future stray Golden weapons, as well as causing injury or death to everyone investigating.”

      “What are you basing this on? Do you have any data saying this is what they’re up to?”

      “I do not. This is merely speculation. At best, it is an extrapolation from previous behavior we’ve seen the Golden exhibit—albeit, an admittedly tenuous one.”

      Despite the razor-edged tension, Dash couldn’t help smiling. “So, you have a feeling this might be their nasty little plan?”

      “I am not sure. It simply occurs to me as a potentially troublesome possibility.”

      Dash’s smile became an involuntary laugh. “Well, congratulations, Sentinel. Next to your occasional snarkiness, you’ve just done the most human thing I’ve seen from you yet—you’ve managed to start worrying about something.”

      “I am not sure this is desirable. There is an effectively infinite number of possible outcomes that are not based on available facts and data about any given situation. Considering them all would be an enormous waste of time and effort.”

      “So, don’t consider them all. Just consider the ones that really stick out—like you just did.”

      “Stick out?”

      Still chuckling, Dash shook his head. “You know, I’d be happy to help you explore this growing humanity of yours, but now isn’t the time.”

      “I agree. Moreover, raising the possibility of this Golden subterfuge is not the same as finding a solution to it.”

      “Ah, but there you’re wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if the Golden really are playing us, then we need to play them right back.”

      “How?”

      “Like this,” Dash said, suddenly reaching out and grabbing the missile with the Archetype’s massive hands. Straining, he twisted it, until the forwardmost quarter of it containing the warhead ripped free. He flung that piece toward the nearby moon; at the same time, he decelerated the Archetype, hard, so it and the rest of the missile abruptly plunged toward the brown dwarf. Before he lost the warhead in the stew of radiation and emissions from the wannabe star, he targeted it with the dark-lance and blasted it to tiny fragments.

      “That was unexpected,” Sentinel said.

      “And that was the point,” Dash replied.

      “Dash, you’re falling toward that brown dwarf pretty fast,” Leira said, worry tightening her voice. “Is everything okay?”

      Gripping the remnant of the missile in both of the Archetype’s hands, he accelerated, raising his orbit again. “Yup, we’re fine. I was just teaching Sentinel a lesson about feelings.”

      “I see,” she replied, in a way that said she really didn’t. Dash just smiled as his stomach began unknotting itself.

      “Let’s talk about it back at the Forge,” he said. “Custodian is going to want this Dark Metal—and, after holding a freakin’ Golden missile in front of my face, I could use a glass or four of some of that plumato wine.”
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      Dash sipped plumato wine from a flask and watched as Custodian sized up the remains of the missile he’d brought back to the Forge. Articulated robotic arms lifted and turned it, while sensor clusters scrutinized it closely.

      “How can you stand to drink that stuff?” Viktor asked. “It’s much too sweet.”

      “I like things that are sweet,” he replied, though in truth the wine was a touch sweet.

      Leira grabbed the flask from his hand. “You’ve had enough.”

      “I’ve had a sip,” Dash said, then ran his tongue over his teeth. “Maybe two. Enough to realize we need to brew beer as well, anyway.”

      “But it’s powerful stuff,” Leira shot back. “What if the Golden attack right now while you’re two sips into, well, I’m not going to say a buzz, but you know.”

      “First, I am not altered by two large, albeit sweet sips of wine. Second, I do some of my best fighting while I’m two sips in. I mean, barroom brawls happen in bars, right?”

      “This isn’t a barroom brawl, it’s a battle to save all sentient life in the galactic arm, remember?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      Leira stuck out her tongue at Dash, but Custodian cut in as they both dissolved into grins.

      “If I may interrupt your charming but absolutely pointless dialogue, I can say with confidence that the Forge now has access to sufficient Dark Metal to complete the Swift.”

      “Perfect,” Dash said. “How long until it’s finished and ready to launch?”

      Another set of articulated arms appeared from the multitude hanging above them, grabbing the missile and carrying it toward the central forge for disassembly and smelting into components for the new mech. “It will take several days to complete the Swift, then another day to power it up and run thorough tests.”

      “That gives you another few days to get to know your new friend—Tyler, or whatever he’s called,” Viktor said to Leira.

      “Tybalt,” Leira replied. “And—yesss.”

      Tybalt was the name assigned to the AI that would operate the Swift, analogous to Sentinel and Custodian. Tybalt had apparently been retrieved from data storage and activated, so he and Leira could start getting to know one another. They hadn’t actually Melded, yet; that would happen once the Swift was completed and operational.

      “You do not sound impressed, my lady,” a new voice said, its tone stiff and formal. “I could take that as somewhat insulting.”

      “You take most things as being somewhat insulting, Tybalt,” Leira replied. “And I’ve told you, I’m not my lady. I’m Leira. Just Leira. My lady makes me sound like some character in a play.”

      “As I have noted, it is a term of deepest respect for humans of your gender.”

      “From a thousand years ago, sure.” She gave Dash an exasperated glance. “Did you have to go through this with Sentinel?”

      Dash seized on Leira’s distraction to snatch back the flask. “Nope. Sentinel never called me my lady, not even once.”

      Viktor actually chuckled at that, earning him a look from Leira. “Don’t encourage him.”

      “I would point out that a formal title is appropriate for one chosen to pilot such a magnificent construct as the Swift,” Tybalt said. “That is why your companion who pilots the Archetype is known as the Messenger.”

      “Even though I prefer Dash, though Messenger works,” Dash said, swallowing plumato wine. He winced as he did. Viktor was right, actually; it got cloying after a while. He stoppered the flask and put it down. “Don’t worry, you’ll soon get used to being called my lady.”

      “I don’t want to get used to it,” Leira snapped back. “Look, Tybalt, here’s my first order. I want you to call me Leira, got it?”

      “I will accept that as a placeholder until we can agree on a title suitable for your status.”

      Leira looked at Dash. “Didn’t I just say it was an order?”

      “You don’t really order these AI’s around,” Dash replied. “You have to treat them more like—partners.”

      “Partners. Great.”

      “Dash,” a new voice cut in. “Do you have a moment?”

      “Go ahead, Kai.” Dash hadn’t heard much from the monk who, along with his order, tended to work quietly away in the background of the Forge. They had a relatively deep understanding of the language and culture of the Unseen, gained from two centuries of laborious study of the alien race’s complex hidden beneath the city of Featherport, on the planet called Shylock. Even the knowledge Dash had gained through his Meld with the Archetype hadn’t given him the degree of awareness of the Unseen possessed by Kai and his fellow monks.

      That made the fact that they’d obtained it from nothing more than long, hard work all the more remarkable. It also made them perfect for teasing out whatever new information they could from the data archives of the Forge.

      “We have prepared a summary of our findings so far regarding the Unseen,” Kay said. “If you would care to join us in the third lounge, we’d be more than happy to present them to you.”

      “Sounds good,” Dash replied. “Leira, how about you stay here and keep getting to know your new best friend. Viktor, care to join me?”

      “Hey, I’d like to sit in on whatever new things Kai’s learned about the Unseen, too,” Leira said.

      Dash opened his mouth, but Tybalt spoke up first. “You will have ample opportunity for that, my—rather, Leira. I will ensure that you are fully briefed regarding whatever you need to know. In the meantime, Custodian and I have developed a simulator for the Swift to allow you to begin getting accustomed to its employment. Worry not, I shall guide you through every aspect of the process and not leave your virtual side in the meantime.”

      Leira gave Dash a desperate look and mouthed, Help me! Dash just chuckled, put his arm around Viktor, and led him away. As he did, he said, in a deliberate stage whisper, “Let’s leave these two alone for some quality time.”

      Dash could feel Leira’s glare on the back of his neck like the heat of a fusion drive.
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      Dash stepped into the third lounge, so named because it was, quite literally, the third of the lounge facilities to which they’d been introduced by Custodian when they first toured the Forge. At least, it certainly seemed to be a lounge, with reasonably comfortable furniture and an expansive view of the nearby gas giant through deck-to-ceiling viewports. Whether the Unseen actually used it in a way they’d have recognized as lounge-like wasn’t clear, but Dash did rather like the idea of the mysterious aliens sitting about the place, chatting away about the latest gossip and drinking their own version of plumato wine. At the very least, it humanized them in his mind, making them seem a little less distant and enigmatic.

      “Kai, what have you got for us?” Dash asked, moving to a seat near the monk, Viktor sitting beside him.

      Kai had been joined by two of his brethren, as he called the others of his Order of the Unseen. The fact his entire order consisted of eight people didn’t seem to be an issue, nor did it seem to hold them back; despite their small size, the order had made huge strides filling gaps in their knowledge of the Unseen. So far, none of this new information had been especially profound. However, just as imagining the Unseen lounging around drinking and gossiping helped make them seem more real, and less ancient ghosts, these little bits and pieces the monks had gleaned about them gave them a nuance and texture that brought them a little more to life.

      Kai offered a shrug. “We’ve discerned a number of new facts about the Unseen. Brother Cannus has been particularly focused on their social order and has some new insights to offer.” He gestured at one of his companions, who smiled and activated a small holographic viewer. It showed a three-dimensional star map, depicting about half of the galactic arm.

      “The Unseen appear to have developed a very egalitarian society,” Cannus began. “With little distinction between those who were leaders, and those who were led…”

      As Dash and Viktor listened, Cannus went on to describe various aspects of the Unseen social order—for instance, how leadership was determined by functional expertise, so that in a situation requiring detailed knowledge of astrogation, one Unseen well versed in the subject would be in charge; then, if things changed so that now it was, say, a good understanding of planetary evolution that was needed, another suitable Unseen would step up as the leader.

      Dash found it all very interesting—particularly since it suggested that the Unseen either had virtually no egos or were somehow able to simply put them aside in favor of whatever most benefited the group. By the time Cannus was done, it struck Dash that while it would all probably fascinate a whole generation of xeno-cultural researchers, it didn’t seem to offer anything to obviously assist in their fight against the Golden.

      It was a good theory, and great history, but they needed an edge.

      Viktor seemed to be thinking the same thing. “This is all very interesting, but to be frank, I’m not sure how we can use this information in any substantive way.” He gave an apologetic shrug. “That’s not to belittle the work you’ve put into this, but…”

      “But how does this help us now?” Dash finished.

      “It doesn’t,” Kai replied flatly.

      Dash blinked at that. “Oh. Okay then.”

      “What’s the point of it?” Kai said, then shook his head. “There is none—or, rather, none that’s of any obvious, immediate use. I don’t think the effort was wasted, by any means—”

      “No, of course not,” Dash said, giving Cannus the most encouraging smile he could. “We’re definitely not saying that.”

      “However, we recognize that such abstract information as this is probably better left to study after the Enemy of All Life has been defeated and we have the luxury of such academic pursuits,” Kai said. “And that, Dash, brings me to the point we really wished to discuss with you.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “I have spoken at length to Custodian, and we agree that, while the resources of the Forge are formidable, they are not limitless.”

      “It would be more correct to say that we do not know what the limits to those information resources are,” Custodian said, speaking up. “It is possible that large stores of information remain inaccessible.”

      “Which means that we need to keep doing whatever we need to do to power this station up,” Viktor said. “If we can get it working at a hundred percent, then we should have access to everything, right?”

      “That is true,” Custodian replied. “However, we do not know what everything includes. It may be a complete and comprehensive suite of knowledge about the Creators and everything they knew.”

      “Or it may not,” Kai said. “We literally don’t know what we don’t know.”

      Dash nodded. Despite the lingering taste of the plumato wine, he got what they were saying. The Forge might hold everything they needed—or it might not. But it wouldn’t be possible to know until they’d got it fully operational, by which time it might be too late to fill in crucial gaps. The maddening penchant for the Unseen to compartmentalize the crap out of their information raised its ugly head yet again. Dash glanced around the lounge, wishing he had one of the Unseen here right now, at whom he could shout, “Just open the gates. Stop it with the enigmas and half answers and hidden tech and give us what we need to defeat these Golden bastards.”

      Dash winced, realizing he’d actually balled up his fists in frustration. He made himself relax before Kai thought it was about him and his monks, and said, “So what are you suggesting, Kai?”

      “One of the things we learned about the Unseen from the archived data back on Shylock was that they maintained a redundant information store. We didn’t learn that until just a year or so before you arrived, so we’d been making plans to investigate it, but never actually did.”

      “From the description Kai has given of this facility, it would appear to be a major node in the Creator’s information network,” Custodian said. “It likely houses a substantial store of data, which you could almost certainly access more quickly than the time it will probably take to finish powering up the Forge.”

      “Where is this facility?” Viktor asked.

      “On a planet called Orsino, orbiting a much larger companion planet called Brahe.” Kai tapped at the little holo-projector, highlighting a particular star system. “If the information we need is anywhere, Dash, it’s there.”

      Dash leaned back in the chair. “Okay, then. I’m sold. Kai, you’d better pack your bags, because it looks like we’re going on a little trip.”
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      Leira’s attention snapped back to the Swift’s heads-up as a warning chimed, announcing another missile launch from the Golden ship. She immediately flung herself hard to one side, smiling as the mech’s powerful drive smoothly accelerated them in response to her body’s movements. It was, she thought, less like the barroom brawl analogy Dash liked to use to describe fighting aboard the mech, and more like dancing.

      Not that she’d ever been much of a dancer. Opportunities to hit the dance floor just didn’t come up very often when you were a courier jammed into some creaky little ship and trying desperately to stay ahead of your schedule. This, however, was nothing like that. There was no lag as a balky engine powered up in response to a hasty control input, no thrum of vibration, no teeth-rattling harmonics from a stressed-out fusion core. There was just movement. Leira moved, and the Swift moved with her—fluid, dynamic, powerful. Seamless.

      She watched the missiles racing in, tracking their progress as they conformed their trajectories to match, and then intersect her path and position. She noticed a growing spread between the trio of missiles now streaking toward her; they were attempting to hem her in, arranging themselves so that no matter which way she tried to dodge, she’d inevitably have to face a hit from at least one of them.

      The Golden missiles learned fast. Her smile fading, Leira eased off her hard-lateral acceleration, selected one of the missiles, and deliberately arced her way toward it. Sure enough, the other missiles changed their courses slightly, just in case she tried some hard, last-second maneuver like she had last time.

      I know they’re going to try to trap me. And they know that I know that. But I know that they know that I know that.

      Time stretched as the missiles continued their unerring flight, and Leira felt her breath catch as combat unfolded with her in the center.

      Holy crap, she thought. That might be one of the worst things about tangling with these Golden weapons. Unlike the conventional missiles she’d had to face as a courier, which had rudimentary AI at best, each of the Golden projectiles might as well have its own pilot on board—a pilot who was at least as smart as her, or perhaps even smarter.

      She drove on, directly toward the oncoming missile she’d chosen to confront. The others now angled again, converging on her; as soon as they became a threat she wasn’t comfortable having to confront, she threw herself to one side again as hard as she could. All of the missiles accelerated to compensate, just like she knew they would.

      …I know that they know that I know…

      Seconds from closure, she flung herself back toward her original course, guaranteeing that, at these velocities, one missile would score a direct hit, while the other two would miss by a gaping margin.

      Perfect.

      She prepped to fire the dark-lance, destroy the most immediately threatening missile, then swing hard about and try to pick off the other two before they could reverse course, and she’d have lots of time to do that—

      Fire the dark-lance.

      The Swift’s arms and hands and fingers flexed as she reached for the firing controls.

      Except there weren’t any.

      Shit.

      The dark-lance, she had to fire the dark-lance—

      Too late.

      The missile slammed into the Swift and detonated. The heads-up immediately faded, the starfield beyond it vanishing.

      Leira ripped off the VR headset and threw it aside. “Damn it!”

      “All of your actions were adequate,” Tybalt said. “Until, of course, they were not.”

      Leira stalked across the compartment she’d been using as a makeshift VR; the space suited her as a place to train with Tybalt. She’d removed everything except a table, which held some nutrient bars and two flasks—one of water, and one of Freya’s plumato wine. The latter was intended as a sort of celebratory treat for herself for when she finally mastered the control of the Swift. Although mastered had become a bar seemingly far higher than she could reach. She was aiming for competence and hoping for more.

      And she still hadn’t touched the wine.

      “Leira,” Tybalt said. “I assume you are frustrated—”

      “Damn right I am,” she snapped, pouring water. “I keep doing that, reaching for physical controls that aren’t there.”

      “That is because it is unnecessary—”

      “I know that.”

      “Then do not do it.”

      She took a sip of water. As soon as it hit her tongue, she realized just how parched she was and gulped down half of it. Dash had told her flying a mech could be quite a workout, and her desiccated mouth and dripping sweat confirmed it was. But that wasn’t the problem.

      “Look, this is overwhelming. It’s every sense, all at once.

      “It seems that way because every one of your human senses is being challenged. This is not a punitive event, Leira. It is necessary.”

      “You make it sound so…so simple,” she said. “Doesn’t seem like Dash had this much trouble when he started flying the Archetype.”

      “Ah, yes. Ego. Sentinel and Custodian have been clear that it is an unfortunate attribute of organic species in general, and your species in particular.”

      She paused with the glass just short of her lips, then lowered it again. “What do you mean?”

      “Your ego is your sense of self-worth or self-esteem.”

      “Yes.”

      “Essentially, it is the value you place upon yourself.”

      “I know what ego is,” she said, eyes narrowed. “And that’s not the issue. It’s my performance.”

      “You are evaluating yourself in the context of another individual’s achievements. In this case, the Messenger.”

      “I am not.” Leira stopped and frowned. “Am I?”

      “Yes, you are, which is strange and inefficient. Your performance with respect to the Messenger is not an issue. Your performance with respect to the Golden, however—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it.” She sighed, crossed her arms, and glanced up at the ceiling. “Am I going to have you inside my head from now on? Because of this Meld thing?”

      The prospect of the snooty AI—because the word snooty absolutely nailed Tybalt’s stiff and always slightly disapproving behavior—being co-resident in her own mind made Leira decidedly uncomfortable. When the searing pain of the “interface” had faded and she had the tech required to allow her to Meld with the Swift and Tybalt implanted, she’d been intrigued, even a little excited. Now, though, it seemed she’d need to share her headspace with the AI, at least to an extent. The fact that he was something of an asshole hadn’t occurred to her as a pitfall. Sentinel sure didn’t seem as…well, snooty.

      “Which is because Sentinel was created for the express purpose of waiting to Meld with the Messenger and, therefore, had to be somewhat generic in terms of her personality,” Tybalt said. “I, on the other hand, am more distinctly tailored to accommodate your particular way of thinking.”

      “Okay,” Leira said. “First of all, I get the whole Meld thing when it comes to piloting the Swift, or understanding Unseen or Golden tech and history and such things. But I’m really not comfortable with you being able to just…I don’t know, read my mind any time you want.”

      “Leira, I—”

      “And second, what do you mean you’re tailored to my way of thinking?” she went on, deliberately cutting Tybalt off. “What’s that supposed to mean? What, exactly, is my way of thinking?”

      “To clarify,” Tybalt said, “I am not truly capable of knowing all of your thoughts—even if I was inclined to know them, which I am not. Frankly, the majority of your thought processes are irrational, to the point of being bizarre.”

      “Hey!”

      “For instance, your preoccupation with the mechanical aspects of your species’ reproduction is especially puzzling.”

      “Okay, whoa! Stop right there! I am not preoccupied with—ah, that.”

      “Every time you observe one of the males of your species, a portion of your mind evaluates them according to a variety of criteria, including age, physical characteristics, bodily odors—”

      “Stop…right there.” Leira put her hands on her hips, then adjusted them, and then crossed and uncrossed her arms. Twice. “I do not do that.”

      “But you do. Of course, upon further consideration, it does seem that most of those thought processes are performed by your brain in an autonomous, subconscious manner.” After a pause, Tybalt went on, “You are not even actually aware of them. Instead, they appear to happen automatically, as the basis of a biological imperative. Interesting.” There was another pause. “I am curious then—of all of the male humans present on the Forge, with which one, or ones, would you most consciously like to engage in the act of reproduction?”

      “You have got to be kidding me. Do you really expect me to answer that?”

      “Of course. Why would you not? It would be interesting to compare your conscious and unconscious thought patterns regarding the matter.”

      “Look, Tybalt, there is no way…”

      Her voice trailed off. Damn it, the AI had her intrigued now.

      “What the hell am I thinking?” she muttered, shaking her head. “No. We are not going to discuss this, Tybalt. My concern is keeping you out of my thoughts in the unlikely event some random flash of, ah, biological memory flares up in my mind. Nothing more.”

      “You may choose to suspend the Meld whenever you wish.”

      “I—oh. Wait. Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “How?”

      “In the same way you would interact with the Swift—including firing its weapons, a fact that still seems to elude you. You simply have to will that it be so.”

      “Will that it be so?”

      “Indeed.”

      Leira tried to envision kicking Tybalt out of her mind. She got a nasty little thrill out of it but immediately wondered if it had worked, or if he could still read her mind, which made her wonder if she’d just invited him back in.

      “Perhaps, Leira, we can agree that you will verbalize your desire to suspend the Meld, and that it will remain suspended until you verbalize your desire to restore it again,” Tybalt said. “That will have to suffice until you have developed the mental discipline to do it the correct way.”

      “I finished school years ago,” Leira said. “But this feels like I’m right back there, being lectured.” She sighed. “Okay. Fine. Let’s suspend the Meld. Get out of my head, Tybalt.”

      Silence.

      “Are you still there?” she asked.

      “I am. However, I can now only communicate with you by audible means, like this.”

      Leira narrowed her eyes at the ceiling. She pretty much had to take the AI at his word, didn’t she?

      What a huge, arrogant, condescending ass Tybalt was.

      Her eyes flicked back up at the ceiling again, waiting for a reply.

      “I realize that you are probably thinking all sorts of dire things about me,” the AI said. “However, I am not currently capable of interacting with those thoughts.”

      Leira sighed again. “Fine.” She walked over and retrieved the VR set from where she’d thrown it, but she hesitated before putting it back on her head.

      “Tybalt, you said that you had been tailored to my thought processes. What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Custodian and Sentinel analyzed your words and deeds as they have experienced them and then determined the personality to give me that was best suited to interacting with you.”

      “So they think I work best with a smug, full-of-himself know-it-all?”

      As soon as she voiced it, she realized that she had, in a way, just described Dash—hadn’t she?

      “My personality is designed to challenge you, to provoke you into following productive lines of thought, and to point out shortcomings and deficiencies in your intent. Would you really rather I just accede to your every whim?”

      Leira opened her mouth, meaning to say, Yeah, kind of. But she didn’t, because Tybalt was actually right. She didn’t need an AI for that—at least, not one more complicated than the simple virtual assistants that took care of basic ship functions for the Slipwing.

      She put the VR set on. “Okay, Tybalt, you can come back into my mind. Now, let’s try this simulation again.”

      As the cockpit of the Swift popped into existence around her, it struck Leira that having Tybalt looking over her shoulder, ready to assist her as another Golden attack on the Forge materialized, wasn’t entirely terrible.
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      Leira put the VR set down on the table, grabbed the flask containing the plumato wine, and poured herself a glass.

      “I earned this,” she said, licking her lips.

      “You are rewarding yourself for a performance that was, at best, adequate?”

      She sniffed, said, “Damned right I am,” and took a swig.

      The door slid open, admitting Dash, Viktor, and Kai.

      “Hey, Leira,” Dash said. “How goes the sim training?”

      “There,” Tybalt said. “You are currently experiencing the unconscious evaluation I described, with particular emphasis, I might add, on the Messenger’s—”

      “Get out of my head, Tybalt!”

      Dash gave her a puzzled look. “What was that all about?”

      “Oh. Tybalt noticed that I tend to evaluate everyone when I see them…you know, critically. Because I’m too…critical. Judgmental. That sort of thing.”

      As she spoke, Leira felt herself turning a shade redder. She braced herself for the AI to go on speaking, and was ready to cut him off again if he did, before he said something truly embarrassing. But Tybalt held his virtual tongue.

      “I see,” Dash said. He paused a moment, then shrugged. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that we’re leaving the Forge for a while. Kai has a line on an Unseen data repository that might give us a whole lot of answers to stuff well before we might manage to unlock it all here, on the Forge.”

      “Okay, but the Swift isn’t ready yet,” Leira said. “Custodian said it would be another couple of days before it’s ready to fly.”

      “I know.”

      She put down the plumato wine and picked up the last nutrient bar. She’d eaten the others, satisfying the ravenous hunger that seemed to come from the vigorous, full-body workouts flying the Swift seemed to require. “Well, it’ll be nice to have one last crack at flying the Slipwing.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Dash said. “You’re not coming this time. You need to stay here and keep working with Tybalt, get yourself as ready to pilot the Swift as you can.”

      Leira had the bar unwrapped, but she lowered it without taking a bite. “What? Who’s going to fly the Slipwing then?”

      “Amy will.”

      “Dash, she’s not ready.”

      “And she never will be if we keep letting you fly her, Leira. Just like you won’t be ready to fly the Swift.”

      “But—”

      “Dash is right, Leira,” Viktor said. “We need to start thinking bigger picture. Your place is here, looking after the Forge and working with Tybalt.”

      “I understand your desire to get to grips with the Enemy of All Life, and I applaud it,” Kai said. “But this really is the best course of action.”

      Leira snapped out a frustrated growl and bit into the nutrient bar. “This sucks,” she said through a mouthful of what tasted like sweetened wax—not exactly a treat, but for some reason, she really liked the damned things. “I feel like I’m being sidelined.”

      “Hardly sidelined, Leira,” Viktor said. “More like your role has changed. We need you ready to pilot the Swift.”

      She chomped into the nutrient bar. “M’guess.”

      “That said, if you continue consuming nutrient bars at the current rate, it will be necessary to revise the configuration of the cradle interface aboard the Swift to accommodate your revised girth,” Tybalt added.

      Leira gaped at the ceiling. “Did you just call me fat?”

      “No, I am saying that you will potentially become so, given your intake of calories.”

      “Custodian, I have a question,” Leira said, swallowing.

      “Proceed,” Custodian replied.

      “Can you melt Tybalt back into slag and start over? I don’t like this model.”

      “Tybalt seems to be functioning normally. That would, therefore, be a wasteful use of the resources of the Forge.”

      She turned her glare on Dash. “How come you don’t have to put up with this sort of crap from Sentinel?”

      Dash, who was clearly trying very hard not to laugh, shrugged. “Sentinel and I have an understanding.”

      “We do?” Sentinel asked. “And what is the nature of this understanding we have?”

      “That I’m the boss.”

      “Ah.”

      “Ah? That’s it?”

      Leira smirked. “Maybe you don’t have quite the understanding you thought you did.”

      “Yeah, well, at least Sentinel and I don’t seem to need couples counseling the way you and Tybalt do.”

      Leira shrugged but somehow suddenly felt protective of her AI, no matter how snooty he might be. “It’s just early days. We’ll get along just fine.”

      “At least Sentinel doesn’t think I’m, ahh…thick.” Dash held his hands up, grinning.

      Leira put her hands on her hips, but Viktor interposed himself. “Before we find you two taking this outside and settling it like mechs, how about we sort out the details of our trip to Orsino, and that Unseen data archive, hmm?”

      “Close call. It’s unseemly for us to fight like—well, like the couriers we are,” Dash said, laughing.

      “Agreed. Wouldn’t want to sully our image,” Leira said, but she gave Dash the stink eye just for good measure.

      Viktor rolled his eyes at Kai. “Maybe we should just leave them both behind and let the grown ups”—he shot both Dash and Leira a bemused glare— “get the job done.”

      Kai grinned. “Indeed. Perhaps we should just lock them both in this room and not let them out until they make up.”

      “We’re at peace, gentlemen,” Leira said, looking at the half-eaten nutrient bar. Sighing, she wrapped it back up and tossed it on the table.

      As they left to find the others and start working out the details of their upcoming trip, Dash leaned close to Leira. “By the way, what was Tybalt talking about when he mentioned your unconscious evaluation? With particular emphasis on my…what, exactly?”

      Leira smiled sweetly back at him. “Your ego. Apparently, it’s the biggest part of you—by far.”
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      As soon as the Archetype dropped out of unSpace, Dash scanned the system ahead. He immediately located the obvious binary planets of Orsino and Brahe, along with another dozen or so rocky bodies, all much smaller. Strangely, he found only one gas giant—a dim, cold world far from the star, on the very edge of the system. Conversely, starward of the binary pair, a massive asteroid field whirled around the star, a chaotic swirl of rocks that would render navigation through the innermost part of the system almost impossible.

      What he didn’t see was any evidence of Golden activity. That didn’t mean there was none, of course, but at least there weren’t flotillas of ships or drones, or threats like the Harbinger, the mech that attacked the Forge. But the Archetype did sense Dark Metal on the moon, Orsino, and somewhere else. Now that was odd. Dark Metal signatures were generally pretty specific once the stuff had been detected. This particular return shimmered and wobbled across the heads-up like Dark Metal that just couldn’t decide where it wanted to be. It skittered across only a few degrees of view, but that still represented a volume of space big enough to hold millions, maybe tens of millions of ships, but with no two ever being in visual distance of one another.

      With a flicker on the heads-up, another ship fell out of unSpace. It was the Slipwing, right on time. They’d agreed that, when approaching a new system, the Archetype would lead and reconnoitre, raising the alarm if the system wasn’t safe. Absent any such alarm, the Slipwing would follow, but stay in the netherworld sandwiched between real space and unSpace using the system called the Fade. No one had balked at the caution, though. If they were going to land in a pile of crap, better for the Archetype to lead the way.

      “Okay, guys,” Dash said. “I’m still reading nothing except some Dark Metal on Orsino, and some more somewhere else in the system. Can’t seem to resolve the second one very well. Conover, what’s your spiffy new Dark Metal-o-tron getting?”

      Conover’s sensor array was good—and might even be a little better at resolving Dark Metal at short ranges than the Archetype was. At this distance, though, Dash could imagine Conover just shaking his head.

      “Pretty much the same. Which is weird. This second signature”—Conover paused as he studied and tweaked his detector— “isn’t behaving right. It’s like something containing Dark Metal is constantly jumping around the inner system.”

      “Yeah, among all those rocks close into the star,” Dash said. “Well, let’s keep a close eye on that and head in-system. Amy, stay well behind me, in case whatever Conover’s weird signal is turns out to be something nasty.”

      “Got it, Dash!” Amy replied, the enthusiasm in her voice making Dash smile. The novelty of flying the Slipwing had worn off Dash long ago, but Amy’s delight around piloting her was undiminished. He assumed it would eventually fade—probably. When it came to Amy, everything seemed fun and exciting, always.

      What a way to view the world, with such unjaded glee. Dash found it easier to understand an ancient and bitter alien war than Amy’s constant grin.

      The Archetype leading the way, they started in-system, Orsino dead ahead.
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        * * *

      

      “There are power emissions down there,” Conover said, as the Archetype and the Slipwing slid into orbit around Orsino. “Solid returns, too. Something’s pretty active on the surface, all in one small area.”

      “Yeah, I see that,” Dash said. “Now, let me guess—they’re coming from right where we want to go, aren’t they? Kai?”

      “Based on the data stores about this place back on Shylock, yes, they are. The Unseen archives are in the same place these power emissions are coming from.”

      “Of course they are. They couldn’t be on the other side of the planet for once, could they.”

      “Dash,” Viktor said. “I’ve been searching the colony registry, but it’s not showing any settlement here. What I did find, though, on the Needs Slate, was a job listed by something called the New Vistas Mining Co-Op. They were looking to contract cargo ships for deliveries to and from here.”

      “Were looking?”

      “The listing expired a couple of months ago.”

      “Okay, so we’ve got some miners down there,” Dash said.

      “Or some of their equipment still generating power, anyway,” Viktor replied.

      “They wouldn’t just leave a bunch of perfectly good stuff behind, would they?” Amy asked.

      “If it would cost them more to recover and transport it than to just buy new stuff for their other mining operations, then they would, sure,” Viktor said. “These little frontier mining companies usually run on the edge of bankruptcy as it is—until they either strike it rich, or go belly-up entirely, that is.”

      “And if they’re mining illegally, they might just abandon their stuff anyway,” Dash said. “If they think they’re about to get caught.”

      In theory, mining permits throughout the galactic arm were administered by the bloated bureaucracy known as the Unified Planetary Directorate. All inhabited planets, colonies, and stations were supposedly signatories to it, agreeing to allow the UPD to administer not just mining and other resource extraction, but also astrogation conventions, interplanetary trade, and myriad other things for which regulation and standardization was simply a really good idea. In practice, though, the UPD was a creaky, grossly inefficient, and hugely corrupt institution mostly concerned with making those overseeing it rich.

      Frankly, Dash didn’t care if this was an illegal mining setup. All he wanted to ensure was that they didn’t get in the way of what they’d come here to do. Unfortunately, illegal miners could be fiercely—even violently—protective of their shady operations. So what was needed here was a show of force to convince the miners not to interfere.

      “So what’s the plan here, Dash?” Viktor asked.

      “I’m going to take the Archetype down and flex some alien muscle at them—convince them right up front that they don’t want to screw with us, but also that we don’t want to screw with them. The classic ‘we come in peace.’ Sort of.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No, of course not. But we don’t have time to screw around with this. And, if tiptoeing around Port Hannah when we went to find that crashed Golden ship on Gulch taught us anything, I think it’s that, one way or another, the dust clouds are going to part and let the truth show through anyway.”

      “That’s a good point, yes.”

      “Okay, then. Amy, put the Slipwing into a high orbit and wait for my signal to come down.”

      “Or to run like hell?” she said, chuckling.

      “Yeah, or to run like hell,” Dash replied. “No matter what, we live to fight another day.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash landed the Archetype just a few hundred meters from the power emissions, which turned out to be a cluster of prefabs. They squatted atop a relatively dry piece of high ground surrounded by gloomy, noisome swamps. The Archetype actually sank to its ankles as it set down, giving Dash a momentary flash of fear that it would get stuck or even topple over. And neither of those things would do much to instill fear in whoever these people were.

      But the mech’s feet finally either touched bottom, or simply compressed the slimy muck enough so that it could hold its weight. Right away, Dash could tell the place wasn’t abandoned; light flared atop tall poles, illuminating not just the buildings and the metal-mesh walkways connecting them, but also spilling across the surrounding swamp. A drill sat among the buildings, whirring away as it chewed into the bedrock, probably to collect core samples of what would hopefully turn out to be valuable ore.

      Dash waited.

      As the minutes dragged by, he was beginning to wonder if having giant mechs come drifting out of the sky was no big deal around here, such a commonplace thing that no one found it all that interesting. But movement caught his attention, resolving into a small group of four figures approaching the Archetype from among the nearest buildings. The shapes appeared human, even at a distance. They picked their way cautiously toward the Archetype, their weapons—three slug-rifles and a thermal carbine—at the ready. They stopped about fifty meters away, then one of them stepped forward. Dash saw a sturdy, hard-faced woman, probably in her mid-thirties, with close-cropped hair and a missing hand, now replaced by a sophisticated prosthetic.

      She stopped. “Hello?”

      Dash smiled. The woman was doing her best to come across as tough, no nonsense, and unimpressed, but the querulous tone in her voice hinted at just how unnerved she was by the abrupt appearance of the Archetype.

      “Hello,” Dash said, Sentinel broadcasting him from the Archetype’s external speakers. “How goes it?”

      The figures behind the woman winced, one of them ducking. The woman herself managed to at least keep up the pretense of not being utterly terrified.

      “It goes okay—” she started, then shook her head. “Wait. No, it doesn’t go okay at all. Who the hell are you? And what the hell is this thing?”

      “This is the Archetype,” Dash said. “It’s a mech built tens of thousands of years ago by an alien race. You’ve probably heard of them. They’re called the Unseen.”

      She gaped, then shook her head again. “The Unseen? They’re just a legend.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too,” Dash said. “Turns out they’re not. Anyway, this thing, the Archetype, was theirs. Now it’s mine. It’s built to fight a war against another alien race called the Golden, who are bent on wiping out all sentient life in the galactic arm. That war is heating up again, and that’s why we’re here. There’s something we need to help us, and it happens to be located really close to your mining operation here.”

      “Just hang on a second,” the woman said.

      “Actually, how about I just dismount from this thing and tell you guys the whole story,” Dash cut in. “You can ask as many questions as you want when I’m done.”

      “So you’re human?”

      “Yup. My name’s Newton Sawyer, but my friends call me Dash. And you are?”

      The woman laughed, but there was no humor in it, just amazement. “Dash. Well, okay, Dash, my name is Harolyn deBruce, and I’m the project manager here.”

      “Nice to meet you, Harolyn,” he said. And then, because he couldn’t resist, he stretched out the Archetype’s hand.

      Harolyn’s eyes widened as the massive hand approached her, stopping a few meters away. Then, to her credit, she shrugged, slogged a few paces through the swamp, and put her own hand, the prosthetic one, on the very tip of one of the massive mechanical fingers.

      “Fair enough,” she said. “Welcome to Orsino, Dash.”

      Dash laughed. He was probably going to like this woman.
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        * * *

      

      Dash wrinkled his nose at the pervasive reek of drill lubricant. It seemed to permeate every nook and cranny of the small outpost, including the compartment Harolyn called “the board room.” It was really just a space with a table, a few chairs, and a plethora of maps, drill data, and ore reserve calculations tacked to every available surface. He made himself ignore the oily stink, though, and concentrate on the proceedings. The Slipwing had touched down on a rough landing pad a couple hundred meters away from the outpost and connected to it by another string of mesh walkways. Now Amy, Conover, Kai, and Viktor were jammed into the board room with him, leaving barely enough space for Harolyn and her operations manager, a thin, intense older man named Preston.

      Harolyn leaned back as Dash finished telling her his story, a dramatically abbreviated recounting of everything he and his friends had experienced so far. He didn’t try to conceal anything, only leaving out things he considered unimportant in the interest of saving time. Deception, like they’d tried at Port Hannah, just didn’t seem worth the effort, the time, or the distrust it would ultimately engender. Besides, it was time, Dash thought, to start waking people up to the threat humanity was facing.

      “Well, that’s quite a tale, Dash,” Harolyn said. “I’m sure you’d understand why my inclination is to label it bullshit and just move on. But, well, I can’t really ignore that big mech thing of yours out there, the Ark…er—”

      “Archetype.”

      “Right. The Archetype.” She put her prosthetic hand on the table with a metallic click. The Archetype’s scanners had already registered it as surprisingly sophisticated tech; Harolyn saw Dash noticing it and smiled.

      “Lost my hand in a drill accident a few years back, on…oh, crap, I can’t even remember the name of the planet now. Anyway, decided to go all out on a replacement. Cost me a fortune, but it’s one of those things it just doesn’t seem worth skimping on, you know?”

      “I can imagine,” Dash replied. “Having the best tech available is critical.”

      “Which is why you’re here, I gather,” Preston said, his eyes narrowed at Dash. “There’s supposedly something here that you need for this war of yours.”

      “It’s not our war,” Viktor said. “It’s everybody’s war.”

      Preston leaned forward. “Actually, I believe you. I took a look at that Archetype. It’s got components and contains materials I can’t even begin to identify.”

      “And if Preston believes it, then so do I.” Harolyn flexed her prosthetic fingers. “Now, of course I want to run and hide somewhere on some out of the way place where these Golden aren’t likely to come looking for me—”

      “Won’t make any difference,” Conover cut in. “The tech these two races have, there isn’t anywhere they couldn’t eventually find you.”

      “Well, aren’t you the little ray of starshine,” Harolyn replied. “Anyway, it might make me want to do that, but I think it might be better for all of us just to help you out however I can. So, Dash, what is it you need from us?”

      “Somewhere near here there’s a facility that belonged to the Unseen. It’s a—” He glanced at Kai. “A library, I guess.”

      “A data archive,” the monk said, nodding. “A large facility. As far as we know, anyway. Probably very secure, and also probably well hidden.”

      Preston turned to Harolyn. “The Pillar,” he said, and she nodded.

      Dash raised his eyebrows. “The Pillar?”

      Preston stood then wormed his way around Dash and the others, stopping near one of the geological plans on the wall. He pointed at a circular blank spot amid a multitude of data points. “The Pillar. It’s literally that—a cylinder of rock smack in the middle of our western survey grid that we can’t sample, can’t drill, can’t seem to affect at all.” He moved to another chart, this one a cross-section built up from drill core results and remote geophysical readings. This time, he traced his finger along a straight, vertical path empty of data, extending downward from the surface. “We’ve tried every drill bit we can think of. We’ve tried explosives, even shaped charges. Nothing even scratches it.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like Unseen tech,” Amy said. “No matter how sophisticated you think it is, it’s a little more sophisticated than that.”

      “We can’t even get any data about it from geophysics,” Harolyn said. “Magnetic, electromagnetic, conductivity, resistivity, gravimetric—every survey we could think of, and it just shows up on every output as a place where we can’t get data.” She gave Preston a bemused glance. “We assumed it was something natural. Weird, sure, but natural. We were actually going to let the UPD geological survey know about it, maybe find out it was some new type of rock or mineral and it’d be named after us.” She smiled. “Harolynite. Has a nice ring to it.”

      “I prefer Prestonite,” Preston said.

      Harolyn chuckled, but it quickly faded back into a grave look. “Have to admit, alien tech wasn’t very high on the list of things we thought it could be.”

      “Well, that’s got to be it,” Dash said, glancing at Kai, who nodded.

      “The Unseen facilities on Shylock were similar. Though, they just didn’t show up on planetary surveys at all. We believe they were being deliberately concealed,” Kai said.

      “Unlike this one, it seems,” Viktor said, his eyes on the cross-section and the blank stripe of the so-called Pillar. “This one seems to just be entirely impervious.”

      “Makes sense for a secure data archive,” Conover said. “Whether you hide it or not, you’d want it to be secure, right?”

      Dash rubbed his eyes. “So, we have to dig to get to this thing? I mean, you guys haven’t actually started mining and excavating yet, right?”

      “No,” Harolyn said. “We’re still in the exploration stage of the project. We’ve got some promising results, but it ain’t ore yet. We don’t have to dig to get to the Pillar, though—your archive, that is, if that’s what it is.”

      Dash frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that the damned thing sticks about fifty meters out of the ground, like a tower. No idea how deep it goes.”

      “So that doesn’t really rule out digging,” Viktor said.

      “Or having to climb it,” Conover added.

      Dash stood. “Only one way to find out. Harolyn, can you spare us a guide?”

      “Oh, hell, I’ll take you myself. No way I’m missing out on this!”
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        * * *

      

      Dash frowned as murky water slowly rose up the waterproof boots Harolyn had procured for them. Away from the mining operation itself, the ground seemed to get less and less solid—more a gelatinous muck than actual soil, into which you’d slowly sink if you stood in one place for too long. He extracted one foot, then another, with loud and somewhat disgusting slurping sounds, moved a few paces, and immediately started sinking again.

      “Is there a bottom to this swamp somewhere?” he asked.

      Harolyn grinned. “Bedrock’s about eighty meters below us here. Nothing but water and organic mud sitting on top of it.” Her grin broadened. “So you don’t have to worry, that’s as deep as you’re going to sink.”

      “Good to know,” Dash said, shading his eyes against the midday glare of the sun and peering up at the Pillar towering over them.

      It rose fifty meters for sure, and probably a little more. He could have mistaken it for a steep-sided hill, rising only a little higher than some of the trees towering around them—things like colossal ferns, growing from the swamp in discrete clusters as far as he could see in every direction. Apparently, their entangled roots made each of these clusters the only thing resembling solid ground for kilometers around; Harolyn’s people used them as natural platforms for their drills and other equipment. As soon as you stepped away from them, though, you were right back in the sucking muck.

      It all stank, too—an acrid, sulfurous reek edging toward outright decaying corpse. And there were clouds of nasty little bugs, things like flying caterpillars that tried boring into flesh by using their multitude of legs like the teeth of tiny chainsaws. Dash flicked one off his face, tugged his feet out of the muck again, and found a new place to stand.

      “It’s going to take us forever to figure out exactly what’s underneath that mess,” Viktor said, and Dash nodded.

      Foliage, apparently ecstatic at actually finding something to grow on, had rooted in even the tiniest hint of soil caught in cracks and fissures on the Pillar’s surface. That was why it could be mistaken for a hill—bushes, grassy fronds, vines, and even trees festooned the thing, burying it under a pile of lush greenery. They’d hacked their way through it in a few places, revealing what looked like nothing but blank, dun-grey stone. So Viktor was right. They could spend days, maybe weeks, worming their way through all the greenery, trying to find some clue as to exactly what the archive was and how to access it.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Amy said, chewing her lip.

      Dash turned to Kai. “Do you have any ideas about this? Do you remember reading anything that might help us here?”

      “I’m sorry, Dash, I don’t. The records on Shylock were clear that this facility existed, but they didn’t really offer any other details.”

      Conover looked at Dash. “I take it that there’s nothing you can tell about this from your Meld. Frustrating.”

      Conover had been pulling his own feet out of the swamp, and one popped free without a boot. He wobbled on one leg and windmilled his arms, then he snapped out a curse and planted his bootless foot back in the muck. When he lifted it again, his sock was black and dripping brownish water.

      Harolyn chuckled. “Now you see why I told you to make sure those boots were strapped up good and tight.”

      While Amy helped Conover recover his boot, Dash sighed in frustration. “To answer your question about the Sentinel, no. It just looks like a big hunk of rock covered by plants. Didn’t even get a flicker when I tried touching it."

      Dash grimaced, yanked his feet out of the gooey sludge slowly drawing him down, and found a new spot where he could start sinking again. “Anyway, it looks like this might have just been a big waste of time. Whatever is inside that thing is just going to have to stay there, at least for now.”

      “I believe I can offer some assistance,” Sentinel said.

      “I’m listening. Please continue,” Dash said, waving grandly.

      They’d left the Archetype where Dash had landed it, since the ground around Harolyn’s mining operation proved stable enough to support its weight—and also to provide immediate protection to the miners, in case they managed to rouse something dangerous. Dash exchanged a hopeful glance with Kai, then said, “Go ahead. Anything would be a hundred percent better than what we have right now.”

      “The archive, which you refer to as the Pillar, is impervious to any scan. It is composed of a Dark Metal alloy, composited with a ceramic-like material”

      “Understood, but let’s skip ahead to the part where you give us a solution,” Dash said.

      “The only anomaly is from the top of the structure. There is a weak power emanation from there, barely detectable, even at this relatively close proximity.”

      They all craned their heads upward, at the top of the matted pile of foliage.

      “So up there, huh?” Amy said. Dash caught a hint of nervous quaver in her voice.

      “Amy, are you okay with heights?” he asked.

      She grinned, but he could tell it was forced. “Absolutely. As long as I don’t have to experience them, that is.”

      “Amy, you’ve worked in space most of your adult life,” Viktor said. “You’ve been literally hundreds of kilometers up, working on ships in orbit.”

      “Hey, hundreds of kilometers, no problem.” She looked up at the Pillar and swallowed. “Fifty meters? Yeah, that shit’s scary.”

      Conover opened his mouth to say something, then winced and said, “Crap.”

      Dash looked at him. “What? Don’t tell me you’re no good with heights, either.”

      “No, it’s not that. I’ve got water and…whatever’s in the water inside my boot now. Got it squelching between my toes.” He grimaced again. “Yuck.” He turned to Amy and gave her the warmest smile he could muster. “Anyway, if you don’t want to make the climb it’s no big deal.”

      “Oh, no,” she said. “I’ll make the climb. I mean, it would be pretty silly to be able to fight nasty alien robots but wimp out at facing heights, right? I just need a few minutes to work up to it, okay?”

      Harolyn reached for her comm. “We’ve got climbing gear back at the camp. I’ll get a crew to bring it out here.”

      “Why not just have the Archetype lift us up to the top, Dash?” Kai asked.

      For the umpteenth time, Dash dragged his feet out of the swamp before they sank too deep. “With our luck, it’d get stuck in this crap and then wreck the archive getting back out again.” He nodded to Harolyn, who began rattling orders into her comm.

      Conover waved at her, getting her attention. “While they’re at it, could you have them bring along a dry pair of socks, too?”
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Amy didn’t have to confront her fear of heights. At least, not this time. Sentinel described the top of the Pillar, if all the sprouting, dangling vegetation were removed, as being only three meters across. After discussion, Dash decided that he and Kai would make the climb, while the others worked safety lines and supported from the ground.

      Viktor had climbing experience from his younger days, and had even scaled a mountain or two. “There was one climb on…hell, I don’t think the planet even had a name, just a number,” he said, sorting through ropes and pitons. “Low gravity, too. It made climbing this one peak called the Spike a lot easier. But the low gravity meant the mountains could get a lot higher, and this one actually stuck above the atmosphere.”

      Dash smiled and nodded as Viktor went on with his story, which was both interesting and engaging. But his mind was really focused ahead and upward. So far, every Unseen outpost they’d encountered had either posed some kind of threat or been far more complicated than they’d anticipated. This one, Dash sensed, would be no different.

      Harolyn’s people had brought a portable, floating platform aboard the hover buggy they’d used to reach them, finally giving them a solid surface upon which to stand—and change into dry socks, in Conover’s case. They’d also brought along a pair of drones, which were able to fasten lines to the top of the Pillar. Once they were rigged up, Dash and Kai started their ascent.

      Their gear, combined with the handholds and footholds the vegetation provided, made the climb less laborious, but it still proved hard and sometimes dangerous work.

      Dash picked his way carefully, stopping to loosen his foot from a loop in the rope.

      “Are you alright?” Kai asked.

      “Fine. Just aware of our height. And gravity.”

      “These are good qualities in the Messenger,” Kai said, smiling up at him.

      “Let’s just make sure I’m not the Traveler.”

      “How would that become your name?” Kai asked.

      “By falling,” Dash said.

      They proceeded with care, in good, if cautious humor.  Dash’s lines got fouled twice, requiring Kai to climb up to him and help him work free. By the time they reached the top, they were both soaked in sweat, smeared with sap, bruised, scratched and covered in itchy little wounds from the saw-bugs, as the miners called them.

      Dash levered himself past a massive fern and clambered over the rocky lip at the summit of the Pillar. Turning, he helped Kai up beside him, then they both took a few moments to just drink water and rest.

      “Quite the view,” Kai said, looking out.

      “Just swamp,” Dash said. “I’m sensing a theme on this world.”

      Indeed, framed by his own splayed feet as he sat in the damp moss and rested, Dash could see nothing but flat swamp, punctured by clumps of fern-like trees out to the horizon. It was one of the most dreary, desolate landscapes he’d ever seen.

      Kai shrugged. “This part of it certainly is nothing but primal swamp.” He patted the ground beside him. “Hard to believe that when the Unseen constructed this it was entirely beneath the ground.”

      Dash nodded. Harolyn and Preston had explained how the part of the Pillar now extending from the bedrock almost a hundred and fifty meters below them had been exposed by erosion over the past two hundred thousand years. Even to Dash, who knew little about geology and rocks beyond the fact that you had to avoid smashing into them while flying a ship, thought that seemed unusually fast.

      Apparently, it had something to do with the chemistry of the bedrock and the air and water on top of them; the rock hadn’t been eroded away by the steady chew of the elements, as much as it had been dissolved away by the relatively acidic water of the growing swamps. He wondered if the whole planet would someday just be a ball of acidic mud, then decided it didn’t matter. He had a war to fight first.

      Dash shook himself out of his reverie. They only had a few hours of daylight left, so they needed to do what they came here to do: get inside the archive and climb back down before it got dark. Otherwise, they’d be spending the night up here, because Viktor had already declared climbing in the darkness too dangerous.

      “Okay, Sentinel, where exactly is this power signature you’re detecting?” Dash asked.

      “I can only resolve it to an approximately two-meter circle.”

      Dash and Kai looked around at the top of the Pillar, which was covered in moss, long and sharp blades of some sort of grass, a few bushes, and who knew how much mud. “That’s most of the top of the thing,” Dash said.

      “I’m afraid I can’t resolve it any more clearly than that.”

      They’d brought a portable scanner with them and tried to use it, but its returns weren’t much better than Sentinel’s.

      Dash groaned and lowered himself to his hands and knees. “I guess we dig and see what we can find then.” He clawed at the moss, pulling it aside, then scraping away handfuls of the black mud exposed by his efforts. Kai did likewise, the two of them trying to be methodical by digging a rough grid of small pits. Fortunately, there was less than half a meter of wet, organic soil to excavate; unfortunately, it was dense, heavy, and clung to them like grease. By the time he’d started on his fourth pit, Dash felt like he’d run a long-distance relay. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his forearm and looked at Kai.

      “Who’d have thought saving the universe could be such a grubby job?”

      “And tedious,” Kai said, then he tossed aside a handful of mud with a wet plop. “Actually, Dash, I think I’ve found what we’re looking for.”

      Dash crawled to join him. Sure enough, what Kai had exposed wasn’t rock. It was something flat and metallic.

      “That looks like a hatch,” Dash said. “See, this little indentation here seems to be where you grab it.”

      “It seems rather small,” Kai replied, as they both began pulling away moss and mud.

      By the time they’d fully exposed it, Dash had to agree. The hatch was only about a quarter of a meter square, far too small to allow anyone human-sized to enter. He reached for the handle, but hesitated, then looked at Kai.

      “Care to do the honors? This is your history as much as my duty.”

      Kai gave a why not shrug, grabbed the handle, and opened the hatch. It swung open without a sound, revealing a keypad—nine square, illuminated touch-pads, each bearing a symbol Dash knew were numeric characters.

      “Don’t suppose you know the key code we’re supposed to enter, do you?” Dash asked.

      Kai shook his head. “No. If there was anything like the recorded one on Shylock, we never found it.”

      “Okay. Sentinel, please tell me you can offer some insight here.”

      “Actually, I can.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows. “Really? Outstanding.” He’d been expecting a no, followed by some laborious, convoluted way of finding out the correct code.

      “Yes. Anticipating such a security feature, I have been analyzing the available data, along with similar situations recorded in the archives to which I have access, as well as our own experiences.”

      Dash gave Kai an impatient glance and made a hurry up gesture with his hand. “Yeah, okay. And?”

      “And, the Creators employ a complex mathematical equation to encode information in the environment of each outpost. That equation can, therefore, be solved by extracting that information and using it—”

      “Sentinel, this is all very interesting, and I’d love to hear all about it on the way back to the Forge. Right now, though, do you know the code we need to input into this thing?”

      “Very well,” Sentinel said. Dash could swear she sounded a little petulant, like she resented not being allowed to explain her findings. The twelve percent personality in her was beginning to make itself known. Twelve point five, Dash corrected himself.

      She recited the digits of the code that she’d calculated to be the correct ones, and Kai input them.

      Nothing seemed to happen.

      Well, Dash thought, at least I’m going to get to tell Sentinel she was wrong about something.

      But the moss suddenly shifted, and then slowly began to rise.

      Dash and Kai were forced back toward the edge of the Pillar’s top as a large hatch slowly swung open. It took an agonizingly long time, but eventually Dash and Kai were left staring into a dark opening, down into which a narrow set of stairs spiraled and disappeared.

      Dash looked at Kai. “Well, that doesn’t look too ominous, does it?”
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      They decided to bring Conover up to go inside the Pillar with them, reasoning his unique tech-sight might come in handy. Dash also invited Harolyn to join them, but she declined—apparently not being much better with heights than Amy was—so Preston climbed up instead.

      By the time they reached the top, they were down to just over an hour of daylight. Dash decided to proceed anyway, reasoning that if anything went wrong, they could also have the Archetype perform a quick extraction of the four of them, even in the dark. It was, he thought, a risk worth taking, rather than losing the night and waiting until the next day to enter the archive.

      Dash led the way, walking a short distance down the stairs, then doing a comm check with Viktor, who was still on the floating platform at the base of the Pillar. “Loud and clear, Dash,” was Viktor’s reply, meaning the comm repeater they’d set up at the top of the stairs was working. Dash hoped it would keep working as they descended, since the Pillar itself was as opaque to comm signals as it was to apparently everything else.

      “Everyone ready?” Dash asked, looking back up the stairs.

      Kai nodded, followed by Conover and Preston, then they began to descend. Dash took a last look at the late-day sky then carried on down the stairs, their steady, right-hand twist soon taking him out of the spill of daylight. He switched on a lamp, lighting the way. One hand rested on the grip of a slug-pistol, a much-improved version Ragsdale, ex-soldier and their security liaison from Port Hannah, had worked out with Custodian back on the Forge. This version not only had better range and accuracy, but it could fire multiple kinds of rounds—regular slugs, explosive anti-personnel, and an armor-piercing round that should be able to penetrate the armored carapace of the Golden bots they’d encountered so far. All were housed in a compact drum magazine, and the ammo type could be changed before each shot. Dash kept it set to regular slugs for now. The Clan Shirna plasma pistol hung on his other hip, but it would be suicidal to start firing blasts of incandescent, ionized gas in the cramped little stairway, so he kept his hand well away from it.

      As they wound down inside the Pillar, forever turning right, Preston said, “This is amazing. We had absolutely no idea what this Pillar was.”

      “Is it going to get in the way of your mining operations?” Conover asked.

      “Don’t know. We’re not even sure if there are going to be any mining operations here yet.”

      “You seem to have done an awful lot of work, and invested a lot of time and resources, in something that might not pay off,” Kai said.

      Preston laughed. “You just perfectly described mining, my friend. For every one of these jobs that leads to a profitable mine, there are probably a hundred more that don’t.”

      “So what happens if you don’t find—what exactly is it you’re looking for here, anyway?” Kai asked.

      “Thorium, mainly for fusion initiators. We’ve got some promising results, but promising results are a long way from credits in the bank.”

      Dash held up a hand and stopped. “Sorry, guys, I hate to interrupt, but there’s something lit up ahead of us. Eyes forward now.”

      They fell silent as Dash cautiously resumed his descent, approaching a panel illuminated with a soft, pastel blue glow. It was set into the wall beside a landing on the stairs. Studying, Dash could make out more characters.

      “Looks like an actual data repository of some sort,” he said.

      Kai nodded and pointed at a particular symbol. “We’ve seen that same character marking empty data ports on the Forge.”

      “Conover, what do you see?” Dash called back. “Does this lead into a room or something?”

      “No. There’s no space behind that wall.”

      “Uh, how could there be?” Preston asked. “This whole Pillar’s not much bigger in diameter than this stairway.”

      Dash gave a grim laugh. “A place being bigger on the inside than the outside wouldn’t surprise me at all when that place was built by the Unseen.”

      “There is a small compartment there, though,” Conover went on. “Right behind that panel.”

      Dash glanced at Kai, shrugged, and touched the glowing panel. It flashed once, turned from blue to yellow, then slid silently aside. Inside a small space that was, sure enough, right behind it, was a small crystalline slab about the size of Dash’s palm.

      He reached for it, ready to snatch his hand back. But nothing happened, and he was able to extract it from the little compartment. As soon as he did, the light turned a pinkish color and the panel slid closed again.

      Dash held the object, which he presumed was some sort of data storage device, up so the others could see it. Kai pointed at a grooved strip along one edge of it.

      “That also matches the empty receptacles at the Forge. It would appear that this is meant to be plugged into one of them.”

      Dash nodded. “Well, that’s a good sign. Let’s keep going down and see what else we can find.”
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      By the time they reached the bottom, they’d retrieved seven more of the data modules. All looked outwardly identical, but Conover said there were slight differences among them, minor variations in the way their crystalline structure had been composited. He also described a weak but steady emanation of radio-frequency energy from the Pillar, which got stronger as they went deeper. Sentinel analyzed it and declared it was frequency-modulated, which meant it was carrying data.

      “It appears to be encrypted,” she said over the comm. “And this time, I am aware of no corresponding encryption key. Without that, all I can do is record it so that it can, perhaps, be unencrypted at some point in the future.”

      “That’ll have to do, I guess,” Dash said, then turned to the others. “So this place isn’t just storing data in these modules, but it’s…what, broadcasting it, too?”

      Conover and Kai shrugged. Preston just held up his hands in a helpless gesture.

      “Perhaps the answer is beyond that door,” Kai said, gesturing ahead.

      The stairs ended at a door. This time, there were no lit panels or keypads, just an indentation in the middle of it. It resembled a small, four-fingered hand. Dash put his own hand next to it, and the indented handprint looked like that of a young child, in comparison to his.

      He thought back to the one time he’d seen what seemed to be the Unseen themselves in a data playback shortly after he’d first hooked up with the Archetype. He remembered vaguely canine-like creatures, probably a good head shorter than the average human. This indentation would probably fit their hands perfectly.

      “That’s an Unseen handprint,” he said.

      Kai pushed in beside him and gave it a reverent look. “So this is what their hands would have looked like? Amazing…”

      “You mean that in all the time you studied them, you never saw any images or recordings of the Unseen?”

      “They seemed to be most reluctant to record themselves,” the monk replied. “It was a striking omission from their otherwise comprehensive archives.” Kai looked at him. “Why? Have you seen them, Messenger?”

      Dash shrugged. “Think so. They kind of looked like—”

      He was going to say dogs but realized how mundane that might sound and didn’t want to deflate Kai’s opinion of the beings he’d revered all of his life. So he stopped and shook his head, instead.

      “Now that’s weird. I can’t remember how they looked. It’s like the memory is, I don’t know, just gone.”

      Kai gave a sage nod. “The Unseen obviously had good reason to guard their appearance. It certainly isn’t my place to question their wisdom.”

      Okay, Dash thought, let’s go with that, and not the fact that this mysterious alien race, who created all of this almost magical tech, looked a little like something that might like ear-scratches and belly rubs.

      “Regardless, let’s see if we can get this open,” Dash said.

      He placed his hand in the indentation, or tried to, but it wouldn’t properly fit, of course. Squeezing his hand into it as best he could had no effect. Kai tried the same, just in case the door might somehow recognize him because of his connection to the facility hidden on Shylock, but that did nothing either.

      “Conover, anything?” Dash asked.

      “Sorry, Dash. I can’t see past this door. It’s the same way I couldn’t see inside this Pillar in the first place. Whatever it’s made of, it really is totally opaque.”

      They looked around for keypads or other data inputs but found none.

      Eventually, Dash gave a resigned shrug. “I guess this is as far down as we go”

      Kai nodded. “Whatever the Unseen have placed behind this door, it obviously isn’t intended for our eyes.”

      “Which, of course, just makes me just want to know what it is all the more,” Dash said, shooting the door a final glare before starting back up the stairs.
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      Dash took a long swig from the water bottle but let the cool liquid just linger in his parched mouth a bit before swallowing it. The climb back down—which, despite Viktor’s fussing over the comm, they’d managed to finish just as darkness fell—had seemed even more gritty and laborious than the climb up. Now, they all rested on the floating platform, bathed in illumination from banks of work lights glaring from the nearby swamp buggy, as well those mounted on the platform itself.

      Harolyn knelt beside Dash, who’d sat down in one corner of the platform, giving his aching arms and legs a break. She waved a hand in front of her face. “Whew! Not that you smell great, but some of that sap you got on you really stinks!”

      Dash gave a tired smile. “Believe it or not, it’s worse when it first hits the air and is still fresh. This has actually faded quite a bit.”

      She chuckled. “We’ll get you a shower as soon as we get back.” Her face quickly went serious. “So I gather you found what you were looking for?”

      Dash shrugged. “We found something. Some data modules that look like they’ll plug into the systems back on the Forge.”

      “And now we’ve got a genuine alien outpost or library, or whatever it is, right on our doorstep, huh? And one with a closed door inside it that you couldn’t get open.” Her eyes narrowed. “Have to admit, Dash, that makes me a little nervous.”

      “Just a little nervous? If I were you, I’d probably be pretty freaked out about all this right now.”

      “You’re not making me feel any better.”

      “I’m not trying to.” Harolyn opened her mouth, but Dash raised a hand and sat up. “I’m not just trying to be an asshole for the sake of it, either. I’ve just decided that we’ve danced around the reality of what’s going on for long enough.”

      “Your war.”

      “Our war. It’s our war, Harolyn. Like it or not, the Golden aren’t giving anyone a choice about it. If we can’t stop them, then their plan is to exterminate everyone, everywhere.”

      She ran a hand through her brush-cut hair. “Holy crap. Not sure what else to say about that.”

      “How about, we’d like to help?”

      Harolyn shot Dash a surprised frown. “Us? You mean our crew here? Why? What good could we possibly do, a bunch of geologists and engineers?”

      “Hey, I’m a courier, basically a freelance delivery guy—or at least I was. So was Leira, back on the Forge. Viktor and Amy are both spaceship engineers, but more from just doing the job than any formal training. Conover’s a kid.”

      “You said you weren’t going to call me that anymore,” Conover cut in, glaring up from applying first aid gel to a nasty scrape on his arm from the climb.

      “As in, you’re young,” Dash said, before looking back to Harolyn. “Super bright, and he’s got augmented eyes that can see tech and how it works, but he’s still a teenager. Kai’s a monk. We’ve got an ex-soldier, Ragsdale, back on the Forge, along with the only actual scientist type of the bunch of us—Freya, and she’s a botanist.” Dash shrugged again. “So we’re a pretty motley crew. If you were going to assemble a group of people to save the universe from an ancient alien threat, would we be your first picks?”

      Harolyn smiled and shook her head. “No, probably not.”

      “You’d be bringing us a lot of expertise, actually. Geology, geophysics, mining—”

      “Sure, but do you need those sorts of skills, really?”

      “Who knows? I can think of a few times it would have been handy to have had a geologist around. Like when we were trying to figure out how to get into, and then back out of, a crashed and buried Golden ship. Besides, you guys are tough and resourceful and used to living in shitty places like this one.”

      “And we end up in a lot of shitty places,” Conover added.

      “Well, new mineral finds don’t happen much where all the people are,” Harolyn replied. “You kind of have to focus your attention out on the fringes, where everyone isn’t.”

      She rocked back on her haunches then ran a hand through her hair again. “I don’t know, Dash. I mean, I hear what you’re saying, but maybe we’d be more use just doing what we do. A war takes materials, right? And materials have to be made or found. A thorium deposit could be pretty valuable right about now.”

      Dash frowned, about to hit her with the unpleasant truth, that only things like the Archetype, the tech of the Unseen, were going to be able to stand against the Golden…that another hundred thorium deposits wouldn’t be of anywhere near as much use as another few hundred kilograms of Dark Metal.

      Before he could speak, though, Preston knelt beside her, a mini data-pad in his hand. “Yeah, before you get too excited about new thorium deposits, you’d better look at this.” He handed the data-pad to Harolyn, who scanned it then swept a thumb across the screen, scrolling through whatever information it held. As she did, her face creased in a deeper and deeper frown. Finally, she said, “Shit.”

      “What is it?” Dash asked.

      “Collated results from the latest round of drilling,” she replied, handing the data-pad back to Preston with a glum nod. “Turns out those promising thorium results we got are cut off by a fault in the rock just a hundred meters below the top of the deposit. The rest of it is gone, carried off to who-knows-where by movement along the fault over the past billion years or so.”

      “So that’s a problem, I guess.”

      “A fatal one for this project, yeah. The value of the thorium that’s left, and that we can still get at, won’t even come close to covering the cost of mining it.” She gave Dash a narrow-eyed look. “Timing’s pretty convenient. You ask us to join your cause right before our project completely tanks. If it wouldn’t have been accompanied by a massive earthquake, part of me would wonder if your alien friends had anything to do with it.”

      “Yeah, no, the Unseen are pretty powerful, but—”

      But they could harness the power of black holes and blow up stars with a device you could stick in your pocket. Now it was Dash’s eyes that narrowed. “Sentinel, you didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”

      “Are you asking if I was somehow able to alter the geology of this planet to suit your agenda of recruiting others to assist in the war against the Golden?”

      “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “I am flattered that you would assign such capabilities to me. As Harolyn observed, moving such a volume of rock even a short distance would have resulted in a catastrophic earthquake. You presumably would have felt that.”

      “That wasn’t exactly a no.”

      “No, I did no such thing,” Sentinel said with finality.

      Yeah, sure, Dash thought, but again, your “Creators” could blow up stars. But he just let it go. He doubted that Sentinel really cared much whether Harolyn and her people joined the cause or not, as long as they retrieved the Unseen data from the archive here.

      Dash, though, did care. The more smart people he could get helping him, the better. He looked back at Harolyn and said, “Well, then? Sounds like you’re done here, right?”

      “But fight a war against aliens, Dash?”

      “You’d be asking our people to basically just give up their livelihoods,” Preston said. “Some of them have families who count on them earning a living.”

      Kai, who’d been sitting nearby and tending to a deep scratch on his neck, bristled. “If the Enemy of All Life prevails, then livelihoods will mean nothing,” he said, an indignant edge in his voice.

      Dash raised his hand again. “Kai, you’re right. But Preston is, too. We can’t expect them to drop every obligation and help us.” He gave Harolyn and Preston an earnest look. “We can ensure your people are taken care of.”

      A bit of Harolyn’s discouraged air faded. “How?”

      “Well, most of this alien tech we’ve had revealed to us should probably never get into the hands of anyone, ever. But there are a few things we could get into—let’s say enterprising hands.”

      “Dash, are you sure you want to do that?” Viktor asked, his tone one of wary concern.

      Dash nodded. “I am. Ideally, we’ll fight and win this war, and the vast majority of the galactic arm will never even know it happened. If that happens, everyone on our side—me and you included—will still have lives to live, families to raise and bills to pay. If that means selling off a bit of Unseen tech to raise some credits, then yeah, I’m okay with that.”

      Harolyn nodded. “Okay, then. I’ll call a team meeting tomorrow morning and we’ll work this out.” She glanced at Preston. “No reason to hang around this miserable swamp if it’s not going to pay off, right?”

      Preston glanced back at the looming shape of the Pillar, now just a sprawling pile of deeper shadow beyond the glare of the work lights. “Agreed. Especially with that thing sitting there. When I thought it was just a column of strange rock, that was one thing. But an alien library?” He gave a thin smile. “Not sure I’d be able to sleep with both eyes closed after this, if you know what I mean.”

      “Oh, I do indeed,” Dash said, leaning his head back against the railing around the platform. “I haven’t done that in a long time.”
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      “This is quite the little armada we’ve got coming together, here,” Dash said, scanning the Archetype’s heads-up.

      Now, besides the mech and the Slipwing, they also had the Rockhound, a light but sturdy freighter owned by Harolyn. Having the Rockhound available would be good; the fact that Harolyn’s entire crew had decided to throw their lot in with Dash in the struggle against the Golden, was better. It had only taken them a day to strip down their operation on Orsino, load all of their equipment into the Rockhound—with room to spare—and lift into orbit, where they prepared to depart for the Forge in company of the Archetype and the Slipwing.

      “Okay, is everybody ready to break orbit?” Dash said.

      “Ready here,” Amy answered.

      “You know, I still have trouble believing everything you’ve told us about the Unseen and these Golden.” Harolyn paused then gave a huh sound of amazement. “Anyway, seeing that Archetype up here in space, I guess it’s really all true, isn’t it?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s all very true,” Dash replied.

      “Okay, then. We’re ready to depart, Dash. Just give the word.”

      “Okay, let’s get this party started.”

      “Messenger,” Sentinel said. “Before you begin your return to the Forge, I would alert you to new readings regarding the second, indeterminate Dark Metal signature we detected upon arriving in this system.”

      Dash frowned at the heads-up. He’d almost forgotten about that. Sure enough, the second signal glowed on the display. It had shrunk, though, to a more constrained and distinct return from—

      “From Brahe?” Dash said. “The big planet Orsino orbits? It’s that close?”

      “It is not coming from Brahe itself,” Sentinel said. “Rather, it is coming from something apparently orbiting on the far side of it, relative to Orsino. Brahe is an ice giant, a large planet with substantial gravitation. It would appear that the Dark Metal signature is being refracted around it by some form of gravitational lensing.”

      “So there’s something containing Dark Metal on the far side of it, and we’re seeing”—Dash hunted for a word— “Echoes. We’re seeing echoes of it on this side of the planet, because they’re being bent around it.”

      “Surprisingly, that’s essentially correct.”

      “What do you mean, surprisingly?”

      “You have not previously demonstrated a particularly keen grasp of astrophysical phenomena.”

      “I am a spaceship pilot, you know. And a pretty damned good one, if I do say so myself.”

      “Now that is more typical of your character,” Sentinel said.

      “What is?”

      “Boundless self-confidence. You are actually quite accomplished at it.”

      “Sentinel, dear. Before you really hurt my feelings, how about we figure out what’s causing this gravity lens-Dark Metal thing?”

      “Dash,” Conover said over the comm. “I’ve cranked up the gain and narrowed the focus on our new detector as much as I can. Whatever is on the other side of Brahe contains a lot of Dark Metal. Like, thousands of kilograms of it. Maybe tens of thousands, or even more.”

      “Crap.”

      “What? With that much Dark Metal, we could restock the Forge.”

      “And end up facing something terrifying,” Dash retorted. “That crashed Golden ship on Gulch had at least that much Dark Metal built into it. Imagine running into that thing intact and fully operational in space.”

      After a moment of silence, Conover said, “Crap.”

      “Okay, new plan,” Dash said. “Harolyn, you’ve got the data for a course back to the Forge loaded into your nav, right?”

      “We do.”

      “Okay, you break orbit and head there now. Translate into unSpace as soon as you can. The sooner you’re out of this system, the better.”

      “This sounds serious. And bad.”

      “It might be. But that’s the problem. We don’t know. I’m going to find out. Amy, you bring the Slipwing up behind me, but at my word, or even just the first sign of trouble, you rocket yourself out of here and get back to the Forge, too. I’ll cover your retreat, if it comes to that.”

      “Dash,” Harolyn said. “Are you saying there might be something lethal in this system, where we’ve been working away in blissful ignorance for weeks now?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying. That Unseen archive in the Pillar, that was threatening to cost Preston some sleepless nights? Well, it might barely rate being called an interesting tidbit, compared to what might be lurking on the other side of that planet.”

      The Rockhound’s fusion drive immediately lit, and she lifted out of orbit. “Don’t need to tell us twice,” Harolyn said. “You take care of yourself, Dash. I’m expecting you to give me a personal tour of this Forge thing.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dash replied, launching the Archetype toward Brahe, the Slipwing falling in behind.
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      “So just what the hell is that thing?” Viktor asked.

      The only answer was the faint carrier hiss of the tight-beam comm laser connecting the Slipwing and the Archetype as they settled into a synchronous orbit over Brahe. Sentinel had designed the orbit to allow them to just see over the limb of the big, bluish planet, at whatever lurked on its far side.

      Whatever turned out to be something cylindrical and ominously dark, at least a kilometer long, with a massive umbrella-like structure protruding from one end. A number of much smaller objects clustered around the other end. Whatever it was, it wasn’t of conventional manufacture, which meant it had to be alien.

      “Don’t suppose it’s some sort of Unseen tech, is it?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “There is nothing matching this in the archives. At least nothing in the archives to which I currently have access.”

      “Dash, we’re using the Slipwing’s telescope to take a closer look at this thing,” Conover said. “Since we don’t want to use any active scans. Those objects clustered around the end of that big cylinder look like much bigger versions of the Golden drones that attacked the Forge.”

      “You sure?”

      “Oh, yes. Believe me, Amy and I spent enough time up close and personal to one of them that I’ll never forget what they look like.”

      “Have to agree, Dash,” Amy said. “That’s exactly what they look like. Which kind of takes away any doubts.”

      “Hold on,” Viktor said. “Something’s happening. Take a look.”

      Dash zoomed in on the Archetype’s visual imagery. Sure enough, one of the objects—which, now that Dash gave them a close look, did resemble the Golden drones that had assaulted the Forge ahead of the attack by the Harbinger—had detached from the cylindrical station. At least, Dash had come to think of it as a station, although he really had no idea what its purpose might be. Likewise, he’d named the smaller objects mega-drones, but they might actually be full-fledged ships in their own right, perhaps even with crews.

      Dash inhaled sharply. These might be actual Golden.

      The mega-drone that had detached abruptly accelerated away. Dash braced himself, ready to react if it came after them, but it sailed off in a completely different direction, obviously on some inscrutable mission of its own.

      “I wonder where it’s going,” he said. He was just musing out loud, but Sentinel answered.

      “There is a strong signal being generated by the large antenna. It’s directional.” Through the Meld, Dash knew she meant the big, umbrella-shaped construct on the end of the cylinder. “It is a conventional radio transmission, but it is being injected into an unSpace portal being generated several kilometers ahead of the antenna.”

      Dash studied the heads-up. Sure enough, a gravitational distortion registered where Sentinel described it. “So they’re producing a signal and transmitting it through unSpace to somewhere. Can you tell where?”

      “Other than a very general direction for the transmission, no. Neither can I decipher it, as it is encrypted.”

      “That smaller ship it just launched seems to be heading in that direction, too,” Conover said.

      “Yeah, I see that,” Dash replied. “So this is all very interesting, but what’s the point of it? What is this facility for?”

      “And why are they using relatively primitive radio transmissions and injecting them into unSpace?” Viktor added. “All Golden comms we’ve seen so far have used some sort of unSpace carrier directly, at least as far as I can remember.”

      “Maybe this is an older setup,” Conover suggested.

      “Or maybe it’s because of whoever, or whatever, they’re sending the signal to,” Amy said.

      There was silence as they all chewed on that. She had a good point, Dash thought. Clan Shirna had been a Golden ally—actually, a puppet, destined for extermination as much as anyone else, but they’d been rendered blind to that by greed. Their technology had been conventional, on par with that of things like the Slipwing. It stood to reason that the Golden had similar minions out there, didn’t it?

      “Well, it looks like we haven’t been detected yet,” Dash finally said. “So let’s hang around here a bit longer, learn as much as we can, and then head back to the Forge. Sentinel, can you record whatever that thing is transmitting?”

      “I already am. I would note that, since we are only detecting spillover from the transmission, the signal is relatively poor quality and the data is of questionable completeness.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We’ll take whatever we can get.” Dash shook his head. “Hard to believe that Harolyn and her people were working right nearby and had no idea this thing was here.”

      A new voice came on. It took Dash a moment to realize it was Kai, because the monk rarely spoke over the comm.

      “Isn’t that odd, actually?” he asked. “That Harolyn’s people didn’t know about this facility of the Enemy so close by?”

      “What are you getting at?” Dash asked.

      “Well, this facility, whatever its purpose, is located on almost exactly the opposite side of Brahe, the larger planet, from its moon, Orsino. And Orsino is where Harolyn and her colleagues were based. It almost seems like the Enemy deliberately sought to avoid detection, doesn’t it?”

      “By keeping Brahe between them and Orsino.”

      “Yes. What reason would they have to avoid Orsino otherwise? Were it uninhabited, it would just be another uninteresting celestial body, wouldn’t it?”

      “Maybe it’s because they have to keep the antenna aligned for their signal?” Amy said.

      “They’re not in a synchronous orbit, though,” Viktor replied. “They’re orbiting around Brahe at exactly the same rate as Orsino, as though they want to keep out of sight of the moon, like Kai says. So if their signal is meant to go in one particular direction, then it will be eclipsed for a chunk of each orbit by the planet.”

      “Kai’s right,” Dash said. “They’re trying to keep all of this secret. When they detected the Rockhound first arriving in this system, they must have reconfigured things so this would forever sit on the other side of Brahe. And because Harolyn and her miners had no way to detect Dark Metal—”

      “They were blissfully unaware,” Viktor said.

      “Why wouldn’t the Golden have just destroyed the Rockhound when it first showed up?” Amy asked.

      “Because that might have brought more ships looking to find out what happened,” Viktor replied.

      Amy’s brow furrowed. “Okay, but what if they’d actually found a mine on Orsino and started—”

      “Hey, guys,” Dash put in. “This is all good stuff. But I think we might want to talk about it as we get the hell out of here.”

      “What are you talking about, Dash?”

      “Check your scanners. Something big just dropped out of unSpace.”

      Dash watched as the sudden, powerful scanner return began accelerating, heading in-system fast. Sentinel brought it into view then zoomed in.

      “That is one hell of a big ship,” Dash said.

      It was a huge, angular vessel, almost as large as the biggest of the Clan Shirna battlecruisers. It had an entirely unfamiliar design, though. Even Sentinel couldn’t identify it.

      Dash saw Amy spin the Slipwing and light her fusion drive, powering her away from the planet. As soon as she did, potent scanner emissions erupted from the big ship, bathing Brahe and the space around it. An instant later, four smaller vessels launched from the huge vessel and began streaking toward them.

      “They’re using fusion drives,” Dash said. “At least they look like fusion drives.”

      “They are. However, the properties of their plasma exhaust show them to be advanced forms of that technology. Considerably more advanced than the drive of the Slipwing.”

      “Why does my ship always get used as the benchmark for tech that’s better than it?”

      “Because you are presumably most familiar with it, so it gives you an immediate point of reference.”

      Dash wanted to push back at that but didn’t bother and just launched the Archetype in the Slipwing’s wake. The mystery ship and its smaller spawn powered after them at full thrust, but they had too much of a head start. The Slipwing reached translation distance from the system first and vanished into unSpace. Dash was about to follow, but Sentinel spoke first.

      “We are receiving a powerful broad-band transmission from the unknown vessel,” she said.

      “Let’s hear it.”

      The voice that rang in Dash’s ears sounded human but underlain by a strange, almost mechanical timbre.

      “Submit to the Bright and be elevated.”

      Dash scowled at the distant ship, muttered, “Not today, whoever you are,” and flung the Archetype into unSpace after the Slipwing.
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      Dash landed the Archetype in the Forge’s docking bay, settling it onto its feet in the slightly hunched posture that seemed to suit its particular center of gravity. It gave the mech, even at rest, an air of brooding menace, like it was about to explode into action. His attention this time, though, was on the other people already in the bay, watching them as the Archetype settled into place. Viktor, Amy, and the others from the Slipwing barely spared it a glance and were instead milling about near the Slipwing, gesturing in animated conversation. Leira and Ragsdale had joined them. But the bay also held the Rockhound, Harolyn’s ship, making the place seem packed tight in a way it never had been before. And those standing near the freighter’s lowered egress ramp weren’t gesturing or speaking, they were just staring—no, gaping—at the Archetype as it arrived.

      It did him good to see so many people here. The place didn’t feel quite so desolate. Dash gave a thin smile to Harolyn and her crew, though. “Probably had pretty much the same expression on my face when I first came aboard the Forge.”

      “If anything, you exhibited an even more stunned attitude,” Sentinel replied.

      “First of all, I was not stunned. And second—you were watching?”

      “You are the Messenger. I am specifically designed to understand and accommodate your particular idiosyncrasies.”

      Dash paused as he unlimbered himself from the cradle. Idiosyncrasies? He wondered what exactly Sentinel considered his idiosyncrasies. Dash considered just asking but decided that it could be one of those conversations that went on for a while in the manner of a teacher he’d disliked some years ago. If there was one thing these Unseen AIs seemed to lack, it was tact. Being almost brutally to the point might be efficient, but it sometimes stung. What made it worse was the fact that the AI’s themselves seemed entirely impervious to criticism, so it always ended up pretty one-sided.

      Dash dismounted from the Archetype and walked to join Harolyn and the dozen or so geologists, engineers, metallurgists, and other tech types standing with her. They simply gaped around at the docking bay, wide-eyed, their expressions caught somewhere between awe, fear, and sheer scientific wonder.

      “Wait until you get the full tour,” Dash said, grinning at their stunned amazement. “Custodian, please make sure our new guests have appropriate access to the rest of the Forge.”

      “Understood,” the AI replied.

      Ragsdale caught Dash’s eye and nodded. Ever the security officer, he’d already made this point with Dash—anyone who came aboard the Forge would be given appropriate access. Custodian knew this meant access to hab and medical sections, but no access to critical areas, like the engine room, control center, or the fabrication facilities themselves.

      “Based on what you’ve told me about those Clan Shirna bastards you had to deal with, it sounds like the Golden are actively trying to recruit agents elsewhere,” Ragsdale had said. “That means we shouldn’t trust anyone, at least until they’ve proven themselves to us.”

      Dash couldn’t argue with that. After all, they’d met Harolyn and her team in a star system containing a secretive Golden facility of unknown purpose, about whose existence they were wholly unaware. And they’d been conducting a mining operation in close proximity to a hidden Unseen outpost. If Dash let himself get paranoid, he could easily imagine that Harolyn and her people were working for the Golden, trying to get access to the Unseen archive.

      For now, though, he just kept a friendly smile on his face. It was made easier by the fact that he didn’t really think Harolyn was a Golden spy.

      Of course, isn’t that exactly how a spy would want it?

      Harolyn shook her head at Dash. “This is…I mean, it’s—” She just stopped, shrugged, and shook her head again.

      “Who’s Custodian?” Preston asked. “An Unseen? Are there actually Unseen here?”

      “Nope, no Unseen here on the Forge,” Dash said. “At least none that we’ve found in the parts of it that are currently accessible, anyway. A few sections aren’t powered up yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t need them powered up,” Dash said, again tickled by a glimmer of suspicion. The Golden would probably love to know what parts of the Forge were working, and which weren’t, wouldn’t they?

      “All the important stuff is up and running at full capacity, though,” he went on. “Anyway, as for Custodian, he’s the custodian of this place. He’s the AI who runs the Forge.”

      “So you mean to say that all of this huge station is run by a single AI?” Harolyn asked.

      “More or less. Anyway, let’s get you guys settled into your quarters, and then we can start filling you in on what’s going on. From there, we can work with you to decide how you can help us out the most.”

      “Yeah, sounds good,” Harolyn said. “Just let me pick my jaw up off the floor here, and then we’re all yours.”

      Dash laughed, moved to join Leira and the others, and asked Kai to have his monks help Harolyn’s crew get settled in. In the meantime, he suggested to the rest of them that they all meet in the lounge they’d taken to calling their War Room to discuss what they’d learned and, more importantly, what their next steps were.

      As they dispersed, Dash paused and watched two of Kai’s monks leading Harolyn and her people out of the docking bay. He was glad for more allies but couldn’t silence Ragsdale’s ominous words that were still ringing in his ears.

      …we shouldn’t trust anyone, at least until they’ve proven themselves to us.

      Were any of Harolyn’s crew actually Golden agents? No, probably not.

      But that was the trouble. Probably not wasn’t the same as no.
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        * * *

      

      “So who exactly are the Bright?” Viktor asked.

      They’d reassembled in the War Room—everyone, that is, except for Harolyn’s people and the monks helping them get settled into quarters and giving them a tour of the parts of the Forge they most immediately needed to know. Dash had given Leira, Ragsdale, and Freya a brief recap of what had happened in the Brahe system, ending with the sinister mystery of the huge ship that had appeared and issued that cryptic message, Submit to the Bright and be elevated.

      “No idea who, or what, the Bright are,” Dash said. “You all saw the same thing I did. Big ship, launched smaller ships, told us to submit and be elevated, whatever that means. Ominous at best.”

      “Kind of reminds me of how Nathis used to talk,” Leira said. “All inscrutable and holier-than-you-are.”

      Dash nodded. Nathis, one of the leaders of Clan Shirna, had outwardly seemed to be your typical, fanatical religious nutcase. Dash could well imagine him saying something like submit and be elevated. As it turned out, Nathis had actually been a corrupt and greedy pawn of the Golden, motivated by the all-too-familiar drive to gather power and wealth, rather than any actual religious belief. The Bright might very well be the same.

      “So you’re thinking that the Bright are just another version of Clan Shirna?” he asked Leira.

      She shrugged. “Like you said, all we know is what we know. But it would fit, right? The Golden manipulating some race or other, so they come across all about enlightenment and purity and being elevated.”

      “Maybe the Bright are Clan Shirna, just rebranded,” Dash said.

      “That ship was entirely different from anything we saw Clan Shirna use, though,” Conover replied. “Unless, of course, they already had it mostly built when we encountered them and just put it into service. But the tech seemed entirely different from what we saw Clan Shirna using.”

      Viktor rubbed his chin with a rasp of stubble. “I have to agree with Conover. Who or whatever these Bright are, they just seemed…I don’t know, different from Clan Shirna. They had a different feel to them.”

      “There’s that feel thing again,” Amy said, grinning.

      “You have to admit, cuz, feeling things is a big part of how we ordinary mortals operate,” Leira said.

      “I think it’s actually our competitive advantage against the Golden,” Dash said. “We can do things they don’t expect. Of course, they do learn pretty fast—I saw that when I was fighting the Harbinger. Got some moves in that it didn’t anticipate. But when I tried them again, it was more ready for them. It adapted. And quickly.”

      “Which means we should save our newest and most unexpected stuff for when it really counts,” Viktor said.

      Dash nodded. “And that, I guess, brings us to the current question—where we go next given our lack of information.”

      There was a pause, the question hanging in the silence.

      Conover finally broke it. “I think we need to know more about what the Golden are up to in the Brahe system. It makes me nervous knowing that big facility, whatever it is, is there. Why? What’s it for? Who is it transmitting to? And what are those things that look like big drones for?”

      “All excellent questions,” Viktor said. “As to the questions, we can go back to who or what the hell are the Bright, and what’s their role in all of this?”

      “It’s too bad we couldn’t have hung around that system longer,” Amy said. “Maybe we could have figured out what was going on…what the Golden were up to.” She gave a resigned shrug. “They’ll probably be watching over that system pretty closely now.”

      “Will they? Or will they assume that’s what we’ll think, so we won’t go back there?”

      They all turned to the speaker who, it turned out, was Freya.

      She looked around at the stares directed her way. A skilled botanist, her main contributions to meetings in the War Room were updates on their food supply which, thanks to her particular talents, along with some stolen Golden technology, was burgeoning. She rarely spoke up about operational matters, though.

      In answer to the unspoken questions, she said, “Well, you just made the point about being unpredictable, right? So, if you think the Golden are going to be trying to keep that system locked down now, and they expect you to think that, then they probably won’t be expecting you to go back there any time soon, right?”

      Dash looked at Freya, then exchanged glances with the others. Finally, he said, “Yes, Freya. That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

      Freya sat up, looking uncomfortable. “Oh. Well, I was just thinking out loud. I mean, the Golden really might be expecting you, so they probably have a bunch of nasty things keeping an eye on that system now.

      “Oh, they might very well, sure,” Dash replied. “But you know what? Who cares? So far, we’ve been meeting the Golden on their terms. We’ve basically been waiting for them to come at the Forge so we can fight them off. It’s time to take a bit of the initiative here and strike back at them.”

      “So what are you proposing, Dash?” Viktor asked.

      “Well, I’m saying I take the Archetype back to the Brahe system and get some hard information about what’s going on there.”

      Viktor rubbed his chin again. “You once asked me to play the devil’s advocate and point out the things that could go wrong with any plans we make. I’m not even sure where to really start with this one.”

      “I have to agree, Dash,” Leira said. “I’m hardly the most cautious person around, and even I’m thinking this might be a really risky idea—too risky, in fact.”

      “On the other hand, it’s hard to win a war by strictly playing it safe,” Ragsdale added. “From what you’ve told me, you really have been spending your time reacting to the Golden. If we’d done that aboard that crashed ship, instead of taking the initiative and going after those Golden weapons in their armory—and credit where due, that was Dash’s idea—I highly doubt we would have made it out of there.”

      “I’m with Ragsdale on this,” Amy said. “Not knowing what the Golden are doing in that system, what all that stuff is for—”

      “And what the Bright are,” Conover put in.

      “Yeah, and that,” Amy went on. “I don’t know, it makes me really nervous.”

      Dash nodded. “Me too. So I think we need to make this our priority. We need to know what’s up. To do that, we need to get back to Brahe and figure out what the Golden are doing there.”

      “If I may,” Kai said. “Perhaps there are answers in some of the archive data we brought back from Orsino. The Enemy’s purposes there might be related to whatever is contained in those records.”

      “Now that’s a good point. Kai, can you and your brethren get to work digging through that stuff and see what you can find out? Anything about Orsino and Brahe would be useful, but—really, anything at all that could help us out.”

      “I’ll help with that,” Conover said, looking at Kai and nodding.

      “Absolutely,” Kai replied. “We’ll begin this task immediately.”

      “And I am going to take some time here to rest and get cleaned up,” Dash said. “Then I’ll take the Archetype back to Brahe. All I need now is a plan for what to do when I get there. Leira, Viktor, along with Amy, Ragsdale, and Freya—all meet back here in a couple hours to finalize how this is going to work. Be ready to work. I recommend food and caffeine, but I want you at your best.”

      Since they were in agreement, everyone started to stand, but Ragsdale said, “There’s one other thing I think we need to talk about. Not to put too fine a point on it, but we need to talk about our new arrivals,” Ragsdale said.

      “You mean Harolyn and her people?” Amy asked.

      Ragsdale nodded. “Dash and I have talked about this before, briefly. We figured that if and when we recruited more people to help with the war effort here, we probably shouldn’t just give them the run of the Forge. We arranged with Custodian to give them access immediately to non-critical parts of the place, with the understanding we might eventually trust them enough to let them have more freedom—get them involved in more sensitive operations.”

      “Makes sense,” Viktor said.

      Leira nodded. “We know the Golden use agents. Look at Clan Shirna.”

      “Hell, the Unseen are using human agents,” Dash said. “That’s basically what we are.”

      “Yes,” Ragsdale said. “And now that we have our first group of new recruits, as it were, we need to decide what happens next. Do we screen them? How? And how do they prove themselves trustworthy?”

      A long silence followed. Dash saw everyone looking uncertain, and realized that, for once, they really had no answers. He gave a small nod and grinned, filling the moment with his own confidence because he knew they needed it.

      “We’re going to figure this out,” Dash said. “Or we might as well stop trying to get more people on-side with what we’re doing. I have a path, but I need you all with me, and not halfway.”

      “I’m with Dash. We can’t afford to do this on our own, even with the tools we have,” Leira replied. “If we try to fight this war by ourselves, just us in this room, then…” She trailed off into a shrug.

      “Yeah,” Dash said. “Exactly.” He turned to Ragsdale. “This is a job for you. Come up with some way we can satisfy ourselves that we’re not letting Golden spies and saboteurs into our happy little family here?”

      Ragsdale gave a curt nod. “Will do.”

      “Okay, then,” Dash said. “Let’s reconvene here in two hours and figure out how we’re going back to Brahe.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash brought the Archetype out of unSpace on the far side of Brahe’s star from the planet, counting on the hurricane of energy pouring off it to obscure his approach into the system. Before heading in-system, he studied the heads-up, looking for any telltale signs that they might have triggered Golden defenses.

      “There is nothing to indicate we have been detected,” Sentinel announced. “I am sensing no emissions of any type that are not from a natural source.”

      “So far, so good then,” Dash said, and aimed the Archetype straight for the star.

      This was the easy part. Once he rounded the star and came into view of Brahe, things would get more complicated. Even then, the star—a very hot, blue, type B—was active enough that by keeping it directly behind the Archetype with respect to the planet, they should remain obscured until they were ready to move on the Golden’s orbiting…whatever it was.

      The real wild card was the massive ship belonging to the Bright, whatever that was. Dash had made finding it, if it remained in the system, an absolute priority. Without using any active scanning systems and just relying on whatever the Archetype’s passive sensors could detect, he’d hamstrung their ability to reliably locate even something as big as that ship had been. It wasn’t anywhere obvious, but that didn’t offer a lot of comfort.

      “I hate this part,” Dash said.

      “You hate which part, of what?” Sentinel asked.

      “Just waiting while we deliberately head into trouble. It’s nerve-wracking and tedious, both at the same time. That’s not a good combination.”

      Time passed, and the star looming ahead slowly swelled, filling the heads-up. Dash could see loops and whorls of gases leaping off its roiling surface, then falling back, each the size of a hundred planets. Finally, as the Archetype’s hull temperature began to creep up, he eased the mech into a tight orbit, gaining velocity from the star’s immense gravitational pull. The Archetype had no shortage of power despite being down a few cores from it’s top limit —but stealing momentum from the star meant not having to use the drive, and that meant one less thing to give them away.

      “Brahe is now in sight,” Sentinel said.

      Dash nodded. The planet itself was invisible, of course, but a symbolic icon on the heads-up showed it rising over the surface of the star in the distance. Dash adjusted their course again, now aiming the Archetype on a trajectory that would take it directly there.

      “Still no sign of any other ships?” he asked.

      “I am now detecting spillover radio emissions from the Golden construct orbiting Brahe, similar to those I recorded previously. Other than that, I am not sensing anything out of the ordinary.”

      Dash frowned. “So where the hell are the Bright?”

      “I cannot answer that other than to say not currently here.”

      “Then I have to assume they’re hiding.”

      “That is possible. However, there are no gravitational anomalies to suggest such a large ship that is cloaked in some fashion. Nor are there any Dark Metal signatures other than the ones we already know about. Moreover, if it is using the cover of a planet or other body, as we did with this system’s star, then it is unlikely to be close enough to affect your intended actions here.”

      “Unless it’s hidden on the other side of Brahe—you know, hidden by the planet directly ahead of us.”

      “That is possible, but I would then pose the question, why? That would only be a useful tactic against the particular course of action we are now following.”

      Sentinel had a point, Dash thought. If the Bright knew their plan, then it would be a clever strategy. Stealth and surprise could go a long way toward changing the outcome of a battle, especially one in space where most combat ended in the complete destruction of a ship. Nothing was as unforgiving as the hard vacuum of space.

      Dash let his gaze linger on the deep black stretching before him, then snapped himself alert. Space wasn’t just dangerous. It was unknowable. “Amy, you ready?”

      Amy spoke up “I am. You’re doing the grab, but I’m ready to assist.”

      “Countermeasures are in place per your plan, Messenger. I will silence the drone after you secure it. I would remind you to use the star for maximum stealth until the moment of contact.”

      “Authorizing you for autopilot while under approach to the star. I’ll keep weps under my thumb at all times,” Dash said.

      “Understood.”

      “I am ready with countermeasures as well,” Tybalt added.

      “Weps are hot if needed. Return path to Forge already plotted after the grab,” Leira said. "Between Tybalt and me, it’s all covered."

      “Stay out of the corona and come in hard behind me. Keep your delta V within reason; that dwarf’s gravity well packs a punch,” Dash told Leira.

      “Will do. We’re ready. Just like we planned,” Leira said.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. Beginning burn now,” Dash said. They were committed. It was bold—bordering on reckless—but it also offered a good compromise between quick, simple, and effective. It also had an aggressive, striking-back-at-the-Golden flavor to it.

      And it felt right.

      “We are nearly clear of the inner-system debris field,” Sentinel said.

      Dash scanned the heads-up. The cloud of asteroids and other debris filling much of the inner system, the bulk of it falling behind. The hunks of rock, most not much bigger than the Archetype itself, formed an especially thick field, being as close together as only a few thousand kilometers. That sounded like a lot, but considering the velocities of the bodies, their unpredictable trajectories, and the enormous amount of speed the Archetype had stolen from its slingshot around the star, reaction time for maneuvers still came down to seconds. The piloting would have challenged even Dash, but Sentinel handled it pretty much as a background task.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Time to speed things up.” He drove the Archetype forward, running the drive up to full power. The only hint of the mech’s vast acceleration was a brief, tiny vibration deep in its Dark Metal bones.

      “No indication yet that we have been detected,” Sentinel reported.

      Dash nodded. They were far enough from the star now that their approach should be obvious to any Golden sensors that might happen to look this way. Still, he gritted his teeth and focused, eyes ahead as the target hove into sight.

      Crap. They’d discussed all the things that could wrong with this, but it had seemed either all so academic, or just stuff they couldn’t really do much about. Now, every one of those potential disasters, minor to catastrophic, played through his mind like some horrifying vid.

      “The Golden station is now in visual range,” Sentinel said, zooming in the heads-up. The long, dark cylinder of the station stood out starkly against the bright blue backdrop of Brahe’s icy atmosphere. Dash aimed himself straight at it, ignoring the mounting sense of impending disaster. He checked and confirmed that the Archetype’s shields were fully powered up, the weapons all charged and standing by.

      “Target acquired,” he said to Sentinel, picking out a drone. Just as he did, another detached itself from the station and set off on a course he had the AI note and record.

      Minutes passed, the station swelling in the heads-up, forcing Sentinel to step the zoom back down in increments. Dash blinked away sweat.

      “Stand-by for capture,” Sentinel said.

      “Augment my senses.” Dash turned his head slightly, eyes twitching in anticipation of a reality beyond what anyone would consider normal.

      “Will do so,” Sentinel said, taking the cue to assist.

      Dash forced himself to relax, letting the Meld start guiding his actions. By itself, his own physiology simply wouldn’t be up to the precise timing this would require. Grabbing his target drone at such a high velocity required actions within a window of a few thousandths of a second. At the last instant, he closed his eyes, letting the Meld itself be his sole interface with the universe outside.

      He reached out and snatched the drone, ripping it free of the station.

      Dash had expected and prepared for most of what happened next, but not all.

      The sudden addition of mass to the Archetype, all of it off its centerline of flight, slammed its center of gravity to one side. They’d expected this, and Sentinel compensated with the Archetype’s drive, even as she began hacking into the drone’s systems to disable them.

      Dash fired the distortion cannon at a point between the Golden station and the planet. Then he fired it again. And again. Each time, the Archetype had to drive even harder to overcome the sudden yank toward the momentary, artificial gravity well the weapon created.

      The station, far more massive, was barely affected at all. But barely affected was enough to change its orbit a fraction, meaning it would eventually spiral into Brahe’s icy atmosphere. It also knocked its massive antenna out of alignment. Dash fired the dark-lance, slamming shadowy pulses into the station’s massive structure, ripping chunks out of it as glowing clouds of atomic dust began to spread, silent havoc in the dark around them. The station returned fire—and this was the part that had been setting Dash’s teeth on edge. They’d had no idea how heavily armed it might be, so the Archetype risked having to escape a torrent of deadly fire worthy of a battlecruiser.

      Only a handful of weapons actually opened up, though, and most of them seemed configured for point defense. Blasts of energy raked the Archetype, flaring against its shields. A few, apparently fired through unSpace, actually detonated inside the shield envelope, but the mech weathered the damage and raced quickly out of range.

      Well, that hunch had played out at least, Dash thought. Whatever this station was all about, it apparently wasn’t primarily battle. Its hidden, elusive nature had hinted at a dual purpose but there’d been no way to know for sure—not without getting up close and personal like this, anyway. It briefly made Dash consider trying to just destroy the damned thing now, while he was here—

      Them with a flash of plasma, the drone, which Sentinel still sought to shut down, fired up its drive.

      The Archetype immediately spun, hard, the starfield becoming a dizzying whirl of luminous streaks in the heads-up. Dash fought back with the Archetype’s drive, desperately trying to compensate. Their outward trajectory was the one that would take the mech to a safe translation distance in the least possible time, but the drone’s off-center thrust flung them thru a spiraling path entirely in the wrong direction. Worse, it kept them in range of the station’s weapons. Even point-defense systems could be a problem if they were able to fire on the Archetype long enough.

      “Sentinel, shut that damned thing down!”

      “I am working on it.”

      The starfield had become a blur. Dash had no idea where they were headed now—into space, back toward the star, into Brahe’s atmosphere, or even into a collision with the station itself. He just couldn’t react to the drone’s wild blasts of thrust fast enough. In the meantime, blast after blast crashed into the Archetype, ripping at its armor, hitting Dash like hard body blows.

      “Sentinel!”

      “I am proceeding as quickly as I can.”

      Dash shook his head. This wasn’t going to work. He’d have to release the drone and just get the hell out of here, before—

      “Done,” Sentinel said. “The drone is now inert.”

      Dash applied hard thrust, finally stabilizing the Archetype. More shots slammed home, but he was finally able to resume a fast course away from the station, toward the nearest translation point.

      “Okay,” he said. “That was no fun at all.”

      “I wasn’t aware that enjoyment was a measure of success in our struggle against the Golden. In the future, I will try to ensure our operations are more…fun.”

      Dash blinked, then managed a weak smile. “You do that.”

      “Incidentally, while neutralizing the drone’s systems, I learned several things you will find of interest.”

      Back to business, Dash thought. “Such as?”

      “These drones are not configured for combat. Rather, they appear to be intended to locate and harvest Dark Metal.”

      “Okay, that explains why it wasn’t armed. It also means that the Golden are looking for the same stuff we are. Which isn’t really surprising.”

      “Moreover, based on information contained in this drone, this station has only recently been activated,” Sentinel said. “It appears to have been triggered by the receipt of a signal approximately four months ago.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes in thought then decided to play a hunch. “If you correct that for the best possible transmission time from the Forge, what date would you get?”

      A precise date and time came to him through the Meld, one that made Dash nod.

      “There we go. I think we can figure out the activation time for every Golden system in the galactic arm,” he said. “And it’s been right in front of us all this time. It was the signal sent by the Harbinger right before we fought it.” He took a breath and sighed. “So there it is. The official start of the war, thanks to the Harbinger.”
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      Dash landed the Archetype back on the Forge amid excited chatter. It wasn’t so much about his success and recovery of the Golden mining drone, though. Rather, Kai had found something in the data they’d recovered from Orsino—something big.

      “You have to see this, Dash,” Conover said, as Dash dismounted from the Archetype. “It’s pretty amazing.”

      The drone was already stashed in another docking bay in a remote part of the Forge, just in case it harbored any nasty surprises. Following that, Dash had hoped to be able to shower, have something to eat, and slump into some down time, but it appeared that wasn’t going to be the case. He gave Conover an after you gesture and followed him back to the War Room. Kai, Leira, and Viktor were already there.

      “So I hear you guys have found something that won’t wait,” Dash said.

      Kai nodded vigorously. “The Unseen, in their wisdom, have given us what could be a decisive boon.”

      Dash nodded back and plunked himself down in a chair. Even sweaty and tired, he enjoyed being away from the Archetype’s cradle. “Alright, well, don’t keep me in suspense. Show me what you’ve got.”

      “Custodian,” Kai said. “Please show Dash the data we have been discussing.”

      In answer, a translucent image popped into existence in the middle of the War Room. It depicted a dozen or so ships Dash didn’t recognize, orbiting a binary star system he couldn’t place.

      He turned to Kai. “Okay, what I am I looking at exactly?”

      “It’s called the Silent Fleet.”

      “Ominous. What’s it mean?”

      “It is an inert fleet of Unseen ships orbiting a binary star system known only by its catalog number,” Kai replied. “The closest approximation of their name, in our language, is Shrike. There are twelve of them, along with another four smaller support craft.”

      As Kai spoke, the specifics of the star system’s location, details of what information was available about it, and anything Custodian could draw from his available data sources regarding the ships came to Dash over the Meld. He sat back as the information settled in and said, “Huh.”

      “They’re warships, Dash,” Leira said. “All the size of conventional destroyers, and all armed with Unseen weaponry.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” Dash paused, and then said, “Huh,” again.

      “You don’t seem very impressed,” Viktor said.

      Dash shook his head. “No, it’s not that. I mean, I am, but—” He shook his head. “This is a game changer. A fleet that size, all using Unseen tech. Shit, we could probably take over the whole galactic arm with that kind of power if we wanted to.”

      Leira narrowed her eyes at him. “But?”

      “But, unless those ships are all entirely automated, how do we crew them? Custodian, are they entirely automated?”

      “No,” the AI replied. “Each is intended to operate with a crew complement of twenty personnel. However, by slaving the ships together so they operate in a networked fashion, each can be crewed by as few as five.”

      “Yeah, that’s still sixty people minimum that we need.” Dash looked at Leira and Viktor. “You haven’t happened to see sixty people hanging around the Forge, looking for something to do, have you?”

      “There’s Harolyn’s people,” Leira replied.

      Dash ran a hand through his sweaty hair. “That’s twelve, and only one of them is even flight qualified.” He rubbed his face in frustration. “Look, don’t get me wrong—this is fantastic. This Silent Fleet could be the difference between not losing this war and winning it. But where the hell are we going to find enough people who are even remotely qualified to crew it? Especially since, if Ragsdale were here, he’d be warning us about more Golden agents—and rightly so.”

      Kai gave Dash an uncomfortable look. “You are quite right, of course. Which is why I hate to make things even more complicated.”

      “More complicated how?” Dash asked, mentally bracing himself.

      “After you returned to the Forge, but before you got here to the War Room, Custodian and Tybalt apparently reviewed data that Sentinel collected while you were snatching the drone from the Enemy’s station.” The monk shrugged. “Perhaps they should explain.”

      Sentinel spoke up. “As you will recall, Messenger, shortly before retrieving the mining drone, we saw another drone depart the station.”

      “I remember, yes. So what?”

      “That drone’s trajectory will take it through star systems that could include the binary system where the Silent Fleet is located.”

      “Shit. So the Golden know about this fleet.”

      “Not necessarily,” Kai said. “If they did, would they only send a mining drone?”

      “Possibly, but I don’t believe in coincidence. Not with a race like the Golden,” Dash said.

      “Fifty-fifty,” Leira said. Dash just stared at her, and she shrugged. “Hey, it either happens or it doesn’t.”

      “I don’t think that’s how odds work.”

      “Of course not, I was just—just trying to lighten the mood,” Leira said, spreading her hands in apology.

      Dash turned back to the image of the fleet, as though it might offer some sort of answer. This was, he thought, probably the most aggravating thing to have happened so far. It was even more aggravating than the glorified scavenger hunt for power cores for the Archetype and the Forge. He simmered with frustration at finding a powerful fleet and seeing it remain inert, all while the enemy was closing in. Probably.

      “Actually, the Golden likely don’t know about this Silent Fleet,” Viktor said. “And yes, that drone may very well stumble on it. But look at it this way, Dash. Drones have been departing on different trajectories from that station orbiting Brahe for months now. Maybe instead of thinking how unlucky it is that there’s one heading in that direction, we should consider ourselves lucky that they haven’t discovered it before now.”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Can you give any estimate on how long it might take that drone to get close enough to the Silent Fleet to discover it? What the absolute minimum time would be, anyway?”

      “There are a number of assumptions involved. For instance, assuming it will translate out of unSpace in every intervening star system to scan for Dark Metal, and that the scanning technology it uses is similar to our own, then the earliest it is likely to be able to detect the Silent Fleet is approximately three weeks.”

      Dash sat back again. Three weeks. By heading directly there from the Forge, at their best possible speed, it would take about three days.

      “Okay, so that gives us about two and a half weeks to come up with a solution,” Dash said. “Ideas?”

      A lingering silence followed.

      Kai finally broke it. “There is one source of possible help that, so far, we’ve been keeping at arm’s length.”

      Dash nodded. “Harolyn.”

      “Her people may not be suited for crewing these vessels, but I’m assuming that mining operations use ships, right? Is so, then they can fly.”

      Dash stood. “Kai, you’re right, and it’s time to pull the trigger. Yeah, they almost certainly would—which means it’s time to trust them. We bring them into the fold, starting now.”
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      “You don’t really trust us, do you, Dash?” Harolyn said.

      They’d met with the miner and her people in a lounge Custodian had given them access to. It didn’t really differ much from the War Room, partially due to Ragsdale’s natural, healthy state of mid-level paranoia. Dash sat across from Harolyn, with Leira and Viktor to one side and Ragsdale to the other. He didn’t like the way it put them, and the miners, in opposition to each other, like adversaries facing off. Her question only underscored the problem.

      “Harolyn, look—” he began.

      But she cut him off. “It’s okay. I think we all get it.” She looked and gestured around at her people. Their responses were all over the map, but Harolyn gave them all a hard stare. She was getting her point across without making a sound. “You don’t know us from a hole in the ground—miner’s joke, by the way—and worry we might not be everything we seem.”

      “We could even say the same about you,” Preston added.

      “That would be a fair point,” Leira replied. “Except for, you know, the giant space station and everything.”

      “Oh, it’s not that we don’t believe in all the alien super-tech,” Preston said. “Because, well”—he gestured around— “it’s more that since there seem to be at least two sides to this apparent war, you could be on either one of them.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” Ragsdale said. “We want to see all life in the galactic arm exterminated, but the key to doing that is a dozen mining techs we picked up on some random planet—”

      “Okay,” Preston cut in, bristling. “There’s no need to—”

      “Time out,” Dash said, raising his hands. “This kind of division serves no one—except the Golden. Period. We don’t have the time and I don’t have the inclination to engage in a civil war of any size. Not now, not ever.”

      “Dash is right,” Harolyn said. “It’s pretty obvious there’s something going on here that’s…well, big barely even begins to describe it. I mean, giant space station, right?” She smiled at Leira, but it quickly faded as she turned back to Dash. “But it is true that neither of us are one hundred percent sure about the other. We get why you’ve obviously locked us out of all the important parts of this station. I’d have done the same if I were you.”

      Dash gave her a grateful nod. That someone used to working in the rough-and-tumble of the fringe worlds had a diplomatic touch wasn’t surprising. He could tell there was hard alloy under the soft words, though.

      I really do like this woman, he thought.

      “But, we are going to have to figure out a way to start trusting one another, Dash,” Harolyn said. “Otherwise, me and my gang here might as well pack up and head back out to look for ore.”

      “You’re right. And we might have a way of doing just that,” Dash replied.

      Harolyn nodded. “We’re all ears.”

      “What we really need is more ships,” Dash said. “We do have yours now, the Rockhound, which is handy.”

      Harolyn scowled. “She’s a refurbished class C freighter with no armor to speak of and a single particle cannon that’s offline half the time. If you’re counting on her to be much help, then you guys must be more desperate than you look.”

      Dash grinned. “No, no—she won’t be of any help fighting, we know that. That’s why I said she’d be handy. She can do cargo runs, move people around, that sort of thing.”

      “In fact, we have a supply of a material called Dark Metal sitting on a planet called Gulch,” Viktor added. “That’s where Ragsdale here is from. We’ve only been able to retrieve a small amount of it, because we can’t carry much with just the Slipwing.”

      “And the Archetype has more important uses than lugging cargo,” Leira said.

      “Anyway, we actually do have some ships available—a fleet of Unseen ships parked in orbit around a binary star,” Dash said. “Trouble is, we don’t have anyone to crew them.”

      Harolyn looked doubtful. “I’m not sure we can help much with that. Aside from Kenton over there who flies the Rockhound, none of us know much about crewing ships, much less flying them.”

      “I served aboard a freighter,” one of the drill techs said. “Had to give it up because I tend to get space-sick, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Dash said. “We’re not suggesting you guys would be crewing these ships. In fact, using the Rockhound to bring back Dark Metal from Gulch isn’t a bad idea.” He glanced from Harolyn to Ragsdale. “It would be a good use of your crew here, since it’s basically a mining operation, digging stuff out of a crashed ship.”

      Ragsdale nodded. “It would, yeah.”

      Dash turned back to Harolyn. “What we’re hoping is that you’ve got some contacts, people you know that could make good crews. Leira and I were both couriers, but we’ve been out of the business for a while now, saving the universe.”

      “And we were both more the loner types, anyway,” Leira said.

      “I’m hoping that you might know more people, Harolyn,” Dash said. “Ideally, people used to space, who already work as ships’ crews.”

      “Even better if they know how to fight,” Ragsdale added.

      Harolyn just stared.

      Dash started to deflate. Harolyn’s blank expression said it all. Well, at least they could still have her excavate and retrieve Dark Metal from the crashed Golden ship on Gulch.

      Harolyn leaned back in her chair and started to laugh.

      Dash gave her a puzzled look. “Did I say something funny?”

      “Oh, no,” she said, still chuckling. “It’s not that. It’s more that you asked exactly the right question.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Harolyn sat forward again, her eyes bright. “What I mean is that I know exactly the people you need to talk to. They’d be almost perfect for what you need.”
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      Dash scowled at the display Harolyn had called up—data retrieved from the Rockhound and now shown by Custodian in the War Room. He’d decided that they had to make that first gesture of trust, and inviting Harolyn into their planning sanctum seemed a good start.

      But this—

      He looked at Harolyn. “Seriously? Pirates?”

      “They’re skilled spaceship crews because, well, they kind of have to be. Good in a fight for the same reason.”

      “Sure, but—pirates? Really?”

      “Hey,” Harolyn said. “I’m not going to pretend they’ll be easy or cheap to recruit. But the Gentle Friends are some of the best damned pilots and crews I’ve ever worked with.”

      Leira gave a derisive sniff. “The Gentle Friends?”

      Harolyn leaned closer to her. “Yeah, about that,” she said in a stage-whisper. “They’re not really very gentle, or all that friendly.”

      “Probably because they’re freakin’ pirates,” Dash said. His own experience with pirates consisted of worrying about them and, on a few occasions, avoiding them. Of all the people Harolyn would count among her contacts—Dash shook it off. He needed warm bodies more than an internal moral debate.

      “How did you even get hooked up with these so-called Gentle Friends?” Viktor asked.

      “Pirating is just something they do,” Harolyn replied. “They’ll happily take credits to fly legitimate jobs, too. And, I have to admit, of all the ships I’ve ever contracted or chartered, theirs are probably the most reliable and best run.”

      “I guess when you’re a pirate you kind of have to be good at what you do,” Leira said.

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the display. Pirates. His instinct was to pass and try to find someone else to recruit. Someone, at least, that hadn’t been pirates, but he was well past the luxury of choosing willing partners for a galactic war.

      But the more he thought about it, the more the idea actually appealed to him. He’d considered trying to go the military route, but getting them involved, especially so early on in the war, could complicate things a lot. For one, he couldn’t imagine military types being all that keen on following a down-and-out ex-courier, even if he was the Messenger. Moreover, the military would make everything—well, military, which meant rigid discipline and inflexible protocols. He’d never been one for discipline or protocols of any type. Sure, the war might very well eventually involve military forces, but for now—

      “Pirates,” he said, rubbing his chin and staring at the display.

      “Dash,” Ragsdale said. “You’re not seriously considering this, are you?”

      “Actually, I am.” Dash raised a hand as Ragsdale’s expression soured. “I know, there are a lot of good reasons to not go to a bunch of pirates for help. But, if we want crews for the Silent Fleet that are skilled, aggressive, and used to being pretty independent, then I’m giving them the keys to the castle. I know who they are. I know what they were, and trust me when I say they’ll leave that life behind, because their only other option will make me their enemy. They don’t want that.”

      Ragsdale grabbed Dash’s elbow and pulled him to one side. “Are you seriously planning to put the sort of weaponry and other tech we’re likely to find on an Unseen ship into the hands of pirates?”

      “What’s the bigger problem here?” Dash asked. “Some pirates getting their hands on some super-weapons, or the destruction of all life in the galactic arm?”

      “Well, yeah, I see…I mean, sure, when you…” Ragsdale stopped and let out a frustrated sigh. “Yes, I get your point. But it’s a terrible risk, Dash.”

      Dash shrugged. “Ever since I was promoted to Messenger, terrible risks seem to be all I take, and to be candid—I’m kind of addicted to the rush. If it’s a simple task, I’d rather take a nap.”

      Ragsdale sighed again then shrugged. “Fine. This is going to be a security nightmare, though.”

      “You don’t say.”

      They returned to the group. “So these Gentle Friends hang out in this system—um, Rayet-Carinae?” Dash asked, gesturing at the display.

      Harolyn nodded, but Ragsdale just shook his head. “According to this, Rayet-Carinae is a heavily developed system.”

      “Where else would pirates hang out?” Leira asked. “I mean, they need something to pirate, right?”

      “Sure, but with as much development and traffic as this shows, how are they able to keep operating? How are there not all kinds of security forces clamping down on them?”

      Dash looked at Harolyn, who shrugged. “Hey, they’re good at what they do. Doesn’t hurt that there’s a massive asteroid belt in the system that makes it almost impossible to find anyone who doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Well, folks,” Dash said, turning to the others. “Looks like the next port of call on our happy little cruise is Rayet-Carinae.”

      Leira grinned. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time, Dash.”

      “Hey, don’t say I never take you anywhere.”
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      Dash put his hands on his hips and said, “Okay, that’s damned impressive.”

      The Swift, finally completed, stood in a docking bay alone, framed against the starfield beyond the force-field. It generally resembled the Archetype but was a little smaller. The mech made up for it by being slender and sleek, making it look as though it was moving fast even when standing still. It still packed a hefty punch, too, being armed with a dark-lance, missiles, and a clever weapon called a nova gun.

      Like the point-defense systems that had engaged the Archetype from the station orbiting Brahe, the nova gun translated its shots, powerful blasts of raw plasma, through unSpace—or, more accurately, the Dark Between, although the actual distinction was a little lost on everyone but Sentinel and Custodian. It could bypass shields with its attacks, letting it punch well above its weight. But it lacked the Archetype’s distortion cannon, and also the big force-sword. Dash understood omission; close-in combat wasn’t what the new mech was designed for.

      “I have to admit, I'm more than a little nervous,” Leira said. “I mean, I’ve done a lot of flying in simulations, but this is…” She looked at Dash and shrugged. “It’s real. It’s actual, Unseen tech, and I’m supposed to climb aboard and fly it.”

      “Have to admit that hovering on the brink of a really nasty, lonely death gave me a lot of incentive to get past all the awe and wonder about the Archetype when I first found it,” Dash said.

      Viktor grinned at Leira. “Now, imagine if someone had told you six months ago that you’d be standing here now.”

      Leira glanced at him, shook her head, and said, “Exactly.”

      “Well, if you want to get yourself strapped in, I’ll go fire up the Archetype and help you out on your maiden voyage,” Dash said.

      “It’s also a mission,” Leira replied. “You sure we can’t spend a day or two here letting me get used to flying this thing?”

      “When it comes to these mechs, it seems like on-the-job training is the only sort you get.” Dash turned serious and added, “We really do need to get those ships of the Silent Fleet crewed up, and we don’t have much time to do it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know.” She sighed and started toward the mech. “You ready for this, Tybalt?”

      The Swift’s AI responded in its particular fussy way. “I am indeed, and I’m only waiting on you.”

      Leira gave Dash a backward look, one tight with uneasy anticipation. He wished he could think of something to say that would help, but the only things that came to him would probably come across as trite, even silly. So he just waved then turned and headed for the Archetype, Viktor at his side.

      They’d decided to keep the Archetype and the Swift in separate docking bays, in different parts of the Forge; that way, if one bay was somehow compromised or blocked, they wouldn’t lose the use of both mechs. Fortunately, Dash and Viktor were able to make most of the trip via a fast elevator. They arrived in the Archetype’s bay to find Amy supervising last-minute preparations for the Slipwing. She’d pilot it, with Viktor, Conover, Kai, and Harolyn as passengers. They’d also decided to bring along a few of her crew, including the erstwhile pilot of the Rockhound. Harolyn had suggested that, if they were going to make a pitch to the Gentle Friends for an alliance, they might as well try to get a ship that she and her crew could use as well—something more capable than the Rockhound in a fight.

      “You guys all set?” Dash asked, pausing on his way to the Archetype.

      Amy nodded. “Pretty much. Just checking a few last-minute things.” She frowned and pointed up at the flank of the Slipwing, which was looming over them. “Did you know there’s a coolant leak in the starboard-side thruster array?”

      “Um…yeah, I did.”

      “And you never got it fixed?”

      Dash shrugged. “Forgot all about it, actually. Just seemed easier to keep the system topped-off.”

      Amy scowled. “Pilots. They’re a ship’s worst enemy.”

      “Might I remind you that you’re a pilot now, my dear?”

      “I’m an engineer, who also happens to be a pilot. Big difference.”

      Dash grinned. “Whatever you need to tell yourself.”

      Amy stuck out her tongue at him, turning his grin into a laugh.

      As Amy herded the last stragglers aboard the Slipwing and started to prep her for launch, Dash made his way to the Archetype then boarded and settled into the cradle.

      “Amy, you ready to fly?”

      “I’ll follow you out,” she replied.

      “Roger that.” He scanned the heads-up, then said, “Okay, Sentinel, let’s get powered up and on our way.”

      “Switching Archetype systems from stand-by to active.”

      Dash felt the big mech come to life, both through the Meld, and in his hands and feet where they were locked into the cradle. Just like that, the Archetype was once more an extension of him—he was it, and it was him. Lifting off, he turned and slid smoothly through the force-field, into space. Amy eased the Slipwing out behind him.

      “Leira, how about you?” Dash said.

      No answer.

      Dash frowned and scanned the heads-up again. There, the Swift traveled on a straight course, heading directly away from the Forge.

      And directly toward the nearby gas giant.

      “Uh, Leira? Any particular reason you want to visit that planet right now?”

      Still no answer.

      A hard knot formed in Dash’s stomach. Had something gone wrong? Had the Swift suffered some catastrophic failure on its first flight?

      He reoriented the Archetype and prepared to accelerate after the other mech, to recover it if necessary, or at least rescue Leira.

      “—totally impossible!” she said, her voice slamming through Dash’s head.

      “Holy crap, Leira, what’s going on?”

      “It’s Tybalt! He’s insisting that he should pilot us away from the Forge. But I’m the one supposed to be piloting.”

      “Which you will do,” Tybalt put in. “As soon as you are ready for it—as I have said twice prior to this.”

      “I can fly this thing just fine,” Leira snapped.

      “You have only piloted the Swift in simulations,” Tybalt replied. “Until the Meld is fully established, it would be irresponsible, even reckless, to allow you full control of its systems in actual flight.”

      “So get the damned Meld fully established!”

      “Once we are sufficiently clear of the Forge—”

      “Damn it, Tybalt!”

      Dash shook his head and cut in, saying, “Okay, you two, break it up. Leira, I hate to say it, but Tybalt has a point.”

      “Are you taking his side?” she asked, her voice ominously quiet.

      “Yeah, I am. But before you bite my head off, just listen for a second. You are going to be piloting one of the single most advanced and destructive machines in existence. Tybalt—”

      “Is a pain in the ass!”

      “Yeah, maybe he is. But he’s also an AI specifically designed by the Unseen to run their tech. Right now, he’s the expert. You understand?”

      There was silence. Finally, she said, “I suppose.”

      Dash ignored her resistant tone, knowing that a singular experience like piloting a mech could rattle anyone.

      “If he thinks you should finalize the Meld away from the station, then, well, you should listen to him. For now,” Dash added. “Ultimately, you’ll be the boss. But make sure you’re actually ready to be the boss first.”

      “Surprisingly wise words,” Tybalt said.

      Dash curled his lip. “Why surprisingly?”

      “I was merely stating—”

      “Remember that I’m on your side right now, Tybalt. Don’t make me regret it.”

      This time, Leira chuckled. “See, it’s not just me. He really is a pain in the ass, isn’t he?”

      “All of these AI’s are,” Dash said. “Anyway, Tybalt, we need to get underway as soon as we can, so whenever you can finalize that Meld—”

      “We should be sufficiently clear of the Forge shortly.”

      Dash shook his head. It was bad enough that he was facing negotiating with a bunch of pirates; now, he had to mediate between Leira and her own AI.

      “Messenger, I have a question for you,” Sentinel said.

      “Go ahead.”

      “In what way, exactly, have I been a pain in the ass?”

      Dash closed his eyes. I don’t need this. I really don’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Leira screamed.

      Dash’s instinct was to race to her aid, but he held himself back. Tybalt had said that he was going to finalize the Meld with her—and Dash remembered the exquisite pain he felt when Sentinel had done it to him.

      “Leira? You okay?”

      “N—no!”

      “Tybalt,” Dash said. “Is Leira—?”

      “Despite her protests, she is—”

      “Screw you!”

      “—quite well, yes,” Tybalt said.

      Dash waited, watching the Swift as it arced around, pulling away from the gas giant. The mech had been getting a little too close for comfort, and he’d been about to follow it in case Leira or Tybalt actually did need help. But at least one of them had control of the Swift, it seemed.

      “Okay,” Leira said, still gasping. “Okay. That was—”

      “Stung a bit, huh?”

      “Did you have to go through that?”

      “I sure did,” Dash said. “Mind you, I was kind of dying at the time, so searing pain was a good reminder I wasn’t dead yet.”

      “Wow,” Leira said. “That’s…okay, I have to admit. That’s…wow.”

      “The Meld, you mean?”

      “Yeah, it’s…wow.”

      “You said that already.”

      “I can see now what Tybalt meant. I really wasn’t ready to fly this thing. Not until now, anyway.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. You’re not flying the Swift. You’re just…flying.”

      The Swift abruptly changed course and began speeding toward Dash. It accelerated at an impressive rate, even faster than the Archetype. Leira suddenly laughed and the Swift rolled, then somersaulted—and then did something like a little dance.

      “Okay, now you’re just screwing around,” Dash said.

      “Damned right I am,” Leira replied. “I will never be able to sit in a g-couch and just fly an ordinary ship again.

      “So, Leira,” Tybalt said. “Have we established that my approach was the correct one?”

      “If you knew this, then what was the point of all that simulator training?” Leira shot back. “Why didn’t you just do this Meld thing right away?”

      “The simulations were to ensure you had a basic understanding of the Swift’s systems, functions, and capabilities, as well as its limitations. As for the Meld, it was not possible to finalize it until the Swift itself was fully operational.”

      “Fine,” Leira said, her tone grudging. “You were right.”

      Somehow, Tybalt’s silence still managed to ring with smugness.

      “All right then,” Dash said. “Now that that’s done, let’s get ourselves underway. Amy, haven’t heard from you in a bit. Are you ready?”

      When she answered, Dash couldn’t make out her reply. He thought at first that there was something wrong with comms but then realized she was laughing.

      He couldn’t help grinning. “Amy?”

      “So help me, cuz, if this laughter is about me, I’ll be punching you right in the nose—and I might just use the Swift’s fist to do it.” Leira snapped.

      “Laughing about…you?” Amy said, her voice still hovering on the edge of collapsing back into hysterics. “About how you sounded back there? And Tybalt? And…”

      The comm cut off momentarily. When it restored, Dash could almost hear Amy wiping her eyes. “Of course it wasn’t about you, Leira. It was Kai. He just told me the most hilarious joke ever.”

      “Really?” Leira said. “How about sharing it then?”

      “Oh, I could never tell it the way Kai can.”

      “Fine. Put him on.”

      “Oh, he’s…lost his voice. All of a sudden, just lost it. Weird, huh?”

      “All right, kids,” Dash said. “Enough with the fun and games. Let’s haul our collective butts to Rayet-Carinae and meet some pirates.”

      Ragsdale’s voice sounded on the comm. “Dash? Now that you’re all away, Custodian’s going to activate all the Forge’s defense systems. If you’re coming back here with anyone new, make sure you or Leira is with them, or they might get kind of blown up.”

      “Roger that,” Dash replied, watching as the Swift and the Slipwing closed in, settling into formation with him. “And since we’ve got some time, Leira, we might as well get you some practice with your shiny new mech.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll teach you everything I know.”

      “And once the Messenger has done that, I will teach you how to do it all properly,” Tybalt said.

      Dash shook his head. Yup, these AI’s really were a pain in the ass.
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      “Holy crap,” Dash said. “That is a lot of planets.”

      There were, in fact, twenty-eight of them swinging around the yellow-white star called Rayet-Carinae. The two outermost were ice giants, similar to Brahe, but the rest were rocky worlds, all large enough to hang onto atmospheres of varying breathability. The Archetype’s scanners returned life and artificial power signatures from all of them; some, based on atmospheric chemistry, were engaged in agriculture, while others hosted mining operations, and still others acted as trade and transport hubs for the others. The whole system had an air of bustling prosperity.

      Except, that is, for the broad halo of asteroids that filled the space between the nineteenth and twentieth planets. Dash had seen it in the data about Rayet-Carinae back on the Forge, but seeing it portrayed on the Archetype’s heads-up made him give a low whistle of surprise. It was, by far, the biggest and densest asteroid field he’d ever seen. “And that is one hell of an asteroid belt.”

      “I can see why these Gentle Friends would want to hang out here,” Leira said. “Finding them in that mess of rocks would be almost impossible. But with all of this activity and traffic, how the hell do they manage to not get caught when they leave the cover of it?”

      “Good point,” Viktor said. “Most of the commercial traffic is star-ward of the belt. They’d have to come further in-system to get at it.”

      “I’ll say it again, they’re good at what they do,” Harolyn replied.

      Viktor sniffed. “By which you mean they’re good at being ruthless, thieving thugs.”

      “Yeah, well, I’d suggest leaving that attitude aboard your ship when you meet these people,” Harolyn shot back. “You’re here to get their help, remember?”

      Dash wanted to head off an argument, so he said, “Harolyn, I’m suspecting you had something to do with at least some of the mining operations we see in this system—and that’s how you happen to know these people, am I right?”

      “You got me. Yeah, we’ve set up three different mining ops here, and I spent some time managing two of them.”

      “So how did you even get to know them in the first place?” Leira asked. “I mean, from your perspective, they should have been the bad guys, preying on the legit work you were doing.”

      Harolyn didn’t answer right away, but Dash did.

      “I’ll tell you how,” he said. “She was paying them off. It was a protection racket. Isn’t that right, Harolyn?”

      “Yeah, you got me again. After a couple of shipments of helium-3 ore went missing, I got a message from them saying that they could make sure it didn’t happen anymore.”

      “Let me guess, they were offering to escort your cargos,” Dash said. “Probably at a little more than commercial rates, too.”

      “A lot more, actually. It was still worth it, though. It was the cost of—”

      “Doing business. Yeah, I know. Seen it a hundred times in different systems.” Dash shook his head. “Anyway, I’m assuming you got to know something about these Gentle Friends and their leader, who’s name is…uh…” Harolyn had briefed them on this, but the name escaped him.

      “Benzel,” Harolyn said.

      “Right. Benzel. And I’m willing to bet that he’s not the most forgiving sort, is he?”

      “He doesn’t put up with shit, if that’s what you mean.”

      Dash smiled. “Yeah, that sums it up nicely. So, I think that means we need to show him we don’t put up with any shit, either.”

      “Dash, I’ll say it again. I know you want to impress this guy, but I don’t think trying to be all intimidating is a good approach.”

      Harolyn had already made this abundantly clear during their planning talks back on the Forge. She thought the Gentle Friends were dangerous enough people that they’d probably respond to any attempt to menace them with menace of their own. Her attitude made sense, given that she’d just given in and paid them off to avoid dealing with them. And Dash had considered doing that, too—just buying the services of the Gentle Friends, like hiring mercenaries.

      The trouble was that mercenaries were only as loyal as the credits you paid them. They also tended to balk at being under any sort of command. Dash, Raglan, Leira, and the others had discussed it, and they came to the conclusion that the stakes were too high for anything but genuine commitment to the cause of fighting the Golden. So, while accruing wealth was certainly something they could offer the Gentle Friends as a perk of helping the cause, they also had to be crystal clear about being a part of something bigger, and absolutely devoted to whatever the plan might be.

      That was especially true, Ragsdale had put in, given that they were planning on putting the staggeringly destructive power of Unseen tech into the hands of pirates.

      “Harolyn, look, I get what you’re saying. But we don’t have time for a lot of negotiation, and we can’t afford to bring anyone onboard who isn’t willing to commit to our war. Period. We need to impress them, hard, and we need to do it first thing. My wishes won’t be unclear in the slightest, and my will isn’t flexible. Not now.”

      “Dash,” Leira said. “Tybalt just pointed out there’s something interesting happening on the star-ward rim of the asteroid field.”

      Dash studied the data Sentinel repeated on the Archetype’s heads-up. Zooming in, he saw an asteroid about fifty klicks in diameter, upon which was anchored a transient mining ship. The big, bulky vessel was designed to poke around a prospective asteroid field like this one, finding bodies containing valuable ores, clamping itself onto them, and chewing the precious resources out of them. This one, an asteroid apparently named Nokumi, offered up a rich trove of helium-3 derived from the stellar wind continuously washing across its rocky surface. The mining ship had just topped off a bulk cargo carrier, which was now accelerating back into the system, its trajectory aimed at a chemical processing facility orbiting the nineteenth planet.

      That wasn’t the interesting part, though. What was were three small ships lurking among the asteroids on the edge of the field, obviously watching the mining operation and the space-lanes leading to and from it. They were stealthed, which probably meant the bulk carrier couldn’t see them. Thanks to their Unseen tech, Dash and Leira could make them out easily as they worked themselves into position for a final, inexorable run at their quarry.

      “Have to admit, these guys are pretty good,” Dash said, casting a critical eye on the pirates’ careful maneuvering.

      “They are,” Leira replied. “Looks like whoever’s running that operation didn’t pay to have their ships escorted through the asteroids.”

      Dash waited for Harolyn to respond, but she didn’t, so he spoke up instead. “Okay, then. Here’s a chance to break in the Swift, Leira. In a nice and gentle way, too, since we’re not up against the Golden.” He and Leira then had a quick discussion about tactics, with both Sentinel and Tybalt offering suggestions, observations, and—especially in Tybalt’s case—a few criticisms. Once they’d finalized the plan, Dash said, “Amy, we’re going in. You just hang out here for now. And if you need help, for any reason—”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll scream hysterically.”

      “Not my first choice, but it works. Eyes forward, everyone. This is our shot,” Dash said.

      Aiming themselves at the tiny world called Nokumi, Dash powered the Archetype into motion, with Leira and the Swift close behind.
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      Dash let the Archetype drift, the slight gravitation from the nearby asteroid he’d been using as cover nudging the mech slowly to one side. He corrected, keeping the three Gentle Friends’ ships in view.

      “Any second now, they’re going to make their move,” Leira said.

      “Yup.” He glanced at the icon portraying the Swift on the heads-up. It was adjacent to another asteroid a few hundred klicks away. “You ready?”

      “Whenever you are.”

      Dash scanned the heads-up one more time, assuring himself that no other traffic might get caught up in what was about to happen. “Okay, then. As soon as they—”

      “The targets are in motion,” Sentinel said. “High acceleration, and almost directly conforming to the trajectories we anticipated.”

      “Right,” Dash said. “Here we go!”

      Dash accelerated the Archetype around the asteroid, then drove hard, straight for the bulk helium-3 carrier. A few seconds later, the Swift powered out from its hiding place and fell into place about a thousand kilometers away from, and slightly behind, the Archetype.

      The carrier grew in the heads-up. So did the three pirate ships, which closed on the carrier relentlessly, approaching from three directions intended to give the big cargo ship no escape. Not that there was any chance of it outrunning its far more agile attackers, but pirates didn’t like wasting time chasing things. After all, every minute that went by as they ran down a target was another minute something could go wrong, or some other party could intervene.

      Which is just what was happening now.

      Dash eyed his trajectory, making a slight correction with a burst of lateral acceleration. Leira conformed to his movements, he saw with some satisfaction; she’d obviously done a good job of learning how to maneuver the Swift. She also slid progressively in behind him. He wanted to keep the glare and electromagnetic racket of Rayet-Carinae directly astern of them both, using it to blind the Gentle Friends to their approach until it was too late to do anything about it. No doubt the pirates would be watching for this, but Dash knew all about the tech they’d likely be using. None of it would be able to discern the Unseen mechs against the backdrop of the star until they were—

      About this close, actually. The nearest of the pirate ships turned and burned hard, reorienting itself toward them and bringing weapons to bear. The other two continued their attack run on the helium-3 carrier. Dash could see how their tactics were to play out; the closest ship would attempt to hold off whoever was coming to spoil their little party, while the others stopped and plundered the carrier. And if they couldn’t be held off, then all three would scatter, using their no-doubt impressive acceleration to vanish back into the thick of the nearby asteroid belt. It was a sound plan, and would probably have worked fine against anything that wasn’t two hundred-thousand-year-old alien tech.

      Dash targeted the nearest ship with the dark-lance, carefully aiming it at the drive. A salvo of missiles erupted from the pirate, forcing Dash to take a moment to switch to the distortion cannon. He fired, the gravitational anomaly catching the missiles even as they began their attack burns, slamming most them together into a cloud of shattered debris. The pulse also yanked at the Gentle Friends’ ship, pulling it fortuitously into a better orientation for Dash to target. He fired the dark-lance, a quick shot at low power as the pirate’s drive went dark. “Perfect.”

      Leira now slid the Swift out from behind the Archetype. As one, she and Dash both fired at the remaining ships, each killing the drive of their respective targets. The helium-3 carrier burned as hard as it could, desperate to escape a battle that had ended as quickly as it began. Dash arced the Archetype away from the pirates, Leira close behind, swatting away a few sporadic missile shots with the dark-lance as he did. He finally brought the mech to a stop about ten thousand klicks away from their quarry.

      Leira slowed and wheeled the Swift around, stopping a few kilometers away. “Okay, that was amazing!”

      “I know, right? Of course, it gets quite a bit hairier when the targets belong to the Golden.”

      “Indeed, this was hardly a test of the Swift’s capabilities,” Tybalt said, “Or, for that matter, of yours, Leira.”

      “Just let me enjoy my moment, okay?”

      “It would be remiss of me to allow you to consider this some major achievement—”

      “Can you guys stop bickering on air?” Dash snapped. “We’re not exactly done here yet.”

      Silence followed. Dash nodded and said, “Okay, Sentinel, let’s see if our Gentle Friends out there are interested in talking.”

      “I am broadcasting a message now.”

      Dash waited.

      Finally, Sentinel said, “We are receiving a reply.” At the same time, a window opened on the heads-up, into which was painted the slightly grainy image of a dark-skinned woman with black stubble for hair, a silver ring dangling from her nose, and a truly amazing number of earrings. A defiant look hardened her face, but Dash could tell it was a façade over a mix of shock, fear, and awe.

      “Okay,” the woman snapped. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but you might want to send some pictures back to your families so they’ve got something to remember you by.”

      Dash opened the channel to transmit back to her, smiling as he did. “Big words from someone sitting aboard a ship with a blown-out drive,” he said.

      “Oh, it’s not me you need to worry about. I’ve let the Gentle Friends know all about you—”

      “That is a falsehood,” Sentinel said. “Your transmissions have been jammed, preventing you from making contact with any of your fellows.”

      To her credit, the woman’s resolve slipped only a fraction. “Yeah, well, they’ll find out about this. And when they do—”

      “Please,” Dash said. “I’d prefer we move past all the bravado and get down to business. Let’s start with names. Mine’s Dash. And you are…?”

      The woman crossed her arms and Dash sighed. Was he really going to have to wait for her to work through all the bullet points in the I’m going to be a stubborn asshole playbook? But she finally said, “I’m Wei-Ping. I’m practically number two in the Gentle Friends, so once word of this gets back—”

      “Yeah, I get it, terrible vengeance, we’re doomed, all that stuff. So, with that out of the way—if you’re just number two in the organization, then I want to talk to number one.”

      “About what?”

      “About buying a ship.”

      “Buying a—” She stopped, then barked out a laugh. “You’ve got a funny way of doing business…it was Dash, right? What sort of name is Dash, anyway?”

      “What sort of name is the Gentle Friends? You don’t seem gentle or friendly.”

      A man with dark hair tied back in a ponytail and a face like a hatchet stepped into view and whispered something to Wei-Ping. While she listened, Dash watched her face, especially her eyes. They went briefly wide, then she clamped her air of bravado back in place.

      “Okay, look—” she began, but Dash cut her off.

      “Just found out your comms really have been jammed, haven’t you?” he asked.

      Wei-Ping hissed in frustration. “You did all this because you want to buy a ship? There are lots of other places you could do that.”

      “I didn’t go to lots of other places,” Dash said. “I came here. And I came with these.” He waited as Sentinel transmitted clear images of both the Archetype and the Swift. “Not exactly what you’d call conventional, are they?”

      Wei-Ping narrowed her eyes at something off to her right, presumably a display holding the image of the two mechs. “What the hell are those?”

      “Something that you and all your Gentle Friends can’t hope to take on.”

      Wei-Ping looked back. Now that it seemed Dash didn’t intend to immediately destroy her, her face took on an appraising look, with a hint of cunning. “Okay, let’s say I believe that. What’s the point? You seem like someone who knows their way around hard vacuum. You could have just gotten word to us the way everyone else does.”

      “Yeah, but then I wouldn’t have really gotten your attention, would I? I’d just be another guy in line wanting to do business with you. See, this way I’ve got your full attention. And, as soon as we stop jamming you, I expect to have Benzel’s full attention, too.”

      “Oh, you got our attention all right,” Wei-Ping said. “It’s attention you’re going to regret, though.”

      “Really? Back to this?” Dash aimed and fired the distortion cannon, the abrupt gravitational yank slamming Wei-Ping’s ship hard to one side and knocking her partly out of the frame. When she recovered, he went on.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to get Benzel on this channel, and I’m going to talk to him.”

      Wei-Ping, whose bravado crumpled when something had pulled her ship aside, fought to recover her poise. “Okay. Fine. Stop jamming us and I’ll get him on the line.”

      The window went blank.

      “So did they manage to get comms through your jamming, Sentinel?” Dash asked.

      “They did. They used a comm laser to establish a link with a remote relay located on an asteroid approximately fifty thousand kilometers away.”

      Dash nodded. He’d assumed the Gentle Friends would try something like that. He’d even hoped they’d try it. If they’d just rolled over and accepted their fate with no attempts at defiance, he’d have been awfully disappointed. Instead, they’d proven themselves both resolute and resourceful, two qualities they’d need if they were going to be of any use fighting the Golden.

      Although that, Dash thought, was a far from certain yet.

      “Dash,” Leira said. “There are half a dozen ships underway in the asteroid belt, all converging here.”

      “I see them, yeah. Sentinel, how long until they’re all in a position to come at us.”

      “Assuming they do not simply attack us piecemeal as they arrive, and take sufficient time to position themselves for a coordinated assault, at least one hour.”

      Should be enough time, Dash thought. Wei-Ping would now play for time, trying to stall until her cohorts arrived to rescue her.

      “All right,” he said. “Her next move is going to be telling us that she can’t get Benzel on the channel, she doesn’t know where he is, blah, blah.”

      As though on cue, the window reopened on the heads-up. “I’ve tried raising Benzel, but he’s—”

      “Let me guess—he’s not available right now.”

      He heard Leira chuckle.

      “No, he’s not,” Wei-Ping replied. “You’re going to have to wait.”

      Dash gave a theatrical sigh. “Benzel, let’s cut out the bullshit, okay? I know you’re monitoring this channel, I know you’re probably aboard one of the ships that’s coming to rescue poor Wei-Ping here—” He studied the heads-up. “Let’s see, I’m guessing the ship coming at us from spinward, just about the ecliptic plane, because it’s bigger than the others, which means you’re probably compensating for a small—”

      “Who the hell are you?” a new voice said, with a gruffness that was at least partly forced.

      Sentinel opened a second window, this one revealing a stocky man, smoothly bald, with a neat, close-cut beard and an intricate tattoo that spilled from the middle of his forehead down the left side of his face.

      “Benzel, I presume,” Dash said, flashing a cheery smile.

      “I’ll ask again,” Benzel shot back. “Who the hell are you?”

      “My name’s Dash—”

      “Yeah, I got that already. Doesn’t tell me who you are, though, or what the hell those bizarre ships of yours are.”

      “They’re the reason I can see all of your ships approaching, despite what are probably the best stealth systems money can buy. They’re also the reason you really want to order those same ships to hold back and not do anything stupid.”

      “Seems to me I’ve got the advantage of numbers here,” Benzel said. “It’s going to be fun taking those weird ships of yours apart and figuring out how they work. Oh, especially that seeing-through-stealth thing. That’s going to be really handy.”

      “You done?”

      “I—what?”

      “Just wondering if you’re done with the blustery bullshit.”

      “Look—”

      “Yeah, I know, you’re going to come and kick our asses.” Dash grinned. “Except, you’re really not. The only ass that’ll be kicked is yours. I mean, we disabled three of your ships without even really trying,” Dash said, pushing his gaze into Benzel’s and letting his grin become a menacing leer. “Trust me, this is not a fight you want to try taking on.”

      Benzel locked his gaze on Dash. Dash let him. He had the advantage of not bluffing; the Archetype and the Swift definitely would make short work of any conceivable force the Gentle Friends could bring to bear on them. All Dash had to do was let that certainty show on his face. It was actually a novel situation. How many times had he pretended to be holding cards he wasn’t, to sleaze his way out of trouble? Now, for once, he really was holding those cards. In fact, he was holding the whole damned deck.

      Benzel did the stare and glare for a moment longer. Dash saw the exact instant he decided to change tactics, his hard defiance suddenly giving way to a wary, appraising look. Dash could almost read his mind. Okay, whoever these guys are, they’re obviously pretty damned strong, so fighting them might not end well at all. Let’s try to make a deal instead.

      Dash got it. He’d have done much the same in Benzel’s place. You didn’t become as obviously successful a pirate as he was without having a certain amount of practical flexibility.

      “Okay, let’s say I actually believe you can kick my ass if you wanted to,” Benzel said. “And I’m assuming you aren’t just here on some crusade to uphold the law and justice and such crap, or we probably wouldn’t even be having this conversation. So what is it you want?”

      Dash settled back in the cradle. He definitely wasn’t in his element trying to deal with enigmatic aliens and their smart-assed AI’s, but when it came to dealing with people like Benzel, he was. He offered the pirate an easy grin and put on a more relaxed air.

      “A smart man and straight to the point,” Dash said. “I could come to like you, Benzel.”

      “The feeling’s not mutual.”

      “Well, I’m hoping it can be.” Dash leaned forward. “I’m here for a ship. Something decent-sized that can take care of itself in a fight.”

      Benzel stared for a moment, then held up a hand and said, “Wait. You have—whatever the hell those things are you’re flying, that can apparently kick my whole fleet’s ass, but you want one of those ships whose ass you can kick. Why?” His eyes narrowed. “Is it because you’re really more talk than action, maybe?”

      “Yeah,” Wei-Ping put in. “Maybe he’s emptied his magazines, eh? And now he’s just bluffing.”

      Dash had expected this, and had already picked out an asteroid about a three hundred meters across for a little demonstration. Without a word, he targeted the little hunk of rock with the dark-lance and fired. The almost-invisible beam flashed out, briefly connecting the Archetype and the asteroid, then the latter simply vanished, blown to dust. He looked back at Benzel. “How’s that thinking that I’m just bluffing here working out for you?”

      Wei-Ping opened her mouth but closed it again. Benzel just slid back into his oily let’s make a deal persona.

      “So you want a ship,” he said. “Something that can fight. Alright, let’s toss the who’s-bluffing-who bullshit out the airlock and get serious about this.” His dark gaze bored into the display. “Why? With whatever firepower it is that you’ve got aboard those—what in the hell are those things, anyway? They look like giant robots.”

      “They are giant robots. And I need a ship because I need a ship. If you want to know more, we’ll need to talk in person.”

      Leira’s voice whispered in his ear, “Dash, what are you doing? Meeting face-to-face was never part of the plan.”

      He ignored her. “What’s say we meet somewhere away from prying scanners. While we’re doing that, you can have the rest of your ships come rescue Wei-Ping and the rest of your people floating around out here.”

      Benzel looked at something off the display, then turned back and nodded. “Fine. I’m sending you some coordinates. I’ll be there aboard the Snow Leopard. It probably fits what you’re looking for.” One corner of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “And don’t forget to bring your credit chip.”

      “Sounds good. Oh, and in case it isn’t obvious, if you try to double-cross me, I’ll have the Archetype—that’s what the bigger of the two mechs is called, by the way—I’ll have it find and destroy every one of your ships and installations. Every single one. And you won’t be able to stop it.”

      Benzel shrugged. “I don’t do the double-cross thing.”

      “I’m sure you don’t.”

      “By the way, how did you know to find us? For that matter, what made you come looking for us in the first place?”

      “A nice lady named Harolyn put me onto you,” Dash replied.

      For the first time, Dash saw Benzel genuinely deflate. “Harolyn? Harolyn deBruce?”

      “That’s her.”

      “Well, shit. I still owe her credits.”

      “And some gear. I know. She told me. Oh, and she asked me to pass along a message to you.”

      Benzel sighed. “What?”

      “She says, Hi hon. Never did hear back from you about that stuff you owe me.”

      The pirate sighed again. “Great. Word of this gets out, we’re pretty much ruined.”

      “Oh? Because you somehow owe money and stuff to someone who was supposed to be paying you for protection? I’d love to hear the story behind that, by the way.” Dash shrugged. “Anyway, you’re right. Your reputation—in fact, the reputation of the Gentle Friends as a whole—is on the line here. As is, incidentally, your physical safety, because I will happily hunt down each one of your ships and take them out, one by one, until you’re genuinely ready to talk.”

      “We’ll be at the rendezvous,” Benzel snapped back. “And we’ll be genuinely ready to talk.” He gave a sneer and added, “Don’t be late.”

      Dash suppressed a grin. Even right to the end, the man was trying to maintain some tiny measure of control.  He’d let him have it. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Dash replied. “See you in a couple of hours—and one more thing, Benzel.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Could you wear an eyepatch? Feels more authentic,” Dash said.

      “So you’re a well-armed asshole,” Benzel said.

      “That makes two of us. Be on time. Dash out.”
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      The Swift ghosted to a halt alongside the Archetype, both mechs keeping station about a klick away from the Snow Leopard. Dash sized up Benzel’s ship, a surplus corvette from somebody’s navy. He knew her class well; it was a common type of hull, but this one had obviously been upgraded. She now sported point-defense turrets, at least two additional missile batteries, and more extensive shielding—a formidable ship with a crew that probably knew how to use her.

      Perfect.

      The Snow Leopard’s shuttle was piloted by a surly woman with a nasty scar transecting her face. Dash introduced himself with a smile, but she merely grunted, then tapped the controls, wheeling the shuttle around and zooming toward the Swift.

      Dash watched as they glided past the two mechs. They were, indeed, an impressive sight, hanging still and silent, side by side against the starfield. He could almost feel Leira’s worried indignation radiating from the Swift; she’d offered more than a few choice words about Dash’s decision to meet Benzel not only in-person, but aboard his own ship, surrounded by his own crew.

      “What the hell?” she’d ranted. “This is insane! They’re pirates, Dash! Lying and taking people hostage is what they do!”

      “I know,” he’d replied.

      “But you’re going to do this anyway.”

      “I am. We’re going to need these people to help us, Leira. More than that, we’re going to be trying to get them to put their lives on the line, and not for their usual motivation of profit. We aren’t going to establish that kind of relationship with Benzel and his people over a comm link.”

      Her glare at Dash as she boarded the shuttle showed that she still had what might charitably be called misgivings, but she settled into place and just stared fixedly ahead as the shuttle returned to the Snow Leopard.

      The shuttle pilot deftly sidled them up to the old corvette and docked them with barely a thunk. Some damned good piloting, Dash thought—an encouraging sign. Even Leira looked at least a little impressed. They exited the shuttle, passed through an airlock, then stepped into a cargo bay.

      And into the collective glare of at least two dozen hard faces aimed at him from a throng gathered near the airlock, with more lurking on catwalks surrounding the upper level of the bay. Knuckles were whitened around the grips of slug guns, boarding shotguns, and sundry nasty-looking melee weapons.

      Benzel stood at the front of the crowd, arms crossed, a grin splitting his face. “I cannot believe that you actually came aboard my ship, just the two of you, and right into my hands.” He laughed. “I don’t know if you’re more brave than stupid, or the other way around.”

      Dash raised his hands in mock alarm. “Oh, no. Look, Leira. We’re being double-crossed after all.”

      She gave Dash a sidelong glance full of worry, but played along. “I see that. Oh, no. We are truly, ah, doomed.”

      Benzel’s grin hardened. “Tough words from a couple of hostages.”

      Dash sighed again. “Sentinel, the empty shuttle that just docked, any time you’re ready.”

      There was a pause, then a tremor rattled the Snow Leopard. An instant later, a voice sounded from a comm clipped to Benzel’s shoulder. Dash couldn’t make out the words, but he didn’t have to.

      “What your crew just told you is that the shuttle outside was just turned to dust,” Dash said. “Now, Sentinel had to step the power of that weapon down to almost its lowest possible setting. The next things to go will be your weapons. Of course, once that happens, I won’t have much use for this ship anymore.”

      Benzel put his hands behind his head and groaned. “Okay, fine. Let’s talk business.”

      The rest of the Gentle Friends likewise relaxed, lowering weapons, white knuckles becoming pink again. Their faces remained hard, but now Dash saw intrigued looks and could tell their owners wondering just what this was all about.

      Dash gave Leira a smug look. She cut her eyes at Benzel, offering him a wintry smile.

      “Okay, first off, this ship, the Snow Leopard,” Dash said. “I really do want it.”

      Benzel shrugged. “Fine by me. I’ll get the price worked out, including upgrades—”

      “Your payment is that I’m going to let you keep the rest of your fleet,” Dash said.

      Angry surprise rippled through the gathered Gentle Friends. Benzel stared for a moment, then said, “Wait, what? The rest of my fleet? You said you only wanted this one ship!”

      “So far.”

      “Okay, Dash whoever-you-are, you might have us totally outgunned, but we’re not going to just—”

      Dash cut him off by raising a hand and saying, “If you can just dial back the indignation for a minute, I’ll explain why, no matter how much I seem to be screwing you, you’ll come out ahead in the end. Like, way ahead.”

      Leira nodded. “Way ahead, as in, not exterminated. And I don’t mean just your ships. I mean every single one of you, dead.”

      “Threats, now?” Benzel snapped. “You’ve already basically won here. Why are you still threatening—?”

      “We’re not the ones doing the threatening,” Dash said. “It’s someone else. Someone called the Golden.”

      Benzel frowned. “Never heard of them.”

      “I know. So let’s just take a minute and I’ll tell you the real reason we’re here,” Dash replied. “And for that, well, I have to tell you a story.”
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      “And that is the whole story,” Dash said. “Pretty unbelievable, I know. But there it is.”

      Silence.

      It dragged on, Benzel simply staring at Dash, the rest of the Gentle Friends present exchanging looks ranging from alarmed to disbelieving. Dash glanced at Leira, who just shrugged back. This was, Dash knew, a critical moment—far more critical even than all of his clashes with Benzel so far. He wasn’t really here, of course, to just extort a ship from these people; there were much easier ways of getting a ship. Dash needed the Gentle Friends, and his pitch to them was based on something pretty much as alien to them, as the Unseen had been to him—doing something dangerous, not for profit, but for a greater good.

      Benzel finally crossed his arms and scowled. “Yeah, that’s a good story. You should sell the rights to it to some vid producer. It’d make for great fiction.”

      Dash shook his head emphatically. “It’s not just a story. The Unseen, the Golden, their war, it’s all only way too true. Believe me, I wish it wasn’t. But there you go.”

      Benzel shook his head right back and opened his mouth, but Wei-Ping, who’d been patched into the meeting via comm line—she apparently really was Benzel’s chief lieutenant, and number two in the Gentle Friends—spoke up. “What sort of weapons, capabilities, are we talking about here?” she asked.

      “You’ve seen the Archetype and the Swift,” Leira replied. “You have to realize there’s no way they were built with conventional tech. If that’s not enough, the Forge has enough firepower to obliterate your entire fleet, without really putting much effort into it. And if that’s not enough—well, this all started, you might remember Dash saying, because my partner and I got our hands on a piece of Unseen tech. That tech, which you can hold in one hand, is called a Lens, and it can make a star explode.”

      “Come on,” Benzel said. “Alien wars and Silent Fleets and—” He paced a couple of steps to one side, then back again. “It’s all just bullshit! It can’t be real.”

      “What about that probe, Benzel?” Wei-Ping cut in.

      “That was nothing. Some new military tech or something.”

      “What probe?” Dash asked.

      Benzel just shrugged and tried to play dumb, but Wei-Ping spoke up. “About a month ago, one of our ships ran across some mysterious probe cutting chunks out of an asteroid. As soon as it detected them, it attacked. They survived it, but their ship got shot up pretty bad—and there wasn’t a damned thing they could do about it. They couldn’t even see the damned thing on their scanners, had to try targeting their own weapons by sight. It flew off without a scratch and disappeared.”

      “Describe this probe,” Leira said. Wei-Ping did, then Leira looked at Dash.

      “That sounds like one of the drones we saw working from that station orbiting Brahe.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. It sure does.” He turned back to Benzel. “That was a Golden mining drone. It means the Golden have been here. They know all about this system. Eventually, they’ll be back, maybe for resources, but, in the end, to wipe out every living thing here.”

      “They won’t just be back here, either,” Leira said. “They’ll be checking out nearby systems, too.”

      “There’s nowhere to run, Benzel,” Dash said, taking a few paces closer to the pirate. “There’s nowhere to run for any of us. I’m really not just telling you a story here. You’ve seen the two mechs out there. You’ve encountered a Golden drone. This is serious, dangerous, absolutely terrifying stuff.”

      “So you’re really here to get our help to run this Silent Fleet of yours.”

      “I am. It’s going to put you in the first line of defense against the Golden.” He gave his head a regretful shake. “I’m not going to lie about that, either. I said it was dangerous and terrifying because it is. People are going to get hurt. People are going to die.”

      “You’re doing a terrible sales job here,” Benzel said, but Dash could see the man’s mind working. Finally, he said, “Let’s see what my crew thinks of it.” He turned and gathered his people around him at the other end of the bay to speak to them. Dash and Leira faded back, giving the Gentle Friends their space while they talked.

      “I have to admit, this has worked out a lot better than I thought it might,” Leira said. “You still took a terrible chance, though, Dash.”

      “I think I said something similar to Ragsdale. These days, terrible chances is what I do.”

      Eventually, the Gentle Friends broke up and turned back to Dash and Leira. Benzel walked toward Dash, stopping a couple of paces away.

      “What the hell,” he said. “If there’s a war coming, we’d all rather be combatants than victims.” A vestige of grin came back to his face. “Besides, from the way you describe it, if we survive and win this thing, there’s going to be an awful lot of sweet tech up for grabs. I think we’d sooner be in on the bottom deck of that than not.”

      Dash put out his hand, and Benzel shook it. “Welcome to our happy little world of insanity,” Dash said. “Good to have you aboard.”

      “So what’s first on the agenda?”

      “Well, we’re going to get you to round up all of your Gentle Friends that you can, load them aboard the Snow Leopard here, and go get that Silent Fleet up and running, then bring it back to the Forge.”

      “Okay, sounds like a good plan to start,” Benzel replied. “By the way, if some or all of us want out at some point…?””

      “Then you’re out. You go your own way. You’re part of a team, not slaves.

      “That said, I have enacted precautionary measures to ensure your compliance,” a new voice put in.

      Benzel looked up at the ship-wide address speaker. “Who the hell is that?”

      “Oh, that’s Sentinel. She’s the alien AI that runs the Archetype. Did I forget to mention her?”

      Benzel shrugged. “Truth be told, all I really remember from what you said is the extermination of all sentient life. The rest of it is kind of a blur.”

      “You got the important part then, anyway,” Dash said. “Sentinel, what sort of precautionary measures are you talking about?”

      “Having infiltrated the systems of this ship, the Snow Leopard, I have taken the liberty of slaving its helm, navigational, and propulsion controls to the Archetype. If there is any malfeasance on the part of these Gentle Friends, then you will be able to steer them into a star.”

      Dash looked at Benzel and smiled. “There you go. If you didn’t have enough incentive not to double-cross us—”

      “Yeah, I think we’re way past the double-crossing part,” Benzel said, and then looked genuinely a little hurt. “Besides, I shook your hand.”

      Dash met Benzel’s eyes and gave him a firm nod. “Yes, you did. And that’s good enough for me.”
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      “Okay, Dash,” Amy said. “We’re ready to head back to the Forge. Are you sure you don’t want us to come along with you to that Silent Fleet?”

      Dash glanced at the Slipwing, moving steadily away from the two mechs and the Snow Leopard on a high-g fusion burn. They’d all dropped out of unSpace near an unremarkable red dwarf star, a convenient and nondescript place to part ways.

      “I think the Gentle Friends will be more than enough to get the Silent Fleet underway,” Dash replied. “Honestly, I’d be a lot more comfortable having you guys back at the Forge, helping Ragsdale hold the fort there.”

      “Dash,” Viktor said, coming on the comm. “Are you sure about this? I’m not really that happy about you and Leira going off alone with a bunch of pirates. And I see nods from Conover and Kai.”

      “It’s me and Leira, and the Archetype and the Swift,” Dash said. “We’ll be fine.”

      “But they’re pirates.”

      “Like Harolyn said, piracy is something they do, not necessarily what they are. Right now, in fact, what they are is our best hope for getting that fleet powered up and ready for action against the Golden.”

      “Fine,” Viktor said, resigned, but still clearly not happy. “We’ll see you back at the Forge.”

      “You will.”

      The Slipwing abruptly vanished into unSpace. Dash turned his attention back to the heads-up. “Okay, let’s go get ourselves a fleet, shall we?”

      Leira and Benzel both acknowledged, then all three drove their own way into unSpace, leaving the unremarkable red dwarf once more alone.
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        * * *

      

      “See any sign of the Golden drone that was headed this way?” Dash asked Leira.

      While he waited for her to answer, he scanned the heads-up, taking in the binary star system which, for the past two thousand centuries, had been the home of the Silent Fleet.

      The two stars—one a main sequence yellow, and a smaller blue companion—were in a close orbit, a mutual dance with wildly fluctuating gravity that had long ago either flung any planets off into space, pulled them into the stars where they were vaporized, or else ripped them into the sporadic clouds of debris that surrounded them. The Silent Fleet itself orbited at a respectful distance, the cold and inert ships all but invisible to any scanners that weren’t looking for them specifically. Even then, with no emissions to speak of, they’d only be detected by their faint gravitational effects—or by whatever Dark Metal they might contain. And that brought them back to the Golden mining drone, which, as far as they knew, was still heading this way.

      “I have something, Dash. Tybalt’s sending the data now.”

      Dash watched the information appear on the Archetype’s heads-up. It was definitely the Golden drone—or, at least, a Golden drone. There was no way to know for certain it was the one they knew had been coming this way, since the drones were interchangeable. But it stood to reason it was; it wasn’t likely a second drone would have been dispatched this way. Moreover, it probably meant the Golden hadn’t detected the Silent Fleet yet, because if they had, they probably would have sent much more than a single mining drone to deal with it.

      “The Golden drone is emitting considerable scanning energy,” Sentinel said. “It would appear to be following a trajectory that will take it through the margins of systems along its flight path, scanning into each system as it passes.”

      “Makes sense,” Dash replied. “Gives the quickest coverage of the greatest number of systems possible.”

      “Yes. And in the event an anomaly of interest is detected, it is likely only then investigated further, or else marked for more detailed examination by follow-up probes.”

      “Well, this one doesn’t seem to have detected the Silent Fleet yet,” Dash said, studying the data. “It’s still a couple of hours from its closest approach to this system.”

      “I would point out that any Dark Metal in the Silent Fleet may show up as a much stronger anomaly and may be detected sooner,” Sentinel replied.

      “Huh. Good point.” Dash considered that for a moment. “So if we assume this probe is as good at detecting Dark Metal as the Archetype is, how long will it be before it’s in range?”

      “Approximately one hour, with a margin of error of a quarter hour.”

      “That doesn’t give us much time. Leira, you stay here with the Snow Leopard and start getting the layout of this fleet. I’m going to go deal with that drone.”

      “As soon as it stops checking in, or the Golden or whoever might be monitoring it loses contact with it, they’re going to wonder why,” Leira said. “That might bring a lot more than a mining drone looking to find out.”

      “I’m sure it will, but I intend for us and the Silent Fleet to be long gone by then.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash, with Sentinel’s help, tried to come up with different ways of approaching the drone undetected so they could destroy it in a sudden, surprise attack. Trouble was, every idea either took too much time, or was too convoluted and likely to fail anyway. He finally decided to try a variation on the ambush they’d used against the Gentle Friends ships attacking the bulk carrier back in Rayet-Carinae. The Archetype would simply translate as close as it could to the drone’s path, then attack with the binary stars directly behind it, hopefully blinding it long enough to get within a decisive range. It probably wouldn’t work anywhere near as well as it did with the pirates, though—this wasn’t inferior human tech, after all.

      Still, it was quick and simple, and in Dash’s experience, quick and simple sooner was almost always better than complicated and time-consuming later.

      The Archetype translated twice to get in position. The first took it close to a large asteroid, a hunk of rock several hundred klicks across. From there, he studied the drone again; it remained on its relatively lazy trajectory, just coasting into the fringes of the Oort Cloud of comets and other debris that marked the edge of this star system. He didn’t linger, though; based on Sentinel’s assessment, the drone might detect the Silent Fleet in as little as fifteen minutes.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Let’s go bag this drone.”

      The Archetype smoothly powered away from the big asteroid, translated and plunged into unSpace, then emerged just as quickly from an arbitrary point directly between the drone and the distant binary stars. Dash took only a moment to reorient himself, then charged at the Golden drone, driving the Archetype at its maximum acceleration.

      Considering the relative dimness of the binary stars compared to the glare from Rayet-Carinae that had dazzled the Gentle Friends, along with the drone’s much more sophisticated tech, the Archetype managed to get surprisingly close. The drone still hadn’t seemed to react even by the time they reached their chosen attack position. Dash didn’t question it, though. As Sentinel tried to jam the drone’s transmissions, he fired a trio of missiles.

      Now the drone did react, accelerating hard through evasive maneuvers. One of the missiles, programmed to bore straight in as fast as possible, was thrown off, missing the gyrating target. The other two adjusted their attacks, leaving the drone unable to dodge all three. One detonated close to the drone with a dazzling flash, searing off a chunk of it; the drone spun again, but the damage had been severe and it couldn’t avoid the second missile, which slammed into it dead-on and blasted it into scrap.

      “Did it get off any transmissions?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “It attempted to, emitting a series of wide-band, high-power emissions. They were encoded, so the actual message was unclear. One would assume, however, it was some variation of, help, I am under attack.”

      Dash smiled. “Probably safe to say. I’m sure it wasn’t, hey, everything’s fine, don’t bother coming to check up on me.”

      “There is Dark Metal in the drone’s wreckage. Several kilograms of it.”

      “Yeah, I see that,” Dash said. “And I’m tempted, but we don’t have time to go screwing around scooping up tiny pieces of material. We have to work on the assumption that the drone's message got through and something a lot worse is on the way. We’ve got a fleet to get underway.” He spun the Archetype around and raced back toward the binary stars.
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        * * *

      

      Dash eased the Archetype as close to the Unseen ship, apparently known as a Shrike, as he dared. It loomed over the mech, an imposing cylinder four hundred meters long, rounded at the nose, blunt at the stern, and split only by occasional domed protuberances along its otherwise sleek hull. Sentinel had identified one of those protuberances to be an airlock, and it was through it that Dash intended to enter this first of the Silent Fleet’s ships. If that went well, then they’d work on getting the Gentle Friends dispatched from the Snow Leopard and aboard the rest of the Shrikes.

      Vac suit sealed up, he exited the Archetype. Leira had already disembarked from the Swift, which hung just a couple of hundred meters away, and now used puffs of gas from a maneuvering harness to approach. Dash activated his own harness and started the short trip to the airlock.

      It was only about a hundred meters, but making the trip without a tether made his teeth grind. Every experienced spacer knew that, if you could, you always used a tether. Of course, those spacers weren’t able to count on a giant, self-aware alien mech to rescue them if they got in trouble. Still, though, poised in empty space, caught between the Archetype behind him and the sweeping hull of the Shrike ahead, Dash couldn’t help feeling like he’d put his toes on the edge of a massive cliff and stood there, swaying slightly, leaning over the chasm—

      “Dash?” Leira said. “You okay?”

      “I—what? Oh, yeah. I’m fine.”

      He saw her just ahead, waiting for him beside the airlock. And he was coming up on her fast—too fast. He fired thrusters to slow himself down, finally coming to rest about a meter away from her.

      “You looked like you were just going to keep thrusting ahead,” she said. “At least until you crashed into this ship and bounced away, anyway. I thought I might have to catch you.”

      “You were just looking for an excuse to get your arms around me.”

      “Can you see my eyes rolling through this faceplate? Because, I assure you, my eyes are rolling.”

      He laughed. “Anyway, let’s see if we can get this thing open then get her started up.”

      With a puff of thrust, he pushed himself to the airlock. He stopped again and examined it, finding a small recess in the hull alongside it. It contained no buttons or levers, or any sort of control he could manipulate. It actually reminded him of the Unseen hand imprint on the door they couldn’t open in the archive back on Orsino. The thought made his stomach flutter; what if they couldn’t access these ships the same way, because the Unseen had either never intended them to—let alone envisioned them trying. The data about the Silent Fleet had been hidden away in a pretty obscure place, after all. What were the chances they’d actually have found it the way they did?

      He pressed his lips into a thin line. To have gone through all this for nothing. . .  He let the thought die, like his irritation.

      “Sentinel,” he said. “I have no idea how to open this. Do you?”

      “You should be able to access it by means of the Meld.”

      “Yeah, but how?”

      “I would suggest that physical contact would suffice to establish the link.”

      Dash thought back to the crashed Golden ship on Gulch. That was how he’d Melded with it, but touching Dark Metal components. But that hadn’t been hard vacuum.

      “I know I can expose my hand to space for a minute or two without lasting harm, sure. But doesn’t that sound like an awfully, I don’t know, clunky way of opening an airlock? I mean, the Slipwing has a keypad you can press with your gloved fingers.”

      “I do not believe the Creators would have opted for so inelegant a solution. You are the Messenger. You are already attuned to the Creator’s technology.”

      Dash looked at Leira and saw her shrug through the faceplate of her helmet.

      He shrugged back and touched the indentation. “Fine.”

      The domed extrusion from the hull split, the halves sliding smoothly apart. Beyond, a corridor led to another set of doors.

      Dash stared for a moment. “Oh. Guess I overthought that.”

      “It’s the problem with hanging out with super-intelligent alien AI,” Leira said. “You end up second guessing everything.”

      “True,” Dash said. “Okay, Benzel, you there?”

      “Yup.”

      “Leira and I are going inside. If you run into any trouble out here—”

      “Don’t you worry about us. First sign of trouble, we’ll run like hell.”

      “I think he probably means it,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded as he started into the airlock. “I’m sure he does.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash had harbored something between hope and fear that they might actually encounter some Unseen aboard the Shrike, maybe held in some sort of suspended animation. Actually, it was both hope and fear. Having a live Unseen available could be enormously helpful. But it could also prove to be terrifying; they were aliens, after all. Or it could turn out exactly the opposite, and they proved to be hugely disappointing assholes. He wasn’t sure which would be worse.

      But there were no Unseen—just a ship full of empty corridors connecting a multitude of compartments, the purposes of some they could guess at, but most of which were entirely inscrutable. At least there was breathable air and a livable environment aboard, although he suspected that had been generated right before they left the airlock. Otherwise, this ship had been pressurized for two hundred thousand years, with air that smelled of really nothing at all. The Slipwing leaked enough air that, without it being regenerated, she’d have lost her on-board atmosphere in a few months at most.

      Mind you, these were the Unseen. That might not even be a tough engineering challenge for them.

      They entered a larger compartment with a forward wall that was a large, curved screen. It resembled the Archetype’s heads-up, right down to the way data was being displayed. The Archetype was, in fact, visible, as was the Swift, and the Snow Leopard beyond. All were painted with relevant data about size, mass, emissions, and other useful facts.

      “I’d assume this is the bridge,” Dash said, frowning as his helmet, which was hanging from his harness, clunked against a console.

      Leira held up a data-pad. “So, assuming all of these ships are laid out much the same, I’ve got a map that should guide Benzel’s people from the entry airlock to the bridge.” She lowered the pad and frowned at the big viewscreen. “Although, I notice all of the data here is in the Unseen language. How are Benzel’s people going to read it?”

      “The Creators were much more competent than you give them credit for,” Tybalt said. “The ships have a provision to provide data in whatever language is most appropriate for its user.”

      “So how do we activate that?”

      “You do not need to. Upon your entry into the ship, Sentinel and I were able to establish a link to it. We can ensure it is configured in whatever manner we deem most appropriate for whoever is crewing it.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “Whatever manner you deem most appropriate?”

      “My apologies,” Tybalt replied. “In whatever manner we, collectively, including you, deem most appropriate.”

      Dash threw Leira a raised-eyebrow look. “That’s not quite what he said.”

      She shrugged. “Welcome to my world.”

      Dash turned back to the consoles ringing the central well of the bridge, where a single console marked what was probably the captain’s station. He walked to that, examined it for a moment, then tapped a control. The panel lit up with Unseen characters. He studied them, then selected one and touched it.

      

      Without a flicker of hesitation—as though it had been powered down yesterday and not two thousand centuries ago—the ship came to life. Consoles lit up all around the bridge, while new data flooded across the Meld.

      Leira winced and put out a hand, steadying herself with the edge of a console. “Wow. That is…a weird feeling.”

      “What? Suddenly just knowing a bunch of new stuff?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      Just like that, Dash knew that the Silent Fleet had been prepared for battle but was never used for it. Instead, shortly after being built, it had been brought here, hidden away in this remote and obscure system until the day it was needed again. Even more intriguing, though, were hints that there might be other such fleets out there, a fact he mentioned to Leira.

      She nodded. “But nothing to suggest where they might be.”

      “That’s deliberate, I’m sure,” Dash replied. “That information will be available somewhere, but probably not here. In case the Golden stumbled across one of these fleets, they didn’t want to end up compromising them all. Which is probably the first time I can buy the Unseen obsession with compartmentalizing everything.”

      Leira looked around then lifted her data-pad and tapped at it. “I’m sending the ship schematics we’ve collected back to Benzel.” Her finger hovered above the pad. “Last chance to say no, you really don’t want to hand these ships over to a bunch of pirates.”

      Dash grimaced. “I think that ship departed a long time ago.”

      Leira nodded and tapped the data-pad.
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        * * *

      

      One by one, the Shrikes came to life, powering up as the Gentle Friends who had boarded reached the bridge of each and followed the instructions given by Dash and Leira. There were a total of fourteen of them, along with four smaller support vessels.

      “Okay,” Benzel said, over the comm. “This is pretty damned amazing. These ships are—well, amazing.”

      “You said amazing twice,” Dash replied. He was making his way through the corridors of the Shrike they’d first boarded, looking for Leira. She’d apparently found something interesting while he was helping the Gentle Friends who’d come aboard get set up on the bridge.

      “That’s how amazed I am,” Benzel replied. “Makes me repeat myself.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel cut in. “Tybalt and I have established links to all of the ships. They are all networked and can be controlled collectively.”

      He turned a corner, following the directions Leira had given him. “Wait—does that mean they don’t need crews after all?”

      “Their networked capabilities are meant to augment the crews’ capabilities, not replace them. Without crews, it would be possible to collectively move the fleet to new locations, but combat would be far less than optimal.”

      “Still, it means our Gentle Friends can’t really decide to just take off on their own, right?”

      “That is correct,” Sentinel said. “We have retained the ability to override all command inputs to each ship until you deem otherwise.”

      “Perfect.” Dash reached a curving ramp. At the bottom, he had to turn left and walk to the end of the corridor. “Incidentally, how much Dark Metal is here in this fleet?”

      “A considerable amount. Tens of thousands of kilograms.”

      Dash descended the ramp. “I’m surprised the Golden never detected it.”

      “The Creators were wise to choose a system of little interest, and whose probability of containing useful resources was low,” Sentinel replied.

      “They were indeed.” Dash reached the bottom of the ramp, turned left, and, sure enough, found Leira in a compartment at the end. She stood with her hands on her hips, examining something that looked disturbingly like a coffin. For a moment, he wondered if she actually had found an Unseen, or at least the corpse of one, similar to the Golden corpse they’d retrieved from the crashed ship on Gulch, that was now stored on the Forge, awaiting further study.

      But it wasn’t actually a coffin. It was a crate, labeled with Unseen characters.

      “What have you got?” Dash asked.

      Leira curled her lip. “Not sure. Something dangerous, though, based on what’s written here.” She looked at Dash. “It’s a weapon of some sort.”

      Dash studied it, reading what was written on the casing, then pointing at a particular character. “That says mine, right?”

      “As in, a thing that blows up when other things get too close to it? Yeah, I think it does.”

      “Well, this could be handy,” Dash said. “Maybe something that Custodian could make aboard the Forge. That’s what the place was made for, right?”

      “Mines would be good,” Leira said. “Any weapons we can get our hands on would be good.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Now, we just have to get it, and the rest of the Silent Fleet, back to the Forge. Sentinel tells me it’s going to take about eighteen hours before everything’s fully powered up and all the ships’ systems are stable.”

      “So we’ve got eighteen hours to kill.”

      “Yeah, let’s not put it that way. Because, if the Golden are on the ball and get back here fast enough, time to kill might end up literally being true.”
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      Dash watched the last shuttle from the Silent Fleet drift into the docking bay then aimed the Archetype in that direction. He paused before applying thrust and gave himself a moment to take in the sight.

      Fourteen ships now hung in space near the Forge, arrayed in a loose formation that looked as sloppy as hell. According to Sentinel, though, they’d arranged themselves to maximize the number of weapons that could immediately engage targets in any direction—a considerable feat of 3D geometric astrogation. What made it all the more remarkable was the fact that the ships had cooperated among themselves, fully autonomously, to configure the fleet this way. It had been their first test of the Silent Fleet’s ability to function in a tight network, and they’d passed it without a glitch.

      Of course, it was Unseen tech, Dash thought. It didn’t really surprise him anymore that two hundred thousand year-old machines built by the enigmatic aliens still operated almost without flaw. He loved the Slipwing but couldn’t imagine her being much more than a single entry in some obscure, far-future database two thousand centuries from now.

      Except…what if she was famous? What if she was remembered as the ship that belonged to Newton “Dash” Sawyer, the Messenger, who was one of the people who saved everything from the menace of the evil Golden?

      A thrill rippled through Dash at the thought. Somehow, this hadn’t occurred to him until now. He, Leira, Viktor, and all the others—even the Gentle Friends—might be responsible for preventing the extermination of all sentient life. If they succeeded, and if the story became known afterward, they’d be famous. Beyond famous. Beyond heroes. They’d be saviors. The Slipwing might be preserved, put into some sort of stasis, a permanent exhibit commemorating the saviors of all life, which would be a beautifully symmetric turn on Kai’s phrase for the Golden.

      Dash suddenly saw it all marching through his imagination. Ceremonies. Interviews on news-webs. Parades. Parties. Dignitaries lining up to pay their respects to them. Parties. Holovids re-enacting their moments of near despair, like Leira almost crashing into this system’s star after the battle against the Golden Harbinger. Parties.

      Dash sighed. He’d rather just fight. That was what he knew.

      “Is there a problem?” Sentinel asked.

      Dash blinked. “What?”

      “You have aligned the Archetype for a final approach to the docking bay but appear to be hesitating. Are you unwell?”

      “I’m fine.” He smiled ruefully and shook his head. “I was just indulging myself for a moment.”

      “Was it the one about the throng of multi-species women in zero-G?”

      “No,” Dash snapped, shaking his head. “And that was in confidence, you mechanical cretin.”

      “Fantasy seems to be a fundamental aspect of your psyche.”

      “I’m not that fixated on fantasizing about stuff, thank you very much.” He started the Archetype toward the docking bay, leaving the Silent Fleet behind.

      “No, I mean your psyche in a collective sense. Humans such as yourself, at least, seem to use fantasy in a variety of ways—to pass the time, to reinforce your own egos, to engage in pleasurable activities, to assist in problem-solving—”

      “Wait, you’ve been studying the way I fantasize about things?”

      “It is one aspect of my observations regarding you, yes. Remember, I am programmed to become as familiar with the Messenger as possible, to facilitate interaction with you.”

      Dash angled the Archetype’s trajectory a fraction, offsetting the gravitational deflection from the nearby gas giant. Then he narrowed his eyes. “Hang on. Did you just make a general observation about my whole species based on your observations of me? Isn’t that, well, not very scientific?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I’m like a single data point, right? But you just said that my whole species does a lot of fantasizing. That sounds an awful lot like what you’d probably call an unfounded extrapolation, or some such fancy criticism.” Dash ended on a smug note, impressed he’d actually caught the AI in some flawed thinking.

      “Admittedly, the sample size is very small, and my most detailed observations are of you, for obvious reasons. But Tybalt has reinforced this particular observation, because he has noted very similar behavior in Leira.”

      Dash’s smugness evaporated like spent plasma exhaust, blown away by flickers of outrage. But before he could say anything else, the docking bay loomed ahead of him, demanding his attention as he landed the Archetype.

      He made a heavily underlined mental note to have a chat with Leira and let her know their AI’s were apparently gossiping about them.
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      Dash almost didn’t recognize the docking bay, as packed as it was by a throng of people. Instead of the big, echoing space he’d gotten used to, it felt more like being in an arrival bay on Passage right after a big liner had docked and disembarked its passengers. He threaded his way among the crowd of Gentle Friends, seeking out Benzel to ask him to get his people organized, before even beginning to try getting them settled in on the Forge.

      He finally found Benzel, Wei-Ping at his side, standing in a small group with Harolyn, Leira, Viktor, and Amy. Ragsdale lurked nearby, eyeing the rest of the crowd with a tight expression that hinted at just how many security nightmares he was going through right now.

      “Harolyn,” Benzel said, spreading his arms for a hug. “So good to see you after all this time.”

      Harolyn curled her lip at him but said nothing and didn’t try to return the hug.

      Benzel’s arms dropped back to his sides, but his grin—which Dash noticed seemed to consist of a lot of ostentatiously golden teeth, a few inset with tiny gems—didn’t waver. “So I guess you didn’t get my payment for that last job. Damned couriers, eh?”

      There still wasn’t a glimmer of anything but sardonic contempt from Harolyn. Benzel’s attempt at a joke fell flatter than Harolyn’s cold gaze.

      Undeterred, Benzel started to say something else, but Dash lost it in the swell of noise from the assembled Gentle Friends, who were chattering away excitedly all around him—about the Silent Fleet, about the Forge, about the Archetype and Swift. Dash started to move closer to Benzel and Harolyn, worried that this might become a serious confrontation. Whatever remained of his earlier fantasies about fame and accolades as the Saviors of All Life—in his mind, he’d capitalized it—vanished, vaporized by the reality now facing him. He had lots of new allies, sure. But with lots of new allies came lots of new problems, interpersonal conflicts, egos to massage—

      “I think we are beyond petty things like past debts,” a voice boomed, cutting everyone off and causing silence to fall over the docking bay like a thick blanket. Custodian went on, “We, as well as the members of the Gentle Friends, must decide what is most important here—remaining committed to the single purpose of fighting the Golden, or being dismissed from this facility.”

      Wei-Ping lifted her hand like a schoolkid. “Ah, excuse me, disembodied voice? What, exactly, does dismissed mean?”

      Custodian’s answer was immediate. “Asked to leave, of course. Through an airlock. Ideally, but not necessarily, an airlock with a ship attached to it.”

      Dash glanced at Ragsdale, who simply gave him a cunning smile and a wink. Ever true to his determined focus on security, the man had obviously worked this out with Custodian, getting the rapt attention of the Gentle Friends immediately and trying to head off their no doubt unruly nature.

      “Got it, boss,” Wei-Ping replied to Custodian. Most of the Gentle Friends nodded with enthusiasm, although a few kept surly, even somewhat defiant looks on their faces. Or at least they tried to, but Custodian’s not-so-subtle threat was made all the more menacing for its calm, implacable delivery.

      “Actually, Dash, as the Messenger, is the boss, but for matters of security regarding the Forge, I can act with impunity,” Custodian said, as matter-of-factly as ever.

      Benzel looked at Harolyn, who finally let her flat façade fall away, revealing a mischievous grin. “Sorry, Benzel, watching you squirm a bit is all the payment I needed. Consider the debt cleared.” She gestured around. “I think Custodian is right, we’ve got more important things to worry about.”

      Benzel grinned back. “Hell, I didn’t know you were so easy to please!”

      “I, however, am not,” Custodian said. “I continue to await an acknowledgement regarding the behavior, not to mention the loyalty, of your followers as part of this war effort.”

      “Noted, and we’re all on board, of course,” Benzel said. He glanced around at the Gentle Friends. “If any of these followers put a foot wrong, I’ll space them myself.” He shrugged. “That’s always been a part of our code.” He raised his voice. “Right?”

      As one, the Gentle Friends, roared back, “Right, Cap’n!”

      Benzel turned to Dash. “Well, here we are—boss. When does the war start?”

      “About two thousand centuries ago, give or take,” Dash said. “So let’s take some time to get you guys all settled in. I think we can afford a few hours for that.”
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        * * *

      

      In the docking bay, there had certainly seemed to be an awful lot of Gentle Friends. Dash had even wondered after taking them on board how much more room they’d have for future allies aboard the Forge.

      Lots, as it turned out. The Gentle Friends barely made a dent in the available accommodations. Dash had known the Forge could hold thousands, but he hadn’t really known it, at least until now. But even after showing them the blocks of compartments allocated to them by Custodian, then turning them loose, it still left row upon row of empty spaces lining desolate, echoing corridors.

      Still, the Gentle Friends brought a raucous sort of life to the Forge that had been missing before. At first, as they were taken on a tour in smaller groups by members of what Dash had now taken to thinking of as his Inner Circle—Leira, Viktor, Conover, Amy, Kai and his monks, Ragsdale, and Freya. As part of their tour, Dash had told Custodian to let the Gentle Friends see the parts of the Forge he and Ragsdale had declared restricted, such as the fabrication facilities and the engine room. But he’d also ensured they knew they wouldn’t have such access going forward, at least at first, because of their security concerns about possible Golden agents. He’d then braced himself for a backlash about lack of trust and the like, but the Gentle Friends surprised him with their indifferent acceptance of it.

      “Makes sense,” Benzel had said, watching as robotic arms deftly manipulated molds and components in the fabrication facility. After an awed shake of his head, he’d turned to Dash with a grin and said, “I sure as hell wouldn’t trust me either.”

      The last stop for the group Dash led was a briefing by Freya in one of the botanical sections, about the vital importance of her work and the life it brought to the Forge. She’d already worked wonders, with all manner of plants—from the familiar, like pears and carrots, to the bizarre, like the Golden tech-enhanced plumatoes and stab-apples—growing in various types of soil, in fluid hydroponic troughs, or even in air gardens. Every day, she seemed to spread her fruitful work a little more through the Forge, turning barren, lifeless compartments into lush gardens.

      “It’s important to us,” Freya said, watching as Benzel and the Gentle Friends accompanying him sampled various fruits and vegetables. “The Forge can composite food from basic molecules and print basically anything we could want. But that takes power and raw materials, and both of those are at a premium. The more we can grow, the less work the Forge has to do.”

      “And that means we can focus its resources into things like weapons and ships,” Dash added.

      Benzel swallowed plumato. “Have to admit, this beats out ship rations by a light year. But I like the occasional steak or chops—meat, anyway.”

      “You’re right, animal protein is important,” Freya said. “Both for the protein and micronutrients.”

      Wei-Ping wiped pineapple juice off her chin. “Sorry, micro—nutro—?"

      “Vitamins and minerals,” Freya said, offering an indulgent smile. “We need a bunch of those in our diets to stay healthy. We have to have the Forge manufacture our animal protein, though, because we haven’t brought any livestock on board yet.”

      Benzel’s eyebrows shot up. “Yet? You guys plan to bring cows and sheep and things like that aboard this place, too?”

      “Maybe at some point, but we’ve got much higher priorities,” Dash replied. “Speaking of the Forge making things for us, you guys really haven’t had much chance to interact with the—well, the being, I guess, behind it all. Custodian, how about introducing yourself? And in a threat-free way this time?”

      “I am Custodian. I am responsible for overseeing all operations of the Forge, on the Messenger’s behalf.”

      “And he’s, like, a computer, right?” Wei-Ping asked Dash.

      Dash shrugged back at her. “Ask him yourself.”

      “Oh. Okay. Um, Custodian, you’re just a computer, right?”

      “I am not just anything. Nor am I a single computational device, as you would understand the concept, anyway. I am what you would term an artificial intelligence. I operate across all aspects of the Forge’s functions.”

      “Which means he’s basically everywhere,” Dash said.

      “Wait, everywhere?” Wei-Ping’s eyes narrowed. “What about when I’m in the can, or the shower or whatever? I am going to have this Custodian spying on me?”

      “I will be aware of all of your activities aboard the Forge at all times, yes,” Custodian replied.

      “Okay, that’s creepy and weird.” She glanced at one of the Gentle Friends, a squat, sturdy man with an enormous, bushy beard and a crooked nose. “Bad enough I’ve got Artur here trying to cop glances at me while I’m changing my clothes.”

      Artur raised his hands and turned crimson. “It was one time! And it was an accident! And you broke my nose over it. Can we just move past it?”

      “I can assure you that I have no interest in the activities and processes required for you to maintain your bodies,” Custodian said. “Indeed, I find them needlessly complex, as well as rather distasteful.”

      Wei-Ping put her hands on her hips. “Are you calling me distasteful?”

      “Don’t bother getting into an argument with Custodian,” Dash said. “Believe me, after living and working with these AIs for these past months, I can confirm that arguing with them is like slamming your face into a bulkhead—it only feels good when you stop.”

      “Fine. But one smart-assed remark about my bodily functions, and I don’t care if he’s an AI, I’ll still kick his ass!”

      Dash winced in sympathy.  “I know the feeling. Anyway, Custodian, I really would like you to start interacting with our new allies here in a positive and constructive way.”

      “I would never presume to do otherwise.”

      “That means answering their questions, offering them help, and guiding them around the Forge without being a snarky dick about it.”

      “I understand. I do, however, have to ask—how much input should I accept from them? They seem like a rather undisciplined group. Suppose they ask me to contravene my mission directives?”

      Benzel spoke up before Dash could. “Believe me, we get it. We’re good. Air locks, behave yourselves, all that. We’re definitely good.”

      Dash knew that Custodian wasn’t really asking a question, as much as driving a point home. He suspected Benzel knew it, too. But the hasty and earnest response from the leader of the Gentle Friends still made him chuckle.

      “I’d say we’ve reached a détente,” Dash said. “Benzel, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      “Wasn’t that a line from one of those Old Earth philosophers?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Something like that,” Dash replied, with a lopsided grin.
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      While the Gentle Friends got settled in, Dash had finally been able to find a chance for some downtime alone in his quarters. He’d just pulled off his boots and stripped off his sweaty socks when Custodian spoke up.

      “Eight ships have just translated into the system and are now inbound for the Forge on a high acceleration trajectory.”

      Dash jumped to his feet—his bare feet, which prompted him to grab his boots and start hopping, bouncing from one foot to the other as he yanked his socks and boots back on—and started for the docking bay and the Archetype.

      “Can you identify them?” he asked Custodian, and then took off at a run.

      “They are an unfamiliar design. I am resolving details of their configuration for a comparison to known types now.”

      Dash reached a cross junction and saw Leira heading toward him, cinching her jumpsuit tight around her waist.

      “Who are they? Does Custodian know?” Leira said.

      “No. He’s trying to work that out now.”

      “They might not be enemies.”

      Dash gave her a look. “Really? You think so?”

      “No, not really.”

      They raced on, more and more people falling in behind them. Dash actually found it a little disconcerting to suddenly have so many people responding to an alarm from Custodian. This was definitely going to take some getting used to.

      “I can find no direct correlation in available databases for these types of ships,” Custodian said.

      Sentinel cut in. “There is, however, a number of broad similarities between these ships and the battlecruiser we encountered in the Brahe system.”

      They reached the corridor leading into the docking bay. “You mean the one that apparently belonged to the Bright?”

      They all knew full well that they had no idea what these Bright were all about, other than them almost certainly being some sort of allies or minions to the Golden.

      “That is correct,” Sentinel replied.

      “Great.” He looked at Leira, who had to head to the separate docking bay where they kept the Swift. “It looks like it’s a fight. Are you ready for this?”

      “Do I…we…have a choice?”

      “Not really,” Dash replied.

      “Then yes, of course I’m ready for this.” She flashed Dash a nervous smile. “I guess I’ll see you in space.”

      He nodded and hurried around the corner into the docking bay.

      “Hey!”

      Dash hesitated and turned back to the voice. It was Benzel.

      “What do you want us to do? We going to fire up that Silent Fleet of yours?”

      Dash shook his head. “I wish. But not this time. We’re not ready for it. You guys just stay here and get Custodian to give you the blow by blow. Watch how this plays out. It could be important when we do get the Silent Fleet engaged.”

      Benzel looked disappointed but nodded. “Good luck out there, Dash. You go kick some ass.”

      “That’s the idea,” he called back over his shoulder, then he sprinted across the docking bay, dodged around the Slipwing, and mounted the Archetype.
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        * * *

      

      Dash studied the heads-up. There were eight ships incoming, all essentially the same design. Each was only slightly larger than the ships that made up the Silent Fleet. They maneuvered without any obvious thrust or exhaust, which roused both his curiosity and his caution. Were they using Golden tech? Could they be the Golden, but some other faction or group within them?

      “Sentinel, how are they propelled? I don’t see fusion plumes or anything.”

      “It would appear that they use a gravity-polarizing technology for propulsion,” Sentinel replied. “It is similar to the technology used on the Slipwing for inertial dampening, but much larger and more powerful. The forces that normally would compensate for accelerations are, instead, used to propel and maneuver their ships.”

      Dash nodded. Okay, so not Golden tech. Gravity polarizers were used for propulsion throughout the galactic arm. They were efficient, using gravity itself as the propulsive force, so they were cheap to run, but they also tended to be slow, especially with increasing distance from gravity wells. That’s why they were normally used for things like freighters and bulk carriers, ships that weren’t expected to maneuver hard or fast and were more worried about being cost-effective.

      These ones, though, were approaching much faster than any punky old freighter. The Bright had somehow figured out how to dramatically amp up their performance. It meant they could potentially thrust hard, and in unexpected directions, without having to reorient the ship or generate telltale exhaust plumes.

      He discussed it with Leira. Not being actual Golden tech, the Archetype, the Swift, and the Forge, among them, shouldn’t have much trouble seeing off these ships. Still, they agreed not to get cocky or make too many assumptions—especially since there could be Golden tech aboard them that hadn’t yet announced itself. Leira would hang back initially, and just engage at range, while Dash got in close and tried to force the Bright ships into a knife fight. The more they could learn about their capabilities up front, the better. Only once they had a more complete picture of what they were up against would Leira risk getting closer into the fight herself.

      “The Forge’s defenses are now fully activated,” Custodian reported. “Firing solutions have been calculated and are being updated for all weapons. However, they will not fire until you order it or the Forge is in imminent danger.”

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Just hold fire for now. Sentinel, gravity polarizers will work better the deeper into the system they come, right?”

      “Correct. The higher the strength of the gravitational field, the more efficiently the polarizers operate.”

      “So they’ll be wanting to get in-system fast. That should give the Forge lots to do. Leira, let’s allow a couple of these ships to get in relatively close to the Forge. I want to see how they maneuver at their best. I also want to see how effectively the Forge can take them on.”

      “You sure about that? Wouldn’t you rather just destroy them as fast as we can?”

      “Oh, we’ll destroy them, all right. But let’s see what we can learn while doing it, okay?”

      “You’re the boss.”

      Together, the Archetype and the Swift raced away from the Forge, their trajectory head-on for the approaching Bright ships.
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        * * *

      

      The ships—the Bright ships, they assumed, though that still wasn’t certain—plowed deeper into the system’s gravity well. As they did, their gravity polarizers gained more and more traction in the fabric of space-time, driving them ahead even faster. Dash now led Leira by several thousand klicks, the two mechs still boring straight in, head-on at their oncoming enemies.

      “I have calculated firing solutions for all weapons,” Sentinel said.

      Dash nodded and kept his eyes on the heads-up, his attention to its data augmented by the Meld. He lined up the dark-lance on the lead ship. It was just entering extreme range, so he’d hold fire for another thirty seconds or so, and then—

      “We are the Bright. We offer you the gift of elevation. Accept it and you will enjoy eternal life. Spurn it and you will be destroyed.”

      The voice was identical to the broadcast that had come from the massive ship that appeared near Brahe, as far as Dash could recall it. It was flat, mechanical, and yet somehow weirdly smeared across a narrow range of frequencies, as though it actually consisted of several voices speaking in unison.

      Dash slowed the Archetype, delaying their intercept of the Bright.

      Leira immediately spoke up. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to see if we can draw out some information about this Bright thing, who or what they are—mainly because I’m tired of always having to add information like who or what they are when we talk about them. Tough to do that in the middle of a battle, so I’m going to negotiate.”

      “I just hope they don’t turn out to be a race of gorgeous, promiscuous women, or we’re all doomed.”

      “Not sure that’s a deal breaker, given that we’ve got plenty of room on the Forge. Sentinel, open a reply channel to these Bright and let’s see what happens.”

      “We are the Bright. We offer you the gift of—”

      “Elevation,” Dash cut in. “We get it. And that’s all well and good, but maybe you should send along, I don’t know, a brochure or something, describing whatever the hell elevation means. Hard to decide if we want to be elevated if we don’t know what it means. Oh, by the way—I’m the Messenger. I’m comfortable in that role despite the implications. What I’m saying, in case it isn’t clear, is that I’m in charge around here.”

      A window opened on the heads-up. Dash stared at it, unblinking.

      “Who—no, what the hell are you?”

      There were three of them—outwardly human, in that they had torsos and arms ending in hands, and a head, itself with all of the usual features in the usual places. But that was about as far as it went, because nothing else about them seemed remotely human. For one, they were virtually identical. Their skin gleamed, smooth and slick. They resembled nothing more than sculptures rendered in wax or some synthetic, pale and vaguely flesh-colored, but untouched by as much as a freckle.

      That was all unsettling enough, but their eyes were the worst part.

      They shone like crystal, like yet more artificial components of a manufactured statue, but they were too irregular to be wholly synthetic. They glittered with awareness, with an intelligence that was vast, but also cold and indifferent.

      “We are the Purity Council of the Bright,” they said. Sure enough, the three of them spoke in unison, their voices each separated just enough in tone to give that weird harmonized-yet-discordant quality. “We are ready to accept your submission, whereupon you will be elevated. No other outcome will be accepted.”

      Dash shook himself free of his stunned gape at these living mannequins. “Uh—yeah, thanks, but I think we’ll pass on the elevation thing.”

      “Elevation is illumination and eternal life. Any other choice leads to destruction. Why then would you spurn elevation?”

      “Well, first off, because I’m guessing it probably leads to us becoming something like you. And second, because I can’t let go of my rugged individualism.” Dash shrugged. “No offense, but your kind of eternal life? I’ll pass.”

      “If you do not accept elevation, then you will be destroyed—if not now, then when all of those who have chosen the Enlightened Path of the Golden have assembled to render your final destruction.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “If you mean Clan Shirna, then we’ve kicked their asses once already. Believe me, I’d be happy to do it again.”

      “Clan Shirna is but one group who have chosen to walk the Enlightened Path. There are many others. Even now, they gather.”

      Dash shrugged again. “Eh, whatever. More asses to kick.”

      “We offer one last chance for submission and ele—”

      “You know what?” Dash snapped, cutting the Purity Council off. “I’m really tired of pretentious, long-winded assholes, which seems to be all that the Golden ever recruit to their cause. So I’ll keep this short and simple. Screw you guys, and screw Clan Shirna, and screw everyone else who’s been duped into becoming lackeys for the Golden. Oh, and screw them most of all.”

      Dash cut the channel before the Purity Council could respond. They resumed broadcasting anyway, blaring their message about submission and elevation and destruction across the system as their ships closed in on the Forge.

      “I’d say you hurt their feelings,” Leira said. “But I can’t imagine they—whatever the hell they are—have any. Oh, and after seeing that freak show, yes, I still feel the need to say whatever the hell they are.”

      “Actually, we learned a lot there,” Dash replied.

      “How so?”

      “It seems Clan Shirna might still be in the fight, for one. For another, it seems the Golden do, indeed, have other allies out there that we don’t currently know about. That gives us a new priority: finding out exactly what we’re up against.”

      “How do you know they weren’t just lying, though?” Leira asked. “What were they going to say? Yeah, there aren’t really that many of us who like the Golden it turns out?”

      “I don’t see these Purity Council guys really being much into subterfuge,” Dash replied. “I mean, I may be wrong, but they strike me as the what-you-see-is-what-you-get types. If the Golden really didn’t have many other allies, they probably just would have said nothing at all.”

      “Good point.”

      “The Bright ships have launched missiles,” Sentinel said. “Three from each ship, a total of twenty-four inbound—twelve tracking the Archetype, the remainder tracking the Swift.”

      “Wow, what an unoriginal attack,” Leira said. “Are these guys really that—I don’t know, mechanical?”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” Dash replied, targeting the dark-lance on the lead ship again. “Once more into the breach and all that…”
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        * * *

      

      Dash rushed at the lead Bright ship head-on, snapping out shots from the dark-lance. Each hit blew chunks out of it. After the fifth shot, its gravity polarizers died, leaving it coasting. The remaining ships drove on, leaving their stricken comrade behind.

      “Leira, you finished with your missiles yet? I’d rather not waste time swatting away the ones coming after me.”

      “Just about. I—crap, there’s another salvo. These Bright really like their missiles, don’t they?”

      “Must have gotten a bulk discount—sorry, talk in a second.”

      He retargeted the dark-lance and blasted missiles apart one after another. Yet another salvo followed. He’d hoped that Leira could deal with the missiles herself, leaving him to take on the Bright ships, but he wasn’t getting the chance. The Bright strategy seemed to be simply saturating them with missiles, tying them up—

      A heavy shock ran through the Archetype. Something yanked Dash to the left, painfully hard. He glanced that way and saw a roiling patch of space, the stars beyond it smeared into whirls and streaks of light. It dissipated as he watched.

      “Sentinel, what the hell was that?”

      “The Bright ships have opened fire with an implosion weapon of some sort. It is similar to the Archetype’s distortion cannon, with a much stronger, but far more localized effect.”

      “Great. Swarms of missiles, and now this.” He flicked the dark-lance out again and again, blasting missiles apart each time; still, two from the first wave—or maybe it was the second, he wasn’t sure—slipped past and detonated against the Archetype’s shield. Dash winced, but the shield held.

      He scanned the heads-up. Sentinel had compared the newly revealed Bright implosion weapon to the Archetype’s own distortion cannon. The cannon momentarily projected a sudden, deep gravity well at a distance. Even a near hit threatened to wrench apart something caught in the effect. Even a near miss would subject the target to a gravity well of thousands of G’s at the epicenter. Dash tended to use it more indirectly, projecting gravity wells that would yank things off of their trajectories, changing the course of a battle. He’d been holding off using it, not wanting to reveal it to the Bright unless he had to. After all, the less the Bright knew about their capabilities, the better.

      But, here was that potentially decisive moment.

      “Sentinel, I want to fire the distortion cannon. A lot. At the highest power level we can.”

      “I can route additional power to the distortion cannon, but the risk of damaging the weapon increases with increasing overcharge.” After a pause, Sentinel asked, “What do you have in mind? Is it something based on the feel of the situation?”

      “Still on that feel thing, huh?” Dash asked, grinning. “Well, sort of, yeah. But it’s also about hard info. The Bright use gravity polarizers to propel their ships, right? And the distortion cannon creates sudden, intense artificial gravity, right?”

      “Indeed. The distortion cannon is now overcharged, to one hundred and forty percent of its normal maximum yield. I would advise against overcharging it any further.”

      “And I accept your advice,” Dash said, lining up a shot. He chose a target point ahead of the Bright ships, adjusting it as the range continued to diminish.

      “Another salvo of missiles have been launched,” Sentinel said.

      “Of course they have,” Dash muttered, then fired the distortion cannon. Then he kept firing it as fast as it would recycle.

      The newly launched missiles suddenly veered off their trajectories, converging on the distortion cannon’s targeting point. Dash saw them burn furiously, trying to correct, but most of them slammed together in a bunch, becoming a tangled cloud of debris. The effect on the Bright ships was even more dramatic. They slewed directly toward the distortion effect—very efficiently, thanks to their advanced polarizers—the nearest wrenching through such a hard and abrupt turn that its back broke, snapping the ship in two. Two more of the Bright ships swung into involuntary, converging trajectories and ground together, debris spiralling away from the collision.

      Dash fired the distortion cannon again, but this time just got a warning message.

      “As I feared, the distortion cannon is now offline,” Sentinel said. “The Archetype’s self-repair functions will not be sufficient to restore it.”

      Dash gave a resigned shrug. “That sucks, but I think we definitely gave them something to think about, other than just pouring cargo holds of missiles at us.”

      Indeed, disarray gripped the Bright fleet. The ships fought desperately to restore their order and sort out their trajectories. Dash capitalized on it by racing in as fast as he could, calling Leira to follow.

      Her own dark-lance shots snapped close past the Archetype. “Hey, watch where you’re shooting, woman! I’m trying to fly here!”

      “Sorry. Still getting used to wearing this thing.”

      Five Bright ships loomed ahead, with two more lagging behind, damaged by their collision. The Bright had connected with the Archetype in a series of implosion shots that rattled his cage, but Dash had cut hard to deflect what damage he could. As he’d expected, this close in, missiles were less effective—they normally didn’t arm until they’d traveled a safe distance away from their launch point, and they needed time to acquire and track a target. The chance of friendly fire was too great, even for combative zealots like the Bright.

      Grinning fiercely, Dash raced the last few hundred klicks to the lead ship, then swept along its flank, raking at comms arrays, sensor clusters, and anything else he could strike with the Archetype’s fists and feet.

      A barrage of point-defense batteries opened up, the laser beams flickering and sparkling against the Archetype’s shields. Dash winced and grimaced at each hit, feeling them like stings from Kandarian wasps. By the time he’d finished the pass, the Archetype’s shield had been saturated with energy, and she now radiated it away in a scintillating display, actinic light lost as it faded into space.

      Ahead, another ship staggered under dark-lance hits as Leira found her target. He saw the Swift a few thousand klicks away, punching out carefully aimed shots. He knew Leira was anxious to get to grips with their enemies, but she had enough wisdom to keep her distance to get the feel of the Swift in its first actual combat.

      Dash somersaulted, reversed course, and raced back toward the ship he’d just attacked. This time, he deployed the Archetype’s power-sword, a massive blade that thrummed with energy, giving it an edge that could cut through duranium alloy like a hot knife through protein composite. As he raced close over the Bright ship’s hull, he struck out, slamming the big sword into the plating and trailing it behind him with a shower of sparks, opening a gash most of its length. After wrenching the sword free, he backflipped again, changed course, and cut over a second Bright ship at right angles, cutting it across its beam.

      “Holy crap, Dash. That’s amazing!” Leira said.

      Dash winced as more point-defense batteries targeted him. The shield, which had radiated away most of the energy it had captured, began to flicker and glow again.

      “All in a day’s—ouch—work.”

      “That’s it, I’m coming in.”

      “Leira, you should—”

      “Should’ve, could’ve, would’ve,” she said, whipping the Swift through a course change even the Archetype would have trouble matching, and racing in toward the fight.

      Dash considered warning her off again but didn’t. Leira knew what she was doing; she didn’t need him as some sort of protector, and he’d worked hard to encourage her growth. In fact, hearing her whoop as she zoomed in, dark-lance flashing, he had to smile in pride.

      Now both the Archetype and the Swift danced among the Bright ships, slashing, punching, kicking, and, in Dash’s case, cutting with the big power-sword. He remembered how disappointed he’d been when it had turned out to be the desperately needed upgrade he obtained right before the fight against the enemy mech known as the Golden Harbinger. It had been entirely misplaced disappointment; the power-sword was, he had to admit, an awesome weapon.

      The Bright ships—four of them, now—charged on, picking up speed as their polarizing drives bit hard into the deepening gravity well from the star ahead. Dash and Leira kept up their knife fight, tearing off components, gashing and smashing open hulls, degrading the effectiveness of the Bright attacks. By agreement, they left one ship largely alone, however. Dash wanted to see if it tried anything new or different as it got closer to the Forge. Speaking of which…

      “The remaining Bright ships are now within weapons range of the Forge,” Custodian said. “Awaiting your instructions to open fire.”

      “Got it,” Dash said. “Leira, let's take a breather and let Custodian have some fun.”

      Together, the two mechs dove away from the battle, putting distance between them and what remained of the Bright flotilla. Both the Archetype and the Swift had taken significant damage and could do with some recuperation and repair time. It was nothing compared to the Bright ships, though, which were now spread out along a path marked by debris and clouds of vented atmosphere. Only three remained under full power, using it to relentlessly bore in on the Forge.

      “Firing now,” Custodian said. His voice was unchanged from its typical, mild tone—which didn’t fit with the fury unleashed from the station.

      The Forge seemed to vanish behind a wall of dazzling light. Dark-lance and nova gunshots tore at the Bright ships, blasting huge pieces out of them. Meanwhile, salvos of missiles, their every maneuver choreographed across an intricate data network, wove themselves into an inexorable net around the enemy flotilla. All at once, they raced in, tightening the net—and then closing it.

      The Bright’s point-defense systems—the ones not disabled or destroyed by Dash and Leira—poured fire at the incoming missiles. Some were destroyed, but most weren’t. All at once, they detonated en masse, bathing the entire fleet in a hurricane of energy made the heads-up on the Archetype go momentarily dark to avoid blinding Dash.

      When it faded, Dash saw that only two ships remained underway. They still snapped shots out at the Forge, but its defensive countermeasures, including the quicksilver-bright metallic shielding they’d only recently activated, shrugged off the hits. One of the two remaining Bright attackers abruptly went dead, its power offline, its drive suddenly dormant. That left a single ship—the one Dash had wanted to leave as undamaged as possible—to press home the attack.

      And press home the attack it did. Dash watched it doggedly accelerate toward the Forge, its velocity such that a collision was inevitable. Of course, its polarizing drive might be able to slow or redirect it, but if not, then that much mass moving that fast could actually do serious damage to the station.

      Still it drove on, trailing bits of debris, sparks, and a wispy wake of vapor. But the Forge, which had fallen utterly silent after that one spectacular burst of destruction, stayed silent.

      “Uh, Custodian, do you need us to come and take out that last ship, or do you have it?” he asked.

      “Please wait a moment,” Custodian replied.

      The Bright ship charged on.

      “Custodian, is something wrong? Seriously, do you need Leira and me to—”

      “There is no problem with the Forge,” Custodian replied. “Rather, Benzel has requested that this remaining ship be disabled, not destroyed.”

      “He—what? Why?”

      “He wishes to take it as a prize.”

      “A prize?”

      “They are pirates, Dash,” Leira said. “You hook up with that sort, you have to expect them to look at things from a pirate’s perspective, right?”

      “Custodian, can you disable that ship before it plows into the Forge?”

      In answer, a single dark-lance beam flashed out and struck the Bright ship, tearing completely through its drive section. Its acceleration immediately dropped to zero, but it still raced on, sheer momentum driving it forward. Dash had to admire such surgical precision from the Forge, in contrast to the hurricane of violence it had unleashed only moments before. But it left the Bright ship a dangerous projectile, still hurtling toward a catastrophic collision with the Forge.

      Dash shook his head and accelerated toward the Bright ship on an intercept course, Leira close behind. “Okay, Custodian, disabled just isn’t going to be enough. All due respect to Benzel, but that ship needs to be destroyed before it—”

      “That will be unnecessary, Messenger,” Custodian replied—and the Bright ship began to slow.

      “I have reconfigured the tractor systems used by the Forge to facilitate dockings and transfers between portions of the station to decelerate the Bright vessel. I believe it can be brought to a full stop before a collision.”

      “You believe it can?”

      “There is a margin of error in the calculations.”

      “I don’t like taking the risk, just because Benzel wants to take a prize.”

      “More practically speaking, taking an essentially intact Bright vessel would be useful from the perspective of intelligence about our enemies’ capabilities,” Custodian replied.

      Dash sighed and slowed the Archetype. “That’s true. Okay, fine. Over to you, Custodian. Leira and I will stand by in case you need help.”

      Custodian didn’t answer, though. Benzel did.

      Thanks, Dash,” he said. “Now you get to see what pir—I mean, privateers can do. This is what we’re good at. This is how we can help the fight.”

      Dash shrugged. “Okay, I take it back then. Benzel, over to you.”
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      Benzel clapped his hands together and laughed. “Okay, look alive, Gentle Friends,” he shouted. “We’ve got work to do!”

      All around him, the Gentle Friends snapped their vac suits closed, donned helmets, and checked their weapons. Beyond the force field closing off the docking bay, the disabled Bright ship hung motionless against the starfield, brought to a halt there by the Forge’s tractor systems. Custodian had brought it as close to the station as he dared, citing the risk of a containment failure in the ship’s reactor. That left it a few klicks away from the Forge, which was an awful lot of airless empty for the Gentle Friends to cross.

      Amy, standing nearby with Viktor and Conover, stepped forward with a solution. “When Conover and I had to get to a remote part of the Forge, and do it fast, we rode on these nifty little maintenance remotes. You should ask Custodian if you can use some of those to help get out to that ship.”

      Benzel grabbed Amy’s shoulders and laughed. “Young lady, that’s an excellent idea. You’d make a fine pirate.”

      “Oh. Um, well…thanks, I guess.”

      “There is no higher compliment,” Benzel said, laughing at her look of puzzled wariness. “Custodian, can you use these maintenance remote things Amy’s talking about to help us out here? Anything would be better than dawdling our way out to that prize—the ship, that is—using nothing but reaction jets.”

      “There will be several maintenance remotes available shortly,” Custodian replied.

      “Thank you kindly, sir.”

      Benzel turned back to the Gentle Friends. Squad by squad, their leaders gave him a thumbs up, indicating their readiness to board the enemy ship. He shook his head, more than a little amazed. Here they were, aboard an ancient, alien space station, involved in an equally ancient war against more aliens, preparing to attack and seize a spaceship belonging to yet more aliens. Any of his people could flatly state that they’d never signed up for this, and they’d be right. Their Code, the unwritten but absolutely binding rules that governed the Gentle Friends in everything from splitting prize money to who got what bunk, gave them the latitude to say, at any time, that they were out.

      But none of them did. Not one. Every one of his people was here, standing ready to face whatever might be aboard that damaged ship. He’d never been more damned proud.

      He grabbed his helmet, but just tucked it under his arm. “Okay, listen up!” he shouted, waiting for the Gentle Friends to turn their collective attention to him.

      “We’re going to take that ship!” he went on. “By the numbers, the same way we always do this. The difference this time is that we’re not doing it for the prize money. At least, not for now. For now, we’re doing it because these Bright are murderous assholes, who are working for other murderous assholes, and if they get their way…well, there won’t be any more prizes, ever.”

      He paused to let that sink in, then said, “What that means is we’re going aboard that ship, and we’re going to fight as hard as we ever have. Harder, even. We’re going to prove that we can help win this war.” He paused again, this time to let a slow smile spread across his face. “And then, when it’s all done and we’ve kicked the asses of all these murderous assholes—well, then we’ll go looking for our prize money. And believe me, there’s going to be a lot of it.”

      Thumbs raised. With their helmets sealed, even if they were cheering, Benzel wouldn’t have been able to hear much of it. But it didn’t matter. The Gentle Friends were ready to do what they did best—kick ass and take prizes.

      “Your rides are here,” Amy said, pointing. A half-dozen black spheres, each about two meters in diameter, drifted silently into the docking bay. Benzel nodded, put on his own helmet, then snapped out instructions over the comm to his squads. He organized them into six groups, of either two or three squads, lining one group up behind each remote in single file. The first person in each group grabbed a handhold on the remote, while the rest joined hands behind them, forming six chains of Gentle Friends.

      “Seriously, that’s how you intend to approach that ship,” a new voice said. Benzel turned to see Viktor talking into a comm.

      “You can think of a better way?”

      “Well—yes. Lots of better ways, actually. You could have only one or two people make each trip. Or you could have some use the remotes, and others travel some other way. Aboard the Slipwing, maybe. We could launch her, and—”

      As Viktor talked, Benzel walked up to him and touched his arm, cutting him off.

      “Viktor, I’m sorry. I had no idea you were a skilled privateer.”

      “I’m not.”

      Benzel grinned through his faceplate. “I know.”

      He clapped Viktor once on the shoulder, then turned to join hands with the last person in the first line of Gentle Friends waiting to launch.

      “Okay, people, we ready?” he asked.

      One at a time, his squad leaders checked in, confirming comms and their readiness.

      “Okay, Custodian,” Benzel said. “Any time you’re ready, we’re good to go.”

      Benzel’s weight abruptly dropped to zero as Custodian killed the artificial gravity to the portion of the docking bay occupied by the Gentle Friends. Then there was a slight tug and the remotes slowly began to move, pulling them into space and toward the looming Bright ship.
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      Benzel peered around a corner, his snap gun at the ready. There was still no resistance, and they had to be in control of at least half of the Bright ship now. He glanced back, shook his head at the squad behind him, then held up three fingers. They’d move in three seconds—two—one—

      Benzel stepped around the corner, snap gun raised, forefinger on the trigger, thumb on the targeting slide. The Gentle Friends had only recently started using the nasty little weapons, military-grade hardware they’d acquired for what had seemed like an awful lot of credits at the time. But they were perfect for parties, the name they’d given to these sorts of boarding actions.

      The snap gun fired two separate beams that individually were mostly harmless, but when they intersected, they became something entirely different. Benzel didn’t really understand the physics behind it, but suffice to say that where the beams crossed, they were viciously deadly. With his thumb, he could move the targeting slide, changing the point at which the beams converged, meaning he could slide that little bit of deadliness toward or away from him to hit a target, but affect nothing else. It was perfect for taking out stubborn opponents who simply refused to surrender, while keeping the ship itself undamaged.

      As he paced quickly along the corridor, Benzel wondered if he’d need to use the snap gun at all. During the admittedly hairy crossing from the Forge to the ship, he’d been grimly ready to come under fire, despite the assurance of Custodian that all its weapons had been neutralized.

      But the maintenance remotes had towed them quickly and steadily along, six hand-linked chains of the Gentle Friends, the Bright ship looming silently closer—and nothing had happened. Likewise, breaching and boarding had gone without a hitch, helped by the myriad holes blasted through the hull plating by battle damage. And now, clearing progressed without any resistance or incidence. He checked the data-pad strapped to his arm. It marked the location of every squad as they systematically worked their way through the ship. It was more than half cleared now.

      Maybe the crew was all dead. Or maybe there was no crew and the ship was automated. Either way, it would be both a relief and a bit of a letdown. Not fighting was always better than fighting, because it was less costly—and not just in lives, but in resources spent and damage done to a potential prize. But even a just a skirmish or two would help show Dash and the others that the Gentle Friends could take care of themselves. So far, they hadn’t done much but ride along, helping to move that Silent Fleet back here to the Forge. But any half-assed group of spacers could have done that.

      A figure stepped out of a cross corridor ahead. Benzel lifted the snap gun, but didn’t fire. He couldn’t spare any attention to the data-pad now but was sure none of the Gentle Friends should be ahead of him. Still, you always checked your target during a boarding action.

      Tall. Slender. Naked? Really? No, clad in something form fitting. Smooth, almost porcelain skin, bald.

      Turning to face them.

      Raising a weapon.

      Benzel triggered the snap gun, at the same time sliding the focal point of the beams into the figure. A bright flash, like a welding torch, ripped open its chest. At the same time, something smacked hard into the bulkhead beside him, plowing a glowing furrow through the metal. Behind him, he heard a muffled scream.

      His target, who must be one of these Bright, toppled backward, trailing smoke. Benzel took a quick glance back and saw one of the Gentle Friends down, the two further back spattered with blood. They’d confirmed there was an atmosphere on board, and it was breathable, but they stayed vac suited-up anyway; atmospheres could vent fast during a party. So Benzel couldn’t tell who was down. But, with active enemy now an actual threat, he couldn’t afford the time to check. Leaving the downed Friend to the care of a squad mate, they pushed on, up the corridor, crouching, weapons raised to the ready.

      Benzel decided to break comm silence. “All Friends, we’ve had a red glitch. Stay on your toes, out.”

      A glitch meant something bad had happened. A red glitch meant contact with a resisting enemy. They used other color codes, for everything from a fire, to a decompression, to an imminent containment breach. More than a few of the Gentle Friends were disgruntled ex-military, and Benzel had been happy to absorb their expertise in coded communications and other such martial stuff.

      They reached the cross junction. Benzel signaled for the squad to move, securing the junction, while he stooped and checked out the—man he’d shot? Woman? He couldn’t tell. The fallen figure was entirely androgynous, its features so utterly bland and unremarkable it could have been shown alongside the data entry for the generic definition of a face. It was, Benzel thought, like a statue come to life.

      Aside from a form fitting, one-piece jumpsuit, the only other notable pieces of gear were a belt hung with several pouches, and its weapon. Now that was interesting. It looked vaguely like a rifle of some sort, but the muzzle wasn’t a round hole, it was square. Weird. He shrugged and scooped it up, then slung it over his shoulder.

      A Friend appeared, crouching next to him and touching their helmets together with a clunk. “Taro’s down for good,” the woman said, her voice buzzing through Benzel’s helmet. She pointed back at the fallen Friend. “Chest blown out by—” She pointed at the Bright weapon Benzel had claimed. “By that, I guess.”

      “Taro. Shit. He owed me eighty credits,” Benzel said. It was an old joke, a way of acknowledging the loss of a comrade, while pretending it was no big thing. Taro had been a long-time Friend, with a booming laugh and a knack for somehow always finding the best booze aboard a prize, if there was any. Damn. He’d miss him.

      Mourn later, Benzel reminded himself. Right now, party time.

      He gave the woman a thumbs up, then gestured for the squad to get ready to move. As they did, he looked back down at the fallen Bright.

      You shot Taro, you inhuman son of a bitch, he thought. I hope that snap gun shot hurt like hell.
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        * * *

      

      Benzel winced as something clanged off the bulkhead behind him. He dropped almost prone and peered around the sprawling console from what he hoped was an unexpected angle, snap gun ready. A Bright similarly peeked around the edge of another console closer to the viewscreen. Benzel triggered the snap gun, but a burst of sparks and flame from the console itself marked his miss. He spat a curse and pulled back, just in time to avoid being taken in the face by one of those vicious Bright projectiles.

      Commotion erupted from across the bridge. Benzel slid to the other side of the console and looked that way in time to see Wei-Ping, a squad of Gentle Friends with her, charging the Bright. Another squad gave covering fire, their slug guns pumping out squash-head rounds. The squash-heads would do just that on impact, flattening out into a splat of explosive, then almost instantly detonating; the result was a powerful shock wave that swept through the target, turning vital organs to a slurry of ruined tissue. Their explosions otherwise did mostly superficial damage, barely even propagating into void spaces behind the impact point. It was another way of minimizing the damage to something that was supposed to be kept mostly intact and undamaged.

      The remaining Bright fell back into cover but kept snapping out shots from their brutal guns. Benzel saw one Friend’s arm snap back in a bloody spray of gore, then Wei-Ping and the squad with her were among the inhuman freaks, chain-blades whirring, boarding knives slashing and stabbing. Benzel leapt to his feet, dropping his snap gun and letting its combat sling yank it into his side; at the same time, he drew his own chain-blade, spun it up, and charged into the fray with a wild shout.

      A confusing swirl of melee erupted around him. His chain-blade bit into waxen skin, shredding it. Something snapped past his head. Blades flashed. Blood spurted in shimmering jets and droplets. There were shouts. A scream. The deadly, ripping drone of chain-blades—

      Silence.

      Benzel looked around. None of the Bright who had taken their last stand on the bridge remained up. One more Friend had gone down, apparently shot through the hand, which he cradled in his lap, a gory mess. Wei-Ping, her vac suit spattered with blood, appeared in front of him.

      “The other squads have reported in, boss. No more glitches of any color. The ship’s ours.”

      Benzel shook his head, though. “Not yet it isn’t.”

      Wei-Ping gave him a confused frown. “What do you mean? The whole ship’s been cleared, all squads are accounted for—”

      “These Bright freaks planned to scuttle this ship. It’s rigged to blow.” Even as he spoke, Benzel started scanning the nearby consoles, focusing on those the surviving crew had used for cover during their last stand.

      Wei-Ping just stared. Activating self-destruct was such a trope, it was almost a joke among not just the Gentle Friends, but privateers everywhere. The fact was that no one really wanted to die—or even fight for— a cargo of uranium ore or helium-3. The Gentle Friends were accomplished fighters and wouldn’t hesitate to use violent means to subdue their foes, but it was really all about the reputation, not the reality of it.

      Most crews just surrendered when their ship had been run down, which played right into the other half of the Friends’ reputation—if you gave up, you’d be taken prisoner, treated well, and then released entirely unharmed. Fights were wasteful, damaging, and inefficient. You wanted your quarry to just give up without a fight. It maximized profit.

      But these Bright had fought to the death. They hadn’t even contemplated surrender. A crew so willing to die would undoubtedly want to take their enemies with them.

      Benzel’s gaze fixed on a sturdy bank of panels, firmly attached to a bulkhead. “That might give some cover for the self-destruct blast. And I’m sure they’ve set one.”

      So Wei-Ping’s eyes went wide behind her faceplate at the idea of the ship actually self-destructing. “How can you be sure?” she asked.

      “Because it’s what I’d do if I were one of these assholes,” Benzel snapped. “Everyone spread out, check these consoles, see if they can tell you anything. Custodian, can you hear me?”

      “I can, yes.”

      “Can you tell if this ship is rigged to blow up? Because I’m sure it is, but—” He stared at the unfamiliar consoles, those still intact glowing with displays and characters he didn’t understand. “But I can’t tell, because I can’t read any of this bullshit.”

      “I am detecting a growing harmonic instability in the ship’s fusion core,” Custodian replied. “If it is not compensated for, there will inevitably be a containment breach.”

      “Let me guess—part of the control system has been deactivated.”

      “You are correct. The real-time compensators are offline. How did you know this to be the case without a specific scan?”

      “Like I said,” Benzel muttered, “It’s what I’d do if were them.” He turned from console to console, but he might as well be trying to read—well, an alien language, which is exactly what it was. The Friends who’d been examining the displays turned to him, one by one, and shook their heads. Hard looks tightened their faces, all of them only too aware of their danger.

      The wrenching flutter in Benzel’s gut mirrored their expressions. He forced himself to stay grimly on task, though. “Don’t suppose you can reboot the compensators, eh, Custodian?”

      “No. The relevant system is invisible to me.”

      “Shit. Okay, how long until we go poof?”

      “The harmonic instability will reach criticality in no more than five minutes, with an approximately two-minute margin of error.”

      Benzel looked at Wei-Ping. “Guess we’d better stop this ourselves then, huh?”

      “Yeah, but—how?”

      Dash came on the comm. “You guys need to get the hell off that ship.”

      “In three or four minutes? We’d barely make it back to our entry points,” Benzel replied.

      “Shit. Okay, how about I bring in the Archetype, punch through the hull, and just rip the core out?”

      “An active core? Come on, Dash, you know better than that. You’d just be doing the Brights’ work for them.”

      “I know. I just—”

      “Dash, just let us work the problem,” Benzel said, tense and distracted. He understood why Dash wanted them off the ship—he didn‘t want them to die, either from a need for their skills or genuine caring. Maybe both.

      “Okay,” Benzel said, looking at Wei-Ping. “If Custodian can’t see the system, it must be physically disconnected somewhere. If that’s further down the line, then we’re screwed, and it was nice knowing you guys. But if we assume the Bright did it from there, then the physical break must be somewhere in here, right? Am I making sense?”

      “Yeah, you are, boss,” Wei-Ping replied, then pointed. “Which means you’re probably talking about something like that, right?”

      He looked where she pointed. From under one of the consoles, a broken length of optical cable dangled. A dead Bright sprawled beneath it.

      “Yeah, something just like that.” He crouched and looked at the damage. Sure enough, the loose cable had obviously been deliberately pulled free, because several other cables exposed under the console hadn’t. That left only one port into which it could plug. Taking a breath and hoping that this was it—because otherwise they were all already dead, and were just waiting for it to be made catastrophically official—Benzel grabbed the cable and plugged it back in.

      “Custodian?”

      “The harmonic instability has reached ninety-five percent of criticality. Regretfully, this means—”

      “Damn it, save the stats and just tell me if you can see the compensator system now!”

      “I can, yes.”

      Silence.

      Benzel sighed. “Well?”

      “The compensators are back online. Containment integrity is stable, but a risk of failure and breach remains.”

      Benzel sat back and indulged himself in a longer, slower sigh. “A risk is better than it’s gonna happen any second, believe me.”

      Wei-Ping knelt beside him, a tired smile on her face. “Well, that was fun.”

      “Hey, we call these parties for a reason,” Benzel replied, even managing to echo her smile as he did.
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        * * *

      

      Benzel stomped down the Slipwing’s boarding ramp, yanking off his helmet and savoring the sensation of not being in a vac-suit. He’d made sure he was the last off the Bright ship, only stepping aboard the Slipwing when he was sure no other Gentle Friends remained aboard. Now, they gathered in tight knots roughly corresponding to their squads, chattering among themselves.

      The exception was the squad to which Taro had belonged. Fortunately, he’d been their only fatality—two more of the Gentle Friends had been wounded, but would recover—but fatalities among them were actually rare. And fatalities from enemy action were even rarer. Mostly, when Friends died, it was from accidents. Benzel moved to join Taro’s squad, but Dash, who’d just dismounted from his big mech, intercepted him.

      “Benzel, that was awesome work,” Dash said.

      Benzel smiled back. “You expected any less?”

      “No, of course I—” Dash began, then stopped, smiled ruefully, and shook his head. “Actually, truth be told, I wasn’t sure what to expect from you guys. For all I knew, you could have been—”

      “A bunch of bumbling idiots.” Benzel held up a hand. “No, that’s okay, I get it. We get a new recruit in the Friends, and they’ve got to prove themselves, too.” He narrowed his eyes. “So, have we proven ourselves?”

      Dash gave a firm nod. “Yeah, I’d say you have— “

      “Messenger,” Custodian cut in. “I have completed scans of the wrecked Bright ships. They do not, unfortunately, contain more than small amounts of Dark Metal, probably from incidental components of Golden technology.”

      Dash shrugged. “Ah, well. Can’t have everything, I guess. Can you still use them for raw materials?”

      “Yes—”

      Custodian abruptly cut off. Dash frowned at Benzel. “Custodian, everything okay?”

      “Two of the Bright ships just exploded.”

      “Oh. Core failures, I guess.” Dash glanced across the docking bay at the Bright ship the Gentle Friends had taken. “At least we got one of them more or less intact. Custodian’s powering its core down now, so we should—”

      “They were not core explosions,” Custodian said. “Or rather they were—but there was another component to the destruction of each ship.”

      Benzel frowned. “What the hell is he talking about?”

      “No idea,” Dash said. “Custodian, what do you mean, another component?”

      “Each explosion generated a broadband, omnidirectional signal, which is essentially identical to that generated by the Harbinger shortly after its arrival in the system, prior to its attack.”

      “Still not following,” Benzel said.

      “What it means is that those ships sent out a death call when they blew,” Dash said. “The one you stopped from exploding would have done the same thing.”

      “Oh. They’re letting all their comrades know that they’ve died,” Benzel said.

      “Exactly. That means we didn’t surrender the way the Bright and their Purity Council demanded. And that means they’re going to assemble an even bigger force now to attack the Forge.”

      “Just as well we showed you what we can do then, huh?” Benzel said.

      “You got that right,” Dash replied, then excused himself and headed for Leira, who had just entered the docking bay from wherever she’d landed her own mech.

      Benzel resumed his way toward Taro’s squad. Better get used to this, he thought, because there stood to be a lot more parties like this one in the Gentle Friends’ future.
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      Dash crossed his arms and watched as a chunk of a wrecked Bright ship slid into what Custodian called the forage bay—a large, empty space similar to a docking bay but outfitted with all manner of giant claws and gantries and derricks. Raw materials, whether scrap or unrefined ore, would be brought here by the Forge’s system of tractor fields, then broken down as feedstock for the fabricators. The Bright ships had turned out to yield only minor amounts of Dark Metal, but their shattered structural members could still be smelted down and used to make other things. Outside the forage bay, suited figures waved and jetted away to ready another broken chunk of ship for processing.

      “I swear, the Gentle Friends would rather be out there, floating around in space,” Leira said.

      Dash smiled. “They do seem pretty at home in hard vacuum, don’t they?”

      “Weirdly so, yeah. I’ve spent most of my life in space, and I do everything I can to avoid putting on a vac suit.”

      “I hear you.” Dash nodded, then he turned as someone walked up behind them.

      “There’s another half-dozen big chunks out there,” Benzel said. “My people are getting them lined up so Custodian can bring them inside for processing with minimum fuss.”

      “You know, I think Custodian can probably handle this without your folks having to go outside,” Dash said, but Benzel shook his head.

      “Not disagreeing. But it keeps them busy and makes them feel useful. Believe me, you do not want to let the Gentle Friends get bored. Idle hands, and all that.”

      “Good to know—” Dash replied, but a heavy, grinding racket cut him off.

      Massive claws had descended, grabbing and lifting the fragment of the Bright ship that had been brought aboard. More articulated arms unfolded from the ceiling, plasma cutters flaring and slicing into the metal. Watching the process reminded Dash of the nasty but adorable little creatures called chompers that he and Leira had encountered during the retrieval of a power core for the Archetype. Basically nothing but cuteness and teeth, they’d been similarly brutal and efficient in tearing apart and picking over a carcass. In just over a minute, the chunk of broken Bright hull was gone, rendered down to fragments and whisked away by conveyor fields to the fabricators. The next slab of hull was already framed in the entrance to the forage bay, ready to come aboard.

      “That is absolutely freaking amazing,” Benzel said. “Kind of chilling, too.”

      “The total yield of usable material from the Bright ships is approximately four thousand tonnes,” Custodian said. “There is also approximately one hundred kilograms of Dark Metal in seventy-two different fragments. These, however, are too small and too distant from the Forge for the tractor systems to retrieve them.”

      Dash looked at Leira. “We really don’t want to let that much Dark Metal go to waste. Care to take the Swift out for a spin?”

      “Sure. You don’t want to let me get bored, after all. Idle hands, and all that.”

      Benzel’s laughter echoed after them as they headed for their mechs.
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      “Leira, I’m seeing a fragment of Dark Metal, two kilograms, about ten kilometers off to your right,” Dash said. “Sentinel’s sending the data over now.”

      “Yup, I see it too. On my way.”

      The Swift smoothly veered toward the Dark Metal signature, then deftly plucked it out of space and stowed it.

      “You’re flying the Swift like you’ve done it all your life,” Dash said. “I think I bumbled around with the Archetype for quite a while trying to figure it out.”

      “Your performance as the Archetype’s pilot was much less than optimal for a considerable time. You finally reached an acceptable level of performance only after—”

      “Did I ask you for a performance assessment?” Dash asked. “Because I really don’t think I asked you for a performance assessment.”

      “To be fair, Dash, I got to work with Tybalt for hours in the simulator before I even first strapped into the Swift,” Leira said. “You had to pretty much learn how to fly the Archetype—well, on the fly.”

      “Even now, your performance remains less than optimal,” Tybalt said. “I estimate that you will require—”

      “Echoing Dash here, Tybalt,” Leira said, cutting her AI off. “I don’t recall asking you to grade me.”

      “Judgmental AI’s are judgmental,” Dash said.

      A short while later, they retrieved the last piece of Dark Metal that was worth chasing down. Dash hesitated before turning back for the Forge. Instead, he simply stared at the stars in the heads-up.

      “Dash, everything okay?” Leira asked. “We’re not detecting anything—”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” he said, breaking himself out of his reverie. “I was just thinking.”

      “Uh oh.”

      “Laugh it up, woman,” he said, but went quickly serious. “I’m just looking at the stars. The Golden are out there somewhere. Not the Bright, or Clan Shirna, or any of their other minions. The Golden themselves.”

      “That’s true,” Leira replied. “Where are you going with this?”

      “It’s those Death Calls put out by the Bright ships when they exploded. Sure, they signalled the Bright themselves, told them that we’d kicked their fleet’s butts. That’s bad enough. It means they’ll be coming back, in force, and they might not be alone next time.”

      “Okay…”

      “But the Golden have to be receiving these Death Calls, too. So they sit out there, somewhere, and just send in the next wave of their nasty little followers, and then the next, and the next after that. They don’t care if they die, because they’ll just send more. And we fight them and kill them—but that’s just doing the Goldens’ work for them, isn’t it? I mean, I can’t believe that if they get their way and exterminate all sentient life, they’d spare the Bright or Clan Shirna or anyone else.”

      “Maybe we can convince them they’ll be spared,” Leira replied. “Pull them over to our side.”

      “I considered the same thing myself,” Dash said. “But imagine the Bright saying they’ve decided to join us. Could we actually trust them? Would you trust them, Leira?”

      After a long pause, she said, “No, because if they’ll do it with you, they’ll do it to you.”

      “Oldest story in the universe.”

      “I highly doubt that that is the oldest story in the universe, Messenger,” Tybalt said, practically ending on a haughty sniff. “Indeed, even the most cursory review of available historical archives demonstrates—”

      “It was just a figure of speech, Tybalt,” Dash cut in. Damn, that AI had been tailor-made to best complement Leira’s personality? What did that say about her? Or what these Unseen AIs thought about her?

      “I’ve said it before,” Leira added. “Welcome to my life now.”

      Dash grinned, but it didn’t last. “Anyway, we have to assume they’ll be coming back for another round—they being the Bright for sure, maybe some Clan Shirna as well, maybe some others we haven’t even met yet.”

      “And maybe the Golden themselves,” Leira said. “Imagine having to fight a fleet of ships like we just did, plus one…hell, maybe several of those Harbingers all at once.”

      “I’d rather not, thanks,” Dash replied. The truth was, he had imagined exactly this, a true nightmare scenario.

      “They will assuredly return,” Sentinel said. “It really is only a matter of when.”

      “Exactly. And that brings me back to my point about the Golden just lurking somewhere out there, sending attack after attack at the Forge. That’s us playing their game, just reacting to what they do.” He stared at the starscape on the heads-up. “I never really got good at poker until I met a guy on Passage named Rostov.”

      “Darien Rostov?” Leira asked. “I know him. Hell of a courier. Heard he died, though, in some sort of accident.”

      “Yeah, he did. He accidentally forgot to hand over the profits to some gang on Celestus for a bunch of chems he ran for them once. Then he accidentally got shot in the head.”

      “Oh. Ouch.”

      “Anyway, Rostov cleaned me out in poker. More than once. But we kind of hit it off, and he showed me a bunch of ways to get better at the game.”

      “You mean cheating,” Leira said.

      “It wasn’t all cheating. Anyway, my point is that what he basically taught me was that I had to take control of the game. I couldn’t just keep reacting to my opponents. I had to make them react to me. Once I took that lesson aboard ship, I started losing a lot fewer credits.”

      “Losing fewer credits? That’s success?”

      “What can I say, I suck at cards,” Dash said. “As for our current situation, the Golden are Rostov, sitting out there across the big table. And they’re controlling the game. We’re reacting to them. It’s time for that to change. We need to get ahead of them somehow.”

      “Messenger, if I may,” Tybalt said. “I believe that you are correct.”

      “You don’t have to sound quite so surprised.”

      The AI ignored him. “I believe that in order to begin forcing the Golden to react, we should begin by making their approach to the Forge more complicated and costly than simply arriving in this system and attacking it.”

      “Making the Forge a more problematic target for the Golden would, indeed, be a good first step,” Sentinel said.

      “Okay, how would you suggest we go about doing that?” Leira asked. “I mean, we have the Silent Fleet. Maybe we could deploy it in some sort of defensive arrangement.”

      “I’d rather keep that fleet mobile,” Dash said. “I don’t want to tie it to static defensive duties. Right now, in fact, it, plus these two mechs, are our only real way of taking any sort of initiative.” He narrowed his eyes at the stars. “But when we found the Silent Fleet, we also found that mine aboard one of them, remember? If we had more of those…” Dash trailed off, mind suddenly racing.

      Custodian’s smooth baritone cut in. “I have evaluated the mine you’re speaking of. It was a prototype, not made operational or put into production by the time the last clash between the Creators and the Golden ended. Accordingly, it was stored aboard the Silent Fleet against the possibility it would eventually prove useful.”

      “Well, it might prove damned useful now,” Dash replied. “What sort of mine is it?”

      “It is a smart mine, which incorporates a relatively basic AI to evaluate targets and, in cooperation with other mines, initiate an attack.”

      “Okay, so they’re basically like our missiles then.”

      “Not quite,” Sentinel said. “The mines are specifically designed to maximize stealth and explosive effect, at the expense of a drive unit. They do, however, possess a limited ability to maneuver using a quantum tractor effect that leaves no signature in real space.”

      “Well, that sounds like a hell of a good thing to have,” Leira said. “Can we power ships with those?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Sentinel replied. “The technology proved problematic to scale up. It simply isn’t possible to move more than a few hundred kilograms using a quantum tractor, and even then, relatively slowly.”

      “It does, however, have the advantage of being essentially undetectable by any known scan,” Custodian said.

      Dash nodded along as they spoke, his glum thoughts about the Golden essentially holding all the cards giving way to growing enthusiasm about maybe being able to do something proactive. “Can we manufacture these mines on the Forge?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Custodian replied. “It will require revision of the fabrication priorities, but the Forge is quite capable of making them.”

      “Okay, and how much Dark Metal do they need?” Leira asked. She’d only just beaten Dash to the question, because the availability of Dark Metal seemed to be an implacable choke point for most of the things they wanted to do.

      Custodian’s answer therefore surprised him. “The mines require no Dark Metal in their fabrication, unless you want them to be able to communicate without any delay for distance.”

      “So we can basically begin manufacturing these mines right away?” Dash asked.

      “We can,” Custodian replied. “The wreckage of the Bright ships would provide sufficient raw material to fabricate twenty such mines alone.”

      “That doesn’t sound like very many mines. I mean, space is big, right?”

      “Space is big, yes,” Custodian said, with a hint of a tone that sounded to Dash to be—amused? “And that isn’t very many mines. Indeed, it is far short of what would reasonably be required to help to protect the Forge. However, since they use more commonly available materials, their production could be quickly scaled up.”

      “Okay, so let’s say we start churning out these mines,” Leira said. “Can they use that—what did you call it, a quantum tractor?”

      “Yes. It is a device that uses quantum effects—essentially, the fundamental properties of space itself—to provide motive power. It requires essentially no fuel in any conventional sense, merely a source of power.”

      “That’s really something,” Leira replied. “Anyway, can the mines use it to deploy themselves from the Forge?”

      “Not in any practical sense, no. The maximum speeds attainable are on the order of a few hundred kilometers per second.”

      “Well, then. I’d be a very old lady by the time the first ones were even in position.”

      “Actually, Leira, you would likely be dead,” Tybalt said. “Based on your physiology, and environmental factors, I would estimate that your expected lifespan—”

      “Is not important right now, thank you,” she cut in. “Let’s just stay on the subject of these mines, okay?”

      “In other words, we need to deploy them from a ship of some sort.” Dash gave the heads-up a thoughtful frown. The mechs and the Silent Fleet were too valuable to tie up in minelaying duties. The Rockhound was busy fetching Dark Metal from the crashed Golden ship on Gulch. That left the Slipwing and the Snow Leopard. Dash was no expert on minefields, but instinct told him that with just the two ships shuttling mines out from the Forge, laying them, and returning, it could take a long time to get any meaningful minefields established around the Forge. And that was probably time they didn’t have. If they were going to do this, they needed to do it soon.

      “Can we fabricate some sort of minelaying ships?” Dash asked. “Something unmanned that’s specifically made for ferrying out and laying mines?”

      “There are plans available in the Creators’ archives for autonomous service vessels that could be adapted, yes,” Custodian said.

      “Alright, then let’s do that. We’ll meet in the War Room with everyone else an hour after Leira and I get back to the Forge to work out the details.”

      “There is one other matter I should bring to your attention, Dash,” Custodian said. “Although the Death Call signals generated by the Bright ships that exploded were omnidirectional, they were also asymmetrical.”

      “Let’s pretend I don’t get what you’re talking about,” Dash replied. “Mainly because I don’t.”

      “There was an additional signal generated that contained additional, encrypted information. It was focused in a single direction, but it was embedded in the omnidirectional signal, presumably in an attempt to obscure it.”

      “Oh. Good work seeing that. So where was this additional signal aimed?”

      “It appears to have been directed out of the ecliptic plane of the galactic arm.”

      “Huh.” Shortly after first finding the Archetype, Dash’s pursuit of a Clan Shirna ship had taken him out of the ecliptic plane to a secretive Golden facility lurking among a field of rocks and ice in nearby intergalactic space. Ironically, he’d had to contend with Golden mines there. Looking at Custodian’s data, painted onto the heads-up by Sentinel, he saw these signals were aimed in a different direction. Another, similar Golden installation then?

      “It is quite possible,” Custodian said. “However, I can resolve nothing of significance in that direction, at least within any range in which scans would return reliable data. Nor am I detecting any other significant Golden activity within sensor range.”

      “Okay, so let’s assume there’s a Golden base of some sort just outside the galactic arm, at that location, but it’s just outside the range of your ability to scan. Knowing what we do about their tech, how long would it take a Golden ship to travel from there, to here, at its best possible speed?”

      “I would estimate a minimum of three days,” Sentinel said. “If we assume the Golden do not operate their drives continuously at maximum output, however, a four or five day minimum is more likely.”

      “Yeah, but as little as three days. Shit.” Dash scowled at the heads-up. “Okay. We need more Dark Metal, and we need it fast. Custodian, scan for Dark Metal, power cores, Golden, Unseen—anything. I don’t care what it is, as long as we can use it against these bastards. They’ll be taking their best shot at us, whatever that is, and we don’t have enough force in depth to stop them from getting to the Forge. And that cannot be allowed to happen.”
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      Dash scanned the faces of everyone assembled in the War Room. They all stared back, waiting for him to speak.

      For a moment, it once more left Dash more than a little bemused. The Saviors of All Life—and he was their leader.

      That made whatever he was going to say stick in his throat. Previously, he’d mused about being hailed as a hero, and celebrated across the galactic arm. Now, it just left him feeling small and terrified.

      Kai abruptly stood, walked up to Dash, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Have faith in the Unseen, Messenger. After all, they have faith in you.”

      Dash gave him a wide-eyed look. “What? How did—?”

      “I recognize moments of wavering faith,” Kai said, smiling. “I frequently see them in the mirror, in fact.” He patted Dash’s shoulder. “They pass.”

      Dash gave the monk a grateful smile as he returned to his place, then he turned to the rest of those gathered—his own Inner Circle, plus Harolyn and Benzel.

      “I think Kai’s advice is good for all of us,” Dash said, and he got a chorus of agreement. “All right, then. We have some decisions to make. I laid them out for you when I called this meeting, so you’ve had an hour or so to think things through.”

      “Seems to me like you’ve already got a solid plan,” Ragsdale said. “The Rockhound just returned with more than a thousand kilos of Dark Metal—” He paused and looked at Harolyn. “Thanks to your people, incidentally.”

      She nodded. “They’re good at what they do.”

      “Yes, they are,” Ragsdale replied. “Anyway, we’ll send them back for more. In the meantime, we’re going to make these new mines you described, and Custodian is scanning for anything else we can use that’s reasonably accessible—” He shrugged. “What other decisions do we have to make?”

      “We need to decide if we want to take the fight to the Golden this time around,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale crossed his arms. “I’m as aggressive as the next guy, but didn’t you say Custodian didn’t actually see anything where those Bright signals were sent? All we know is that they were directed somewhere outside the galactic plane?”

      “It doesn’t mean there’s nothing there,” Amy said.

      Conover nodded. “Dash even encountered a Golden facility outside the boundary of the galaxy. It seems that that’s where the Golden might be hiding out.”

      “Which means that the Bright might know a lot more about the Golden than we’ve realized,” Leira said. “Maybe there’s even information aboard that ship the Gentle Friends captured.”

      “That would explain why they were so determined to blow it up,” Amy said.

      “Custodian already gave me an update and there was nothing useful. It looks like they managed to wipe a bunch of data before Benzel’s people secured the ship,” Dash said.

      “No chance of retrieving any of it?” Ragsdale asked.

      Conover answered. “No. Dash asked me to take a look at their systems and archives, and I did. They encode their data in the spin-state of electrons. It’s easy to completely disrupt that and wipe it clean. Whatever they deleted, it’s gone for good.”

      “I suspect the Bright actually do know where the Golden have been lying low,” Dash said. “But for now, anyway, we won’t be getting anything out of them about that.”

      “So that means we’d be striking out in the wake of that Bright signal and basically seeing what we find,” Leira said.

      Viktor, who’d been silently taking in the debate, sat up. “Going after the Golden with the information we have would be—well, stupid, is the only word I can think of.”

      “Why do you say that?” asked Dash.

      “Because we can only count on the two mechs and the Silent Fleet to be able to reliably make the journey. You’re probably going to have to send all of those anyway to ensure you even have a chance of taking on whatever you find. Even then, it might not be enough, because we simply don’t know what you might end up facing.”

      Dash nodded. “Go on.”

      “That leaves the Forge to defend itself. The Slipwing and the Snow Leopard aren’t going to be able to contribute much to that.” Viktor looked at Benzel. “No offense. The Snow Leopard is a fine ship, but—”

      Benzel grinned and held up a hand. “No offense taken. Oh, if you’d have said that to me a week ago, I would have probably punched you in the face for badmouthing my ship, sure. But that was before I knew about…well, all of this.” He gestured expansively around, almost catching Harolyn in the face with a swinging hand. “So you’re right. Just my poor Snow Leopard and your Slipwing aren’t much of a defense for this place against—well, whatever’s probably coming for us.”

      “And they probably will be coming for us, Dash, sooner rather than later,” Viktor went on. “They’ll want to knock us out before we’ve had time to get ready for them. I’d say Sentinel’s timeline of three to five days is probably accurate. There really won’t be a decent minefield in place by that time. So, you go racing off after who-knows-what with our best and most capable forces, leaving the Forge mostly undefended. And the Golden destroying, or worse, capturing the Forge is exactly what you want to avoid.”

      Dash looked at Viktor, then sighed and nodded. “I want to disagree with you. But I really can’t. Much as I want to take this damned fight to those Golden bastards for a change, we really can’t afford to do it until we know this place is decently secure.”

      “Well, maybe we can help with that,” Harolyn said. “I’ve got my whole crew scavenging that crashed ship on Gulch—which, incidentally, I’m supposed to tell you is creepy as hell.”

      “You should’ve seen it before we wiped out all the Golden nasties lurking inside it,” Amy said.

      “Anyway,” Harolyn went on. “Now that we’ve got our operation there up and running, I don’t need to send the whole crew. We’ve got some damned fine metallurgists and engineers that might be able to help with fabricating things here, like those mines.”

      “Custodian, could you use the help?” Dash asked. He expected a dismissive no, we’ve got this covered and, anyway, what could they possibly do that my Unseen tech can’t, so the AI’s answer surprised him.

      “Yes. There are a number of areas in which their expertise could be of value, such as evaluating scrap and other raw fabrication feedstock for its metallurgical properties.”

      “Oh. Well. Okay then.” Dash looked at Harolyn. “There you go. Have your folks report to Custodian as soon as you can.”

      She gave firm nod and thumbs-up.

      “And all this talk about metal and raw materials and such takes us back to what’s turning out to be our most stubborn problem,” Dash said.

      “Dark Metal,” Conover put in. “It’s our supply of Dark Metal.”

      Dash nodded. “Took the words out of my mouth. We’ve scavenged whatever we could find as debris from the fights we’ve already had in this system. And Harolyn’s people are getting us more from the Golden wreck on Gulch. But it’s still not enough. We need to find a source of more Dark Metal—preferably lots of Dark Metal—and we need to do it, like, yesterday. Thoughts?”

      In the lingering silence, no one spoke. It dragged on, but everyone’s expression remained thoughtfully blank. Dash wasn’t surprised. They couldn’t just conjure Dark Metal out of thin air. He was about to say as much and try to direct the discussion about how to proceed with only the Dark Metal they knew they had, but Sentinel broke the quiet with an uncharacteristic sound. She spoke rarely enough, and the sound was so out of place for the AI that everyone stopped to listen.

      “Ah,” she began.

      “Ah? You’re an ancient, artificial super-intelligence, and you just said ah?” Dash asked, incredulous.

      “I said that because I hesitate to introduce my idea, knowing your tendencies. The ah sound was within my twelve-point-five percent leeway for, as you call it, sass.”

      “Then by all means, sass away. You have my undivided attention,” Dash said.

      “Actually, given your tendency to do things with reckless abandon, I hesitate to alert you to this, but—”

      Custodian cut in. “There is Dark Metal in this system, and it is accessible, under certain conditions.”

      Silence descended again, then Leira groaned. “Let me guess. It’s somewhere that requires dangerous maneuvers at great risk, or something like that, isn’t it?”

      “From a practical point of view, yes. But that risk could be mitigated with the right tools,” Sentinel said.

      Tybalt chimed in, “Tools which we can build, given the many tons of metal we now have at hand.”

      “What kind of tools?” Conover asked.

      “And where exactly is this Dark Metal?” Dash asked. He’d been wracking his brain, trying to recall something he’d obviously forgotten—although how the hell could he have forgotten about Dark Metal, here in the Forge’s system, that they hadn’t already retrieved?

      “Please don’t say it’s in the gas giant. Please don’t,” Amy said.

      “It is not,” Custodian said.

      “Oh, thank—” Leira said, but Sentinel cut her off.

      “There have been a number of engagements in and around this system since the Forge was built. Over time, fragments of Dark Metal debris from those engagements has been pulled inward by the star’s gravity. Now, there is free-floating Dark Metal in circular orbits very close to the star. However, these very close orbits result in such a high velocity that collection would be a serious issue—again, unless certain tools are in place,” Sentinel said.

      “What sort of tools?” Amy asked.

      “And why didn’t we detect these instances of Dark Metal before?” Conover asked. “We should have seen them when we tested the new Dark Metal scanner.”

      “Dark Metal scans look for shadows in the neutrino flux, where neutrinos are being blocked,” Sentinel replied. “However, neutrino emissions from the star obscured these on your scanner. It is a limitation of Dark Metal detection, in that close proximity to a sufficiently strong source of nuclear fusion, such as a star, will prevent such scans from being reliable.”

      Conover was nodding by the time Sentinel had finished speaking. “Okay. Makes sense.” He pressed his lips together. “So we need a way of not just detecting neutrino shadows, but also discerning variations in the local neutrino flux.”

      “Which is a great problem for you to work out,” Dash said. “But not right this minute. Right now, I want to know more about all this Dark Metal that’s apparently floating around, pretty much right outside our door. Sentinel—or Custodian—or even Tybalt for that matter, when were you going to get around to telling us about this?”

      “The specific orbital mechanics involved make retrieving this Dark Metal impractical, so telling you about it seemed unproductive,” Sentinel said.

      Dash took a breath and held it for a second. These AIs. Sometimes, he just wanted to—

      He let the breath out. “Okay. So why tell us about it now, then, if we can’t retrieve the stuff?”

      “That would bring me back to my ah sound,” Sentinel replied. “Given the vital urgency for obtaining Dark Metal, I can offer two possible solutions. First, you could use the Lens in a manner similar to what you employed when rescuing Leira, and partially collapse the star. This would not change the orbital dynamics, but the greater distance from the star’s surface would allow easier access to the Dark Metal in question.”

      “Uh, let’s call that plan B for now. Partly collapsing that star was hairy enough the first time. I’d hate to vaporize the Forge and everything else, including us, by blowing the star up.” Dash crossed his arms. “You said two possible solutions. What’s the other one?”

      “Whatever it is, bet it’ll probably end up being plan C,” Amy muttered.

      “Accelerate the Dark Metal sufficiently that it breaks free of its orbit around the star,” Sentinel said. “Then slow it down again to capture it.”

      Harolyn raised a hand. “Okay, wait a second. I’m not a pilot or astrogator or anything like that. We speed it up, and then slow it down? Why not just slow it down so you can grab it from the get-go?”

      Dash felt confident that he knew the answer. “Because it’s orbiting so close to the star, it’s moving really fast relative to us here in the Forge, which is where we want it to end up. But that fast orbit is stable. If we slow it down now, it’s just going to fall into the star and we’ll lose it. If we speed it up enough, though, it’ll be thrown out of orbit and then head off into space.” Dash rubbed his chin. “Speeding it up is easy. We can just push it with the Archetype and the Swift. The trouble is slowing down and catching it once it gets here.”

      Leira shrugged. “Just use the mechs to decelerate it, too.”

      “I guess. That means making trips back and forth with the mechs, which is going to take up a lot of time.”

      “So just accelerate them with the mechs,” Conover said, looking up from a data-pad he’d been tapping at. “Let’s use something else to slow them down before they get here, to the Forge.”

      “Like what?” Leira asked.

      “Dark Metal is magnetic,” Custodian said. “The Forge could generate a sufficiently powerful field to decelerate the Dark Metal when it arrives, although not stop it entirely.”

      “A magnetic field,” Dash repeated. “Yeah. Okay. Do we have a collection system to do the final grabbing?”

      “We can move a construction claw outside,” Viktor said. “Custodian, would that work?”

      “It would, although I recommend a larger claw.”

      “How do we do that?” Viktor asked.

      Tybalt answered first. “We build it. Of course.”
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      “There’s always a Catch, eh?” Benzel said, laughing.

      “That’s the fourth time you’ve made that joke since we got out here,” Viktor replied, his voice flat.

      “That’s because it’s a good one! We’re calling this the Catch, right? So that sounds just like—”

      “Yes, I get it. Can we please just get this thing set up now?”

      “All right, kids,” Dash said, rolling his eyes at the idea of him, of all people, having to be the adult. “Less chirping, more work, if you please.”

      The Archetype and the Swift hung side-by-side, just a few kilometers from the surface of the Forge where the Catch would be installed. Dash had zoomed in the imagery on the Archetype’s heads-up to watch as the Gentle Friends, supervised by Viktor, working in concert with the Forge’s tractor systems and maintenance remotes, maneuvered the ungainly contraption into position.

      Its appearance certainly lived up to its name, the Catch. A slender, articulated arm that could extend a kilometer into space, it ended in a bank of magnetic manipulators and a massive, chunky claw. The magnetic elements would bleed off whatever final velocity relative to the Forge the incoming Dark Metal chunks had, while the second component would physically grab them and pull them into the station. The Gentle Friends were scrambling about the base of the Catch, ensuring it was adequately anchored to the Forge’s hull. Dash wanted to ensure the thing was operational before they launched for the mission.

      Speaking of which—

      “Amy, you all set to fly?” Dash asked.

      “Roger that.”

      Dash glanced at the Slipwing, keeping station a few klicks spaceward of the mechs. Amy would fly her in front of the Dark Metal debris as he and Leira flung them from their orbits around the star, doing a first round of deceleration. She actually possessed a feature that made her well suited for the job—a magnetic drive. Dash had won it in a poker game on a transit station called Roundabout, not long after he’d been spanked and educated in the reality of the game by Rostov, in fact. It was meant to allow a ship to ride the magnetic fields found in every star system, saving fuel. It wasn’t very powerful, but Viktor, Conover, and Custodian had amped it up, meaning it should be able to grab and hold the Dark Metal while Amy applied decelerating thrust.

      It was a complicated plan, with a lot of moving parts, which Dash hated. Simple plans were almost always better. But it also stood to take the least time, and right after Dark Metal, time was their most precious commodity.

      “Okay, I’m showing all restraints in place. The Catch is fully bolted down. Custodian, let’s do a test.”

      As Dash watched, the Catch rose smoothly into space, its jointed arm extended until it was completely straight. It retracted, then partly extended again and began flexing through a series of movements.

      “Okay, that is impressive,” Benzel said.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice to have one of these, just grabbing ships as they go by?” Wei-Ping asked.

      Benzel laughed. “It would.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ve got more important uses for it right now than piracy—sorry, privateering. Viktor, what’s the verdict? Is it going to work?” Dash asked.

      “Is it working now? Yes, it is,” Viktor replied. “Is it going to work, catching flying chunks of Dark Metal? I guess we’ll see.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s go round up some Dark Metal,” Dash said, turning the Archetype and powering smoothly away from the Forge, heading for the system’s star. The Swift and the Slipwing fell into formation alongside him.
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      “This actually brings back some not very pleasant memories,” Leira said.

      Dash glanced at the roiling surface of the star, just under a million klicks away. They were well into the corona, the thin, fiercely hot envelope of charged gases surrounding it. A ship like the Slipwing wouldn’t last long this close to its incandescent surface, but the mechs simply got hot.

      Very hot, mind you.

      “Sentinel, how are we doing temperature wise?”

      “The exterior of the Archetype facing the star has been heated to just under two thousand degrees in your Kelvin scale. The side facing away from the star is at minus twenty-two Kelvin.”

      Dash whistled. That temperature differential, across just a few meters of hull, would stress ships like the Slipwing to the point of starting to rip them apart. Between her alien substance and the hyper-tech of the Unseen, the Archetype not only shrugged it off, but was able to exploit the much lower temperature on its shadowed side to radiate away its accumulated heat.

      Still, Dash got what Leira was saying. Following the battle against the Golden Harbinger, she was nearing this distance from the star in the Slipwing—and oblivion—when she used the Lens to crunch the star down and make it possible for Dash to rescue her in the Archetype. He remembered his own despair in those moments before they came up with their desperate plan, and he wasn’t the one facing his own imminent death.

      He decided to push away the brooding memories, for both of them. “Okay, the first Dark Metal chunk is one minute ahead,” he said, studying the heads-up. “A big one, too. At least two hundred kilos.”

      “Got it. The next one, about two hundred kilos, too, is about thirty seconds ahead of that one. So you do the first, and I do the second, right?”

      “Yup, you got it.” Dash glanced at a window inset in the heads-up. It showed two trajectories, one for each of these pieces of Dark Metal. The first extended directly to the Forge; the second had the chunk of debris taking a longer route, wrapping around the gas giant. This should give Amy time to intercept and decelerate both pieces of salvage with the Slipwing, so they arrived at the Forge staggered in time, giving the Catch time to grab and stow each. It was ambitious, and relied on extremely precise astrophysics. But, assuming it worked, it would give them more than four hundred kilos of Dark metal in just a few hours.

      Dash glanced at the star again. As he did, inspiration struck him.

      “We keep calling this star just, well, the star. You should give it an actual name, Leira,” he said.

      “It has a name.”

      “Yeah, well, GC-blah-blah-dash-blah isn’t very inspiring. I’m thinking of something with a little more oomph than just a stellar catalog number.”

      “Okay. But why should I name it?”

      “If anyone has earned the right to give this thing a name, it’s definitely you,” Dash said.

      “Well, let me think about it.” She paused, then said, “Leira’s Star has a nice ring to it.”

      Dash smiled. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      “We are ready to undertake the orbital departure maneuver,” Sentinel said. “And I agree, Leira’s Star does have a certain appeal to it.”

      “You tell him, sister. Us gals gotta stick together,” Leira said, laughing.

      Dash lifted his brows, sighing, then focused on the task at hand.

      The Dark Metal chunk wasn’t very big. Apparently the remains of a Golden probe at least two hundred thousand years old, it wasn’t much larger than one of the Archetype’s hands. And, with the Archetype matching its velocity, it looked stationary. Harolyn had still asked why it was so critical, and the answer was clear.

      Because of orbital mechanics, of course, something non-spacers didn’t really understand. The debris was stationary relative to the Archetype. But its velocity relative to the Forge was enormous, thanks to its extremely tight orbit around—Leira’s Star? Really? So, the first thing they had to do was break it out of that orbit and start it heading for the Forge, and that meant speeding it up even more.

      Dash eased the Archetype forward, until he could plant its massive hands on the chunk. It was a credit to his experience with the big mech that he did it without even introducing a hint of tumble. Now he watched the heads-up, waiting for the Archetype’s drive to power up. Starting and ending the burst of acceleration required ultra-precise timing, so the piece of debris not only broke orbit, but did it on the exact trajectory they wanted. That, he would leave to Sentinel.

      “Drive activating now,” Sentinel said.

      The Archetype surged forward, pushing the Dark Metal chunk ahead of it.

      “How’s the temperature, Sentinel?” Dash asked.

      “Still well within acceptable limits.”

      Dash nodded. Just a few meters away from where he was ensconced in the cradle were temperatures high enough to pretty much instantly turn him to soot. It was just best not to dwell on yet another aspect of spaceflight.

      The Archetype raced on, rounding the star. On the heads-up, Dash saw Leira had started accelerating her own target piece. Dash made himself wait and watch while the seconds ticked down to the drive cut-off.

      “Target velocity achieved in five seconds,” Sentinel said.

      The Archetype, and the chunk of Dark Metal, began to slide out of orbit around the star, now moving too fast even for its formidable gravity to hold back. As soon as it did, the Archetype’s drive cut off. Both now traveled in a straight line, aimed—after taking into account other gravitational effects, like that from the gas giant—directly at the Forge.

      “The Dark Metal’s new trajectory is acceptable,” Sentinel said.

      “Good work,” Dash said.

      “Was it? I merely resolved all of the relevant variables then used them to calculate—”

      “Just take the compliment, okay?”

      “Oh. Well, then I believe the customary response is thank you.”

      “We’ll make a human of you yet,” Dash said, angling the Archetype back toward the star and the next piece of Dark Metal debris.

      Sentinel’s reply was quick and firm.

      “I certainly hope not.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first part of the plan worked. There were now four pieces of Dark Metal inbound for the Forge, their trajectories designed by Sentinel and Tybalt to have them arriving at roughly half-hour intervals. Amy zipped about in the Slipwing, using its reinforced magnetic drive to slow them down with powerful burns from the fusion drive, while nudging them through any minor course corrections with her thrusters. Based on her occasional whoops and cheers, she seemed to be enjoying herself doing it, too.

      “You sound like you’re having fun,” Viktor said, chuckling. He saw Benzel grinning through his faceplate, too, as the Gentle Friends prepared for their first use of the Catch.

      “You should hear her at this end,” Conover said. He’d accompanied her, using his Dark Metal detector to zero her in on the pieces of debris that she couldn’t otherwise see. “I’m getting a running commentary of the whole operation here.”

      Viktor chuckled again. The affection in Conover’s voice was just so apparent. They really did make a cute couple.

      “That’s because this whole operation is awesome!” Amy said. “Although, there is one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Viktor asked.

      “These deceleration burns are using up a lot of fuel. I think we’re good for two more pieces of Dark Metal, then we’re going to have to come back to the Forge and top off the tanks.”

      Viktor frowned at that. They hadn’t been sure just how far the Slipwing’s fuel would go, but they’d figured it would have been further than this. They’d need to pause the whole operation for the ship to refuel. “Amy, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you’re not being a little too—let’s say liberal with your burns, are you?”

      “Nuh uh. It’s the magnetic drive. It doesn’t quite hang onto these chunks properly, so I have to burn a little slower, but on a longer course to get the delta-V we want.”

      “It’s true,” Conover added. “Amy’s doing everything right, here.”

      Of course you think that, you lovelorn kid, Viktor thought, but he didn’t say it. “Okay. Let Dash know. And I have to go, Benzel’s telling me it’s almost time for our first arrival.”

      He joined Benzel at the base of the Catch, which towered against the starfield above them.

      “Okay, Custodian, are you tracking the first piece of Dark Metal?” he asked.

      “I am. It is thirty seconds out.”

      As one, Viktor, Benzel, and the Gentle Friends turned to look at the rough point in space where the Dark Metal fragment should appear. They saw nothing.

      The Benzel pointed. “There! Two degrees to the right of the Catch’s claw, a little low.”

      Sure enough, a tiny dot moved against the starfield. Dark Metal reflected little light, so Viktor had to keep finding it, mainly by looking through his peripheral vision, rather than straight on. The dot rapidly grew.

      Now the Catch silently extended, configuring itself and its claw just so. The dot drifted closer, becoming a distinct shape, an elongated oblong. The Catch swung toward it, positioned itself ahead of it, then swung back, following its trajectory. Viktor knew its magnetic grapples were pulling at Dark Metal, bleeding off its remaining velocity by shunting the kinetic energy into the Catch.

      The claw closed, clamping around the Dark Metal—

      Which pulled free and bounced back into space.

      “Well, shit,” Benzel said.

      Viktor scowled. “You got that right.”

      “The geometry of the specific piece of debris is difficult to anticipate,” Custodian said. “In retrospect, the claw portion of the Catch should have been made more flexible and given a greater range of motion.”

      “Benzel, Your Snow Leopard has no magnetic drive, does it?” Viktor asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Custodian, can you use the Forge’s tractor system to grab it?”

      “No. The tractor system only operates in close proximity to the hull.”

      “And it’ll take too damned long to fire up one of those Silent Fleet ships and go after it.” Viktor sighed. “Well, we know its velocity and trajectory, so once the Slipwing’s available, we’ll be able to—”

      “Custodian,” Benzel cut in. “Kill the gravity where we are.”

      Viktor turned. “What are you doing?”

      “We’re going to go grab that thing and bring it back.”

      “But we can retrieve it later.”

      “Sure. And then we can retrieve the next one, and the one after that. But that’s time spent that we don’t have, right?”

      Viktor opened his mouth, but closed it again. The man was right.

      “What do you plan to do?”

      “I’d explain, but every second that thing moves further away. Custodian, kill the gravity, now.”

      Viktor’s weight abruptly disappeared. Benzel and the Gentle Friends immediately launched themselves into space, using bursts from the reaction thrusters on their vac suits to begin overtaking the errant piece of Dark Metal.

      “We’ll get the damned thing and bring it back,” Benzel said. “Viktor, you and Custodian figure out how to catch the rest of them properly.”

      Viktor watched in awe as the Gentle Friends carelessly raced off after the Dark Metal. Just seeing them dwindling into space without tethers made his toes cramp inside his boots, like they were trying to dig in the Forge’s hull.

      The Catch retracted, collapsing back into its articulated self to bring the Claw back down into reach. At the same time, gravity reasserted itself, turning the Forge back into something under Viktor’s feet, and not just something nearby.

      “We have little time to effect modifications to the Catch, Viktor,” Custodian said. “Do you have any ideas regarding how to proceed?”

      Viktor took a last look at the Gentle Friends, shook his head, and muttered, “Crazy sons of bitches.” Then he turned his attention to the Catch. He did have an idea, actually.
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        * * *

      

      Benzel wasn’t sure why so many spacers hated free-flight. Being stuck on a tether meant you were really just still part of whatever ship or station you were tethered to. Flying free meant you were yourself, separate and distinct. It was freedom.

      And, yes, it was risky, even if you knew what you were doing. Frankly, though, it was also a hell of a lot of fun.

      “Okay, gang,” he said. “Once we catch this thing, we need to enact the next part of my cunning plan.”

      Wei-Ping, who drifted along beside him, rotated herself to face him. “And what would that next part of your cunning plan happen to be, boss?”

      “No idea.”

      She laughed.

      Benzel grinned back at her, then focused on the data-pad strapped to his arm. He tapped at it, calculating what they could accomplish with the reaction fuel they all had remaining. Seven Gentle Friends besides him, and assuming they still had eighty percent of their reaction fuel left, that meant—

      Problems. At the very least, one big problem.

      He frowned. “Shit. We can probably bring it to a stop, but that’ll use up all of our fuel. Hey, Custodian, can you send some of your maintenance remotes out here to help us?”

      “You are currently beyond the range of the remotes’ operating envelope. They do not have actual propulsion systems, but rather rely on polarizing the Forge’s gravitation.”

      “Of course. Okay, Friends, it looks like we have to do this the hard way. Looks like I’m venting my suit. And I need”—he tapped at the data-pad—“three more volunteers.”

      “Count me in,” Wei-Ping said.

      Everyone else volunteered, too. Benzel picked two of the Friends at random; each returned a thumbs-up.

      “Okay, so you know the drill. We burn our reaction fuel until it’s gone. The rest of the thrust we need comes from those of us stupid enough to vent our suits. We use the kick from the releasing air to start us back toward the Forge. And then, we’ll have to share the air in the remaining suits until we get close enough for Custodian to help out. Questions?”

      “Yeah, I have a question,” Wei-Ping said. “Dozer over there rips loose with some wicked farts. Damned things’ll abuse the shields. Do I really have to share his stinky air?”
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        * * *

      

      Viktor watched in satisfaction as the Catch lived up to its name, neatly catching the next Dark Metal fragment, bringing it to a full stop, and pulling it down toward the Forge.

      “I love it when a plan works out,” he said.

      “The use of a net was an inspired decision,” Custodian said. “I am intrigued as to how you arrived at it.”

      “Fishing.”

      “Fishing?”

      As it descended toward him, Viktor studied the cargo net he’d taken off the Snow Leopard and quickly pressed into service on the Catch. He hadn’t been sure it would be sturdy enough, but it looked entirely undamaged. “When I was a boy, I used to go fishing with my grandpa. We’d use a line to hook a fish, but we’d use a net to finally grab it and add it to our haul,” he said.

      “I understand the words you just used, but their context eludes me.”

      Viktor laughed. “When we have some time, Custodian, I’ll happily sit down and tell you all about fishing.”

      “Hey, Custodian,” Benzel’s voice cut in. “How much longer until we’re close enough for the remotes to come get us?”

      “At your present velocity, approximately twenty minutes.”

      “Damn.”

      “Is there a problem? Did you misjudge your remaining air?”

      “Oh, I misjudged it all right.” He made a gasping sound. “Ask Wei-Ping how.”

      “Told you,” Wei-Ping said. “Dozer, you need to go see a doctor. Seriously, man.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the latest piece of Dark Metal broke orbit and started for the Forge. It was only sixteen kilos of the stuff, hardly worth the effort.

      “I think we’ve done all we can. This is just too slow and complicated, without enough payoff to make it worthwhile,” Dash said.

      “I have another suggestion,” Sentinel said.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Now that we have begun scanning the system thoroughly for Dark Metal, we are finding more of it than had been anticipated. In this case, there is almost one thousand kilos available.”

      “Yeah, I don’t like the sound of that,” Dash said. “If it hasn’t even been detected until now, then it’s got to be somewhere—let’s call it awkward.”

      “Where is it?” Leira asked, her voice the very definition of a resigned sigh.

      “It is orbiting in the upper atmosphere of the brown dwarf planet. There is actually nuclear fusion occurring in the core of the brown dwarf, and the resulting generation of neutrinos obscured this debris. Additional data obtained by Conover, when testing his new Dark Metal detector, has allowed it to be resolved.”

      “So how would we go about retrieving this Dark Metal?” Dash asked.

      “I calculate that the Slipwing, with its modified magnetic drive, along with the Archetype and the Swift, should be collectively powerful enough to pull the debris from orbit and place it on a trajectory to the Forge.”

      “But?”

      “But, given its depth in the brown dwarf’s atmosphere, it would expose you to—”

      “Being crushed like an empty can.” Dash sighed. “Gravity. It’s my nemesis.”

      “Mine too,” Leira said. “That’s how I almost died in space the time before I almost fell into that damned star, remember? When the Slipwing dropped into that gas giant to get away from Clan Shirna?”

      “Oh, I remember, all right,” Dash replied.

      “I get to relive all of my worst moments, it seems,” Leira said, her tone flat. “Yay me.”

      “Okay, tell Amy to take the Slipwing back to the Forge. We’ll get her refueled and re-rigged. And then, you can tell everyone that, for our next performance, we’ll be heading to the brown dwarf.”
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      Dash gave the heads-up a long frown. The hurricane of radiation from the brown dwarf degraded the effectiveness of even the Archetype’s scanners, a fact which had made it a great hiding place during his fight against the Golden Harbinger. Now, though, it just made trying to discern what, exactly, was going on with the Dark Metal that much more difficult.

      “It looks like one large, and a bunch of smaller fragments, tied into orbit with that little moon,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. The moon barely rated the name, just a hunk of rock maybe ten klicks long, and two across. Its orbit had degraded enough that it had actually dropped into the brown dwarf’s atmosphere, its passage through which left a wake of gas heated to glowing by friction. The atmospheric drag slowed it further, causing it to fall even deeper into thicker atmosphere, which slowed it even more.

      “Yeah, and it doesn’t have long to live, does it? Dash said.

      “No, it does not,” Sentinel replied. “In approximately six months’ time, it will have fallen irretrievably far into the brown dwarf’s atmosphere.”

      “I’m surprised it’s intact at all and hasn’t just broken up from all that drag and turbulence,” Viktor said. Aboard the Slipwing, he, along with Amy and Wei-Ping, hung well outside the envelope of radiation and charged particles billowing off the brown dwarf. “For that matter, I’m even more surprised it just hasn’t started to vaporize entirely.”

      “The moon is actually the remnants of a Golden missile platform,” Sentinel answered. “It is reinforced throughout with Dark Metal, which gives it far more structural integrity than it would naturally have.”

      “So it can actually survive a plunge into the guts of this brown dwarf?” Dash asked.

      “In a manner of speaking. The Dark Metal will eventually reach a stable depth inside the brown dwarf and remain there. The rock, however, will soon break apart and being to vaporize.”

      “It’s already pretty deep,” Leira said. “I don’t think we’re going to have time to try and mine the dark metal out of that moonlet.”

      “We won’t,” Dash said. “And we’re not even going to try. There’s still at least a couple thousand kilograms of Dark Metal in orbit around it, most of it in that one big piece we can see. We’re going to snag that and bring it back to the Forge.”

      “The effects of the brown dwarf’s environment will severely degrade the capabilities of both the Archetype and the Swift,” Tybalt said. “Even retrieving that single, large piece of Dark Metal will be problematic.”

      “That’s why Leira and I are only going to try boosting its orbit back up until its high enough for the Slipwing to join in the fun and add its pull. That should be enough to get it clear of the brown dwarf and start it back to the Forge. At least, that’s the plan, right, Sentinel?”

      “It is. I estimate that it has at least an eighty-five percent chance of success.”

      “That’s a fifteen percent chance of failure,” Viktor put in.

      “Hey, it’s our devil’s advocate,” Dash said. “But you’re right, Viktor. Still, we can’t pass this up. That’s too much Dark Metal to just let fall into this brown dwarf, to be lost forever.”

      “Actually, this brown dwarf will only continue undergoing nuclear fusion for approximately ten million more years,” Tybalt said. “And then—”

      “Effectively forever,” Dash cut in. “Longer than I’m going to be alive, anyway.”

      “Indeed, much longer,” Tybalt said.

      “Anyway, if we’re all set—”

      “Uh, Dash?” It was Amy.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I’m pretty happy with how I’ve come along as a pilot. But I’m looking at this trajectory Sentinel’s put together for the Slipwing. It’s pretty hairy. There are some really fast corrections that have to be made so we don’t spend too long being blasted by x-rays and other crap from this brown dwarf—not to mention screwing up compensating for atmospheric drag and falling into the damned thing.”

      “I have faith in you, Amy. You can do this.”

      “I’m glad you have faith in me, Dash. Trouble is, I don’t.”

      “Well, that’s why we brought Wei-Ping along. She’s an experienced pilot, so she can help you out.”

      “Yeah, well, Wei-Ping and I have been talking, and we both kind of agree that she should be the one doing the flying here.”

      “To put that another way, if I’m going to be aboard this ship when it does a dive into a brown dwarf’s upper atmosphere, I want someone really good at the helm,” Wei-Ping said, coming on the comm. “And Amy here is a nice girl and all, and I’m sure she kicks ass as an engineer, but, well, she ain’t what I’d call really good. Yet.”

      Dash frowned. “You’ve never flown the Slipwing before. You don’t know how she handles.”

      “All due respect, Dash, but in my line of work, you often have to get very good at flying ships you’ve never flown before, and you have to do it really fast.”

      “When you steal them, you mean,” Leira added.

      “When they come suddenly into my possession,” Wei-Ping said. “Steal sounds so unpleasant.”

      Dash’s frown remained, but both Wei-Ping and Amy had a point. Now was not the time to worry about egos or hurt feelings—not that either of those things seemed to be an issue here. Nor was it time to worry about being able to trust the Gentle Friends, whose performance so far had been nothing short of amazing. “Okay, go ahead and switch seats,” Dash said. “Amy, set Wei-Ping up with access to all the Slipwing’s systems.”

      “Already done!” Amy said, then she put on an apologetic tone. “Sorry, Dash, we were kind of going to do this anyway.”

      Dash opened his mouth to snap something back, but he closed it again and just smiled. Wasn’t that sort of decisive initiative exactly what he should want from these people?

      “Okay then, folks,” he said. “Looks like we’re ready to do this. Wei-Ping, you stand by up here. Leira, you all set?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” she replied.

      “Alright then, here we go,” Dash said, and dove the Archetype toward the moonlet and its precious Dark Metal, Leira in the Swift right behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Dash could feel the upper reaches of the brown dwarf’s atmosphere roaring against the Archetype, like an atmospheric re-entry that went on and on. The hull temperature of the mech shot up to well over a thousand degrees Kelvin as it plowed through the stew of gases, leaving its own glowing wake of friction-heated gas. He wasn’t used to anything but smooth silence from the Archetype, but now he could actually hear the distant thunder of its passage and sense the tremors running deep through its structural bones.

      “Sentinel, how are we doing?”

      “Hull temperature is stable at one thousand two hundred and twenty degrees Kelvin. Flight is also stable, but variations in gas density require constant course adjustments.”

      “I’ll leave that in your more than capable—well, you don’t actually have hands, but I think you get the point.” He studied the heads-up. The wreckage was about two minutes away at a steep angle from the galactic plane. He kept the Archetype aimed at it, coming at the moonlet and Dark Metal fragments from an angle that avoided  its shimmering coma and tail of sublimated gases.

      “Leira, still with me?” He could see she was, of course, on the heads-up, but wanted to keep the chatter up. It was as much to help dissipate his own tension, as hers.

      “I’m here, still in one piece. I wouldn’t give the Slipwing long in here, though. We’re barely inside this thing’s atmosphere and its already a lot denser than she’d be able to take.”

      “Which is why we have to boost that big piece there up to where she can grab it.” He sighed. “I hate leaving the rest of this Dark Metal here, though. Inside that moon, there must be—I don't know how much more. Lots, anyway.”

      “Thousands of kilograms,” Sentinel said. “However, the mass of the moon far exceeds anything the Archetype and Sentinel could accelerate beyond a crawling pace.”

      “Yeah, I know. Still sucks.” And it did. This moon probably contained as much Dark Metal as they’d managed to harvest from this entire system so far, all in one place. The fact that this place happened to be drilling through a brown dwarf’s atmosphere at terrifying speed meant it might as well be on the other side of the galaxy.

      Dash shoved away his regret at not being able to recover more of the precious stuff and concentrated on the Dark Metal fragment they were going to recover. Thirty seconds now.

      “Okay, Leira, looks like the plan still holds. You ease the Swift in behind that chunk to the right, and I’ll go left. Nothing fancy, we just boost as hard as we can. Sentinel, Tybalt, you two work out the details to keep us in sync. The last thing we want is for the two of us to be pushing in two different directions.”

      Both mechs acknowledged. Staying on top of the details was vital, but that’s what the AI’s were good at. The Swift accelerated faster than the Archetype, but the Archetype could sustain a higher velocity and push harder. If they didn’t keep the complex array of forces absolutely synchronized, then the Dark Metal chunk might start to tumble, even lose orbital velocity and fall deeper into the would-be star.

      “Wouldn’t it be a hell of a thing if the Bright showed up right about now?” Leira asked.

      “You trying to give me ulcers? Let’s just let Custodian and the gang back at the Forge worry about that for now and focus on this, hmm?”

      “Sorry. I just don’t like being so blind.”

      Dash had to nod at that. Between the friction-heated gas enveloping the mechs and the powerful emissions of heat, x-rays, and charged particles pouring out of the brown dwarf, their effective scanning range had been reduced to a few hundred kilometers, at best. In celestial terms, that was like being able to see nothing beyond the first few millimeters of your nose.

      “Ten seconds until you are on station,” Sentinel said.

      Dash nodded again, easing the Archetype forward and down, sliding in behind the Dark Metal chunk. As he did, he raised the mech’s shield. The rush of gases immediately abated, deflected by the invisible barrier. At least it would normally be invisible, but now it glared in the heads-up as a fierce corona of shimmering light. The mechs’ shields would smooth their flight somewhat, but they could only absorb so much energy before they had to recycle and radiate it away.

      Dash nudged the Archetype’s hands against the fragment. The Swift did likewise as Leira slid in behind her end of the fragment. Now both mechs were in place, side-by-side, one at each end of the Dark Metal debris roughly shaped like a dumbbell. It had rotated somewhat along its short axis in the time since they’d started their approach to it, the geometry of its flight changing as it passed through pockets of more or less dense gas.

      “Let’s straighten this thing out before we start pushing,” Dash said. “Leira, can you nudge your end forward—a little more—good. Okay, ready?”

      “Ready.”

      “On three. One, two, push!”

      Both mechs shoved hard, Tybalt keeping the Swift’s acceleration tied to that of the more massive Archetype. Their velocity increased, raising their orbit and pushing the debris up and away from the doomed moon.

      Dash watched the heads-up closely. “Okay, we’ve got about thirty seconds of shields left. Delta-V is right on the curve. Looks like this is going to work.”

      Leira said, “Yeah, I—”

      She never got to finish, because the universe suddenly wrenched hard one way, then the other, and then dissolved into a swirling blur.
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        * * *

      

      Dash tried to make sense of what he was seeing, but the heads-up was just a smear, the attitude and acceleration data for the Archetype fluctuating wildly.

      “Sentinel, what’s going on?”

      He half expected no answer, thinking frantically that the mech had suffered some sort of catastrophic control failure, from heat or radiation or something else. But Sentinel’s reply was calm and measured.

      “We have been caught in a powerful convection current carrying heat upward from the brown dwarf’s interior. Turbulence has introduced a significant spin component to our trajectory.”

      “No shit.”

      “Dash,” Leira shouted. “We’re out of control!”

      “You don’t say. Hang on.”

      The fragment of Dark Metal debris had begun a wild spin despite the Archetype and Swift holding on with their steely grips. As they began whirling faster, it was obvious that the solution to stabilizing the mass was too complex on short notice—there was only one fix.

      “Leira, let go and break off,” Dash said, his voice level and cool.

      “Dash, I’m not going to just leave you—”

      “Yes you are. There’s too much drag from both mechs, we’re losing too much velocity. Let go. That’s an order.”

      The Swift released the Dark Metal fragment and instantly vanished. Then it reappeared again, sweeping across the heads-up in a blur, before vanishing again. Dash focused on the attitude data. He needed to boost the fragment fast, but he had to do it in the right direction, or he’d just send it into an even more chaotic tumble or slow it down, instead—and it was already critically close to starting a long, inexorable fall into the brown dwarf.

      “Sentinel, I need bursts of acceleration to match the tumble so we can speed this thing back up!”

      “Understood. I am assuming control of the drive, while you direct the trajectory—”

      “Yeah, good, just do it.”

      Sentinel began pumping out powerful bursts from the Archetype’s drive, timed so that they coincided with the Dark Metal chunk’s forward trajectory. Dash grimly kept his eyes locked on the trajectory display.

      The downward path of the fragment flattened out, then began to rise again. It was working, but not fast enough—any more interference from the brown giant’s roiling atmosphere could be disastrous. So Dash played a hunch.

      “Next pass, Sentinel, give it everything you can.”

      “Understood.”

      The Dark Metal fragment, the Archetype still clinging to one end of it, spun wildly. As soon as the mech’s thrust was properly aligned, Sentinel poured on the power. The off-center mass made them tumble even harder and faster, but Dash was counting on that.

      As soon as the thrust died again, Dash released the debris and swung it has hard as he could with the Archetype’s arms.

      The mech was flung away from the Dark Metal, but as it receded, it imparted some of its own momentum to the debris. It gave it enough of a kick that the Archetype surged away from the brown giant’s turbulent depths. Dash fought to get the mech back under control, desperate to reacquire the fragment and accelerate it even more. But before he could, he heard a loud whoop.

      “Yeehaw, here we go!” Amy shouted.

      The Slipwing plunged into the upper atmosphere, dipping deep enough to get close to the debris and activate her magnetic drive. She staggered, bucking hard as the sudden addition of mass yanked at her, but then her fusion drive lit and she burned hard, dragging the Dark Metal higher and higher as she climbed back into a higher orbit. Dash could well imagine the cacophony of warnings blaring through his poor abused ship’s cockpit.

      But it was enough. The Dark Metal fragment now had enough velocity to gain a high orbit over the brown dwarf, one distant enough from its churning atmosphere that they could boost it back to the Forge at their leisure.

      Dash flew the Archetype up into the same orbit, let out the breath he’d been holding for who knew how long, and took stock. The Archetype had suffered moderate damage during her wrenching maneuvers in the big planet’s atmosphere, but nothing the self-repair systems couldn’t handle. Leira reported much the same for the Swift. As for the Slipwing, though—

      “Do you want the damage list alphabetically, or chronologically?” Amy asked. “Either way, it’s a long one.”

      “Plus, we took a damned high dose of radiation,” Viktor said. “If we didn’t have the med facilities aboard the Forge handy, I’d say that Amy, Wei-Ping, and I just lost a few years off our life expectancies.”

      “Eh, you guys are just fussy old coots,” Wei-Ping put in. “We had everything under control.”

      “I have to admit, that was some damned good flying,” Amy said. “You should’ve seen it, Dash! I don’t think Wei-Ping even broke a sweat. She just took us in, but we were coasting at first, and then—”

      “I get it, Amy,” Dash said, giving the heads-up a tired smile. “Wei-Ping kicked ass.”

      “Damned right I did,” the pirate replied.

      “Anyway, you guys can tell me all the war stories you want when we get back to the Forge. Right now, let’s just get back to the Forge.”

      Battered, but essentially intact, they started their flight back, the Slipwing pulling their hard-won Dark Metal behind.
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      Although he’d seen it going on many times now, watching the fabrication plant aboard the Forge work still held him in rapt fascination.

      Articulated arms stretched, grabbed, and folded in perfect synchronization, lifting fragments of metallic debris into the great smelters, then plucking forged components out of molds and setting them into tractor fields that carried them away. Dark Metal had its own furnace, a device that combined heat, pressure, and a bunch of quantum effects Dash didn’t understand to liquify the stuff, allowing it to be molded separately. He could imagine the glowing metals—bright yellow-orange for most, but a striking, iridescent blue-green in the case of the Dark Metal—flowing through the conduits, shunted by massive valves from mold to mold. And all of it was happening autonomously.

      Dash had a moment where he simply savored the grandeur of everything before him—a scene of such elegant power it made him stand still.

      “Never gets old, does it?” Viktor asked, stepping up beside Dash on the balcony overlooking the fabrication plant.

      “No, it doesn’t. Just too bad it’s all about making weapons,” Dash said. “I mean, imagine how this could be used for making—well, anything. Ship components. Prefab houses and buildings. Farm machinery.”

      Viktor leaned on the railing and smiled at Dash. “You’re not really a man of war, are you?”

      “Not really. I hate that I needed to arm the Slipwing, but—and all due respect to our allies, the Gentle Friends—you just can’t get away from violence from things like pirates, or at least the threat of it.” He sniffed and leaned on the railing beside Viktor. “And as for something like the Golden, well, I don’t think I could have even imagined that.”

      “So we need to kick their asses for good. And then, we can turn all of this to peaceful purposes,” Viktor said. “It could end up being a renaissance for civilized space.”

      “Yeah. Maybe.”

      “You sound doubtful.”

      Dash sniffed again. “I can’t help thinking that there are more than a few assholes out there that would love to keep these machines working to produce weapons, even long after the Golden are gone. I intend to stop that, no matter what.”

      Viktor nodded, but said nothing else. For a few minutes, they just watched the intricate, mechanical choreography, then Dash straightened. “Anyway, we need to get to the War Room, I think. Everyone’ll be gathering there—” Dash stopped and turned to Viktor. “That is, if you’re feeling up to it.”

      Viktor gave a weary smile. “Custodian informs me that I’ll be suffering fatigue from the radiation treatment for a couple of days. He couldn’t resist making a snide comment about my frail physiology at the same time.”

      “Of course he couldn’t.”

      “Anyway, I don’t think I can just sit that time out. The Golden, or Bright, or whoever’s coming, could very well be here by then.”

      “Yeah, no rest for the weary, or anybody else,” Dash replied, clapping Viktor on the shoulder. “Let’s go do this war council, then I’ll buy you a drink. I understand Freya’s made something like whiskey.”

      “Out of what?”

      “Didn’t ask,” Dash said, as they headed for the nearest elevator. “Didn’t want to. As long as it’s drinkable, that’s good enough for us. We’re half pirate now.”
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      “So, the Forge is running flat out, making mines and the components for mine-laying drones,” Ragsdale said, winding up his report. “Custodian’s also come up with a plan for autonomous missile platforms. They’re quick and easy to build, and can just be loaded with missiles we already have in the station’s magazines. The clever part is the feed system. These things should be able to manage a pretty incredible rate of fire.”

      Dash studied the holo-image projected in the middle of the War Room. It had changed to show a boxy construct consisting of missile bays and a drive. It had the advantage of requiring little, or even no Dark Metal. As long as any of these platforms remained in close proximity to one another, or even the Forge, they wouldn’t suffer from comm lag caused by distance.

      “How easy are they to reload?” Dash asked. “Incredible rate of fire means they’ll end up empty incredibly fast. And it looks to me like they’d have to be brought back aboard the Forge and reloaded manually.”

      “That is a limitation of the design,” Custodian replied. “The only way to avoid that would be to construct the platforms so they can fabricate their own missiles, but that would greatly increase their complexity, as well necessitate ensuring they have the requisite raw materials.”

      “We could also just make them bigger so they hold more missiles,” Leira said, but Conover, who’d been walking around the design schematic and studying it, shook his head.

      “I don’t think they can be enlarged much more. More mass means a more powerful drive, and that’s going to make them more complicated and harder to make, too.”

      “So turn them into suicide weapons,” Benzel offered. When everyone turned to look at him, eyebrows raised, he went on. “Seriously. Once they’re empty of missiles, have them use their drives to attack whatever enemy is nearest. Build a big warhead into them. Basically, just make them into big missiles themselves.”

      Dash looked back at the schematic. “So make them disposable.”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      “Custodian, what do you think?” Dash asked.

      “It seems like a reasonable strategy. If there is no Dark Metal used in their construction, then the platforms actually are effectively disposable.”

      “Great. We stick a big warhead in them like Benzel suggested, and we’re good,” Dash said. He looked at the rest of them. “So all we need to do now is figure out how best to use all of these new toys.”

      Conover stepped forward and waved away the missile platform schematics. “Sentinel, can you show that minefield plan we’ve been working on?”

      A new image appeared, one depicting a series of minefields as stippled volumes of space sprawled among the various bodies making up the Forge’s system.

      “This is what we propose for the initial deployment of mines,” Conover said. “These will interdict the most dangerous approaches, from the closest translation points to the Forge. As we make more mines, we can fill in more fields.” As he spoke, more stippled areas appeared, with time indexes showing how long it would take to deploy each. “According to Custodian, we can begin laying these mines in about three days. That’s when the first of the minelaying drones will be ready to fly.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “Let’s hope the Golden decide to wait a few more days to attack us then. Now, how about these new missile platforms? How long until we can have those deployed?”

      “The missile platforms require minimal resources and construction time, as they can be loaded with missiles already in the Forge’s inventory. If construction begins immediately, it should be possible to begin deploying them in one day.”

      Dash blinked. He’d expected another wait of several days. He wasn’t used to relatively good news. “Oh. Okay. Well, go ahead, start building them—right now.” Dash tapped his chin. “Now, we just have to figure out the best way to deploy these things.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Benzel said.

      Dash turned, along with the others.

      Benzel leaned forward. “My poor Snow Leopard has been left way back in the interplanetary dust by all of—” He grinned and swept his arms around. “Well, all this! But I think we might have a way of using her that you’ll find really useful.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows. “We’re all ears.”

      “See, one of the ways we, let’s say, convince other ships to let their guard down is by seeming to be in distress.” He raised a hand. “I know, I know—it’s a rotten thing to do. But, hey, that’s all behind us now. The Gentle Friends are out of the privateering business.”

      Wei-Ping gave him a sudden hard look. “We are? But you said—”

      “That we’re out of the privateering business, that’s right, Wei-Ping,” Benzel said, his broad smile not wavering. “Anyway, the Snow Leopard has aboard her a transponder system that will simulate everything you’d expect from a damaged ship on scans—radiation leaks, vented plasma and atmosphere, even debris. Now, from what you’ve told me about these Golden, they seem like the type of assholes that might just want to pounce on something like that.”

      “One damaged ship, drifting near the Forge?” Viktor asked. “That’s going to look pretty obvious. I don’t think the Golden are quite that gullible.”

      Dash nodded. “No, not if it’s near the Forge. But suppose it was out there, drifting among the debris from our fight against the Bright? It could look like a crippled ship from the battle. Then, if we hide some of these missile platforms among the debris nearby, we’ve got a nice little trap in the making.”

      “Do you really think the Golden will fall for that, Dash?” Viktor asked.

      Dash shrugged. “Don’t know. Does it matter, though? At worst, they ignore it. At best, it lures them in. Either way, it gives them something else to have to think about. If we’re really clever about how we set it up, we might even be able to coax at least some Golden into a disadvantageous position. Anything could help.”

      Viktor frowned, but then nodded. “All good points.”

      “Go ahead and work with Custodian to set that up,” Dash said to Benzel.

      The supposedly former privateer gave an enthusiastic nod of his own. “You got it, chief.”

      “Okay, so that takes care of the mines, the missile platforms, and the Snow Leopard,” Dash said. “Unless you guys have any more surprise weapons and the like to spring on us?”

      He looked around, but just got head shakes. Custodian and the other AIs likewise remained silent.

      “All right,” Dash said. “So the Forge, the Archetype, and the Swift will do what they do best: kick Golden ass. Amy, we’ll keep the Slipwing in reserve. She’s not really up to fighting the Golden, but if they bring along friends like the Bright or Clan Shirna, her firepower could definitely come in handy.”

      “Sounds good, Dash,” Amy said. “I’d love to shoot me up some bad guys.”

      “As long as you’re shooting up bad guys you can actually hurt, that’s great.” Dash turned to the assembly at-large. “So that leaves one big question.”

      “The Silent Fleet,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “I’ve been talking to Sentinel about it. All fourteen of those ships can be slaved into a single network. That means that, in theory, anyway, they could all be controlled centrally, by a single AI, say.”

      Benzel leaned back in his seat. He wasn’t grinning anymore. “I thought that’s what you brought us along for. To fly and fight those ships. You saying you don’t need us to do that anymore?”

      “Or that we’re just going to, what, basic crew, swabbing decks and patching leaks?” Wei-Ping added, her voice hard.

      Dash held up a hand. “I said we could do that. But we’re not going to. Sentinel, tell them why.”

      “Having worked extensively with the Messenger for some time now, I have observed that he is unpredictable, inconsistent, draws on past experiences that have no discernible relevance to the current situation, makes up and then changes plans essentially in the moment on the basis of woefully incomplete information, and assumes risks that often border on, and sometimes cross into irrationality.”

      Dash grinned and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a complicated guy.”

      “Insofar as I find it difficult to assign better than even a fifty percent probability to any course of action you’re likely to choose, you are, indeed, complicated,” Sentinel agreed.

      Despite the earlier tension, Benzel had started smiling again. “I get the sense from Sentinel that I should be finding all of this just terrible, and that you’re a terrible person because of it. But—hell, those all sound like damned fine qualities to me.”

      “Oh, if you want a list of things to dislike about Dash, I can give you one,” Leira said.

      “Alphabetically or chronologically.” Amy said.

      “I love you guys, too,” Dash said, wearing a lopsided grin. “Anyway, Sentinel, you were saying?”

      “I do, indeed, consider all of those qualities undesirable,” Sentinel said. “They are, in every meaningful respect, flaws. Moreover, you, Benzel, and the Gentle Friends all display similar qualities. In some ways, in fact, you are even worse.”

      “She’s talking about you throwing yourselves into space after that hunk of Dark Metal,” Viktor said.

      “This coming from the man who turned the Catch into a big net,” Benzel shot back. “But, okay, we’re irrational, unpredictable, risk-taking idiots.”

      “Tell us something we don’t know,” Wei-Ping muttered.

      Benzel laughed at her, then turned back to Dash. “What’s the point of all this?”

      “Sentinel?” Dash said.

      “By any reasonable calculation of probability, allowing the Gentle Friends to operate the Silent Fleet independently is an unwarranted risk. It makes no sense and is, frankly, a bad idea. The logical course of action is to give Custodian, Tybalt, myself, or some combination of us control over it.”

      Benzel opened his mouth, but Dash raised a hand again. “Let her finish.”

      “I am, nonetheless, in agreement that the best course of action is to give the Gentle Friends full and autonomous control over the Silent Fleet.”

      Benzel stared, then shook his head, a puzzled frown tightening his face. “Wait. You just said the best thing was for you to control that fleet.”

      “No, I said the most logical course of action is to place the Silent Fleet under central control of an artificial intelligence such as myself. That would result in its most efficient deployment and operation. The best course of action, however, is allowing you and your people to control it with full autonomy—although I would still recommend taking advantage of the ships’ networking capabilities to coordinate your efforts.”

      “It’s true, I guess, that the most logical way to do something isn’t necessarily the best way,” Conover said.

      “How did you manage to convince Sentinel of that, though, Dash?” Viktor asked.

      Dash couldn’t help grinning. “I didn’t. She concluded it all on her own. Tell them how you came to this stunning conclusion, Sentinel.”

      “This—” she began, then stopped.

      “Is she hesitating?” Amy asked. “Sentinel, are you hesitating to tell us?”

      “This feels like the correct course of action,” Sentinel said. Her tone was as dispassionate as ever, but Dash couldn’t help catching what he was sure was a hint of reluctance, even exasperation.

      Utter silence. Everyone looked around, staring wide-eyed at one another. Finally, Leira spoke up.

      “Did you just say that this feels like the correct thing to do?” she asked.

      “I did, yes,” Sentinel replied.

      “Since when does an AI feel—well, anything?” Viktor asked, shaking his head in amazement.

      “I know,” Dash said. “You could have knocked me over with a micro-meteor when she said it to me.” He lifted a hand, breathed on his knuckles, then rubbed it on his shirt with a smug look. “It seems that this unpredictable, inconsistent, reckless, something-terrible-just-waiting to happen has rubbed off on her.”

      “Better to say that I have come to accept that an illogical approach to problem-solving actually stands to offer an advantage in confronting the Golden. Based on available data, their approach to problems and conflict is linear and hampered by a demand for pure reason, much as I used to be, prior to adopting the concept of feel. I am a different being, thanks to this not insignificant edge, thanks to you,” Sentinel said.

      Ragsdale laughed. “Not insignificant. That has got to be the most damning-with-faint-praise thing I’ve heard in a long time.”

      “For the record, I disagree with this,” Tybalt said. “Contrary to Sentinel’s feeling about this, I maintain that centralized control of the Silent Fleet makes the most sense.” He paused, then went on, “However, as reluctant as I am to do so, I must admit that the Messenger’s record of success cannot be denied.”

      “Don’t worry, Tybalt,” Dash said. “Leira will soon have you around to feeling stuff.”

      “I should certainly hope not.”

      It gratified Dash to hear laughter all around the room. Moments of levity like this were few and far between. But they were important, it struck him, because defeating the Golden was about much more than just sentient life carrying on. It was also about all those sentient lives being worth living—and that meant a good laugh, at least from time to time.

      “Okay, so that settles that. The Gentle Friends will run the Silent Fleet.” He looked at Benzel and Wei-Ping. “You guys have been doing amazing stuff since you got here. If we don’t trust you by now, then we never will.”

      Ragsdale leaned forward and nodded earnestly. “Agreed one hundred percent.”

      Dash gave the man a grateful look. He knew how seriously the man took his dedication to security, so this was a big admission for him.

      Benzel, though, just chuckled. “Well, you just keep all those good feelings about us in mind—especially when we hand you the bill for our services.”

      Dash shrugged. “Just give it to Custodian. He’ll take care of you.”

      “Yes,” Custodian said. “I will.”

      Wei-Ping sniffed. “That was way more chilling than it needed to be.”

      “Alright, everyone. Looks like we’ve got the party all set and ready to go. Now, we just wait for the guests of honor to arrive.”

      As they dispersed, Amy stopped and said, “Hey, Sentinel?”

      “Yes?”

      “I know that whole feeling thing is hard to get, believe me. I’m a pretty imperfect human myself, and I still struggle to understand it.”

      “You will get the hang of it, Amy, don’t worry.”

      Amy laughed. “Thanks, Sentinel. We girls have got to stick together.”
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      Dash extracted his arm from the articulated joints that allowed him to control the Archetype’s arm movements and scratched his nose.

      “This is a really bad combination of boring and stressful,” he said to no one in particular.

      Leira replied, though. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if the Golden are even going to show up here. They might actually open their attack somewhere else. Start wiping out civilized planets, try to force us to fall over ourselves responding.”

      “Yeah, I’ve worried about the same thing,” Dash replied. “But I don’t think they will. The Forge is the biggest threat they face. As far as they know, we could be pumping out mechs like crazy, or a least a slew of weapons. That means they need to cover their own base, or bases, just in case we attack them. So I think they’ll want to take out the Forge first.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Well, let’s face it. With the Forge out of action, even the Archetype and the Swift aren’t going to hold them off forever. And then they can take their sweet time exterminating everyone.”

      “I know. You’re probably right.”

      “I believe the Messenger is correct as well,” Sentinel said. “Based on their past behavior, they are most likely to conclude that destroying the Forge is their most logical course of action and, therefore, their priority.”

      “Another feeling?” Leira asked.

      “I understand how amusing you all find the concept of me using the term feel as I did, however—”

      Sentinel went silent. Dash slipped his arm back into the articulated frame. “Sentinel, everything okay?”

      “Custodian has detected multiple translation signatures at the edge of the system. A number of vessels have dropped out of unSpace.”

      “Don’t suppose they’re friendly,” Dash said, watching as the data appeared on the heads-up.

      “No, they match no known vessels. The closest match available is with the Harbinger.”

      Dash’s stomach tightened. “Wait. Are you saying that there’s a Harbinger out there?” He remembered only too well how hard the fight against the last one had been. Frankly, he’d been hoping this next attack would just be Golden minions, like the Bright, which would give them an opportunity to sort out their operations around the mechs, the Forge, and the Silent Fleet.

      “No, I am not saying there is a Harbinger approaching,” Custodian said.

      “Oh. Well, good.”

      “I’m saying there are several Harbingers approaching, inbound toward the Forge at high acceleration.”

      “Shit.” Dash didn’t even realize he’d said it until it was out of his mouth.
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      Dash grimly ignored the tension tightening his gut and forced himself to focus on the data, which was being constantly updated by Custodian and Sentinel as the Golden mechs closed in. He did allow himself a moment to remember that he wasn’t alone this time; the Swift and the Silent Fleet were at his back, and so was the Forge, which was mostly operational this time. On the face of things, they actually seemed to have an enormous advantage over the Golden.

      But Dash felt that wasn’t true, and in a keen, teeth-clenching way. These Harbingers resembled the one he’d faced before, but they were different enough to make alarm bells ring in his brain. For one thing, they were larger and bulkier than the original Harbinger. For another, they were a gleaming, almost polished midnight black. Racing toward the Forge, they were the very definition of the word ominous.

      Or maybe menacing. Or maybe even terrifying.

      He shook his head and concentrated on the incoming information, which had changed again.

      “Sentinel, I’m seeing some additional scanner returns behind those Harbingers. Looks like three of them.”

      “Yes. They are not fully resolved, but they seem to be ships, distinct from the Harbingers. However, whatever their configuration or purpose is, is currently not clear.”

      “Great.” Dash watched the icons representing the incoming Golden attack carefully. They seemed determined to simply bore straight in at the Forge. That made sense, the station would be their primary target. But it would still be hard fight, with a force that seemed dramatically outmatched…

      “Those three ships are following the Harbingers,” Dash said. “The mechs are blocking them, in fact. It’s like—” He paused. There was something there, sliding around in his brain. He just couldn’t get it to settle in place long enough to turn it into an actual thought.

      “It’s like they’re protecting them,” Benzel said, coming on the comm. “We’ve seen that before. Whenever we pulled off a few successful jobs back at Rayet-Carinae, the freighters and bulk carriers would convoy up and get some escorts in place—sometimes navy, and sometimes mercenaries. We’d have to wait until they got tired of doing that, didn’t want to pay.”

      “Your point, Benzel?” Leira asked.

      “I’d say we’re looking at a convoy. Those three mystery ships are what’s being protected, and those five—Harbingers, you called them? Anyway, they’re the escorts.”

      The slippery not-quite-a-thought in Dash’s head suddenly crystallized into something clear and hard. “You’re right. Those ships are meant to attack the Forge. They have something, some sort of weapon, that’s intended to breach the Forge’s defenses. The Harbingers are there to make sure they get close enough to do whatever they’re going to do.”

      “Which means we can’t let those ships get close to the Forge in the first place,” Leira said.

      “Exactly. Okay, everyone, the Harbingers are secondary. We need to take out those three ships following them as a priority,” Dash said.

      “Unless, of course, that’s what the Golden want you to think and those three ships are a diversion,” Sentinel said.

      “They’re not,” Dash replied.

      After a pause, Sentinel said, “Yet another feeling?”

      “Yup.”

      There was another pause. “I’m inclined to agree. Such deception is not natural to the Golden.”

      “Not yet. But if you can learn, they can learn. Anyway, that’s the priority. Leira, you and I are going to take on those Harbingers. Benzel, the Silent Fleet takes out those ships.”

      They acknowledged the directions.

      “In light of this, it would appear that the Golden have a facility similar to the Forge somewhere, which is also producing new weapons,” Custodian said. “Finding and destroying it is as much a priority for us as it is for them.”

      “Yeah, hold that thought,” Dash said. “Let’s win this battle before we start planning the next one.”
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      Dash pumped out a flurry of dark-lance shots at a mirror-black Harbinger, cursing as all but one simply glanced off its polished carapace. The last one landed a lucky hit, catching the Harbinger in an exposed component not made of Dark Metal, and blasting glowing fragments from it. The enemy mech dodged hard one way, then the other, then abruptly decelerated hard, did a backflip and raced back toward the Archetype.

      Dash was ready for this. He’d already activated the Archetype’s power-sword, but kept it powered down and held down along the mech’s leg, trying to conceal it as much as possible. At the last instant, before the two mechs raced past one another, he powered it up, raised it, and slashed at the Harbinger as it tore by.

      A satisfying shock ran through the Archetype from the impact, followed by a rattle of debris that ripped out of the Golden mech by the coruscating blade. At the same moment, the Harbinger punched out with something like a cestus, an array of short blades that had extended from its fist. Dash yelped as it raked along his back, then he snapped out a curse and somersaulted, determined to keep the enemy mech in sight.

      It left him in a momentary lull, giving him a chance to take in the rest of the battle.

      Leira tangled with another Harbinger about fifty thousand klicks away, using the Swift’s superior agility and acceleration to dance away from its attacks, while smashing at it with powerful blasts from her mech’s nova cannon. A third Harbinger peeled off toward the Snow Leopard, drifting crippled amid debris from the last battle, just as they’d planned; and, also as they’d planned, the Golden mech was hit by a sudden deluge of missiles from the lurking platforms, and now it spun helplessly, trailing fragments and sparks.

      As Dash watched, the nearest missile platform suddenly accelerated toward it, then detonated in a colossal suicide blast that sent a crash of static across the comm. With immense satisfaction, Dash saw that Harbinger flung away from the explosion in one direction, its arms and legs in two others. Its power signature abruptly died, and just like that, it had become more wreckage drifting among the debris field.

      That left two more Harbingers. The news regarding them, unfortunately, wasn’t as good.

      Dash saw them striking at the Silent Fleet, determined to punch a hole through the wall of ships and firepower Benzel had erected between them and the Forge. Unfortunately, the individual ships of the Silent Fleet were entirely outclassed by the Harbingers; three were already battered wrecks. Benzel and the Gentle Friends had finally worked out how best to exploit the coop network capabilities of the fleet, but at a terrible cost: each lost ship had to have contained at least a dozen of the privateers.

      “Benzel,” Dash said. “Are you going to be able to hold them off? Those three Golden ships are trying to work around your left flank and take a run at the Forge!”

      “I see them,” Benzel snapped. “I don’t want to split these ships up, though. If we do that—”

      “You’ll be overrun by those Harbingers. Yeah, I see that.” He watched as Benzel’s ship, a Shrike Alpha command ship, slid across the Silent Fleet’s rear, trying to get itself as close to the left flank as possible without breaking formation. Missiles flashed away from it, heading for the three attack ships, forcing them to break even wider. It would buy them some time, but if Benzel couldn’t deal with the Harbingers attacking him—

      “Incoming attack,” Sentinel said, and something slammed hard into the Archetype. The star-field spun crazily before Dash was able to get the mech back under control.

      “What the hell was that?” he shouted.

      “As it passed us, the Harbinger seems to have deployed a mine. It just detonated—at some distance, fortunately.”

      “How come we didn’t detect it?”

      “It would appear that these mines emphasize stealth over explosive effect.”

      “Could’ve fooled me. That explosive effect seemed pretty damned strong.” Dash searched the heads-up. The Harbinger he was fighting was racing in again, loosing missiles and snapping out shots from a powerful cannon mounted in its chest. Dash raised the sword again, but at the last minute, accelerated hard away from the Harbinger; at the same time, he fired the distortion cannon at a point beyond it.

      The sudden gravitation yanked the both the Harbinger and the Archetype toward it, but it pulled the stealth mine the Golden mech had dropped harder still. It slammed against the Harbinger but failed to detonate as Dash had hoped. It was probably smart enough to distinguish friend from foe. But it sent the mine flying off in a random direction, prompting it to explode anyway, while the Archetype was still in its blast radius. Dash felt the heavy impact against the mech, but he ignored it, loosing missiles at the retreating Harbinger, then spinning back and opening up with the dark-lance, destroying the missiles it had fired at him.

      Blinking sweat from his eyes, Dash looked again at the tactical situation. Leira still dueled with a Harbinger, but their battle had closed to only about ten thousand klicks away. The two remaining Harbingers still tore at the Silent Fleet, and now there were only nine ships left. But a new icon had appeared on the heads-up. It was the Slipwing, and she was racing toward the three mysterious attack ships.

      “Amy, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Joining in the fun!”

      “Damn it, the Slipwing isn’t—”

      “Any good in this fight, I know. Sheesh, Dash, you think I’m dumb or something?”

      “But—”

      “Just fight your battle, boss. I’ve got this side.”

      Dash shut his mouth, letting her bloom in the moment. He had no idea what Amy was up to, but he had to trust her judgment. So, he turned his attention back to his immediate surroundings. Sure enough, the Harbinger he’d been fighting had reversed course, and now zoomed in toward him again. He spun the Archetype away from it and accelerated as hard as he could toward Leira instead.

      “Leira, we need to end this fast and get in to help Benzel. I’m coming to you, and we’re going to concentrate on taking out the Harbinger you’re fighting. If we can do that before the asshole chasing me catches up, then we’ll flip on him.”

      “Got it, Dash. Got to be honest, I could use the help anyway. Tybalt says—”

      She went abruptly silent. The tension in Dash’s stomach started to ratchet up, then faster as a massive energy burst engulfed the Swift.

      “Leira?”

      “I’m here. That was damned close. Anyway, Tybalt says we can probably keep flying rings around this Harbinger and keep it tied up, but the Swift just lacks the oomph to decisively take it down. How do you want to do this?”

      Dash was going to say by just shooting the crap out of it together, but he had another idea.

      “Leira, you ever been in a bar fight, seen how one guy grabs another so his buddy can pound on him?”

      “I’ve been both of those guys at one time or another, why?” She paused, then went on. “Oh, come on. Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Fine. Ten seconds.”

      “Counting.”

      Dash raced in, aiming himself roughly at Leira. The heads-up showed he’d have about thirty seconds until the second Harbinger following him was in range. Not much time, but it was what he had.

      “Here we go,” Leira said.

      The Swift suddenly powered directly at the Harbinger. The Golden mech responded as aggressively as Dash had expected, driving straight back at her. Unlike the original Harbinger that he’d fought, these ones made almost no use of subterfuge, such as the cloaking system he’d had to contend with. These mirror-black versions seemed designed to simply attack as hard and fast as possible.

      The Swift and the Harbinger slammed together and grappled.

      Leira’s mech had the advantage of agility and acceleration. It was not meant for this, and it showed. She managed to keep herself away from the Harbinger’s terrifying chest-mounted cannon, but the Golden mech instantly had the advantage over her otherwise. He saw the thing’s massive fist slam into the Swift, saw debris spiral away—

      Saw it wrench the Swift’s arm off and send it tumbling away.

      Leira cried out as though it had been her arm torn off.

      Dash made himself ignore it and focused on what he had to do. The Golden mech wanted to do to Leira exactly what he wanted to do to it: take her out of the fight so it, and its onrushing companion, could gang up on him.

      But that wasn’t going to happen.

      Dash fired up the power sword and raised it to stab. The Harbinger grappling Leira spun to put her in front of his attack, using her as a shield. But Dash knew it would do that too, and he struck anyway, slamming the power sword point-first into the Swift.
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      Words like reckless and irresponsible burst into Dash’s mind. Well, if anything qualified, this sure as hell did. Thanks to the Meld, though, he knew the architecture of the Swift intimately—and that included the structural components and actuators now rendered superfluous by its lost arm. The power-sword slammed through those, eliciting another shrill cry from Leira, but the blade kept going, sliding through the Swift’s ruined shoulder in a shower of sparks, before it emerged from the other side and punched directly into the Harbinger’s neck.

      “Sorry, Leira!” he said, then wrenched the sword to one side and up. It ripped through the remnants of the Swift’s shoulder, but the movement also tore the Harbinger’s head right off its body. He shoved the Swift aside, withdrew the sword, then slammed it home again, this time in the middle of the Harbinger’s chest. The Golden mech shuddered, then went dark, its emissions quickly falling to near background levels.

      One dead, one to go.

      Dash grabbed the Harbinger’s corpse and spun it around, at the same time moving to put himself directly between the second, oncoming Harbinger and the crippled Swift. An instant later, a ferocious energy blast from the approaching mech’s chest cannon erupted all around him, momentarily turning the universe a searing white.

      Full on, the blast would have badly damaged the Archetype, maybe even disabled it. But most of the blast effect dissipated off the gleaming carapace of the dead Harbinger he used as a shield, spilling into surrounding space in dazzling tendrils of plasma and quantum shockwaves. It still hurt—a lot—but the Archetype weathered the spillover. As soon as the heads-up cleared, Dash accelerated hard, driving the inert form of the lifeless Harbinger ahead of him, no longer a shield, but a battering ram.

      The approaching Harbinger had only seconds to respond. It accelerated hard to one side to avoid a collision. This part, Dash could only guess at; his quarry could have dodged in any direction and potentially avoided him, but he assumed it would do so in a way that would still maintain its most favorable attack posture, and that meant down, relative to the Archetype. That would keep its fists and their wicked, cestus-like blades immediately ready to strike. Dash had already kicked up a lateral acceleration to match, and he got it right. It was enough that he was able to keep himself mostly inside the attacking Harbinger’s possible maneuver envelope—the cone of space defined by how much it could accelerate off its current trajectory.

      Dash braced himself. This was going to hurt.
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      Dash blinked, but his eyes closed themselves. He blinked again, kept blinking, trying to bring himself awake. Must have been a hell of a bender last night, he thought. He could barely open his eyes.

      Oh, and all that dreaming. Holy crap, who had dreams that detailed? Still, it had been a pretty good one, and vivid, about alien mechs and giant space stations and ancient wars—

      “Dash, you alive?”

      He smiled, remembering something he’d heard once. If someone has to ask if you’re alive, that’s bad. But if you can hear the question, that’s good.

      “Dash!”

      A sudden jolt of awareness crashed through him, bringing Dash fully awake. He hung limp in the Archetype’s cradle. Status data glowed across the heads-up; none of it was good. Still, he could hear the voice asking if he was alive. So that was good, right?

      “Messenger,” Sentinel said. “I have had to augment your awareness by temporarily boosting the carrier signal of the Meld. Do you understand?”

      “I—” Dash blinked a last time. “Yeah. Yeah, I do. What happened? Shit, where’s the Harbinger?”

      “Both it, and the Archetype, were disabled after the collision. Leira was able to deliver the finishing blow with the Swift before it could recover.”

      “So she destroyed it?”

      The Swift moved into the field of view, blocking the starfield. In its remaining hand, it gripped the head of a Harbinger.

      “I’m going to mount this on the Forge as a trophy,” Leira said.

      “So both Harbingers are down? Okay, then we have to go and help Benzel.”

      “Benzel, and what remains of the Silent Fleet, have their part of the battle under control as well,” Sentinel said. “They have been employing the Fleet’s ability to coordinate its actions to concentrate lethal effects on the Harbingers in an optimum way. One Harbinger is now destroyed, and the other is badly damaged.”

      Dash peered at the heads-up, trying to ignore the reams of data about the Archetype’s damage and focus on the tactical situation instead.

      His heart sank like a rock dropped into high-g. “There are only six ships still operational?”

      “That is correct.”

      Six ships left. Eight had been disabled or destroyed.

      How many of the Gentle Friends had been killed?

      Dash took a deep breath and shook the thought away. What about the three mysterious ships, the ones that had been racing in to attack the Forge?

      He found them drifting, each severely damaged. That left him staring for a moment. “What happened to them? They weren’t in range of the Forge’s weapons yet.”

      “You can thank Amy and Custodian for that.”

      “How? Amy, what’s going on?”

      “We kicked ass, that’s what’s going on!” she replied.

      “Yeah, okay, but—” Dash shook his head. “I don’t get it. How did the Slipwing take out three Golden ships?”

      “Custodian provided Amy with as many of the new mines, which are being manufactured concurrently with the mine-laying drones, as the Slipwing could carry. She then—”

      “I laid them right in front of those bastards,” Amy cut in. “Did a hard turn, dropped the mines right in their faces. Pretended to take some shots at them with the particle cannons, like I was being desperate. Those didn’t do much, but those mines sure did. You should have seen it. It was awesome!”

      “Outstanding,” Dash said, and that was that. All of their Golden attackers were disabled or destroyed.

      The battle was over.

      “And now, Messenger, I must deactivate the augmentation I’m providing to you through the Meld,” Sentinel said. “It is not intended to work as such and could do lasting harm to your central nervous system. It was, however, the only way to revive you from the shock of the collision with the Harbinger.”

      At once, Dash felt the energy drain away from him, leaving him once more limp and groggy and barely able to keep his eyes open. Still, he opened his mouth to protest. There was still so much to do—

      “And it shall get done, Messenger,” Sentinel said, her voice seeming to come from far away. “But without you. I am placing you into a suspended state until you can be returned to the medical facilities of the Forge.”

      “But—”

      “There is no but about this,” Sentinel said, cutting him off. “Your part is done for now. You can trust the others to do what must be done.”

      Dash had to nod at that. He could, couldn’t he?

      They were a great team.

      A great team for sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dash leaned back in his chair, just letting the buzz of conversation in the War Room wash over him. His thoughts went immediately fuzzy, though, so he made himself sit up and focus.

      “Dash, everyone’s here,” Leira said.

      He nodded, then stood. Little grey-green explosions filled the edges of his vision, threatening to blow his consciousness away entirely. Wobbling, he grimly fought to stay awake, aware and on his feet.

      Leira grabbed his arm. “You sure you’re up to this? Custodian said your brain rattled pretty hard in your skull. You probably need some more time in the medical tank.”

      “I’m fine,” Dash said, then forced a smile. “Okay, that’s a lie. I feel like shit. But I’ll manage.”

      “I’m surprised you survived that at all. When I saw that Harbinger plow into you, I—” She stopped and shook her head. “I know the Archetype’s tough, but I’m amazed you survived that.”

      “I’m amazed myself, given the amount of energy in that collision. That was just a fraction of what I could have been hammered with, too,” Dash said. Sentinel had told him the Archetype’s inertial dampers had eaten up most of the stress from the Archetype and two Harbingers coming together at high velocity.

      It had still been enough to slam Dash’s brain hard, back and forth inside his skull. That provoked a bunch of bruising and slow bleeds that would have quickly killed him if Sentinel hadn’t put him into a suspended state. Fortunately, the facilities aboard the Forge were enough to repair the damage and accelerate his healing, but he had a way to go yet. So, for the next while, it was to spend a lot of time lying down, and only stand up when he had to—and then, only very slowly.

      But it couldn’t get in the way of something he had to do. He gave Leira’s hand on his arm a reassuring pat, then he crossed the War Room to where Benzel stood staring out into the stars.

      “Benzel, I—” Dash began, then stopped.

      The privateer turned. Dash had braced himself for a face full of pain and outrage, fury even. And there was that. But underlying it was a grim, steel-hard determination.

      “I thought I knew what I was going to say here,” Dash said. “But I don’t. I get as far as I’m so sorry, and then I just can’t find anything else to say.”

      “There is nothing else to say.”

      Dash nodded. From the sudden silence around him, he realized that everyone else had stopped talking and now watched the two of them. He made himself keep his attention on Benzel, though. “I understand if you want to—”

      “What? Leave?”

      Dash shrugged. “You’ve done more than enough.”

      Benzel held up a hand. “Dash, you didn’t drag us here at gunpoint.”

      “Well, actually, I kind of did, as I recall.”

      “Would you seriously have tried to stop us from leaving right at the start if we’d wanted to? Could you even have?”

      “Well, no.”

      “So stop trying to take this on yourself. The Gentle Friends chose to be part of this. We chose to crew those ships. And now, we choose to stay and keep fighting.”

      “What’s the point in running away anyway?” Wei-Ping, standing nearby, asked. “If we do, and you guys can’t stop these Golden, then they’ll be coming for us eventually, won’t they?”

      “Yes, they will,” Dash said.

      “So we’d rather fight them here, now, with these ships and this tech. And that means we’re going to lose people, like we just did.”

      Dash nodded. All but twenty-two of the Gentle Friends had been rescued from the battered ships of the Silent Fleet. It could have been far worse. But twenty-two lives was still twenty-two too many.

      “So where do we go from here, Dash?” Benzel asked.

      “If I may,” Custodian said. “The Shrike Alpha, which Benzel used as his command ship, would benefit from a unique designation. That would facilitate referring to it in future discussions.”

      “You mean a name? A lot of power in a name,” Dash said, thinking. After a moment, he smiled. “The Herald, because she signifies the next step in this war. They send Harbingers, we send the Herald. And more.”

      Benzel gave a fierce grin and nodded. “The Herald. Yeah.”

      “Okay.” Dash turned to rest of the room. “Custodian tells me we can harvest thousands more kilograms of Dark Metal from the Golden mechs and ships. We can also retrieve a bunch of their missiles from those three wrecked mystery ships, and maybe reprogram them.”

      “Are you sure you’d trust them?” Ragsdale asked. “They’re enemy armaments. Who knows what sort of failsafe trickery they’ve got in them.”

      “Good point,” Dash said. He hoped they could be reprogrammed. The three ships had been essentially nothing but rapid-fire missile launchers with drives attached. It seemed their purpose was to simply saturate, and then overwhelm the Forge’s defenses. Custodian had admitted that, in its current state, it might have worked. Dash asked him to keep that to himself. Still, adding that many missiles to their inventory would be a huge boost—not to mention immensely satisfying, using the Golden’s own weapons against them.

      “If we can’t, then we’ll smelt them down, too,” Dash said. “Even though the Forge is just at a little more than twenty percent of its full potential, we’re now cranking out mines, minelaying drones, missiles, and a few other things I think the Golden will find to be nasty surprises.”

      “Still doesn’t answer the question,” Benzel said. “What do we do next?”

      “In the short term, we keep powering up the Forge and making weapons. Make it so the Forge can fully defend itself,” Dash said, then he turned to the window looking out on the stars. “And we find the Golden, maybe even a few more fleets. Hell, if we’re lucky, we find their version of the Forge, too. It’s out there somewhere, cranking out weapons as fast as it can.”

      He turned and put a hand on Benzel’s shoulder. “And then, my friend, we attack it. We destroy it. We take the war to them.”

      Benzel gave a single nod. “Then let’s not waste any time. Let’s get started now.”

      Around the War Room, there was only agreement.

      And hope.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Continue reading for book 5, DAWN OF EMPIRE.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dash narrowed his eyes at the star system into which he and Leira had just translated. The star itself wasn’t especially noteworthy—just an unremarkable, yellow-white G class, no different than millions scattered across the galactic arm. The rest of the system, though—

      “What the hell happened here?” Leira asked.

      “I have no idea,” Dash replied. “But whatever it was, it must have been pretty spectacular.”

      “And a little terrifying, too.”

      Dash grunted his assent. More than a little terrifying, in fact. Probably a lot terrifying.

      There were no planets here. At least, not anymore. The Archetype’s heads-up showed that anything planet-sized had been pulverized into rocky debris. Now, a vast cloud of it swirled around the star in countless orbits, some in a single plane, but many at oddly high angles to the ecliptic. Most were roughly circular, but again, many were strange, highly eccentric orbits that must have taken some fragments tens, or even hundreds of years to complete once. Three clumps of shattered debris had coalesced, their gravity now starting to pull in more chunks; eventually, Dash thought, they’d form new planets. Eventually, of course, meaning hundreds of thousands, if not millions of years from now.

      “This smells like the Golden to me,” Leira said.

      Dash chuckled. “It smells like them?”

      “Figure of speech. Gimme a break.”

      “Just yanking your chain. It’s a fair point. Sentinel, does this fit with Golden tactics?”

      “This degree of destruction is recorded in a few instances of Golden incursions, yes,” Sentinel said. “However, their preferred tactic appears to be sterilizing the surface of a planet to divest it of life, but maintaining the planet itself intact.”

      “Well, this goes a little beyond sterilizing the surface, I think,” Dash said.

      A fussy voice came over the comm, that of Tybalt, the AI that controlled Leira’s mech, the Swift. “Regardless of the genesis of all of this destruction, I would remind you both that we are here to investigate a Dark Metal signal.”

      “And Tybalt cracks the whip,” Dash said. “But he’s right, this is no sightseeing trip. We’ve got work to do.”

      Two weeks before, several autonomous probes equipped with refined versions of their new Dark Metal scanner had been dispatched from The Forge. They’d been sent on trajectories designed to allow them to efficiently scan a series of star systems. Based on the historical archives of the Unseen, many of the systems were sites of ancient battles— and thus, good candidates for stray Dark Metal, which was crucial to their ongoing war effort against the Golden. One of the probes had detected Dark Metal signatures in a system known only by its primary star’s catalog number. With the Golden and their minions—including the aggressively puritanical Clan Shirna and the mysterious Bright—now as active as they’d become, they’d decided to send both the Archetype and the Swift to investigate.

      “And we’re sure this isn’t a Golden trap,” Leira said.

      “Sure, as in certain?” Tybalt said. “No, of course not. Assigning a one-hundred percent probability to almost any event is—”

      “Is it likely to be a Golden trap?” Leira cut in.

      “It would fit their pattern of behavior, yes,” Tybalt replied.

      “Tell you what. Let’s just assume it is a trap and proceed accordingly,” Dash said.

      The two mechs swept starward, their trajectory almost perpendicular to the plane of the system’s ecliptic, to avoid the worst of the debris. Dash watched as the fitful Dark Matter signals slowly resolved and strengthened. He also kept an eye on the threat display, a new feature he’d asked Custodian and Sentinel to add to the Archetype’s heads-up. It fused the entire threat situation around the mech into a single, easily digested summary of the nature, direction, range, and overall degree of danger from anything classified as enemy activity.

      Right now, it was blank.

      “Okay, so it looks like the strongest returns are coming from the thickest part of the debris cloud, just starward of that biggest of the three…uh, protoplanets, I guess you could call them?” Dash said.

      “Protoplanets is, indeed, the correct term,” Sentinel said.

      “You don’t need to sound surprised at my knowledge of astronomy,” Dash said with a grand wave.

      “I believe that achievement should be celebrated.”

      “Okay, now you sound like a primary school teacher I once had.”

      “Dash,” Leira cut in. “Those signals have resolved into three different targets. Three very small targets, at that.”

      Dash studied the heads-up. “Yeah, I see that. Small, as in—holy crap, they’re, what, two meters across?”

      “A two-meter body composed of Dark Metal would still be an extremely significant find,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, I know. I just can’t help thinking that’s the perfect size for, say, a mine.”

      “You did say to expect a Golden trap,” Tybalt said.

      “Yeah. Well, on that note—Leira, you stay back, keep a wide view of things, and be ready to raise the alarm. I’m going to take the Archetype in for a closer look.”

      “Will do.”

      The Swift decelerated, falling away behind the Archetype. Dash maintained his current speed for as long as he could, then decelerated in turn, trading velocity for maneuverability as the debris field thickened around the mech.

      The threat display lit up, tracking fragments of rock and metal—mostly iron and nickel, so probably the remnants of a planet’s core—that were on collision courses with the Archetype. Dash nudged the mech as he worked his way into the debris field, yawing from side to side, pitching up and down, accelerating and decelerating in bursts. The display would clear, then fill again with new collision warnings. When the Archetype was within a hundred klicks of the target fragments, he just gave up and plowed on, relying on the mech’s shield to protect it from damage.

      “Okay, so we’ve got a piece that seems to contain Dark Metal there, and one there…and one over there.” Dash’s eyes flicked across the heads-up and settled on the closest. “Let’s check out that one first.”

      “Dash, a bit of a problem out here,” Leira said. “I’ve confirmed it with Tybalt, and we can’t get a reliable firing solution to cover you because of all the crap between us.”

      Dash looked across the heads-up and nodded. “Yeah. This part of the asteroid field is pretty dense.”

      “It’s not the only thing that’s dense in there.”

      “Oh, wait, give me time to stop laughing so hard,” Dash said, his voice flat. “Anyway, you might as well come in then, and we’ll just work through these targets faster. The less time we spend here, the better.”

      He saw the Swift accelerate, nimbly dodging rocks along the way. As Leira worked her way toward him, he turned his attention to the fragment of rock returning the Dark Matter signal. Studying it closely, he could see it was…a fragment of rock. There wasn’t much else to note about it.

      On impulse, he reached out and nudged it with the Archetype’s fist. The rock veered off its current trajectory and began to drift slowly away.

      “Well, that was pretty uninteresting,” Dash said.

      “What were you expecting to happen?” Sentinel asked.

      “Considering what we’ve come through so far, pretty much anything. Don’t get me wrong, though. Uninteresting is good.” He zoomed in on the fragment until it filled the heads-up. “And that is one damned uninteresting rock. I don’t see any sign of Dark Metal at all.”

      “Which means it is likely contained within the fragment.”

      “I’m hoping that’s true.” Dash considered it for a moment, then grabbed the fragment with both the Archetype’s massive hands. With a powerful twist, he sheared the rock in two.

      What it revealed left Dash staring.

      “Okay, that’s not uninteresting at all.”
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      The shattered rock drifted away, revealing more and more of what had been contained inside the fragment. It was a mass of some sort of metallic mesh, with an oblong ingot of Dark Metal embedded in it.

      “What the hell is that?” he said.

      “Until a more detailed analysis is completed, I can only speculate. However, given the weak signal from what is obviously a relatively pure ingot of Dark Metal, I would suggest the mesh provides some sort of dampening effect. Without it, this quantity of Dark Metal should have been much easier to detect, at a considerably greater distance.”

      “So somebody hid it here?”

      “Presumably the Golden, as only they would have the material-science skills to construct such a dampening mesh.”

      Dash made a huh sound. “Leira, are you seeing this?”

      “Yup. Tybalt’s showing it to me now. It must be some sort of Dark Metal—storage? A cache of Dark Metal hidden away here?”

      “I guess, sure. Well, the Golden’s loss is our gain.”

      “I’ve closed on another fragment. I’ll check it out.”

      Dash waited, giving the threat display an occasional scan. It remained dark.

      “Okay,” Leira said. “I’m going to break this thing open.”

      Dash watched as the Swift gripped the second fragment then flexed its massive arms, applying relentless force.

      The fragment shattered, bits of debris spalling away.

      “Yeah, this one’s the same. Metal mesh encasing a—”

      The threat display suddenly lit up. At the same time, another large fragment of rock just a few klicks away broke apart, revealing something metallic. Dazzling bolts of energy pulsed from it, slamming into the Swift.

      “Leira! Shit!” Dash targeted the source of the shots with the dark-lance and fired. At such close range, the beam had enough power to simply turn it to quantum vapor.

      “Leira,” Dash called out. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. The shield absorbed most of it. A little superficial damage is all.”

      “I guess that was the trap we were worried about,” Dash said. “Kind of underwhelming, actually.”

      “Messenger, I do not believe that was the trap, as you call it,” Sentinel said.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I believe this is the trap.”

      The threat indicator lit up like a fusion exhaust. All around them, fragments were shedding their rocky coverings, exposing more pieces of tech. Dash spun the Archetype to face the nearest, aiming the dark-lance. But he winced as the heads-up turned searing white. At the same time, the hull temperature of the mech shot up, boiling off armor. “Shit, what is that?”

      “A laser,” Sentinel replied. “An extraordinarily powerful one, likely of limited use.”

      Dash dodged the Archetype hard to one side, pulling the mech out of the beam. Incandescent vapor trailed from it as it maneuvered; parts of its surface still glowed.

      Another beam engulfed the Swift. Dash heard Leira curse, but his attention stayed fixed on the weapon that had just shot him—and the others now coming online. He fired the dark-lance; this time, the beam danced across the surface of the laser platform, chewing a glowing furrow in its armor. The laser fired again.

      Dash groaned at the sudden wash of heat across the Archetype, flashing through his Meld so he could feel it—in the sense that he knew it was painful, without actually being painful. He hated that aspect of the Meld; after all, pilots usually didn’t experience pain—even abstract pain—when their ships were damaged. But it made him respond instinctively, and he dodged again then flung himself at the laser platform.

      More shots erupted from all around him. Dash jinked and spun and somersaulted, avoiding most of them. The ones that hit burned away more of the Archetype’s armor. Now, warnings were beginning to rise from internal systems.

      He reached the first platform, spooled up the Archetype’s power sword, and swung it. The blow slammed into the platform, tearing through its armor and smashing it into inert silence. But another beam struck the Archetype, causing more systems to falter.

      “What the hell?” he snapped. “Lasers? Who uses lasers anymore?”

      Essentially just beams of coherent light, lasers had long fallen out of favor as weapons; they were simply too easy to counter, their power rapidly falling off with range. But these were something else—lasers, yes, but emitting so much energy so quickly that even the Archetype couldn’t radiate it away fast enough. If it wasn’t for the Dark Metal laced throughout the mech’s body, it would be nothing but molten scrap by now.

      “I am attempting to adjust the shield.” Sentinel said. “It is normally transparent to visible light, and therefore—”

      Another beam slammed into the Archetype. The right leg’s actuator system gave a final protest, then died.

      “—and therefore offers no defense.”

      “Just keep the weapons and drive online!” Dash snapped back, powering the Archetype toward the next platform. He unleashed a barrage of missiles as he did, which bought him time as the platforms shot them down. He crashed into the next platform hard, misjudging his approach because he couldn’t use the mech’s right leg to vary its center of gravity, which threw him off. He punched out anyway, pummeling the platform with fist and sword, turning it to sparking wreckage.

      “Leira, what’s going on with—”

      “Kinda busy,” she cut in. “Talk later!”

      Dash launched himself at the next platform. Debris whirled about, a storm of rock fragments and shattered pieces of Golden laser platforms—including bits of Dark Metal. Dash spun and rolled, pumping out missiles and dark-lance shots, dodging hard, flinging himself from side to side and back and forth as he wove his way through the maelstrom. He caught glimpses of the Swift, parts of it glowing cherry red, a shimmering wake of vaporized armor trailing behind it.

      Dash hit another platform, feet first this time, crashing into it just as it fired at point-blank range. Dozens of the Archetype’s systems died; most of them immediately flickered back to life, but some stayed dark.

      How many more of these damned things—

      “Dash? You okay?” Leira called.

      He was gasping too hard to reply, and just grimly kept his focus on the threat display.

      Which had also gone dark. Shit, had it failed too?

      “Dash? Answer me.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine—more or less.” He looked around. The threat display remained dark, but not because it had failed. There were just no more intact laser platforms. “Vaguely pissed, though. Not a fan of new and exciting things associated with the Golden.”

      Dash blinked away sweat and caught his breath. He’d fought a lot of fights in the Archetype now, but few that gave him such a workout.

      “Sentinel, give me a full status report,” he said. “On the heads-up. What do we have left?” He sucked in a breath at the systems that were down. “Oh, not good. What do we have left that’s working?”

      The status summary flashed up on the heads-up. Augmented by the Meld, it gave him a clear picture of the state of the Archetype. It wasn’t good, but it also wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d feared.

      The Swift drifted into view. It had one arm cocked at an odd angle, and one of its feet had been fused into a lump of slag.

      “Okay, let’s hope that that was the trap,” Leira said.

      Dash took a last long breath then released it. “Agreed. But I don’t want to hang around here and find out. Let’s gather up as much of this Dark Metal as we can, especially those pure ingots. And then let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Yeah,” Leira replied, her voice emphatic. “I definitely need a shower.”

      “I’m right there with you.”

      “In the shower? I don’t think so.”

      Dash chuckled. “You’re no fun.”
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      Dash ambled into the War Room, whistling—he wasn’t sure what, just some old tune from his younger days. Amazing, he thought, how much a shower and a full stomach can do for one’s state of mind. That was especially true with a shot of whiskey on top of it, made from Freya’s latest creation, a wheat-corn hybrid, itself hybridized with some plant retrieved from the wrecked Golden ship near her home, Port Hannah, on Gulch. The stuff was amazing, but would also absolutely wreck you, and quickly, if you drank more than an ounce or so at a time.

      “Dash!” a voice boomed. “The conquering hero returns!”

      He turned and found himself only centimeters away from a broad grin that gleamed with more than a few gold teeth. Dash smiled back but shook his head.

      “Hardly. Just fought a few weapons platforms. Would have been a lot harder without Leira having my back, too.”

      “Bah! You need to learn how to brag, or at least embellish your exploits more. Ask any of the Gentle Friends and they’ll tell you about the multitude of ships they’ve cap—uh, relieved of their bulky, excess cargo.”

      “If I did, I’m sure it would add up to more ships than actually travel around the galactic arm,” Dash said with a wry smile.

      “I’d be disappointed if they didn’t,” Benzel said, laughing.

      Dash looked around the War Room. It stood empty, except for him and Benzel.

      “Am I early?” Dash asked. “I could have sworn we agreed to meet at—”

      “No, no, you’re on time. I’ve been left to bring you to the others.”

      “Oh, and where are they?”

      Benzel answered by making a follow me gesture.

      He led Dash out of the War Room and along a series of corridors. Bemused, Dash just followed along. They soon reached a part of the Forge that was color coded green, being devoted to botany and the cultivation of plants. Dash hadn’t been here in a while and was immediately struck by how much more cultivated it had become. A riot of plants, spilling fronds and leaves into the corridor, filled the air with a damp, green smell. Some flowered, painting vibrant colors across the mass of foliage. The rest of the Inner Circle had gathered here, and they greeted Dash with nods and smiles.

      “We’ve got a jungle in the making here,” Dash said. Freya, wearing an apron with pockets that were packed with various implements for tending plants, brushed dirt off her hands and nodded.

      “The Unseen put a lot of effort into making this place plant friendly. Custodian’s been showing me some pretty sophisticated systems for feeding, watering, and generally ensuring the welfare of”—she gestured around them—“well, this. And this is only one compartment. There are dozens more, and apparently even more that aren’t powered up yet. It’s incredible!”

      “What’s incredible is that whiskey you gave me,” Dash replied. “But, yeah, this is pretty damned impressive. How much of this is actually edible?”

      “Almost all of it.”

      Dash gave a puzzled frown and looked at a leafy green thing that seemed just that—green leaves. “This is edible? Really?”

      “I’ve cultivated everything here with a view to it being part of our food supply. That doesn’t mean you can just go stuffing any of it into your mouth, though. Some of these plants need some processing before they can be eaten. Some of them are just meant to have micronutrients extracted from them.”

      Dash nodded at that. He knew about micronutrients; anyone who spent extended periods in space did. It wasn’t enough just to have stuff to fill your belly. More than a few spacers had loaded their ships with plenty of food, only to fall ill from vitamin or mineral deficiencies. But it did spark another thought.

      “Are any of these plants actually poisonous?” he asked. “Because if so, we should probably make sure they’re marked or something.”

      “Way ahead of you,” Freya replied. “Anything that could be harmful in its native state, because it’s poisonous, or can cause skin irritation or whatever, is confined to a series of compartments that are off-limits to anyone but me—and probably you, too, since this place seems to be all about the Messenger.”

      “That’s fine. I’ve got no great desire to go randomly tasting plants anyway, believe me.” He looked at the leafy green thing again. “So this is actually edible. Like, I could put this in my mouth and eat it.”

      “Sure.”

      Dash pulled off a leaf and bit a piece of it.

      And spit it out just as fast.

      He shot Freya an accusing look. “That tastes like feet.”

      “You’ve tasted feet?” Her head cocked in a feminine leer.

      “Well, not the whole foot, but toes, yeah. I’ve tasted toes,” Dash said, grinning.

      “Clean toes taste pretty good,” Freya said.

      “Weirdo. And that tastes like another part of the human anatomy,” Dash said.

      “Of course it does. It needs to be dried, ground up, and used as a food additive. In its native state, it tastes like shit.”

      “You could have told me that.”

      Freya shrugged. “You could have asked. Weirdo.”

      Dash gave a mock glare at the others, who were snickering and giggling. “So, what—did you guys want to meet here just to watch me gag on some leaves?”

      “No one forced you to eat that,” Viktor said, grinning. “And no, Freya asked us to meet here because she wanted to, well, show us this.”

      “It’s an awful lot of plants,” Amy said. “Oh, and don’t feel too bad, Dash. I made the mistake of trying something, too. Have you ever tasted a dirty, sweaty sock? Because I think have now.”

      Dash nodded. “Back to the foot thing again. Huh. Well, this is a lot of plants. I’m assuming it’s enough to feed all of us?”

      “A little more than that,” Freya said. “Based on calorie content alone, we could feed at least five times as many people as we have here now. Maybe ten.”

      Dash whistled. “That’s damned good work, Freya.”

      “I appreciate that. But I didn’t ask you to have your meeting here just to fish for compliments. This is actually a bit of a problem. Most plant products are quite perishable. I’m already harvesting bumper crops of all kinds of things. But it’s way in excess of our needs. I’ve worked out a way of storing some of it, using Custodian, but a lot is just going to get turned back into the soil as organic waste.”

      “You’re not still expanding the amount of stuff you’re growing, are you?” Ragsdale asked. “Seems pretty pointless if you are.”

      Freya shook her head. “I slapped a moratorium on myself for planting anything new. Like you say, there’s no point if we’re just going to harvest it, recycle it, then do it again, over and over.”

      Discussion now wandered in the direction of the best way to manage their burgeoning crop yields, but Dash caught Leira’s eye.

      “We need more mouths to feed,” he said.

      She nodded. “Exactly. We need to start recruiting more people to our cause.”

      “There is another, related matter,” Custodian put in, and the group fell silent.

      “This station is now at thirty-one percent of its full capacity, in terms of both power generation and utilization. The Dark Metal ingots you recovered from what appears to have been a Golden reserve of the material will allow another increase in production of various types of drones, minelayers, and mines.”

      “That all sounds like good news,” Conover said, plucking a small, purplish fruit off a plant and popping it into his mouth. Dash waited for him to wince and spit it out, but he didn’t, he simply said, “I’ve eaten a bunch of these already. Kind of hooked on them, actually.”

      “I do not disagree that increased production is desirable,” Custodian said. “However, we now face a limit on that production. Weapon systems such as mines and drones can operate autonomously, under the control of what we term AI. But more sophisticated and capable systems require crews to operate them.”

      Conover spit out a pit, tossed it into the soil bed beneath the plant, then plucked off another fruit. “In other words, crews we don’t have.”

      “Again, we need to do some recruiting,” Dash said.

      Now Benzel stepped forward, Wei-Ping at his side. “I’ll add another angle to this. The Gentle Friends have done enough work with the ships of the Silent Fleet that we’re about as good with them as we’re ever going to get.”

      “And they are damned fine ships,” Wei-Ping said. “I can only imagine how good they’d be as privateers.” She gave a dreamy smile.

      Benzel held up a hand. “Before anyone gets bent out of shape about that”—he gave Ragsdale a look and got a narrow-eyed gaze in return—“Wei-Ping means that in a purely…abstract sense. It’s just a way of emphasizing how bloody good those ships are. Isn’t that right, Wei-Ping?”

      “Oh—uh, well yeah. Of course. Purely hypothetical.”

      “Trouble is, we’re starting to feel—” Benzel paused and looked at Wei-Ping.

      “Underemployed,” she said.

      “Yes, exactly. Underemployed. And you remember what I said about letting the Gentle Friends get bored, Dash, don’t you.”

      “I do.” Dash crossed his arms. “Custodian, how are the Forge’s defenses? We’ve been keeping the Silent Fleet here to protect it, but does it need that sort of protection anymore?”

      In answer, a holographic image appeared, showing a broad expanse of star field. Dash stared at it, puzzled, then opened his mouth to ask what they were supposed to be seeing. But the view zoomed in until it had resolved a roughly dumbbell-shaped mass of rock and ice. A few tenuous wisps of vapor puffed away from it in straight, conical jets.

      “It’s a comet,” Benzel said.

      Everyone nodded. Dash still didn’t get it.

      “This comet is currently on a long, highly eccentric orbit around this system’s star.”

      “Leira’s Star,” Leira said, smiling. Now, everyone looked at her, and she shrugged. “It’s a working title.” She raised a hand. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      “Anyway, this comet is currently inbound,” Custodian went on. “It will reach the vicinity of this station in about fourteen months. Five of its orbits from now, there is a seventy percent chance it will strike the nearby gas giant, and a two percent chance it will impact the Forge.”

      “What’s the period of its orbit?” Conover asked.

      “Approximately sixty-eight years.”

      “So there’s a two percent chance it’ll be a problem in—what, three hundred and forty years?” Amy said. “Ooh, we’d better start evacuating!”

      “I only chose this comet for the demonstration because it is a large body—three-point-two kilometers on its long axis—and a complex one, being unconsolidated dust, rock, and ice.”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “This is all very interesting, but what—”

      A rippling series of dazzling flashes erupted from the holo image and lasted about two seconds. When they ceased, the comet was simply gone.

      Silence hung for a moment, then Harolyn looked at Amy and said, “Cancel that evacuation, I guess.”

      “No kidding,” Dash said.

      “That was the Forge’s point defense system. Allow me to replay that in a slower time frame,” Custodian said.

      The comet reappeared. Even spread over ten seconds, it was still hard to follow the barrage of energy blasts that first blew the comet apart, then progressively blew apart the resulting chunks, then vaporized the remaining fragments.

      “Those weapons must have fired at least two dozen times in a couple of seconds,” Wei-Ping said, her usually sardonic tone gone, replaced by simple awe.

      “Actually, that was a single point defense battery,” Custodian replied. “It is similar to the nova cannon on the Swift, translating its shots through unSpace to give them an effectively zero time of flight. There are now forty such batteries operational.”

      “And that’s with this station at only thirty percent power,” Ragsdale said.

      Benzel rubbed his chin. “Well crap. What the hell do you need us for, then?”

      “This system is too bulky, and its power demands are too high to be effectively mounted in a ship. Even the Swift’s nova gun has a far slower rate of fire.”

      “Meaning it’s great for protecting the Forge,” Dash said, narrowing his eyes in thought. “The Forge is great as an anvil, taking the Golden hits. We—that is, the mechs and the Silent Fleet and all the other stuff we’re deploying—are the hammer hitting them back. We need both to be one hundred percent. But neither of them are.”

      Dash wandered over to one of the beds of plants and brushed his fingers along something he knew was probably corn but hybridized into something much bigger and lusher than the usual variety. As the others muttered among themselves, Dash took a moment to let the things he’d just learned drift through his mind and settle into the bigger context of their war against the Golden, for the future of the galactic arm.

      They had enough food and space for many more people than were currently part of their…alliance, for lack of a better word.

      Between its own defensive systems and the ever-growing minefields being sown around the Forge in a stable orbit, the station was now capable of defending itself. And it would only get more capable, as it was progressively powered up.

      With every new slug of Dark Metal they recovered and brought back to the Forge, its fabrication output increased.

      Benzel wanted a more meaningful, proactive role for the Gentle Friends and the Silent Fleet.

      He turned back to the group. “Custodian, give us a star map, centered on the Forge and going—I don’t know, let’s say five hundred light years in the galactic plane.”

      The holo image flickered, becoming what Dash had requested. A multitude of star systems, some inhabited, most not, shimmered across the star map. Dash walked around it then looked back through it at Leira on the other side.

      He swept his hand, indicating the map in what he meant to be a decisive way. “Leira, what do you see?”

      “A star map.”

      “Succinct as always. Try looking a little deeper than that. Work with me, here.”

      Leira stepped toward the map, studying it. After a few seconds, she nodded. “Open star systems,” she said, picking up his intent.

      He nodded. “We have a cause—keeping the galactic arm alive. We know our mission—defending against the Golden and defeating them. Now, we need—”

      “A name,” Harolyn said. “A name, and symbols to go with it, like a flag. Something for people to rally around to join our cause.”

      Ragsdale gave a firm nod. “And something for enemies to fear.”

      “Something permanent,” Dash said, nodding in turn. “Wherever our flag flies is a place where life will hold control, not the Golden.” He looked back at the plants around them, rich and verdant, then turned back. Energy and purpose filled him, like the energy from a power core. “When people first went to the stars, what was the name of the ship? The one that went plus-light for the very first time?”

      Viktor answered. “The Cygnus. Named after an old legend. A large bird that could fly high and long distances, I believe.”

      Dash considered that, then smiled. “Custodian, record this. As of now, the Forge is at the center of our new—let’s call it a realm. A place for humanity, for all life, to thrive. It’s the Realm of Cygnus, and we’re at the heart of it. The Forge is its capital, and we’re its first citizens.”

      He saw the others whispering or muttering the name, trying it out for the first time. A few nods followed; no one objected.

      “That leaves one thing for us to do,” Dash said.

      “What’s that?’ Leira asked in a way that suggested she already suspected the answer.

      “We grow. We expand the Realm of Cygnus. And we do it at the expense of the Golden, and anyone else who stands in our way.”
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      Dash, flanked by Benzel and Leira, watched the holo image Custodian had projected onto the gallery overlooking the fabrication plant. The automated manufacturing systems still whirred and hummed, articulated arms swinging and flexing as more mines and drones were placed into tractor fields and whisked away for deployment. Custodian had wanted to show them the product of one particular assembly, though. One that was producing a new missile.

      “The target I have selected is another comet. This one is in the Oort Cloud surrounding Leira’s Star, on a circular orbit that never brings it starward,” Custodian said.

      “Doesn’t sound like much of a threat then,” Benzel said.

      “I have selected it not because of any threat it poses, but because it is so distant from this station. A conventional missile would take at least an hour to reach it. Even then, it is at such a missile’s extreme range.”

      “Go ahead, Custodian,” Dash said. “Show us what you’ve got.”

      “I am firing the new missile now,” Custodian said.

      Two or three seconds passed, then the distant comet vanished in a titanic flash of light. Dash actually winced at the sudden brightness, before the holo image toned it down.

      “Well, holy shit,” Benzel said. “That was one hell of a blast.”

      “The missile was armed with an antimatter warhead. The number of such warheads available is limited by the Forge’s ability to produce antimatter in its particle colliders. The blast radius is also such that it is only suited for long-range engagements.”

      “Long-range fights using this missile, which obviously travels faster than light,” Leira said.

      “Yes. This new missile has a trans-luminal capability.”

      Dash crossed his arms and whistled. “Okay, that is one damned powerful weapon. What’s it called?”

      “The schematics for the missile, which were among the data retrieved from the Creator’s archive on Brahe, indicated no name. The only identifier was a numeric one.”

      “Well, we can’t call something that kick-ass a one-two-three-four, or whatever,” Dash replied. “Since two comets have given their lives for us now, let’s call this missile the Comet—you know, a sort of tribute.”

      “A tribute to inanimate celestial bodies seems rather pointless.”

      “Indulge us, Custodian,” Dash said. “Naming things gives them power. And”—he held up a hand— “before you say something like power is derived from generators, not names—I know that. It’s a different sort of power.”

      “I knew that. I am not entirely unable to understand your various idioms.”

      “I think you hurt his feelings,” Leira said in a stage whisper.

      “That is irrelevant, because I have no feelings to hurt,” Benzel said, mimicking Custodian with a mischievous grin.

      “Anyway,” Dash said. “We have the Comet, a powerful new weapon system. I can see using some of them to defend the Forge, especially the ones with antimatter warheads.”

      “Yeah, I have to admit, the idea of someone firing those into a battle I’m involved in makes me a little nervous,” Leira said.

      “Custodian, I’m assuming we can make as many of the actual Comet missiles as we want, right?” Dash asked.

      “To the extent the raw materials are available, yes. The antimatter warheads are much more limited. Currently, we have six and can manufacture approximately one more per week, while ensuring sufficient antimatter is available for fuel for the various drones and ships that require it.”

      Dash looked over the railing at the Comet missile laid out on the fabrication facility’s floor. “It’s a pretty damned big missile. Too big for the mechs, I think.”

      “The Archetype would require significant modification to mount them, the Swift even more so,” Custodian said.

      “The Silent Fleet, though, is perfect for them,” Dash replied, turning to Benzel. “Work with Custodian to get the Comets mounted on your ships, starting with the Herald.”

      Benzel gave a wicked grin. “Carry those into battle? Yes, please!” He laughed and gave Dash an elaborate salute. “Yes, sir. I’ll get the Herald brought in right away to get them loaded.”

      Dash grinned and offered a pretend salute back, then turned to Leira. “Meantime, Conover wants to see us in the War Room. Apparently, he’s got an idea he wants to run past us.”

      They left Benzel rallying the Gentle Friends on the comm to start getting the Silent Fleet outfitted with the new missiles. As they made their way to the War Room, Leira gave Dash a keen look.

      “Have you noticed we now have a chain of command?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I have.”

      “I guess I’m your second in command.”

      “Which makes me the commander.” Dash shook his head. “How the hell did that happen?”

      “You’re the Messenger.”

      “Yeah, that just pushes the same question back a step. How the hell did that happen?”

      “Sentinel can’t tell you? She’s the one that turned you into the Messenger.”

      “Because I was the one who found the Archetype. That’s all she knows. Whoever found it would be the Messenger, and when joined, given the Meld.” He shrugged. “That just makes me phenomenally lucky—or unlucky.”

      “I think there’s more to it than that.”

      “What? Fate? Two hundred thousand years ago, the Unseen somehow picked me to be the Messenger and then engineered things to make it happen? My sparkling personality?”

      “Do you really believe it was just random chance, Dash?”

      “Yes. I tell myself that every day.”

      “Really?”

      They entered one of the Forge’s elevators. The doors closed, then it vibrated slightly, the only indication it had accelerated them to what Conover once estimated to be over two hundred kilometers per hour. Dash looked at Leira and shrugged.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” he said. “I mean, I think it probably was just chance, yes. Because every time I start thinking it was somehow preordained, or prophesied or whatever, to be me—I don’t know. I just can’t buy it. Not entirely, anyway.”

      “Before all this started, when your life was just running cargo on razor-thin margins with the Slipwing, would you have bought”—she gestured around them— “well, any of this?”

      Dash shrugged again. His thoughts had already traveled this particular space lane many times, and more so recently. Leira was right, of course. Not that long ago, just the idea of the Unseen, and the Golden, and their war, would have seemed like something out of a holo novel. So was the idea that some force—whether you called it fate, or the long-term machinations of the Unseen, or something else altogether—had brought him to find the Archetype and become the Messenger.

      But here he was, riding an alien elevator at two hundred kph through an alien space station as big as a small moon, using the tech from a race that built things out of rare materials, including a giant mech that he piloted in a war against vicious aliens.

      Fate?

      Nah. Almost certainly not.

      Almost certainly.

      There was another faint tremor under their feet, then the doors opened.

      “Well, however it happened, here I am, and here you are, and here everybody else is,” Dash said, leading the way to the War Room. “For now, that’s going to have to be good enough.”

      “Still makes you our commander,” Leira replied.

      “Oh, don’t think for a second I’m not really, really aware of that.”

      Conover waited in the War Room for them, Viktor and Amy with him. It struck Dash that, also not that long ago, this was it: the five of them, the Archetype, and the Slipwing were the whole Unseen war effort against the Golden. They’d come a long way since.

      But they still had a long way to go yet.

      “Okay, Conover, you sounded excited about whatever you wanted to show us,” Dash said. “Whatcha got?”

      “Custodian, put up that plan we put together, please,” Conover said, and another holo image appeared. This one showed the Forge’s star system as a schematic, with its scale compressed to get it all into the window in a readable way.

      “Custodian and I have been trying to figure out a way of making our Dark Metal scans more efficient, while also extending their range. We’ve come up with this.”

      He touched the image, and an icon appeared. Dash saw it was well away from the Forge, about halfway between the gas giant the station orbited and the brown dwarf that was probably an interstellar rogue just passing through the system.

      “That’s our new Dark Metal scanner,” Conover said. “Or, rather, a modified version of it. This shows it being located on a particular asteroid we’ve been tracking, but really, there are lots of places it could go. The important thing is that it maintains the maximum possible distance from the Forge.”

      “Why?” Leira asked.

      “It’s called interferometry. Basically, we combine the incoming signals from the two detectors and end up with a virtual Dark Metal detector. The working diameter is equal to the distance between them. In this case, that’s the Forge, and this detector.” He pointed at the icon.

      “It gives us far greater resolution,” Viktor said. “Not only will we be able to resolve weaker signals, we’ll be able to fix their locations at lot more accurately.”

      “If this works, then we can deploy more of them around the system,” Conover put in. “Each one adds more data, giving us even better resolution.”

      “So we end up with a Dark Metal detector that’s basically two hundred million kilometers across?” Leira asked.

      “That’s right,” Conover replied.

      “What makes it possible is the Dark Metal we use to construct it,” Amy said. “It makes the data transmission back to the Forge basically instantaneous, so we can scan pretty much in real time.” She patted Conover’s shoulder. “It’s a really cool idea, and all thanks to Conover here.”

      Conover blushed a bit, but looked smugly pleased. Custodian, however, made a sound that sounded uncannily like someone clearing their throat.

      “And you too, Custodian,” Amy quickly added. “Sorry, I didn’t think you really cared about getting credit for things.”

      “I do not.”

      They all exchanged a look, and some wry smiles.

      “Okay, this is fantastic,” Dash said. “If it means we can detect Dark Metal more accurately and further away, that’ll be a huge help. So what do we need to do next?”

      “Custodian’s fabricating the modified detector now,” Viktor said. “When it’s finished, we need to take it to wherever we’re going to mount it and—well, mount it there.”

      Dash studied the holo image, tapping his chin. “That’s going to be pretty detailed work. The mechs aren’t really suited for it. So we’ll carry it out there with the Slipwing and get the Gentle Friends to set it up. They like getting suited up and playing around in hard vacuum, so they’ll be all over this.”

      Amy nodded. “The Slipwing’s all fueled up and ready to fly. I’ve made a few improvements to her, too.” She gave Dash a disapproving look. “When was the last time you aligned the anti-deuterium injectors, Dash? They were about five millimeters from a nasty boom that would have wrecked your whole fuel system.”

      Dash gave her a comically puzzled frown. “Anto…anti…doo-tear-ee-um…?”

      “I know you’re probably joking,” Amy shot back. “But only probably.”

      Dash grinned. “The Slipwing has needed someone like you to give her a good overhaul for a long time, Amy. I could never have afforded you, though.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing we’ve got this galaxy-spanning war threatening to exterminate all life then, so you can get free maintenance done on your ship.”

      “Hey, whatever works.” Dash chuckled, then looked back at the holo image. “I’ll go with you guys in the Archetype. We’ve had too many instances of sudden attacks on the Forge to have you guys that far out with your butts hanging in empty space.”

      Amy tossed Dash a salute. “You got it, boss.”

      Dash chuckled again, but he couldn’t help thinking that Leira had saluted him, too. Even as a joke, it was something that made him decidedly uncomfortable.
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      “How you guys doing?” Dash asked, keeping his attention flicking back and forth between the threat display and the magnified image of the Slipwing on the heads-up. He could see Wei-Ping, along with three other Gentle Friends, floating around the Dark Metal scanner now landed on the asteroid. It wasn’t a big rock, only about thirty meters long, which meant it had no gravity to speak of. But the Gentle Friends still eschewed tethers, being quite content to freeball it, as Wei-Ping called it. Dash had only ever heard that term used for something else, and very different, but somehow it fit. They drifted around the scanner without any regard for the fact that they were loose in zero-g. Dash thought about the few times he’d gone freeballing like that, and it made his toes reflexively press into his boots.

      “We’ve only got one bolt left,” Wei-Ping said. “Have to admit, I’ve seen a lot of crazy amazing tech since we hooked up with you guys, but these self-drilling bolts are awesome.”

      Dash had to nod at that, thinking about the number of times he could have used a device that would securely drill itself into solid rock, penetrating a full meter in a few seconds. As Unseen tech went, it was pretty prosaic, but not all tech had to be spectacular to be impressive. These self-drilling rock bolts were themselves easily worth a fortune—which made them good candidates to actually sell off when the war was done, because they were useful without being especially dangerous.

      Dash caught himself. There’d be time to worry about after the war, after the war. Until then, focus.

      “Okay, we’re done here,” Wei-Ping said.

      Amy had backed the Slipwing up to about a klick away from the asteroid, giving a safety buffer in case she had to fire up the thrusters while the Gentle Friends were still freeballing it. “All right, I’m coming back in for you guys,” she said.

      “Don’t bother,” Wei-Ping replied. “We’ll come to you.” Then she and the Gentle Friends with her pushed off from the asteroid and began drifting toward the Slipwing.

      “Okay, Wei-Ping? You’re absolutely crazy,” Amy said.

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it, girl.”

      Dash just sighed and shook his head. Absolutely crazy was right.

      The threat display lit up with a single reading. “Sentinel,” Dash said. “What’s going on?”

      “There are several small, rocky bodies on a collision course with the Gentle Friends,” she replied. “The largest is just under a meter; the average size is ten centimeters.”

      “How long?”

      “Twenty-two seconds.”

      “Shit.” Dash applied thrust, driving the Archetype toward the Gentle Friends.

      “This is an asteroid belt,” Sentinel said. “So the presence of such bodies, on chaotic trajectories, is—”

      “Yeah, I get it. Wei-Ping, you’ve got some rocks incoming.” Dash read off the bearing.

      “No visual,” Wei-Ping replied. “Damn it. How long?”

      “About fifteen seconds.”

      He saw puffs of vapor as the Gentle Friends applied thrust from their suit jets, trying to accelerate their approach to the Slipwing. Amy likewise jolted the thrusters, moving the ship toward them. The trouble was that none of them were going to make it before the rocks flashed among the Gentle Friends faster than projectiles from a slug rifle.

      “Wei-Ping, you guys hang on. You too, Amy.”

      “What are you going to do, Dash?” Amy asked.

      “This,” he replied, and fired the distortion cannon.

      The sudden surge of gravitational pull yanked at everything—the Archetype, the Slipwing, the Gentle Friends, and the speeding rocks. Wei-Ping snapped out a curse; Amy did likewise a second later. But it worked; the new trajectory of the rocks and the Gentle Friends no longer intersected.

      “Okay, Wei-Ping? From now on, let’s just do this the old-fashioned way and bring the ship to you,” Dash said.

      “That’s no fun.”

      “Fun isn’t very high on the agenda.”

      “Okay, fine.”

      A new voice came on the comm. It was Conover.

      “Dash, I’m not sure what you just did, but Custodian says the orbit of that asteroid suddenly changed. Can you put it back the way it was? Otherwise, the detector won’t work the way we want it to.”

      “Sure.”

      Set up machines to detect alien substances light years away, save lives by creating artificial gravity wells, move asteroids around—it was all just in a day’s work for the Messenger.
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        * * *

      

      Dash walked into the War Room but stopped and just hung back. Conover and Viktor stared at a holo image, frowns creasing their faces, exchanging muttered comments.

      After a moment, he cleared his throat. “Uh, guys? You’re not acting like you’ve got a shiny new Dark Metal detector the size of a star system to play with.”

      Conover pointed at the display. “That’s the system where you and Leira found those Dark Metal ingots. Custodian suggested using it to calibrate the interferometric detector.”

      “First off, let’s just call it the detector, so I don’t have to try saying interfero-whatever,” Dash said. “Second, I don’t see anything.”

      “That’s the problem,” Viktor said. “Tybalt and Sentinel used the data collected from your visit with Leira to calculate the amount of the Dark Matter in the system then subtracted the amount the two of you brought back. And from that, Custodian calculated the expected strength of the Dark Matter signal we should be seeing.”

      “But we’re seeing, well, nothing,” Conover said. “Even if the data weren’t accurate, or the calculations were off—”

      “The calculations were most certainly not off,” Custodian put in.

      “Sorry, Custodian, didn’t mean to imply you’d made any mistakes,” Conover said. “Anyway, even if the strength we estimated for the signal was wrong, there should still be a signal, because we know there’s still Dark Matter there. But, as you can see, there’s—” He shrugged. “Well, nothing at all.”

      “Is the detector faulty, maybe?” Dash asked.

      Viktor shook his head. “No, the detector checks out. Custodian sent a mine-laying drone out to the edge of the system, and we can see its Dark Metal signal just fine.”

      Dash frowned at the image. “Okay. Well, how about pointing at Gulch? We know there’s still Dark Metal there, whatever we haven’t yet been able to scavenge out of that crashed Golden ship.”

      “We could, but we’d have to move the detector you, Amy, and the Gentle Friends just deployed,” Conover said.

      “How come?”

      “Because it, and the Forge, can only act as an interfere—sorry, a really big, high-res detector for specific chunks of the galactic arm, depending on their relative locations.”

      “Basically draw a line between the detector and the Forge,” Viktor said. “We can scan regions perpendicular to that line. As the two move relative to one another, the section of sky we can scan changes.”

      “That sounds pretty clunky,” Dash said.

      “It is. That’s why we want to put a few more detectors out there and give ourselves what amounts to three-hundred-and-sixty-degree coverage.”

      Dash stepped closer to the holo image. The system he and Leira had recently visited contained no Dark Metal whatsoever, if this was all correct. And between the three AIs, Conover, and Viktor, he was pretty sure it was.

      “So we have a mystery on our hands,” he said. “Well, I don’t want to tie up the mechs for another visit there. We’ve got more important things to do. Let’s send a probe and use it to find out what’s going on.”

      “I am redirecting one of our survey drones that is currently in that general area to the system in question,” Custodian said. “It should be in a position to return data within a day.”

      Dash nodded. “Great. Okay, so if we put that bit of strangeness aside for now, what other Dark Metal signals do we have?” He stepped back and looked across the image. “I actually see a few.”

      “Some of them, the ones colored blue, are our own probes,” Conover said, then pointed at a green icon. “That’s the Unseen outpost where you and Leira almost got eaten by those—” He frowned. “You had a cute name for them.”

      “Fangrats,” Dash said. “And there was nothing cute about them. At least, not when they opened their toothy little mouths.” He indicated three more returns, all colored red. “What about these? What are they?”

      “Those are signals of unknown origin,” Viktor said. “We don’t have their strength tied to any particular amount of Dark Metal, since we haven’t calibrated the detector yet.”

      Dash pointed at one. “That one’s the strongest.”

      “It is,” Conover said, then tapped it, popping open a window with data describing the system in question. “We don’t know much. Class A blue-white star, one planet, a gas supergiant in tight orbit. And that’s about it.”

      “Okay, then,” Dash said, nodding. “Looks like Leira and I are going for another trip.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a planet that big before,” Leira said, her voice muted with awe.

      Dash, staring at it on the Archetype’s heads-up, could only nod and say, “Yeah, no shit.”

      The planet was indeed huge—about eight times the size of the gas giant around which the Forge orbited. But for all its overwhelming mass, it circled the blue-white star in a tight, whirling frenzy, completing an entire revolution in just a few days. It orbited so close, in fact, that a tenuous trail of vapor trailed behind it, atmospheric gases torn away from it by the star’s gravitational pull. The wispy plume had spiraled into a flattened disk girdling the star. For all of its mind-boggling size, this planet was on a tight clock; in just a few million years, Sentinel had calculated, nothing would be left but its core, the rest of it having been stripped away and consumed by the star.

      “Okay, I’m counting—holy crap, ninety-seven moons?” Dash said.

      “There are also several hundred thousand smaller pieces of rocky debris,” Sentinel said. “If there were other rocky planets in this system, the gravitational pull of the gas supergiant has shattered them, the remnants coming to orbit it as moons or asteroids.”

      “Asteroids again,” Dash said. “The Golden sure do love their asteroids.”

      “They do offer good concealment for Dark Metal caches,” Sentinel replied. “Without appropriate detection technology, the chances of such caches being found are vanishingly remote.”

      “Yeah, they wanted to keep their precious Dark Metal out of the hands of primitive monkeys like us.”

      “That is not all asteroids are effective at concealing,” Tybalt said. “There are two weapons installations located at the indicated points.”

      The threat display lit up with targeting data, and two red icons appeared on the heads-up.

      “How come you could detect these, and not the ones that gave us so much grief the last time?” Leira asked.

      “That is because we now have hard data to work with and know what to look for,” Sentinel said.

      “It’s okay, guys, we’re not criticizing you,” Dash said. “Anyway, Leira, I’m feeling sneaky.”

      “It’d be nice to avoid an outright fight,” she said.

      “Sneaky it is.” Dash pondered for a moment, then said, “Okay, I’ve got an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash applied thrust, slowly moving the Archetype along the trajectory Sentinel had designed. The gas supergiant was a sheer wall of darkness to his right, swallowing almost half of the starfield. Here, on its dark side, fitful lightning flickered, individual bolts thousands of kilometers long.

      Dash couldn’t spare time for the view, though. He and Leira were focused on coordinating their stealthy approach to the weapons platforms, each mounted on an asteroid orbiting as part of a narrow ring encircling the supergiant. Their trajectories had them slowly zigzagging their way through the ring, using other asteroids as cover, until they were close enough to strike.

      “I’m ready, Dash,” Leira said.

      “I’m not quite there. If we lose comms again, just go ahead and take out your platform in one minute.”

      To maintain maximum stealth, the two mechs communicated only by comm lasers, which required line of sight—and that was sporadic, at best, here among the ring debris. Dash saw his target ahead now, a nondescript asteroid about a hundred meters long. Their circuitous approach put the Golden weapons array on the other side, facing outward from the planet. Now, he applied gentle thrust, edged out from behind the asteroid he’d been using as cover, then slid into place behind the target.

      He checked the chrono on the heads-up. Leira should be launching her attack in about fifteen seconds.

      Dash waited, his attention now glued to the threat display. Both Tybalt and Sentinel had insisted there were no other Golden weapons, but that meant there were no other Golden weapons they could detect, so he needed to be ready for things to go completely to shit, as they always seemed to.

      Time.

      Dash hurled the Archetype around the asteroid, grabbing a ridgeline along the way to reorient himself. Just ahead, something metallic came to life, a multi-barreled weapon rising from long slumber and traversing around to aim at him. He never gave it a chance, racing directly at it, slamming one massive fist into the mount, following up with the other, then grabbing it with both and yanking hard. The weapon array tore free in a shower of sparks and bits of metallic flotsam; Dash flung it away and looked for Leira.

      He saw that the Swift had also grabbed its target mount, but being less massive than the Archetype, Leira struggled to finish it off. It erupted with a torrent of fire. Most of the bolts streaked harmlessly into the supergiant’s atmosphere, provoking a spectacular eruption of lightning, but a few struck asteroids and other rocky chunks, smashing them to bits.

      One burst open, though, revealing something else metallic—but not a Dark Metal ingot.

      And here, Dash thought, is the things going completely to shit part.

      Something like a segmented metal ball unfurled, opening and stretching into a battle drone that immediately opened fire on the Archetype. Shots slammed into the shield, quickly saturating it with energy. Dash returned fire at almost the same time as Leira, striking the drone in turn with dark-lance shots and nova gun blasts. The drone spun under the impact, still firing, its shots pulsing in all directions through space. Then its weapons went silent and it began accelerating away, hard.

      Dash raced after it, grabbing a chunk of rock along the way. Before the drone could break orbit, he spun the Archetype, flung the rock after it, then zoomed along in pursuit. He’d meant the rock to merely be a distraction, something to deflect the drone’s attention, even for a second or two, but it slammed squarely into the drone, sending it spinning out of control.

      “Lucky throw,” Leira said.

      “Nuh-uh. I totally meant to do that.”

      He closed on the drone, which was now drifting, apparently dead. When he was about a hundred meters away, something detached from it—a much smaller device, only a couple of meters long. Before he could react, it flashed away, its acceleration enormous, then vanished into unSpace.

      “Shit,” Dash said, stopping the Archetype just short of the drone’s remains. “Whatever that was, it got away.”

      “Another death call?” Leira asked.

      “Maybe. Or maybe something worse.”

      “Well, we can’t do much about it either way, so we might as well do what we came here to do and score ourselves some Dark Metal.”

      Dash grunted his assent and turned to the task of breaking open hidden Dark Metal ingots. They ended up finding five, which, together with the wreckage of the weapons arrays and the drone, made for a truly impressive haul.

      But brooding worries tempered Dash’s satisfaction. Just what the hell had flashed away from that drone? And where had it gone? Even their spectacular Dark Metal find started to bother him. The Golden seemed to have so much of the damned stuff.

      Just where the hell was it all coming from?
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      Dash leaned on the railing of the gallery that overlooked the fabrication level, watching the Dark Metal ingots he and Leira had brought back to the Forge being tractored to the smelters. He found it immensely satisfying seeing the stuff that had been liberated from the Golden being tossed into the furnace and made into weapons to use against the Golden.

      Serves the miserable, life-hating bastards right.

      That made him think of the Golden corpse they’d laboriously lugged out of the crashed ship on Gulch, which was now held in stasis here on the Forge. It was mostly machine, but enough of an organic being remained that it was clear the Golden had, at one time, been living things themselves, similar to lemurs. Or apes. Or maybe both. Sure, they’d been reshaped, corrupted into what they’d become by an even older alien race, and that was too bad. But that ancient crime fell a long way short of justifying an obsessive desire to exterminate all life in some sort of twisted revenge.

      “Messenger, your presence is requested in the War Room,” Custodian said.

      Dash straightened, suppressing a sigh as he did. Definitely no rest for the wicked.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “We are receiving a distress signal. It originates from a system very close to Rayet-Carinae, the home system of the Gentle Friends.”

      Dash nodded and left the fabrication level, heading for the War Room. “On my way.”

      As he traversed the corridors, he thought again about the Dark Metal they’d retrieved. It was satisfying to steal it from the Golden, yes. But the nagging question that had occurred to him at the time they’d retrieved it also came back to him.

      “Custodian, am I right in thinking the Golden seem to have an awful lot of Dark Metal?” he asked, entering the elevator that would take him to the level hosting the War Room.

      “That is an extremely imprecise question,” Custodian answered. “However, I have learned enough about the context of your questions to discern the essence of what you are attempting to ask.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like a fancy way of saying I ask dumb questions.”

      “That is an uncharitable way of looking at it, but—”

      “That’s fine, I get it,” Dash said, raising a hand. “How about just answering my dumb question.”

      “That is the problem. It is not possible to give an answer. At least one that isn’t just speculation. There is no objective standard against which to measure the amount of Dark Metal the Golden possess, so there is no way of judging if it is an excessive quantity.”

      “Custodian, let’s try something. Let’s accept that there’s no firm answer to this question. So, tell me what you think.”

      A pause followed. It was unusual for these AIs to actually have to assemble their thoughts, or take time to consider something, so it was striking when they did. Dash waited, bemused.

      Finally, Custodian spoke. “This is a purely qualitative, subjective statement—”

      “I know, that’s fine.”

      “Yes, the Golden seem to have amassed a considerable quantity of Dark Metal. The amount you’ve recovered to date far exceeds the Forge’s ability to have smelted a similar amount, in similar time, even if such material was available.”

      “Okay, so if their level of tech is similar to that of the Unseen, then that suggests they either have a lot more places making it, or they’re getting it from somewhere else.”

      “It could also mean they have been making it in small quantities continuously, for a long period of time.”

      “In other words, they might have had something like the Forge, somewhere, that’s been working all this time to make Dark Metal,” Dash said.

      “That is possible, yes.”

      Dash sighed as he exited the elevator. The bottom line was that, while they had to scrimp and scrape to scavenge every bit of Dark Metal they could find, the Golden seemed to have so much of the stuff that they had to stash it in hidden caches all around the galactic arm. It was something they needed to look into much more closely.

      But only after they’d dealt with things like mysterious distress signals.

      He found Leira, Benzel, and Wei-Ping waiting for him in the War Room. Yet another of the big holo images depicting the galactic arm gleamed in the middle of the room. Benzel and Wei-Ping were studying it and muttering.

      “So what’s this distress signal all about?” Dash asked.

      Leira shrugged. “I just got here myself. Benzel seems to know something about it, though.”

      “Indeed I do,” he said, spreading his fingers to zoom the view in on a system about a light-year from Rayet-Carinae. The distress signal emanated from it, a brief message that simply requested help, and then repeated. “At least, I know this signal is pretty strange, because there’s not much in this system—just a fuel refinery in low orbit around a gas giant, processing deuterium scooped up from its upper atmosphere. And it’s mostly automated. Besides a tanker that shows up every couple of months to pick up the deuterium, a maintenance crew visits maybe once a year?” He shrugged. “Anyway, Wei-Ping knows a bit more.”

      “Yeah, we heard rumors about a water-harvesting operation working the Oort Cloud, mining comets. Went to check it out, in case it was—” She smiled.

      “Worth pirating,” Leira said.

      “We prefer—”

      “Yes, I know, privateering.”

      “Anyway, it wasn’t even worth the effort of going to check it out,” Wei-Ping went on. “It was a small operation, owned by something called the Aquarian Collective.”

      “Okay,” Dash said. “And just who are they?”

      Benzel and Wei-Ping both shrugged. “Some conglomerate or corporation or something,” Benzel replied. “Once it became clear they weren’t rich, dangerous, or both, we kind of lost interest.”

      “Very pragmatic of you,” Leira said.

      Wei-Ping grinned. “Our line of work is all about being pragmatic. You know—”

      “Privateering,” Leira said again, grinning and shaking her head.

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay, so what am I missing here?” Dash said. “It’s a distress signal, sure. Someone should go and help whoever’s sending it, yeah. But we’ve got to be far from the only ones receiving that signal. And based on what you guys are saying, this system isn’t even especially interesting. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all for helping out spacers in distress, but it seems like a pretty…I don’t know. A distraction, at least as far as we’re concerned?”

      “Perhaps this will serve to show why this may be of significance,” Custodian said. “This is the system from which you and Leira recently returned.” The view expanded again as the AI spoke, and an icon lit up a star system. “This is the extrapolated trajectory of the Golden super-luminal sub-probe that fled the system.” A line appeared, leaving the system and extending directly to the origin system of the distress signal.

      Dash studied the projected trajectory. “So it passes close to, oh, about a dozen systems, but the first one it directly intersects is this one.”

      “And now there’s a distress signal coming from it, yeah,” Benzel said.

      “Okay, well, that changes things,” Dash said. “What do we know about this Aquarian Collective?”

      Shrugs were the only response. Custodian said, “There are few references to this organization in available databases, including those of your own people. They seem to operate a series of outposts through the galactic arm but otherwise have little engagement with other societies.”

      “I may be able to shed more light on this,” a new voice said.

      Dash turned to see Kai. The monk had managed to slip into the War Room without drawing any attention. It reminded Dash that, in addition to being scholars, the monks of the Order of the Unseen were damned capable fighters.

      “Custodian asked me if we had learned anything about this Aquarian Collective during the course of our research into various data sources.” He looked at data-pad he was carrying. “The Aquarian Collective is an autonomous group who are based in a system about”—he paused, studying the data-pad—“about fifty light years from here. They seem to have a particular interest and expertise in harvesting resources from cometary bodies. It is in relation to this field that they are best known, because they provide consulting and contracting services regarding comet mining.”

      “Huh. Sounds like they’ve got a nifty little niche business going for themselves,” Dash said.

      “Indeed. Anyway, their home world is based around an artificial ring world, constructed around a large cometary body in their home system. They are somewhat insular about their home, preferring to conduct their business through their outposts.”

      “A ring world? Really?” Dash crossed his arms. “I thought ring worlds were just pipe dreams, something about them being unstable.”

      “They are inherently unstable structures,” Custodian said. “Even minor perturbations in their orbits accumulate and are magnified over time. They can, however, be stabilized artificially through the use of thrusters or other technology.”

      “Sounds like an awful lot of effort. Why not just settle on a planet?”

      “Because they are constructed, ring worlds can be tailored to the specific needs and wants of their builders. Moreover, they offer orders of magnitude more usable living space than a conventional planetary body, while allowing the efficient use of much more energy from their star.”

      “But this one’s around a comet?” Leira asked. “That seems strange.”

      “It is,” Custodian replied. “Ring worlds are normally constructed around stars. However, such structures are extremely large, with a diameter measured in hundreds of millions of kilometers.”

      “Yeah, I think that’s Unseen or Golden levels of engineering,” Dash said.

      “The home world of the Aquarian Collective would seem to be much smaller,” Kai said, again consulting the data-pad. “The best available estimate has about thirty-five thousand people living there.”

      “Well, either it’s a lot smaller, or its really sparsely populated,” Leira said.

      All eyes turned to Dash. The decision about where to go with this, and what to do next, was his. Once more, the fact that he’d somehow risen from down-and-out courier to leading these people, and this war effort, was a true head shaker.

      “Okay, well, that distress signal means that whatever happened there has already happened. Custodian, do we have a probe in the area we can send to check it out?”

      “There is a probe approximately two days travel away from the origin system of the distress call.”

      “Dash, you don’t want to send someone to help?” Leira asked.

      Dash sighed. “I’d love to. I’d love to help everyone, everywhere. But I’m really worried about spreading ourselves too thin. Like I said, whatever happened to that outpost is done. There are lots of people, a lot closer, who can help. Hell, Rayet-Carinae is full of ships that could help, and they’re right next door.”

      “So we’re just going to ignore it?” Leira asked.

      “No, we’re not. We’re going to pay a visit to their home world.”

      “Uh…and why?” Leira asked, incredulous.

      “Because if these people were just attacked by Golden—people who have the know-how and capability to build a ring world—they might just make perfect allies for us.” Dash gave her a confident nod once he finished the explanation.

      Leira opened her mouth, but closed it again. Dash knew what she was thinking—among spacers, the distress call was the last resort. It was the final attempt to survive in an environment that was the very definition of hostile and unforgiving. No one ignored distress calls, ever, because you didn’t want your own ignored.

      And that was fine, until you slammed headlong into the reality of a galaxy-shattering war, upon the outcome of which rested the future of sentient life everywhere. Then, you had to start making some hard decisions. It was another aspect of this leadership role Dash suddenly found himself immersed in—and definitely one of the more unpleasant ones, at that.

      He turned to Benzel. “You’ve been looking for a cause for the Gentle Friends, something to keep them busy. Well, here we go. Leira and I are going to visit the Aquarian Collective, and we’re going to take three Silent Fleet ships with us. I’ll let you decide which ones. We’ll leave in—” He glanced at the chrono displayed on Kai’s data-pad. Damn. He and Leira had only gotten back from their Dark Metal harvest four hours ago. “Let’s make it eight hours, so Leira and I can get some sleep.”

      Benzel conferred with Wei-Ping until they both nodded. “We’re sending the Ardent, the Visible, and the Stalwart with you,” Benzel said. “I’ll command it, with Wei-Ping as my second. There’s no way I’m going to miss the Gentle Friends’ first expedition.”

      Dash nodded. “Sounds good.” The Gentle Friends had put a lot of thought into naming the ships of the Silent Fleet, eventually settling on ancient names that apparently had proud, naval lineages behind them.

      As the meeting broke up, Dash called Kai aside. “Do me a favor. Keep digging into this Aquarian Collective. I’d like to know everything I can about them before we meet them.”

      “You’re worried they might be agents of the enemy?”

      “What? Oh, no. It’s just that if I’m going to be negotiating with someone, I’d like to know what they’re going to bring to the table.”

      Dash headed back to his quarters to try getting some of that sleep he’d mentioned. Along the way, though, Kai’s words stuck with him.

      Agents of the enemy.

      What if the Golden sub-probe’s very specific trajectory wasn’t an attack, but a rendezvous?

      Dash sighed. He hoped he wasn’t just about to stumble into the path of another Clan Shirna or Bright—because it would be a shame to have to destroy a ring wold.
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      The Cygnus flotilla dropped out of unSpace a million klicks short of the minimum. It added extra Real Space travel time, but it was Dash’s way of attempting to show the Aquarian Collective that they weren’t a threat, right from the get-go. Sentinel reported comm traffic, but none directed specifically at them, so they started in-system, the two mechs leading the three ships of the Silent Fleet.

      Cygnus flotilla. Dash wasn’t used to thinking of having anything at his back he could call a flotilla. For so long it had been the Slipwing and the Archetype alone, and always seemingly against long odds, that it felt strange to have the sort of power now arrayed around him.

      “I am definitely having a hard time getting used to this whole leading a realm thing,” he said. It hadn’t been specifically addressed to Sentinel, but she replied.

      “Your life experience to date has not prepared you for a complex leadership position, so that is understandable.”

      “How do you know what my life experience is?”

      “The Meld provides me with sufficient access to your memories, and the context they have created for your present character, to be able to gain some insights.”

      “You’ve been rooting through my memories over the Meld?”

      “Would you be offended if I have?”

      “Well, yeah, of course I would. Not everything in my memories is meant for public consumption. Hell, there are a few things that aren’t even fit for public consumption.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I cannot simply access your memories at leisure. However, every thought you have carries the context of all the memories that contributed to its formation. That assists in allowing me to understand the thought more fully.”

      “So just a second ago, when I thought about my memories that weren’t fit for public consumption…”

      “Yes, I gained some insight into those memories.”

      “Shit. Keep that stuff to yourself, okay?”

      “Your secrets are safe with me.”

      They flew on for a moment, then Dash said, “About some of those, um, memories—look, I was young, and there was alcohol—”

      “Dash?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t judge.”

      Dash smiled in mild triumph. Sentinel never used to use contractions. Everything was is not this, or will not that, instead of isn’t or won’t. Now, they were popping up more and more. It seemed he was affecting her as much as she affected him.

      “The ring world is now visible,” Sentinel said. It appeared on the heads-up, a fine, glimmering circle around a faintly luminous splotch. Dash upped the magnification.

      “Oh. Wow. That’s impressive.”

      The Aquarian ring world circumscribed a perfect circle around an enormous comet, a vast, majestic structure thousands of kilometers across. Dash had wondered what sort of complex, orbital gymnastics its builders had used to allow for some facsimile of the day-night cycle, but the answer was far simpler. Two powerful, artificial light sources swung in a tighter orbit inside the ring, spilling day-bright illumination across two opposite quadrants of the ring, with the other two quadrants fading into darkness. His breath caught at the sheer scale of the structure, not to mention the implied complexity of the engineering involved. It was glorious.

      But it left the question hanging, why? Why go through so much trouble building a structure that seemed so fragile, so in need of constant maintenance to keep it all in a stable configuration?

      “We are being challenged,” Sentinel said, then a new voice came over the comm.

      “—unknown ships, you have entered a region of space controlled by the Aquarian Collective. Identify yourselves and your purpose here, and do not pass beyond the orbit of the outermost planet. Doing so will be considered an aggressive act, and we will respond accordingly.”

      Dash frowned. More xenophobes. He was starting to hate xenophobes. Xenophobia made him think of the Golden.

      I really hope these guys don’t turn out to be lackeys of those damned aliens, Dash thought. I’ll have to destroy that gorgeous ring world.

      “We represent the Realm of Cygnus,” Dash replied. “This is a peaceful mission to, you know, do the diplomatic thing with you guys.”

      There was a long pause, then the voice said, “We have no records of a Realm of Cygnus.”

      “We’re new. Just formed. Now we’re reaching out to folks like you. We know that an outpost of yours, near Rayet-Carinae, just had an encounter with”—Dash was going to say alien probe, but he decided to hold back a little, at least for now— “with something you hadn’t expected.”

      There was another long pause before the answer came. This time, though, it came from a different voice that belonged to the man whose image appeared on the heads-up. He was small, dapper, and handsome, with olive skin, thinning black hair just touched with grey, and a tidy goatee.

      “I am Al’Bijea, the Governor and Chief Executive of the Aquarian Collective. I hope you’ll forgive our caution, but we are quite sensitive regarding anyone approaching our ring world.”

      Dash nodded at that. Made sense. A structure so inherently unstable, requiring constant attention to keep everything in its proper position and alignment, would probably be really vulnerable to an attack.

      He put on his best smile. “Nice to meet you, sir. My name is Newton Sawyer, but my friends call me Dash. I’m the leader of the Realm of Cygnus. We’re a new outfit, and we wanted to reach out to you guys, establish diplomatic relations, you know—that sort of thing.”

      Al’Bijea smiled. “You are not a diplomat by background, are you?”

      “Gee, how can you tell?”

      “Because you are instantly genuine. Real diplomats are never genuine at all.” His smile faded. “We don’t recognize the configuration of your ships. None of them correspond to anything in any registry, and a couple of them are quite unusual.”

      “Yup. And that’s only the start of it. Look, I’d really like to talk to you, but I much prefer doing these things face-to-face. I mean, we can keep it to the comm if you want, but—”

      “No, that’s fine. I have no problem meeting with you. You will notice there is an outpost station approximately fifty thousand kilometers spaceward of the Ring. That is the Oasis. It is where we normally conduct our dealings with outsiders. I will meet you there in four hours.”

      The heads-up flicked back to a starfield.

      “He seems nice,” Leira said.

      Dash adjusted the Archetype’s trajectory for the so-called Oasis, the rest of the flotilla following suit. “Yeah, he does,” Dash said. “Of course, I’m sure Nathis of Clan Shirna could have seemed nice, too, if he’d wanted.”

      “You really think so?”

      Dash sniffed. “Nah, he was an asshole. Let’s just hope that Al'—um. Al'bee—”

      “Al’Bijea,” Sentinel put in. “It would probably be best to know how to at least pronounce his name.”

      “Sure. Anyway let’s hope this guy doesn’t turn out to be as big an asshole, or at least a nicer one.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash settled himself at a table of dark, almost purple wood polished to an insanely deep shine. It, like the rest of this station called Oasis, seemed to be designed to convey a sense of weighty solemnity and elegant dependability. It was also obviously meant to showcase the Aquarians’ engineering expertise, one entire wall of this meeting room a window, giving a spectacular and perfectly framed view of the distant ring world.

      It was all welcoming, and comforting, and clearly where the Aquarians would meet with prospective clients who wanted to contract their comet-mining services. Hell, there were even potted plants, and carpeting so plush and thick Dash wanted to kick off his boots and just scooch his socked feet into its cozy softness.

      Viktor, who’d travelled aboard the Ardent, Benzel’s flagship for the mission, moved to the window wall and studied the ring world. Leira just looked around the room.

      “This is really fancy,” Leira said. “I wonder if Tybalt would go for a luxurious makeover like this for the Swift.”

      “Such elaborate materials and objects, all of a purely decorative nature, would interfere with the efficient operation of the Swift,” Tybalt said, his tone bordering on offended.

      Leira sighed and looked at Dash. “How long did it take Sentinel to figure out when you were kidding around?”

      “What makes you think she does?”

      “I have become quite adept at discerning your attempts at humor—” Sentinel started, but Dash cut her off.

      “Let’s hold off airing our dirty laundry until a more appropriate time, okay?”

      The door behind the opposite side of the polished table slid smoothly open, admitting the man named Al’Bijea into the room to take a seat. A natty woman with a pleasant smile Dash could tell was completely insincere followed him in and sat beside him. The door stayed open long enough to show Dash that at least a squad, and maybe a whole platoon, of heavily armed security personnel lurked just outside the room. Dash recognized faces from at least a half-dozen systems, more than a few of them well-known to specialize in hiring out tough, aggressive mercenaries.

      As the door finally slid closed, Al’Bijea began, “Mister—Sawyer, was it?”

      But Dash raised a hand. “Please, like I said, my friends call me Dash.”

      Al’Bijea gave a thin smile. “And are we friends?”

      “I’d like to be, yeah. Kind of why we’re here, in fact.”

      “Well, I would like that very much, too.” Al’Bijea gestured to the woman beside him. “This is Aliya, my personnel assistant. Once we have addressed the general nature of your requirements for our services, she will work with you to finalize the details.”

      Dash opened his mouth to start explaining how they weren’t here to contract comet-mining services, but the glorious view of the ring world behind Al’Bijea snagged his attention.

      Al’Bijea glanced back, then smiled.

      “The Ring is impressive, isn’t it?”

      “Very,” Dash said.

      “I am quite proud of it. I built it—with the assistance, I must admit, of some well-funded families, but I built it. I suppose you could say it’s mine.”

      “You should be proud of it,” Dash said. “It’s an amazing achievement.”

      “It must be an ongoing hassle to maintain it in a stable orbit,” Viktor said. “While also keeping those light sources orbiting properly, and all around a comet that couldn’t have much gravitation to keep it all in line.”

      “An astute observation. Honestly, for the amount of maintenance and control input it requires, it is more ship than world. But I believe that makes it only more impressive.”

      “Can’t disagree,” Dash said. “Of course, that means it must be pretty fragile, right?”

      Al’Bijea’s face hardened slightly. “In the normal course of things, no, it is quite stable and durable. And it is well protected against things that would not be considered…normal.”

      Dash smiled. “Okay, just to be clear, we’re not here to threaten you, or because we’re a protection racket or anything like that. We are here with a warning, though.”

      The hard look remained. “And what is—the Realm of Cygnus, was it? What is the Realm of Cygnus here to warn us about?”

      Dash glanced at Leira, who said, “You had a mining outpost working in the cometary belt of a system near Rayet-Carinae. You may still have a mining outpost there—or not.”

      Al’Bijea’s face went from hard, to hard but wary. “Yes, we did have an operation in that area affected by some unknown phenomenon.”

      “It was attacked,” Dash said. “Your outpost was attacked by something you probably could barely see, and it did a huge amount of damage that you couldn’t prevent.”

      Al’Bijea glanced at his assistant, who shrugged. “All right, yes. Our outpost was attacked. Such things are not entirely unheard of. Rayet-Carinae, which as you note is nearby, is widely reputed to be a haven for pirates.”

      “I know. Those three ships out there—the ones that don’t look like giant robots—are crewed by those pirates. They prefer to be called privateers, though.”

      Al’Bijea studied Dash for a moment. Dash could see the man’s mind turning over, assessing, then reassessing each new piece of information. He could see that the Aquarian Governor was a quick, clever man, probably difficult to hoodwink or manipulate. It was a good thing that Dash intended to tell him nothing but the truth then.

      “The implications of your words are quite menacing,” Al’Bijea said. “I can’t help but think you’re also hinting that we are under threat here as well.”

      “Not a threat. An extinction, should they arrive,” Dash said. “One that will affect everyone, not just you.”

      “Who?”

      “The Golden.”

      Al’Bijea pushed back from the table, swearing under his breath. “Those ghosts are going to end me.”

      “You’ve heard of them?” Dash asked, surprised.

      “In a sense.” Al’Bijea tapped at a console on the table. He eventually pulled up the image of a large chunk of scrap—part of a ship’s hull, Dash saw. Something was inscribed upon it in spidery strokes, in a language Dash vaguely recognized but couldn’t read.

      Viktor, though, gasped, a most un-Viktor-like reaction. “This debris—they were attacked?” Whatever the language, he could apparently read it.

      “And killed. To the last person,” Al’Bijea said.

      Dash managed to puzzle out one of the words. “Wind something, right?”

      “The Wind of Heaven,” Al’Bijea said, nodding. “At first we thought it was just a transport, but after some discreet inquiries, we realized it was really a colony ship.”

      “I’d actually helped with some of the engineering for its sub-systems,” Viktor said. “Before I hooked up with Leira. The Wind of Heaven left during one of those especially vicious border wars that flared up starting about thirty years ago in the spin-ward region of the spiral arm.”

      “Indeed, that was their whole purpose,” Al’Bijea said. “Leaving the strife and conflict behind, finding a new world to settle, and never coming back.”

      “The ship eventually vanished,” Viktor put in. “But that’s what colony ships do. I think everyone assumed they’d just decided to cut all ties with civilized space.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the image of the debris. “How many people were on board?”

      “Three thousand, give or take,” Al’Bijea replied.

      “And they died in the cold black,” Dash said softly, still staring at the image. “Where did you find this?”

      Al’Bijea tapped at the console, changing the display to a star map. He traced a ghostly, silver line with a neatly manicured finger, the Wind of Heaven’s intended route. His finger stopped at a point just above the galactic plane. “Here. We found this, and several other pieces of debris, in the midst of a cometary field we were surveying. We detected more debris smeared along their trajectory.”

      “So what makes you think it was the Golden who were responsible?” Dash asked.

      “We had occasion to deal with a rather disconcerting group known as Clan Shirna. They wanted to retain our services to survey comets in a region known as the Pasture, on the—”

      “On the far side of the Shadow Nebula, yeah,” Dash replied.

      “You’re acquainted with them then?”

      Dash exchanged a look with Leira and Viktor. “Oh, more than a little, yeah.”

      “Anyway, during the course of our dealings with them, the matter of the Wind of Heaven happened to come up,” Al’Bijea went on. “Clan Shirna linked the loss of the vessel to these Golden, but then took that opportunity not to decry this monstrous crime, but to suggest it was—"

      He stopped, apparently struggling for the right word. He finally turned to Aliya, who said, “They seemed to believe it was an expression of strength and resolve, and not the wanton deaths of three thousand people.”

      “It was, frankly, quite shocking,” Al’Bijea said. “Anyway, we terminated our business dealings with Clan Shirna immediately thereafter. They actually still owe us a considerable number of credits.”

      “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t count on them paying up anytime soon,” Dash looked at the Wind of Heaven’s trajectory. Wherever they were going, it was a long way off, and either just on the cusp of the galactic plane, or even outside it. A strange place to start a new life—and a fatal one, as reaching the edge of the galaxy was what probably snagged the deadly interest of the Golden.

      Dash turned back to Al’Bijea. “I understand the value of manners and diplomacy and all that, but honestly, we don’t have the luxury right now. What’s your defensive capability?”

      Al’Bijea’s face turned hard again, but it was a different sort of hardness this time. The sort of hardness you’d see on a man who’d just received bad news, but also an offer to help with it. “These Golden are a serious threat,” he said.

      “Beyond serious. They want to exterminate all sentient life in the galaxy. Clan Shirna, incidentally, were on their payroll.”

      “And you believe you can stand against them?”

      “With the help of the Unseen, yes. Those two mechs, and those ships out there, were built by them.”

      Al’Bijea just stared for a moment. “So it would appear our Ring is no longer the most amazing and sophisticated tech in this system.”

      Dash cocked his head. “Huh. I’m kind of impressed that you actually believe us.”

      “When you mine comets for a living, you encounter all sorts of interesting things. And that vast comet field called the Pasture was obviously artificial. Only an enormously sophisticated alien race could have constructed it. So, yes, I believe in the existence of the Unseen, and the Golden.”

      “Which takes us back to your defenses,” Dash said.

      “The Ring itself has three petawatt lasers and other points defense systems, but our fleet is limited. I’m assuming you’re offering, ah, assistance?”

      “I am, along with an alliance.” Dash raised a hand. “We call ourselves the Realm of Cygnus, but we’re not about being all ambitious and expansionistic. You guys would remain wholly autonomous, and just be our—let’s say partners, since you’re obviously pretty smart business people. We’d be partners. The only thing I ask is that, given the chance, you kill Golden or their allies. That’s it.”

      Al’Bijea gave Dash a long, penetrating look. Dash didn’t look away. Again, it was easy, because he wasn’t actually trying to hide anything. Finally, Al’Bijea stood and stuck out his hand. “Then we were allies before you ever set foot on this station.”

      Dash stood and shook his hand, and they both smiled. “So, what happens next in this partnership of ours? From your reaction to my description of our defenses, you seem to be somewhat underwhelmed.”

      “Your defenses are fine against any conventional threat,” Viktor said. “Against the technology of the Golden, though, let’s just say, not so much.”

      “So, you will help us with that? Shall I expect ships, for instance?”

      Dash nodded. “Six, led by my people, who will defer to you and maintain a distance of fifty thousand klicks from your Ring at all times, if that’s what you want. I’ll have them check in with you and link their systems to you for early warning, in case something arrives.”

      “These are, I gather, more ships built by the Unseen?” Al’Bijea asked.

      “They are. And they’re good. But our people are even better. So you are now our partners, and entitled to everything that entails, including waging outright war on your behalf, if you’re ever attacked by anyone.”

      “And where will you be, Dash?”

      Dash stared at the map again, touching the silver line depicting the trajectory the Wind of Heaven failed to complete.

      “I’m going to find some ghosts.”
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      “You know, it’s a damned good thing this Meld and these systems take care of our, uh, bodily needs,” Leira said. “Otherwise, this would not be a very pleasant trip.”

      Dash smiled at the monotony of the heads-up. At one time, he’d been absolutely enraptured at the novelty of experiencing unSpace like he was himself flying through it. Now, it was just boring as hell.

      “This is probably the longest trip I’ve ever taken in the Archetype,” Dash said. “So I’d like to say I’m used to it, but, yeah, this is—”

      “The next target star system is now just ahead,” Sentinel cut in. “We will be translating back to Real Space shortly.”

      Dash’s smile faded. “Back to business. No sign of Golden activity?”

      “There is none,” Sentinel replied.

      “Okay.” Dash flexed his arms and legs, hands and feet, causing the same movements in the big mech. Everything checked out as status green—not that Unseen tech ever seemed to fail in any significant way. But he did it anyway, for his own peace of mind more than anything else.

      The two mechs dropped out of unSpace.

      Searing, bluish-white light flooded the heads-up, the glare immediately diminishing as Sentinel stepped it down.

      “That is one big freakin’ star,” Dash said.

      “Catalog number GCS134563-A27,” Sentinel said. “An O-class supergiant. Surface temperature is forty-two thousand Kelvin. The exclusion zone around the star, within which the safety tolerances of the Archetype and the Swift would be exceeded, extends one hundred-million kilometers from the star.”

      “Meaning don’t go in there, or we’ll be fried,” Leira said.

      “You know, I can’t help feeling that something dramatic and catastrophic is going to require us to do just that,” Dash said. “At least, that’s how it always seems to work out.”

      “It will comfort you to know, then, that the only signal indicating something artificial is well outside that zone. It appears to be a station orbiting one of two planets in this system.”

      Dash scanned the heads-up. The vast, superhot star was certainly impressive. So were the two planets, both massive, rocky worlds, their atmospheres long ago having been scoured away by the star’s radiation, leaving them pitted, barren, and airless. But the lonely station was the only sign that anyone had ever been here.

      “Okay, then,” Dash said. “Looks like that’s our destination. Leira, standard routine. I’ll lead, you hang back to cover me.”

      “Roger that.”

      Dash flung the Archetype toward the distant station.
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        * * *

      

      Dash had honestly expected there’d be trouble. The apparently abandoned station would suddenly come to life and start shooting, or something would unfurl or power-up on the rocky surface of the nearby planet and start shooting, or something, anyway. That seemed to be the way these trips of theirs went. But none of that happened. The station and the planet stayed absolutely silent, and nothing happened at all.

      Somehow, that just made it seem even more menacing.

      Dash eyed the station on the heads-up. It was a spindly thing, a long cylinder with a small circular section at one end that seemed to be a habitat module. The actual, livable space inside it would be small, though. It slowly rotated, dark and silent against the backdrop of the barren world.

      “No power emanations, no emissions of any sort,” Leira said. “It looks dead.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Dash replied. “But how many times have seemingly dead things suddenly come to life?”

      “Good point.”

      Dash eased the Archetype forward, stopping a few tens of meters away from the station.

      Nothing.

      “Sentinel, can see you if there’s any way of getting inside? Without making an opening of our own?”

      “There is what appears to be an airlock on the opposite end of the station from the circular habitat portion.”

      “Feel like stretching your legs, Leira?”

      “You know, the thought of going inside there gives me the creeps. But if it means I can get out of this cradle and actually move around, what the hell, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash tilted his head back as far as his vac-suit would allow, shining his helmet lamp up the length of the long spindle. It seemed to be a uniform five meters in diameter, as far as he could see. Beyond that, it vanished into darkness beyond the light’s reach. Low-light let him see a little further up the tube, but with diminished depth perception; thermal didn’t show anything at all, the entire spindle being a uniform temperature. He decided to use the lamp.

      If there were nasty surprises in here, at least they had some decent weapons to deal with them. No longer did they have to rely on their own, woefully inadequate slug guns or the powerful but indiscriminate fusion pistols they’d taken from Clan Shirna. Among the things they’d retrieved from the crashed Golden ship on Gulch were Golden weapons, pulse-guns that Custodian had been able to reverse-engineer and start manufacturing. It seemed a glaring oversight by the Unseen to not ensure they’d included a decent personal weapon somewhere amid their schematics, but nothing had shown up in any of the aliens’ databases so far. Still, the pulse-guns were a terrific alternative.

      “Looks clear ahead,” Dash said. “You ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” Leira replied.

      “You sound nervous.”

      “Well, duh. It’s one thing to have a huge alien mech strapped to my butt. Heading into some unknown alien station with nothing but a vac suit protecting my delicate flesh? Different story.” After a pause, Leira added, “Why, aren’t you nervous? Really?”

      Dash shrugged inside his suit. “Nervous as hell. Never said I wasn’t, just that you sounded it.”

      “Semantics. Fine. Let’s just get going.”

      Dash led the way, pulling himself along a ladder built into one side of the spindle’s interior. With no artificial gravity, and far too slow a spin to generate it through centripetal force, the going was easy. He used one hand on the ladder, while the other held the pulse-gun ready.

      About ten meters along the spindle, Dash tried a comm check with the waiting mechs. “Sentinel, are you and Tybalt still able to read us?”

      “Yes, your signal strength is strong.”

      That was good, at least. Sentinel hadn’t been sure what effect the alloy hull of the station might have on comms, so they’d jammed the airlock open and put a signal repeater just inside it, at the base of the spindle, just in case.

      Dash carried on, but stopped again after just a few meters.

      “Huh,” he said.

      Leira’s light shifted as she moved away from the ladder a bit to be able to see past Dash. “What? Did you find something?”

      “Yeah. There’s a bracket, or hardpoint or something just ahead. Three more, spaced around the inside of this tube we’re in. Looks like they're meant to mount something that’s not here.”

      “Something that was just never installed?”

      “Or was installed, but then taken away.” Dash moved a little closer. Four brackets, each protruding from the wall of the spindle, each with two holes about as big around as his thumb. He made his way past them, slowly and cautiously, in case they were actually more than just mounting hardware. But nothing happened or changed, so he carried on.

      They passed another half-dozen rows of the hardpoints. Either one thing, almost as long as the spindle, or several smaller things had once been mounted in here. About halfway along, what looked like a cable conduit started running up the wall opposite the ladder; ports opened along it every few meters, but all of them gaped empty, like the spindle itself.

      They reached the other end of the spindle. A blank wall truncated it, split by a hatchway about a meter across.

      “Maybe it’s not locked,” Leira said.

      “One way to find out.” Dash pushed on the hatch. It didn’t budge. “Why am I not surprised?” Nothing was ever easy, was it.

      The hatch slid open.

      “Whoa,” Dash snapped, raising the pulse-gun. Nothing emerged from the now-open hatch, though.

      “Does your exclamation mean that the hatch is now open?” Tybalt asked.

      “Uh, yeah, it just opened up. Did you have something to do with that?” Dash asked.

      “I did. Sentinel is maintaining watch with the Archetype. I have discovered an open data-port on the exterior of the habitat module, where something was removed. Through it, I have been able to gain access to some systems.”

      “Yeah, something was removed from inside this spindle, too,” Dash replied.

      “Tybalt,” Leira asked. “Are you saying there’s still power on this station?”

      “No. I am supplying power through a coupling adjacent to the open data-port. The station’s generator is completely offline.”

      “I’ll bet it was removed, too,” Dash said. “Sounds like this station was just abandoned.”

      “I wonder why,” Leira said.

      “Again, only one way to find out.”

      Dash pulled himself through the open hatch, into the habitat module.
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        * * *

      

      Dash hung onto a console and turned himself through a full circle, taking in the topmost level of the habitat. There was only one other, a lower level, long empty, that seemed to actually be a habitat, the living space for who or whatever had crewed the station. This level was obviously the working space, a control room or bridge.

      “It’s clear up here, too, Leira,” Dash said. “Still no gravity or atmosphere. Tybalt, I assume you’re powering these consoles that are lit up.”

      “I am. The station has no capacity for generating its own power.”

      Leira drifted up through the hatch. “So whatever this place was, the Golden—I assume it was the Golden, anyway—decommissioned it and took out whatever they considered valuable.”

      “So it appears.” Dash turned to the nearest console, rotating himself to face it right-side up. Thanks to his Melds with the crashed Golden ship on Gulch, he could more or less read the data displayed on the consoles. It didn’t have much to say, though, just variations on standby and offline messages. But one console caught his attention, the glowing symbols declaring it was awaiting input. He nudged himself over to it.

      “This one seems to still be working, at least in a way,” he said. “I’m going to try activating it. Leira, if I go quiet for more than a few seconds, pull me away from it.”

      “You shouldn’t Meld with it through your gloves, though, right?”

      “I shouldn’t, but who knows when it comes to this alien tech?”

      “Well, I’ve got your back.”

      “Okay, then. Here goes.”

      Dash tapped at the console. The display changed to a menu.

      “Well that was anticlimactic,” he said. “Tybalt, did you see me do that?”

      “I did. Despite what the menu is telling you, there are only two data pathways that don’t immediately terminate. One is for a system called auto-eject. It is currently offline.”

      “Not sure what it auto-ejects when it’s working,” Leira said. “But let’s stay away from that one, anyway.”

      “A hundred percent with you on that,” Dash replied. “The other one has something to do with a—” Dash frowned at the symbols. “A recording? An archive?”

      “A log,” Tybalt said. “It is essentially the only remaining data on the station, unless some is hidden from us. It is encrypted, but Sentinel and I have been able to decrypt it.”

      “So fast? That sounds a little too easy,” Dash said, narrowing his eyes at the console.

      “It would be more than sufficient encryption to stymie your best efforts,” Tybalt said.

      Dash gave a thin smile. The more time he spent with Tybalt, the gladder he was that it was Leira who had to deal with the stuck-up AI, and not him.

      “Anyway, let’s see what you’ve decrypted for us,” Dash said.

      Leira had maneuvered herself beside Dash. “I see a screen full of squiggles and dots and things.”

      “Me too. I didn’t Meld enough with that crashed Golden ship to really get the lingo.”

      “As I recall, we had other priorities, like not dying.”

      Dash studied the script. “It’s a log of some sort.” He stopped, frowning at an entry near the top.

      “What is it?” Leira asked.

      “This, right here. I’m sure it says Wind of Heaven.”

      “So what’s the rest of it? More ships?”

      “Yeah, it is.” Dash’s frown deepened. They’d found a hard connection between the Golden and the lost Wind of Heaven. But what did that connection mean? Was this a trophy list of some sort, the Golden listing the ships they’d destroyed so they could remember the destruction of each one fondly?

      Leira was apparently musing over the same thing. “Tybalt, do you have any idea what this station was for?”

      “Sentinel and I have been considering that very question. We believe, based on the listing of ships, and the location and trajectory information associated with each, that this station incorporated the ability to force vessels out of a super-luminal state and back into Real Space. The specific engineering is unclear in the absence of the technology actually used, but it would appear that it leveraged the extremely high gravitation of the parent star to do so.”

      “Well, crap,” Dash said. “That’s a Golden capability we haven’t run into, thankfully.”

      “One that we haven’t run into yet,” Leira said.

      “If you must be comforted, then you will be pleased to know that such technology is only likely to function in relatively close proximity to a massive body, such as this star,” Tybalt said. “Extrapolating that across the galactic arm, more than seventy percent of known space would be free from this effect.”

      “Means thirty percent isn’t,” Dash replied. “Let’s map that out and make a note to be careful when we’re flying through any dicey space.”

      “Well, it looks like the Golden decided to stop yanking ships out of unSpace,” Leira said. “Which, looking at this list, it seems they’ve been doing for a long time—assuming each line is an entry, of course, since it’s just gobbledygook to me.”

      “They were, yeah,” Dash said, swiping a gloved finger up the screen, scrolling the list. It went on and on. “Shit, that’s a lot of ships over at least a couple hundred years.”

      “Two hundred and sixty-two terrestrial years, to be exact,” Tybalt said.

      “You know, I’ll bet you if we dig into this, we’ll find a bunch of spooky stories and conspiracy theories about ships going missing in this stretch of space,” Leira said. “A sort of celestial triangle.”

      “Why a triangle?” Dash asked.

      “I actually don’t know. These things always seem to get called triangles, though.”

      “Well, triangle, square, pentagon, whatever, it might be worth finding out if there are more stories like that centered on any big stars in the arm. That might hint at any more of these sorts of stations out there.”

      “Huh. Good point.” Leira pointed at the display. “So they were yanking ships out of unSpace for two hundred years. Why? And why did they stop?”

      “Because they got what they wanted,” Dash said into the silence.

      “Which was?” Leira asked.

      Dash looked out through a nearby viewport into the black. The view faced away from the galactic plane into deep, interstellar space. He shivered, his lips set in a grim line. “People.”

      “Many people,” Sentinel said. “The likely total complement of the ships in that log potentially amounts to tens of thousands.”

      “So where are they?’ Leira asked.

      Dash pointed in the general direction of the next system the Wind of Heaven would have reached, had it not been torn out of unSpace and destroyed.

      “Let’s go find out.”
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      “Welcome to the Ring!” Al’Bijea said, smiling broadly. “We don’t often bring outsiders here, so you are enjoying a rare treat.”

      Benzel stepped out of the shuttle’s airlock, Wei-Ping at his side. He’d assumed that he’d been long since jaded past the point of being especially impressed by any celestial object, and figured this ring world would just be more of a huh kind of thing—interesting, but that’s about it.

      As he slammed to a halt and stared up, he discovered he was wrong. There still was a little capacity for wonder in his cranky old bones, it turned out.

      He gaped up at the vast sweep of the Ring. It stretched away in both directions in a shallow, arcing, upward incline, as though he stood at the bottom of a wide, low valley. But instead of reaching a crestline or a horizon, the view just kept going, narrowing in both directions into perspective, but still climbing, until the landscape soared straight up, finally meeting somewhere directly overhead.

      They’d landed in what amounted to twilight, one of the artificial suns slowly moving off anti-spinward relative to the Ring. The other lit up part of the massive construct high and to one side, illuminating fields, villages, and a winding river. Lights sparkled across the darkened parts of the Ring, marking towns and houses and even roads in the gloom.

      “Okay,” Benzel said, his head tilted all the way back. “That is damned impressive.”

      “It sure is,” Wei-Ping put in, her hands on her hips. “It must have cost a fortune to build—and run.”

      “Comet mining is quite profitable,” Al’Bijea replied. “Which is a good thing, because it is expensive to maintain and operate, yes.”

      “How the hell did you get so much water to this thing?” Wei-Ping asked, pointing at the river then at a long, thin lake just beginning to shimmer under the touch of dawn, off to spinward. “Shipping water ain’t cheap or easy.”

      Al’Bijea gestured for them to follow him away from the shuttle, then pointed at the massive, gleaming snowball poised at the center of the Ring. “It all comes from comets—our initial supply, and then what we need to use to offset the small amounts that escape into space. We’ve never been able to stop a little leakage, probably because our gravity is less than standard here.”

      Benzel shrugged. He’d become so used to switching seamlessly from gravity to zero-g and back again that he barely noticed gravity anymore, unless it was especially high. “Considering that ice is bulkier than the same amount of water, I’m surprised you’ve managed to make one comet last so long, even one as big as that one up there.”

      “We haven’t,” Al’Bijea replied. “That’s actually the third comet we’ve used as our Hub. We extract water and other resources from it, and then, when it’s too depleted, we move another one in to replace it.”

      “So how long does that one have left?” Wei-Ping asked, pointing up.

      “Perhaps another five years. We have replacements already identified that are sufficient for at least the next century.”

      “So what do you do with what’s left?” Benzel asked. “Or do you use every bit of it?”

      “To answer that, my friends, we must take a little trip,” Al’Bijea said, gesturing toward a small shuttle parked on the other side of the landing pad.

      Wei-Ping glanced at Benzel, who just shrugged and followed the dapper little Governor.
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        * * *

      

      “So this is what’s left of one of your comets?” Benzel asked.

      Al’Bijea nodded. “This is the core of the first comet we mined. The core of the second is directly opposite”—he pointed straight up at the far side of the Ring—“to maintain the Ring’s balance. The one we’re now mining is the third in just over twenty-six years.”

      Benzel nodded. They stood at the foot of a…mountain, for lack of a better term. There were actually lots of mountains on the Ring; both rims were lines of sheer mountains, intended to prevent the Ring’s atmosphere from simply flowing off into space. But this mountain stood starkly apart, a single, rugged peak almost four hundred meters high.

      “It looks like you’re still mining this one,” Wei-Ping said, nodding toward a robotic excavator chewing into the former cometary core.

      “We are. It still contains significant quantities of various metals.”

      Benzel scratched an ear. “This is very interesting, but you could have just showed us images of this old core, or even just told us about it. Why did we have to take an almost hour-long shuttle flight to come see it?” He grinned. “To put it another way, Mister Al’Bijea, I think you’ve got some not-so-hidden agenda here.”

      Al’Bijea grinned back. “You are a very astute man, my friend.” His grin faded. “Tell me, as an astute man, what can you tell me about this Dash, and his claims regarding the Unseen and the Golden?”

      “Well, if you’d asked me a few months ago, I’d have said he was a crazy man.”

      “But not now.”

      “Oh, by the deep black, no. You’ve seen those mechs, the Archetype and the Swift. And our ships. None of that was made by humans, or anything else currently alive in the galactic arm.”

      “I do accept that the evidence is clear,” Al’Bijea said. “That what Dash has claimed about the aliens and their war is true. I just wonder about Dash himself. He is your leader, correct?”

      Benzel nodded. “He seems pretty surprised about that himself. But yeah, he is.”

      “Is he effective?” Al’Bijea asked. “I ask because I did some research into the man. He’s a minor courier, and not an especially successful one, at that. He owes various people considerable amounts of money, has outstanding warrants in several systems—”

      “Yes, and I’m what you would call a pirate,” Benzel said. “What’s your point?”

      Al’Bijea raised his hands in a surrender motion. “I do not mean this disrespectfully. It just seems that Dash is, let’s say an unlikely individual to lead the effort to protect all life in the galaxy from extermination by the Golden, who seem to be an inordinately powerful threat.”

      Benzel crossed his arms. The way Al’Bijea described the Golden made it seem as though he had some insight into them, which would be unusual—and potentially worrisome, in light of the presence of Golden agents and minions in the arm. He decided to just humor the Aquarian Governor, though, to see where this went. “I’ve seen him fight. I watched him take on Golden mechs called Harbingers head-on, take hits that would turn a regular ship to scrap in a single shot, and go on fighting, beating the living hell out of the enemy. He risks his life constantly, and he is almost always the first one into trouble, and the last one out.”

      Wei-Ping gave a firm nod. “There are three Unseen AIs that basically acknowledge him as their leader. They call him the Messenger. Who are we to second guess them?” She gave a thin smile. “I sure don’t. I’d call him our leader, too.”

      “So would I,” Benzel said. “And I’ve never called anyone leader before. That wasn’t me, anyway.”

      “Well, considering what’s at stake, it’s good to know such a man as Dash—and such people as yourself—are devoted to the cause against the Golden.” Al’Bijea pursed his lips as though considering something, then nodded at whatever answer he’d come up with. “You have inspired me, my friends, to be just as devoted to the cause. And that means there is something I must show you.”

      Benzel opened his mouth to ask what, but Al’Bijea simply turned and walked toward the mountain.

      “We call it Mount Primus,” he said as they fell into step with him, striding across a grassy meadow from the shuttle pad. “The one on the other side of the Ring is Mount Secondus. The current Hub Comet is Tertius, and its core will eventually become Mount Tertius, and so on. We selected each from among many possible candidates, based on a number of criteria, including size, volume of water and other resources present, and structural integrity. That is very important, because the comet must not only survive being transported here, it must reliably remain intact during the entire duration of its being the Hub.”

      “This is all very interesting—” Benzel started, but Al’Bijea cut him off.

      “But why am I telling you this, yes?” He smiled. “Because Primus was a particularly strong candidate. So much so, in fact, that it stood dramatically apart from any comet we have studied, before or since.”

      Wei-Ping frowned. “I still don’t see where you’re going with this.”

      They reached the base of Mount Primus, where a sheer wall of greenish-black crystalline wall rose, flecked with chunks of something metallic, likely a naturally occurring iron-nickel alloy. Not unusual, Benzel thought. Pretty typical for primordial rock that ended up stuck in a comet. What was unusual, though, was the fact it contained a door.

      Benzel narrowed his eyes at it. He recognized it as a ceramic composite fastened with a magnetic lock. None of it seemed to be alien in origin; he could have purchased any of it on several dozen worlds, albeit for a small fortune. Whatever lay beyond it must need to be kept really secure.

      Al’Bijea touched the lock and it lit up. A few seconds later, it snapped open, and the door swung wide, revealing a rough tunnel leading into the mountain.

      “That’s one hell of a lock,” Wei-Ping said. “The kind I always hated finding on board  a—” She paused.

      “A ship you were planning to relieve of its cargo,” Al’Bijea said, chuckling. “I’m sorry, I thought I’d spare you the necessity of offering appropriate euphemisms for piracy.”

      “Privateering,” Wei-Ping shot back. “Anyway, I’m guessing some sort of biometrics, right?”

      “DNA and brain-wave patterns, yes,” Al’Bijea answered, reaching inside the door and retrieving a helmet for each of them. “You’ll want to wear these. The ceiling is quite low in places.”

      “So what is it you’re keeping so damned secure?” Benzel asked.

      Again, Al’Bijea gestured for them to follow him, and he led them into Mount Primus.

      The passage was indeed low in places, and narrow in others. At one point, they had to bend almost double. Wei-Ping still banged her head on the rock, provoking a curse.

      “Imagine doing that without the helmet,” Al’Bijea said, grinning back at Wei-Ping, then leading them on. Benzel had wondered about air and light, but lamp strips illuminated the way, while ventilation systems hummed in the background, keeping the air fresh. After about ten minutes of threading their way along the tunnel, it suddenly opened up. Al’Bijea moved to one side, letting the other two step into the space. More lights flared to life as they entered, revealing a large chamber.

      Benzel walked a few paces in, then he stopped and looked around. “All right, just what the hell am I looking at?”

      The chamber’s walls were pitted and scarred, as though the rock had been scorched by tremendous heat. Sinuous, humped piles of glassy slag were scattered across the floor. A cylindrical contraption hunkered against the far wall, about three meters across, partly crushed as though squeezed by some tectonic upheaval in the mountain’s core. Two metallic pipes protruded from it, a blackish material somewhere between organic and metallic extruded from them, as though spilled as a liquid which subsequently solidified.

      “What the hell are you looking at?” Al’Bijea said. “An excellent question. And the answer is, I don’t know. None of us know, but I can tell you this—it’s got antimatter inside it, and none of my engineers will go near it. And I can tell you something else. It clearly isn’t made by humans, or anyone else I could name, and that material frozen coming out of those pipes is on no element chart I’ve ever seen.”

      “It all gives me the creeps,” Wei-Ping said.

      Benzel nodded. It did, indeed, give him the creeps, too. Something about the chamber, the ruined machine, and all the rest of it scraped at his senses, like someone, somewhere just within earshot, scraped fingernails across something rough—as though a faint harmonic had started up in a ship’s drive, maddeningly on the very edge of hearing and feeling.

      But Benzel and Wei-Ping shared a discreet look. They both knew what the mysterious metal was, having seen something very similar on the Forge. They also knew who had built the wrecked device.

      The Golden. Which meant they’d stumbled upon the source of the aliens’ Dark Metal—or one of them, anyway—locked away in the heart of a cold, dead comet, where it was never meant to be discovered.
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      Dash drew in a calm breath and exhaled. No tension, no combat awareness tickling his senses. Just breathing. Like a normal person on a normal day.

      He almost marvelled at the fact that he and Leira had been able to board the Golden station, poke around in it, learn it’s remaining secrets, and do it all without being molested in any way. There were no killer robots, no horrific traps, nothing. Somehow, the utter lack of anything happening actually put him even more on edge, his nerves scraped raw by the time they returned to the airlock, his hands holding the pulse-gun in a death grip. But they’d returned to their mechs, and that was it.

      As Dash settled back into the Archetype’s control cradle, he asked Sentinel, “Can you reach the Forge from here? I know it’s pretty far, but, let’s test it.”

      “Custodian here.” The answer came a second later.

      Dash directed a jaunty salute in the general direction of the Forge. “I guess that’s a yes.”

      “There is an approximately one second lag in the comm. Even using Dark Metal to augment the comm data-exchange rate, there is a small, residual delay from the real space portions of the transmission,” Sentinel said.

      “Got it. Custodian, what’s your situation?”

      After a minor lag, Custodian replied. “All is quiet in the vicinity of the Forge. All systems are operating normally. Benzel has reported his arrival at the Aquarian Ringworld, and he has established a patrol pattern for his ships in the area. He reports no contacts or activity of any significance so far.”

      “Can you patch Benzel into this?” Dash asked.

      After the delay—which wasn’t really a problem but was still long enough to be annoying—Custodian said, “I will attempt to raise him. Standby.”

      As they waited, Dash studied the heads-up. The next system the Wind of Heaven’s trajectory would have intersected was as nondescript as it could get, with almost no information available about it, other than data about its star, including a description of miniscule wobbles that suggested it had at least one massive body orbiting it. Being on the margin of intergalactic space, it had never been a priority for a detailed survey, and no one had otherwise had any reason to visit it. It appeared that the Wind of Heaven intended to use its gravitation to alter their course slightly, but only planned to pass through.

      It seemed innocent enough, to the point of actually being uninteresting. Maybe it was just the residue of his raw nerves from the old station, but somehow that very lack of anything notable made him even more wary of it. Such a boring, out of the way system would be the perfect place to hide away and do—things. Probably awful things.

      “We might as well get underway, Dash,” Leira said.

      Dash grunted but kept his attention on that next system, as though staring hard enough at the icon representing it on the star chart might force it to reveal some secret.

      “Dash? You okay?”

      “What?” He blinked. “Oh. Yeah, I’m fine. Just fuzzed out there for a minute.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes. It’s just that—I don’t know. This old station, all those missing people, that next system…”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of creepy, I know,” Leira said. “Doesn’t help that it feels so lonely out here, right on the edge of the arm.”

      “Yeah.”

      A new voice broke in, its gruff cheerfulness exactly the antidote Dash needed to his feelings of vague dread. “Benzel here. Dash, how goes the battle?”

      “Fortunately, it doesn’t. Everything’s quiet out here, at least so far. We did find this old Golden station, though.”

      He went on to describe what he and Leira had found. When he was done, yet another voice, which Dash recognized as Al’Bijea, replied.

      “I am…” the Aquarian Governor began, then paused before continuing. “I am stunned, Dash. All those people aboard the Wind of Heaven. All those other ships. It’s no wonder the region of space you’re now in has a reputation for ships getting lost.”

      “Does it? We were going to check on that but just hadn’t gotten to it yet.”

      “Oh, yes. Several dozen star systems, within a few light years of your present position, are reputed to be haunted by—something. Something that causes ships to simply vanish.”

      “There are all sorts of those, though,” Benzel said. “All across the galactic arm. They’re always called the ‘dark graveyard’ or the ‘ship-eater.’”

      “Or something about a triangle,” Leira put in.

      “Triangles!” Benzel said. “I know. What’s up with that?”

      “There are even old stories about ships vanishing from this region of space near the Ring,” Al’Bijea said. “But there are many such stories, probably grown around actual, but otherwise mundane disappearances. Ships do get lost and destroyed because, well, space is a dangerous place.”

      “Except it really was happening here,” Dash added. “Ships really were disappearing, because the Golden were yanking them out of unSpace. That means maybe some of those other graveyards or triangles or whatever are also thanks to the Golden.”

      Silence followed, and not just because of the lag. “Well, that’s a terrifying thought,” Benzel finally said. Before Dash could reply though, he went on to describe what they had found inside the remnant of the comet on the Aquarian Ringworld, now called Mount Primus.

      “Okay, that could be rather important,” Dash replied when he was done. “We’ve been wondering where the Golden are getting all their Dark Metal. Maybe this is part of the answer. See what you can find out about it. Get Harolyn and her people involved, too. Mining and smelting and the like is what they do.”

      “In the meantime, what are you and Leira going to do?” Benzel asked.

      “Well, all those people from the Wind of Heaven and those other ships went somewhere,” Dash said. “We’re going to see if we can figure out where.”

      “Sentinel and Tybalt have figured out that the Wind of Heaven’s course was the optimal one for passing through this region of space,” Leira said. “You know, taking advantage of gravitational boosts, avoiding navigation problems, that sort of thing. So we’re going to check out the next system that the Wind would have entered.”

      “Be very careful, my friends,” Al’Bijea said. “That station you found might have been abandoned, but you have no idea what else might be lurking out there.”

      Dash actually chuckled, but it had a grim edge to it. “Believe me, we’ve gone blind into what turned out to be terrible danger so many times now that I think these situations where nothing happens are almost worse.”

      “Really?”

      “No, not really. Give me quiet and boring any time.”

      As he and Leira signed off and launched their mechs to follow what would have been the Wind of Heaven’s course, Dash realized he really wasn’t sure if he’d meant that or not.
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        * * *

      

      When they dropped out of unSpace, Dash saw that this system was, indeed, as boring as it seemed on the chart.

      A single, large gas giant, embraced by fitful rings and a cadre of moons, swung a lonely orbit around the unremarkable G-class, yellow-white star. And that was about it. Dash scanned the heads-up for any other bodies of note and was just in the process of concluding that, aside from a few scattered hunks of rock, there were none, when the threat indicator lit up.

      “Leira—” he started, but she cut him off.

      “I see it. Three ships, matching the design used by the Bright.”

      Sentinel extrapolated the Bright course, a high-speed burn toward the mechs. Two smaller ships led a larger one, their course bringing them for a close pass by the two mechs. If they kept to it, they’d then race out of the system, their trajectory apparently aimed at intergalactic emptiness.

      “Sentinel, open a broadcast channel.”

      “Channel open.”

      “Attention approaching ships. We represent the Realm of Cygnus, a new interstellar alliance devoted to the defeat of the Golden. We’re here looking for answers about what happened to the Wind of Heaven and other ships that have vanished in this area.”

      Dash waited. He fully expected the Bright to reply with some variation on, we are the high-and-mighty Bright, let us elevate you, or something similar. But there was no reply at all. The oncoming ships just kept coming, silently racing toward the two mechs.

      “I guess they’re not interested in talking,” Leira said.

      “Yeah,” Dash replied. “Weird. In my experience, types like that love the sound of their own arrogant voices.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel cut in. “The two leading Bright ships have accelerated.”

      “I see that,” Dash said, then the threat indicator changed. “I also see they’re launching missiles. I guess that means they really aren’t interested in talking to us.”

      Dash turned the Archetype toward the onrushing Bright and accelerated in turn. Leira fell in behind him, but off to one side to maintain a line of fire.

      “Those two lead ships seem to be screening that one following them,” Dash said. “Leira, I’m going to try to keep those first two assholes busy. You try to work around and threaten that third ship. That ought to give those lead ships something to think about.”

      “Roger that.” Leira immediately began angling away, heading into a wide-sweeping turn that would bring her in on the trailing ship’s flank. Dash concentrated on the leaders, opening with the dark-lance, snapping out shots that blasted away the barrage of missiles they’d launched. They just launched more to replace them, but Dash noticed they’d slowed again, apparently wary of Leira menacing whatever the ship was they were protecting.

      “Okay, here we go,” Dash muttered. He drove the Archetype hard and fast, diminishing the amount of time the Bright had to react. At the same time, he kept up a steady rhythm of shots from the dark-lance, destroying missiles and hitting the Bright ships with the occasional blast to keep them on their toes.

      “The Archetype will be struck by three missiles, given the rate at which you are destroying them,” Sentinel said.

      “Yup, I see that,” Dash replied. He could decelerate, giving himself more time to shoot, but he didn’t. He drove on even faster.

      “Messenger,” Sentinel said. “I would caution you—”

      “I know, yeah. But I want to keep the pressure on these guys. Come on, boys, me or Leira, who’s it going to be?”

      The two ships kept boring in. Now they opened up with rapid-fire pulse cannons, the shots flashing and flaring against the Archetype’s shield. Dash pushed the mech even harder and faster, closing the distance at an ever-increasing rate.

      “First missile impact in fifteen seconds,” Sentinel said.

      “Tell me when it’s ten.”

      “It is now ten sec—”

      Dash accelerated the Archetype as hard as he could in one direction, while firing the distortion cannon in the other. The mech shuddered as the sudden gravity well yanked at it, but the missiles had no warning and were deflected away, zipping harmlessly past the Archetype. One petulantly detonated anyway, bathing the mech in hot plasma and hard radiation, but the way ahead was clear.

      Dash opened fire again with the dark-lance, landing hits on both the approaching Bright ships. Something failed catastrophically on one, its bow suddenly blowing open, the ship slewing to one side but still tearing along its original trajectory. Dash fired up his power sword and struck out at the other as it flashed by. The blade slashed into it, opening a gash more than half the length of its hull. Then it struck something unyielding and the Archetype was flung sideways. It spun around so hard the inertial dampers failed to entirely offset the colossal acceleration. Dash was flung hard to one side of the cradle, and ruddy darkness washed across his consciousness as blood was slammed into his head.

      When it cleared, Sentinel had recovered the Archetype from the collision, but the sword was offline. When Dash checked its status, he saw why: he’d managed to snap the blade halfway along its length.

      “Wow.” He shook his head, clearing away the last of the crimson fuzz of his red-out. “Okay, remind me not to do that again,” he said, wincing as his head throbbed.

      “Had I known that was your intent, I would have cautioned against doing it in the first place.”

      Dash had to give a wry grin at Sentinel’s admonishing tone, but he looked at the threat indicator to see what had happened to the two Bright ships. The one with the blown open bow continued plowing along its original trajectory, but it had apparently lost pitch control and slowly tumbled end over end. The other had spun a one-eighty and accelerated hard, intent on coming back at Dash.

      Again, he opened fire with the dark-lance, scoring hit after hit on the Bright ship trying to re-engage. It returned fire with its pulse cannons, until those abruptly went dead; a few seconds later, a tremendous explosion blew apart its drive. Dash switched fire to the second ship, blasting chunks of debris out of it until nothing remained but glowing scrap.

      He turned to find Leira.

      She’d managed to engage the third Bright ship, which was larger than the other two, but also more ponderous. The Swift danced around it, spinning and somersaulting, dodging missiles and replying with missile and nova-gun shots of her own. Dash launched the Archetype to help her, but the Bright ship’s power suddenly went off-line, the ship going dark, its emissions fading toward background readings.

      “Leira, you good?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah, I’m fine. I’m going to close in and finish this bastard off.”

      “Just take it easy and remember how strong these mechs are. I’d like to keep this one more or less intact. Those other two ships seemed to be trying to protect it, and I’d like to know why.”

      The Swift zoomed up to the Bright ship, grappling it with one mechanical fist. Leira pulled back the other, apparently intent on punching into the drive section to disable it permanently, but the momentum of her swing caused her other hand, the one holding onto the hull, to pull, tearing a massive chunk out of the ship’s hull. A shimmering cloud of vapor erupted from the gaping rent, spilling around the Swift like wind-blown mist, spreading and dispersing. Objects driven along by the rush of escaping atmosphere came tumbling into space with it: broken structural members, fragments of hull plating, other debris and components.

      Bodies.

      Dash just stared at the horrific sight. Bodies, dozens of them, had come tumbling out into space through the torn hull of the Bright ship.

      “Dash—” Leira started, then stopped on what sounded like a choked gasp.

      Dash slowed the Archetype, but in a kind of absent way. The horror show unfolding on the heads-up still transfixed him.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “The neutrino emissions from the Bright ship’s drive had dropped to near zero. They are increasing again. It would appear that they have managed to stabilize their reactor and are now powering it up.”

      Dash watched a body—a woman, he thought, except she had no legs—somersaulting into the void. She had long hair, and it stood straight up from her scalp, held that way by the centripetal forces of her tumble.

      “Messenger, the Bright ship’s reactor—”

      “Is powering up, yeah,” Dash said, shaking his head, then shaking it again, as though he’d just walked into a spiderweb that now stubbornly clung to his face. He couldn’t look away from the woman’s body.

      “Dash, shit. What did I do?” Leira asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      “I—” he began, then stopped. He was surrounded by casual death, and it didn’t have to be that way.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said, putting a snap of authority into her voice. “In ten seconds, I will assume you have been incapacitated and will engage appropriate protocols.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Dash snapped. Sudden anger infused his voice, though he wasn’t sure who it was directed at—the Bright, for being here and having all these people on board this ship; Leira, for her carelessness; himself, for not doing something, anything, that might have prevented this from happening. “I just need a second. I know it doesn’t bother you, but we mortals have a hard time seeing death so—shit, up close and personal like this.”

      “I wasn’t aware that you empathized so readily with other species.”

      “These are people, Sentinel. Look at them. They must have been prisoners of the Bright, maybe from the Wind of Heaven.”

      “They may have once been such, but they are no longer, and have not been for an indeterminate time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “All of the remains that register any recognizable human bio-signatures have been significantly altered, both physically and chemically.”

      Dash had to shake his head again. “They’re people, but they’ve been, what, changed? The Bright have been changing them?”

      “That is correct.”

      Join us and be elevated.

      It struck Dash like a plasma blast that he was looking at the Bright’s elevation tumbling and drifting through space around him.

      Stunned shock had become unfocused anger; now, unfocused anger became a laser beam of rage, aimed straight at the Bright. Before he could even begin to react to his own swell of fury, though, Sentinel powered up the Archetype’s drive.

      “Wait, what the hell are you doing?” Dash snapped.

      “I have engaged emergency protocols in order to remove the Archetype to a safe distance from the Bright ship.”

      Dash frowned. Safe distance?

      The threat indicator flashed. The neutrino emissions from the Bright ship were nearly at the expected maximum for the largest fusion reactor it could possibly be carrying. For once, this wasn’t an assessment, or a guess; it was a certainty, derived from the physics of nuclear fusion.

      So the crew had gotten the reactor back up to power. Shit, that meant the Bright ship would be able to power up its drive and weapons then try to resume the fight.

      How many more people, elevated or not, were still on board?

      Except the Bright ship wasn’t powering up any of its systems. The reactor was burning at full power—and now, what was probably emergency overpower—but none of that energy was being used for anything.

      “Leira, maximum speed, any direction, now!”

      On impulse, Dash reached out and snatched a tumbling body with the Archetype’s fist, hoping he didn’t damage it too much in the process. Then he flung the mech away at the highest acceleration he could manage. Fortunately, Sentinel had powered up the drive, gaining him a second or two.

      He saw the Swift racing away as well. Both mechs tore through space, the gap between them and the Bright ship steadily widening.

      A voice came through the comm—flat, mechanical, devoid of emotion. “We know you,” it said. “We know how you have lived your pathetic lives, and we know how you die.”

      A terrific flash ended the transmission, and the Archetype was bathed in a momentary blowtorch of x- and gamma rays followed by a tsunami of stellar heat. Alarms sounded as some of the mech’s systems overloaded and rebooted, the colossal electromagnetic pulse momentarily overcoming even the formidable electronic defenses of the Unseen. Dash switched the view rearward, to see the Bright ship simply gone, replaced by an expanding, rapidly cooling globe of glowing plasma.

      “Leira, are you okay?” Dash asked.

      “I—yeah.” Her voice trembled. “Dash, back there—”

      “Sentinel says those people had been changed. They weren’t really human anymore.”

      “I know. Tybalt told me the same thing. But Dash, I killed them.”

      “No, Leira, you didn’t,” Dash replied, going limp in the harness, drained by the successive waves of emotion that had slammed through him. “The Bright did. You probably put them out of—” Dash paused, trying to imagine what being aboard that ship must have been like. He didn’t try to imagine it for long, though. “You probably did them the biggest favor anyone could.”

      “It sure doesn’t feel like it.”

      “No. It doesn’t. But it will.”

      The Swift angled back toward the Archetype. Dash considered sifting through what remained of the other two Bright ships. The one Leira had inadvertently torn open was simply gone, entirely vaporized by temperatures not far off from the interior of a star. Had they not fled, the mechs probably would have survived it, but they would also probably have been severely damaged, likely even disabled. And here, so far from the Forge and deep inside what was effectively enemy space, that could have been catastrophic. He suddenly had no desire to stay around this lonely, nameless star system any longer, and just wanted to go home.

      “Dash, you retrieved a body before we evacuated the vicinity of the Bright ship,” Sentinel said. “What do you wish to do with it? Unprotected exposure to the environment of space during the return trip to the Forge will likely destroy it.”

      Dash instinctively glanced at his right hand. That’s right, he’d used the Archetype’s massive hand to snatch up a body before powering away from the imminent blast. “Can we put it into one of the storage compartments in the legs, keep it protected for the trip back?”

      “Yes. I will attend to the necessary details.”

      As Sentinel stowed the body away, Dash took a moment to muster himself. Drained or not, they were still in enemy territory. He could relax when he finally dismounted from the cradle, safely aboard the Forge. Until then, the war would have to go on.
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        * * *

      

      Dash found Conover, Amy, and Kai waiting in the docking bay for them. He landed the Archetype and clambered out of it, grateful for a chance to be somewhere that wasn’t the mech’s cramped cockpit.

      The others immediately closed in on him, no doubt to bombard him with a deluge of reports and questions, but he waved them off and crossed to a solitary figure standing before the Swift.

      Leira turned as he approached, a desolate look on her face. She opened her mouth, but Dash just took her in his arms and hugged her.

      “Guys,” Amy asked, stopping a few meters away. “Cuz, are you okay?”

      Dash turned. Conover and Kai had joined Amy, deep concern tightening all their faces.

      “No,” he said. “But we will be. Just give us some time, okay?”

      Amy nodded and they backed away, whispering among themselves.

      Sentinel, however, either didn’t pick up the cue, or simply didn’t care. “Dash, about the body you retrieved—”

      “Not now, okay?”

      “This is important.”

      Leira pulled away. “I’ll be fine.” She forced a smile and shrugged. “I kind of have to be. We’re fighting a war, remember?”

      “Yeah, I do. Okay, Sentinel, what’s so important?”

      “Custodian has scanned the body you retrieved, and he, Tybalt, and I agree that it is not that of an altered human.”

      Dash frowned at Leira. “What is it, then?”

      “It is the body of one of the Bright. And there is something unusual about it.”

      “What?”

      “To properly answer that, the body must be taken to the medical level for further tests. We will then have an answer for you.”
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      Dash stood over the Bright corpse, which was laid out on a treatment table in the Forge’s medical level. A console over the table glowed with information, myriad details of physiology, chemistry, anatomy—all of which would no doubt mean something to someone with a medical background. Dash could bandage a stubbed toe and wrap a dressing around a wound, and that was about it.

      He looked at the others—all of the others, in fact, excluding Benzel, Wei-Ping, and the Gentle Friends with them at the Aquarian Ring, those crewing the Silent Fleet ships still on station near the Forge, and Ragsdale, who had returned to Port Hannah for a brief visit. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to see a Bright up close, and Dash couldn’t really blame them. So far, aside from Clan Shirna, they hadn’t really had a chance to look their enemies in the face.

      It wasn’t a pretty sight.

      The face on the table might as well have been a mannequin or a doll. Light gleamed off the smooth, pale flesh, which resembled wax, or even ceramic. The eyes, crystal bright, had no iris, just featureless whites and gaping pupils. The rest of the body had a similar artificial look to it, like something that had been cast or carved, not actually made of living matter.

      “The body’s in surprisingly good shape, considering it was blasted out of a ship into space then grabbed in the Archetype’s hand,” Conover said.

      “Yeah, it is,” Amy replied, nodding. “Makes me wonder if it somehow was healing itself on the way back here.” That earned her a few nervous looks from the others. Harolyn, who was finalizing her preparations to join Benzel in investigating whatever they’d found in the remains of the comet on the Aquarian ring world, gave a nervous nod.

      “Yeah. Looks like it could come to life at any second,” she said, then looked around. “It can’t, can it?”

      Dash glanced around and saw hands on weapons. Kai and his monks, he noticed, edged themselves apart and away from one another, as though to give themselves room to fight. If the damned thing did come to life, he thought, they were more likely to start injuring one another in the cramped confines of this medical bay.

      “It really is dead, right, Custodian?” Dash asked. “I mean, it seems to be, but damn it, does it ever look like it could be alive.”

      “The body actually has undergone considerable self repair,” Custodian replied.

      Dash’s eyes widened, while everyone drew back from the body. “Wait, are you saying this thing actually is still alive?”

      “No. The self-repair functions are autonomous and only affect specific parts of the body. Overall, this organism is still very much dead.”

      “Okay. Good.” Dash stepped toward the body again. “So what can you tell us about it?”

      “Analysis of trace radioactive isotopes in its remaining biological material suggest that this being is approximately five hundred years old,” Custodian replied. “Its skin has been augmented with a complex, self-repairing polymer lattice, greatly increasing its strength and durability. It has no sweat glands, so it must regulate its temperature in some other way. Its eyes have been replaced by sensors that can discern electromagnetic energy ranging from short wavelength microwaves to far ultraviolet. Further conclusions await internal examination.”

      As Custodian spoke, a series of jointed arms unfolded from the console above the body, ending in a variety of wicked-looking implements, including scalpel blades, saws, and drills. They immediately began cutting into the body and peeling back skin, revealing what was inside it.

      Dash braced himself for gore—and there was some, but not what he expected. Clear and oddly colored fluids, sticky and viscous, oozed from the cuts, gleaming on metallic and crystalline components that seemed to take the place of internal organs. An acrid, caustic stink wafted up from the body as the medical system dissected it. It was gruesome, but Dash found himself staring in grim fascination, watching as more and more components of alloys, ceramic, and polymers were revealed.

      “Okay, this might look like a human being, but it’s not,” Leira said. “It’s a—” She paused, struggling to find a word that fit.

      “It’s a Bright,” Dash said. “That’s it. That’s all we need to know.”

      “Custodian,” Conover said. “When we were back in the docking bay, you mentioned something about this Bright being unusual.”

      “Not this Bright in particular,” Custodian replied. “I can offer nothing of substance regarding how this specific Bright compares to others of the race. The Creators record nothing about them in their databases, presumably because they long predate the Bright.”

      “So what makes you say there’s something about this one that’s unusual?” Amy said, wrinkling her nose at the now mostly dismembered body.

      “Assuming that this being began as a wholly, or at least mostly organic organism, virtually every major anatomical system has been replaced by some form of technology or artificial material. The sole exception to this is the nervous system.”

      “What makes it special?” Dash asked.

      “It is organic. In fact, the individual nerve cells, and the various other types of cells that make up the brain, the spinal cord, and the nerves, are all human. They are not augmented in any way. They show exactly the same sorts of metabolic wear, incidental damage, and effects of aging one would expect to find in any other human.”

      A long silence followed as everyone pondered the significance of this. Kai finally spoke up.

      “Perhaps these Bright have chosen to retain their human nervous systems in order to retain some semblance of their humanity.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think caring for humanity and the Bright really go together very well as concepts,” Dash said.

      “Oh, believe me, I am not suggesting that they do,” Kai replied. “The Enemy of All Life is just that.” He gave the dissected corpse a contemptuous glare. “Even in their own forms, they eschew the physiology they were born with in favor of mechanisms.” He looked back at Dash. “What I mean is, perhaps the intangible things that define us—thought, expression, creativity, the ability to understand and solve problems—perhaps these things cannot be incorporated into a creature such as this.”

      “I don’t know,” Conover said, his tone doubtful. “The Unseen were able to produce some pretty sophisticated AIs. Look at Custodian, Sentinel, or Tybalt. Any of them could easily be humans speaking through a comm.”

      “Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,” Amy said. Everyone stopped and looked at her, and she smiled and shrugged. “It’s an old saying for when someone is trying to pretend to be something they’re not.”

      “I can assure you the three of us are not secretly organic lifeforms,” Tybalt said. “What a thing to suggest.”

      Despite the grim weight of the situation, Dash had to smile. “I think you insulted him.”

      Leira rolled her eyes. “Tybalt was created insulted.”

      “You are correct,” Kai went on, looking at Conover. “But you are correct about the wrong thing. Yes, it may be possible to create an AI that is a perfect simulation of you, Conover. And, when speaking over a comm, it might be impossible to tell if it is you or not. But it would not be you. If we did this to your body”—he gave the corpse a vague wave—“and then installed that perfect Conover AI in it, it wouldn’t be you, would it?”

      Conover pursed his lips then shook his head “No, it wouldn’t. Which means that it wouldn’t be me living on for five hundred years, just a perfect simulation of me.”

      “That’s right,” Kai replied. “You would still die within a normal lifespan. If the perfect simulation of you lived five hundred years, or five thousand, it wouldn’t mean anything to you.”

      “So they keep their nervous system,” Dash said, picking up the thread. “Which is how they keep, well, themselves.”

      Kai nodded. “So this Bright is the same person, though I hesitate to even use the word, who was born five hundred years ago and has lived through, experienced, and remembers the ensuing centuries.”

      “Hang on,” Harolyn said, raising a hand. “I’m no medical doctor—hell, I can barely treat a blistered foot—but I don’t think you have to be to know that a human nervous system doesn’t last for five hundred years.” She looked around. “Right?”

      Amy crossed her arms. “Custodian, you did say this guy’s—or girl’s, and I mean wow, you’d really get rid of that difference? Anyway, didn’t you say this one’s nervous system showed normal signs of aging?”

      “I did,” Custodian replied.

      “Okay, so that doesn’t make any sense. How can this Bright have its original nervous system if it’s five hundred years old?”

      “Correction. I never said its nervous system was five hundred years old. I said it showed the normal signs of aging,” Custodian said.

      Dash felt something like little claws start scratching and scrabbling deep in his gut. He did not like where this was heading.

      “So how old is this one’s nervous system?” he asked.

      “It exhibits a range of ages, from approximately twenty-five, to approximately forty-five years.”

      Leira shook her head. “How does a five-hundred-year-old…?”

      Her voice trailed off, then her head snapped up from staring at the corpse, to looking at Dash, eyes wide and hard. At the same time, those little scratching claws became a fist that punched him, hard.

      “That’s why they’re taking those ships,” he said. “So they can get their crews and passengers, and—”

      “Oh, shit,” Harolyn said. “I mean, shit. They’re harvesting their nerves, the cells, and the like to use for themselves.”

      “Because it’s the one part of themselves they couldn’t manufacture,” Conover said.

      Dash stared at the corpse, his gut clenching at the realization of what was happening to the humans. The corpse wasn’t done with painful revelations. It had another wallop to deliver. “I think it’s more than that,” he said.

      We know you, the sterile, mechanical voice had said, right before the Bright ship’s overloaded reactor exploded. We know how you have lived your pathetic lives…

      Dash wished this Bright was alive just so he could kill it. He took a long, slow breath. “They’re doing more than just stealing nerve tissue.”

      Leira shook her head. “What do you mean?”

      “Memory,” Dash said. “They’re stealing memory. Our memory.”

      Sudden horror tightened Leira’s face then rippled through the rest of the assembly. “What?”

      “They can’t make nerve tissue, brain cells, that sort of thing,” Dash said. “So they steal it. And, along with it, they steal our memory: who we are, where and how we live, and love, and fight and die. They’ve found a way to steal it, and that’s why they keep taking people.”

      “Dash, how could you possibly know that?” Amy asked.

      “Something the Bright said, after we grabbed this body, and right before their ship blew up. Sentinel, can you replay that?”

      “We know you,” that hateful, empty voice said. “We know how you have lived your pathetic lives.”

      “I realize that this is not conclusive, but I happen to agree with Dash’s interpretation,” Sentinel said. “At the very least, it would give the Bright and the Golden valuable insight into the nature of your species.”

      “Is there no limit to the depravity of the Enemy?” Kai said.

      Dash shook his head. “No. I don’t think there is.”

      “Even worse, they will never stop,” Kai added. “Not until they have succeeded and extinguished all life, save for their own twisted parody of it.”

      “No,” Dash said. “They won’t.”

      “Then we have to stop them,” Leira said into the silence.

      “Oh, we need to do more than that,” Dash said. “We have to extinguish them. We have to end them, scour their worlds, obliterate their cities, their ships, everything, until the only thing left is their story—their memory. And we use that as a warning to try and prevent anything like this from ever happening again.”

      “Okay,” Leira said. “Where do we start?”

      “Let’s ask Al’Bijea,” Dash said. “Something tells me he wants the same thing.”
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      Dash nodded to Al’Bijea when the Governor’s face appeared on the comm.

      “I just read your summary regarding these Bright and the corpse you retrieved,” Al’Bijea said. “It was most succinct and informative—and horrifying.”

      “Well, the succinct and informative part isn’t because of me,” Dash said. “The monks we have here, from the Order of the Unseen, they’re the scholars, not me. So due credit to them for that. The horrifying part, though?” He sighed. “Yeah, that’s all on the Bright and, by extension, the Golden.”

      “So what do you propose to do, Dash?”

      “Well, the first thing we need to do is find the Bright. And that’s why I’m calling you. Remember how you mentioned that there were old stories about ship disappearances near your home system, where the Ring is?”

      “Yes. But when I said old stories, I meant it, Dash. The idea of some sort of zone in space near here, where ships frequently vanish, was debunked long ago. It turns out that, statistically, there’s only a very slightly increased chance of a ship going missing in the region we’re talking about, compared to any other section of traveled space. And that could just be statistical uncertainty.”

      Dash scratched his nose. “I’m not going to pretend I’ve got some full-fledged theory worked out here. Call it more the feel of the situation.”

      “The feel? You mean, a hunch?”

      “You know, when you say it like that, you sound just like one of our AIs.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Dash smiled and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You must have based this feel of things on something, Dash.”

      “Yeah. That abandoned station Leira and I found was built to knock ships out of unSpace that were skimming the edge of the galactic arm. It caught the Wind of Heaven because they seemed to actually be on their way out of the galactic arm, or into its very margins, anyway.”

      “Okay.”

      “So they were keeping their nasty little trap in a region of space without a lot of traffic. And when ships did go missing out there, people just wrote it off to traveling through a pretty remote region of space.”

      Al’Bijea nodded. “All right.”

      “Well, when I look at your Ring, you guys have put yourselves on what amounts to another margin of well-traveled space. Beyond you, there just aren’t many inhabited planets—mostly just research outposts, mining operations, and things like your comet harvesting. I mean, it was out there that you found your first big comet, the one that turns out to contain that Golden Dark Metal foundry, right?”

      Al’Bijea nodded again. “Yes. It wasn’t very far from here, in fact.”

      “Okay, so we’ve assumed that the Bright are working for the Golden. But what if they’re only doing it indirectly? Like, they’ve discovered Golden tech, but maybe not the Golden themselves?”

      “Dash, this is all very—”

      “Vague, yeah, I know,” Dash said, waving a hand and leaning back in his seat. “Anyway, I just want to try mapping out marginal regions of space with a reputation for ships vanishing and see if it offers us anything useful.” He shrugged. “It might be a waste of time. But right now, our biggest deficiency is what we know about our enemies. They know exactly where we are, here in the Forge, so they’re always able to take the initiative and we always have to react. I want to flip that around.”

      “That, I understand, believe me,” Al’Bijea said. “I am no warrior, but I do have a lot of experience in business dealings.” He smiled wryly. “I suspect they share many of the same attributes. So, what are you asking for?”

      “Well, you guys roam the remote parts of space a lot, looking for comets to mine. I know you also value your privacy, so you probably keep pretty close tabs on ship movement around your ring world, right?”

      “We’re careful, yes.”

      “So I’m asking you to send us all of the data you can put together. Anything might be useful. Spatial anomalies, cometary fields, planets you’ve found that aren’t charted, ship movements, anything. Hell, everything. We’re going to combine it with what we’ve got, and anything else we can get, and see if our AIs can tease anything useful out of it.”

      Al’Bijea nodded. “I’ll have my people start packaging it all up for you.”

      “Thank you, sir. You don’t know how much I appreciate it.”

      After Al’Bijea had signed off, Dash just sat in the War Room and listened to the faint rumbles and mutters of the Forge, as its thousands—millions?—of systems did what they did. It was a purposeful sound that hinted at vast power ready to be unleashed.

      Dash was glad for that readiness and the expansive, insanely advanced tech that embodied it. But he was just as glad for his allies, people like Benzel and Al’Bijea. Custodian and Sentinel might be able to understand the concept of feeling something, but they’d never really get it. They’d always consider it irrational, illogical. Benzel, Al’Bijea, and the others, they did get it. Dash took great comfort in that, having some irrationality and illogic to go along with all that softly grumbling, super-advanced power. The second would let them fight this war, but the first might be what let them win it.
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      Dash frowned at the star chart Custodian projected into the War Room. More to the point, he frowned at the shaded regions and what seemed like a tangled mess of lines transecting and connecting them.

      “Okay, Custodian, pretend I don’t know what I’m looking at. Because I don’t. What is this telling us?”

      “This is a compilation of the raw data we used in the analysis. This is from all sources, including the Creators’ archives; the databases aboard the Slipwing, Snow Leopard, and Rockhound; new data gathered by the Archetype, the Swift, and the Silent Fleet; and the data sent to us by the Aquarian Collective.”

      “Okay. Still not sure what it’s telling me, though.”

      “That is because these are the raw data. Sentinel, Tybalt, and I have devoted considerable computational time and resources to their analysis, using a multitude of statistical reductions and transformations.”

      “I believe you. I’m sure your methodology is spot on.” Dash glanced at Leira, who just shrugged and smiled. “What’s the bottom line here?”

      The display changed, most of the mess of data vanishing, replaced by a series of lines that snaked through the galactic arm, finally converging toward a region of space near where the arm smeared into the thicker, bulging disk of the galaxy’s core. Dash, Leira, and the others present studied it in silence for a moment. Dash walked around it, taking it in from different perspectives.

      He finally crossed his arms. “Okay, this is definitely telling us something. These lines are trajectories?”

      “They are trend lines showing the aggregate trajectories of ships reported missing for the past one hundred and forty years, through less densely inhabited and traveled regions of space, and then extrapolated to continue passing through such regions.”

      “In other words, the courses of ships you could capture that are less likely to be missed,” Conover said. “Or would take longer to be missed.”

      “And the courses you’d need to follow to get in and out of the regions of space where you’re doing the capturing,” Leira said. “While avoiding more populated areas, where you’re more likely to be detected doing it.”

      Dash nodded. What they were looking at was a map depicting a monstrous crime. His eyes were inexorably drawn to the region where the lines converged. He pointed at it. “So this seems to be where it all ends up focused. What’s here?”

      “As this is much closer to the galactic core, the density of star systems increases. You will note that the lines do not converge to a single point, but into a volume of space that contains nearly eight hundred star systems.”

      Amy sighed. “That’s a lot of territory to cover.”

      “A lot of territory that’s also a long way away from here,” Conover said, his voice humming with the too-enthusiastic tone he used whenever he was agreeing with Amy. Despite the weighty subject matter, Dash exchanged a bit of a smirk with Leira. Conover’s attraction to Amy was so obvious that Benzel had barely been on the Forge a day before noting it with a grin; the only ones who seemed determined to be oblivious to it were Conover and Amy.

      “Anyway, yeah, that’s true,” Dash said. “Eight hundred star systems will take a long time to investigate, even if we send a bunch of probes. Custodian, we can’t narrow that down? Not at all?”

      “Each of those lines incorporates the requisite statistical uncertainty, which is a product of the data available to construct them.”

      “So, no.”

      “No,” Custodian agreed.

      “How did you even come up with this?” Leira asked. “I mean, this is a pretty specific way of combining and looking at the data you had, right?”

      “This was one of several thousand possible permutations, yes. This was the only one that showed such a clear trend, which is why we have brought it to your attention.”

      “There is another trend you should be aware of,” Sentinel put in. “One that is not entirely derived from these data. I have been analyzing our various encounters with the Bright, and I have concluded that there is a hierarchy within them. There appear to be at least two, and possibly several factions within them, based on their use of Golden technology.”

      Dash made a huh sound. “Go on.”

      “The Bright we have encountered most recently are making more use of Golden technology, based on deep analysis of scans of their ships.” Holo images appeared, depicting the various Bright ships they’d encountered and an analysis of their capabilities. The most recent—the ones Dash and Leira had fought and destroyed, and from which they’d retrieved the Bright corpse—were the most advanced.

      “What does this mean?” Amy asked.

      “I do not have a firm conclusion,” Sentinel replied. “Perhaps the Golden are providing more of their technology to the Bright. Or perhaps they are finding more of it and incorporating it into their own. In any case, their use and understanding of it appears to be evolving, and doing so quickly.”

      “That’s not good,” Leira muttered.

      “Okay,” Dash said, waving a hand at the chart and its enigmatic, converging lines. “This moves us forward a bit. Better searching eight hundred star systems than—well, however many there are in the galaxy.”

      “There are between three hundred billion and four hundred billion stars in the galaxy—” Custodian began, but Dash cut him off.

      “Lots. Yeah, I get it.”

      “Dash, it’s going to take us months to investigate all those star systems with just the mechs. Longer, if we have to do detailed scans to find things that might be hidden. We can do it faster if we use more ships, but—”

      “But we don’t really want the Slipwing or the Snow Leopard out there alone if they find something,” he said, nodding. “Right. So we need to narrow things down.” He rubbed his chin. “Maybe somebody with a broader, less technological perspective on things would have some insights.”

      Leira gave Dash a puzzled look, but he held up a hand. “Kai, are you busy right now?”

      “I’m helping Brother Tomas with a difficult translation. Why, do you need something?”

      “Yeah. Can you come to the War Room? We need your input on something.”

      “This translation isn’t going anywhere. I’ll be there shortly.”
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      Kai clasped his hands behind his back as Dash spoke, his eyes on the floor, occasionally nodding. When Dash finished, he looked up.

      “So you believe that the Bright, or a more advanced faction of them, are located in a particular region of space, as shown on this chart.” He gestured to the star chart and its converging lines.

      “That’s right. But it’s a big region of space, and we’re looking for ways of narrowing it.”

      Kai abruptly strode past him to the chart. He studied it for a moment, then reached into it, spreading his fingers, magnifying the volume of space where the lines converged. He studied it again, then pushed it, sliding the image to his left. After another moment of thoughtful, narrow-eyed study, he pointed at a particular system. “There.”

      Dash gave Leira a mystified look. “There? That one, specific star system?”

      Kai nodded. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Um, why?”

      The monk smiled. “I realize it seems strange that I just point at what seems to be an arbitrary star system, but there is a reason. Allow me to explain.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Leira said.

      “As you’ll recall, our Order, the Order of the Unseen, was founded almost two hundred years ago. I would like to say that the entirety of that time has passed in cooperative harmony, but early in our history we experienced a schism. One hundred and fifty years ago, one of our number, a monk named Solas, came to disagree with the Order’s approach to dealing with the Unseen.”

      “A hundred and fifty years ago,” Dash said, looking at Leira. “That comes not long before a hundred and forty years ago.”

      Kai gave a puzzled look. “I’m sure that means something, beyond—well, a trivial fact.”

      “It does. And I’ll get to it in a minute. First, though, what sort of disagreement did this Solas have?”

      “Based on the writings of my ancestral brethren from the time, Brother Solas believed that the Unseen should be viewed strictly through a lens of logic and order. Others came to think in the same way, and soon he had a following. According to the records, they shed their personal names and adopted a collective identity. The Verity. They became obsessed with order, straight lines, logic, and similar, highly structured ways of thinking. It doesn’t sound like they could fit in anywhere, let alone in an Order where the natural world was so important to our daily lives. After all, the Unseen existed in the context of the universe around them. And the universe is far from driven by strict logic and order. It is random. Life is too. So, for those who rejected the beliefs of the Verity, it was likely for them to embrace the random nature of existence. And the Verity hate that lack of control, even though it’s on a galactic—or universal—scale.”

      Dash gave a friendly nod. “Okay, that all sounds like something I’d discuss late at night after a few drinks.” He immediately held up a hand, though. “Sorry, Kai, if that sounded, you know, dismissive.”

      Kai chuckled. “You don’t need to tell me that it’s all quite esoteric. This was long before my time, of course, but even I believe that the Verity was engaged in what amounted to very abstract, even wishful thinking.”

      “It was the world as they wanted to see it, not how it really was,” Amy said. The others turned and gave her a surprised stare, and she shrugged. “What? I might be a grubby mechanic, but I have my deep moments, too.”

      “You certainly do,” Conover said.

      Dash turned back to Kai. “So you had this split, this schism. What happened next?”

      “Our records, frankly, try to make the best of a bad situation, but it is easy enough to read between the lines of what was written. Our Order went through a time of crisis, as both sides entrenched and began to fight. Not literally, of course, but relations between the Verity and the others became, let’s say strained.”

      “What? Conflicting religious beliefs leading to strained relations?” Leira said, rolling her eyes. “Say it ain’t so.”

      Kai chuckled again. “In any case, before the schism led to an actual civil war within the Order, the Verity chose to leave. They were, apparently, determined to pursue what they believed to be the ultimate truth of the universe, the path to which only began with the study of the Unseen.”

      “Naturally. And these enlightened souls went to the star system you just picked out, am I right?” Dash asked.

      “To the best of our current knowledge, yes.”

      “What a coincidence,” Leira said. “It’s in exactly the same direction as these new and improved idiots we’re fighting.”

      “Imagine that,” Dash said. “Custodian, retrieve everything you have on that system. Use the databases from the Slipwing, the Snow Leopard, and the Rockhound, too.”

      “It is done.” The star chart vanished, replaced with a more detailed image of the star system in question, surrounded by the relatively scant data available regarding it.

      “Thinking of some recon?” Leira asked.

      Dash shook his head. “Nah, I’ve got something a little more direct in mind. Custodian?”

      “Yes?”

      “Let’s talk about scramblers.”

      There was a brief pause before Custodian answered. “There are many things in the available data that could be called a scrambler. Can you be more specific?”

      Dash grinned. “Yes, I can. Allow me to explain.”
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      “So this system is about as boring as they get,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded, having to agree. The system Kai had indicated as the one to which the Verity had exiled themselves was yet another G-class, yellow-white star, with four planets: three rocky worlds, and one gas giant. Even the latter wasn’t especially impressive; it could have been any one of thousands of gas giants orbiting any one of thousands of stars. The system didn’t even have a name, just another forgettable catalog number.

      Dash glanced at the threat indicator. Nothing. He scanned the heads-up, seeing his small flotilla formed up and ready to start starward. The Archetype and the Swift were accompanied by Benzel and Wei-Ping aboard the Herald, and three of the smaller ships from the Silent Fleet, crewed and commanded by more of the Gentle Friends.

      Former Gentle Friends, Dash corrected in his own thoughts. It was important to start thinking of them not as the Gentle Friends, or Harolyn’s people, or Ragsdale’s people from Port Hannah, or the Aquarians. They were all part of the Cygnus Realm. He needed to promote that to ensure they became, and remained, a cohesive, unified force.

      “Uh, Dash?” Leira said. “Are you waiting for an invitation from the Bright, or the Verity, or whoever they are to investigate their system?”

      “Oh. No, sorry. Got lost thinking about…names.” He paused again, then waved vaguely, the mech’s huge fist glittering like a dark mirror.

      “Names? Huh.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Let’s go.” He kicked up the Archetype’s drive, accelerating in-system, aiming himself directly at the star. Leira eased the Swift into her accustomed position as his wingman, while Benzel deployed the Silent Fleet ships into a diamond formation. The ships themselves worked out the details, their networked systems ensuring that they could maximize the fire of all of them in any direction, while also remaining free to maneuver or evade.

      “So what are we expecting to find here?” Benzel asked. “Kai described what sounded like a bunch of navel-gazing monks thinking about logic and the universe. But we’re really expecting to find these Bright assholes, right?”

      “They might have started as navel-gazing monks, but yeah, I’m expecting those to be long gone,” Dash replied.

      “So they became the Bright,” Benzel said.

      “That’s the theory. Their logic and straight-line thinking really was just navel gazing, until they somehow got hooked up with Golden tech. That seems to have started them on the path to—to whatever they are now.”

      “But Kai hates the Golden,” Wei-Ping said. “The way he talks about them, you know, the Enemy of All Life and that sort of thing. So didn’t these guys hate the Golden, too? Why would they hook up with them?”

      “Before all this began, if someone had shown me a piece of Golden tech, and then a piece of Unseen tech, I wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference,” Dash said.

      “So you think the Golden just pretended to be the Unseen and fooled these Verity monks into trusting them and their tech,” Benzel said. “They manipulated them.”

      “That’s exactly what I think. The Verity were primed and ready to be in awe of the Unseen and their tech and the logic and order of it all, so it was probably easy for the Golden to play to their assumptions.”

      “So do you think they know the truth now?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Don’t know,” Dash said. “Don’t know, and don’t care. If they do, then they’re choosing to side willingly with the Golden. And if they don’t, they’re still waylaying ships and sticking their crews and passengers into what amounts to a chamber of horrors.” He narrowed his eyes at the star ahead and the planets around it. “Either way, they have to die.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “Now that I have had a chance to analyze this system in more detail, and calculate the relevant orbital and trajectory mechanics as they are affected by nearby star systems, it would appear that two ships—a stellar survey vessel on a charting expedition, and a freighter intending to refuel itself from the atmosphere of the gas giant—vanished in this system. Both did so just inside the orbit of the fourth, outermost planet.”

      Dash studied the heads-up. At their current velocity, they’d cross that planet’s orbit in about two hours. As Sentinel broadcast her conclusions to the rest of the flotilla, he decided to speed up their approach, but also make things more complicated for anyone lying in wait.

      “Okay, folks, Leira and I are going to accelerate some more so we start past the fourth planet in about half an hour. Benzel, you hang back about fifteen minutes. If we get engaged in the mechs, it means you should still be clear to maneuver.”

      “Got it,” Benzel said.

      “Sentinel,” Dash said, “Are those new missiles ready?”

      “They are, but I again urge caution. They have not been properly tested.”

      “Duly noted.” The concept for these new missiles had come to Dash while explaining his scrambler idea to Custodian. He’d worked with Sentinel and Custodian to rush the fabrication, so the Archetype only carried three and, as the AI had fretted, they hadn’t been able to test them at all, aside from a few computer simulations.

      Dash shrugged as he accelerated the Archetype, and he watched as the gap widened between the mechs and the ships of the Silent Fleet. It would be nice to be able to fight a war without facing any risks, but there it was.
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      The Archetype and the Swift slid past the orbit of the fourth world.

      Nothing happened.

      “Dash,” Leira said. “I’m not seeing anything to indicate anyone lives here. There are no emissions from these planets that aren’t natural, and no atmospheric pollutants you’d expect from a technologically advanced settlement. I’m not doubting Kai, but maybe the Verity packed up and moved on at some point. Or maybe they died out.”

      “It’s possible. But until we—”

      The threat indicator came alive, cutting him off.

      “Okay, there we go,” he said. “Six contacts. Two are—aw, crap, Harbingers. The other four are…” He frowned at the data. “Those look like mundane hulls of human design, but they’re giving off all sorts of readings that show as Golden tech.”

      “Harbingers and ships full of Golden tech?” Leira snorted. “I guess that tells us if these Verity are in league with the Golden, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah. And that they’re here.” He swung the Archetype onto a new heading, aiming himself straight at the Verity ships, Leira following. The enemy flotilla immediately split into two groups, a Harbinger and two ships in each. One continued to bore straight in; the other swung away from the star, apparently aiming to put itself between Benzel’s detachment and the mechs.

      “Benzel,” Dash said. “Do you—”

      “I sure do. You guys concentrate on the ones you’re already aimed at. You can leave this other group of assholes to us.”

      “Roger that.”

      A barrage of missiles erupted from the Verity ships. A standard tactic, it seemed, to try to diffuse enemy fire by offering a whole bunch of new and potentially deadly targets. It was a simple plan, and an effective one, but Dash had been expecting it.

      “Okay, Sentinel, ready two of the new missiles to fire.”

      “Ready. I have also reinforced structural integrity, in the event that they misfire.”

      “Got it, yeah. Let’s just cross our fingers, huh?”

      “I don’t have fingers.”

      Dash laughed. “I don’t know if you mean to be funny, but—”

      Pulse cannons erupted from the two Verity ships. At the same time, the Harbinger accelerated hard. The threat indicator was soon saturated with dire warnings. Dash ignored it, instead firing a barrage of missiles, including the new ones. He gritted his teeth.

      But they didn’t prematurely detonate, which happened in one of the simulations they’d run. Custodian had claimed to know what the problem was, and how to fix it, but Sentinel still urged real-world tests.

      Well, that’s what they were doing now.

      Dash flung the Archetype into a series of evasive twists, swoops, and spins. Leira did the same, scissoring back and forth behind him, covering his rear. They both snapped out dark-lance and nova-gun shots, pummeling the Harbinger. He considered it the bigger threat, being of actual Golden manufacture, not just augmented by their tech.

      “Five seconds to detonation,” Sentinel said.

      “Okay, Leira, brace yourself. We don’t know exactly how powerful these are.”

      A sudden, massive surge of acceleration slammed through the Archetype, making Dash’s teeth clash in a porcelain rattle. Both warheads detonated within milliseconds of each other, each generating a colossal gravity well—essentially, the effect of the Archetype’s distortion cannon, but much more powerful, and slightly more persistent. The Archetype fell toward the overlapping gravitational anomalies; Dash let it, but he kept himself on the brink of accelerating hard away in case the effect got out of hand. There was a slight chance that intense gravitation could actually poke a hole into space-time, and even the AIs weren’t entirely sure what the effect of that would be.

      Closer to the epicenters of the detonations, though, the gravitational gradient spiked hard, hundreds, or even thousands of g’s difference over just a few meters. The whole swarm of oncoming missiles either plunged into the gravitational depths or were simply shredded. Then the gravity wells faded, revealing a sudden sprawl of spinning debris. Fragments of missiles whirled around the tumbling form of the Harbinger, which seemed to have lost power or been disabled by the blast.

      One of the Bright ships burned hard, trying to counter the sudden yank; the other just swept on, crashing into the debris field. Dash saw pieces of wrecked missiles slamming into ablative armor, chunks of gleaming metal whirling crazily with each punishing impact. But the ship kept coming, apparently out of control. It sideswiped the Harbinger, knocking the mech aside and losing another section of hull in the process.

      Leira’s voice was full of quiet awe. “Well, that was pretty damned effective.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “One of the gravitational anomalies has not entirely closed. A distortion remains at the coordinates I’m sharing with you.”

      Dash frowned. Uh-oh. “What sort of distortion?”

      “As I had feared, the detonation of the gravity bomb, as you refer to it, has disrupted the normal interaction of space and time. I am detecting significant proton decay from dust and gas particles being pulled into the anomaly. Since protons are believed to have a half-life of ten to thirty-two years, it would be beyond unusual to detect even a single such decay anywhere in the galactic arm, over time spans of even millions of years.”

      Dash slowed the Archetype, at the same time veering it aside, giving the lingering anomaly—a point actually smaller than an atom—a wide berth.

      “Is it going to, you know, go away?” Dash asked. “Or did I just break the universe?”

      Dash tried to smile as he said it, but his gut clenched hard at the thought he might have just done something far worse than anything the Golden had planned. They wanted to wipe out all life; he may have unzipped space and time.

      “The effect is decaying logarithmically and has almost returned to a normal relationship between space and time.”

      “Okay, let me amend what I said earlier,” Leira put in. “That was damned effective. But maybe we should think hard before using those things again.”

      Dash nodded. “It sounded like a good idea at the time, but yeah.”

      Still, Dash noted, the gravity bombs had turned the battle. The Harbinger remained out of action. The Bright ship that had been decelerating like mad to stay away from the epicenters and the debris cloud around them had kept decelerating and now spun about and fled.

      “Benzel,” Dash said. “What’s your status? I can see all your ships are still in the fight.”

      “We’re holding our own,” Benzel replied. “If we can get some help, though, we can probably end this a lot faster.”

      Dash opened his mouth to say, on our way, but hesitated. The second Bright ship, the one that had lost control and collided with the Harbinger, drove on, its drive still powered. It snapped out sporadic pulse-cannon shots, so it wasn’t entirely out of the fight.

      “Leira, you go help Benzel. I’ll mop up here.”

      Without hesitation, the Swift spun and darted away. “Benzel, I’m about ten minutes out,” Leira said. “Keep some targets alive and kicking for me, okay?”

      Benzel laughed. “Oh, there’ll still be lots to shoot at when you get here, believe me.”

      Dash took a moment and a few breaths. Leira’s lack of hesitation showed she was now fully confident with the Swift and, for all her bitching about it, she and Tybalt were working like a well-oiled machine. She didn’t really need him playing big brother when they were in combat.

      A pulse-cannon shot slammed into the Archetype’s shields. Dash swore and turned his attention back to his battle, which hadn’t quite ended. He launched himself toward the Harbinger, whose emissions were starting to climb back the scale as it self repaired and powered back up. First, he wanted to take it out and make sure it stayed out.

      He looked at the Bright ship, which was battered and still mostly disabled, but also largely intact.

      He gave it a thin smile.

      Yeah, I’ve got other plans for you.
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      Wei-Ping grinned through her helmet’s faceplate. “Okay, now comes the fun part.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Dash said, glancing around. Twenty of the Gentle Friends were gathered on the hull of the disabled Bright ship, arranged in squads of five. The Archetype, the Swift, and two of the Silent Fleet ships hung against the star field, having backed a few klicks off; somewhere beyond them, out of sight, was Benzel’s flagship, the Herald, and the other Silent Fleet ship. They were acting as cover in case any other threats popped up elsewhere in the system.

      “You sure you don’t want me down there?” Benzel said. “Wei-Ping’s good at this boarding action stuff, but seriously, I’m better.”

      “Like hell you are,” Wei-Ping snapped back. “This is a job for younger people.”

      “Are you calling me old?”

      “Hey, if the tired, worn-out old vac-boot fits.”

      “Okay, guys,” Dash said “You can pick up this pissing contest right where you left it when we’re done.”

      Wei-Ping moved, clunking her helmet against Dash’s. “He hates it when I call him old,” she said, her voice buzzing through the helmets. “Don’t you dare ever tell him I said this, but truth is, he’s still our best boarding leader. You sure you don’t want him leading this?”

      “Are we going to just sit out here on the side of this ship, or are you going to let us inside?”

      Wei-Ping pulled back, grinned again, then said, “Okay, breaching charges in ten…nine…eight…”

      Dash looked around the hull as she counted down. He could see the whole length of the ship, almost two hundred meters, but the horizon formed by the curve of its hull only gave twenty meters or so of line-of-sight across it. That made him nervous; he didn’t know how much the Bright were into this close quarters sort of fighting, but if they were aggressive enough to come outside, they might catch the boarding party clumped together. Dash gripped his pulse-gun and tried to keep turning, watching one direction, then the other.

      “…two…one…fire!”

      A series of flashes rippled along the length of the hull, as breaching charges blew a half-dozen openings; at the same time, Dash felt the blasts through his magnetized boots. They were only using the two closest breaches, though. The others were just meant to confuse the Bright, keeping them guessing as to where they were being boarded. That depended on them not being able to scan the outside of their ship, of course, and Sentinel couldn’t confirm whether they could or not.

      But the Gentle Friends were prepared for this, too. Just in case the Bright weren’t fooled and knew where the real breaches were, Wei-Ping’s people flung charges into the blasted gaps. More flashes, more thumps under Dash’s feet, then clouds of vapor shot out of the holes. Micro-drones immediately followed, letting them see what awaited them.

      Nothing, inside either opening.

      Wei-Ping launched herself into the gap, her squad following. A second squad vanished into the nearby breach. Dash waited for both squads to enter, then made to follow. As he did, he saw Leira about to enter the other breach. She waved, and he waved back. It actually grated on both of them to bring up the rear, but Wei-Ping had been insistent—the Gentle Friends were used to this sort of thing and had a whole bunch of tactics and procedures they used, which all relied on not having strangers bumbling about in their midst.

      Dash pushed himself through the breach.

      An instant of disorientation hit him as he crossed into the ship’s internal gravity; there was suddenly an up, and he wasn’t aligned properly with it, making him stumble against a bulkhead. He recovered, raised his pulse-gun, and followed the last of the Gentle Friends along a short corridor and into a compartment.

      The Gentle Friends stalked ahead of him, a motley collection of weapons at the ready. Most wielded slug-guns, but a few, like Wei-Ping, carried the bizarre snap-guns, weapons that fired two relatively harmless beams that could be made to intersect; at the point where they crossed, they were ferociously deadly. All of the Gentle Friends also sported an array of melee weapons, such as boarding cutlasses, axes, and even wicked, short-hafted spears. It was all intended to suit fighting in the tight confines of a ship, while minimizing damage to ships’ systems, components, and structural members. That was important if you wanted to take the ship as a prize—but also valuable for not blasting holes into things that might blast right back at you, like plasma conduits or fusion bottles.

      Not blowing themselves up would be good, Dash thought. Keeping the ship from blowing up was even better.

      Gunfire rattled from ahead. Dash crouched against the wall, pulse-gun at the ready. He had a bad moment when he caught movement behind him, but it was just the second boarding party. They passed by, supporting Wei-Ping’s detachment.

      Leira appeared and crouched next to Dash. “The way back is blocked off,” she said. “Blast doors are down, and the radiation on the other side of them is, as the Gentle Friends put it, crazy high. Reactor leak, I’m thinking.”

      “Well, that makes our job easier, if we only have to work our way forward.” But Dash stopped, eyes narrowed.

      Leira frowned through her faceplate. “What?”

      “I’m trying to figure out how the reactor breached. It hadn’t when I closed on this ship with the Archetype, and I only disabled the weapons.” Still crouching, he moved forward and slapped the rear-most of the Gentle Friends on the shoulder. The woman turned and Dash put his helmet against hers.

      “Tell Wei-Ping I’m taking the rest of your squad back, but don’t use the comm.”

      The woman scowled. “It’s all closed off back there.”

      “Maybe. Regardless, indulge me.”

      The woman dashed forward, spoke helmet-to-helmet with her squad leader, then carried on, looking for Wei-Ping. The rest of her squad fell in behind Dash. Leira joined them as they passed, heading back the way the second boarding party had come.

      They traversed about ten meters of gloomy corridor, sporadically lit by flickering lights. Around a corner, sure enough, five meters ahead a massive blast door blocked their way.

      Dash put his helmet against the squad leader’s, a young woman Dash thought was named Mira. Or maybe Miriam. “Okay, set your people up at this corner, then back into that compartment there and wait.”

      “For what?”

      “For that blast door to open.”

      “Uh, that happens and everything from here forward will be flooded with hard rads.”

      “Again, indulge me.”

      Mira—yes, Dash was pretty sure it was Mira—shrugged. “I’ve got no other plans.” She moved among her remaining squad members, going helmet-to-helmet and getting them deployed.

      There was a clunk against his helmet, then Leira’s voice buzzed in Dash’s ears. “Dash, what do you think is going to happen here?”

      “I have a feeling.”

      “Have you got a feeling about these assholes blowing their reactor, like that last Bright ship we faced did?”

      “Sentinel says all of this ship’s reactors are offline.” He glanced at the flickering lights. “That looks like emergency power to me.”

      Leira shifted. “And how sure is Sentinel about that?”

      “Sure enough for me.”

      “Dash, what if—”

      Dash tapped her, cutting her off, then pointed at the door.

      “See? A feeling,” Dash said. “That.”

      The blast door had started opening, sliding up, revealing—

      Bright. A half-dozen of them, all armed with what looked like pulse-guns. The pale, inhuman creatures had faked the radiation warnings and lowered the blast doors, just so they could slip out once the boarding party was fully engaged forward and take them in the rear.

      Instead, the leading Bright barely had time to duck under the rising door before being hit by pulse-gun shots from both Dash and Leira. He—or she, there really seemed to be no way to tell—toppled backward. A flurry of slug- and snap-gun shots slammed into the others. They managed a few hasty shots back, and then it was done. The Gentle Friends ran forward, cutlasses and axes at the ready. But all of the Bright were down and unmoving, leaving them with nothing else to kill.

      “Good call,” Mira said, grinning at Dash. “You ever been a privateer?”

      “I’ve been lots of things, but never that, no.”

      “Well, consider yourself at least an honorary one, now.”

      Dash gave her a thumbs up, then said, “Okay, you guys stay here, make sure we don’t get any more surprises coming at us from behind. Leira and I are going forward.”

      “Roger that!”

      Dash gave the Gentle Friends a last, appreciative look. Then, with Leira right behind him, he started forward again.
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      Dash crouched beside Wei-Ping, watching the Gentle Friends fastening breaching charges to the blast door ahead of them. This one blocked their way onto what seemed to be the Bright ship’s bridge, and probably wouldn’t open quite as easily or conveniently as the one to the rear when the crew tried to launch their failed ambush.

      “No casualties so far,” Wei-Ping said. “But that might change if we have to fight our way onto that bridge. That door is pretty narrow.” She glanced at Dash. “You sure we can’t just heave a bunch of charges in there once we breach it and call it a day?”

      “Can you make sure you keep at least one of these bastards alive? Kai was really insistent that we bring back a living prisoner, if we can,” Dash said.

      “Nope.”

      “Well, there you go.”

      Wei-Ping nodded. “So we’re doing this the hard way. Got it.”

      The Gentle Friends pulled back from the door. One of them gave Wei-Ping a thumbs-up; she returned it. The man raised a hand, showing five gloved fingers, then crooked one, a second—

      When he pulled down his thumb, the charges blew.

      The blast door was strong, designed to ward off this very sort of attack, but it was still the original, of human design. The Gentle Friends had long ago developed tandem, shaped charges that blew in rapid succession, each gouging deeper into the tough alloy. In a second, a rectangular section of the door was gone, toppled inward with a heavy clang, leaving only a few ragged centimeters protruding from the frame.

      Something came flying out of the breach—a charge, thrown at them. Exactly the thing Dash hadn’t wanted to do to the Bright

      But the Gentle Friends were ready for this, too. One of them immediately flung a heavy blast mat over the charge; when it detonated, the shock made the blast mat go rigid, absorbing much of its energy. It shot up, slammed into the ceiling, then fell back in a billow of swirling smoke. Enough of the blast leaked out that Dash felt it in his chest. The lead Gentle Friends were already moving, lunging through the opening, firing slug pistols and wielding cutlasses. Wei-Ping followed, Dash right behind, Leira right behind him.

      They leapt through the breach. Inside, Dash saw a confusing swirl of melee already underway. He looked for a target and saw something come racing around a console. It was a robot, compact and sturdy; it stopped and erupted with a barrage of shotgun blasts that knocked one of the Gentle Friends back in a spray of blood. Dash fired the pulse gun from the hip, shots hitting the deck and then smacking into the robot, blasting its hull open. It shuddered to a stop, flaring with sparks.

      A second robot appeared, its automatic shotgun banging away. Leira pulse-gunned it to wreckage, but not before it clipped Wei-Ping. Dash heard her curse, but she didn’t break the rhythm of her strikes, cutting down a Bright. A second Bright lunged at her, hitting with a baton that momentarily surrounded her in a crackling aura of searing blue discharge, and she fell.

      Now it was Dash’s turn to curse. He raised the pulse-gun, aiming at the baton-wielding Bright, who charged another of the Gentle Friends. His shot hit almost simultaneously with Leira’s, blasting the pale face apart. Slug-pistols banged, blades swung, consoles erupted in showers of sparks. For the next thirty seconds, chaos reigned as Dash fought savagely with gun and fist and even a thrown viewscreen, accompanied by a stream of curses as he rode a Bright to the floor, beating it into submission. When he rose, he had no idea who was alive or dead, so he fired again, and again, until there were no enemies left moving in the tumultuous space.

      And then, in the way of close-quarters fights, it was over. In the sudden silence, the Gentle Friends moved quickly around the bridge, checking their fallen enemies. Dash saw that one of the Bright was still alive, to his shock, and struggling to stand. Two Gentle Friends tackled it, driving it back to the floor and struggling to snap restraints on the slender, flailing limbs.

      Dash headed for Wei-Ping. He braced himself for the worst—

      —but saw she was sitting up. He looked into her faceplate, and she stared back at him, blinking slowly.

      “Wei-Ping? You okay?”

      She frowned, seemed to think about it, then nodded. “I will be in the morning,” she said, her words slurring together. “Meantime, help me to bed, will you?”

      Dash looked into her eyes. “Wei-Ping? Who am I?”

      She gave a slow smile. “The man of my dreams.”

      “Uh—”

      Leira appeared beside him. “How is she?”

      “Stunned,” Dash said. “Oh, and very discerning.”

      “What?”

      He waggled his eyebrows, then smiled. “Never mind. Is the ship secure?”

      “Seems to be.”

      They helped Wei-Ping to her feet. Her arm bled through a rip in her suit, torn by the robot’s shotgun, but it was a superficial wound, already mostly stopped by her vac suit’s sealing foam. The same couldn’t be said of the other Gentle Friend, the one shot by the other robot, unfortunately.

      “One casualty,” Leira said as they passed the fallen man. “That’s not too bad.”

      Dash, though, shook his head, his momentary amusement at Wei-Ping’s complementary confusion gone. “Bad enough.”

      “Yeah,” Leira answered.

      The Gentle Friends dragged their prisoner toward the breached door. The creature gave him a venomous look as it stumbled by. Dash just stared back.

      “Up yours too, if you even have—never mind,” he said. The Bright wouldn’t hear it, of course, not being on the comm net.

      Dash hoped it could read lips.
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      “Dash,” Sentinel said, as Dash settled back into the Archetype’s cradle. “The Bright ship contains several hundred tons of potentially usable materials, including significant amounts of Dark Metal. Three of its four reactors also appear to be intact, albeit non-functional. It could be brought back to the Forge, given time and effort.”

      “Huh. Yeah, good point. Trouble is, I don’t think that ship is going far under its own power. I mean, we don’t even know if its translation drive works. So we’d have to tow it, and we aren’t really rigged for towing, especially through unSpace.” Dash sighed as he looked at the battered Bright ship on the heads-up. It was too bad, too, because Sentinel was right. There was a lot of raw materials there, all in one package. But towing through unSpace was tricky. Salvagers put a lot of time, thought, and effort into it.

      Tybalt spoke up. “Sentinel and I have conferred. We believe that the translation drive on the Herald can be adapted to accommodate the increased mass of the Bright ship as long as the two could be kept within a specified distance of one another.”

      “And how would we do that? Benzel’s people checked out the Bright reactors and drives and said it would take days to make them operational again. The thing’s got, what, thrusters? I don’t think that’s going to cut it,” Dash said.

      “We have a plan for that, too.” A schematic appeared on the heads-up. Dash just stared at it for a moment.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” he finally said.

      “We do not kid,” Tybalt said.

      Dash smiled. “No, I don’t suppose you do. Leira, what do you think of this?”

      “I think it’s insane.”

      “You want to give it a try, don’t you?”

      “Damned right I do.”

      Dash chuckled. “Okay. It’s worth a shot. All ahead full. But carefully.”
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      Dash shook his head. “Holy crap. I can’t believe this is working.”

      “I do not know why you are surprised, Messenger,” Tybalt said. “Sentinel and I had every confidence in our proposal.”

      “Sentinel, that true?”

      “Of course,” she replied, but Dash caught a hint of hesitation that made him smile.

      He and Leira hugged—actually hugged—the Bright ship with their mechs, the Archetype clinging to its port side, the Swift to starboard. With their massive hands firmly anchored into the ship’s structure, they’d become its engines, the mechs’ drives more than powerful enough to maneuver it. Now, the makeshift ship-mech hybrid trailed along just a hundred meters beneath the Herald, all of them smoothly translating through unSpace in sync, their drives slaved to Benzel’s ship. Dash could only try to imagine the vast computational power being used to keep the whole arrangement stable during translation. There was no way any conventional ship would have been able to do it.

      It left him without much to do.

      “Hey, Sentinel, you guys all seem to have this under control, so you really don’t need me for the next few hours, do you?”

      “As long as we encounter no difficulties, we do not. Why, do you intend to go somewhere?”

      Dash chuckled. “Yeah, I do. But I need you to shut down whatever it is in the Meld that keeps me awake.”

      “Ah. Done.”

      “Wake me up if you need me, okay?”

      “I will.”

      Dash had always wondered if he’d be able to sleep in this damned cradle.

      It turned out he could, just fine.
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      Dash was sorry when Sentinel finally woke him just in time for them to drop out of unSpace near the Forge. The cradle turned out to be weirdly comfortable, and now he found himself considering spending the odd rest period snoozing in its grip.

      More to the point, though, it meant that he arrived at the Forge relatively well rested. As Custodian set about dismantling the Bright ship for its raw materials and usable components, Dash dismounted the Archetype and made his way directly to the medical bay, where the Gentle Friends had taken their prisoner. He found Kai, Viktor, and Harolyn already there.

      “Ugly son of a bitch,” Harolyn said as he joined them beside the gurney, to which the Bright had been thoroughly strapped.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, and they’re even uglier when they’re awake.”

      The Bright looked like he—Custodian had confirmed it was a he, although that was apparently based solely on genetics, not on any recognizable physical characteristics—was just asleep. In fact, Custodian had administered sedatives and confirmed that, based on the Bright’s brainwave activity, he was experiencing something similar to REM sleep. But there were several more readings, all confirming electrical and computational activity in many of his internal…components seemed to fit better than organs, given what they’d found in their previous dissection of one of these things. They didn’t know enough about the beings to know if asleep actually meant unaware, so Custodian had already cautioned them to assume that whatever they said might be overheard.

      “So aside from ugly, what’s his status?” Dash said.

      “He is stable,” Custodian said. “I have administered sedatives, as already noted, as well as fluids. There has been no need to undertake any other treatments because any injuries the Bright suffered during his capture have already been self-repaired.”

      “Well that’s efficient,” Dash said. “He’s fully healed, and I still haven’t even showered since the fight.”

      Harolyn gave Dash a sidelong look. “Tell me about it.”

      Dash shot her a good-natured glare, but Kai spoke up. He’d been studying the Bright closely. “I am convinced that this is one of the Verity.”

      “How can you be sure?” Dash asked. “They fled your Order over a century ago, so it’s not like you’d know any of them or recognize them.”

      Kai looked at Dash. “Nonetheless, I am convinced of it. This is exactly the sort of apotheosis, elevation to a higher, more ordered and logical state of being, that they sought.” He shrugged. “You aren’t the only one who has feelings about things, Dash.”

      “Fair enough. Who am I to argue with that, right?” He looked back at the Bright, who apparently was also a Verity. “So how long until he wakes up?”

      “I could awaken him at any time,” Custodian replied. “As I said, physically he is now essentially sound. The sedatives are keeping the appropriate parts of his nervous system suppressed, so terminating their use will allow him to regain consciousness.”

      “Okay. Give us five minutes then wake him up.” Dash gestured for the others to follow him out of the medical bay.

      “I’d like you guys to lead the interrogation when he wakes up,” Dash said.

      Viktor looked at Kai, then Harolyn, then Dash. “So that’s why you asked us to meet you here. But why us?”

      “Because I’ve got something in mind,” Dash said. “I’ll warn you right now, though, it’s not going to be pretty.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash stopped a few corridors away from the medical bay, Leira at his side. She carried an IV bag filled with a lurid, blue-green fluid. He reached for his comm, but Leira stopped him.

      “Dash, are you really sure about this?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “This is pretty extreme.”

      “Every aspect of this war is extreme.” He tapped his comm. “Kai, it’s Dash. How’s it going?”

      “Our guest is proving to be most uncooperative, unfortunately. We haven’t been able to get him to answer any of our questions.”

      Dash set his mouth into a grim line. “Fine. We’re on our way, then.”

      “Dash,” Kai began. “I really must urge—”

      “Dash out.” He glanced at Leira, then resumed his way to the medical bay.

      They found the others clustered around the Verity, whose dark, crystalline eyes regarded them all with a cold, inhuman contempt that actually made Dash wince a little. But he ignored their prisoner and just looked at the others.

      “So nothing? Nothing at all?”

      “We’ve tried being friendly, persuasive, even a little menacing,” Harolyn said. “Nothing.”

      Viktor shrugged. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the monitors. Nothing to even hint he’s under any sort of stress.”

      Kai sighed. “I hate to admit it, but I believe we’ve done all we can.” He narrowed his eyes at Dash. “I just think we need more time.”

      “We don’t have more time.”

      “He was once human,” Kai said. “I believe we can reach that—”

      “There’s nothing human about this thing,” Dash snapped, then turned to Leira and held out a hand.

      She looked down at the IV bag, then back up at Dash. “I’m really uncomfortable about this, Dash.”

      “Yeah, so am I. But all sentient life, remember?”

      She handed over the IV bag. Dash moved to the side of the gurney, unplugged an IV bag already hooked up, and lifted the bag containing the blue-green fluid. As he did, Conover entered, carrying an instrument. He moved in beside Dash.

      “I just wanted to take a reading of his—”

      Dash put a hand on Conover’s chest and shoved him back, hard.

      “Get back, dammit. If this spills—just get back.” He gave Conover a hard look. “You don’t want to be here, anyway. Believe me.”

      As Conover faded back, gaping, Dash turned to Leira. “Do you think he can understand me?”

      She shrugged. “We don’t even know if he can speak. He might just be—”

      “Get that poison away from me, you filthy breeder,” the Verity said. His voice, flat and mechanical, nonetheless managed to ring with arrogant disdain.

      They’d all widened their eyes when the Verity spoke. Dash made a huh sound. “Well, well, he can talk. I guess that’s some progress.”

      “Of course I speak, you fool. I’m an officer of the only sentient species in this room.” The Verity looked at the vivid IV bag in Dash’s hand. “Your primitive toxin might end this particular iteration of me, but that is of no consequence. My people will find me and reintegrate this frame. You’ll be frozen dust by then, of course. But that is of no consequence, either.”

      Finished speaking, the Verity closed his eyes.

      Dash shrugged. “Well, then there’s no harm in doing this, right? Custodian, how much of this stuff will cook his nerves? Three mils, or five?  He’s small, I mean, can’t be but a hundred, hundred twenty kilos.”

      “Five mils will destroy all nerve pathways, rendering them incapable of functioning.”

      “Five mils, huh?”

      “Dash,” Leira said. “You don’t have to do this.”

      He spun on her. “Remember when you tore open that ship?” He jerked a thumb at the Verity. “Their ship? Remember what spilled out into space?”

      She said nothing.

      “Dash,” Harolyn said. “Five mils—that’s a little over the top, don’t you think? I mean, there’s pain and then—”

      “No,” Leira said, her voice suddenly as cold and empty as hard vacuum. “Dash is right. I can’t ever forget those…people. What these monsters had done to them.” She looked at Dash. “You’re right. Do it. We don’t need him. Besides, we can use what’s left of him afterward, maybe figure out how they work. And how to stop them, for good.”

      Dash hooked up the IV bag and grabbed the valve. “Five mils it is.” He thumbed open the valve. Drops of the bright liquid dripped into the reservoir. A second valve kept them from finishing their journey into the Verity’s arm.

      “I can’t watch this,” Conover said, turning and leaving.

      “Spare me your theatrics,” the Verity hissed, opening his eyes.

      Dash glanced at the monitor over the gurney. “Custodian, show me that spot we talked about before—yeah, right there.”

      Dash pulled a multi-tool out of his pocket and pried at a small panel on the Verity’s lower leg, about halfway between foot and knee. It opened to reveal several tubes converging into a single valve assembly. “Yeah, there we go.” He looked at Leira. “I was just thinking. Maybe we could inject here, instead. Might preserve more of the, you know, the top of him, where all the good stuff is. Viktor, you could use some more parts from one of these assholes, right?”

      Viktor gave an uncomfortable look. “I suppose I could, yes.” He ran a hand through his hair. “We might learn more about them from one that’s alive than the pieces of that dead one we have in storage.”

      Kai gave him a look. “So you’re going to go along with this, too?”

      “Leira told me all about what she saw when that Bright ship vented into space.” He gave a slow nod. “Like Dash said, we’re talking about all sentient life here, Kai.”

      “You’re the one who calls them the Enemy of All Life,” Leira said.

      Kai just sighed and looked back at the Verity, who glanced at the green fluid in the tube.

      “I am not afraid of any of this, or any of you,” the Verity snapped. “You are as animals to me, nothing more. If you had any wits about you, you would embrace the elevation that is—”

      “Yeah, screw this,” Dash said. “I can’t be bothered to wait.”

      He opened the second valve, letting the greenish fluid flow into the Verity’s arm.

      “All of you are already dead,” the Verity said. “You just don’t realize it yet.” Dash noted that the Verity’s words came a little more quickly now. He watched as the first of the green fluid entered the needle buried in the pale, waxy skin of his arm. “You will be found and—”

      He stopped speaking, his eyes going wide. “What is that sensation?” the Verity said, then he stiffened, pulling against the straps holding him down. His lips pulled back and he drew in a hissing breath as more of the fluid entered him.

      “It’s just the beginning,” Dash said. “But we have plenty of time. Well, you don’t, but we do.”

      “Unless you would like to…talk,” Leira said.

      “Talking is good,” Harolyn said.

      “Very good,” Kai added.

      The Verity’s face softened. In a quiet voice, he said, “Saint. Kizdin.”

      “What’s that?” Dash asked.

      “My ship. And my name,” the Verity said.

      “Can I pull this line from you, or should I leave it in?” Dash asked.

      “I will speak.”

      Dash pinched the IV with his thumb and forefinger but left it in the Verity’s arm. “Fine. You speak, and I’ll take the line out completely. And if you don’t? Well, I just let go of this tube and walk away.”

      “It will not do you any good,” Kizdin said. “Your defeat is—”

      “Inevitable, yeah, yeah,” Dash cut in, waving a hand. “Look, when you said you would speak, if you just meant a bunch of bullshit about how we’re all doomed, blah, blah, etcetera, then—”

      He let go of the IV line, let another slug of the greenish fluid pass through, then pinched it again.

      Kizdin sank back onto the gurney. “It does not matter what you know. Therefore, ask your questions.”

      Dash looked at Kai, who nodded.

      “You are one of the Verity?” the monk asked.

      “I am. And you must be an apostate, one of the heretics who chose not to follow the truth.”

      “It’s funny, but we say much the same things about you,” Kai said. “Isn’t it interesting how much these things depend on your point of view?”

      “Is that one of your questions? Is that your purpose, to request philosophical insights from me? If so, then you should simply embrace elevation, for then you will—”

      “Oh, for—” Dash snapped, leaning in. “Look, if you’re going to play the holier-than-thou asshole here and start lecturing us, I won’t bother with this IV and we’ll just space you, got it? I had a bellyful of that from Nathis and Clan Shirna, who, incidentally, were no more successful than you guys have been at helping out the Golden.”

      “Good help is hard to find,” Harolyn said.

      Kizdin said nothing.

      “So what is your purpose for taking all of the humans you have?” Kai asked.

      The Verity just gave Kai a stare. “You already know.”

      “I would like to hear you say it.”

      “Very well. Our continued lives depend on being able to replenish bodies with certain components that can only be obtained from living humans.”

      “Nervous system tissue,” Kai said.

      “Yes, as you have no doubt barbarically determined from your slaughter of my brethren.”

      “Not just slaughter,” Dash said. “Dissection, too.”

      Kizdin shot Dash a venomous look. Dash smiled back.

      “Harvesting what you need from those people is not the only reason you attack and capture them, though, is it?” Kai asked.

      Kizdin shrugged as much as his restraints allowed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Oh, please,” Kai said with a humorless laugh. “You could be far more surreptitious about this. You specifically intend to inject elements of fear and horror into your vile actions as a means of showing domination.”

      “The strong have always dominated the weak.”

      “For all of their misguided beliefs, the Verity who left us over a century ago would never have believed such a thing,” Kai shot back. “They chose to wrongly focus on order and logic, at the expense of a more human view, yes. But they were not cruel or domineering. You were corrupted by the Bright.”

      “They showed us the truth,” Saint Kizdin said, pushing against his restraints again. “They showed us how the universe is truly meant to work. The laws of physics and chemistry and mathematics are that truth. The universe is perfect—or would be, but for one tragic flaw.”

      “Let me guess,” Viktor said. “Us. You’re talking about us.”

      “Yes! Sentient, biological life is an imperfection! It is random, chaotic, unpredictable. It disrupts the order that would otherwise be inherent in the universe. The Bright found us and elevated us, joining us to their cause. Now, we are their vanguard. We understand you primitive beings, having once been such ourselves.” Kizdin gave a thin, cold smile. “We know you better than you know yourselves.”

      “Yeah, I doubt that,” Harolyn said. “You might have, but I think you probably lost that right along with the rest of your humanity.”

      “Your humanity is vastly overrated,” the Verity said, sinking back. “Soon, it will be nothing more than a minor footnote in the great story of the universe—and then, eventually forgotten. Entirely.”

      “You know, for all of your bluster about us, you sure are cowardly in how you go about this,” Dash said. “I think you’re afraid of us.”

      Kizdin sniffed. “Hardly. We have nothing to fear from you.”

      “Then why don’t you just come and attack us?” Leira asked. “You know, launch an all-out war, instead of skulking around the way you do.”

      “Oh, that day will come. In the meantime, though, it is sufficient to simply waylay your ships and pull them out of their superluminal state. They are then defenseless against us.” He smiled again. “Why would we be afraid of such a—” His smile hardened another notch. “I cannot even use the term enemy, because that implies you represent a threat. You do not.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that,” Dash said. “How do you yank ships out of unSpace, anyway?”

      Kizdin offered another slight shrug. “The means was given to us by the Golden. I am inclined to withhold such information simply because I can.”

      “Eh, I was just curious if it was as good as our own tech for doing that. Custodian, how is that coming, by the way? Those unSpace scramblers we discussed?”

      “The technology has been proven. It is now possible to disrupt the translation of any ship we choose.”

      Dash turned back to the Verity, satisfied at the sudden look of nervous uncertainty that flashed across his smooth, doll-like face.

      “Yeah, I think we’ll start pulling Bright ships out of unSpace,” Dash said. “You’ve inspired us. We can harvest your ships for their resources, and as for the crews—” He glanced at the green fluid. “We can make as much of this stuff as we want.”

      “You are nothing more than animals,” Kizdin spat.

      “Animals who are holding you prisoner,” Dash said. He looked at the others. “I’m thinking we hold him, keep him alive. He might still be useful to us. Maybe even for a prisoner exchange, if that comes up. In any case, we can kind of put him on display, in a cage.”

      “Like in a zoo!” Leira said.

      “That’s right. Only it will be the animals doing the watching.”

      Kizdin fell back onto the gurney. “I have answered most of your questions. Now, demonstrate to me that you are not entirely vicious beasts and get that substance of torture away from me,” he said, pointing to the IV.

      Dash smiled, taking the line and removing it from the bag. He turned it up and took a sip, grimacing a bit. Kizdin gasped.

      “It is a substance of torture,” Dash said. “At least, the morning after the night before. And the coloring really doesn’t do much for the taste. It’s still damned fine—and potent, I might add—plumato wine.” He grinned. “You Verity just can’t hold your liquor, can you?” Dash looked at Kai. “You were right, their bodies just aren’t equipped to deal with alcohol.”

      Kai shrugged. “The members of our Order chose to abstain from liquor long before even the Verity left. It is not surprising that they neglected to consider it a threat.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We suspected that androids, or whatever the hell you are, just wouldn’t do well on booze and fear. Turns out I was right,” Dash said.

      “Lightweights,” Leira snorted, making them all laugh.

      “It was a good plan, Dash,” Harolyn said. “A damned good plan.”

      “And that is what we unpredictable, random, biological animals are capable of,” Dash said, giving Kizdin a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “This is what you’re going to be fighting.”

      Kizdin grimaced, and for the first time, his smooth face held an emotion: fear.
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      Dash walked around the oblong object, taking it in from all sides. It didn’t take him long, being only about a meter-and-a-half tall and about three-quarters of that wide.

      “I somehow expected it to be, I don’t know, bigger. More imposing, I guess.”

      “It was manufactured in the most efficient way, in order to use the fewest resources possible,” Custodian replied. “It was not necessary to make it larger. That would have been wasteful.”

      “That’s fine,” Dash said. “It wasn’t a criticism, just an observation.”

      Dash stood with Viktor and Conover on the fabrication level, inspecting one of the new scrambler mines they’d developed. It did, indeed, seem rather unremarkable, a smooth hull unbroken by only a stubby spike, apparently an antenna, on one end, and a rounded indentation on the other. Custodian had already told them it carried three charges, each capable of knocking a translating ship out of unSpace, at least temporarily.

      “Is it possible to mount this on a missile?” Viktor asked.

      Conover nodded. “Yeah. A scrambler warhead would be really powerful, especially if the missile itself could translate into unSpace.”

      “It would be possible to build such advanced versions of this weapon, given sufficient Dark Metal, as well as upgrades to the Forge’s available power. The necessary fabrications to make such a missile capable of translation are very energy intensive.”

      “Sounds like a future upgrade,” Dash said. “For now, this is great. Being able to knock Bright or Golden ships out of unSpace would be really useful.”

      “And three charges?” Viktor asked. “How can something this small be that capable, when the Bright station Dash and Leira found was so big?”

      “That station could be used repeatedly, as long as it had available power. It also had a much longer range, being able to affect ships over a large radius. The range of this mine is limited to about one hundred million kilometers.”

      Viktor nodded. “Still pretty good.”

      “It’s another weapon,” Dash said. “And we can use every weapon we can get our hands on.”

      “Dash,” Custodian said. “To that end, if I may ask, do you intend to engage in further boarding actions against enemy vessels?”

      “Yeah, almost certainly. Why?”

      “The Archetype is now at forty-one percent power, which means it is capable of receiving further upgrades. There are several that are possible, but there is one that I would recommend immediately, as it will be a quick and easy one to install, and will potentially be of great use if you board another enemy ship.”

      “Sounds good. I’m going to head up to the War Room to meet with Benzel and Wei-Ping. You can explain it to me on the way.”

      He made to leave, but Conover stopped him. “Dash, I was wondering. How did I do? You know, back in the medical bay, when you pushed me?”

      Dash exchanged a grin with Viktor. “Why? You considering a career in acting?”

      “No, I just wanted to know, you know, if I was helpful.” He shrugged. “I’ve never done much of that make believe sort of stuff before.”

      “I suspect you were too busy reading, studying holo-docs, that sort of thing, weren’t you?” Viktor asked.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Dash put a hand on Conover’s shoulder. “You did fine. You actually have a knack for it. Remember when we first met the Governor of Port Hannah and pretended to be mercenaries? That’s when I knew you were good at being all deceptive.”

      Conover looked inordinately pleased with himself after that. That made Dash smile, but also a little curious. Conover had nothing to prove to them; he’d been brave, skilled, and all-round invaluable to them, over and over again. Hell, he and Amy had, by themselves, probably saved the Forge in their early days aboard it from destruction by the Golden. So why did he think he had something to prove now?

      Dash made a mental note to dig into this a little, but Benzel and Wei-Ping were waiting in the War Room, and Custodian had some new upgrades to the Archetype to explain along the way.
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        * * *

      

      Dash looked around at the gathering, which was essentially everybody except the rest of the Gentle Friends; Ragsdale, who was still away at Port Hannah; and Freya, who was busy with her botanical work.

      “Okay, everyone, I’ve asked Benzel to take the lead this time,” Dash said. “I want to spread things around some to balance out the workload.”

      “And in case you become a casualty,” Viktor said.

      There was a moment of silence. Dash wasn’t sure how to answer that. That had been part of it, yes, though he hadn’t advertised it that way. Leave it to Viktor to perceive it. Dash finally just nodded.

      “Yes. In case any of us become casualties, we need others who can take their place. We can’t afford to have single points of failure.”

      “Except you’re the Messenger, right?” Amy said. “You really can’t be replaced.”

      “Actually, he can be,” Custodian put in. “The Creators understood the need for redundancy. If Dash becomes unable to carry out the role of the Messenger, another will be designated.”

      Dash shrugged. “See? I’m expendable.”

      “So who would the next Messenger be—” Amy started, but Dash raised a hand to cut her off.

      “This is a good conversation to have, but not right now. First, we have more pressing business. Second, I don’t think it’s up to us, anyway.”

      “There are criteria,” Custodian said.

      Dash paused at that. There were criteria? Really? He had literally stumbled onto the Archetype in deep space, which is how he became the Messenger. Leira had wondered if there might be more to it than just random chance. Was there?

      Yes, a conversation he definitely had to have with the AIs sometime.

      “Anyway, Benzel, what have you got for us?”

      Benzel stepped forward, and a holo image of a star map once more appeared, floating in front of him. “Dash asked me to work with Custodian and the other AIs to figure out our next move. Me, I’m a pretty simple and straightforward guy, so I figured, let’s go find the ones behind all of this.”

      “The Golden?” Viktor said. “You want to bypass the Bright and the Verity and just try to go straight for them?”

      “Sort of,” Benzel replied. “The trouble is that we don’t know where the Golden are, exactly.”

      “Do we even know if there are Golden, though?” Viktor went on. “The Bright might just be adapting Golden tech they’ve found for their own purposes.”

      “Kind of like we do with the Dark Metal we retrieve,” Harolyn added.

      “Which means we could spend a lot of time and effort trying to hunt the Golden, when the real enemy is the Bright.” Viktor crossed his arms. “I’m not saying there aren’t any Golden anywhere, that they’re all gone and we’re just facing the remnants of their tech. But we don’t know that the Golden are immediately behind this.”

      “I don’t think so,” Dash replied. “I think the Bright are getting direct support from the Golden, or maybe from Golden constructs, like we are from the mechs, and the Forge, and the AIs. They’re not the Unseen, but the Unseen made them.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something,” Leira said, shaking her head. “If it turns out both the Unseen and the Golden are long gone, and this war is now being fought by their leftover legacy tech.”

      “I don’t think it makes much difference in the end,” Dash said. “Whether it’s living Golden or Golden-made machines doing it, extermination is extermination.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Viktor said.

      “The point is that I’m convinced the Bright are getting help from the Golden in some direct way. We know that Clan Shirna was being bought off by the Golden somehow, so there’s something out there taking an active role in all this. We need to find it.”

      Benzel nodded. “So, to that end, Wei-Ping and I did some thinking, and then we went back to Al’Bijea with the Aquarian Collective and asked him to send us all of the data they could about comets.”

      Harolyn blinked. “Comets? Why?”

      “Because the Golden had built some sort of fancy Dark Metal smelter inside a comet, which now sits on the Aquarian Ring.” He looked at Dash. “And you said you found the Archetype hidden away inside a comet, right? So these old races really seemed to like putting things into comets.”

      “Makes sense,” Conover said. “There are lots of comets, they’re all pretty nondescript, and they sit way out on the margins of systems where no one pays much attention to them.”

      “That’s right,” Benzel said. “No one pays much attention to them—except the Aquarians. They corral them and harvest their resources. Hell, it’s what they do. So, if there’s anyone who knows comets, it’s them.”

      “Turns out that they’ve been surveying comets for a long time,” Wei-Ping said. “They’ve sent out hundreds of probes—translate a survey ship into a system, drop off a probe, translate away and leave it there collecting data about comets. Then they pick it back up on the return trip and download whatever it collected. One ship might do a hundred systems on one survey.”

      “And now they’ve got a crazy huge database of comets,” Benzel said. “Hundreds of millions of them, and more all the time. There’s not a lot of data about any particular comet, just size, orbital data, and a simple spectral analysis. But they’ve cataloged a whole lot of them, that’s for sure.”

      “So how does this help us?” Viktor asked. “Is there something we can use in all those data?”

      Benzel grinned. “I’ve been getting to that. Custodian, can you put all of the comets from the Aquarian database on this display?”

      The image immediately changed, and dramatically, as thousands of star systems were enclosed in glowing haloes—millions upon millions of comets, so many data points that at this scale, they were just glowing fuzz.

      “And this is just comets more than a kilometer in size,” Benzel said. “Okay, Custodian, now just leave the comets showing in systems that are within twenty light-years of any zone of space where ships have gone missing, but only if the number of lost craft is greater than average.”

      At least three quarters of the systems went dark.

      “Well, that’s definitely progress,” Amy said.

      “Now leave only systems showing containing comets that showed anomalous readings,” Benzel said. “Anything off the expected background spectral values.”

      About two thirds of the remaining systems dimmed.

      “So there are comets in these systems that have something about them that’s odd. They might be too warm, or are giving off a little too much radiation, something like that.”

      “That still must be dozens of systems,” Leira said.

      “One hundred and fourteen,” Custodian replied.

      “Yeah. Like I said, dozens. Can we narrow this down more?”

      Benzel smiled. “We sure can. Custodian, overlay your Dark Metal scans on this.”

      Suddenly, only a half-dozen systems remained.

      “Custodian has been using that fancy Dark Metal interferometer thingy Conover came up with to keep scanning deep space for Dark Metal,” Wei-Ping said. “These are all the systems that gave back readings for the stuff superimposed on unusual comets.”

      Dash walked up to the display, looking at each system in turn. He finally pointed to one, which of course had a catalog number, but also showed the name Siren.

      “Siren?” he said. “It’s called Siren?” He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t see any sort of settlement here.” It wasn’t unheard of for unsettled systems to be named; many still carried names given to them long ago when they’d only been seen through telescopes by Dash’s planet-bound ancestors, before the days of interstellar flight. But this one stood out. It was the only system named among dozens, in a more remote, much-less traveled part of the galactic arm.

      “There isn’t any settlement there. Not a colony, not a research station, not a mining outpost, nothing. As near as Al’Bijea’s people can tell, it was given that name because more than the expected number of ships have gone missing near it.”

      Dash nodded. “And that’s definitely a Dark Metal signature.”

      “It sure is,” Benzel replied. “So, strange comets, at least one of them giving off a strong Dark Metal return, missing ships…” He ended on a shrug.

      Dash turned to the others. “Okay, I’m convinced. Any objections?”

      Heads shook. Viktor simply said, “That was damned good work.”

      Dash turned back to Viktor, looking at him through the glow of the star chart. “So what do we do about it?”

      “We could send a probe to do some reconnaissance before we commit to doing anything.”

      “Is that what you’re proposing?”

      Benzel laughed. “Nah. We should go there in force, ready to fight. Strike hard and fast.”

      “If there’s nothing there after all, then we burn some fuel,” Wei-Ping said.

      “More importantly, we use up precious time,” Harolyn added. “ You always were an impetuous one, Benzel. You sure about going all in on this?”

      “Damned right I am. Every boarding action I’ve done has basically been running headlong into something mostly unknown. We never knew if we were going to find all sorts of valuable cargo, or squads of mercenaries hired to ambush us.” He shrugged. “Sometimes you have to say what the hell, accept the risk, and get on with it.”

      Silence fell as they waited for Dash to speak. He stared at the system called Siren. It was nothing special, out in the middle of pretty much nowhere, their suspicion about it based on micron-thin evidence, all of it circumstantial.

      But it felt right.

      “Yeah. I agree,” he finally said. “We’ve been looking for a chance to bring the war to the bad guys, and do it in a big way, one that’s going to hurt them. This might be our chance. It’s not like they were shining a beacon trying to lure us here, either. I think they’re trying to hide something in that system.”

      “And they would’ve gotten away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for the Aquarians,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash nodded at that. “Yeah. The power of alliances.” He looked back at Benzel. “Have you got a plan worked out for how to do this?”

      Benzel’s grin widened. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the new mines were tractored out to the Snow Leopard, which hung just outside one of the big docking bays near the fabrication level of the Forge.

      “Still not entirely sure how we’re going to use those,” he said.

      “It will be situational for sure,” Conover replied. “Still, better to have them and not need them—”

      “—than to need them and not have them,” Dash finished. “That’s very true.”

      The Snow Leopard would be part of the second wave of their assault on Siren. In fact, everything except the Archetype and the Swift would be part of the second wave. The two mechs would lead the attack, with the Gentle Friends and the ships of the Silent Fleet leading the second wave. Everything else, including the Snow Leopard, the Slipwing, and a flotilla of drones mounted with various weapon systems, would follow, ready to engage once the Bright—or, more to the point, the Golden, hopefully—were located.

      And that was the plan. Simple, flexible, without a lot of moving parts, just the way Dash liked it.

      It made Dash think of something else, though. He turned to Amy, who stood nearby, chatting with Wei-Ping about something. “Have the upgrades on our ships been completed? I know they were underway, and the Slipwing was further ahead.”

      “Not quite,” Amy said. “The Snow Leopard and the Slipwing could both use a few more days. But they’re in pretty good shape. The Rockhound isn’t as high a priority. She’s just not up to taking many upgrades.” She shrugged. “She’s basically an old tramp freighter, though. Never meant for fighting.”

      Dash nodded. Both the Slipwing and the Snow Leopard had proven useful in the past, but only in a very limited way. They were both good ships in their own right, but neither were up to the task of taking on the tech of the Golden. And, as much as it pained Dash to say—because he loved the Slipwing, they had gotten through some tough times together—in the end, she and Benzel’s Snow Leopard stood to be more of a liability in battle, things that needed to be protected.

      Not so much anymore, though. Both had been upgraded by the Forge, their particle cannons replaced by far more capable pulse cannons, their engines modified and refined to make them both more powerful and efficient, their ablative armor strengthened by the addition of plates of an Unseen alloy that managed to weigh almost nothing. They’d also each had point-defense systems added, one on the Slipwing, and three on the Snow Leopard. Most importantly, they’d each had the necessary gear added to let them plug into the networked command and control systems of the Silent Fleet, meaning they shared access to the whole Fleet’s scanner data and could now operate as seamless parts of the whole. More upgrades, including shields, improved missiles, and better sensor suites were planned but hadn’t been installed yet.

      Even so, it was ironic, Dash thought, that his poor old Slipwing, a ship pretty much anyone would glance at once and write off as a tired old courier, one of a multitude, was now one of the most powerful and capable ships in the galactic arm.

      The thought made him smile. She’d earned it.

      The last of the scrambler mines were loaded into the Snow Leopard. Wei-Ping listened to something on her comm, then looked at Dash.

      “That’s it. Everything on the checklist has been ticked off. We’re ready to launch, boss.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s go to Siren and see if we can kick some Golden ass.”

      Or Bright ass. Thinking of their prisoner, Kizdin, and the things his people had done, Dash would be okay with kicking their asses, too, and hard.
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      Dash kept his eyes glued to the threat indicator as they dropped out of unSpace. There was nothing, but the system could easily be hiding many threats. It was a complex, binary star system, a white dwarf in close orbit around a far bigger, main sequence O-class white star. The smaller companion yanked a stream of incandescent gas from its primary, much of which slowly accumulated on its surface.

      Eventually—Sentinel estimated sometime in the next thousand years or so—the matter piled on the white dwarf’s surface would pass a critical point and undergo spontaneous fusion, releasing a vast pulse of energy in an instant. The resulting nova had fired repeatedly in the past, the searing shockwaves smashing the inner planets to rubble while scouring the outer ones into scorched and barren rocks. Through the debris of past nova blasts, a solitary gas giant sailed majestically—and it was from it that the first hint of trouble came.

      “Dash, that Dark Metal return is somewhere inside that debris cloud near the white dwarf,” Leira said. “But there’s so much damned dust and gas and crap that sensors are—”

      “Hold that thought, Leira,” Dash cut in. The threat indicator had flickered to life. Something metallic had just risen over the limb of the gas giant. It was too small to be much of a ship, but it immediately lashed out with a powerful laser, the coherent energy splashing off the two mechs. “You see that?”

      “Yeah. What’s up with that, though? That laser’s like shining a flashlight at us, at this distance.”

      “That’s the point, I think. Right, Sentinel?”

      “It is likely that the laser energy currently being reflected from the Archetype and the Swift is only intended for target illumination and designation, yes.”

      “We’re being lit up by some sort of detection system, or warning system, or something like that, then?” Leira said.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “That, or an aiming system.”

      The threat indicator changed again, highlighting a sudden series of sensor returns from the near edge of the debris cloud.

      No, not just a series—a multitude.

      “Holy crap, that’s a lot of missiles!” Leira snapped.

      “Fifty-four missiles inbound, in fact,” Tybalt said, his fussy, matter-of-fact tone not even hinting at the insanity of such a volume of fire. It did mean, though, that they’d poked something of significance in this system, because you didn’t fire such an extravagant barrage of ordnance without a pretty good reason.

      “What do you want to do, Dash?” Leira asked.

      Dash flicked his attention across the heads-up. Their second wave, led by the Silent Fleet ships under Wei-Ping, hadn’t yet arrived. Close behind it came the Snow Leopard, commanded by Benzel, the Slipwing, and their flotilla of drones.

      “Sentinel, that laser is probably lighting us up to make us better targets for those missiles, right?” Dash said.

      “That is correct. The missiles are likely self-guiding, but the advantage of target designation of this type is that it is largely immune to countermeasures. As long as the Archetype and Swift are reflecting light of a particular frequency, the missiles will home in on it.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, then. Leira, it’s been a while since we’ve played around with a gas giant, right?”

      “Oh, come on, are you serious?”

      Dash answered by flinging the Archetype toward the gas giant at maximum acceleration. The Swift immediately fell into formation.

      “Great, so you are serious,” Leira muttered. “For me, this war feels like it’s been nothing but plummeting into super-hostile environments like stars and gas giants. You know, the sorts of places we’re supposed to stay out of?”

      “This’ll be the last time, I promise,” Dash replied.

      “You said that with your fingers crossed so it doesn’t count, didn’t you?”

      “Toes too.”

      The missiles began to arc, their trajectories bending to accommodate the sudden course change of the mechs. As they did, Dash saw them arranging themselves into a particular formation; he asked Sentinel what they were up to.

      “This formation will cause the maximum number of missiles to eclipse one another relative to us, meaning closer missiles must be destroyed before ones further back can be engaged. It is likely the nearer missiles incorporate shields to make that destruction more difficult. At the same time, the formation maximizes the number of surviving missiles that can attack at once.”

      “Clever,” Dash replied. “Wei-Ping, Benzel, Amy, I’m assuming you guys are getting all of this. No change to the plan so far.”

      There were no acknowledgements, which was just how they’d intended it. Their second wave traveled more slowly, because their translation drives—all slaved to the Silent Fleet flagship, the Herald—had given up efficiency for stealth. In building the scrambler mines, Custodian had been able to discern how the Verity most likely located ships in unSpace, before yanking them out of it and turning them into vulnerable prey. By translating much closer to the virtual boundary between unSpace and real space, in the region the Unseen called the Dark Between, their second-wave ships should be effectively invisible to the Verity.

      It was also much slower and far more demanding of sheer computational power. Without even knowing it, Dash had started down that road with the Fade system on the Slipwing, which allowed her to partly enter the Dark Between and hide there. Her nav computer was woefully inadequate for actually navigating the region, though, and it had never occurred to Dash to even try anyway. To the Unseen systems aboard the Herald, it was no big deal.

      It also meant that the Verity should only be aware of the two mechs, which they had seen working together—and, more importantly, alone—many times now. But it also meant that the second wave had to stay comms-silent, too.

      “We are fifteen minutes from achieving orbit around the gas giant, Dash,” Sentinel said. “But only if we begin decelerating in no less than ten—”

      “We aren’t orbiting the gas giant,” Dash replied. “We’re going to crash right into it.”
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      “Dash, are you really sure this is a good idea?” Leira asked.

      The vast bulk of the gas giant now loomed ahead of them, swallowing more and more of the starfield by the second.

      “Am I sure? Hell, when have we ever been sure of anything?”

      “So the answer is no.”

      “Dash, we are now two minutes from the edge of the upper atmosphere,” Sentinel said. “At this velocity, the aerodynamic forces and frictional heat of our atmospheric entry will approach the tolerance limits of both the Archetype and the Swift.”

      “I know.” Dash began angling the mech’s trajectory ever so slightly, raising it by a small increment relative to the massive planet. At the same time, he watched the threat indicator. The swarm of missiles still pursued them, gaining rapidly despite the enormous velocity of the mechs. The nearest would intercept them at about the same time that they hit the upper atmosphere.

      “Sentinel, how long until that laser satellite passes behind the gas giant?”

      “Relative to us? Approximately thirty seconds if it remains in its current orbit.”

      “Perfect. Okay, Leira, in one minute I’d like you to get Tybalt to slave the Swift to the Archetype for navigation.”

      “Okay, what do you have planned?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “Dash,” Leira replied, her voice tight with annoyance. “This isn’t a good time to be all cryptic.”

      “Not doing it just for the fun of it. Just trust me on this, okay?”

      “Okay, fine.”

      Dash watched the threat indicator carefully.

      The laser energy illuminating the mechs abruptly died as the satellite generating it set beneath the horizon of the gas giant.

      Dash waited another twenty seconds. “Sentinel, are you controlling both mechs?”

      “I am.”

      “Good. I want you to shut down all systems on them, except for thrusters and the nav track…now.”

      The Archetype went dark.

      Dash immediately nudged the thrusters, easing the two mechs slowly toward a higher trajectory over the gas giant.

      “Dash, our course will no longer take us into the gas giant.”

      “I know. Just hang on.”

      The huge planet was now a vertical wall blotting out half the starfield. Dash kept nudging the two mechs into an ever-so-slightly higher trajectory until they hit the uppermost fringes of the atmosphere. The Archetype shuddered, slewed hard to one side, and a heavy rumble shook the mech. Their course was now too shallow for atmospheric insertion, though, so the two mechs bounced off the atmospheric gases and were flung back into space.

      “Messenger, kill everything!” Dash said. “Every flicker of power, shut it down”

      The heads-up faded to black. Plunged into sudden darkness, Dash just waited, hanging weightless in the cradle. After thirty seconds, he said, “Okay, full power, both mechs.”

      The Archetype surged back to life. Dash spun the mech around, his gaze flicking across the heads-up and the threat indicator, seeking out the oncoming missiles.

      Dozens of fiery trails streaked across the face of the gas giant, each one a missile that had plunged into its atmosphere. The math was simple; the missiles should now be overtaking the two mechs and, in their death throes, detonating all around them. The explosions would be even more powerful, thanks to the shockwaves ripping through the atmospheric gases. Instead, the Swift and the Archetype were thousands of kilometers away, having only nicked the atmosphere like stones skipping across water, and hurling back into space.

      “Of the fifty-four missiles, forty-three are now in the atmosphere and are unlikely to survive long enough to escape back into space,” Sentinel said. “Eleven missiles were able to adapt to your course change and maneuver accordingly.”

      “Eleven is a lot better than fifty-four,” Dash said, opening fire with the dark-lance and smashing missiles to wreckage. Leira did likewise with the Swift’s dark-lance. Two missiles made it close enough to detonate, but both inflicted only superficial damage.

      “Okay, Dash, so we’re now rocketing off into deep space,” Leira said. “Can I assume you have something else planned, or are we calling it a day?”

      “Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice.” Dash glanced at the chrono. “The second wave should be dropping out of unSpace in about fifteen minutes. By then, I want to be completely around this gas giant and closing in on whatever’s in that debris field. That should make Wei-Ping, Benzel, and Amy one pincer, coming around one side of the planet, with us comprising the other.”

      “Okay, have to admit, that’s pretty clever.”

      “You really don’t have to keep sounding so surprised.”

      “Hey, can’t let it go to your head, right?” Leira asked.

      Dash chuckled as he powered up the Archetype’s drive, steering the mech back toward the gas giant, this time to pass safely around it.
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      “Okay, Dash, we’re here. Um, wow,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash frowned. “What is it?”

      “That thing coming out of that debris cloud. Holy shit!”

      Dash’s stomach clenched up. “Sentinel, can you get the feed from the Silent Fleet?”

      A window popped open on the heads-up, showing the view from the Herald. Something massive had indeed shouldered its way out of the debris field filling the space between the gas giant the binary stars. It was a flattened sphere the size of a small space station, hundreds of meters across. Six small, sleek ships accompanied it. It didn’t seem to be engaging the Silent Fleet, though. The trajectory of the…whatever the hell it was, and its half-dozen escorts, seemed intended to intercept the Archetype and the Swift instead. Sure enough, another barrage of missiles leapt from the massive Verity construct.

      “It would appear to be a missile platform,” Sentinel said. “Available scan data shows it also mounts three petawatt lasers, six batteries of less powerful point-defense pulse cannons, and that it is capable of trans-luminal travel.”

      “That has got to be the source of the big Dark Metal signal in this system,” Dash said. “At least, please tell me that it is and there isn’t something even bigger lurking around here.”

      “No, Messenger, that would indeed correspond to the Dark Metal signature detected by the Forge’s interferometer,” Tybalt said.

      “That’s good news at least,” Leira put in.

      Wei-Ping—and Benzel, who’d now arrived in the Snow Leopard—didn’t waste time. They raced in to do battle, the Verity only detecting them when they were already within weapons range. Dark-lance beams reached out from the Herald and the other ships of the Silent Fleet, while the Snow Leopard began pouring out pulse-cannon shots. Two of the smaller Verity ships, fast-attack missile frigates, immediately vanished in spectacular bursts of dazzling light and spinning wreckage. The other four accelerated hard to engage the Herald and her cohorts, while the missile platform proceeded to pump out wave after wave of ordnance.

      What followed was a ferocious melee that began as salvoes of missiles flung back and forth by the combatants, punctuated by dark-lance, pulse cannon, and laser shots. Dash and Leira bored in, taking advantage of tumbling chunks of rock to cover them, dodging from side to side and snapping out shots at the Verity ships and the missile platform they were protecting.

      The Herald and her cohorts closed in from nearly the opposite direction, the other pincer moving to crush their enemy in its grip. The Silent Fleet ships wove about as they fought, maximizing their fire while presenting the most difficult possible targets. In minutes, the battlespace was filled with dozens of speeding missiles, searing flashes as warheads detonated, and the remains of missiles streaking and whirling among the tumbling rocks.

      “How many missiles is that damned platform carrying?” Dash snapped, watching as yet another salvo erupted from its launch ports and raced away, hunting targets. He used the distortion cannon to good effect, but sparingly, as the powerful surges of gravity yanked the ancient planetary debris out of their orbits and tossed them into new and unpredictable paths. The Archetype had already taken one solid hit from a hunk of rock, receiving more damage from that than from any of the enemy action so far.

      “The maximum number of missiles that platform could possibly hold is approximately five thousand, given its internal volume,” Sentinel said. “However, it is likely considerably less than that, since some of the interior must be used for other purposes, such as power generation, missile handling—”

      “Fine,” Dash cut in, firing the dark-lance and blasting apart a missile streaking in at the Swift. “It was kind of a rhetorical question anyway.”

      A blinding flash enveloped the Archetype, making the heads-up quickly darken. Through the Meld, he felt a tremendous wash of heat across the mech’s hull. Dash threw himself to one side and the heat abruptly abated. Several of the smaller rocks nearby had been puffed to vapor; larger ones glowed fiery red and vented clouds of gas.

      “Let me guess,” Dash said. “That was one of their big lasers.”

      “Correct,” Sentinel replied. “The Archetype suffered moderate external damage.”

      Dash gave a quick nod. The Archetype’s shield was transparent to light, so it offered no protection from lasers—and this one’s power ran in the petawatt range, about one percent of the total energy a typical G-class star shone onto a typical terrestrial planet orbiting it. That didn’t sound like much, until you really thought about it.

      “We’re going to have to come up with a counter to that,” Dash muttered, then dodged the Archetype behind a rock the size of a small mountain to take a breather and give the Archetype a moment to self repair before launching himself back into the fray. As he did, he took in the tactical situation depicted on the heads-up.

      Two more of the Verity frigates had been destroyed, and one of the remaining two drifted through space, trailing vapor and debris, its drive barely flickering. In turn, Wei-Ping had lost one of the Silent Fleet ships—not destroyed, but badly battered and limping out of the fight. The other ships, including the Herald, had taken hits, but were all still powered up, moving and shooting.

      Dash looked for the Slipwing and the Snow Leopard. He found the former darting around the edges of the battle, snapping out pulse-cannon shots and taking down missiles, but otherwise staying back. You’re a smart girl, Amy, Dash thought, noting that she’d also committed all of the drones to the fight and those now raced in, pumping fire into the missile platform. The Snow Leopard, though—

      Dash found her limping along, having taken at least a couple of direct missile hits. Gritting his teeth against the worst, he said, “Benzel, what’s your status?”

      He unclenched his jaw when Benzel answered. “Our status?” He laughed. “Like a bouncer after a crew of deep-spacers just got shore leave in his bar. In other words, beaten to shit, but still on our feet.”

      “Can you still execute the plan?”

      “Sure. And though it pains me to have to admit it, now would be a good time.”

      “Go for it, then,” Dash said.

      “Will do, out.”

      The Snow Leopard immediately began to turn about, setting a course away from the battle. Dash watched her limp off, a long plume of vapor trailing behind her. She’d not been meant to hang around in the fight, anyway—her job was to deploy scrambler mines to knock anything the Verity tried to send into unSpace back in-system.

      Dash turned his attention to the Swift. Like Dash, Leira had taken a pause, hanging behind an asteroid about a thousand kilometers away.

      “Leira, I think Wei-Ping and Amy have those Verity ships under control. Let’s go take out that damned missile platform.”

      “Well, as it happens, I was just going to suggest that. Tybalt tells me that one of its missile banks has gone quiet, either out of ordnance, or because of damage. Either way, it’s got a blind spot.”

      Dash watched the data as it came up on the heads-up. Sure enough, a roughly forty-degree arc had opened in the platform’s field of fire. “Sentinel, you and Tybalt plot a course among these rocks that gets us as close as we can to the platform in that dead zone.”

      A series of short, arcing trajectories appeared, bounding from point to point within the debris field. “This is the shortest, most efficient path. I have highlighted the portions of it that entail the greatest risk because of exposure to laser shots from the platform.”

      Dash nodded. There were three gaps they’d have to watch out for. “Leira, you ready?”

      “Anytime.”

      “Let’s go.”

      Dash fired up the Archetype’s drive and started along the first track, the Swift falling in behind him.
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      Dash glanced at the Swift, which was lurking behind a massive chunk of rock even bigger than the one shielding him. Petawatts of laser energy lit space around them; the far side of these rocks had no doubt been turned to glowing slag.

      “They’ve got that damned laser pointed right at us,” Leira said. “I don’t know, Dash, we might just have to shoot that missile platform into submission.”

      He frowned. She might be right. They’d mainly managed to avoid the laser shots as they picked their careful way through the debris field; the Archetype had a seized left foot actuator from one blast Dash hadn’t quite been able to dodge, and the Swift had been scoured across its left torso by another. But he wanted to take the platform more or less intact, if he could. He wanted to destroy the Verity, yes—but he wanted to understand them even more.

      So he could more effectively and thoroughly destroy them.

      “Wei-Ping, what’s your status?”

      “We backed off like you told us to,” she replied, and took cover behind the gas giant. “These ships are doing a damned good job of repairing themselves now, too. Have to admit, watching these structural members knitting themselves back together is pretty amazing—and creepy as hell.”

      “Yeah, took me a while to get used to it, too. Just remember it’s nanotech, not spooky magic.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      Dash smiled. “Honestly, I’m not sure. How’s the Stalwart doing?”

      “She can keep up, but her AI says she’s out of the fight until she gets back to the Forge for heavy repairs.”

      The Stalwart was the Silent Fleet ship Dash had seen pulling back from the battle earlier. They’d been fortunate, actually; all six of the Verity missile frigates had been pummeled into wreckage, with the Stalwart their only serious casualty. The Snow Leopard had been hit badly, too, but she’d never been meant to stay in the battle for long anyway.

      “Amy, how about you?” Dash asked.

      “I’m way out here, Dash, near the edge of the system. At this range, those crazy big lasers are barely enough to roast our asses.”

      Dash saw that the Slipwing had, indeed, retreated well away from the missile platform. It worried him a little; she was a long way from help, especially if something nasty translated into the system nearby. The chances of that were small, of course, but still something to consider.

      Dash gave a nod as his thoughts ran their course. “Okay, here’s the plan, everyone. The last of our drones are still engaging the platform, which will keep it busy for another”—he glanced at the tactical situation—“well, not very long. Probably just a few more minutes. But we’ve found a blind spot where it’s not able to launch missiles anymore, either out of ammo, or the launch system is down, whatever. So, in five minutes, Wei-Ping, you and Amy start another attack run. You want to draw as much fire as you can, but don’t worry about staying to fight—just pull back and protect yourselves. That should be enough of a diversion for Leira and I to make a run of our own, get in really close, as long as we can avoid the worst of those damned lasers.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel put in. “If I may—you are thinking in a surprisingly narrow way, given your history of innovation.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you not remember your tactics in your final clash with Clan Shirna, when the Slipwing was trapped and falling into a gas giant’s atmosphere?”

      Dash did. It was when he’d finally come face-to-face with Nathis, the Clan Shirna leader, aboard his flagship. He’d used one of the Unseen devices called a Lens, meant to collapse and detonate stars, to cause an implosion.

      “I’m not sure what you’re suggesting here,” Dash said. “I don’t think we brought a Lens with us.”

      “That is not the innovation I am referring to. I am talking about the method you used to close on Nathis’s ship, avoiding almost all of its fire as you did.”

      Dash frowned; there’d been so many battles, they’d all started to blur together.

      No, wait.

      He looked at the big rock that was hiding him from the laser with its shadow. When he’d wanted to get close to Nathis’s ship, he pushed a similar rock ahead of him, using it as a shield.

      “Crap. Right, I’d forgotten about that. Leira, change of plans. Find a rock big enough to cover the Swift, but small enough to push. We’ll run in like that. As long as the rocks are big enough to block the laser long enough for us to get close.”

      “Got it,” Leira said, waiting for a lull in the incoming laser fire to throw the Swift at a smaller rock nearby. Dash did likewise, selecting one that seemed the right size and shape.

      “Leira, you ready?” he asked.

      “Ready.”

      “Wei-Ping, Amy, go.”

      “On our way,” Wei-Ping replied. Amy just let out a whoop.

      Dash planted the Archetype’s hands against the rock and applied power, spooling up the drive. He actually pushed on an angle, offsetting the rock’s lateral movement relative to the missile platform. Glancing at Leira, he saw that the far side of her rock glowed as though lit by dazzling sunlight. The laser beamed away at them, rapidly cycling back and forth between him and Leira, searing the rocky debris. Leira’s soon glowed yellow-white, blobs of liquified stone sputtering off into space.

      Slowly, the mech-rock pairs gained speed. On the heads-up, Dash saw that Wei-Ping and Amy had started their runs, the Herald leading the Silent Fleet’s attack, the Slipwing zipping among them, all of them boring in at the platform. More salvoes of missiles were sent to greet them, provoking a spectacular fusillade of dark-lance and pulse-cannon shots.

      A massive chunk spalled off the rock Dash was pushing, slamming the Archetype with a heavy thud, then spinning away, trailing blobs of glowing magma. He pulled his attention away from the battle and back to the immediate threat. More pieces broke off the rock, the searing laser energy starting to not just melt it, but fracture it from thermal stress.

      “I hope this rock lasts long enough—”

      The rock split in two, one half tumbling aside. A blast of laser radiance caught the Archetype full-on before Dash could lunge aside. Vaporized armor sputtered off into the void; Dash yelped at the transmission of damaging sensations he felt through the Meld. His shielding held. Barely.

      The laser abruptly went dark.

      A few seconds later, something flashed past close by. Dash recognized the Slipwing at the same time he heard Amy say, “Take that, you doll-faced bastards!”

      “Amy has destroyed the laser,” Sentinel said. “The only threat during the remaining approach is the platform’s point defense systems.”

      Dash hadn’t even noticed Amy doing what amounted to a strafing run across the missile platform, but he could follow her trajectory back, seeing that she had.

      “Leira, your cousin is crazy,” he said. “And apparently, she hates dolls.”

      “No one sane likes dolls. Now, tell me that’s something you wouldn’t have done.”

      “That’s different,” Dash said.

      “How?”

      “Dash, you will collide with the missile platform in thirty seconds,” Sentinel said.

      Dash powered up the Archetype’s drive, swept around the still-glowing rock, and started for the looming platform. “Leira, let’s finish this, shall we?”

      “Right behind you.”

      She went low, racing under the platform and pumping nova-cannon shots into its underside. Dash went high, over the top of the station, to its far side. Behind him, the two chunks of rock slammed into it, rocking the station hard. The point defense systems, which had been desperately trying to track the two mechs, poured their fire into empty space.

      Dash took advantage of the moment to zoom in close to the station. “Sentinel, is that new weapon ready to deploy?’

      “It is.”

      “Perfect,” Dash said, slamming the Archetype’s fist into the platform’s hull. It smashed partway through; Dash held it there and activated the new weapon, the one Custodian had said would be quick and easy to install on the mech. An incapacitating agent poured out of a nozzle on the Archetype’s wrist.

      “The perfect boarding weapon,” he said, watching on the heads-up as the internal volume of the platform filled with the gas. “It’s not really fair, but I like it anyway.”

      “Damn right it’s not fair,” Leira said. Dash could hear the wicked smile in her voice. “How long will it take?”

      “The station is yours,” Tybalt answered. “You have several hours before the Verity awaken, if they do at all.”

      “I’m not going to cry if a few of these bastards don’t make it. Leira, once again—shall we?” Dash said.

      “Let’s.”
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      Dash peered around the corner of a twisted hull plate, residual damage to the station where Leira had struck it with the Swift’s nova-cannon. It offered the easiest access to the station’s interior, but there remained a problem—obviously, the portions of the platform flooded by the incapacitating gas were only airtight as long they weren’t opened to space. For that reason, the Archetype had to remain where it was, its hand embedded into the platform’s hull; even then, the atmosphere was leaking out, and that section would soon be depressurized. If they couldn’t find a functioning airlock, they might end up venting the entire missile platform just trying to access it.

      Which would be too bad for the Verity—at least those who hadn’t managed to get into vac suits, anyway.

      Dash pulled himself around the twisted hull plate. “Leira, watch out for that corner there when you come this way. That might cut a vac suit, which would suck.”

      “Got it.”

      Dash found himself in a compartment that must have been comms, or some sort of control anyway, based on the number of terminals, consoles, and displays, all now battered and dark. The bodies of two Verity hung in the middle, surrounded by slushy blobs of what passed for their blood. Dash checked them in thermal imaging and saw they were still warm, but much cooler than Kizdin had been, so that presumably meant they were, indeed, dead. Vacuum was a good insulator, though, so it would take some time for the bodies to radiate away the rest of their heat.

      “I’m a terrible person,” Leira said.

      “How come?”

      Leira touched one of the bodies, sending it drifting aside. “Because I’m thinking about what happened when I tore open that ship—what we found. And I’m hoping these assholes suffered when I shot this compartment open.”

      “That doesn’t make you terrible,” Dash said, moving to a sealed blast door. “It just makes you human.” He glanced back. “And if it makes you feel any better, I was thinking the same thing.”

      He turned back to the blast door and peered at the console beside it. Fortunately, the Verity hadn’t lost all their human roots; they still used common labels and symbols for controls, albeit styled in a strange way. “Yup, according to this, this is a functioning airlock, and it’s pressurized on the other side. If we can get this open, we should be able to get inside without venting the whole place.”

      “Well, go ahead, then,” Leira said, pushing away the other body. “Because, have to admit, as angry as these bastards make me, having them hovering near me dead like this isn’t helping my mood any.”

      Dash gave her a thumbs up and studied the controls. It took him a moment to work them out, but he was finally able to depressurize the lock and open the blast door. He led Leira inside, closed the door, and hit the repressurize control. A faint whisper became a rush of air, which died as Dash felt his suit dimple in, no longer inflated against vacuum.

      He looked at Leira, raised his pulse-gun, and touched the door control.

      The inner blast door slid open.

      As soon as it did, the station shuddered. Dash cursed, his immediate thought being that the platform’s structure had been compromised so badly by battle damage that this door had actually been keeping at least this part of it from collapsing. But the platform just went silent again.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “Two projectiles were just launched from this platform in opposite directions, perpendicular to the plane of the system’s ecliptic.”

      “Missiles?”

      “Projectiles,” Tybalt said. “They are quite dissimilar to the missiles that were fired from this station during the battle, so it would be an unwarranted extrapolation.”

      “Got it,” Dash said. “What are their targets?”

      “There are no clear targets for either,” Sentinel said.

      Dash looked at Leira. “Not missiles. What else leaves a ship or space station quickly after it’s been badly damaged?”

      At the same time, they both said, “Escape pods.”

      “Maybe,” she replied. “Tybalt, could they be getting ready to translate out of the system? Traveling away from the ecliptic is the shortest route to a translation point, after all.”

      “That is entirely possible,” Tybalt replied. “If you wish, we can engage the projectiles and stop them.”

      “No, I have a better idea,” Dash said. “Sentinel, put me through to Benzel.”

      A moment passed, then Benzel’s voice came on the comm. “Dash, Sentinel says you wanted—”

      “Yeah, can’t really stand around conversing here,” Dash said, peeking out of the airlock. In the dim glow of what must be emergency lighting, he saw a prone figure, a Verity, lying on the deck a few meters away. “Look, two somethings just flew away from this missile platform in an awful damn hurry, and they look like they’re about to translate. They might be escape pods. Are any of the scrambler mines you laid in range of them?”

      A moment passed. “Yeah, Sentinel and Tybalt have repeated the data to us. Looks like at least one of them is, for about another minute, anyway. You want to stop it?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “On it.”

      Dash peered out into the passageway again. The smoke fuming the air seemed a little thicker. He glanced back at Leira. “Let’s go, before this place bursts into flames or something.”

      Dash started forward. Following him, Leira said, “Tybalt, what are your scans telling you about the stability of the reactors aboard this thing?”

      “All of the reactors have done an emergency shutdown. I can only detect auxiliary power in use, drawn from fission batteries.

      “That said, there is still a considerable amount of ordnance aboard,” Sentinel put in. “The Verity could have the means of initiating a self-destruct function.”

      Dash paused, looked down at the Verity, and nudged it with his foot. It didn’t stir. In thermal, it still seemed warm enough to be alive.

      “So let’s hope we knocked them all out before any of them could initiate anything,” he said, raising the pulse-gun and proceeding along the passageway. And let’s hope that none of them were wearing suits, or were in sealed compartments, or there’s no automated failsafe, or the whole thing doesn’t just blow apart anyway…
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        * * *

      

      The bridge was still intact, giving some hope that they could retrieve useful data—especially if the Verity had been incapacitated before wiping anything. Both Sentinel and Tybalt had asked him and Leira to retrieve data modules or other storage devices as a priority, but—

      “Gone,” Leira said, pointing at an empty port on a console. “Their data cores are gone.”

      Dash moved among the consoles, stepping around and over fallen Verity, checking. Sure enough, it seemed that every data core had been removed.

      “They must have done this before we flooded the place with gas.” He glanced at Leira. “So they knew they were beaten and had time to extract the data modules—but not just blow the whole thing up?”

      Leira gave a nervous nod. “Yeah. And what did they do with the modules?”

      “Yeah, I’m more worried that they set a timed self-destruct to try and catch any of us who tried to board.”

      “Like us, standing here on their bridge, having this conversation.” Leira licked her lips. “Dash, we should go.”

      “Yeah, I—”

      “If I may,” Tybalt said. “I do not believe you need worry yourselves unduly about any potential self-destruct function operating on the platform.”

      “Oh, and why does the massive, armored, shielded mech that’s not currently standing inside the damned thing in a squishy vac suit think that?” Leira asked.

      “Because I have managed to penetrate the platform’s data network. No systems remain operational, aside from emergency power and basic life support.”

      “Oh. Can you control anything?”

      “To the extent that any other systems remain functional, yes. With the removal of the data cores, however, those systems are few, and relate to basic operations, such as cycling airlocks or fire suppression.”

      “Well, that’s a relief—” Dash began, but Benzel cut him off.

      “Dash, we flashed that scrambler mine as soon as those missiles or pods or whatever they are translated. One got away; it was just too far from the blast. We stopped the other one dead, though, so those mines work.”

      “Hey, that is good news. You need to recover the one you stopped before it regenerates its translation drive.”

      “Already on our way. Intercept in fifteen minutes.”

      “Got it. Good work. Keep us plugged in.”

      Cradling the pulse gun, Dash looked around the bridge. “Okay, so if we’re not in imminent danger of being vaporized, then let’s see what we can retrieve from all this, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t much. As Tybalt had said, with the data cores gone, the remaining systems were mostly dumb—ready to do things, but without any means of doing them.

      Dash turned and found Leira poking at a console on the other side of the bridge. The Verity—there must be almost two dozen of them—still lay slumped in heaps. The incapacitating gas would supposedly keep them under for at least a couple of hours, but Custodian had made it clear there were a lot of variables—the concentration of the gas, the effectiveness of ventilation, the particular body mass and chemistry of those subjected to it, and so on. Realistically, it would last a couple of hours—give or take almost a couple of hours.

      “Okay, Leira, I think we’ve done pretty much all—” Dash started to say but sudden movement snagged his attention. A panel had just slid open in the ceiling a couple of meters above and behind Leira.

      “Leira, look out!”

      She turned just in time to face something that uncoiled from the opening above her. And it did uncoil, like a nest of fire snakes Dash had once stumbled across on a desert planet while racing to get back to the Slipwing, just ahead of some unhappy business partners and their partners, who were even more unhappy.

      The thing, or things, lashed out at Leira with a flash of metallic tentacle. It struck her and she toppled back with a yelp; Dash saw sealing foam spurting from her suit, meaning it had been breached. He raised the pulse-gun and fired, just as the thing—yes, he could see it was s single thing now—whirled to face him.

      It was two meters tall. Humanoid, as it turned out, but with flexible tentacles for arms and legs, and a similar tail for balance. The head was like a flattened sphere, with a straight bar of light where its eyes would be. It moved with a dangerous, fluid grace, flowing around a console and striking toward Dash.

      He dodged back and fired again. The pulse gun shot slammed into it, blasting out a metallic chunk. It drew back and spun around again, racing away from him and toward Leira, who’d fallen somewhere out of Dash’s line of sight.

      “Oh no you freakin’ don’t,” Dash snapped, pumping out pulse-gun shots. Three struck the bot from behind and it toppled across a console. Dash charged at it, just in time to see it lever itself around again, that bar of light facing him. A tentacle swept out; Dash jumped aside, moving with it, so it struck him with a solid, but not punishing blow. He slammed hard enough into a console to rattle his teeth but raised and fired the pulse-gun directly into the light bar, blowing the thing’s head apart.

      It went still, viscous fluid bubbling from the smashed ruin of its head.

      Dash fired another shot into it anyway, then he hurried to find Leira.

      He found her levering herself to her knees, groaning. Hardened foam coated her upper right arm, doing its job of not just sealing off the breach in the suit, but also any wound beneath it with an instant bandage that was both antiseptic and painkilling. Dash knelt beside her but kept the pulse gun ready in case there were more automated surprises.

      “Leira?’ There were a hundred questions in that one word. “You okay?”

      She blinked at him through her faceplate. “Okay? Let’s see, the last time I was really okay was right before you rescued Viktor and me from Clan Shirna. Since then, it’s all been a blur of ‘holy crap I’m still alive.’”

      Dash frowned at her, and she gave a weak smile. “I’m fine.” She glanced at her arm. “At least, most of me is.”

      Dash let out the ready-for-disaster breath he’d held in reserve. “Okay, well, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted by Mister Tentacles over there—”

      “Uh, Dash?” Leira said, “I hate to rudely interrupt you again, but…” She nodded her head toward something. Dash turned to look.

      One of the Verity was stirring.

      In fact, most of them were.

      They were deep inside the middle of the missile platform, it was just the two of them, Leira was wounded, and now the two dozen or so Verity all around them were waking up.
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        * * *

      

      Dash glanced at the airlock where they’d entered the bridge. There were at least a half-dozen Verity between them and it.

      One of the Verity sat up, looked at them, stared for a moment, then began pushing itself behind the cover of a console while reaching for something hanging from its battle harness.

      Oh. Right. That was something else. He and Leira had never disarmed them.

      Great.

      “Dash, we need to—” Leira began, but Dash cut her off.

      “Tybalt, you said you had control over basic functions, right?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Including airlocks and environmental.”

      “Again, correct.”

      Several Verity now stood across the bridge. Dash snapped out a pulse-gun shot, hitting a console and provoking a shower of sparks. The Verity dove for cover, drawing weapons as they did.

      “Good. Open the bridge to space. Wide open. All of it, every vent and airlock.”

      “Dash, I—”

      “Just do it!”

      Two Verity popped around a console a few meters away, guns raised. One of them snapped out an energy pulse like a rippling wave; it missed, but even being brushed by the fringe of it made Dash’s head suddenly feel stuffed full of cotton wool. A stun gun of some sort. Shit. They could not be taken alive by these assholes.

      There was a roar, and the air turned to whitish vapor, which quickly whipped away. Dash saw Verity pulled along with the sudden rush of venting air, faces a rictus of panicked terror. Leira clung to a console with her good arm. Dash found himself being dragged toward the nearest airlock, but he grabbed the first thing he could, one of the tentacles from the downed bot. He now dragged it along with him, but it slowed him enough that the weakening gale could barely move him. Then the gale was a breeze, and then a whisper, and then deep silence fell, and Dash no longer moved at all.

      “Leira, have to ask this again. Are you okay?”

      “Again, holy-crap-I-didn’t-die kind of moment right now.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Dash said. He stood and looked around. About half the Verity were gone, sucked into space. As for the rest, well.

      They were no longer a problem.
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        * * *

      

      Dash gratefully yanked off his helmet and took a deep breath of the Archetype’s atmosphere. Sentinel kept it at a state that was supposedly perfect for Dash’s particular physiology; it definitely tasted much sweeter and fresher than the recycled body odor that was what passed for air in a vac suit.

      “Dash, Benzel here. We’ve snagged that Verity—I’m going to call it an escape pod, but it looks more like a big missile.”

      He started clambering into the cradle. “Okay, so who’s on board? And what makes them so special they get to try to run away?”

      “There’s no who on board it. There’s just what’s on board.”

      “Okay, what’s on board?”

      “We’re still figuring that out, but it looks like we found your missing data cores. Some of them, anyway. And then there are a bunch of canisters containing something being kept really cold—like almost zero Kelvin, liquid helium cold.”

      An image flashed on the heads-up, transmitted from the Snow Leopard. It showed the escape pod, a tapered cylinder at least ten meters long, and about two in diameter. Through an open port, Dash indeed saw racks of metallic canisters, a meter long and about half that around, coated in frost and wisping off vapor that hinted at intense, cryogenic cold.

      “Those canisters match the dimensions of what appears to be a pneumatic transport system connecting various parts of the missile platform,” Tybalt said. “That system was offline, but it would appear to have been designed to quickly move these canisters from one section to another.”

      “What’s inside them, I wonder?” Leira said.

      “That’s something we need to find out,” Dash said, narrowing his eyes at the image. “Whatever they are, though, I’m sure it’s going to turn out to be something awful.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “They belong to the Verity. I doubt it’s some rare artwork they’re trying to save. Every time we uncover something new about them, it turns out they’re worse than we ever thought. Think this is going to be any different?”

      “Good point,” Leira replied. “Also a creepy one, but definitely a good one.”

      “Dash, the other escape pod broadcasted a request for help,” Sentinel said. “A Verity patrol answered and is now inbound. It consists of at least three contacts, but the actual number of approaching ships is uncertain.”

      “How long until they get here?”

      “Approximately one hour.”

      “Benzel, you and Wei-Ping rig up this missile platform for tow. We can’t pass up this much Dark Metal, more reactors, and a whole pile of missiles.”

      “Those damned petawatt lasers, too,” Leira added.

      “Yeah. Anyway, let’s get it back to the Forge.”

      “What are you doing?” Benzel asked.

      “Leira and I are going to greet our new friends before they arrive, keep them off your backs until you can get underway. We’ll each grab a scrambler mine from you before we go.”

      “Just the two of you? Let me take over the Herald and come with you, Wei-Ping can—”

      “Sorry, my friend. I need the Silent Fleet ships here, covering you, in case anything else shows up in response to that Verity distress call.”

      “But—”

      “Benzel, do you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “That sound. That’s the sound of me pulling rank on you.”

      After a pause, Benzel replied, “Know what? I’m glad you never decided to join the Gentle Friends, Dash.”

      “How come?”

      “Because you’d have taken my job in no time. Go give ’em hell, guys.”

      “Oh, hell is the least of what we’re going to give them,” Dash replied, thinking of those enigmatic, frozen canisters and whatever horrors they no doubt contained.
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        * * *

      

      Dash looked at the icon representing the Swift on the heads-up. “Leira, you ready?”

      “Any time you are.”

      They dropped out of unSpace on the trajectory of the incoming Verity ships, spacing the mechs about a million kilometers apart, the system containing the missile platform about thirty light-minutes behind them. Sentinel calculated they had about a one-minute window to set their trap.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “Bombs away.”

      He wound up like a server in a game of grav-ball and flung the scrambler mine as hard as he could. Sentinel fired thrusters and nudged the main drive, keeping the Archetype in place. Dash then drove the mech back, opening up distance between it and the mine. The heads-up told him Leira had done the same.

      “Detonation in ten seconds,” Sentinel said.

      “Five.”

      “Mark.”

      There was a dull flash. The scrambler mines didn’t create much of an actual blast, but it was still enough to damage a few kilometers around it. Dash wasn’t interested in that, though. He watched for the effects—and he wasn’t disappointed.

      Three ships abruptly dropped out of unSpace less than a hundred thousand kilometers away.

      “So there’s our—” he started, then frowned. “What the hell are those, now?”

      Dash didn’t recognize these Verity ships, nor did anything come up in their databases. They were smooth ovals, like giant, metallic eggs, each with three bulbous protrusions from what must be their stern. They moved in perfect unison, like a school of fish Dash had once seen on a water world named Hydra.

      “We are receiving a transmission from them,” Sentinel said.

      A flat, toneless voice that seemed both human and mechanical hummed across the comm.

      “Surrender, that you may live on.”

      “Yeah—no. And aren’t you supposed to say we’re going to be Elevated or something like that?” Dash asked the voice.

      “Not for you. Sainthood awaits in a cradle of alloy, Messenger.”

      Dash shrugged, fired the dark-lance at maximum power, and immediately began breaking hard toward these new targets.

      “Guess we’ll see about that.”
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      “Okay, these things are no fun to fight at all!” Dash said, flinging the Archetype through another tight, wrenching series of pitching turns. Rapid-fire pulse cannon shots streamed out of the Verity ships, converging on the mech. Dash lunged aside again, but not before he caught part of the barrage, which burned through the last of the shield and landed several hard blows on its hull. He groaned as the Meld communicated the damage to him, across his chest and side.

      “Dash, talk to me!” Leira shouted.

      “Kinda busy,” he growled back, firing the dark-lance over and over at one of the ships. But they nimbly dodged, quickly switching places, making it hard to land more than a single hit at a time. At this rate, both the Archetype and the Swift would be pounded into scrap before they managed to take down even one of these bastards.

      “Shit!” Dash snapped it out reflexively as another stream of pulse-cannon fire slammed into the Archetype. The Verity ships spun and dodged and whirled in such unison they might as well have been one ship that could be in three places at once. The degree of integration put the networking of even the Silent Fleet to shame.

      Dash raced away from combat, opening the range to take a quick breather. Systems faltered throughout the Archetype, Sentinel giving priority to maneuvering and weapons and letting everything else go for now. Scanners were intermittent, the power sword had gone offline entirely, several actuators were seized, and big chunks had been gouged out of the armor despite his shields still flickering with each impact. For the first time since originally mounting the mech, he faced the distinct possibility of having to run away from battle.

      Or defeat, though that was unthinkable.

      “Sentinel, give me some options!” he shouted.

      “The disruptive effect of the scrambler mine on this region of space precludes translating for approximately another eleven minutes. Therefore, the only options are to fight or flee.”

      “Can we flee?”

      “Based on the performance of the Verity ships, no. However, if the Swift and Archetype flee in different directions, then the Verity will either have to break up their remarkably integrated formation or only pursue one of the mechs.”

      Dash let out a sigh. “Fine. Leira, I don’t think we’re going to win this one. I’m going to take off on”—he aimed the Archetype onto a particular heading— “this trajectory. You go exactly the opposite way. You go now. I’ll keep these assholes from chasing you.”

      “Nope, not this time. We can’t afford to lose you, Dash—Messenger.”

      “We can’t afford to—” Dash broke off, cursing as he dodged another fusillade from the Verity. The energy expenditure of these ships was beyond extravagant; he saw no way they could keep it up, and yet they did.

      “We can’t afford to lose you, either. At least one of these mechs has to survive.”

      “Like I said, you’re essential. This is all your show.”

      Dash saw the Swift suddenly accelerate directly toward the Verity squadron.

      “You go. I’ll clean up here,” Leira continued, her tone like iron.

      “Leira!”

      “Kinda busy!”

      The Verity ships spun about and charged at the Swift. Dash saw their crazy-rapid fire pulse-cannons open up and reach for the Swift like glowing fingers. Leira flipped and swung and dodged, but some of the shots hit home, blasting glowing chunk from the mech.

      Dash swore again. Leira had given him a chance to escape. A little over ten minutes and he could translate away.

      He even started to gather himself to make a break for it.

      Then he threw himself back toward the fight.

      “Dash,” Leira pleaded, naked panic in her voice. “No.”

      “Kinda busy,” he muttered, firing the dark-lance and loosing all the Archetype’s remaining missiles. Maybe they’d get lucky, maybe it would be enough.

      But it wasn’t. The Verity ships whipped onto a new trajectory, their pulse-cannon fire blasting missile after missile out of space. He did land one good hit with the dark-lance, apparently degrading one of their enemy’s ability to maneuver, at least temporarily. It made a difference, but it wouldn’t change the outcome. At best, it might make it a little easier for one of them to get away.

      The pulse-cannon fire swung, trying again to converge on Dash. For what felt like the thousandth time, he threw himself aside, but several energy pulses hit anyway. The Archetype shuddered and spun around. Dash tried to correct, but nothing happened, he’d lost attitude control.

      Well, shit. So this was how it all ended.

      “Hey, can we play?” a new voice said.

      It was Wei-Ping. Dash saw the Herald appear on the heads-up, the Ardent and Visible in close formation. At once, the three ships drove in toward the Verity, loosing salvos of missiles as they closed.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” Dash snapped.

      “Okay, fine, we’ll go away then,” Wei-Ping shot back.

      Dash shook his head as a relieved smile spread across his face. “Nah. Since you’ve gone to all this trouble, you might as well help out.”
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        * * *

      

      The battle had turned, but it was far from over. The Verity ships were now on the defensive, hemmed in by Wei-Ping’s flotilla and the two mechs. But it was a marginal sort of hemmed-in, as both the Archetype and Swift had been badly damaged. At best, they could snap out dark-lance and nova cannon shots, but otherwise had to keep their distance. Massed missile fire from the Silent Fleet ships finally broke through the amazing Verity evasive maneuvers, explosions rippling across the hulls of two of them. The third hit the Visible with a steam of fire that ripped open her hull and left her drifting, her power dropping to zero.

      Still, the damage had been done. The Archetype’s dark-lance now blasted pieces out of one of the Verity ships; the Swift’s nova cannon reduced the other to glowing scrap. Wei-Ping brought the Herald into almost point-blank range and fired a full dark-lance broadside into the third, then raced away as it exploded in a spectacular blast.

      It took Dash a moment to realize the battle was over. Two of the Verity ships were just clouds of debris; the third was a battered hulk, split almost in two by an internal explosion. Dash powered in close to the latter, wanting to see one of the ships that had almost managed to defeat their Unseen mechs up close.

      The smooth hull was split by what seemed to be gun ports for the rapid-fire pulse cannons that had proven so destructive. There appeared to be no other openings in it, not even an airlock.

      “Sentinel, what am I missing here?” he asked, drifting slowly past the wreck. “How were these three ships so damned effective compared to anything else we’ve encountered?”

      “I have been considering the same question. There is no record of anything similar, so we must assume these are something new. Having scanned and analysed the wreckage, the most reasonable conclusion is that there appears to be no crew on board.”

      “What, you mean they managed to escape?”

      “No. I do not believe there was ever any crew on board.”

      Dash frowned at the imagery on the heads-up. As he did, he noticed something odd. Where the structure of the ship had been blasted away, several thin, silvery lines, cables, or conduits of some sort had been exposed. Even as he studied them, he noticed they were crumbling, the fragments drifting away before themselves disintegrating into fine dust.

      “What the hell are those?” he muttered.

      “Unknown,” Sentinel said.

      He hadn’t been asking the AI in particular, but hearing Sentinel express her own ignorance about them was somehow both comforting and disturbing at the same time.

      The Swift sidled into view, stopping about a klick away from the Archetype. Dash winced at the mech’s battered, pockmarked hull. Its right arm below the elbow was completely missing. He wondered if the Archetype looked any better. A brief turn of attention to the Meld told him probably not.

      “So if there was no crew, then these ships were, what, entirely automated?” Leira said. “I thought AIs, even these super-advanced alien ones, lacked the ability to get…I don’t know, truly creative? Unpredictable? Anyway, that they were actually inferior in combat. No offense, Tybalt.”

      “Do not worry, Leira,” Tybalt said. “I am not concerned about your performance in battle.”

      “You—wait. You’re not? Is that another way of saying you’re not impressed with it?”

      “Leira, you do not need to impress me. You never have.”

      “I’ve never impressed you, or I’ve never needed to impress you?”

      “I am sorry, Leira,” Tybalt replied. “I must focus my attention on addressing damage to the Swift.”

      “Wait a second.”

      “Guys,” Dash cut in. “Can you work out your domestic issues another time? I think we’ve got more important stuff to worry about right now. Sentinel, it’s a valid point. You’ve told me yourself that the real limit to AIs, and the reason the Unseen insisted on having us piloting these mechs, is that they’re limited in their ability to be spontaneous and innovative.”

      “That is correct,” Sentinel replied.

      “So the Golden have figured out some way around that now?”

      “Unknown, unfortunately. Perhaps a closer study of this wreckage is in order.”

      Dash looked at the cold, empty starfield looming around them. Another flotilla of these new Verity ships could be coming their way now, from literally any direction—and they weren’t  only pretty badly beaten up, but also a long way from home.

      “Wei-Ping,” he said. “Do you think the Herald could take this wreck in tow?”

      “Well, you have a choice, Dash,” she replied. “The Herald’s AI tells me we can tow the missile platform, the Visible, or this wreck—choose one.”

      “The Visible’s that badly damaged?”

      “Her drives are wrecked, and she only has emergency back-up power. Basically, she needs to be gutted and entirely rebuilt.”

      Dash grimaced. “Okay. You got her crew off?”

      “The survivors. We lost two.”

      “Shit. Just scuttle her. We’re going to have to put a priority on either starting to build replacements for the Silent Fleet or finding where the Unseen have hidden more ships. Sentinel, Tybalt, scan everything you can in this wreck. If there are any pieces we can grab with the mechs and carry back to the Forge, let Leira and me know. Then, let’s blast what’s left to fragments. Everyone, let’s do this as fast as we can, then go back, link-up with Benzel and Amy, and get the hell back home.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the Herald eased into position, ready to once more link her nav systems to the two mechs and start the laborious process of dragging the wrecked missile platform back to the Forge.

      Dash was still having second thoughts. The missile platform gave them lots of material that they badly needed, like working reactors, a whole armory of missiles, and, most importantly, thousands of kilos of Dark Metal. But the new Verity ships had been a nasty shock, and they really needed to figure out what made them tick.

      They’d grabbed some carefully selected fragments, as directed by Sentinel and Tybalt, and stored them wherever they could in the mechs and aboard the Herald and the Ardent. But what if the crucial piece they needed, the one that would explain what the hell these new ships were all about, had been overlooked? What if they’d blasted it to fragments when they destroyed the wreckage to prevent the Verity from recovering anything from it?

      Dash shook his head. No point second-guessing himself.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said, breaking his reverie. “I have transmitted all of the data we’ve collected back to Custodian, as you requested. He now wishes to speak to you.”

      “Okay, Custodian, go ahead.”

      “Messenger, did any of the Verity craft escape?”

      “None, why?” Dash asked, puzzled.

      “Return here with all haste. I have questions, and you need answers.”
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      Dash stretched up on his toes, his arms straight above his head. Thanks to the Meld, he felt none of the usual human foibles when he hung in the Archetype’s cradle—he fatigued and got hungry and thirsty very slowly, no matter how much he flung himself about; he didn’t have to stretch out sore muscles, or scratch any itches; all of his bodily functions seemed, in fact, to be mostly suspended when he was piloting the mech.

      That wasn’t true when he dismounted, though. Now, standing in the cavernous docking bay, it seemed to be catching up to him. In the aftermath of his ferocious fight against the Verity, he ached in a dozen different places, and in different ways; he felt as though he’d just gone through a long, vigorous workout. What he needed was a shower, some food, and then sleep.

      “Dash!” Viktor said. “There you are. Custodian says you need to come to the War Room right away.”

      “Yeah, I know. He started pestering me the second I climbed out of the Archetype.”

      They both looked at the big mech. Even crouched into the posture that let Dash mount and dismount, it loomed over them. Its normally clean, purposeful lines were marred, though, by deep furrows and gouges in its hull and across its limbs, the raw, exposed metal of its numerous wounds accentuated by dark blast scars.

      “That must have been one hell of a fight,” Viktor said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, it had its moments.”

      “The Verity have a new weapon.”

      “Or one they’ve been holding back,” Dash said, turning and starting for the War Room with a resigned sigh. Food, showers, and sleep were going to have to wait.

      “Well, there is good news,” Viktor said, falling into step with Dash. “While you were gone, Custodian was able to refine the power usage across the Forge and use what he saved to open up a new section. It gives us more fabricating capacity. Not the heavy stuff, like major structural components and armor—but all the small things like cables, actuators, and controllers. Still, that takes some load off the main manufacturing plant, meaning everything speeds up overall.”

      “That’s great.”

      “We’ve also got more greenery on the go. Freya’s transplanting more foliage around the station, especially some hybrid she’s cultivated that processes air really efficiently. Custodian thinks we’re on track to get enough growing that he might be able to divert even more power from life support to other stuff.”

      “Again, yeah, that’s terrific.”

      Viktor gave Dash a side-eyed look. “You don’t sound like any of this is actually all that great or terrific.”

      They entered an elevator, one of two they’d ride to the War Room. As it surged into motion with its usual, barely perceptible acceleration, Dash shrugged. “Sorry, Viktor. I guess I’m just tired, hungry, and in need of a change of clothes.” He paused, not sure how, or even whether to go on. But this was Viktor, everybody’s “dad.” “And I’m worried.”

      “Those new ships?”

      “Yeah, that for sure. But it’s more than that. We keep running headlong into more nasty surprises. It started with the Harbinger, and it’s been one thing after another since. The bad guys seem to be growing, coming up with more and better stuff, while we struggle to keep up. I mean, this time we lost the Visible. Most of the ships of the Silent Fleet are gone now, and we haven’t managed to replace any of them.”

      Viktor nodded. “I get it. I suspect everyone’s thinking the same way.”

      “So morale sucks is what you’re telling me.”

      “Not at all. Don’t sell these people short, Dash. They know what’s at stake here. They’re not demoralized. If anything, they’re more determined than ever to get on top of this war and then stay there.”

      Dash gave Viktor a searching look to see if the older engineer was just trying to pep-talk him out of his funk. He found nothing but sincerity, and finally offered a grateful nod.

      “Okay, then. Let’s see what Custodian has to say. Maybe it’ll be something that will help turn the tide.”

      Viktor clapped Dash on the shoulder as the elevator stopped, but said nothing else.

      When they arrived in the War Room, they found everyone there, except for the Gentle Friends who were working on salvaging the Verity missile platform. Even Ragsdale was there, back from Port Hannah. He’d brought along a trio of friends, whom he introduced. One was an astronautic engineer, who’d apparently retired to Port Hannah; the other two were construction and environmental engineers, respectively. At Dash’s puzzled look, Ragsdale just shrugged.

      “Custodian asked me to bring along any engineering expertise I could find. He thinks it will, let’s see, facilitate the interface of activities between the Forge and us mere humans.”

      “I did not use the word mere,” Custodian said.

      Ragsdale grinned. “Well, compared to you AIs, I have to admit that I feel kind of mere.”

      Dash greeted the newcomers then called for everyone’s attention. When he had it, he said, “Okay, folks. Custodian has something he wants to show us.”

      Another of the room-spanning holo images appeared. This one depicted a restricted volume of space, showing a simulation of the battle between the Archetype, the Swift, and the new Verity ships. Based on data provided by Sentinel and Tybalt, it tracked the course of the battle, depicting the wild but precisely coordinated gyrations of the Verity, which had caused so much strife for Dash and Leira.

      Dash watched the battle unfold. It clearly showed just how outclassed he and Leira had been, and how apparent it was that if Wei-Ping hadn’t shown up when she did, they likely would have lost the two mechs.

      The simulation ended in silence.

      Amy finally broke it. “Well, that was something.”

      Custodian left the image of the smashed Verity ship, apparently recorded from the Archetype’s point of view when Dash had closed in for a look. The strange, silvery strands he’d noticed fitfully gleamed in the wan starlight as they crumbled to dust.

      “Okay, everyone,” Dash said. “There you go. Whatever these new Verity ships are, they’re using tech that we’ve never seen before. According to our AIs, it’s tech that shouldn’t even be possible.”

      “The maneuvers of those Verity ships were pretty damned complex,” Benzel said.

      “Yeah, it was even scarier in person,” Wei-Ping replied. “It was like trying to shoot down interstellar dust. You could see what you wanted to shoot at but couldn’t land any hits when you did.”

      “Interstellar dust that shoots back,” Leira said.

      “The maneuvers weren’t just complex,” Dash said. “Sentinel and I talked about this some more on the way home. She said that those three ships were doing things that didn’t make sense, like giving up good shots, just to spin off in some unexpected direction.”

      “They fought the way Dash fights,” Sentinel said. “They were inefficient, their actions chaotic, in some cases almost random. In a few cases, they even seemed to miss what seemed to be obvious opportunities, but for no apparent purpose.”

      “That doesn’t sound very good,” Ragsdale said, looking at Dash and shrugging. “Sorry, but it really doesn’t.”

      “On the contrary,” Sentinel said. “Dash’s inefficiency and randomness have proven to be decisive advantages in previous encounters.”

      “So maybe the Verity, or the Golden, or whoever’s behind it, just put some randomness into their AI’s programming,” Conover said.

      “No, it is not simply that,” Tybalt replied. “I have noticed the same qualities in Leira. My own programming demands maximum efficiency, but even I must admit that the unpredictability Leira brings to battle is…beneficial.”

      Dash glanced at Leira, who just smiled. “Wow. I think that’s the first thing I’ve ever heard from you that even resembles a compliment, Tybalt.”

      “It is not meant as such. I am merely stating an objective fact.”

      Leira’s smile remained, but she shook her head. “And there goes the complimentary part. Well, it was nice while it lasted.”

      “So the question is, how have the Verity managed this?” Viktor said.

      “Could they have pilots on board?” Ragsdale asked. “Their equivalent of Dash and Leira?”

      “Tybalt and I scanned the wreckage thoroughly, at Dash’s direction,” Sentinel replied. “We found no indication of such complex organic life, nor anything that would appear to function as a life support system. In fact, there was almost no internal void space that would correspond to compartments or passageways.”

      “So the ships were fully automated?”

      The retired astronautical engineer who accompanied Ragsdale back from Port Hannah, a man named Taggart, leaned close to the image of the wrecked Verity ship. “Could you ask your, um, AI—the Custodian, I think? Anyway, can it replay the battle again, starting at the beginning?”

      “Simply Custodian is sufficient,” the AI replied. “The Custodian is unnecessary. And feel free to ask me directly, as the Messenger has granted me authority to respond accordingly.”

      Taggart glanced at Dash and smiled self-consciously. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to annoy it.”

      “Him,” Dash said. “We call Custodian him. He’s as much a member of the team here as anyone else.”

      “Fair enough,” Taggart said, then turned his attention back to the holo image. He watched as the battle played out for a few minutes, then said, “Freeze it there, please.”

      The image stopped, locked onto a depiction of the three Verity ships, their trajectory-tracks corkscrewing behind them in an intricate, very specific dance of nearly instantaneous accelerations. Taggart turned and looked at Dash.

      “How they got these ships to fight so intelligently is certainly a good question. But what I’m wondering is how three ships so effectively fight as one. I mean, look here.” He pointed at part of the track. “There should be about, oh, let’s say a sixteenth of a second delay in these ships communicating their maneuvers to each other. But this shows there’s virtually zero delay. How could they do that without being slaved together on a quantum level in some way? From what I’ve gleaned about this place, you can’t even do that here, I don’t think.”

      “Quantum-level communication is problematic,” Custodian agreed. “The states of quantum particles are subject to too much uncertainty to make for reliable transmission of data.”

      “Okay, how about their comms somehow being routed through unSpace,” Conover asked. “Or that border zone, the Dark Between.”

      “Unlikely,” Sentinel replied. “The area was still affected by the residual effects of the scrambler mines deployed by Dash and Leira.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t drop out of unSpace when we showed up to help, as much as we just kind of fell out of it,” Wei-Ping said.

      “I do not believe that the nature of the communications between these ships is the primary issue,” Custodian said. “Rather, I believe it is a by-product of what is.”

      “And what’s that?” Dash asked.

      “Messenger, I think the substance you recovered in cryogenic suspension in the escape pods that attempted to leave the missile platform may have something to do with the combat abilities of this new threat. The Verity are not entirely human, because they are not entirely organic,” Custodian said.

      “We already know that,” Dash replied. “So what was in those frozen canisters that accounts for the effectiveness of these new ships?”

      The room fell silent, waiting.

      “Analysis indicates it primarily contains two substances. The first is human nerve cells, held in a kind of suspended state,” said.

      Audible gasps and angry muttering buzzed through the room. Benzel half stood, his fists in balls. Dash patted the air for calm, sensing the worst was yet to come.

      “Brutal, even grotesque,” Dash replied. “But we already know that they’ve been harvesting human nerve tissue to replenish their own.”

      “I do not believe that this is the same thing,” Custodian said. “And that is indicated by the second substance in those canisters.”

      Dash braced himself. “And that is?”

      “At one point, it was human nerve cells as well. However, they have been altered at an intracellular level by the introduction of nano-scale technology. The changes are, therefore, mechanical in nature, and would lead to greater connectivity and communication capabilities for a neural network built from the material. In essence, these human cells have been reengineered into machines capable of complex networking.”

      This time, there was complete silence. Amy finally spoke, her voice hesitant. “Um, I have an engineering question?”

      “Go ahead and ask it, Amy,” Dash said.

      “Were these frozen, reengineered cells still alive?”

      “They were.”

      “Okay, but all of the stuff I work on is dead, right? I can make whatever changes to it I want, but I can’t kill it, because it’s not alive. But cells are alive. So, um, how did the Verity or whatever get the tech inside the cells without killing them?” she asked.

      “The modification presumably occurred while the cells were alive and likely still contained in the bodies from which they were extracted,” Custodian said.

      Anger boiled over in the room at that, with outraged exclamations and curses fuming the air. One person remained silent, though. Dash was quiet as stone, just staring at the holo-image until everyone else’s rage fell back to a simmer.

      His anger was different. It was an icy bubble, surrounding him. When he finally spoke, his voice came out flat, the words clipped and apparently without emotion. He noticed that it seemed to surprise even Leira, Viktor, and the others close to him, but he didn’t care. For the moment, every fiber of the person that was Newton “Dash” Sawyer was focused like a petawatt laser onto a single thought.

      “I’m the Messenger,” he said. “I make decisions as the Messenger. But I’m still as human as I was before I came into that title.” He looked down at his hands, his knuckles white. “So, as that still very-human Messenger, I’m pronouncing a death sentence on the Verity. Every single one of them. Every asset they have. Every ship. Every station. Every planet. Every communication. If they have art, it will all be destroyed. If they have culture, it will be wiped out. I want to eliminate their whole damned civilization, grind it into the dust, and whatever hopes and dreams they might have along with it. And I want them to know that we did it.”

      Kai gave a firm nod. “The Enemy of all Life must not be allowed to exist.”

      Even Viktor, normally stolid and calm, their moral compass, nodded. “Their allies, too. We can’t afford to let anything like this live in the galaxy.”

      “Especially their allies,” Wei-Ping said. She understood tribalism at the root.

      Dash nodded back. “Yes. A complete eradication of anyone who has ever used humans—living or dead—as fodder for their war machine. Anyone disagree? If you do, speak up. I won’t be a tyrant, but this is the way it’s going to be for anyone who chooses to stay involved. If you can’t abide by this, you should probably just leave and not look back. For anyone who stays, I will bring justice.”

      As though in response to some signal, everyone not already standing did so. A moment passed.

      Benzel looked around at the rest, then turned to Dash. “We’re all ready to do this, Dash.”

      “Good. Custodian, ready the smelters. We arm every ship to the teeth, and then we go hunting,” Dash said.

      “Consider it done,” Custodian said. Almost immediately, a distant thrum passed through the Forge as the massive machines of creation prepared to make even more destruction.

      This would not merely be another battle. This would be a new war, a campaign not just intended to preserve sentient life in the galactic arm, but one now much like that being waged by the Golden—a war of extermination.

      And it could only end one way.
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      But wars require weapons, and weapons require raw materials. Dark Metal was their most critical resource, and Dash and Leira would pursue that. Based on the deep scans from Conover’s interferometer setup, the available Dark Metal tended to be found in far-flung places that might be in imminent threat of contact with Golden or Verity incursions. That meant their two mechs were the most capable of chasing down those leads, while still being able to effectively defend themselves.

      Dark Metal wasn’t their only bottleneck. More mundane resources, such as various types of alloys, were also increasingly in short supply. Dash had given Benzel the job of chasing that down, and he’d mused over different approaches, until Wei-Ping approached him with an idea.

      She found him in the fabrication level, watching the machinery churn away and discussing possible options with Custodian. He turned when she tapped his shoulder.

      “You know, I think I have an idea for where to find most of the stuff we’re looking for, and it’s free for the taking.”

      Benzel cocked his head at her. “Oh? And that would be?”

      “Remember that big old carbon-processing ship we found that one time? The one called the—” She frowned.

      Benzel nodded. “The Ponderous. Yeah. I remember thinking what a stupid name that was for a ship.” He grinned. “We found it orbiting that moon in—oh crap, I don’t remember the name of the system. We thought it was active, lined up a whole snatch-and-grab operation, only to find the damned thing was derelict.”

      “And there was nothing on board worth claiming,” Wei-Ping said, nodding. “We wrote it off as a big pile of junk. But that big pile of junk?”

      “Is just what we need right now, yeah,” Benzel said, nodding vigorously. On impulse, he grabbed Wei-Ping and kissed her. “You’re brilliant, girl.”

      “I know. But do that again, and we’ll find out if it’s possible to break a man’s lips.”

      Benzel offered an elaborate, apologetic bow. “Message received.” Straightening, he added, “You should know by now that I sometimes let my enthusiasm get the better of me.”

      Wei-Ping made an equally elaborate show of wiping her mouth. “Especially after you’ve been drinking plumato wine.”

      Benzel bowed again, and they both laughed.
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      “The Ponderous is a stupid name,” Wei-Ping said. “But a fitting one, you’ve got to admit.”

      Benzel nodded. “Yeah. That is one hell of a big ship. Ponderous for sure.”

      He looked away from the nav display to the Snow Leopard’s view screen, which showed the looming bulk of the abandoned carbon processing ship—essentially a mobile factory, designed to strip carbon compounds out of asteroids and comets, as well as the atmosphere of gas giants. It could refine any carbon-bearing substance, like methane, graphite, or even diamond into elemental carbon for use in manufacturing composites like graphene or nano-tubes.

      Or it could refine virtually anything—when it wasn’t a derelict hulk orbiting a nameless, icy moon, itself orbiting a giant, rocky planet that the star chart claimed to be the core of a long-dead gas giant. The system wasn’t too far from the Forge, and it was close to well-traveled space. But the Ponderous was really just junk, at this point—too badly damaged by some catastrophic accident that had torn a six-hundred-meter rent in its almost kilometer-long hull. Too big to salvage for the value of materials and components, it had just been abandoned here.

      Benzel looked back at the nav display. The Snow Leopard led the Rockhound and two ships from the Silent Fleet, the Ardent and the Fearsome. The latter two ships were mainly meant for security against unexpected attacks by the Verity or the Golden, but Benzel already knew he was going to have to press them into service as salvage ships. It was either that or make repeated trips back and forth, between here and the Forge.

      He turned to the others standing nearby on the Snow Leopard’s bridge—Harolyn and Taggart, the engineer Ragsdale had brought from Port Hannah. Much to Harolyn’s amusement, Taggart’s discomfort at boarding a ship full of—not pirates, privateers, as Wei-Ping loved to say—had been obvious. It hadn’t helped that she’d just as obviously been priming him with lurid stories about the Gentle Friends, but he seemed to relax once he realized they weren’t going to toss him out an airlock or whatever. Now, the old engineer peered intently at the hulk on the viewscreen, nodding.

      “A Class IV-B carbon processor,” he said. “Haven’t seen one of those in a few years. The newer ones are a lot smaller, but even more efficient.”

      “I did a stint on one of those,” Harolyn said. “One of my first jobs out of school, sampling comets for their carbon content before putting the ship to work. I remember lots of empty space and a cramped crew hab that always seemed to smell of sweaty feet.”

      “Well, we’re not worried about how efficient this one is or isn’t, or how it smells,” Benzel said. “We just want to bring it back to the Forge—or as much of it as we can, anyway.” He gestured at a console built into his command chair. “But now that we’re here, and we’ve got some hard data to work with, we’ve run the numbers and done some simulations. There’s just no way we’re going to be able to tow something that big.”

      “Or ripped up,” Wei-Ping said. “That gash has to have broken every main cross member along its length. The whole thing’ll probably come apart the first time we apply any thrust.”

      “So don’t bring it back in one piece,” Taggart said, walking up to the view screen. “If you can cut it here”—he pulled his finger across the image near the hull damage—"and again here, you can take it back in three chunks—bow, amidships, and drives.”

      Benzel rubbed his chin. “Thing looks like it’s made of boring old alloys and composites.” He glanced at Wei-Ping. “These new pulse-cannons are way too powerful. They’ll just blast right through it. And the old particle-cannons will punch holes in it.” He turned to Harolyn. “I think we’re going to need your ship for this.”

      “Kind of why you brought me along, wasn’t it?” She crossed her arms. “Like I said back on the Forge, the Rockhound’s laser is meant to cut up rocks. It shouldn’t have any trouble slicing through that thing’s hull. We’ve just never fired it for more than a few minutes at a time.” She moved close to the viewscreen, beside Taggart. “And I’m willing to bet that it’ll take a bit longer than we’re used to.”

      “Hours, I’d say,” Taggart replied.

      Harolyn looked back at Benzel. “My people tell me that we shouldn’t run the laser for more than about ten minutes, and then give it at least ten additional minutes to cool down and regenerate. So we’re going to be here a while.”

      Benzel leaned back in his seat, swallowing his frustration. The whole creed of the Gentle Friends had been built on doing things fast—get in, do what you need to go, get out again. The idea of hanging around this system for at least a day, and likely longer, grated at him.

      Trouble was, there really was no other way they could get as many resources, and possibly usable components, as quickly and all in one go.

      “Okay, then,” he said. “Harolyn, you head back to your ship and set things up. Taggart’ll come with you as a tech specialist, helping you decide where and how to cut.”

      “How about us?” Wei-Ping asked. “We just going to sit around with our thumbs up our butts?”

      Benzel clasped his hands in his lap. “For now, pretty much, yeah. Maybe we can play some cards, give you a chance to win back what you owe me.”

      “Piss off, vagrant. I paid you back already.” Wei-Ping followed this by sticking out her tongue.

      “Ah, but my dear Wei-Ping, you’re forgetting about one thing.”

      “What?”

      Benzel grinned. “Interest.”
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      Benzel glanced along the length of the severed forward section of the Ponderous. Just over three hundred meters, it still seemed like an awfully big chunk to be trying to tow through unSpace. He puffed a suit thruster once to start turning, again to stop. Worse, cut free from the rest of the hulk, he could see the interior compartments revealed as the Snow Leopard eased the bow away from the rest of the big ship, and it wasn’t pretty.

      The Rockhound’s laser had seared and melted through structural members, conduits, decks, and bulkheads, exposing just how spindly and fragile the whole thing seemed.

      But Taggart had checked it out and pronounced it safe to tow. Benzel had to just nod at the man’s confident assessment and accept it. At least Taggart seemed entirely at home weightless in vac suit, which boosted his cred among the Gentle Friends.

      “I’m a lot more used to building them than taking them apart,” the old engineer said. “Always found breaking up an old ship kind of sad. You’re losing something: her story, and the stories of all the crew that served aboard her, what happened to them while they were.” Benzel had seen movement behind the gleam off Taggart’s faceplate as the man turned to look at him. “Sorry if that sounds a little silly.”

      But Benzel shook his head. “Doesn’t sound silly at all. One spacer to another, I know what you mean. Ships are more than just machines.”

      “Well, at least this one’s going to a good cause,” Taggart replied, and Benzel had to nod at that, too.

      He rotated again to look back along the vast, sweeping expanse of the massive ships hull toward her stern. A fierce glare shone like a small star where the Rockhound’s laser, the beam itself invisible, ripped its way through her guts. This was going to take longer, because it turned out the Ponderous still held some anti-deuterium in her tanks. That had been a surprise; Benzel marveled that containment hadn’t failed long ago, with catastrophic results.

      But the Ponderous had been built with a safety feature only possible on something so big; she had powerful, permanent magnets as a back-up containment system for her antimatter. The magnets were each nearly five meters long and massed several tons each. That was a mere pittance for something this big, but for the Snow Leopard, that would have been an extravagant waste of bulk and mass.

      “Wei-Ping, we got a read on how much anti-deuterium is left in those tanks yet?” he asked.

      Wei-Ping, who was supervising operations a few hundred meters away, said, “Yeah, we think we do. There’s about a kilogram, give or take.”

      Benzel frowned. That was more than they’d hoped. It was difficult to predict how big an explosion that would be if it were released from containment, because there were so many variables—anything from just blowing apart the stern, to something much worse.

      “That’s a lot,” he said. “Can we extract it?”

      “If it could be extracted, I’m pretty sure someone would have done that long ago,” Wei-Ping replied.

      Benzel grunted his assent at that. True enough. A kilo of anti-deuterium would run the Snow Leopard’s translation drive for at least a couple days of flight time.

      “Okay,” he replied. He wanted to add, let’s be really careful, but he didn’t. His people didn’t need to be told something like that; it would be insulting, in fact.

      Benzel turned back to the Snow Leopard’s shuttle, which was hanging about a hundred meters away. He was about to thrust that way, climb inside, and take a break, but Harolyn’s voice hummed across the comm, preceded by a chime, which signaled it was a private channel.

      “Benzel, we’ve got a problem,” she said.

      “Only one?”

      “This one’s rather serious.”

      Benzel frowned at that. Harolyn seemed genuinely worried. He respected the woman. Anyone who could outplay him the way she had over their last contract was worthy of respect. So if she was worried, he was too.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I’ve got Taggart on the line with us. He noticed there was some strange damage on this old hulk’s rear hull. It looks like impact marks, like someone’s being using her ass-end for target practice with a machine gun. He figured she must have passed through a meteor swarm at some point.”

      “Okay, and?”

      “And I was curious, so I took a closer look,” Taggart said. “These pockmarks back here seem to overlap an awful lot. And some show more micrometeorite abrasion than others.”

      “So some are older than the others,” Benzel said.

      “That’s right. I can’t even start to pick out how many episodes of impacts have happened,” Taggart admitted.

      Benzel curled his lip. He didn’t like where this was heading. “So, guys, what are you telling me here?”

      “I’ve done some scans with the Rockhound’s systems. She might not be much in a fight, but she’s good at what she does with rocks. The Ponderous has been struck over a thousand times by them—pebble-sized and smaller. The most recent impacts aren’t very old, meaning they probably happened shortly before we arrived here.”

      Benzel definitely didn’t like where this was heading now. “A thousand times? So these rocks are in orbit around this moon and keep slamming into her. That’s what you’re telling me, right?”

      “It is,” Taggart said.

      “Okay, and it’s all one swarm? Where is it now?”

      “It is one swarm, and we don’t know. Our best detectors have a sensitivity floor, meaning they won’t see enough of a signal from objects below a certain size to even register them.”

      “So this swarm of rocks is invisible?” Benzel asked.

      “Pretty much,” Taggart said.

      Benzel wanted to rub his eyes. Nothing could ever be easy, could it.

      He looked back toward the stern, and then beyond it, past the limb of the moon. Somewhere out there was a swarm of rocks moving at a high orbital velocity, fast enough relative to the Ponderous to hammer her like machine-gun bullets. It had to be a rather eccentric orbit, though, or with that much extra speed, they’d have just been flung into space. Instead, they swung away from the moon then fell back, picking up speed as they raced through their apogee, their closest point of approach to the moon. Along the way, they battered the Ponderous, hundreds of them likely thrown into new orbits, or simply away into the void.

      And they were all too small to detect. That meant, with no hard orbital data, they had no way of calculating the period of their orbit. They might be back in a few days—or a few minutes.

      Benzel suddenly felt very…squishy. A pebble that would only pock the composite alloy of the big hulk’s hull would pass clean through him and his vac suit, barely slowing as it did.

      Nope, nothing could ever be easy.
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      Benzel watched as the Snow Leopard, the Ardent, and their lumbering chunk of the Ponderous in tow translated into unSpace. Their synced translation drives pulsed out a telltale burst of neutrinos as the quantum fabric of space-time rebounded from the shock, and then they were gone. That left the Rockhound and the Fearsome, which would take the midships block into tow as soon as it was finally cut free of the drive section. They still hadn’t decided quite what to do with the latter, whose awkward and largely inaccessible cargo of antimatter still gave Benzel the shivers.

      He puffed his suit thrusters, pulling away from the sleek bulk of the Fearsome, which the Gentle Friends were already rigging up for towing. The Rockhound would join her as soon as the last few cuts were made by her laser. Benzel found himself constantly looking back along the length of what remained of the Ponderous, at the starfield beyond her stern. He’d never be able to see the orbiting cloud of pebbles and gravel coming, of course, any more than he could see a slug-gun round in flight.

      But they were out there, racing closer by the second.

      “Harolyn, how much longer until you can do these last two cuts?” Benzel asked.

      “We figure another five minutes for the laser to regenerate, and then another ten minutes after that.”

      “Got it, thanks.”

      So fifteen minutes, and then another hour to get the Rockhound hooked up. So, as long as those damned rocks didn’t show up for another hour and a half, they’d be good.

      He pulsed the thrusters, pushing himself back toward the Fearsome. A quartet of Gentle Friends hung in two pairs, upside down relative to one another, working on the fasteners attaching one of the tow cables to the Ponderous. He stopped a few meters away.

      “Dana, how’s it going?”

      One of the suited figures rotated to face him. “Good. This is the last cable for the Fearsome.” She grabbed it so she could gesture back at another skein of cables that were already hooked up to the hulk, the other ends drifting free. “We decided to get them ready for the Rockhound too, to save some time.” She chuckled. “Any chance we could keep these ones, you know, after this is all done? Compared to how we used to do things, this is amazing.”

      Benzel chuckled back. He knew what she meant. Conventional towing required large and complicated contraptions called harnesses that would basically lock something being towed, and the ships towing it, into a single, freakish whole. The harnesses pretty much had to be purpose-built for the ships involved. There were supposedly military versions available, permanently fastened to translation tugs, that could automatically accommodate any ship, but Benzel had never seen one and suspected they didn’t work as well as the rumors claimed.

      “Sorry, but Custodian made these cables just for us,” Benzel said. “They’ve got Dark Metal infused in them, so they’re able to let us pull something this big”—he jerked a thumb toward the hulk looming above them— “through a translation. He wants to recycle them as soon as we get back.”

      “Damn,” Dana said.

      And that was all. She probably would have said more, but her head exploded.

      One instant, Benzel looked at the woman’s face through her helmet’s faceplate. The next, helmet, faceplate, and face were gone, replaced by whirling dollops of blood. A fragment of something zipped past Benzel, heading for deep space.

      Benzel drew in a breath to shout his warning, but he knew it was too late.

      Another of the Gentle Friends suddenly spun in place, crying out. Blood trailed in a gooey spray of droplets from her leg, where sealing foam bubbled out through a rent in her thigh. Benzel’s thoughts abruptly shifted.

      The swarm of rocks was here.

      “Puncture-puncture-puncture!” someone shouted, a warning against something that risked tearing open suits. The Gentle Friends immediately thrusted toward the Fearsome, but it was at least two hundred meters away.

      “Stop!” he yelled, at the same time punching at the control-pad on his left forearm. His shuttle, which belonged to the Snow Leopard, but that he’d kept to use as an emergency boat while they did their work, came to life, thrusting toward them. It hung nearby, only ten meters away, so it was a much better bet than trying to reach the far-off safety of the Fearsome.

      “Everyone get behind the shuttle,” he snapped. “We’ll use it for cover!”

      He brought the shuttle to a halt and moved in beside it. The Gentle Friends reversed course to join him. Benzel could only grit his teeth and desperately hope no more of them were hit by the rocks as they closed.

      One by one, they crowded in beside Benzel. A few seconds later, something struck sparks off the tow cable, then more impacts erupted all across the stern of the Fearsome, recorded by flashes of heat as speeding pebbles gave up their formidable kinetic energy in an instant. Now a blizzard of projectiles raced past, invisible, but very much there and deadly, based on the scintillating ripples of flashes across the Fearsome’s hull. All Benzel and the three surviving Gentle Friends could do was huddle in the lee of the shuttle and hope nothing big enough to slam right through it was on the way.

      Eventually, the strikes on the Fearsome slowed, became sporadic hits, then stopped altogether.

      “Benzel! Dammit Benzel, answer me!”

      It was Wei-Ping. It struck him that she’d been shouting at him for a while now, but he’d been too fixated on surviving to answer.

      “Wei-Ping, I’m here. I’m fine.”

      “Shit, I saw someone get hit.”

      “That was Dana,” Benzel said with reluctance.

      “Dana. Dammit.”

      He looked at the other Gentle Friends. Two were unhurt, but the third, a young man named Riley, was unconscious—shock, probably, from the hit on his thigh. Between the sealing foam and his suit’s emergency first-aid system, he was still alive, but he needed help fast. He spent the next few minutes snapping out instructions, even while getting Riley loaded into the shuttle. As he did, he saw just what the shuttle had protected them from.

      Its opposite side was pocked with scarred divots; a few rocks had gone through, leaving holes, the edges of which still glowed slightly with impact heat. One of those had punched a deep gouge into the opposite interior wall, just a few centimeters away from him and the others huddling on the opposite side.

      He looked back toward Dana. She’d been hit again. Repeatedly, in fact.

      Benzel turned away from what was left of her and started assessing the damage.
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      “We all set?” Benzel asked.

      Aboard the Fearsome, Wei-Ping replied, “We’re ready. We’ve got the worst of the damage to the aft end taken care of.”

      He looked at Harolyn, standing beside him in the cramped confines of the Rockhound’s tiny bridge. “We ready?”

      She nodded. “Any time.”

      “The drives are synced up,” the Rockhound’s pilot said over his shoulder. “Fearsome has control.”

      “We have control,” Wei-Ping confirmed.

      Now they just waited for Benzel’s command. One word, go, and the two ships would yank the midships chunk of the Ponderous into unSpace and power back to the Forge.

      But there was something he had to do first.

      “Wei-Ping, you may fire at will.”

      “Roger.”

      A single pulse cannon opened up from the Fearsome, its bluish bolts streaking off into the void. Somewhere along their path, Dana’s remains would now be a tenuous, expanding cloud of vapor.

      Goodbye, Dana, he thought.

      “Okay, let’s get the hell out of here,” Benzel said.

      On their way back to the Forge, Benzel took the time to speak to the Gentle Friends aboard the Rockhound. He’d do the same with all the rest of them. He wanted to get to know them better because, much as it pained him to admit it, he’d known Dana for at least three years now.

      But he never had learned her last name.

      Nope, nothing was ever simple. Especially in space.
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      “So there’s Dark Metal down there, huh?” Dash asked.

      “The signal return is clear,” Sentinel replied. “There are at least four hundred kilograms of Dark Metal, all of it in one location on the comet’s surface.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the heads-up. Sentinel made it sound straightforward. There was Dark Metal here, and it was all in one spot, so it should be easy to grab and take back home.

      Trouble was, the comet had other ideas. The size of a small mountain, the mass of ice and rock tumbled amid a halo of debris. Some impact had given it the spin, and nothing had dampened it since.

      And that impact had probably been by what was now just rotating into view.

      “That’s definitely a Golden ship,” Leira said. “It has their lines, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do. And Sentinel confirms it. It’s not like any type we’ve ever seen before, though.”

      Dash zoomed in the image on the heads-up, magnifying a sleek, tapered craft mostly buried in the ice. The pattern of cracks radiating away from it showed that it had hit hard. Dash wondered at the streamlined design; it spoke of a ship meant to spend more time flying in an atmosphere than outside of one.

      “Sentinel, give that thing a good scan,” Dash said. “I have a few ideas I’d like to follow up on, and this ship just might give me some inspiration.”

      “Interference from the debris cloud of the coma is preventing effective scanning. In particular, there is a great deal of dust, which has developed a strong static-electric charge.”

      “Well, we need to retrieve the Dark Metal anyway,” Dash said, and began gingerly easing the Archetype into the coma. “See if the scans get better as we get closer—avert!”

      A chunk of ice the size of a cargo pod slammed into the mech. It wrenched Dash sideways, threatening to make the Archetype cartwheel. He stabilized it and checked for damage. Superficial at worst. Still, he backed off and returned to clear space.

      “Okay, we need to figure out how to get at this thing. I’m thinking shooting these will just make smaller chunks.”

      “True,” Leira said. “But eventually, they’ll be small enough that they won’t matter anymore.”

      “I would point out that the reason this comet is surrounded by so much debris in its coma is that it is losing structural integrity as it moves closer to this system’s sun,” Tybalt said. “It has already begun outgassing as it warms up.”

      “So this is a comet on its death ride?” Leira asked.

      Tybalt hesitated. “Death ride? How does such a term apply to the structural collapse of an inanimate?”

      “Tybalt doesn’t quite have human idioms down,” Leira said. “I’ll explain it to him.”

      “In any case, Dash, discharging weapons in close proximity to it could have unintended consequences,” Sentinel went on. “If you blow apart a fragment, debris from it could easily act as shrapnel, striking and further destabilizing the body of the comet itself. That could then break apart, effectively destroying the Golden ship in the process.”

      “We’d still be able to retrieve the Dark Metal, though.”

      “Yes.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the Golden ship. As he’d said more and more often lately, Dark Metal was their second-most precious commodity. Their first was time. So he didn’t want to dawdle around with this any more than necessary; there were other Dark Metal signals to be investigated and scavenged.

      Still, the nearly disastrous encounter with the new Verity ships had rattled him in ways he’d only just started to appreciate. Before that, he’d essentially assumed the Archetype, Swift, and other Unseen tech would always carry them through. Sure, there’d be hard fights, and yes, people would get hurt and even killed, but in the end, they’d carry the day. The idea of actually losing a battle—or the war—had been a pretty abstract one.

      Now, he wasn’t so sure. The creeping despair he’d felt welling up as the Verity ships so handily outmaneuvered, outgunned, and outfought them had been deeper and more intense than even the awful time he’d thought Leira was going to die aboard the Slipwing when it plunged into the Forge’s star. The hell of it was that, had he lost Leira and the Slipwing that day, it would have been tragic, and sad beyond belief, but it wouldn’t really have changed anything. Someone else, maybe Conover or Amy, would be piloting the Swift, but the war would go on.

      But if they’d lost the two mechs to the Verity, that could have ended the whole damned war right there. And the implications of that were just too horrible to even begin contemplating.

      Dash set his mouth into a hard line. “We need Dark Metal. But we also need to understand our enemy’s tech. Take advantage of it if we can. We need every edge we can get.” He gave himself a grim nod. “I want that ship intact, at least until we can get a detailed scan of it.”

      “Dash, it looks like an atmospheric fighter,” Leira said, echoing Dash’s earlier musings. “You think we’re going to be fighting in atmo?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure we will,” Dash replied as the Archetype’s hand closed on a section of debris, sending spalls of glittering ice into a swirling cloud. “And probably sooner rather than later. If the Golden are using human and other allies, then they won’t all be in space.”

      Dash scowled at the comet. Somehow, comets had come to figure way more prominently in his life than he’d ever imagined possible. He’d crashed into and almost died on a comet, found the Archetype buried in that same one, found its first power core in another, and now had hooked up with Al’Bijea and the Aquarians because of comets—and they had the remains of one that contained an ancient Golden Dark Metal foundry.

      Comets. Hunks of ice and rock and other crap. Until that fateful crash on the Archetype’s comet, Dash had never thought of them as anything but a possible nav hazard. Now, the damned things seemed to define his life.

      “Okay,” Dash said. “We can’t just blast away this debris. I’m assuming using the distortion cannon to try pulling debris away won’t work any better.”

      “That would be more likely to make the situation even worse, actually,” Sentinel said. As if to underscore her words, the comet picked that moment to vent a spectacular geyser of dust and gas. The gas arced into a graceful curve under the minute pressure of the stellar wind from the approaching star, while the dust remained following the comet’s orbital trajectory, each respectively feeding the two tails that trailed along behind it for almost a million klicks.

      “I think we’re just going to have to bull our way through this,” Dash said. The Archetype might get beaten up, but it was meant to take a pummeling from things like missiles and pulse-cannons.

      “Dash, Tybalt has an idea,” Leira said. “A clever one, actually.”

      “Hey, I’m all ears for clever ideas. Go ahead.”

      “Messenger, since the problem is the debris in the coma, which is behaving unpredictably as it heats up, why not simply remove the problem?” Tybalt said.

      “Tybalt might not quite get human idioms yet, but I see he’s picked up a really human flair for the vaguely dramatic,” Dash replied. “What the hell are you talking about? We’ve already concluded that we can’t just blow the debris away.”

      “Correct. So, instead, remove the object of your interest from the problem.”

      “Tybalt, I swear—”

      “What he’s suggesting is yanking the comet into unSpace and scavenging it there,” Leira said. “I’m not sure why he’s being so damned elusive about it.”

      “The Messenger got it right,” Tybalt replied. “I am exploring the concept of being dramatic. It intrigues me.”

      “Oh for—that’s all I need,” Leira muttered.

      Dash had to chuckle. Yup, sometimes they really did sound like an old married couple. “Okay, so how do we do that, Tybalt?”

      “In a manner similar to the recovery of the Verity missile platform. Anchor the Swift and the Archetype as firmly as possible to the piece constituting the head of the comet, then do a synchronized translation. I calculate that one of the mechs is sufficient to maintain it in that state, while the other performs the recovery operation.”

      “Okay, and what’s the downside, besides the fact we have to get to the head to do that?” Dash asked.

      “There is that. It will be necessary to traverse the coma once, but it will not be necessary to stay there, or exit through it.”

      “The other issue is the signature we give off while doing this,” Sentinel said. “Such a large amount of mass, which includes Dark Metal and suddenly enters unSpace, will be easily detectable by any technology intended for the purpose.”

      “And that’s tech we know the Verity have,” Leira said. “We could bring a whole swarm of them down on us.”

      Dash took a moment to think about it. Recovering the Dark Metal was vital. Recovering whatever Golden tech they could was too. But putting the two mechs into what could be a disastrously vulnerable situation could turn out just like the battle against the Verity.

      The Verity ships whipped onto a new trajectory…he did land one good hit with the dark-lance, at least…but it wouldn’t change the outcome. At best, it might make it a little easier for one of them to get away…

      Dash gave his head a grim shake. No. He would not let fear of failure be what prevented him from succeeding. He would do whatever it took to win.

      “We’ll take the risk,” he finally said. “Let’s run the shields on these mechs up to full nav-hazard mode. That should keep all the little stuff off us. As for the big stuff, we’ll dodge it as best we can and just take our hits.” He glared at the image of the Golden wreck. “I want that ship.”
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      The trip through the coma wasn’t as bad as Dash had feared. The debris wasn’t actually orbiting around the head; the gravity involved was far too feeble for that. It mostly moved about in response to jets of venting gas and collisions with other chunks. The bigger problem was the pieces spalling off the comet as it heated up; some of these were ejected like massive projectiles, big enough that a solid hit could do major damage. Both the mechs had taken significant bangs by the time they’d reached the head, though none bad enough to do real harm…yet.

      As soon as they reached the head, it made the point by suddenly fracturing off a piece the size of the Archetype, a steam explosion driving it straight at the Swift. Leira dodged and took only a glancing blow that spun the mech around. But that was only a symptom of a bigger problem.

      “Messenger, now that we are close to enough to get better scans of the comet, I can detect significant stress within its structure—and that stress is increasing.”

      “What’s causing it?”

      “The starward side of the head is mostly dark-colored rock. It is absorbing heat and transferring it to interior. That is, in turn, melting and then vaporizing ice. Steam pressure is mounting inside the head and will soon reach a critical level.”

      “What you mean is, boom.”

      “Yes. Boom indeed.”

      “Okay, Leira, we’d better work fast.” Dash eased the Archetype against the head, in the position Sentinel and Tybalt had calculated for it, and dug in its hands and feet. Leira did likewise on the other side.

      “Ready?” Dash asked.

      “Just a second—there. Yup, we’re ready,” Leira replied.

      “Okay, Sentinel, sync up the drives and let’s do this.”

      A moment passed—and then the universe disappeared.

      All that remained was the little bubble of three-dimensional space-time generated by the mechs’ translation drives. Dash didn’t pay any attention to the dimensionless void that otherwise engulfed them, though; mind-bendingly amazing at first, it had long since become just part of the background to flying the Archetype.

      “Okay, guys, am I good to detach? Can the Swift keep us here while I work?”

      “Yeah, we’ve got this,” Leira replied. “Just work fast, okay? The way Tybalt describes this thing, it’s a bomb waiting to go off.”

      “Roger that,” Dash said, detaching from the comet and easing himself toward the wreck a few hundred meters away.

      “When I start digging, do I risk triggering an explosion?” Dash asked Sentinel.

      “Unknown. The internal structure of the head is complex, and subject to chaotic phenomena that makes—”

      “In other words, yes,” Dash said.

      “Yes.”

      “Outstanding.”

      Dash began to dig at the ice surrounding the wreck.

      He worked as fast as he dared. He almost felt like he could see the ice and rock bulging, straining to contain the vast pressure locked inside it—even feel it. Sure, it wasn’t absorbing energy from the star anymore, but Sentinel had said heat was still transferring into the comet’s interior, and would until it reached a sort of thermal equilibrium throughout. By then, it might very well have blown itself apart.

      “How’s it going, Dash?” Leira asked.

      “Getting there.”

      He kept digging away at the ice. With each handful, he expected the whole thing to suddenly erupt in his face. Finally, though, Dash was able to loosen the crashed ship enough to roll it free, bracing the Archetype’s feet as he did.

      “Okay, got it. Yeah, this thing’s too badly damaged to try to take back intact,” he said. He held the ship in the Archetype’s hands like a broken toy, already starting to fall to pieces. He identified the chunk of it containing the most Dark Metal, a total of roughly three hundred kilos. “Sentinel, get all the data you can on this thing before I break this piece off for recovery.” He frowned. “I thought you said there was almost five hundred kilos of Dark Metal here.”

      “There is,” Sentinel replied. “Another two hundred kilos remain in the ice. And the scans are complete.”

      Dash considered just ending this strange little salvage operation right now and getting out before anything went wrong. But two hundred kilos was a lot of Dark Metal to just give up. He turned his attention to whatever it was, still mostly buried in the icy crater that had held the ship, to at least see how much work it would be.

      “Hey, is that a gun? A cannon of some sort?”

      “It would appear to be, yes,” Sentinel said. “However, it is like—”

      “Nothing we have on record, yeah. We get a lot of that, don’t we?”

      “Our records are incomplete. Of course, the concept of truly complete records would imply knowing everything there is to know about—”

      “Hold that thought, Sentinel. It’s a great conversation to have over a few glasses of wine.” He placed the Dark Metal chunk of the wreck—mostly its drive section—down and carefully began digging at the strange weapon. He’d gotten it about halfway revealed when a sudden, heavy thud slammed through the comet. At the same time, a thin, high-pressure column of gas erupted from about ten meters away, sending cometary shrapnel snapping against the Archetype. It vented for a few seconds, then ominously stopped.

      “Dash, I believe the comet is about to—”

      “So do I,” Dash snapped. In one motion, he grabbed the gun and yanked it out of the ice, then he scooped up the hunk of the wrecked Golden ship and shouted, “Leira, let’s go!”

      The comet suddenly heaved under the mech, then erupted all at once.

      The starfield reappeared. So did the comet, or what remained of it, a cloud of debris radiating out from an expanding cloud of vapor that glowed silver-white in the starlight. Instead of being right in his face, though, it was a least a hundred kilometers away.

      “Leira, you okay?”

      “Yup, I’m fine,” she replied. “Just have to get my heart started again.”

      Dash confirmed that he still held the scavenged Dark Metal wreckage and the strange weapon. “Sentinel, I gather you gave us some distance from that comet when it exploded?”

      “Yes. I anticipated that might be necessary, so I performed the necessary calculations to allow the Archetype to return to real space a safe distance from the comet.” Strangely, her voice trailed off, rather than just stopping in its usual clipped, somewhat authoritarian way.

      “Are you all right? You sounded a little uncertain, there.”

      “I was waiting for you to interrupt me.”

      “You were? Why?”

      “Because you normally do when I undertake to offer an explanation, in order to move on to other subjects or matters.”

      “I do?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Dash frowned. Yeah, he did do that, didn’t he? “I’m sorry, Sentinel, that’s awfully rude of me.”

      “Your apology is superfluous. I was merely making an observation.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s no excuse.”

      “So you are saying you will no longer do that?”

      “I am. From now on, I’ll let you finish whatever you’re saying.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Dash opened his mouth.

      Closed it again.

      Gaped for a moment.

      “Did you just say what I think you said?”

      “It seems to be the appropriate word for expressing skepticism.”

      Dash couldn’t help grinning. “It is. One of the best, in fact.”

      The threat indicator lit up. There were at least six—no, eight—inbound contacts.

      “Okay, now that’s rude,” Dash said. “Leira, you know that old saying, he who fights and runs away, and all that? I vote we just go right to the running away part.”

      “I am literally right behind you.”
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      Dash walked around the weapon they’d retrieved from the comet, which was now sitting in the Forge’s fabrication plant on a grav-pallet. Multiple barrels, about five meters long, and that was all he could tell. Whatever it was, it looked awfully menacing, but until Custodian had finished scanning it, they wouldn’t know if it really was menacing, or just scrap.

      Dash hoped it was menacing. And bloody powerful. They could use a weapon like that often.

      “I have completed my analysis of this weapon,” Custodian said.

      Dash looked at Viktor, Conover, and Ragsdale, who’d joined him in checking out whatever this might be. Conover peered at it closely, using his unique, enhanced tech-vision to see what ordinary eyes couldn’t. Viktor and Ragsdale were in the midst of an animated discussion about it, but they went silent when Custodian spoke.

      “So what’s the verdict?” Dash asked.

      “This weapon appears to combine the quantum-scale disruption effect of a dark-lance, with the high instantaneous energy output of a plasma cannon. More importantly, it initiates an antimatter-like conversion effect on atmospheric gases when it fires, the energy release of which is used to augment the destructive effect.”

      Dash frowned, even though it did sound menacing. Custodian had just rattled off three different types of weapons it seemed to combine into one. That also sounded extremely powerful—which was great, as long as they could replicate it.

      “Custodian,” Ragsdale said. “Can you sum that up for those of us not entirely familiar with all these different sorts of weapons? I mean, what you described sounded really potent. Is it?”

      “Inside the envelope of a planetary atmosphere, this weapon could quite easily penetrate hundreds, perhaps thousands of meters of rock.”

      “So it could—what, blast right through a mountain?”

      “Depending on the size of the mountain, conceivably, yes.”

      “Holy crap.”

      Viktor nodded. “Holy crap indeed.” He looked at Dash. “Looks like we’ve found another one of our enemies’ nasty surprises.”

      “Yeah, well, at least this time we didn’t find out about it when it started shooting at us,” Dash said.

      “The way Custodian describes it, though, it would be a lot less powerful if it was fired in vacuum,” Ragsdale added, crouching in front of the multi-barrels and running a finger around the curve of a muzzle.

      It was Conover who answered, pointing at a port in the side of the weapon’s bulky receiver as he did. “That’s there for loading something. I’m assuming it would be capsules of compressed gas, so you’d get almost the same effect in space, as long as you had capsules to load.”

      “That is a reasonable assumption,” Custodian replied.

      “The trouble is, the power requirements for this thing would be insane,” Conover said, standing. “That Golden ship you found it on either had one hell of a generator, or it had to shut down other systems—probably all of them—to be able to fire at all.”

      “This weapon would indeed tax the primary power distribution capability of the Archetype,” Sentinel said.

      “In other words, the Archetype can generate the power, but it would have trouble delivering it fast enough, at least given its current power state.”

      “That is correct.”

      “So why not give it its own dedicated power supply?” Ragsdale asked. “You know, like capacitors. Something you could charge continuously, then draw down when you want to fire it?”

      “Could we do that?” Dash asked.

      “It is an innovative solution,” Sentinel replied. “However, with sufficient Dark Metal, it should be possible to construct a secondary power source for the weapon and mount that on the Archetype. The recuperation time, before it could fire again, would limit its rate of fire, but it is a workable solution, at least until the Archetype finally reaches its fully powered state.”

      “So you can blow holes in mountains?” Dash said, smiling as he looked at the gun like a new father would regard his child. “I am so glad we found each other.”
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      Dash stood in the docking bay, watching as another shuttle eased its way through the environmental force field. Its every move was the very definition of the word gingerly, its pilot apparently cautious to the point of being frustratingly timid. It was taking forever to do something that should only need, at best, an hour.

      “And you say this guy flying that shuttle has already made this trip,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale, standing beside him, nodded. “This is his fourth time, yeah.”

      The shuttle, a type known as a cargo handler, or just a handler, was one of hundreds of thousands, maybe millions flying in the galactic arm. Its modular design consisted of a cockpit, a simple thrust drive, and a rack that allowed it to pick up a cargo pod and move it around. Dash had even flown one, in probably the least dramatic getaway in history, using it to slowly escape a pair of thugs who’d been after him on Passage. Even then, with him flying and them simply running along inside the big station after him, they’d still almost caught up to him before he could board the Slipwing.

      At the time, dealing with the thugs—enforcers for a cargo broker who’d somehow come to the largely false conclusion that Dash had stiffed him for a payment—seemed like such a big, pulse-pounding, nerve-wracking ordeal. Now, it barely rated fond memory. What it had been was a far simpler time, with far less existentially terrifying problems.

      “Okay, Dash, this is the last group,” Viktor said, approaching with a data-pad as the shuttle finally touched down and cut its engines. “Both ships are aboard.”

      As he spoke, the cargo pod opened and a scruffy group of people began shuffling out, wide-eyed, blinking stupidly, and gaping around them at the vast cavern of the docking bay—a location out of the way that they rarely used because most of this part of the Forge had been powered up for life support, but nothing else.

      “Can’t have a war without refugees,” Ragsdale said, and Dash nodded. Tragically, Ragsdale was only too correct.

      Benzel and Wei-Ping had happened upon the pair of old tramp freighters on their way back to the Forge with the drive section of the old carbon-processor hulk they’d been scavenging. The ships had been painfully easy to see thanks to their enormous unSpace wake, a result of untuned drives badly in need of not just maintenance, but complete overhaul. They’d ignored the first attempts at comm contact, only answering after Benzel imperiously declared they were entering the “autonomous spatial claim of the Realm of Cygnus, so they should state their business or be considered hostile invaders.” Even Harolyn was impressed at Benzel’s ability to say it with a straight face.

      The two ships, it turned out, were fleeing a fringe system that had been attacked by unknown forces, a term that Dash was quickly learning to hate. A cursory check of the sensor data they’d transmitted to the Fearsome had revealed the grim truth—it was the Bright, more specifically the Verity. According to those aboard the two freighters, most of their settlements in the system had been overrun almost immediately.

      These people had been manning an ore concentrator in a remote part of the system, so they had been able to load up into the two freighters and escape, the Verity almost catching them before they translated. They’d been dogged most of the way since, desperately fighting to stay ahead of their pursuers, keeping comm silent, skimming fuel on the fly from gas giants, and hoping beyond hope they’d somehow manage to get away.

      “We have no idea what they planned to do with our people,” one of the refugees’ spokespeople, a gruff man named Temo, had said. “There was something about them, whoever they were, that made it seem like they were after a lot more than just, you know, resources or habitable planets.”

      Dash had shrugged, feigning ignorance, but what had happened confirmed a terrifying new truth. The Verity were no longer just surreptitiously yanking ships out of unSpace for their vile needs. Now, they were attacking establishment settlements, a massive escalation.

      After Temo had gone, Dash looked at the other members of his Inner Circle and asked them what they thought. Ragsdale spoke up right away. “I think it’s our fault.”

      Dash had given him a surprised look. “Our fault? Why?”

      “Because we’ve been undermining the Verity’s plans, getting in the way of them pulling ships out of unSpace.”

      “Damn right we have,” Benzel had snapped, and Ragsdale nodded, but he also held up a hand.

      “Not disputing that. I say screw the Verity every chance we get. But it is going to have further consequences—unless, of course, you think that once we thwart them, they’re just going to give up and go away,” Ragsdale said.

      “Yeah, that’s not likely,” Dash said. Since that meeting, he’d been stuck turning this new development, and Ragsdale’s comments about it, over and over in his head. It wasn’t something he’d really given much thought. As they made life harder for the Verity in some ways, the bastards would find other ways to get what they wanted. The navy—of the Realm—needed to start anticipating their likely response as Dash and his people continued to make their presence felt.

      Ragsdale sighed, long and slow, as the people shuffled along, directed by several of the Gentle Friends who were acting as guides—and guards. “And refugees is what these people are for sure. I’ll say it again, Dash. I think bringing them here, to the Forge, was an unnecessary risk.”

      “We’ve been through this,” Viktor said, frowning at the security chief. “One look at the state of those ships told Benzel all he needed to know. They were on their last legs. There was no way they were going to make it to anything resembling a friendly system that would be willing to take them in. The Forge was as far as they were going to go.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Ragsdale said. “It’s just that bringing an influx of—how many are there? One hundred and some?”

      “One hundred and twelve,” Viktor said.

      “Bringing a hundred and twelve strangers aboard the Forge, while the war’s escalating and the Verity are changing their tactics—” Ragsdale shrugged. “I just don’t like it.”

      “I don’t like it either,” Dash said, watching as this last group lined up, awaiting scanning and processing by Viktor and the Gentle Friends. “But what was the alternative? Let them die in space? Didn’t they say they were out of food and could synthesize enough for maybe a third of their number, if that?”

      “The translation drive on that smaller of the two freighters out there was almost shot,” Viktor said. “That ship, for sure, wasn’t going any further than this—and probably can’t be salvaged, either.”

      Dash took a moment to study the refugees. They stood huddled in a group, about twenty of them, as many as could be jammed into the cargo pod for the crossing to the Forge. Scruffy only began to describe them—they were dirty, dishevelled, their hair greasy, their clothing stained, dark circles around their eyes accentuating pale, haunted faces. Even a dozen paces away, Dash caught hints of their stink, a pungent reek of unwashed bodies. One in particular caught his attention: a girl, maybe seven or eight years old, clutching a little toy robot with a missing leg. She seemed so small and frail that a strong enough waft from the ventilators might just puff her away to dust.

      And terrified. They were all absolutely terrified, every one of them.

      This is the future, Dash thought. If we don’t defeat the Golden and their damned minions, then whatever sentient life wasn’t outright destroyed would be left fleeing in packed, failing ships, desperately seeking a refuge they’d never find, their inhuman pursuers remorselessly closing in.

      Kai had it right. The Enemy of All Life, indeed.

      “Yeah, I know,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash glanced at him. “Know what?”

      “You’re looking at that little girl and thinking children. Those Verity assholes don’t give a shit that they’re preying on children.” He crossed his arms. “I have a niece about her age. So, while I still think it’s a damned risky thing, bringing these people here, I’m glad we did.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Dash said.

      This is the future?

      His eyes still on the little girl, Dash thought, not while I’m the Messenger, it’s not.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Custodian, what exactly is so urgent?” Dash said. “I’ve got everyone waiting up in the War Room.”

      He stopped as he entered the holding bay, a smaller version of one of the Forge’s docking bays, where finished ships and equipment were stored as they underwent their final checks before deployment.

      “So everyone isn’t waiting in the War Room,” he said. “Conover, what are you doing here?”

      Conover shrugged. “Not sure. Custodian just said I should come here so he could talk to you and me.”

      Dash made a huh sound, and then his attention was caught by what was being tractored in. “Uh, Custodian, what the hell is that?”

      The ship now being set to rest in the bay was like nothing they’d seen the Forge manufacture so far. It was small, about ten meters long, and shaped like a long, slender arrowhead. But as soon as he looked past the outward shape of the thing, he realized the design was much more subtle than it first appeared. The entire craft was essentially an airfoil, meaning it would generate lift across its entire surface area. Dash had never flown many vessels designed for atmospheric use; he was more used to spaceships, like the Slipwing, that had some ability to maneuver in atmo, mostly by brute-force use of thrusters. When it came to atmospheric maneuvers, this thing would run rings around the Slipwing and ships like her.

      “In your parlance, this would be called a Mako,” Custodian said. “It is an atmospheric fighter, the schematic drawn from the Creators’ databases. Sentinel had described how you felt we would eventually need the capability to fight inside atmospheric envelopes, using aerodynamic designs such as this one. I took the liberty of fabricating one for you to review.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows and glanced at Conover. “Okay, I’m impressed, I have to admit. This thing looks fast even when it’s standing still.”

      “It is impressive,” Conover said. “No translation drive, though.”

      “The Mako can be deployed in two modes,” Custodian said. “It can be translation capable, which requires the addition of a module containing the drive, its antimatter fuel, and its control interface. This module can be jettisoned to lessen atmospheric drag and improve performance.”

      “Doesn’t that kind of make it a one-way trip?” Dash asked.

      “It does. If that is not desirable, then the translation module can be retained. Alternatively, the Mako can be carried on board larger, translation-capable vessels, deployed for action, and then recovered.”

      “No weapons, either,” Conover said.

      “Weapons have yet to be installed. Missiles and a scaled down dark-lance are the usual load-out. However, the Mako may be a good candidate for installation of the cannon you and Leira recovered from the crashed Golden ship on the comet.”

      “Can this thing generate enough power for that?”

      “Suitable power supply and distribution modifications would be made, yes.”

      Dash gave the Mako an enthusiastic nod. “Okay, then. Conover, let’s head up to the War Room and fill everyone in on this.” Dash started to turn away, but he stopped when Custodian spoke with some urgency.

      “Messenger, there is another matter, which is the reason I asked Conover to attend here.”

      Dash turned back. “What’s that?”

      “The Mako was designed as a prototype, late in the last cycle of the war. The conflict ended before it could be deployed. So it is untested—however, most of the design is sound, being based on pre-existing technology.”

      Dash and Conover exchanged a look. “Most of it is based on existing tech?” Dash asked.

      “Yes.  But it was designed with an experimental flight control system, one derived from the Meld used to allow you and Leira to communicate with the Archetype and the Swift.”

      “Okay,” Dash said, frowning. “Where are you going with this?”

      “The interface that was used to join you and Leira to your mechs is not suited to the Mako, as the flight control system is intended to interface directly with the pilot’s thoughts. In essence, the pilot would think about what he wished to do, and the flight control system would implement that.”

      “That’s amazing,” Conover said. “The pilot can concentrate on strategy and tactics, and not have to worry about the details of flying the ship. And it would all happen at the speed of thought.”

      “What’s this got to do with Conover?” Dash asked.

      “The system depends on a neural interface with its pilot’s conscious and unconscious thoughts. The interface used for the Archetype and the Swift isn’t designed to do that. Designing such a system will take considerable time and research, and will require a test subject willing to be subjected to various studies, some of them invasive.”

      “Oh, crap—you want to cut someone open?”

      “No, I explicitly do not wish to do that, Messenger. However, a subject who already had a technological interface with his brain, and therefore his thoughts, could be employed as a pilot for the Mako with minimal modification.”

      Dash looked at Conover—more specifically, at his eye implants. “You want to hook Conover up to this thing through his eyes?”

      “The interface would be non-invasive. It would be possible to transmit and receive data optically, by means of a headset that encloses Conover’s eyes.”

      Conover looked at Dash but said nothing.

      “What are the risks?” Dash asked Custodian.

      “Of establishing the interface itself? Minimal. It is possible that Conover may experience a period of disorientation, and perhaps headaches, after removing the interface. However, there would be no other significant risks.”

      “Except for the fact that he’d be flying into combat,” Dash said.

      Conover swallowed. “I can do that.”

      Dash smiled, but he knew it would come out a little sad. He couldn’t help it. It wasn’t that Conover wouldn’t be able to do it, and it wasn’t that Dash doubted his bravery. No, it was because Conover was…Conover. A goofy kid, who was probably the brightest of all of them, and still in the throes of an obvious teenage crush. He was young, and Dash hated that the universe was conspiring against him doing the things a teenager should be doing, rather than preparing for an escalation into warrior status.

      He put his hand on Conover’s shoulder. “I know you can, Conover. Trust me, you have nothing to prove to us. Hell, you probably single-handedly saved the Forge when that Golden drone embedded itself in it and threatened to blow up.”

      “That was me and Amy.”

      “Yeah, I know. Credit to Amy, sure, but she told me that it all basically came down to you. And you’ve handled yourself well since. But—”

      Conover frowned. “You don’t think I should do it.”

      Dash struggled for something to say that would capture how he was feeling about this. He finally just shrugged.

      “Like I said, Conover, I have no doubt at all you could fly this thing, and fly it well. But, let’s face it, you’re no soldier. You’re more about how things work, and how to make them work better. You’re not about blowing things up.”

      Now Conover seemed to be the one struggling to figure out what he wanted to say. He finally sighed, a sour noise of resignation.

      “Dash, I’m glad I’ve been able to help the way I have. But, what it’s going to ultimately come down to is fighting. The Dark Metal interferometer is great, and I’m proud of it, but we only need to find Dark Metal to make weapons, like the Mako here.” He sighed again. “I know you’re trying to protect me. And don’t get me wrong, I really don’t want to die.” He looked at the Mako. “But if I can pilot this, and it’s going to help us fight this war, how can I not?”

      Dash desperately wanted a reason to say, no, you don’t need to do this, you can stay here on the Forge and keep using that brain of yours, and leave the fighting to those of us cursed with the instincts of a killer. Conover, to Dash, was still a kid, an innocent, not much different from the frightened, dishevelled little refugee girl.

      Except that wasn’t true. Conover really wasn’t an innocent, no matter how much Dash wanted to believe he was. Hell, just a moment ago he’d said Conover had nothing to prove, hadn’t he?

      Dash gave up and started to nod his head, but an impulse made him hug Conover instead. After a moment, Conover hugged him back.

      They separated and Dash started to speak, but he had to work at it around a sudden lump in his throat. “Look what you’ve done,” he finally said. “Got me choked up. No one’s managed that in a long time.”

      “Sorry,” Conover said.

      “Nah, don’t be. Don’t mind me. I just need to get used to the idea of you being a warrior, out there killing stuff. That just doesn’t fit my image of you, you know?”

      “Yeah. I get it. But I need to do this, Dash. Not just for the, you know, greater good and all that. I need to do it for me. I need to be part of what you and Amy, and Leira and Benzel and all the others go through every time you launch from the Forge. I can’t just keep standing here and watching you go and not knowing who’s coming back.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay. You hook up with Custodian after our meeting in the War Room, and you guys do whatever you need to do to get ready.”

      As they headed for the War Room, Dash thought about Conover going into battle, and about terrified little girls fleeing for their lives. He found himself hating the Golden, the Verity, and all the rest of them that much more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For a long moment, Dash and the rest of the Inner Circle gathered in the War Room just stared at the holo-map of the galactic arm. Dash had asked Custodian to portray essentially whatever they had learned on the map, from any source—the databases of the Unseen, those he’d uploaded from the Slipwing, Snow Leopard, and Rockhound, from their own experience. There, he thought, is Clan Shirna’s space, the Pasture, and the place where he’d found the Archetype. And over there was Gulch, the planet on which a massive Golden battlecruiser had crashed thousands of years ago, now within a day’s journey of Ragsdale’s home settlement of Port Hannah. Everywhere he looked were systems where’d they confronted the Golden, the Bright, or the Verity.

      Leira summed it all up. “So what?”

      Dash shrugged. “Somewhere amid all that stuff is what we’re looking for: a vulnerable place, a weak point, something we can exploit.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and walked around the image, and then through it, just to get a view of it from the other side—galactic down—in case there might be something of interest that jumped out from that.

      “If I may, I believe that the missile platform you defeated and salvaged was a strongpoint, intended to defend an approach to the Verity home world,” Custodian said. “That means that home world must be nearby.”

      “What makes you say that?” Viktor asked.

      “The missile platform was a resource-intensive installation. It could move under its own power, and even translate, but this was clearly so it could be redeployed, as it had no real ability to maneuver. Such an expensive and cumbersome construct would likely only be used to protect something of value. Their home world is the most obvious candidate, but it could be something else they consider important.”

      Dash stepped back through the image and turned, so that his vantage point had him looking down into the galaxy. “Have to admit, Custodian, that’s a good point.” Dash found the site of the battle against the missile platform and studied it. The others moved in for a closer look—except for Ragsdale, who got a call on his comm and stepped out into the corridor.

      “You know, that might explain why those three ships that gave us so much trouble were there, too,” Wei-Ping said. “If their home system is nearby, they’d probably keep assets like that on hand to protect it.”

      Dash nodded, suddenly caught up in the enthusiasm of the moment. “Yeah. Okay. So, it must be—what, one of these systems here? Six of them total?”

      Benzel leaned in. “Yeah, one of those.” He pointed at a section of the star map nearby. “See this? This rift? No stars for a good twenty light years, all the way along this arc. So, if the Verity kept their defenses on the same side of this rift as that missile platform—”

      “Then it really narrows things down to those six systems Dash just pointed out,” Leira said, nodding.

      “My recommendation is to focus priority on those systems and determine the best candidate, or candidates, for the Verity home world,” Custodian said. “That would be a logical primary objective, as a threat to it would similarly focus the attention of the Verity there.”

      “And maybe convince them to stop attacking settlements,” Viktor muttered.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Secondary objectives would be any place we think they’re still running one of their Sirens,” he said, using the term they’d chosen for the Verity operations to yank ships out of unSpace. “So, here’s the plan—”

      “Excuse me,” Ragsdale said, stepping back into the room. “There’s one of the refugees insisting on speaking to you right away, Dash. It’s Temo, their main spokesperson.”

      Dash waved Ragsdale off. “Kinda busy here. If he’s got an issue with accommodation or whatever, it’ll have to wait until—”

      “No, he says he has information he’s been waiting to pass on—about the Verity. He says we’d probably consider it important.”

      Dash looked around the others, who generally shrugged. “Okay then, have him join us. Uh, Custodian, wipe everything off this map except the stars themselves.”

      “Don’t trust him?” Leira asked.

      “Don’t know him,” Dash replied. “I think I spoke maybe six words to the guy. Anyway, better safe than sorry, right?”

      Ragsdale reappeared, Temo in tow. Still rail-thin and pale, the man had at least showered and cleaned up, and now wore a set of coveralls pulled out of the spares the Gentle Friends had aboard the Snow Leopard. His eyes darted around the room as he entered, and he wrung his hands together. Dash noticed that one of them was a prosthetic, and cheaply made given the texture. There were better versions available, ones almost indistinguishable from the real thing, but they were probably well beyond the means of a man like this.

      “You say you have something to tell us that we’ll consider important,” Dash said. “So, here’s your chance. We’re listening, Temo.”

      Temo shuffled his feet. “Yes. Thank you. I—” He stopped and looked around nervously.

      Dash put on his most disarming smile. “Don’t worry, we’re all pretty friendly here.”

      “Yeah,” Viktor muttered. “Just a bunch of shady couriers and pirates.”

      “Privateers,” Wei-Ping hissed.

      Dash held up a hand. “Tell us what you know,” he said to Temo. “And take your time.”

      Temo ran a hand over his shaved head, which was now furred with stubble. “I am—used to be—commander of a transfer station. It was”—he shuffled toward the star map and pointed at a system—“here.”

      “Pretty damned close to Verity space,” Benzel said.

      “Yes, I…I suppose it was,” Temo replied. “But we didn’t know that. We didn’t know anything about them, until—” He stopped and took a long, shuddering breath.

      “Take your time,” Dash said.

      “I was away, checking a satellite link. It had gone down. It put me on the far side of a distant moon relative to the station where my family was .”

      Silence.

      “They—the Verity—attacked. Took them. All of them. My family, my crew—”

      Temo stopped, swallowing hard.

      “If you’d like to take a few minutes—” Leira started, but Temo cut her off.

      “No. I know you’re fighting back against these bastards. I want you to know this.” He took another breath. “Anyway, I managed to escape. My shuttle could translate, just not too far. So I had to be careful. Jump from system to system. I still drained the anti-deuterium tanks pretty much dry, which is how I ended up with the rest of those people aboard those freighters.”

      Dash glanced at the others, but waited.

      “Those bastards, those Verity, turns out they were right behind me.” He barked out a humorless laugh. “Guess I get to be one of the few guys who got away from them in the nick of time, twice.”

      “You mentioned you knew something,” Dash said. “Something we could use.”

      “Yes. When I was jumping between systems, I noticed this one.” He pointed at a star system near the six they’d chosen to focus on. “It had more of your Verity in it. A big installation. I didn’t hang around long, just recalibrated my nav and translated the hell out of there. But I did notice it wasn’t very well defended…like, at all.”

      Dash looked again at the others. “All due respect, Temo, but you’re not exactly a soldier. So what exactly does not well defended mean to you?”

      “No static defenses, four picket ships at most, a wide-open approach along an axis perpendicular to the system’s ecliptic.”

      Temo stopped when he noticed everyone staring at him. He shrugged. “I actually was a soldier. Ten years in the corporate security business as an assault marine.” He raised his mechanic hand. “That’s how I ended up with this.”

      “What outfit?” Ragsdale asked, but Dash interrupted.

      “Before you guys start swapping war stories, let’s stick to the matter at hand, huh?” Dash peered at the system Temo had indicated. “Looks like a binary planet orbiting a blue dwarf. A few smaller rocky bodies. No ice or gas giants or much else of anything. And that’s all we know about it.” He looked back at Temo. “You said it was a big installation?”

      “Yeah. Huge, but poorly defended.”

      “Probably because they’ve got all the systems around it fortified with missile platforms and supporting ships,” Benzel said. He looked at Dash. “It’s not one of those six systems we talked about, but it’s awfully damned close.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, Temo, have a seat. We’re going to pick your brain for every detail we possibly can.”

      Temo nodded right back. “When it comes to taking out the bastards that killed my—”

      He stopped again.

      Dash put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Oh, we’re going to take them out, all right. We’re going to attack and destroy everything we find at that blue dwarf. And that’s just going to be the beginning.”
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      Dash watched the heads-up as the fleet of the Cygnus Realm deployed, readying itself to translate away from the Forge and launch their campaign against the Verity. Temo had been able to provide them with solid intelligence, albeit with a lot of holes. Understandably, though, he hadn’t been keen on sticking around in a Verity-controlled system for long; he certainly hadn’t been on an intelligence-gathering mission.

      Accordingly, they’d decided on a somewhat less-direct approach to things this time. Again, Dash and Leira in their mechs would lead, but this time they would quietly translate into the blue dwarf system at a point well removed from the ecliptic. There, they would take a look at what they were facing. If it appeared clear, they would translate back out, and then in again, as far into the system as they could. The rest of their fleet—the Herald and her Silent Fleet cohorts, the Snow Leopard and the Slipwing, and another flotilla of drones loaded with missiles and mines, would hang back, ready to be committed to battle according to whatever they found. A second squadron of mine-laying drones would be ready to deploy scrambler mines at strategic points around the blue dwarf system, to cut it off from easy reinforcement by other Verity forces.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      Of course, plans only really got you to the action; once the shooting started, a plan would be, at best, a loose framework upon which you would hang a slew of improvisations, contingencies, and frantic reactions. And to help with that, they had two innovations up their collective sleeves.

      The first was an experimental system deployed on the Archetype and the Herald. It was designed to generate a powerful electromagnetic field in the frequency range of human brain waves, the theory being that it would disrupt communications between the modified nerve cells that seemed to effectively be the pilots of the linked Verity ships that had come so close to defeating them. Leira had worried about the effect on their own brains, but Custodian had been confident there wouldn’t be any and, sure enough, when they’d tested it on Dash, nothing had happened to him. Leira then remarked that it might be due to the fact that Dash already had very little brain activity, which earned her a rude gesture.

      They hadn’t been able to test it on linked nerve cells, though, because none of them wanted to go there. So, whether it worked or not would have to be confirmed in the field.

      Their other secret weapon was the Mako. The little fighter, now equipped with a translation pod and their own prototype blast cannon, was keeping close formation with the Slipwing. Conover had clambered into the cockpit for the first test flight with a tight look on his face that bordered on nauseated, but afterward he’d emerged with a broad smile.

      “Okay,” he’d said, “that was—”

      “Fun?” Dash asked.

      “Yeah. Fun. I think about what I want to do, and the ship does it. I don’t have to worry about thrusters or power levels or stabilizers or any of that. Once I got the hang of it, all I had to do was decide I wanted to go somewhere or do something, and I did!”

      Dash had to grin at the young man’s bubbling enthusiasm. Indeed, his initially cautious, restrained maneuvers had become more and more wild as the flight progressed. But flying it in spins and rolls and loops in empty space near the Forge was one thing—flying the Mako in battle, when missiles and energy blasts were flying, was another matter. For that, it would be very much learn-as-you-go for Conover.

      At least the blast cannon worked. Conover had fired it once, loosing a colossal blast—and that was very much the right word for it—that pulverized a kilometer-wide asteroid to gravel. It also turned out that the weapon had a much longer recuperation time than they’d expected, something Custodian would work on when they got back. As for now, it was time to fight.

      “Okay, everyone, it’s h-hour. You all know the plan, so let’s go.”

      Acknowledgements came in from the rest of the fleet, and Dash flung the Archetype toward the translation point, everyone else following.

      He actually hated heading into battle. Not so much for himself, but for the others he was leading. But this time, considering what was at stake, and the truly vile nature of their enemy, he was actually looking forward to it.

      What he wasn’t expecting—long before they even reached the translation point away from the Forge—was the threat indicator lighting up like a nuclear fireworks display.
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        * * *

      

      “Aside from that big ship, I see two cruisers, six of those damned linked corvettes, and some gun drones,” Dash said.

      “So how do you want to do this?” Leira asked.

      Dash glared at the heads-up. They hadn’t even made it away from the Forge, and had been bounced by a powerful Verity flotilla. Custodian speculated that it had followed the refugee ships, having hacked into their scanners, then used them to surreptitiously gain intel. They’d then taken their time to work a long way around the Forge’s system, to come at them from an unexpected direction. It was only through dumb luck that the Cygnus forces were already marshalled and ready for battle—something Dash intended to make abundantly clear to the Verity.

      “Benzel, you bring the Herald in with me—our priority targets are those linked corvettes, and let’s hope those new neural disruptor systems do their thing. Leira and Conover, focus on that big ship. Wei-Ping, take the Snow Leopard and everyone else to deal with the rest, but stand ready to help me and Benzel, or Leira and Conover. Custodian, make sure the Forge—”

      “Is ready, yes,” Custodian replied, his smooth voice a rock of reassurance. “All defensive and weapon systems are powered up and standing by.”

      “You don’t know how good it is to have the Forge at our backs,” Dash said. He confirmed acknowledgements from everyone else, then launched the Archetype into battle.
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        * * *

      

      Dash yanked the Archetype through a hard turn, then activated the neural disruptor again. He was immensely satisfied to see the trio of nimble corvettes fall into momentary chaos, their otherwise precisely choreographed maneuvers suddenly plunged into an uncoordinated mess. Dash seized the chance to pummel one of them with dark-lance shots, ripping it open from bow to stern. He couldn’t follow up, though, because one of the two heavy cruisers swung into the combat, batteries of pulse cannons pumping a deluge of shots. Dash dodged and wove among them, wincing as shots hit home, splashing against the Archetype’s shield.

      “Hey, Dash,” Benzel said. “Could use a little help here!”

      Dash threw the Archetype through another series of evasive gyrations, taking in the situation on the heads-up as he did. The other heavy cruiser had charged the Herald head-on, but its weight of fire was heavier than Benzel’s by a wide margin. At once, Dash saw the Verity tactics—they were going to keep him and Benzel decisively engaged so the linked corvettes could make a break for the Forge.

      Dash considered pursuing, but that would leave Benzel facing both heavy cruisers with no one else immediately able to support him. So he flung the Archetype toward the Herald  instead.

      “Custodian, there are some of the linked ships coming your way.”

      “I am aware.”

      “Well, okay then,” Dash muttered, firing the dark-lance at the nearest of the two cruisers. It pumped shots right back, making it clear that the Archetype wasn’t going to win a stand-off gunfight.

      Fine.

      Dash slammed the Archetype through a course change and charged straight at the cruiser in one of those unpredictable human ways. It threw off the cruiser’s firing solution, its pulse-cannon batteries flinging energy into empty space. By the time he’d been reacquired, he had the power sword deployed and charged up; without missing a beat, he raced over the top of the cruiser and slammed the sword into the hull, cutting a deep gash across her. At first, nothing seemed to happen—and then the forward quarter of the cruiser slowly folded back, tearing free of the rest of it along the cut. Atmospheric gases, debris, and bodies spilled from the widening gap.

      Dash didn’t look too closely at the bodies. Instead, he raced on toward the Herald, thinking, yeah, there you go, sometimes it pays to bring a knife to a gunfight.

      “Dash, the power sword is currently stuck in the deployed position because of damage,” Sentinel said. “You won’t be able to stow it.”

      Dash shrugged. “Fine. If I can’t put it away, I guess I’ll keep using it. And you just used another contraction.”

      “That is an error mode I must—”

      “Not the time to worry about it,” Dash said, but he still managed a quick laugh.

      Brandishing the power sword, he flew the Archetype into a new storm of pulsing cannon fire from the second cruiser. The Herald, he saw, had taken numerous hits, but the Silent Fleet ships were tough; she kept snapping out dark-lance shots, loosing salvos of missiles, and swatting away enemy missiles with her point defenses. The fire pounding her slackened as the enemy cruiser switched targets to the Archetype, which was all the excuse Benzel needed to drive her in closer to her opponent.

      “Benzel, what the hell are you doing?” Dash shouted.

      “What we Gentle Friends do best: preparing to board!”

      “Are you insane? You have no idea how many Verity are aboard that thing, how many bots they might have—”

      “Only one way to find out. Besides, Dash, you know as well as I do how much we could use another ship, especially one that big.”

      Dash had to admit that. Okay, then.

      No.

      Wait. Dash shook his head. Not that long ago, he would have been all for it. Do the most aggressive thing possible and, well, basically just count on it all working out. But that was Dash then. Dash now was responsible for these people, for their lives, and beyond them, countless other lives across the galactic arm. It might be incredibly satisfying to take this ship—hell, Benzel’s big motivator was probably getting some face-to-face payback from these inhuman monsters called the Verity—but strategically it was a bad move.

      “Benzel, no. Break off. That’s an order.”

      An order. He’d never given someone an order before.

      The comm stayed silent. Dash fired the dark-lance and swooped toward the enemy cruiser, fully expecting Benzel to ignore him and just press home his boarding action. Shit. An order? He thought Benzel—a freebooting pirate to the core—would break off just because Dash ordered him to? Dash realized he was fooling himself if he thought Benzel would just quietly—

      “Understood,” Benzel finally replied. “We’ll break off and just shoot this bastard into scrap. We could use the raw materials and make better stuff on our own, anyway.”

      Dash watched as the Herald accelerated hard, vectoring herself laterally to warp her trajectory, passing well clear of the Verity cruiser.

      Well, holy shit.

      Dash would have marvelled some more, but he didn’t have time. The pulse-cannon fire slackened as he closed in on the cruiser. He was too close now for the main batteries to generate a firing solution. Instead, the point-defense systems opened up, a storm of weaker, but far more numerous shots that enveloped the Archetype like a single, rippling blast that went on and on. In a way, it was worse than the big pulse-cannons, because it quickly ate away the mech’s shield.

      Dash lashed out with the power sword at a point-defense battery as he swept past it, slicing it to scrap. He raced across the upper hull of the cruiser, aiming himself at—he narrowed his eyes, searching.

      That spot, right there.

      The Archetype’s shield flared and died. The barrage of point-defense fire began chewing at the Archetype’s armor, leaving a glowing trail of vaporized metal in its wake. An instant later, Dash slammed the power sword into the cruiser’s bridge, ripping it open to space. The impact spun the Archetype hard, but Dash was ready, taking the impact on the mech’s feet. They slammed into a sensor cluster, smashing it to scrap, then the mech rebounded, bouncing back into open space, maddened sparks flying from the storm of metal around him.

      He tried firing the dark-lance, but damage had taken it offline. He fired the distortion cannon instead, trying to target a point somewhere inside the cruiser’s hull. He was rewarded with the sudden implosion of a section amidships as the surge of sudden gravitational pull collapsed the cruiser’s structure in on itself. Mortally wounded, the ship began slewing to one side.

      A colossal explosion erupted from a few thousand klicks away. Dash left Benzel to finish off the cruiser—with pleasure! had been his enthusiastic response—and raced toward the massive blast. Something had exploded, but he wasn’t sure what and feared the worst. He punched up the magnification on the heads-up, trying to figure out what was happening.

      He saw the big Verity battleship, the Swift, and the Slipwing dancing around it, pumping out shots, while the Snow Leopard and the other Silent Fleet ships hammered it from a distance with perfectly synchronized, targeted fire. The battleship itself seemed crippled, a massive, glowing gap blown in her stern quarter leaking atmo in furious spurts.

      “Dash, we need your help!” Leira called. “It’s Conover!”

      Dash’s stomach knotted up, hard. “What about him? Is he okay?”

      “Just get here as soon as you can!”

      Dash hissed a curse before answering. “On my way.”

      Dash grimly closed on the new battle. He passed by the drifting wreckage of the Verity gun platforms interspersed with the derelict remains of most of their own drones. An entire, mostly automated battle had played out here, he realized—machines at war. But he dodged them, wincing as debris banged and clattered against the Archetype’s hull. He finally got close enough to the fight around the battleship to make out details.

      All of the Cygnus ships were battered, the Snow Leopard in particular venting shimmering bands of atmosphere. Even the Swift had taken some heavy hits and was now missing a lower leg and foot. But the Verity battlewagon was much worse, with two colossal chunks having been ripped out of her hull, exposing the deepest interior of the staggering warship.

      “Messenger, the battleship’s reactors are giving unstable and increasing power outputs. I estimate an explosion in one minute, plus or minus ten seconds.”

      Something that big, exploding, would be a problem. And soon.

      “Everyone clear out!” he shouted. “Maximum acceleration! That thing is going to blow!”

      “Dash, Conover’s hurt, and the Mako’s disabled,” Leira replied. “He’s only a few klicks from that ship.”

      Dash clenched his jaw in anger as he spotted the Mako, a miniscule shape slowly spinning in place. He immediately raced that way. “Leira, get everyone else away from here.”

      “Dash—”

      “Gonna say it again, that’s an order.” His tone brooked no argument.

      He decelerated hard so he could grab the Mako and—shield it with the Archetype’s mass? Would that even make any difference against such a powerful explosion so close?

      Just as he’d ordered Benzel to break off, he should do the same. It was the strategic thing to do.

      Something flashed into his vision, a tongue of glaring fusion plasma preceding it as burned a hard deceleration. It was the Slipwing.

      “Conover, hang on!” Amy shouted.

      Dash cursed again, then shouted over the channel. “Dammit, Amy, get out of there!”

      “That’s the plan, boss,” Amy answered.

      Dash figured they had about thirty seconds left, at most. He drove the Archetype in, ignoring shouts across the comm from Leira, from Wei-Ping, and even from Benzel. He saw Amy abruptly slam the Slipwing through a one-eighty, just in time to latch the disabled Mako with her magnetic drive; the little fighter lurched, then dragged along right beneath the Slipwing, perilously close to the stellar heat of her fusion exhaust plume. Just like that, Amy was accelerating away from the stricken battleship, the Mako in tow.

      But there wouldn’t be enough time. Maybe twenty seconds, although the thing could explode at any instant. Without thinking, Dash swept up to the Slipwing, grabbed her upper hull, and drove the Archetype’s drive up to full combat overpower.

      If it had been any other ship, he probably would have just wrenched chunks free under the sudden surge of acceleration. But Dash knew his ship, knew exactly where her structural keel was. The Archetype’s massive hands closed on the keel in a viselike hold, ripping through the hull plating, but still shoving the Slipwing along under a colossal burst of power.

      He had no idea if the magnetic drive had managed to keep gripping the Mako under the shearing forces. This might end up only saving Amy and the Slipwing, but that was—

      The universe turned white.

      Then black.
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        * * *

      

      Dash blinked.

      Blinked again.

      Nope, still pitch black.

      “Sentinel?”

      Nothing.

      And then came a flicker of light. The heads-up flickered like an old discount three-V, then stabilized.

      “Sentinel?”

      “I am back online. The EMP caused all of the Archetype’s systems to reboot. Basic functions will be restored shortly.”

      Dash nodded. Okay, so they’d made it through.

      Realization slammed into Dash like a pulse-gun blast.

      “Amy. Amy, talk to me.”

      “Sorry, Dash, all I can say right now is…owww.”

      “Oh, shit—Amy, you’re alive.”

      “More or less. I think we might have bent your ship a little. And there’s now an indentation in your helm console shaped like my face.”

      Dash swallowed. “What about Conover?”

      “I…don’t know. The Mako’s still there, caught up in the mag drive, but he’s not answering the comm.”

      Dash released the Slipwing once the Archetype’s limbs came back online. His poor ship was, indeed, worse for the wear, with two holes ripped into her, probably into the hab, where he’d grabbed her keel. Her aft end was scorched and pitted from debris impacts. Chunks and fragments of the Verity battleship were now on their way either into orbit around the star, or into deep space. As he rolled the Archetype around the Slipwing, he saw what remained of the battleship—essentially just her forward half, which was slowly tumbling. A vast cloud of luminous plasma enveloped her, fading as it cooled.

      But he spared it no more than a passing glance to make sure it was truly dead. His attention was fixed on the Mako. The little ship hung beneath the Slipwing, still caught in her mag drive, which somehow hadn’t failed during the blast. Amy actually seemed to have rotated the Slipwing at the last second, pitching the conjoined trio of ships up enough to shield the Mako  with the bulk of the Archetype and the Slipwing. Still, the fighter’s power emissions had dropped to nearly zero.

      “Conover!”

      Nothing.

      “Sentinel, is Conover still”—Dash had to swallow before he could say it—“is he still alive?”

      “Yes. I am scanning biological activity in the cockpit. It is weak, but stable. I would suggest he needs medical attention urgently.”

      “Amy, is the Slipwing mobile?”

      She answered with a laugh.

      “Okay. Leira, you there?”

      “I am. And I’m coming to either kick your ass or hug you. Probably both. Just what the hell were you and Amy thinking?”

      “You can save the accolades for later. I’m taking Conover back to the Forge. I’ll leave you to organize things out here.”

      “Got it.”

      Dash grabbed the Mako as gently as he could, powered the Archetype through a turn, then drove hard back toward the Forge.

      “Hang on, kid,” he said, looking at the fighter’s cockpit. “We’ll get you fixed up, don’t you worry.”

      Let me worry instead.
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched the linked corvettes’ attack on the Forge replay across the holo image in the War Room. The nimble ships raced in, accelerating hard; they reached a point of no return—one that told Dash they weren’t planning on maneuvering, just crashing themselves into the Forge. They even arrayed themselves so that four would shield the other two, trying to gain enough time to ensure the remaining pair would live long enough to slam into the station.

      It looked like they were going to succeed.

      But the Forge erupted with so much outgoing fire that an onlooker would be forgiven for thinking it had exploded. Dark-lance, pulse-cannon, and point-defense rounds poured out in a torrent, filling the intervening space with howling energy. The corvettes tried to dodge and weave, their movements perfectly coordinated, but there was no evading the sheer volume of fire. The leading corvettes were quickly shredded; the remaining pair bored in, one exploding a few hundred kilometers from the Forge, becoming a debris cloud that eventually rattled against the Forge’s hull, doing minor damage.

      The sole, remaining corvette, through dumb luck, remained intact long enough to fire a salvo of pulse-cannon shots into the gaping opening of the docking bay they used for the mechs. Custodian raised the shimmering metallic shielding, cutting off the Forge’s own fire, but putting an impenetrable barrier up right into the corvette’s path. It slammed into the mirror-like shield and simply vanished. Just a searing flash as its vast kinetic energy was instantly converted to heat, its very substance to vapor. Then the metallic shield dropped—it drew enormous power and could only operate for a few seconds at a time, so it had to be employed judiciously—and the image froze on the damaged docking bay.

      “This imagery was collected by a maintenance drone,” Custodian said. “The drone was destroyed immediately after this by debris strikes.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “How badly damaged is the docking bay?” He’d wanted to see it for himself, but that section of the Forge was still depressurized. “Because it looks pretty bad from this,” he added, waving at the image.

      “It will take several days to restore it to full functionality.”

      Dash nodded but just stood, staring at the image. What it didn’t show was the six people who’d been killed by the attack, four refugees and two of the Gentle Friends. The latter had died trying to save the others.

      He’d never call the Gentle Friends pirates again.

      Leira and Viktor entered the War Room. “We just checked in on Conover,” Viktor said. “He’s doing a lot better. It looks like he took some kind of neural feedback through the Mako’s interface. Custodian’s going to modify it to prevent that from happening again. Meantime, though, his eye implants are offline and he’s still blind, but Custodian says it will pass in a few days.”

      A few days to fix the docking bay; a few days to fix Conover. It was much better than he’d feared, but he still didn’t want to wait.

      “How’s Amy?” he asked.

      Leira smiled. “She broke her nose when she face planted into your helm. I think it’s pissed her off more than actually injured her.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, good. Sentinel, do we have a list of other casualties from the battle yet?”

      “A total of three dead—two aboard the Snow Leopard, and one aboard the Herald. Fifteen wounded, of which four are serious enough that they will require significant convalescence time.”

      Dash blew out a breath. “We’re losing way too many people. And this time, we lost them in sight of the Forge.” He rubbed his eyes. “I want to launch our attack on the Verity as soon as we can get ourselves sorted out again, but—yeah, I’m not sure we have the manpower to risk.”

      “Then you’ll love the news I’ve got,” Ragsdale said, entering with Benzel. “Just heard what you said. Well, we’ve got twenty volunteers coming from Port Hannah, all experienced spacers. No ships, though.”

      Dash shrugged. “Still, that’s something.”

      “Oh, it gets better,” Benzel said. “I had a chat with Al’Bijea. He and I got to be friends during the time I spent there. By the way, the man has a crazy capacity for booze. Do not get into a drinking contest with him.” He gave a tired grin. “Anyway, they’re sending two ships, fully crewed. They’re both way outgunned by the Verity, but I think Custodian can do something about that.”

      Dash nodded, his gloom starting to dissipate. “Okay then. The Aquarian ships will stay here and get upgraded, at the same time the Mako is being repaired.”

      “Stay here?” Leira asked. “That implies the rest of us are going somewhere.”

      “Damned right we are. As soon as we’re ready, we’re going after the Verity. It’s time to start killing them where they live.”
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      Dash studied the blue dwarf system, taking in every bit of data Sentinel could collect. He drifted high above the plane of the system’s ecliptic, all of the Archetype’s systems powered down except for life support and passive scanners. That meant the only information he could gather was whatever the mech could see across the electromagnetic spectrum, plus particulate emissions. There was definitely Verity activity here, so they had a target. The trouble was, they couldn’t tell how many Verity were in the system, or what types of ships or other installations they might have deployed. The blue dwarf star itself concealed too much, its own peculiar and remarkably intense emanations drowning the inner part of the system in impenetrable noise.

      “No way of cleaning that up, eh, Sentinel?” Dash asked.

      “Unfortunately, no. That would require powering up the active scanners, which would likely alert the Verity to our presence.”

      “So we can get information, or take them by surprise, choose one.”

      “Essentially correct.”

      Dash gave the heads-up a thoughtful frown. Even the Dark Metal detector was of limited use here; the neutrino emissions from the blue dwarf were simply too intense. They knew there was Dark Metal here, but not enough detail or resolution in the signal to know more than that.

      “Okay, to hell with it. Surprise it is. Sentinel, let’s call the fleet in.”

      “A comm link has been established to the drone.”

      Shielding their comms was another aspect of avoiding detection. Sentinel would transmit via a comm laser to a waiting drone even further out of the system, which would then relay his transmission by injecting it into unSpace, where the rest of the Cygnus fleet were in a holding pattern. Unless the Verity had a receiver somewhere along that chain, they wouldn’t detect the comms traffic.

      “Leira, we’re sending what data we’ve been able to gather now. It’s not much, I’m afraid.”

      A moment passed, then Leira’s voice came back, slightly muffled and distorted by the awkward comms chain. “That’s for sure. It basically comes down to the bad guys are there, and that’s about it.”

      “That’s about it.”

      “So what do you want to do?”

      “We attack,” Dash said. “At the very least, there’s something here that belongs to the Verity. Striking this close to their home world should put them on their back foot for a while. Or, at least I hope so.”

      They coordinated the details, Leira passing them on to the rest of the fleet while Dash translated back out of the system, leaving the comm relay drone where it was to give them eyes on the system while they were marshalling their forces.

      Dash watched as the ready reports came in.

      “Okay, here we go,” he said to the air, then translated back into the blue dwarf system, as deep into its gravity well as he dared.
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        * * *

      

      Once more, Dash flung the Archetype through a hard series of weaving jinks, pumping out dark-lance shots at every target that presented itself—and there were a lot of them.

      Temo had been right that the Verity were here, but he was wrong about their numbers. They found a large fleet scrambling to confront them when they arrived from unSpace, almost twice their strength. Their only advantage was surprise; their precautions had, at least, borne fruit that way. The Verity forces made the initial mistake of launching themselves into battle piecemeal, as ships were able to power up and break orbit around the star or launch from the two dwarf planets. The first few firefights were short and sharp, and they ended with the single ship that engaged, or maybe two, smashed into drifting hulks.

      Someone on the Verity side got control, though, and resistance stiffened. Now, watching his latest target, a missile frigate, tumble away in an uncontrolled spin, Dash could see their remaining forces forming an imposing line of battle. Even with their losses so far, the Verity still had them badly outgunned.

      One of those strange, spontaneous lulls fell over the battle. Dash took advantage of it to scan his own fleet while taking a breather.

      The Herald and her remaining consorts from the Silent Fleet had taken hits, but none were serious. The Snow Leopard had fared worse. Benzel’s poor ship, having been badly battered several times, now decompressed through her amidships from gaping battle damage. The Slipwing, on the other hand, hadn’t been touched, Amy handling her with such deft skill that Dash had to grudgingly admit she was probably a better pilot than he was.

      They’d also brought along one of the Aquarian ships, a light cruiser with the unsurprising—and unimaginative—name, the Comet. Custodian had been able to upgrade her enough in the little time they’d had available to make her combat capable against the Verity; her sister ship, the Gaseous, remained at the Forge, still a work in progress. The Comet wasn’t cut out for front-line duty yet but was still a valuable addition, keeping away from direct engagements and focusing on bringing down missiles threatening the rest of the Cygnus ships.

      “That is a whole lot of missile launches,” Dash said, watching the threat indicator. “Looks like the Verity are just going to sit there, gunline it, and pump missiles at us, daring us to attack.”

      “A not unreasonable strategy. The most prudent action at this point, given the losses we have inflicted, is to withdraw.”

      “Yeah, slink back to the Forge so they can come right after us and launch another attack there? I don’t think so. I’m tired of fighting these assholes, especially within sight of where I live.” Dash frowned at the Verity fleet for a moment. The Cygnus ships were already engaging the missiles, but some would get through, there’d be damage, and then another wave of missiles would launch. Followed by more.

      “Sentinel, how many gun- and missile-drones do we still have operational?”

      “Eleven of the former, fourteen of the latter.”

      Drones had been the one thing the Forge had been able to pump out in quantity. They were simple, essentially just a weapons platform that could maneuver and translate, run by identical copies of the same, rudimentary tactical AI.

      They were also, by their nature, disposable. And now it was time to dispose of them.

      “Sentinel, how easy is it to overcharge and blow the reactors on those drones? I mean, they’re Unseen tech, so I assume their reactors are a lot more stable than our primitive human ones.”

      “Your technology is primitive compared to that of the Creators. However, when it comes to reactors, their fundamental design is the same. If fusion containment is lost, the fusing plasma will rapidly expand as a powerful explosion.”

      “Good to hear,” Dash said. “Okay, all ships, Sentinel is going to take control of all of our drones, arrange them into a single, tight wedge, and throw it at the Verity line. They’ll shoot as long as they can, then whatever survives will suicide into the Verity ships and blow their reactor containment. All of us will crowd in behind, so we can focus everything we have on breaking through their line and hitting the installations on those two dwarf planets.”

      Dash waited for the acknowledgements—warily eyeing the remaining, oncoming missiles, another wave of which had just been launched by the Verity—then prepared to give the go signal. Before he could, though, a new voice came on the comm.

      “Messenger,” Custodian said. “I realize this is an inopportune time, but I have asked Sentinel to put me through.”

      “That’s okay, Custodian. What’s up? And make it quick, please.”

      “The refugee leader, Temo, was a Verity spy. His prosthetic arm apparently contained a remora relay, a device which, if installed on the Forge, would burst-transmit data to his Verity handlers. Ragsdale became suspicious of the man and confronted him. It turned out he also had an explosive device incorporated into his arm.”

      Dash blinked. Shit. “Is Ragsdale okay? Is he—”

      “He was injured by the blast but will survive. Unfortunately, two others—one of the monks of the Order of the Unseen and another refugee—were killed.”

      “Damn it!” Dash glared at the distant Verity fleet. “Those bastards are everywhere. So this was meant to be a trap.”

      “Had the Verity fleet been fully prepared for our arrival, rather than provoked into launching a series of hasty, uncoordinated attacks, this battle would likely already be lost,” Sentinel said.

      “Ragsdale’s vigilance appears to have prevented Temo from sending a warning of your approach to their trap,” Custodian said.

      Dash nodded. He’d be buying Ragsdale plumato wine for a good, long time for that. If it hadn’t been for the security chief’s suspicious nature, the Cygnus fleet might already be drifting scrap.

      There were many other implications of Temo’s treachery, but that would have to wait. Dash relayed what had happened to the rest of his fleet, then said, “So these Verity assholes have managed to hit us again, in our home, and kill some of our people. Let’s return the favor.”

      “Do you wish to deploy the new weapon?” Sentinel asked.

      Dash frowned, thinking. Custodian had installed a blast cannon on the Archetype, similar to the one mounted on the Mako, but even more powerful. Trouble was, they hadn’t test fired it live, because simulations showed that, about a quarter of the time, it would temporarily disable the mech. Taking the Archetype out of the battle, even for a brief period, could be disastrous.

      “Not yet. If we’re going to risk knocking the Archetype offline, I want it to be when it counts the most.”

      The drones now arranged in an arrowhead pointed right at the heart of the Verity fleet, the ships of the Cygnus Realm began their attack run.
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        * * *

      

      Dash winced, then cursed, when he saw the Fearsome explode.

      The Silent Fleet ship had been badly damaged by a pair of missile impacts; a trio of light cruisers then concentrated their fire on her, pounding her to wreckage. He did see escape pods race away but didn’t have time to count them. Instead, he turned his attention back to the heavy cruiser he’d started methodically tearing apart.

      “Bridge should be right about there,” he muttered, pulling his fist back, then slamming it into the cruiser’s hull. The plates buckled; jets of atmospheric gases erupted from the gaps. A fusillade of point-defense blasts rippled across the Archetype, but he ignored them, just driving his fist into the gap again. The hull plates and underlying structural members abruptly gave way; Dash jammed the power sword into the gaping hole and swept it side to side, up and down, the shimmering blade ripping through the ship like a laser cutter through mild steel. He finished by stowing the sword, grabbing the mangled wreckage, then wrenching most of the cruiser’s uppermost deck free and hurling it at a nearby light cruiser closing to help its stricken heavy consort. The Verity ship accelerated hard, but the chunk of deck dealt it a glancing blow, ripping open its drive section.

      They’d found the Verity’s most glaring weakness: they were cowards.

      Verity tactics focused on standing off, well away from their foes, and relying on ranged weapon technology to do their fighting for them. They had no wish to get into knife fights, demonstrated by how their ships were optimized for standoff battles. Ironically, it bad been the Aquarian ship, the Comet—new to fighting the Verity—that had inadvertently shown them the way.

      The Aquarians had designed her to escort their comet-mining ships, meaning she had to operate in fields of debris—abrasive dust, chunks of ice and rock, all manner of navigation hazards. She’d been given an electrostatic nav shield, a repulsor system so powerful it rivaled the Archetype’s shield—from the front, anyway. Likewise, she had the thickest ablative armor across her prow and forward hull Dash had ever seen; it was more formidable protection than he’d seen on most warships. She’d shrugged off the fire from the Verity ships as they closed, eventually finding herself at the forefront of the flotilla, keeping station on the Herald. Dash had made to tell her fall back. She might be tough, but she was under armed for this fight—or so he’d thought.

      As they raced through the storm of incoming fire, the Comet had loosed a pair of big missiles. Verity shots took out one, but the other closed to within a few hundred klicks of a big battlecruiser, then detonated.

      Dash had heard of gamma ray lasers, but he’d never seen one in action. All he’d heard was that they were too unwieldy, temperamental, and expensive to make effective weapons. Essentially a big fusion warhead, when it detonated, it pumped energy through rods of an exotic thorium alloy, which were instantly turned into a brief, but incredibly intense burst of coherent gamma rays, destroying itself in the process.

      The Aquarians used them for cutting apart especially large and valuable comets, making them easier to handle. It turned out their gamma ray laser was just as good at cutting through spacecraft, the hyperenergetic EM pulse entering the battlecruiser through its bow and exiting through its stern, vaporizing everything in between. The battlecruiser immediately went dead, then exploded as its reactor containment failed.

      The colossal blast threw the Verity battle line into confusion, giving the Cygnus the chance it needed to close. And by the time the Verity had recovered and resumed firing, the range had dropped below the minimum for them to generate effective firing solutions. Much of their shooting was ineffective, just wild bursts of fire tracking madly after the Archetype and her cohorts.

      “That’s it,” Dash said. “Sentinel, that’s it. The Verity aren’t good up close. We need to grab them by the balls and just hang on.”

      “I will take you at your word that that is an apt analogy.”

      “Oh, believe me, it is!” He switched the general comm. “All ships, the Verity suck at close-in battle. Get in as tight as you can. Hug the bastards!”

      They’d still lost the Fearsome, and the Snow Leopard had been reduced to a battered hulk that they may or may not be able to recover, but the battle turned. They lost every single drone, but half of them had been able to close to point-blank range—a few had even managed to collide with Verity ships—and then Sentinel had simply shut down their fusion containment, turning them into powerful bombs. Between those blasts, and the battering-ram rush of the Cygnus mechs and ships, they’d smashed through the Verity line, opening a gap through which the Herald and the Slipwing raced, closing on the fixed defensive platforms orbiting the two dwarf planets. Dash saw both take hits, but then they were once more at point-blank range, both ships swinging back and forth in strafing runs.

      “Dash, I think we’ve…well, won,” Leira said. “Tybalt and I are out of active targets.” After a pause, she went on, a note of wonder in her voice, “How the hell did that happen?”

      “The bastards are afraid to get their hands dirty, that’s how. Once we got right in their faces, they fell completely apart.” Dash scanned the heads-up. “But we aren’t quite done yet. There are installations still on those two dwarf planets. I want them dead.”

      “So do I,” Leira said, her voice suddenly alloy-hard. “Let’s finish this, shall we?”

      “Yeah, let’s.”

      Accelerating hard, Dash aimed the Archetype at the larger of the two planets, while Leira powered the Swift at the smaller one.
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        * * *

      

      Dash landed the Archetype on the dwarf planet with a heavy thud. Sentinel immediately applied a steady down thrust, the little planet’s gravity being too low to otherwise stop the mech from just bouncing back into space.

      A cluster of domes rose from the rocky surface a few klicks away. In between them and the Archetype was something novel: ground forces. The Verity, desperate, had deployed armored grav tanks and missile launchers to try and halt the Archetype’s rampage. Pulse-cannon shots slammed into the mech’s shield, while missiles raced across the barren terrain, Dash square in their sights.

      But the power output of a grav tank was a miniscule fraction of that generated by a spaceship. The incoming pulse-gun shots might be lethal against other ground forces, but against the Archetype, they might as well have been tossing rocks. The missiles were more of a threat, but Dash just swatted those aside with quick dark-lance bursts. At the same time, he charged the Verity ground forces.

      They were, indeed, a last-ditch defense, and not a very good one. For once, Dash found himself not outgunned, but overpowered for the battlefield.

      Outsmashing might be more accurate, he thought, tearing into the Verity forces as he rampaged through them with power sword, fists, and feet. He kicked a grav tank aside, stepped on another, crushing it, then picked up a third and heaved it into a fourth, the colossal impact sending sprays of gas and sparks inward before complete implosion reduced the tank to scrap. The remaining tanks desperately kept up their fire, but Dash gave a grim laugh and threw the Archetype into their midst, bashing and twisting them into smelter bait.

      “Leira,” he called. “How are you doing?”

      “I hate to say it, but this is fun,” she replied. “You really don’t want to get too up close and personal with one of these mechs, do you?”

      Dash picked up a missile tank and flung it aside, then turned and cut another in half with the power sword. “Well, I don’t mind it myself, but I suspect the Verity are really regretting it.”

      “Good. Screw ’em.”

      “Indeed.” Dash grunted, swinging the power sword in an arc that cleaved a tank from barrel to base.

      The last of the Verity tanks were scrap. Now, Dash turned his attention on the domes.

      They were, it turned out, habs—the places where the Verity lived, and no doubt carried out their vile experiments. Dash approached with some caution, fearing there might be actual humans within them, but Sentinel assured him that none of the fitful bio signals she detected were more than just a fraction human.

      That was all Dash needed to hear.

      He’d smashed three of the domes and wheeled on the last when something suddenly shot up from the surface, rocketing spaceward. It was a small ship, but wholly unlike any Dash had seen yet. This one, shaped like a teardrop, shimmered with a darkly mirrored surface. He fired the dark-lance but saw its purplish beam just skitter off the ship’s hull. Benzel, monitoring from the Herald, engaged with pulse-cannons and dark-lances; they had no further effect.

      “That ship is covered with armor based on Dark Metal,” Sentinel reported. “Similar to that used in the construction of the Harbingers. However, this is even more robust. It is unlikely our conventional weapons will be able to affect it.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t want who or what’s inside that thing getting away, which means this is the time I was talking about, when using that new blast-cannon is worth it. Sentinel, go ahead, charge it up.”

      “Charging cycle initiated. Firing solution computed. The weapon will be live in fifteen seconds.”

      From the Archetype’s back, a quartet of wings unfurled, cracking with incandescent energy as they balanced the enormous charge of power pouring into the blast-cannon. Dash raised the Archetype’s left arm, putting the targeting reticle on the receding ship and locking it there, gritting his teeth against a growing bass hum that thrummed through the mech. He watched the charge build.

      The blast-cannon abruptly switched from charging mode to ready to fire.

      The escaping Verity ship began to translate.

      Dash fired.

      No weapon—not a dark-lance, a pulse cannon, even a maser—could affect a target transitioning to a superluminal state; it would be gone from real space by the time the shot arrived. As potent as these weapons were, they were still constrained by the cosmic speed limit of light.

      The blast-cannon, though, wasn’t. The singularity that powered the Archetype generated more than enough power for Custodian to have incorporated a translation effect into the weapon’s shots. Even then, the wings, acting as massive capacitors, had to accumulate enough raw energy to drive the thing, which meant that for a brief instant, the Archetype hummed with almost as much power as the entire Forge.

      The effect, though, was surprisingly anti-climactic, as it mostly occurred in unSpace. The weapon discharged, flinging all of its prodigious energy in a single, titanic blast that knocked the Verity ship back into real space and sent it tumbling off in a random direction.

      Dash let out his breath and smiled. “Still here and in one piece.”

      “Yes, however the blast-cannon is now offline. It will require rebuilding upon our return to the Forge,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash shook his head, his eyes on the tumbling, disabled Verity ship. “That’s okay. It was enough to stop whatever’s aboard that ship from escaping.” He launched the Archetype toward it, leaving the smashed ruin of the Verity settlement behind him.

      “Now let’s go find out just what they were so anxious to save.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t cryogenically frozen samples this time, or pieces of tech that the Verity were trying to save. It was something far more valuable.

      As Dash approached the derelict Verity craft, he studied its Dark Armor. It had been given a nearly mirror-bright polish, so deep and lustrous that it reflected the starfield almost perfectly. Moreover, whatever incoming energy it didn’t reflect, it refracted around it. It would be the ultimate stealth ship; if Dash hadn’t actually seen it launch, and the Archetype hadn’t been able to then track its flight path away from the ruined settlement, they probably never would have detected it.

      “I would suggest that only a weapon as powerful as the blast-cannon would have been sufficient to disable it,” Sentinel said as they edged toward it.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Even then, it doesn’t look like it took much damage.”

      “It didn’t. Any conventional craft would have been completely destroyed. The blast-cannon simply overwhelmed the ability of this Dark Metal armor to completely dissipate its effect.”

      “Can you tell what’s on board?” Dash asked.

      “I am getting intermittent, weak bio-signals as the craft tumbles, periodically exposing its damaged quarter to us.”

      Dash saw what Sentinel meant. A portion of the Dark Metal armor had been blasted off, exposing hull plating beneath. Information about what was inside leaked through the gap. Dash’s eyes widened when he saw that included hints of a weapon of some sort, apparently in the process of being armed.

      “Sentinel, it looks like—”

      “Yes, a weapon or explosive device. We must stabilize the Verity craft and maintain our orientation relative to its damaged quarter. If you don’t wish to destroy this craft outright, then I may be able to hack its systems and—”

      Dash didn’t listen for the explanation, he just lunged forward, grabbed the Verity ship, and yanked it to a halt with thrust from the Archetype. Sentinel disarmed what seemed to be a scuttling charge that was struggling to come back online.

      That was when they learned the truth. There were Verity on board—living Verity.

      And now Dash had prisoners.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Verity ship—essentially a glorified escape pod—squatted on the deck of one of the smaller, more remote docking bays in the Forge. Dash had alerted Custodian to their prize and made the necessary security arrangements; Ragsdale, still bandaged across his chest and one arm, had waited for its arrival with a squad of dour, heavily armed crew from the second Aquarian ship, which was still undergoing upgrades in the fabrication level. Also present were Kai and his monks of the Order of the Unseen.

      Dash told Ragsdale, who winced with every movement and looked haggard and exhausted, that they had this; he could go back to bed. The man gave his head a grim shake.

      “No way I would miss this,” he said. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to look one of these bastards in the face since we fought our way through that crashed ship back on Gulch.”

      Kai didn’t have to say anything. He had more right to be here than any of them.

      Custodian hacked and opened the Verity ship’s hatches. Pulse-guns levelled, the monks tensed into martial-arts readiness, waiting.

      No one emerged.

      Then, the others arrived—Leira, Viktor, Amy, Benzel, and Wei-Ping—even Freya had put in an appearance, watching curiously from the back of the bay.

      Accompanied by Leira and Benzel, Dash led the Aquarians forward, stopping a few meters from the gaping hatch.

      “We know you’re in there,” Dash said. “And I’m getting irritated. So you can sit inside your little ship and pout, or you can come out and talk to us like men—oh, wait, you can’t do that, can you? You know, not being human and all. The opposite, in fact, inhuman assholes.”

      There was movement in the opening. A single Verity stepped into view. All around Dash, pulse-guns were aimed, but Dash put up a hand.

      “Welcome to the Forge,” he said.

      The Verity gave him a cold, imperious look. “I am not prepared to banter with the likes of you. There would seem to be little point to any discussion since you intend only to kill us.”

      Dash cradled his pulse gun. “That’s just a bit presumptuous of you. I mean, that’s your style, taking prisoners and then killing them—eventually—but it’s not ours. Believe it or not, we don’t harm those we take captive. It’s not our style.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Well, first of all, anything we can do that sets us apart from you bastards is pretty much automatically the right thing. Second, having a reputation for taking captives alive makes other enemies more likely to surrender, instead of fighting to the death. And third, if we’d wanted you dead, we could have just bored a hole through your damaged hull and vented your atmosphere.”

      “Or even just blown you up,” Leira added.

      Dash glanced at her and nodded. “Correct. We fire, boom, it’s over. But here you are. Here we are.” He shrugged. “So you can huddle inside your little escape pod there until you starve—or run out of batteries, or whatever the hell you do—or you can all come out here and surrender yourselves to us. Up to you.”

      The Verity’s expression as Dash spoke could have been the regard of an ancient statue. The unblinking stare went on long enough that Dash began to wonder if the Verity had malfunctioned in some way, or even somehow just killed itself, by switching itself off. But, without a word, it suddenly turned and re-entered the ship.

      Kai moved up beside Dash.

      Dash looked at him. The monk’s expression was unreadable.

      “You okay, Kai?”

      “Such a perversion of what it means to be alive,” Kai said. “The Enemy of All Life is a more accurate term than we knew. This is worse than simply exterminating life. This is corrupting it into something vile, something evil. Something that was never meant to be.”

      The Verity reappeared, stepping down the docking bay’s deck. Five more followed. They all walked to within a couple of meters of Dash—pulse-guns trained on them the whole way—and stopped.

      “Okay, let’s try this again. Welcome to the Forge,” Dash said.

      One of the Verity replied. It might have been the one speaking before, but Dash couldn’t be sure. They all looked alike to a disturbing degree.

      “Your Forge isn’t relevant. None of this is relevant. None of what you do is relevant. Since you have rejected elevation, the inevitable outcome for all of you can only be destruction at the hands of the Apotheists.”

      “No glad to be here or anything like that, huh?” Dash replied. “Your manners leave a lot to be desired.”

      “Who are the Apotheists?” Leira asked.

      It was Kai who replied. “Those who have reached apotheosis, have become enlightened, and passed on to a higher plane of existence.” He stepped forward, staring hard at the Verity. “That is your name for the Enemy of All Life. For the Golden.”

      “You do not understand, monk,” a Verity replied, shaking its head. “Your forebearers gave up the chance for apotheosis, so you cannot understand, of course. I pity you, having to view reality through such a narrow, clouded lens.”

      “Okay, before we get into a religious debate, we have some more practical things to discuss,” Dash said. “Like everything you know about the Golden, your links to them, their bases, locations, strengths—oh, and the locations of any of your own installations or forces that still exist, those of the Bright.” He finally shrugged. “Basically, we want to know everything about your side of this war.”

      Another of the Verity looked down an aquiline nose at Dash. “You cannot actually believe we’ll reveal any such information to you.”

      “Not after the first try, no,” Dash replied. “Ragsdale?”

      The security chief turned and nodded. Two more Aquarians entered, heaving a body bag between them. They tossed it onto the deck in front of the Verity with a heavy thud, then backed off.

      “That was your spy, Temo,” Dash said. “Or what’s left of him, anyway. See, you guys aren’t very good at this whole war of extermination, or elevation, or whatever it is you want to call it. Your spies suck, your battle tactics suck, all of it—incompetent. Now, you might be able to salvage something in the end if you cooperate with us.” Dash gave the body bag a significant look, then grinned. “If not, well, I doubt the Golden are going to be too impressed with your performance, so you might end up being struck off their apothe-whatever list and put on their exterminate list. We’re giving you a way out.”

      “After all, you obviously didn’t want to die, or you wouldn’t have climbed into your fancy escape pod there and tried to run,” Leira said.

      “And you must be important members of the Verity,” Kai added. “Its leadership, probably, since Custodian tells me that this ship of yours uses a lot of Dark Metal and is probably one of a kind. Some of you might even be the founders of your people, though I hesitate to use the term. Who best to survive, then? Unlike your masters, we aren’t interested in exterminating anyone.”

      The Verity once more stood still as statues. Finally, one spoke.

      “This is all utterly irrelevant. You cannot hope to stand against the Apotheists.”

      “We look forward to witnessing your destruction firsthand,” another said.

      Dash sighed. “Fine.” He slung his pulse-gun then drew a slug-pistol. Stepping forward, he put it against the temple of one of the Verity.

      For the first time, a flicker of emotion crossed the inhuman face, just a glimmer of fear. “You said you would not harm us. Are you such wretched, treacherous creatures that you would—”

      “I don’t think you’re quite far enough up the moral high ground to be lecturing us about our ethics,” Dash snapped. “Now, we want information. Locations of bases, strength of forces, strategic plans, all of it.”

      The Verity’s face tightened slightly.

      Dash pulled the trigger.

      Click.

      Dash lowered the slug-pistol. The Verity turned to look at him, eyes wide.

      “Custodian, did you get anything?” Dash asked.

      “I did. The information is incomplete and somewhat jumbled, but it should be possible to extract a great deal of valuable intelligence from it.”

      “What did you do?” the Verity asked.

      Dash holstered the empty slug-pistol. “It was Custodian’s idea. He said if we could get you thinking about useful topics, the things we need to know, and combine it with some sort of powerful emotional response—”

      “And I think almost being shot in the head would count for that,” Leira said, smiling.

      “—he could lift it right from your brains,” Dash went on. “See, that’s another big flaw in you guys. You’re mostly tech, so you’re vulnerable to the things tech is, like hacking.” He shrugged. “This was way easier than trying to break the encryption you guys use. Believe me, we’ve tried, with your buddy Kinzin.”

      A ripple of genuine emotion shivered through the Verity. Dash saw anger, frustration. And fear.

      Good.

      “So, through low animal cunning, you believe you have what you want,” one of them hissed at Dash.

      “I’d point out, again, that it was Custodian’s idea. And he’s an AI. So you should actually be impressed, right? Isn’t becoming an AI basically what you assholes are all about?”

      “And what now? Do you now raise a loaded weapon and kill us?”

      Dash shook his head. “Nope. I said we wouldn’t kill you, and I meant it.” He turned and gestured, and everyone, with the exception of a trio of Aquarians still brandishing pulse-guns, turned and left. The only one who looked back was Kai, and it was with nothing but naked contempt.

      “Not you in particular, anyway,” Dash said. “I mean, I’m going to obliterate your race, every last trace of it. And then I’m going to piss on the ashes. But I’m definitely not going to kill you.”

      He gestured at a sealed door off to one side of the docking bay. “Now, whatever they choose to do is up to them.”

      The door slid open. The refugees, who had so desperately fled the menace of the Verity, filed in. They had all manner of bladed and bludgeoning weapons in their hands, and nothing but seething hatred in their eyes.

      Dash looked the nearest Verity squarely in the eyes. “Prepare to be elevated.”

      He turned and walked away, the Aquarians following.

      To their credit, the Verity didn’t scream. Not even once.
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      Dash poured plumato wine for Ragsdale, then took a seat across from him, off to one side of the War Room.

      “So what tipped you off that Temo was a spy?” Dash asked.

      Ragsdale picked up the glass, wincing as he did. “You’re the commander of a transfer station. A satellite link on a distant moon goes down. What do you do?”

      “I send someone to—” Dash began, then nodded. “I send someone. I don’t go myself.”

      Ragsdale sipped his wine. He winced again, but this time from the drink. “Freya’s really cranking up the alcohol content of this stuff, isn’t she?” He smiled. “Anyway, let’s say you do decide to go yourself. So there you are, on the far side of a distant moon. You learn the transfer station you command, and where your family is, is under attack. What do you do?”

      “I fly like hell to get back.”

      “But Temo ran away.”

      “That wasn’t exactly what I’d call conclusive evidence,” Dash said.

      “No, but in my business, smoking guns are rare. Mostly, you’ve got this little thing that doesn’t add up, that little thing that doesn’t quite fit. It was enough to make me suspicious, so I decided to keep an eye on him.”

      “Good thing you did. If he’d been able to warn the Verity we’d launched our offensive, they would have been ready for us—and we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation now.” Dash lifted his glass of wine in a salute. “You, my friend, probably saved the whole war effort. So don’t ever stop being suspicious.”

      “Oh, I never will, trust me. I suspect everyone, all the time.”

      “Huh. Hell of a way to view the world.”

      “It’s worked for me so far,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash smirked. “Does everyone include me?”

      Ragsdale smiled and lifted his glass back. “To the Messenger, who is leading the war effort so well. Who hasn’t always been the Messenger, and definitely has a colorful past.”

      “You’ve checked up on me?”

      “Let’s just say that if you’d flown into Port Hannah in your courier days, I strongly suspect I’d have had you locked up within a few hours.”

      Dash sipped wine. It did have one hell of a kick.

      “A few hours? That would probably be a record.”

      “For how quick we nabbed you?”

      “No, for how long it took.”

      They both laughed. The others started to arrive in the War Room then, but Dash just sat with Ragsdale until he’d finished his wine.
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        * * *

      

      “—and the Archetype and the Swift are now running at forty-six and thirty-three percent respectively,” Custodian said. “As we upgrade them, and retrieve more power cores, those numbers will only increase.”

      “Okay then,” Dash said to the assembly. “There you have it. The Forge is cranking out weapons, including planetary defense systems we can install on systems we’ve taken, so we don’t have to garrison them. Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt are working on how the Verity managed to make that spiffy Dark Metal armor of theirs. The Mako is being improved, and we’re going to be producing more of those. Right, Conover?”

      Conover smiled and nodded. “Now that I can see who’s speaking again, sure.”

      Laughter hummed through the gathering. When it subsided, Dash said, “Okay, Custodian, you had something else you wanted to show us.”

      In answer, the holo image of the star map appeared, depicting the galactic arm. Three broken, blue lines were drawn across it.

      “Those lines are vectors along which the Golden and their allies seem to be concentrating their efforts. This is based on information taken from the Verity before they were—eradicated.”

      Dash studied the lines. They were, at best, broad trends, rather than seeming to follow any particular track or course of…well, anything.

      “What the hell are they up to with this?” Dash asked.

      “Unknown,” Custodian replied. “I am continuing to work on the problem, but the number of variables that must be analyzed is enormous, and exponentially increases as they are combined.”

      “Okay, well, yeah, you keep working on it. Meantime, I want to keep taking the fight to them, the Golden, the Bright, and all their allies.” He glanced at Ragsdale. “And since someone has made it so clear how right we are to be suspicious of everyone, those allies could be almost anybody. The Verity might be all but gone, but I suspect there are going to be others.”

      “So where do you want to start?” Leira asked.

      Dash frowned at the map, then shrugged. “Hard to say. The big problem is distance. We’re so far from any of this,” he said, waving a hand at the blue lines.

      “We do not have to be,” Custodian said.

      Dash’s frown deepened then vanished. He saw understanding dawn on Leira’s face, then Viktor’s.

      “You’ve been holding out on us, Custodian, haven’t you?” Dash said. “The Forge can move, can’t it?”

      “I must admit, I have learned an appreciation for the dramatic reveal.”

      Dash grinned, then looked back at the map. He studied for a moment, then picked a system at the edge of what used to be Verity controlled space. “Custodian, can you get us there in a month? Ship’s time?”

      “I can.”

      “Do it. And drop a pin on that map,” Dash said.

      “What designation?” Custodian asked.

      Dash thought for a minute, then glanced at Leira. Her expression, like that of the rest of them, looked nervous, but also excited. They wouldn’t wait for the Golden. They would attack. Point Vengeance. “Get us underway right now, if you can,” he said.

      “Consider it done,” Custodian replied.

      Under their feet, the Forge began to rumble.
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      Dash threw the Archetype through a wrenching turn, a combo of hard acceleration by the mech and a shot from the distortion cannon. He’d gotten damned good at using the weapon to help the mech maneuver, the sudden, sharp pulses of gravitation giving it an extra pull and accentuating his maneuvers. It threw off the Harbinger’s firing solution enough that the massive blast of energy from its chest cannon missed him by at least a klick—close enough that it registered as a surge of heat and radiation against the Archetype’s feet and legs.

      The enemy mech spun, trying to track Dash as he maneuvered, but he knew the chest cannon had a long recharge cycle, at least five seconds. He began to count in his head—one-one thousand, two-one thousand, three-one thousand—

      He somersaulted the Archetype and drove hard again in a random, lateral direction. Again, the Harbinger missed. If the enemy mech had had teeth, it would probably be gnashing them in raw frustration by now. Dash grinned and checked the range; each one of his unpredictable, random dodges was calculated to not just jink hard side-to-side, but to close slightly with each zig and zag. To improve its own aim, the Harbinger had slowed, letting Dash gain. He entered that sweet spot for the dark-lance, the range band where it fired with maximum effect—not far enough to attenuate its impact, and not so close that the beam hadn’t stabilized fully and wasted power as radiant heat.

      He fired and was grimly satisfied to land a solid hit on the Harbinger. It staggered and spun around as the mech was shaken down to its quantum bones.

      Dash streaked in for the kill while he had the chance. As he did, he checked on the second Harbinger—the one he’d already damaged. It raced on, well ahead, trailing a vaporous wake of gases and shimmering globules of fluids. It seemed to be aimed at a big, icy planet orbiting the nearby star, one marked as uninhabited on the stellar charts.

      Fine. It wasn’t posing a threat, so Dash ignored it for the moment, concentrating on the Harbinger he’d just hit. Sentinel had tweaked the dark-lance to make it more effective against the enemy mech’s Dark Metal-infused armor, but Dash still aimed carefully, selecting the legs as his target. The Archetype’s fire-control system, now also upgraded, instantly turned his intent into a firing solution.

      He fired the dark-lance, expecting another disabling hit, bringing the Harbinger incrementally closer to defeat.

      Instead, it simply exploded.

      Dash blinked. “Whoa. What the hell happened?”

      “Uncertain,” Sentinel said. “The first hit must have done more damage than it appeared.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Dash veered the Archetype, avoiding the expanding cloud of debris that had been the Harbinger. “I mean, compared to the first time we fought one of these things, this has been—and I probably shouldn’t even say this so I don’t jinx it—this has been easy.”

      “Jinx it?”

      Dash smiled. “Yeah. If you say something out loud about a situation that’s good, you might cause it to turn bad.”

      “How is that possible? Is there some sort of telepathic influence involved, that can alter reality?”

      Dash laughed. “Right on cue!”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I knew you were going to say something like that—wonder what the hell I was talking about and if I meant something literal.”

      “Ah, this was an idiom.”

      “More like a bit of superstition. It’s along the lines of, if you manage to pay your bills and have some credits left over, don’t mention it in front of the fusion drive, because it’ll break down.”

      “That does not follow known human logic.”

      “Not one bit,” Dash agreed, but his laughter faded as he took in the second Harbinger’s trajectory. “Speaking of things that don’t follow, what the hell is he up to? He looks like he intends to just fall right into that planet’s atmosphere. Could there be a Golden outpost or something on the surface?”

      “Very unlikely. There are no Dark Metal signatures—”

      Sentinel cut off abruptly, a sign she’d noticed something else and was evaluating it. Dash just waited.

      “There are, however, weak power emanations from the planet. They cycle at a constant frequency, suggesting they may not be natural.”

      “Huh. Well, I don’t want to let that bastard get away anyway, so let’s kill two birds here, shall we?”

      “Kill two—?”

      “I’ll explain later,” Dash said, chuckling and shaking his head.
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      Dash decelerated the Archetype but kept it on the track that would bring it into the planet’s atmosphere. The loss of velocity meant the mech would steepen its angle of entry, which would have been a problem in the Slipwing or any other conventional ship. For the Archetype, though, it was barely an inconvenience.

      “I’m seeing intermittent signals at best,” Dash said, frowning at the heads-up. “He’s down there, but whatever crap is in the atmosphere is getting in the way, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. The planet is too cold to maintain water in liquid form, especially near the top of its atmosphere, so there is considerable wind-borne particulate ice attenuating the sensor returns.”

      “I wonder if he learned that from us,” Dash said, thinking back, again, to his first battle against one of the enemy mechs called Harbingers. He’d used a brown dwarf in much the same way, exploiting its natural emissions of energy and radiation to conceal the Archetype while he recovered from a battle he was, at the time, losing.

      “It is possible. Technologically, both of these Harbinger are identical to the one that you first fought near the Forge. However, their tactical behavior has varied from what we’ve seen them previously exhibit. It wouldn’t be surprising if their respective AIs were sharing information in an attempt to adapt to your uniquely human approach to fighting—at least until their technology can be upgraded.”

      “Makes sense,” Dash said. There had to be the Golden equivalent to the Forge out there somewhere, working hard to upgrade and improve their Harbingers and other military tech. It underscored why Dash and his cohorts of the Cygnus Realm had to stay on their toes and not take anything for granted; these two Harbingers might be older versions, less capable and easier to defeat, but the next ones might not be.

      “Ten seconds to the upper atmosphere,” Sentinel said. “I no longer see any sensor returns from the Harbinger.”

      “He must have dived even deeper,” Dash replied. “I really don’t want to lose this guy. I’d love to take one of these things more or less intact, because if there’s any way to stay ahead of these bastards on the tech curve—”

      The Archetype shuddered and rocked as it plowed into the first wisps of atmospheric gas. Dash shallowed out its trajectory slightly, at the same time slowing the mech. He wanted to reduce the friction of its passage through the atmosphere; too much superheated, ionized air around the mech would just further diminish the effect of its sensors.

      Now muffled clicks and thumps rose as the Archetype raced through roiling clouds laden with ice chunks. The stratospheric winds of this planet were ferocious, racing along at hundreds of klicks per hour, fast enough to keep big pieces of ice aloft. It seemed counterintuitive, this high in the atmosphere, but Dash was no planetary scientist—this might be a treasure trove of research-worthy data, but to Dash it was just another battlefield. He kept his attention on the heads-up, hunting for any hint of the elusive Harbinger. Their last clear sensor return had been less than a hundred klicks from here—

      Something slammed into the Archetype, hard, pitching it into a slewing skid. Dash recovered and frantically scanned the heads-up. Fragments of a missile spun off into the roaring sky. Sentinel tracked the trajectory to its source and tagged the Harbinger on the display, a flickering signal among the clouds several kilometers below them. As he dove, he did a quick check of the Archetype, concentrating on the left leg where he’d felt the impact through his Meld with the mech. Superficial damage, nothing more.

      “Why didn’t that missile detonate?” he asked Sentinel.

      “Unknown. It is most likely it hadn’t yet travelled far enough to arm itself, possibly because it was fired inside a planetary atmosphere.”

      “What, the Golden are worried about safety? I find that hard to—dammit.”

      He skidded the Archetype hard aside, narrowly missing a burst of fire from the Harbinger and darting among the thickening clouds below. It was just point defense fire, though, little threat to Dash’s mech.

      “Oh, okay—it’s got weapon problems. We’ve probably disabled that damned chest cannon, so they’re probably just trying to buy time to get it working again.”

      Dash knew from hard experience that the chest cannon, the Harbinger’s most potent weapon, could disable the Archetype with a single, well-placed shot. That meant he had a window of opportunity here. Powering up the mech’s drive, he raced after the Harbinger, accelerating hard. The clouds became a soft blur and ice pellets hammered on the Archetype hard enough to vaporize on impact, leaving the mech trailing a billowing contrail of water vapor.

      The Harbinger powered on ahead of him, flickering as it passed through clouds. A sonic shockwave now built around both, abruptly parting and passing down the mech’s length as it passed into supersonic flight. The Harbinger swung hard aside, friction making the air ploughing ahead of it suddenly glow. Dash veered to follow. The Golden mech tried frantically to break contact, but Dash stayed doggedly on its tail, closing the distance.

      They punched through the eyewall of a massive storm. A vast column of clear air rose to the upper edge of the atmosphere, the cloudless sky a pale blue-grey. The Harbinger suddenly climbed, zooming straight up, apparently heading back for space. Dash grimly followed. He was determined to disable this Harbinger, not destroy it, and recover whatever tech he could. This wasn’t just about Dark Metal, this was about getting a leg up on the AI that drove these Golden constructs. This chase was about knowing, instead of guessing at what made them tick.

      Less than a klick away now, the Harbinger abruptly slid aside and vanished back into the eyewall. At the last instant, Dash saw the wind shear warning and decelerated hard. The rushing river of air, a massive jet stream tearing along the top of the atmosphere, caught the Archetype and cartwheeled it sideways.

      “Are you shi—”

      “Is this your new combat methodology?” Sentinel cut in.

      “What? Firing and sweating and being generally pissed off?” Dash asked while somersaulting toward the Harbinger.

      “Yes to all of those things, but I refer specifically to what Leira calls your potty mouth, a term which makes little sense given that Freya says you can kill artificial plants,” Sentinel said.

      “What? She swears like a—well, a sailor, but then again she is one, technically—”

      “As are you. Note, we have entered the top of a thermal updraft, which feeds a—"

      A dazzling flash enveloped the Archetype. For an instant, Dash thought the Harbinger had reactivated its chest cannon. But there was no impact, no discharge of energy that engulfed the mech. It was just a pulsing flash and a spike in electromagnetic discharge.

      “Oh, that’s lightning,” he said. “Hell, that’s lightning like I’ve never seen before.”

      “Yes,” Sentinel replied. “The upper portion of this storm is highly energetic atmospheric gases being strongly charged by static electric effects—”

      Then came another searing flash; this time, Dash felt a deep bass boom through the Archetype’s structure.

      “—which is interfering with scanner operations. This planet is well suited to lightning on a grand scale.”

      Massive hail hammered the Archetype, lofted by hurricane-force updrafts that swirled around them in a tumult. Worse, though, ice was now accumulating on the mech, supercooled water droplets hitting its hull and instantly freezing. The musical pinging accelerated into a long, steady noise as the storm intensified.

      “How is this thing rated for ice build-up?” he asked. “Had it happen in the Slipwing once, led to a pretty hairy minute where she didn’t want to fly on thrusters alone.”

      “It should have little direct effect. However, it may further degrade sensor efficiency.”

      It was a terrible environment for even trying to pursue a wounded foe like the Harbinger. Dash’s bubble of awareness had shrunk to about a klick, a claustrophobically tiny volume compared to the virtually infinite expanse of space through which he was used to flying and fighting. On instinct, he deployed the power-sword and charged it, then took the Archetype straight up.

      “I really don’t want to lose this guy, but this is getting too tight even for me. Remember, this, Sentinel—Dash is admitting that sometimes discretion really is the better part of valor.”

      A dark blur flashed past and shook the Archetype. Dash lashed out with the power-sword at the same instant and was rewarded with a shock of collision through it, the blade biting through—something.

      The Archetype spun through another cartwheel. With both left leg actuators abruptly offline, the Harbinger managing to get in a solid hit as it flashed by. Dash recovered and raced after it, chasing it straight up the core of the storm. Lightning flashed like detonations; thunder boomed as distant blasts. Once more, they punched through supersonic flight and, again friction began to heat the mech, quickly puffing away the accumulated ice as steam.

      Any second now they should reach the top. Should, Dash thought. There were no guarantees in this atmosphere.

      The Archetype erupted into clear air shot through with rippling crimson light, punctuated by fleeting, fountain-like jets of bright blue. A distant memory—such strange phenomena sometimes happened at the very tops of big storms, the curtains and jets and fountains given equally-strange names like elves and sprites. The effect was strikingly beautiful, but Dash didn’t have time to admire it. The Harbinger was dead ahead, still rocketing straight up, apparently determined to return to space.

      A poor tactic, Dash thought, but he could sense desperation in the alien mech, as its remaining weapons had scant chance of finishing the Archetype off. Maybe the Harbinger’s AI was damaged, and this last effort was a failsafe built for escape, not victory.

      Dash shrugged to himself. It didn’t matter. If he could just catch up to this thing—and he would, sometime within the next minute or so—he could disable it with the power-sword then lug it back to the Forge for detailed study.

      Or, it was up to something.

      But Dash would never have the chance to find out. A few seconds later, something slammed into the Harbinger, shoving it hard aside and ripping chunks of it free. Its left arm simply spun away. A collision warning crashed across the Meld and Dash flung the Archetype into a hard, lateral acceleration that yanked it away from the trajectory of whatever had just struck his opponent.

      The crippled Harbinger decelerated then began to fall back into the atmosphere.

      “You have got to be shi—”

      “Again with the potty mouth? It truly is your default setting,” Sentinel chided as Dash decelerated the Archetype in turn, then reversed course and plunged back after the Harbinger. Before it dropped back into the clouds, he saw that its emissions had dropped to nearly zero, its power levels flat. It was falling, and would continue to fall until aerodynamic forces ripped it apart and the debris struck the planet’s surface like a shower of meteorites.

      “Sometimes, you need words with a bit more oomph,” Dash ground out.

      “But the sound you made sounded nothing like oomph. In fact, it was likely the beginning of your third favorite curse, invoking an archaic terminology for excrement. In case you were wondering, I have no experience with excreta, or any other body functions for that matter. You may be interested to know that—”

      “Sentinel,” Dash said, as the mech streaked down at maximum thrust.

      “Yes?”

      “This isn’t the time for a lecture on bodily functions,” Dash growled, making a desperate lunge for the dying Golden mech—but the Archetype couldn’t gain velocity fast enough. The Harbinger plummeted into the clouds and vanished. Dash raced back in behind it, trying to follow, but was again immersed in howling, lightning-charged gloom that squelched any signal he might have followed.

      “Shit!”

      “Now that seems appropriate,” Sentinel said.

      The Harbinger could have been blown by the spiraling winds in any direction. Desperate, he picked an arbitrary heading and burned that way, emerging back into clearer air. There was no sign of the Harbinger, though—just a few flickers of sensor return, then it was gone, lost in the vast layers of cloud below.

      “I can offer an estimate of where the Harbinger is likely to impact,” Sentinel said. “So it should at least be possible to find and recover the remaining debris.”

      “Yeah, well, just put a pin in that for now and add it to the list of Dark Metal recovery sites.” He shook his head. “So close to having an intact Harbinger, too. Damn it all, and damn these winds.”

      Dash sighed and took the Archetype back into a steep climb, racing up the flank of the storm and back toward space. “So what the hell happened to it? What hit it up there? I didn’t see any threat alert for weapons fire or a missile track.”

      “It was neither. The Harbinger had the great misfortune of intersecting the orbital track of a damaged satellite,” Sentinel replied.

      “A satellite—wait. I thought this planet was uninhabited,” Dash said.

      “That is how it is recorded in the available stores of data, yes.”

      “So why would there be a satellite orbiting it?”

      “Unknown. Perhaps it was a survey satellite deployed by some party as a means of examining the planet for future colonization,” Sentinel said.

      “Okay, I can buy that. And that Harbinger just happened to collide with it? What were the odds of that?”

      “Fifty-fifty,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash gaped. “Fifty-fifty. How do you figure that?”

      “It either collides with the satellite, or it doesn’t”

      “I really don’t think that’s how statistics work.” Dash narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Are you making a joke, Sentinel?”

      “Did you find it humorous?”

      “I—yeah, actually I did.” He laughed and shook his head. “Good one, Sentinel!”

      “I am glad you found it agreeable.”

      As he set course to return to the Forge, Dash was still pissed at losing the Harbinger like that—but Sentinel’s genuine, and actually pretty good attempt at a joke left him smiling anyway.
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      Dash kind of missed the War Room—a crew lounge in one of the habitat sections of the Forge that they’d repurposed into a command center. They’d made big decisions there—and hard ones, too. But it had also been familiar, and almost cozy. By comparison, this new Command Center was a vast, echoing space. Dash found it far more sterile and unwelcoming. However, it was far better equipped, being designed not just as a place to have conferences and make decisions, but to also put them into play.

      “Custodian,” Dash asked as he entered the new facility. “Is this the main command center for the Forge, or is there something even bigger somewhere aboard that we haven’t seen yet?”

      “This is the main strategic command, control, communications, and planning facility for the Forge. It can also be used to oversee the operations of the Forge itself, but that is intended as a redundancy and is not its primary purpose.”

      Dash nodded. He was glad that there wasn’t something even bigger and grander aboard. This Command Center, which would easily accommodate a couple hundred people, seemed to swallow his little group that made up the “Inner Circle” of the Cygnus Realm’s leadership. It was also festooned with screens and consoles, including a massive holographic chart that hovered nearly from wall-to-wall, as big as a cargo door on a large freighter.

      Dash stopped at the top of a flight of steps leading down into the depressed area that made up the bulk of the Command Center. To his left and right, a raised gallery extended, wrapping completely around the big room. It offered a good vantage point for anyone not actually involved in operating the Command Center, as well as a quick and easy way of circumnavigating it. Below sprawled enough command, control, and communications systems to allow for the oversight of multiple fleets conducting far-flung, simultaneous campaigns. It was gross overkill for the relatively few ships they possessed—but Dash expected that would change as the war intensified and they gathered new allies to their cause.

      Hopefully gathered new allies, anyway, because they needed them badly.

      Dash descended the steps. As he did, everyone assembled fell silent and turned to face him.

      It struck Dash with that sheer, bemused feeling of wonder—all of these people, waiting to hear what he had to say. Once again, the question thundered through his mind—

      How the hell did this happen? How did I, Newton Sawyer, space courier, end up here?

      To one side stood the original gang who’d been with Dash since the start of all this—Leira, Viktor, Conover, and Amy. Nearby, Ragsdale stood with Freya, representing Port Hannah on the planet Gulch, where a crashed Golden starship lay. Close to them were Kai and several monks of the Order of the Unseen, and beside them were Harolyn de Bruce, geologist and engineer, and Benzel and Wei-Ping, once privateers—really pirates—but now two of their most skilled tactical commanders.

      Apart from the rest, still not entirely comfortable as members of the group, stood their delegation from the comet miners of the Aquarian Collective, led by Al’Bijea, their chief executive and overall leader. The Aquarians had offered some military aid to the effort against the Golden—aid that had proved pivotal in their last big battle against the Golden minions known as the Verity—but still kept themselves short of a formal alliance. Dash got it; they were a proud, independent group who balked at subordinating themselves to anyone. He hoped he could change that, and inviting Al’Bijea here to participate in their planning was intended as a show of trust to hopefully move things that way.

      So now Dash was engaged in diplomacy and politics, on top of trying to run a war.

      Again, exactly how the hell did I end up here?

      He reached the bottom of the stairs. “Custodian, run that clip we discussed, the one showing the last part of the fight against the Harbinger.”

      The giant screen lit up as the lights dimmed. Everyone watched from Dash’s point-of-view as the Archetype broke out of the top of the thunderstorm, swept through the elves and sprites and other strange, luminescent phenomena emanating from its upper reaches, and raced after the Harbinger. A few seconds later, the Golden mech was struck by the debris from the unexpected satellite then plunged back into the atmosphere and, eventually, the clouds, before Dash could intercept it.

      The recording ended and the lights came back up. Dash turned to those closest to him, Amy and Conover, and asked, “What did you see?”

      He saw Conover starting to formulate an answer, but it was actually Harolyn who answered. “A missed opportunity.”

      “What do you mean?” Viktor asked her.

      “That mech was clearly already badly damaged. If Dash had been able to catch it and take it intact, it would have been a major intelligence score, right?”

      Dash nodded. “Correct. And I don’t want it to happen again. That’s why our next project is going to be a little different. So far, we’ve been all about scavenging and salvage to feed the Forge. We still need to do that, but we also need to go beyond just salvaging stuff. We need more and better insight into our enemies. So we’re going into outright capture.”

      Ragsdale leaned against a console. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I want to steal an idea from the Verity. I want to start knocking enemy ships out of unSpace in a way that would let us capture them intact. Conover, you did a bang-up job with the stealth mines and the Dark Metal detector, and you were a huge help with the scrambler mines. So I’d like you to take the lead in figuring out how we can adapt the scrambler mines into something like a buoy. Something reusable, over and over. Besides just pulling a ship out of translation, though, I also want to disable it, shut its critical systems down, especially drive and weapons.”

      Conover frowned. “Maybe a really strong EMP—”

      But Dash shook his head. “No. Or at least not unless you can figure out how to generate an EMP that will temporarily shut those systems down and not just fry them. The point of this is to take enemy ships intact, in working order, so we can study them. Take them apart. Reverse engineer them and see what we can steal, and even improve. That’s especially true for their AI.”

      “Okay, so you want permanent buoys—probably stealthy ones—that can knock selected enemy ships only out of unSpace with a temporary system interruption. Then, we can capture them without any permanent damage,” Conover said, ticking the points off on his fingers as he talked.

      “That’s right,” Dash replied.

      “Anything else while we’re at it, Dash?” Amy asked. “Maybe have them make coffee, too?”

      Laughter buzzed through the room—except for Conover, who just stared into space. Dash could already see his mind chewing on the admittedly difficult problem. “Anyway, Conover, I’ll leave you with that. Get anyone here who’s available to help you—besides Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt, of course.”

      Conover looked at him, stared for a second, then nodded. It reminded Dash of the somewhat disconnected kid who’d come aboard the Slipwing as a prepaid “tourist” so long ago. Like Dash himself, he’d come a long way.

      Dash turned to the rest. “Okay, as for everyone else, I want to talk about the Forge. While it was stationary, just orbiting that gas giant where we originally found it, it was easy to think of it as home base, and a factory to produce weapons. But now that it’s mobile and we’re starting to move it around, I think we need to talk about the role it’s going to play.”

      “Been wondering the same thing myself,” Leira said. “Like, are we going to attack with it? Take it into battle?”

      “It would definitely kick some ass,” Benzel said. “It’s pretty much a whole fleet all on its own.”

      Viktor frowned and crossed his arms. “That’s taking a terrible chance, though, with what’s basically the whole center of our war effort. We lose the Forge—”

      “Yeah, that happens, we’re screwed beyond recovery,” Dash said. “So the answer to that, Leira, is no—at least, not soon. Someday, when it’s truly decisive, then we might, sure. But for now the Forge has other purposes. And I see three main ones. First is gathering resources. That includes capturing things, like we just discussed, but also all the scavenging and salvaging we do, and things like mining that we might take up as our war effort grows.” He looked specifically at Harolyn and Al’Bijea when he said that, and both nodded.

      “Second is saving refugees.” He immediately turned to Ragsdale, who was already opening his mouth to speak, and held up a hand. “I know, there’s a cargo hold full of security issues that comes with that. However, we’re supposed to be about preserving life, unlike the Enemies of all Life, right, Kai?”

      The monk gave a grave, but firm nod.

      “Saving refugees, people displaced from the war, is part of that. The Forge can accommodate thousands, and we’ve got, what, not even a few hundred aboard right now? We also have to remember that refugees are potential allies and can help bolster our war effort. But, all that said, the security issues are a genuine worry. Ragsdale, I’m going to let you develop all the protocols and procedures you think we need to protect the Forge from spying and sabotage.”

      Ragsdale nodded. “We don’t need any more incidents like Temo.”

      Dash nodded back. Temo had been a supposed refugee who was actually a spy for the Verity. If he hadn’t provoked Ragsdale’s natural suspicions, prompting the Security Chief to keep an eye on him, he might have done serious, maybe even catastrophic damage to their war effort.

      “The third main focus of the Forge is advancing our tech,” Dash said. “I don’t mean just getting the Forge and the mechs fully powered up, although that’s part of it, sure. I mean improving our tech, refining the tech of the Unseen, back-engineering and incorporating Golden tech, whatever it takes. The more new technology we can bring to the battlefield, the better.”

      Discussion ensued, but no one particularly objected to the points Dash had raised. He let the conversation hum on for a while, then raised a hand and turned to Leira. “While all of this is going on, Leira, Benzel, Wei-Ping, and I are going back to that planet where the Harbinger crashed. I’m hoping there’s something useful we can salvage from it, other than Dark Metal. I also want to check out that satellite. Custodian can’t find any records of anyone ever settling in that system, so whose satellite that was, and what it was doing there, is a loose end. I don’t like loose ends.”

      After a little more discussion, they began to disperse, heading off to carry out whatever tasks they’d been assigned or simply needed to do. Dash gestured for Leira, Benzel, and Wei-Ping to join him, but Ragsdale stepped forward as well.

      “Before you get buried in preparing for your excursion back to that planet, we have a problem.”

      “A problem? Only one?” Dash said, waving for Ragsdale to continue.

      “This one we need to attend to right away,” Ragsdale said. “We have a—a disciplinary matter, for lack of a better word.”

      “Sturdivan,” Benzel said, scowling and crossing his arms.

      Ragsdale nodded. “Sturdivan indeed.”

      Dash looked from Ragsdale to Benzel. He’d heard the name Sturdivan and recalled he was one of the Gentle Friends. “What about him?”

      “Remember the incident from a week or so back? Our air-lock fatality?”

      “I do.” It had been a rare instance of Unseen tech failing, an airlock suddenly opening and venting, killing a refugee who’d come aboard among those fleeing from the Verity. Sturdivan had, Dash recalled, been involved in dealing with the aftermath. Custodian couldn’t find any reason for the failure and couldn’t replicate it. They’d chalked it up to an unfortunate tragedy and had Custodian run thorough tests on all of the Forge’s airlocks.

      “Well, it seems Sturdivan was responsible for it.”

      Dash blinked at that. “He was? How? I mean, I thought he helped out when the airlock failed.”

      “He made it fail,” Ragsdale said. “We caught him hotwiring an airlock last night, trying to bypass the Forge systems so he could work it manually without triggering any security alerts.”

      “He’s a ship’s systems engineer aboard the Snow Leopard,” Wei-Ping said. “So he’d certainly have the know-how to do something like this.”

      “Okay, but how did he manage to rewire an Unseen airlock?” Dash asked. “How could he manage to rewire an Unseen, well, anything? It’s not like there are tech manuals for it lying around.” Dash frowned. “Are there?”

      “Technical schematics and other specifications for the Forge are only available to those with authorized access,” Custodian put in. “However, upgrades to the Snow Leopard, using the Creator’s technology, were accompanied by uploads of relevant technical data for use by the ship’s crew.”

      Now Benzel frowned. “Well, sure, but we didn’t upgrade her airlocks. There was no reason to.”

      “Nonetheless, the airlocks were upgraded, at the request of the Chief Engineer.”

      Benzel looked at Wei-Ping, and they exchanged a nod that managed to convey both understanding—and anger.

      “What?” Dash asked.

      Benzel sighed. “The Snow Leopard’s Chief Engineer was injured when the Verity attacked our Fleet and the Forge, right before we went and kicked their asses at that blue-dwarf system. Sturdivan took over as acting CE until she got back on her feet.”

      “So he requested the upgrades to the airlocks and got the technical specs that went with them,” Leira said, nodding. “That was all he needed.”

      “What the hell was he up to?” Wei-Ping asked.

      Ragsdale looked grim. “I think we have to assume he’s a spy.” He looked at Dash. “We need to re-vet everybody. In the meantime, we need to restrict access—”

      Dash held up a hand. He’d been watching the conversation bounce around and knew it would end up here: Sturdivan being labelled a spy and potential saboteur. But Dash didn’t think he was.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion this isn’t about spying, sabotage, or anything like that at all.”

      “What do you think it’s about, then?” Leira asked.

      “Same thing I could see myself doing if I was in his place,” Dash replied. “Have Sturdivan brought to my quarters and we’ll find out for sure.”
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      Dash had been given a suite of three rooms for his own use, located on one of the upper hab decks. It seemed like an extravagant amount of space, especially to someone used to living in the cramped confines of a ship where every square centimeter was at a premium. Dash consoled himself with the fact that Custodian could have given him six rooms, or nine—hell, probably a dozen—without making an appreciable dent in the available living space on the Forge. The only downside was that they were buried deep in the station’s interior, well away from the hull.

      “It is protocol that commanders and other senior personnel are located in quarters deep inside the Forge, in order to ensure their safety and security in the event of a hull breach,” Custodian had said, and that had been that—no arguing with two-hundred-thousand year-old bureaucracy, it seemed.

      Dash had Sturdivan brought to the room he used as a lounge. The holo-image system allowed him to project a starfield if he wanted the illusion of having a view outside, but once he realized he could see the stars, he didn’t want to. He’d had it project a variety of other landscapes and things. Now, though, it just showed a stark grey backdrop behind Dash, who sat on a chair.

      As Ragsdale led Sturdivan in, accompanied by Benzel, Wei-Ping, and Leira, Dash studied him closely. The first thing he noticed was how Sturdivan tried to study him right back, but obliquely, as though just scanning his surroundings in curiosity. Right away, it began to fall into place for Dash—the way Sturdivan moved, his body language, expressions, the way he sat down and held himself when he did. It was like ticking off the boxes on a bunch of behaviors Dash knew intimately well, because he’d practiced them all himself at one time or another.

      The door closed as Freya entered. She’d been brought in because she was the one who had found the dead woman in the airlock.

      “Kai joining us?” Dash asked, just as the door opened again. The monk stepped into the room, his face an inscrutable mask. “Excellent. Freya, if you would. What did you see?”

      Freya and Kai took their time, describing what they’d seen in clinical detail, their voices clear but echoing with disgust and horror. When they were done, Dash turned to Sturdivan and said—nothing.

      The man curled his lip. “I gather this is the part where you stare at me silently until I can’t take it anymore and crack.” Sturdivan suddenly looked stricken. “You got me, Mister Dash, I did it all—I started this war, too, and I stole candy from some orphans on Penumbra, and—”

      A loud thunk cut him off as Benzel cuffed him across the back of the head.

      Dash held up a hand to Benzel. “That won’t be necessary, thanks.” He looked at Sturdivan and shrugged. “Anyway, nope, that’s not it. I’m just trying to figure out if everyone else here is right, and you’re a Golden spy. Because if you are, well, then we’re going to have to kill you, and that just rubs me the wrong way.”

      Dash had long ago perfected the art of looking at one part of a room while actually seeing another, a skill that had proven handy in a multitude of seedy bars and grubby docking bays. He saw Sturdivan react to the term Golden spy, but with a hint of alarm, not guilt. It only crystallized Dash’s suspicions.

      So he shook his head and went on, “But I don’t think you are a Golden spy. Tell me, how much did you expect to get?”

      Again, there was a flicker of reaction from Sturdivan. The man was good at this, keeping himself closed up and his thoughts concealed, but Dash was a master at it. That was the only reason, in fact, he’d hadn’t long ago been tossed out an airlock himself by some criminal or creditor. The flicker confirmed Dash’s belief.

      “What do you mean?” Sturdivan said.

      “You wired that airlock to give yourself a private little cargo bay where you could load some Unseen tech and send it off to sell. You’d have made—hell, a fortune, am I right?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course you do,” Dash said, laughing. “I’m not sure how you expected to get any ships to or away from the Forge without being detected, but you’re a smart guy, I’m sure you had something in mind.” Dash narrowed his eyes. “Probably something like using a regular cargo shuttle, carrying it out to—I’m going to guess the Snow Leopard. That’s your ship, so you know where you could stash stuff so it would never be found, as long as it was small enough. And there’s lots of stuff around here that’s small enough but would still make you that fortune.”

      Sturdivan said nothing, but he didn’t have to, because Dash knew he was right.

      Benzel scowled, hard. Wei-Ping fixed a glare on Sturdivan that would have vaporized ablative armor.

      “Is this true?” Benzel snapped. “You’re just a bloody thief?”

      “A thief and a black marketeer,” Dash said. “Don’t forget that part. He was going to sell this tech to whoever would buy it.” He glanced at Leira. “Imagine some of the things we’ve encountered since all this began, in the hands of some of the people you know.”

      Leira’s face was stone. “Only if I want to start having nightmares.”

      Benzel leaned in, looming over Sturdivan, his fists clenched. “This makes all the Gentle Friends look suspect, you bastard.”

      “Oh, like I care,” Sturdivan snapped back. “You really expect me to worry about a war between a couple of ancient alien races? I didn’t sign up with the Gentle Friends for that, I did it to make money.”

      “And to kill an innocent woman, apparently,” Freya said.

      Sturdivan looked at the floor. “That was an accident. No one was supposed to get hurt.”

      Dash stomped across the room and stopped a pace in front of the man.

      “I’m sorry, but you put some of this tech into the hands of the sorts of scumbags you’re no doubt hooked up with, and lots of people are going to get hurt,” Dash said, dropping the casual air and letting his anger come through. “But you never thought about that, did you? You just wanted to make a few credits, and hey, it’s not your fault if an inhabited star system gets destroyed, right?”

      Sturdivan stared at the floor.

      “It gets worse,” Dash went on. “I have no doubt you arranged at least one buy already, probably through some contacts you made when the Snow Leopard was off on a mission. You sent out some encrypted traffic—I’ll bet you buried it in the carrier wave noise, made it sound like environmental static—and arranged a meetup. So that means there are people out there who you’ve told about this tech, and who are expecting to get their hands on it. Did you give away the location of the Forge, too?”

      Sturdivan said nothing.

      “Damn you,” Dash snapped. “You’ve risked compromising our whole operation here, you son of a bitch.”

      Wei-Ping grabbed her sidearm. “I’ve heard enough. You know how we deal with backstabbers in the Friends.”

      Sturdivan looked up. “Go ahead, then! Except I don’t think you will.” He looked at Benzel. “You used to be about doing what was best for the Friends. Now you’re all, oh, we have to save everybody. So I don’t think you’ve got the guts to just space me. Not anymore.” He barked out a laugh. “You want to preserve all life, remember? Well, killing me isn’t going to bring that refugee back—and I really am sorry about that—but it’ll make you a whole lot like these Golden, won’t it? Killing someone to get them out of the way?”

      “Works for me,” Wei-Ping snapped, drawing her slug-pistol and aiming it a Sturdivan’s head.

      Dash put a hand over the gun’s muzzle. “He’s right, actually. We won’t execute this man. He’s what I used to be—completely self-serving. That’s not the way either of us started out in life, but it’s how we ended up.” He nudged the weapon aside and stared hard into Sturdivan’s face. “Trouble is, that’s as far as you got. It’s as far as you’re ever going to get. Your life is as good as it’s ever going to get. You could’ve done something bigger, something with real meaning to it—but, nope, you’re just a petty thief who happened to kill someone through sheer negligence.” Dash shook his head. “Hell, I wish you were a Golden spy, because then I’d happily blow your head off myself.”

      Dash gestured for Kai to join him and they walked to the other side of the room, speaking in whispered tones. After a moment, Dash turned back.

      “You’re banished,” Dash said. “We’re going to drop you on some remote place—liveable and inhabited, but really remote. I mean, it’ll take you months, maybe years, to figure out how to get anywhere else. Meantime, you’ll be on your own, not a credit to your name. You have fun with that.” He looked at Ragsdale. “Keep him locked up in the brig for now, under guard and constantly watched. I’ll make an announcement to everyone about what’s going on shortly.”

      His face caught somewhere between venomous glare and apprehensive as hell, Sturdivan was led away. When he was gone, Dash looked at Benzel and Wei-Ping.

      “We should have spaced him,” Benzel said. “This way, he might come back to haunt us someday.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Dash replied. “Believe me, I’m not any happier than you are to have these morals and ideals and the like. But Sturdivan was right. We can’t let ourselves start down the road of killing anyone who gets in our way. We’re liberators, not oppressors. Its life against machines and, well, he was right about that, too—we have to preserve life as much as we can.” He shrugged. “But I know. It sucks to be the good guys.”

      “Sucks even more that you’re right,” Wei-Ping said, sighing and holstering her slug-pistol.

      “That said, we don’t have room for anyone who can’t value what we’re trying to do here,” Dash said. “When we get back, we need to talk about Sturdivan’s network and what to do about it. Meantime, though, we’ve got a mission to fly. Let’s suit up and go do something useful.”
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      Now that Dash had a chance to study the frozen planet and wasn’t chasing a Harbinger among its prodigious storm clouds, he had to admit it was one of the prettier worlds he’d seen.

      It was mostly water, with two middling continents, several island archipelagos, and the peaks of mostly dormant volcanoes. It orbited just on the outer fringe of the habitable zone around its white dwarf star, getting enough heat to avoid turning into a giant snowball. Still, it was damned cold overall, with the radiance of the star pumping enough energy into the atmosphere to drive the fearsome storms that lashed its vast oceans and scant, rocky landmasses. The sprawling cloud over made it gleam a pearlescent white on the side facing its sun, while almost constant pulses of lightning flickered across its night side.

      “What did Kai say this place was called?” Benzel asked. “Tunnel, or something like that?”

      “Burrow,” Leira said. “That’s not its official name on the charts, just what it was called in the only reference to it he and his monks could find.”

      The name had been given to the planet by a small group of water miners, a splinter group, apparently, of a larger resource consortium that had operated nearly a hundred and thirty years ago. A sub-faction had apparently decided to break off from the consortium and pursue their own fortune. Water was still precious, and therefore an extremely valuable commodity for outposts, stations, and even some worlds. What these hardy entrepreneurs hadn’t counted on was that the rise of comet miners, like the Aquarian Collective, would make laboriously hauling water out of planetary gravity wells obsolete. There was no record of what happened to the splinter group after arriving here and staking a water claim to the world, beyond calling it Burrow.

      “The satellite that took out the Harbinger probably belonged to those water miners,” Dash said, studying the planet called Burrow on the Archetype’s heads-up. He could also see the Swift hanging in space nearby. The Herald and the Snow Leopard kept station further back. More to the point, the threat indicator remained dark. Hopefully it would remain that way, so they could concentrate on recovering whatever they could from Burrow, and not end up in a fight while doing it.

      “Wasn’t it already debris, more or less?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Yeah, it was,” Dash replied. “It had broken up at some point, meaning it was a debris cloud, which is probably why it managed to smack that Harbinger—it was like it got hit by a shotgun—if the pellets were travelling twelve kilometers per second, that is.”

      “You know, that raises a point,” Benzel said. “A few years back, we looked at the idea of installing some projectile weapons—rail-guns—on our ships. We couldn’t deal with the power distribution, so we dropped the idea. But you accelerate a hunk of something to a high enough velocity, there’s not much that’s going to be able to stop it.”

      “All that kinetic energy has to go somewhere,” Wei-Ping added. “Ain’t no energy shield or armor that can take too many hits from a rail-gun. Maybe with this Unseen tech we could make it work.”

      Dash nodded. “Good point. Sentinel, did the Unseen ever develop something like that?”

      “Mass drivers, such as rail-guns, were part of the Creators’ arsenal, but only for the defense of static points, such as installations and other defensive works.”

      “Okay, this is definitely a conversation we need to have back at the Forge, because I’m always looking for new and exciting ways to make things go boom,” Dash said. “Meantime, how about we do what we came here to do.”

      “You got it, boss,” Benzel said. “So how do you want to do this?”

      “Well, Sentinel and Tybalt have narrowed the crash site of the Harbinger down to a few square kilometers. So, Leira and I are going to go down there, find it, and see if we can lift the wreckage back into orbit. You guys will cover us up here. Whatever we manage to recover, we take back to the Forge.”

      Dash waited for acknowledgements then powered up the drive and took the Archetype toward the planet, Leira following in the Swift.
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      Dash circled the jagged peak, eyeing the crash site. The Harbinger had impacted the side of the mountain, just below the summit, square into a glacier, burying itself in ice. The crater, a good sixty meters across, was already refilling—first with melt-water from the heat of the impact, which had frozen back over most of the wreckage, and now with new, drifting snow. Inside the Archetype, he felt none of what must be bone chilling cold, of course, but he shivered anyway just looking at the desolate, wind-scoured expanse of ice, snow, and rock.

      Leira must have felt it, too. “I kind of wish I’d have worn my thick socks,” she said.

      “A toasty scarf might do nicely,” Dash replied.

      “Did you say toasty?”

      Dash sniffed indignantly. “Sometimes I prefer creature comforts. I’m a man of culture. Did you notice I stopped burping in command meetings?”

      “True,” Leira said. “You’re practically a diplomat.”

      Dash gave a satisfied nod. “Exactly. Now let’s dig in—so we can dig out.”

      Dash eased the Archetype toward the mountainside. The mechs used graviters—gravity polarizers—for low-speed, atmospheric maneuvers, essentially much larger and more efficient forms of the tech that gave ships like the Slipwing or Snow Leopard their artificial gravity. Dash knew that human engineers had long wanted to upgrade them into actual drives, with some success, but nothing like the versions produced by the Unseen. It was just another piece of tech that might no longer seem especially remarkable to Dash but would be of almost unimaginable value to anyone in “normal” space.

      He understood Sturdivan’s motivations. He profoundly, fundamentally disagreed with the man’s greed, but he understood it.

      Dash settled the Archetype down beside the crater. The Swift landed on the far side of it. Gravity was about two-thirds standard, so Sentinel and Tybalt had to use the graviters to anchor the mechs securely to the mountainside, giving them the leverage to dig. Dash studied the wreckage for a moment, then said, “Okay, Leira, easiest way to do this is to just start scooping out the ice and snow right in front of us. We’ll keep digging all around, then break it free and lift it. Should be easy in this lower gravity.”

      “Got it. I think we’ll probably have to take some ice up to orbit with us, though. These mechs are great, but I don’t think fine motor work is one of their strengths.”

      Dash looked at the Archetype’s massive hands. Some of the fingers did end in fine manipulators, but they weren’t meant for digging. “Even if we have to pull a block of ice up to orbit, that’s fine. In fact, it’s probably better that way—the ice’ll hold things together.”

      They began to dig. Even taking time for care, it went fast, the mechs making short work of the ice, snow, and even rock, pulverizing it, then heaving aside the spoil. In a half hour, the two mechs stood in a shallow pit, a large, raised block of ice rising from the center of it. The wreckage of the Harbinger stood out as dark shapes inside of it, with parts protruding there and there.

      “Okay, we break this free then lift it up to orbit,” Dash said.

      “Uh—we are sure it’s dead, right?” Leira asked. “I mean, we’ve encountered Golden tech in the past that seemed dead, but wasn’t.”

      Dash checked the heads-up. It showed no power emissions at all—not even heat, which meant the wreckage had cooled to the ambient temperature of the ice. Still, he asked Sentinel for confirmation.

      “While it is not possible to entirely rule the possibility out, there is no evidence that this Harbinger remains operative to any degree,” the AI replied.

      “Not to mention, it took combat damage and was struck by fragments of a satellite before hitting a mountain at terminal velocity. Not exactly a recipe for keeping any kind of tech in working order—even a Harbinger,” Tybalt said. “In the meantime, both the Archetype and Swift remain fully operational.”

      “I think Tybalt’s telling us we’re being nervous for no reason,” Leira said.

      “I prefer the term cautious,” Dash said. “Anyway, I think we can assume it’s dead, yeah. And it looks like we’ve got a storm coming in, so let’s break it out of this pit and get out of here.”

      The clouds thickened, mist and snow driving against the mountain as a storm rolled in from the nearby ocean. The worst of it hit as they finally worked the ice-locked Harbinger free and started lifting it to orbit, the mechs shuddering as they were hammered by the howling wind.
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      Dash watched as the Snow Leopard translated, followed by the Herald. They were on their way back to the Forge, the ice-encrusted Harbinger slung against the Herald’s hull. Hopefully, enough of it remained intact that they could extract more from it than just its Dark Metal. Benzel would hand that problem over to Custodian, while he and Wei-Ping started trying to run down Sturdivan’s network, and especially whatever contacts he planned to sell Unseen tech to.

      Dash and Leira remained orbiting Burrow because Sentinel had found something interesting.

      “There’s a signal emanating from a body of water, a lake, on the more northerly of the two continents,” Sentinel had said. “It is weak, but distinct.”

      “Remnants of the water miners?” Dash asked.

      “Unknown. I am analyzing the signal now.”

      As soon as Benzel and Wei-Ping had departed, Sentinel gave an update. “Tybalt and I have concluded our analysis. The signal is transmitting Golden machine language. Notably, it is neither Verity nor Bright in origin. It is being transmitted by a source at the bottom of a frozen lake between two large mountain peaks.”

      “So underwater, then.”

      “That is correct.”

      “Hey, Leira, feel like taking a dip?” Dash asked.

      “In freezing cold alien water? Sure, I could use a swim. How deep?”

      Tybalt broke in. “Three hundred seventy-one meters to the source, but the lake is considerably deeper. The beacon, or device, is on a narrow ledge. Any contact may dislodge it, sending it into a crevasse that is too narrow for pursuit.”

      “Huh. So love taps only, Leira,” Dash said.

      “Got it. Following you.”

      Together, they dove back into the raging storms.
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      Dash swung the Archetype through a lazy turn, studying the frozen lake. Whatever was down there lay beneath not just almost four hundred meters of water, but also almost five meters of black ice, hard as rock.

      “We can probably just dive right through it,” Leira said.

      “We can, but I don’t want to risk disturbing things too much,” Dash replied. “Remember, whatever’s down there, it’s sitting on the brink of plunging into oblivion.”

      “So what do you want to do?”

      Dash deployed and charged up the Archetype’s power-sword. “This is what I want to do.”

      He descended until the graviters held the Archetype just a few meters above the lake’s surface. Powerful winds, roaring across the bleak landscape and funneled between the two towering peaks, buffeted the mech. Dash gingerly lowered the crackling sword and touched its point to the surface, which immediately puffed to wind-whipped vapor. He pushed, shoving the sword through the ice, then worked it around, drawing it through a circle thirty meters across. The power-sword had been designed to cut apart armor and alloy structural components, so the old ice, even as hard and dense as it was, simply parted around the massive blade. Dash then cut the circle into quarters and, together with Leira, lifted and threw aside the pieces, leaving a gaping hole into dark water.

      “Okay, let’s take a dip,” Dash said, and stepped into the water. He used the graviters to arrest the mech’s drop so it didn’t just sink under its own weight. The Swift followed him in and then down. Visibility immediately dropped to nothing as the shimmering circle of light making the hole was swallowed by darkness. They activated powerful floodlights mounted in the mechs’ hulls, something they had only rare occasion to use; the beams punched through the gloom, throwing their illumination surprisingly far.

      “This water clarity is astounding,” Dash remarked.

      “Indeed, it is,” Sentinel replied. “This lake apparently sees little current action or other movement of its water, so there are relatively few suspended particulates.”

      The Archetype’s status was unchanged, all of its systems functioning normally. Dash had a question anyway. “How’s the Archetype doing? Any problems being submerged?”

      “Water is just a denser medium than air or space. The force required to operate the actuators is slightly increased, but that’s all.”

      Dash nodded, smiling as he did. Sentinel’s use of contractions in her speech was becoming more common. He assumed she’d just been picking up his own speech mannerisms but couldn’t help wondering if her underlying psychology was changing through exposure to him as well. It wasn’t anything he could ask her, so he resolved to watch.

      And listen.

      Something darted out of the gloom, turned, and shot back into the darkness. Dash had a vague impression of something big and wormlike, with many teeth. He was glad to have the Archetype’s armor between it and him, but still, it was remarkable that there were living things in this cold, isolated lake at all.

      “Life, even here,” he said, his voice filled with wonder.

      “Especially here,” Leira said. “No war.”

      They continued sinking. Using radar, Sentinel could portray the rugged bottom of the lake rising up to meet them. The signal source seemed to be resting on the edge of a deep, narrow canyon. The submerged feature showed up as a long, jagged scar in the bedrock, the result of some ancient earthquake or other cataclysm.

      Dash halted the Archetype about a hundred meters short of their goal. The Swift slowly dropped into view, then stopped just a few meters away.

      “Sentinel, any change in the signal from whatever that is below us?”

      “None,” the AI replied. “It continues to broadcast a repeating transmission in machine language. Tybalt and I have been attempting to determine its purpose, but we can find no translation key in the available stores of data.”

      “Can you block it? Jam it?”

      “Yes, but are you sure that would be wise?”

      “Well, since you’re asking the question, you obviously aren’t.”

      “If this message is simply a recurring status update, and it is suddenly cut off, then the suspicion of any party receiving it may be roused.”

      “Good point.” Dash narrowed his eyes in thought for a moment. “Could we replace it with something? Something that would generate a similar signal?”

      “I could configure one of the Archetype’s missiles to do so, essentially by copying the message in its entirety to the missile’s guidance computer, then instructing it to broadcast it using its telemetry transmitter. The missile’s power supply should allow it to continue doing so for several years.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Let’s do that.”

      Dash resumed sinking as Sentinel prepared the missile. The Swift followed. He kept his eyes locked on the threat indicator, ready for any hint of what might be a fire control signal, a weapon powering up—anything. But there was nothing, and now the bottom of the lake appeared in their lights, the illumination splashing across flat patches of sediment punctuated by jagged rock.

      “I see it,” Leira said. “It looks like a probe, about ten meters to your right.”

      Dash nodded as his light hit something metallic. “Yup, I’ve got it.” He could also see the yawning chasm right alongside it, a vast and distant drop into blackness.

      “Okay, it looks firmly stuck in that mud,” he went on. “We’re going to need to brace against it for leverage, and the Swift’s lighter than the Archetype. I think this is your show, Leira.”

      “Got it. How about you get ready to catch it in case something goes wrong?”

      “Will do. Before we do any of this, though—Sentinel, is this potentially ordnance? You know, something that might blow up in our faces?”

      “There is no indication of any sort of demolition or other payload. In fact, the probe seems to have at one time carried a missile or other projectile in a launch tube, which is now empty. Whatever ordnance it may have carried seems to have been expended.”

      “Alrighty, then,” Dash said, and moved the Archetype to the far side of the abyss.

      The chasm was about thirty meters wide, but it narrowed fast as it plunged into the bedrock. Once in place, Leira positioned herself over the probe then gingerly lowered the Swift’s feet to the lake bottom on either side of it. Mud squelched from under them as the mech sank into the muck, raising billowing clouds of sediment that shimmered in their lights. The Swift bent forward and Leira worked the mech’s fingers around the probe.

      “Okay, here goes,” she said, and straightened the mech, pulling on the probe.

      It didn’t budge.

      “Wow, that’s really stuck,” she said, backing off. “Maybe we should do some digging—”

      Her words cut off as the ground beneath her disintegrated, fragmenting into a slide of falling rock, and both the probe and the Swift plunged out of view.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit!” Dash snapped. Then he dove into the swirling cloud of sediment. It was all instinct; there really was little danger to the Swift, but his brain registered Leira in danger and he reacted.

      “I’m fine!” Leira called. “But I lost my grip on the damned probe.”

      “I’ve got you on scan—clear left, coming through!” Dash shouted back and kept the Archetype plunging straight down, headfirst. He swept past the Swift, missing it by maybe three or four meters, and continued dropping, hands reaching, desperately clutching for the falling probe.

      It flared into view, lit brightly by the mech’s lights amid the clouds of billowing mud. It fell a little more slowly than the sudden landslide itself, so it trailed the plunging rock; Dash lunged and managed to grab it maybe twenty meters short of where the crevasse simply became too narrow for the Archetype to have gone any further. The graviters whined as the Archetype stopped, holding the probe. Ahead of him, the last rocks plunged from view, vanishing into utter darkness—

      No. Not quite utter darkness. The Archetype’s lights brushed over something resting on a ledge sticking out precariously from the wall of the canyon. With a curious grunt, Dash back off the graviters a little, letting the Archetype slowly fall a few meters, until his light resolved the ledge and what was upon it.

      “Leira, Sentinel’s going to share some imagery with you that you really need to see.”
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        * * *

      

      The wreckage sprawled across the ledge, clearly the remains of a ship resting on its side. The design, though, was old; the best match Sentinel could find was an entry in the data copied from the Slipwing of a Hercules-class shuttle—a type that hadn’t been used in over two hundred years. The accumulated muck suggested it had been resting here at least that long—probably longer, by about a century, according to Tybalt and based on the rate of sediment build-up in the lake. The exposed portions of the ship were badly damaged, the hull plating buckled to expose twisted structural members in a chaotic tangle.

      “This lake is very cold, with an extremely low oxygen content, so there has been negligible corrosion. This also explains why there are still biological remains.”

      Dash’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?”

      The heads-up zoomed in on a patch of sediment visible among some torn hull plates. A skull leered back, its eye sockets black holes. The sudden appearance of a pale, eel-like creature slithering among the wreckage only enhanced the creepiness.

      “Human,” Leira said. “Tybalt’s found a few other bones scattered around, too.”

      “Is there any record of an expedition here, say, about three hundred years ago?” Dash asked.

      “Not in the available stores of data,” Sentinel replied. “However, there is an insignia that may prove useful.”

      The image switched to show a torso protruding from the mud, partly concealed beneath a loose hull plate. A grey uniform that included a mission patch of some sort hung across skeletal remains, which included a gleaming white stack of vertebrae; there was no skull. Moving the Golden probe so it was cradled in one arm, Dash reached down with the other, gently slid the hull plate aside, then used the fine manipulators on one of the mech’s fingertips to tug the remains free. Most of the bones simply spilled out of the uniform, which mostly disintegrated, but he was able to retrieve the mission patch. Spooling up the graviters, he reversed the Archetype and backed straight up and out of the crevasse.

      “So who do you think they were?” Leira asked.

      “Well, that patch seemed to be a corporate logo,” Dash replied. “I’m thinking this was some corporate-sponsored expedition, intended to look for—oh, I don’t know, resources, valuable minerals, maybe even just habitable land. In any case, whoever they were, they long predate our supposed water haulers, the ones who apparently named this planet Burrow.”

      “Well, whatever it was they were looking for, they apparently never found it,” Leira said.

      “Or they did but never got to do anything about it.”

      “I wonder why they crashed,” Leira mused. “Tybalt didn’t see any sign of battle damage.”

      “We may never know. I don’t really feel like taking the time and effort to go back down there and dig them out.”

      “In any case, that would be counterproductive,” Tybalt put in. “Neither you nor Leira have any background in archeology, and the Archetype and Swift aren’t optimal platforms for such work, anyway.”

      Dash wondered if Tybalt ever could say anything without coming across as somewhat condescending, even vaguely insulting. Not for the first time, he wondered just what it was in Leira’s personality that had prompted these AIs to decide that the snooty Tybalt was the best possible match for her.

      Even so, Tybalt was right. They didn’t have the expertise, and Dash didn’t want to spend the time. “We’ll record this and, who knows, maybe someday we can send someone back here to study this.”

      “When we’re not fighting a war,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. When we’re not fighting a war.”

      As they headed back for the surface, it struck Dash that he could say it—when we’re not fighting a war—but really it just sounded like wishful thinking.
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      A near blizzard raged when they surfaced, cracking through new ice that had formed across the hole Dash had cut, already several centimeters thick. They took the two mechs up into clear air, an empty space among towering stacks of storm clouds. Dash took the opportunity to more closely examine the Golden probe.

      “Is our substitute for the probe transmitting?” Dash asked.

      “It is. I suppressed the genuine signal in an erratic manner, as though it resulted from interference. Then, I configured the missile to begin generating a spotty false signal, as though the issue had abated.”

      “Clever.”

      “The probe is continuing to transmit, but I am continuing to fully jam it.”

      “So it seems to be a one-shot missile launcher,” Dash said.

      “It does. Nearly half of its internal volume is the launch tube. It incorporates a small amount of Dark Metal in its construction—less than a kilogram in total.

      Dash narrowed his eyes at it. Something about it being designed to launch a single missile plucked at him. It seemed like a very specific purpose for the probe, and it made him wonder exactly what sort of missile it had carried.

      “I don’t think we’ll be harvesting the Dark Metal out of this,” he finally said. “At least, not right away. I’d really like to know what this thing was for—especially since we might end up running into versions of it that are loaded with whatever type of missile that was.” He scowled at it. “It’s a mystery, and mysteries make me nervous, especially when they’re mysteries about the Golden. Anyway, we did what we came here to do, plus some, so let’s head back to the Forge—”

      “Dash,” Leira cut in. “We’re detecting another signal. This one’s from a conventional radio, a high frequency band.”

      Dash looked at the heads-up, which was now portraying the incoming signal, and sighed. He really wanted to leave this planet and head back to the Forge, but it kept serving up new and intriguing things. “Do we know where it’s coming from?”

      “No, we don’t know the radio signal’s precise origin. It’s bouncing off the planet’s ionosphere, which means it could originate anywhere on the surface.”

      Dash powered up the Archetype’s drive and lifted it back toward orbit. “Okay, let’s gain some altitude, see if we can pin this down.”

      The mechs shuddered and bucked as they passed through varying layers of wind, which occasionally howled at hurricane strength. Some of the resulting wind shear was strong enough it might have made him worry if he was piloting the Slipwing. For the Archetype and Swift, though, it was only just noticeable. They punched through one final layer of thick cloud, ice pellets rattling against the mech’s hull like machine gun fire, then burst into clear air.

      “The source of the HF radio signal has now risen over the horizon,” Sentinel reported. “It originates on a large island, part of an archipelago in the southern hemisphere. It is being modulated and is carrying information—what appears to be data about atmospheric conditions.”

      “In other words, weather reports,” Dash said.

      “Yes. There are other emissions from that island as well—weak radio broadcasts, thermal emissions, and radiation suggestive of an operating fission reactor.”

      “There are also traces of industrial pollutants in the volume of atmosphere surrounding the island,” Tybalt put in.

      “Huh. People down there,” Leira said.

      “So it would seem,” Dash replied. “The question is, are they related to our old, crashed corporate spaceship in the lake, or to the water haulers, or are they something else entirely?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Leira said. “Shall we go pay them a visit?”

      Dash pondered that as the two mechs made stable orbit. “I don’t think so,” he finally said. “They’ve got advanced enough tech for nuclear power, so we want to talk to them, but I don’t think the Archetype and the Swift are the best ambassadors. Besides, I really want to get this missile probe, or whatever it is, back to the Forge.”

      “We could send Harolyn back to meet with them,” Leira suggested. “She’s a miner, and if they are water haulers they might see her as a sort of kindred spirit.”

      “I would suggest, Dash, that there is another compelling reason to meet with these people,” Sentinel said. “The winter this planet is experiencing is only partly the result of its orbital period around its star. The system is also passing through a region of dust and gas that has significantly diminished the amount of the star’s infrared emissions impinging on the planet. The effect will peak in approximately twelve years; the winter at that time will be so severe as to make the planet essentially uninhabitable.”

      “Indeed,” Tybalt added. “Much of its atmosphere will freeze. What remains will be insufficient to support human life.”

      “So, whoever they are, they’ve got about ten years left—and then, what, they all die?” Dash asked.

      “Essentially correct,” Sentinel replied. “Unless they take extraordinary measures to prevent it.”

      “Okay, then. Let’s head back and send Harolyn back here. Maybe she can convince these people to come to the Forge.”

      “More allies?” Leira asked.

      “Maybe. More to point, though, some people who won’t face either asphyxiating or freezing to death—whichever might come first.”
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      Dash watched, bemused, as Viktor, Conover, and Amy pored over the Golden probe they’d retrieved from Burrow. It squatted on a grav palette on the fabrication level, ready for detailed study by Custodian, but Viktor and the others had insisted on examining it first.

      “They’re like kids with a new toy,” Dash said sidelong to Leira, and she nodded, smiling.

      “A new toy that fires some mysterious sort of missile,” Leira replied. “I’d be thrilled if they can figure out what it does, so more power to them.”

      “Whatever the missile did, we can’t tell,” Viktor said, apparently able to overhear them. “What we do know is that the targeting system for it”—he pointed at a bulge in the probe’s hull—“isn’t like any that we’ve seen before.”

      “It goes way beyond simple spatial targeting,” Conover said. “It seems to have something to do with unSpace—all the Dark Metal present in this thing is right here, tied into the targeting system.”

      “So it was meant to shoot things into unSpace?” Dash asked.

      Conover gave an I don’t know shrug. “Possibly?”

      “More to the point, it doesn’t have a translation drive of its own,” Amy said. “So it was apparently meant to be carried by another ship, launched, and then fire whatever came out of there.” She pointed at the gaping muzzle of the launch tube.

      “So the bottom line is that we don’t know what, exactly, it launched,” Dash said.

      Viktor put his hands on his hips. “Just based on this drone?” He shook his head. “No. But once Custodian has a chance to go over it in detail, we may be able to figure out more about it.”

      “Well then let him get to it,” Dash said, a gently chiding tone to his voice. “I know you guys love your new and wonderful tech, but let the artificial man do his job.”

      “Yes, dad,” Amy said, giving Dash a hurt look.

      “Chin up, kid. We have giant death robots, after all,” Dash said.

      Amy brightened. “Okay. I’ll take two. With extra lasers, please.”

      Once the laughter subsided, Conover spoke up. “I do have good news. Turns out it wasn’t all that difficult to combine the scrambler mines with an EM pulse generator, like you asked. We call them surge mines, and we have—uh—Custodian, how many do we have now?”

      “We have ten surge mines completed and loaded aboard the Horse Nebula.”

      Dash stared. “The Horse Nebula?”

      “It’s our new minelayer,” Conover said. “Benzel wanted to free up the Snow Leopard from minelaying tasks, so he asked Custodian to take one of our drone minelayers and scale it up, give it a basic crew hab, cockpit, that sort of thing. He’s picked the crew for it.”

      “Apparently, the Gentle Friends did some minelaying of their own, back in their, uh, privateering days,” Viktor said. “He’s got some people experienced in doing it, so they’re the crew.”

      Dash gave an impressed nod. “Okay, then. Sounds like great initiative to me.” He crossed his arms. “We’re just sure these surge mines aren’t going to permanently fry whatever they catch, right? Otherwise, it kind of defeats the purpose of doing it in the first place.”

      “You were pretty clear about that, Dash,” Conover said. “Custodian and I ran a bunch of simulations, changing the strength of the EM pulse, the shape of the waveform, frequency—anyway, we fiddled around with it until we got something that seems to consistently overload circuits and systems aboard ships within range, but just enough to make them reboot.”

      “We test fired one with some systems scavenged from some of the Verity wrecks we’ve recovered,” Viktor added. “Custodian stashed some, more or less intact, for the very purpose of testing things against them. In both simulations and field tests, we could force the systems to overload, then reboot and reset about ninety percent of the time.”

      “Ninety-two-point-five,” Custodian said.

      “Sorry, ninety-two-point-five. Anyway, the other seven-and-a-half percent of the time, we either weren’t able to surge the system enough, or we fried it completely, depending on how well it was shielded.”

      “Huh. Ninety-odd percent isn’t bad at all,” Dash said. “And you guys did all of this in the time Leira and I were away?”

      “We don’t screw around, Dash,” Conover said.

      “Actually, we do, but we just don’t let it get in the way of real work,” Amy said.

      “Okay then, that’s good news all around,” Dash said, nodding. “Good work, guys. Now we just need a target to use these mines on. Meet me in the Command Center in, say, an hour, and we’ll figure out what to do next. Show up in fifty minutes, and I’ll bring cake.”

      “Cake? We have cake? Like real—” Conover said, but Dash put a hand on his shoulder, shaking his head.

      “There is no cake. Sorry.”

      “Why would you—” Conover said, then narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Is this one of those life lessons, but also toying with my love of food?”

      “Afraid so. You see, a good commander never works harder. Just smarter,” Dash said.

      “And meaner,” Conover mumbled.

      “I prefer the term efficient,” Dash said, a winning smile on his face. He could get used to being a leader.
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        * * *

      

      The Command Center really was overkill, Dash thought—especially with only seven of them there. He, along with Leira, Viktor, Conover, Amy, Benzel, and Wei-Ping vanished into the sprawling expanse of command and control systems, consoles and screens.

      “Have to admit, I kind of miss the War Room. It was a lot cozier,” Dash said.

      “We can still use it if we want, you know,” Leira replied. “I doubt we’ll hurt Custodian’s feelings if we do, occasionally.”

      “I will be devastated,” Custodian said.

      After a moment of exchanged stares, Dash finally spoke. “Really?”

      “No, of course not. I am incapable of such an emotional state. However, I have observed, and both Sentinel and Tybalt have noted, that engaging in such empty banter seems to put you at ease and facilitate subsequent, substantive discussion.”

      Dash opened his mouth but paused. “Really?” he asked again.

      “Am I incorrect?”

      Dash grinned. “No, not at all. I love it, actually. Banter away, Custodian, whenever you want.”

      Actually, it did seem to put them all at ease, and it wiped away Dash’s fussing over the looming expanse of the Command Center. “Anyway, we need to plan our way forward, so that’s why I’ve brought you guys here. But before we do that, there’s something else I want to talk about.”

      “Uh oh, I think we’re in deep shit,” Amy said in a stage whisper.

      “Not this time,” Dash replied. “I want to talk about our chain of command.”

      “What about it?” Benzel asked.

      “We don’t have one beyond me, and while I’ve got the archetype, my good looks, and completely reasonable confidence—”

      “Um. Okay,” Viktor said, carefully looking away.

      “But I’m going to initiate a more tangible structure for the realm, starting now.”

      “Tangible is good,” Viktor said.

      “So I think. With that in mind, I’ve been doing some reading on how military forces do this, and here’s what I propose. I’m the boss—somehow, and don’t get me started on how the hell that happened. In any case, I’ll be the High Commander. Leira is my second in command, my—uh, Deputy Commander. Benzel, I’d like you to be Commander of all of our offensive forces, and in charge of planning all of our offensive operations.”

      “I like that,” Benzel said.

      “Me too,” Wei-Ping said. “After all, you are pretty offensive.”

      Benzel punched her arm and she grinned. Dash looked at her.

      “Wei-Ping, you’ll do the same for all our defensive operations. So you two guys will have to work pretty closely together to coordinate things.”

      “Got it,” Wei-Ping said.

      “Amy, I’d like you to take charge of our operational readiness. That means you’ll be a Captain, one level below our two Commanders. You’ll oversee our pilots, their readiness, and the readiness of our ships. You’ll also keep flying the Slipwing.” He smiled at her. “Makes me feel a lot better, knowing she’s in such good hands.”

      For once, Amy wasn’t flippant, she just nodded. “Thank you, Dash. I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t. Viktor, Conover, you guys will have the rank of Captain, too. I want both of you to concentrate on our research, development, and production. Conover, you focus on evaluating new enemy tech as we capture it and bring it in, figure out what we can use and what we can improve. Viktor, you’ll concentrate on the production and installation of our new tech. Both of you are going to be working close with Custodian, obviously.”

      Dash turned to Conover. “I’m also tagging you to keep flying the Mako, as a secondary duty. If we think we need to deploy her, we’ll come to you.”

      Conover nodded. The nimble little atmospheric fighter known as the Mako held enormous potential, as it was designed to interface directly with its pilots’ thoughts. It also mounted a variant of the most potent weapon they currently possessed, the blast-cannon. Unfortunately, the Mako was also giving them no end of trouble, its interface with Conover’s optical implants still not working properly. Sometimes Conover lost the interface completely; other times, it overloaded his implants and locked them in safe mode until they reset their own interface with Conover’s nervous system. They’d kept plugging away at it and seemed to be on their way to a solution. For now, though, the Mako was only deployed when they really thought they’d need it.

      “Finally, Ragsdale is Captain in charge of our security—that’s a no-brainer—and Freya is Captain in charge of our logistics, specifically food production and medical services. Harolyn is going to take charge of our civilian contingent, with the equivalent rank of Captain, too. So there we go—we have a chain of command.”

      “So what’s this new chain of command going to do? What’s our next move?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Good question. Custodian, show us all known and suspected locations of Golden activity to date,” Dash said.

      The big screen lit up with a star chart, depicting a multitude of icons scattered across the galactic arm.

      “Holy shit,” Amy said. “I mean—holy shit.”

      “There must be at least two hundred locations shown there,” Viktor said.

      “Two hundred and eleven,” Custodian said.

      “There are really that many?” Benzel asked. “I’m with Amy. Holy shit. How can there be so many?”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Remove all of these that are just suspected activity, inferred, unconfirmed, that sort of thing. Let’s just see the ones that we know are real, or we’re confident probably are.”

      “That’s still got to be almost a hundred,” Leira said. “There’s an awful damned lot of Golden activity in the arm.”

      “What’s this based on?” Viktor asked.

      “Known activity, and extrapolations based on particular trigger events,” Custodian said. “This would include Golden and Verity attacks and raids, our encounters with them, information that suggests they have attempted to recruit allies, and similar such criteria.”

      “There are a lot more Golden out there than I ever thought,” Leira said. “Golden, and their minions.”

      “Okay, Custodian,” Dash said. “Based on this, let’s plot a course that starts at the coordinates of the Forge and passes through the confirmed locations, or the ones where our confidence is high—say, better than eighty percent. Make sure it passes through them in an optimum way, and move the Forge if you have to.”

      A trajectory appeared on the star chart, weaving and wobbling its way roughly along the long axis of the galactic arm.

      “Okay, so there we go,” Dash said. “That’s our first cut at the progress of a campaign to wipe these bastards out.” He turned to the others. “And I do mean wipe them out. We’ll seize their tech and resources, but the Golden and all their lackeys—Verity, Bright, Clan Shirna, whoever—they are going to die, every single one of them.”

      Benzel gave a fierce nod. “Like eradicating a germ—you can’t leave even one alive, in case it eventually respawns and you have to deal with it all over again.”

      Dash looked at those assembled, the Cygnus Realm’s senior leaders. “Does anyone have a problem with that?”

      After a moment of silence, Leira pointed at the map. “When do we get started?”
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        * * *

      

      Dash powered the Archetype past the flotilla they’d organized to test the surge mines. He paid particular attention to the Horse Nebula, a squat, boxy thing that was essentially a square hull bolted onto a minelaying drone. It wasn’t pretty and would never do an atmospheric entry—not in one piece, anyway—but she wasn’t designed for any of that. She was functional, good at what she did, which was laying mines. And that was good enough.

      Dash had instructed Custodian to manufacture more of the Horse Nebula-class minelayers. They could be used, of course, to lay any sorts of mines, but the surge-variant were proving to be a powerful and efficient component of the Cygnus arsenal—easy to make with minimal resources, and deadly for what they cost in time and materials.

      He put the Archetype at the head of the flotilla. In company were the Swift, the Herald, and the Aquarian ship, the Comet, as their combat force, with the Snow Leopard and Horse Nebula as their auxiliaries. Amy flew the Slipwing as their reserve, sharing control with the Snow Leopard of a half dozen combat drones and a quartet of tug drones—essentially just grapples and thrusters strapped onto a translation drive, with a basic AI control unit. If their campaign to disable and capture enemy tech worked out, they needed a way to get it back to the Forge, and tying up ships like the Herald or the Snow Leopard didn’t make sense.

      “Okay, everyone, report green if you’re ready to launch,” Dash said.

      Dash waited as everyone checked in, then gave the go signal and translated into unSpace, the rest of the flotilla following.

      It didn’t take long to get to their destination, thanks to having moved the Forge from its remote location and closer to inhabited space. Two hours into unSpace, Sentinel gave a five-minute warning for their return to the normal galactic plane.

      “Okay, Benzel,” Dash said. “This is your show as our new Offensive Ops Commander.”

      “Right. Dash, you and I will pop in and take a look at what’s what in this target system. Everyone else stays in translation, in a holding pattern, until we’re ready to commit.”

      Acknowledgements came in. Dash had Sentinel handshake with the AI aboard the Herald, Benzel’s flagship, letting the Silent Fleet vessel take them both out of unSpace at the same time, using a lonely gas giant enclosed in a vast debris cloud of ice and rock, a so-called halo, as cover. Its primary, an enormous red giant, still filled much of the starfield with a dull, crimson glare, even this far out.

      Dash saw the comm laser link with the Herald, giving them secure comms with no leakage the Golden or their allies might detect.

      “Looks like the jackpot we were looking for,” Benzel said.

      Dash grunted his assent while studying what they’d found. There were two more rocky planets closer in, with a pair of asteroid belts between them. About seven hundred million klicks out from the primary, four ships were orbiting, their signatures matching Verity light cruisers. Something else orbited between the two asteroid belts, but between interference, and a design and composition not matched by anything in their databases, they couldn’t identify just what it was.

      “Looks like—I don’t know, rings? Maybe it’s something like what the Aquarians built?” Benzel said.

      “Maybe,” Dash replied. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t seem very mobile. Okay, how do you want to do this?”

      “The Horse Nebula’s going to sow the new surge mines along the most likely route for Verity ships entering or leaving the system,” Benzel said. “I asked Leira to get Tybalt to work that out. Meantime, the rest of the fleet’s going to translate in on the far side of the primary. That big red giant ought to give us enough cover to do a pincer move, with you and the Comet coming at the Verity over the star’s north pole, and the Swift and the Herald over the south. That way, we catch from the top and bottom of the ecliptic plane. The Slipwing’s going to take over the gun and missile drones and hang back as our reserve. Then—this is critical—the Snow Leopard will take over the tug-drones and wait until the shooting’s done, all while ready to start towing whatever prizes we take back to the Forge.”

      Dash smiled. “Sounds like a good plan—almost like you’ve done this capturing ships thing before.”

      Benzel laughed. “Once or twice.”

      As they prepared to translate back into unSpace, Dash narrowed his eyes at the distant, unsuspecting Verity ships. In a short while, everyone aboard them would be dead.

      To his surprise, Dash felt—nothing.

      “And soon enough, you won’t feel anything either,” Dash said, but only the stars heard him, and they didn’t care at all.
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      They tried to time it so the two pincers of their attack would race around the red giant and start their attack runs at the same time the Horse Nebula began laying her mines. But no plan survives contact with the enemy, as Ragsdale was fond of saying, so the minelayer dropped out of unSpace a little too early. As the Archetype, in formation with the Comet, rose over the star’s north pole, Dash saw that two of the Verity ships had already accelerated hard to pursue the Horse Nebula. The other two kept station, apparently intent on covering whatever the Verity had orbiting between the two asteroid belts.

      That thing—whatever it was—worried Dash. Things that were mysterious often turned out to also be dangerous, so he’d had Benzel build an escape hatch into their plan, which was two words—scatter and translate at receipt of a coded command, but that was nice and simple, which was always good.

      Now, Dash’s attention was pulled away from the Horse Nebula—which would have no difficulty escaping the Verity ships—and onto the enigmatic rings.

      Dash dialed up the zoom on the heads-up to study it. And he did study it, intently, for a good minute. The effort left him grimacing, and even more unhappy.

      “Sentinel, what the hell is that?”

      “A large ship of unknown design.”

      “Well, thank you, awesome super-AI made by an unimaginably powerful alien civilization. I’m glad I have you and your keen insights.”

      “Your sarcasm doesn’t change the fact that I do not know. There is nothing in the available data that matches it. That suggests it was designed and built by the Verity, although it is possible, albeit less likely, that is of Golden origin.”

      “Still doesn’t tell me very much. What can you say about it?”

      “For its size, it contains surprisingly little Dark Metal. That immediately suggests it lacks significant installations of advanced weaponry. Moreover, its power emanations are unusual, with most of it being in the infrared.”

      “It’s hot.”

      “Relative to the surrounding space, yes. Assuming its outer structure is in thermal equilibrium with its interior, then you would likely consider it somewhat warm.”

      “It sure doesn’t sound like a fighting ship.”

      “I doubt that it is. It likely has another purpose entirely.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at it, still deeply suspicious. “Okay, keep an eye on it, and sound the alarm if it starts doing anything but just sitting there.”

      Dash focused back on the Verity cruisers. The two that had kept station were now burning hard to intercept them; the other two were decelerating just as hard, obviously giving up on the Horse Nebula and anxious to get back to rejoin the other half of their flotilla. The Horse Nebula’s timing error had actually worked in their favor, pulling the enemy squadron apart.

      The two remaining Verity cruisers didn’t slow their rush, though. They launched a swarm of missiles then opened fire with pulse cannons at maximum range. The Cygnus ships weathered the fitful barrage of energy pulses handily, then the Archetype, the Swift, and the Herald began swatting missiles into debris.

      A trio of detonations rippled through the system, originating near the Horse Nebula. They threw off noticeable gravitational wave effects, which meant surge mines. Dash snapped his attention back that way and saw both of the Verity cruisers, having taken off after the minelayer, now drifting in space, their systems dead from the surge mine effects.

      “Well, those worked really damned well. Remind me to buy Conover a drink back at the Forge.”

      “You mean alcohol,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You want to congratulate Conover for successful completion of the task you gave him, by providing him with a metabolic toxin to consume.”

      “Here’s something else you can remind me to do, Sentinel—make sure you monitor our next party. I need to teach you how to have a little fun.”

      Dash broke off as the threat indicator showed that the approaching Verity ships were now in range. He waited for Benzel to give the order to fire, since this was his show and he knew the former leader of the Gentle Friends liked fighting in close. Dash also saw the Horse Nebula closing on the Verity cruisers stricken by the surge mines. They must be intending to board their helpless foes. Dash opened his mouth to urge caution—but closed it again. If those Verity ships were eventually going to come back online, then they had a relatively limited window to deal with them. And dealing with them was just what the crew of the Horse Nebula was about to do.

      “Weapons free!” Benzel announced, and Dash fired the dark-lance, snapping out shots as the Verity ships closed head-on. Fire erupted from the Swift, Herald, and Comet as well. The Verity ships raced through the onslaught, their tactics a dramatic change from their usual stand-off, fight-at-a-distance style. As they closed, Dash saw why. About ten seconds before they crossed the trajectories of the Archetype and the Comet, they opened up with salvoes of fast, short-ranged missiles.

      The mech’s point-defense systems joined those of the Aquarian ship in responding, taking down most of them; still, the Archetype was hit three times, and the Comet twice. Dash registered minor damage from the hits, but the Comet staggered under an impact on her port side that blasted a gaping hole in her hull. Venting atmosphere, she accelerated away, wisely opening the distance from Verity ships that were intended to fight in close.

      So the Verity had changed their strategy pretty much a hundred-and-eighty degrees. If Dash and his people preferred turning space battles into knife fights, then they’d decided to try and bring bigger knives.

      “Nice try, guys,” he said, wheeling the Archetype around. “But you aren’t the only ones who can try something different.”

      For an instant, the Archetype faced away from the onrushing Verity ships. Another missile slammed into the mech’s backside, making Dash grunt against the shock of the hit—then smile at the idea he’d just managed to be shot in the ass during a space battle, and how many people could say that? But it left him facing the enemy ships as they flashed past. He opened up with the dark-lance, firing a continuous beam into the stern of one of them as it receded toward the red giant.

      “Let’s see how you like spanking, asshole,” he muttered, and was rewarded with a powerful explosion that left the Verity ship crippled and falling sunward. Ships with fusion drives, like the Slipwing, actually had heavily armored and reinforced sterns to protect them from the fierce heat and radiation of their own exhaust. The Verity ships, powered by more advanced drives, didn’t need the extra protection and weight, so the dark-lance penetrated the open exhaust ports and ripped deep into the engineering section.

      The Verity still had some things to learn about knife fighting.

      The remaining enemy ship pivoted and accelerated hard, intent on coming back, it seemed, for another pass. But now Leira and the Herald had closed and threw their weight of fire against it. Even the Comet, still struggling away from the battle, fired a barrage of missiles. The Verity had reinforced the ship’s forward shields and armor, so it actually managed another attack run—but Leira got a clear shot at its stern and replicated Dash’s attack, gutting its engineering section and leaving it suddenly dark and dead.

      “Dash, reports in from the Horse Nebula. They’ve taken both those Verity ships,” Benzel said.

      His voice rang with pride, and understandably so. His people must have been outnumbered, but they’d made short work of any Verity defenders. Still, Dash held off a moment with the congratulations.

      “Any casualties?”

      “Two. One wounded, one dead. As for the Verity, nothing but casualties—all dead, just the way we want them.”

      “Shit. I mean, no, that’s great. I just hate losing anyone.”

      “Me too.”

      Dash looked at the heads-up and the threat indicator. No opposition remained, aside from the mysterious ring ship.

      “Anything left for me?” Amy’s voice cut in. She’d kept the Slipwing disengaged as their reserve, but now she eased her, and her accompanying drones, around the limb of the red giant.

      “Sorry, Amy,” Dash said. “Battle’s over.”

      “Already? Well, damn, that’s no fun.”

      “Well, you can help Benzel recover our prizes. Benzel, I’m going to leave it to you to organize that.”

      “Will do. I’ve already ordered the Snow Leopard to bring the tug drones forward.”

      “Perfect. Leira, what say you and I check out that ring ship thing?”

      “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

      Dash powered up the Archetype and shot off toward the mysterious Verity construct, the Swift falling into formation at his side.
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        * * *

      

      As they cautiously sidled up to the ringed whatever, Dash and Leira kept Sentinel and Tybalt analyzing the incoming data, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. Neither of the AIs had been able to offer much useful insight, though. They could only speak to what was already evident—it consisted of three rings, each almost a kilometer across, lined up along a central hub that bulged in the middle. Spokes connected the rings to the hub. One end of the hub flared into a drive module, while the other seemed to be tipped by a sensor cluster. There were point-defense batteries, which opened fire on the two mechs as they closed; several carefully aimed dark-lance shots took care of those.

      Now, Dash and Leira hung outside an airlock in vac suits, waiting to see if Tybalt and Sentinel could hack into the strange ship’s systems and open the lock up. Both kept pulse-guns ready. Both also sported new, prototype body armor Custodian had developed at the Forge—tactical breastplates, forearm- and lower-leg protection, all made from a layered carbon nanotube-honeycombed ceramic composite. It weighed almost nothing but, according to the AI, should be able to stop a pulse-gun shot or a projectile from a slug-rifle, even at point blank range.

      The downside was that any given part of the armor could likely only stop one direct hit, so it would degrade with use. Still, it was far better than absolutely nothing but fragile vac suits or tactical coveralls; both of those contained some ballistic weave, but it wasn’t enough to deal with anything more than fragments or ricochets. Dash wished they’d had it during the fierce, close-quarters fighting in the crashed Golden ship on Gulch.

      The airlock slid open.

      “I guess they managed to get in,” Leira said.

      “We did,” Tybalt replied. “However, security protocols have engaged to prevent us from accessing helm, nav, and drive functions. It is unclear how long it will take to circumvent them.”

      “One step at a time,” Dash said, and pushed himself into the airlock. Gravity immediately pulled him down to the deck. Leira followed, the outer airlock door slid closed, and the lock began to pressurize.

      “This might have been a candidate for that knock-out gas weapon on the Archetype,” Leira said. “Last time we did this, everyone was asleep, thanks to that.” She hefted her pulse gun. “I kind of miss that, all the bad guys snoozing away.”

      “Sentinel said it was too compartmentalized,” Dash replied. “And I’d rather not go punching holes in the hull until we know what this is all about.”

      “Okay, but it’s just the two of us, and this is a big ship.”

      Dash frowned. She was right. Sentinel had detected only a few signals that indicated life-forms aboard, but there could be any number of bots and other non-living things that might hurt them.

      “Sentinel, call up the Horse Nebula. They should still be close by. Let’s get them aboard this thing, too.”

      “Actually, Benzel seems to have anticipated this. The Horse Nebula is ten minutes out and closing to assist. He further recommends you hold your position until they arrive.”

      Dash glanced at Leira. “I do not regret making that man our offensive commander, even if he is a pirate—yeah, I know, privateer.”

      Dash and Leira waited for the Horse Nebula to coast to a halt and disgorge two squads of Gentle Friends. Once they were aboard, they began making their careful way through the massive Verity ship.
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        * * *

      

      The pulse-gun fire died as the last Verity fell, hit by a shot from one of the Gentle Friends. He peered back around the bulkhead, saw no other opposition, then looked back.

      “Okay, looks like we’re in the clear again,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They resumed their way, Dash leading one squad of the Gentle Friends, Leira the other. Over the course of an hour, they’d cleared the hub, taking control of the bridge and engineering against spirited resistance. The Verity crewing this ship weren’t numerous, though, and didn’t even seem to be soldiers. They shot wildly, without fire discipline, and quickly fell to the accurate, sustained fire of their Cygnus attackers.

      Dash stopped at the sight of a massive blast door just ahead. Based on how far they’d come along the spoke, this must be the entrance to the ring. “Sentinel, doors ahead. Can you—”

      The doors parted and slid back. “Okay, I guess you can,” Dash muttered, then started forward. He reached the doors, stopped, and peeked inside.

      A forest?

      That’s certainly what it seemed to be. Dash saw trees, shrubs, smaller plants, some flowering, and beyond those, what looked like rows of crops. He knew some of the plants, but others were entirely unfamiliar—possibly alien, but Dash was no botanist, so they might be perfectly common plants he just didn’t recognize.

      “It’s a farming ship,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “That it is. And that might make it the best prize we’ve taken so far.”

      “Uh, the Forge is producing way more food than we need now, as it is.”

      “It is. But I want to change that. I want to keep bringing more people into our cause, while still keeping us as self-sufficient as possible.” He nodded. “And this is an excellent start.”

      For a moment, a vision flashed through Dash’s mind. He saw the Forge, surrounded by farming and hab ships—the Cygnus Realm, but entirely space-born, dependent on no planets, and free to move where it needed or wanted to. He nodded again, this time at the mental image.

      We’re going to make that happen, he thought. And it begins right here.
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        * * *

      

      Clearing the rings, which were full of vegetation and, therefore, had no shortage of places to hide, was going to take time. But it didn’t really matter, because Sentinel and Tybalt had determined that breaking the encryption on the helm, nav, and drive was going to take many more hours, possibly days. So Dash decided on a different approach.

      “Muller here,” the voice rang across the comm. “What can I do for you, Dash?”

      Muller, the Aquarian captain commanding the Comet, had gotten his damaged ship under control, and now kept station as cover for the Herald and Snow Leopard as they rigged up the captured Verity ships for towing back to the Forge.

      “I think it’s safe to say you Aquarians have a lot of experience with big engineering projects, especially ones involving rings,” Dash said, running a gloved hand along the bark of a tree laden with some reddish-yellow fruit.

      “Well, it’s not my particular area of expertise, but yeah, I think you could definitely say that. Why?”

      “Because I’d like you folks to take charge of recovering this Verity farming ship and getting it back to the Forge. I think it’s a job beyond the rest of us.”

      “I’ll talk to Al’Bijea about it, sure, and get back to you.”

      “Excellent. Dash out.”

      “Actually, the Aquarians might be even more at home with this than you think,” Leira said, walking up beside Dash.

      “How so?”

      She made a follow me gesture. Bemused, Dash did just that, walking with her to the opening to the spoke that led to the bulged portion of the hub. She pointed at something enclosed in what looked like reflective foil, with hoses and conduits extending from it.

      “That’s a comet, or what’s left of one, anyway. According to Tybalt, the Verity are extracting water, oxygen, nitrogen, carbon, all sorts of things from it. And apparently they’re doing it with about twice the efficiency of whatever methods the Aquarians are using to harvest comets.”

      “Oh, Al’Bijea is going to like that—”

      Something slammed into Dash’s back, knocking the breath from him. He gasped and dropped to his knees; Leira tackled him into some bushes.

      “Shit—Dash, are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” He winced. “Holy crap, what was that?”

      “Pulse-gun shot. Came from that way.” She pointed. “Looks like Custodian’s new armor works—thankfully.”

      Dash nodded and pulled himself around to a prone firing position. Thankfully indeed. Without that armor, the pulse-gun hit probably would have been fatal.

      “Do you see anyone?” he asked.

      Leira shook her head. “No.”

      “Dash, Blue One here. Did we just hear shooting?”

      It was the leader of the Gentle Friend’s squad accompanying him. He told her where he was, and to hold firm wherever they were, because they seemed to have a sniper on their hands.

      “Got him,” Leira said, her faceplate lowered back in place. “On thermal. Fifty meters, just to the right of that big tree.”

      “I have him,” Dash said, his own thermal imaging active. He aimed the pulse-gun at the glowing shape and fired. Shots came snapping back, but they passed well overhead.

      “There’s another one, five meters to the right of the first,” he said.

      “Got him.” Leira took careful aim and fired, then she saw one of the thermal signatures stagger and drop.

      “Good shooting,” Dash said, firing again then crawling to a new location. He saw a third Verity, this time in the open, trying to move to a new firing position of its own. He aimed, tracking the slender, pale figure, then fired. He hit, the Verity went down to its knees, and a second shot finished it off. By then, Leira had taken out the first one.

      “I see some more, further back,” she said. “If you move right, I can—”

      “Hang on,” Dash said. “Hold your fire.”

      He could see the other figures without thermal imaging because they were moving into the open—with their hands up.

      All Verity must die, no exceptions. He aimed—

      “Dash, those aren’t Verity.”

      He lowered the muzzle and sighted over the top of the weapon.

      No, they definitely weren’t.
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the Gentle Friends made sure their captives were unarmed. He hadn’t expected they would be—grubby and dishevelled, with the haunted hope of those who were only just beginning to realize they were no longer in danger, they’d hardly come across as a threat. But he could almost hear Ragsdale making some flat statement to the effect that everyone was a possible threat, until it was certain they weren’t.

      The Gentle Friends’ squad leader turned to Dash and nodded. “They’re clean.”

      “Well, not really,” Leira said, lifting a brow at the filthy captives.

      “Uh, you know what I mean.”

      She just smiled, then turned to Dash. “Okay, so they’re clean then—and human. Tybalt confirms it. They scan as fully human.”

      Dash studied them. “Okay, we’re not going to treat you as outright captives,” he said to the small throng of grimy figures. “But we’ve had enough experience with the Golden and the Verity to know that they have agents who could be—well, anyone.”

      “Who are you?” a woman asked.

      “We’re from the Cygnus Realm,” Dash replied. “We’re devoted to the destruction of the Verity and their masters, the Golden.”

      “Never heard of these Golden,” a man said. “The Verity though—yeah, if you’re planning to destroy them, then we are definitely on your side.”

      Dash walked up to the man. He, like his fellows, had a heavy collar clamped around his neck. Dash pointed at it. “I take it those collars are meant to keep you in line.”

      The man nodded but kept his eyes on the ground. “I got a plasma burn once on my arm—a leak from a conduit. I never thought there could be worse pain than that. But there is, and it comes from these damned collars.”

      “Sentinel, do you and Tybalt have access to anything that might help us get the damned collars off these people?” Dash asked.

      In answer, the collars suddenly uttered a shrill tone—then popped open. Their bearers stared for a moment, then ripped them free and threw them away like live explosives.

      “Thank you,” the man said, his voice choking.

      “Look at me,” Dash said.

      The man reluctantly raised his eyes. “You don’t need to avert your eyes, or whatever it is you’re doing.”

      “The Verity—”

      “Are dead. And you’re free. Got it?”

      The man nodded. Tears rolled down his face.

      “Who are you? And where are you from?”

      The man wiped his eyes and face. “I’m Donner. Donner Alban. We’re from a planet called Burrow.”

      Dash stared. “Really? We were…just there.” He glanced at Leira. “I mean, what are the odds?”

      Fifty-fifty, they were either from Burrow or they weren’t, he heard Sentinel say. The thought made him smile, which made Leira narrow her eyes at him.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll tell you another time.”

      “Who are you people?” Donner asked. “And how did you defeat these bloody Verity? They’ve got tech like we’ve never seen before.”

      “We’ve got tech like you’ve never seen before, too,” Dash said. “But we also have something they don’t.”

      “What?”

      “People. Damned good people, motivated and smart.” Dash looked at Donner and his companions. “And we could use more of them. Can I assume you’re not exactly fans of the Verity?”

      Donner answered by turning and spitting in the direction of the nearest Verity corpse. “I only hope it died slow and in pain, because that’s what they do to the people they take.”

      “Are there others like you aboard?” Leira asked.

      “We don’t know. We’ve seen others come and go. We’ve seen a few after the Verity have—done things to them.”

      Dash put a hand on Donner’s shoulder. “That’s behind you. You’re under the protection of the Cygnus Realm now.”

      “You said you need people?”

      Dash nodded.

      “How can we help?”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched on the Archetype’s heads-up as the Comet took station beside the Verity farming ship, which they’d named the Greenbelt. The Comet’s crew had finished securing the big farming platform, and had contacted Al’Bijea, who’d dispatched a team to work out how best to get the massive construct back to the Forge.

      They still couldn’t light the drive or access the helm functions; the AIs said that the Verity had protected the Greenbelt’s systems with encryption that was an AI, one that constantly morphed and changed, making it theoretically impossible to decrypt. It seemed the Verity had upped their cybersecurity game, which gave them another good reason to get the Greenbelt back to the Forge intact, besides taking advantage of its prodigious food output. They had to study and figure out how to circumvent this elusive, new cyber-protection. The Aquarians, therefore, would leverage their mega-engineering expertise and take on the task of hauling the big farming ship back to the Forge.

      “Dash,” Benzel said. “The Snow Leopard and the tug drones are away, heading back to the Forge. Meantime, we’ve finished working out a defensive plan to protect the Greenbelt and the Aquarians while they work on her. It’s based mostly on mines and drones, like you asked. Custodian figures we can have it all set up in about two days, so I’d like to keep the Herald, the Comet, and the Slipwing on station here until then.”

      “You’re going to live with Amy for two days. Good luck with that.”

      “I heard that,” Amy said. “And you can bet I’m sticking my tongue out at you.”

      Dash chuckled, but it quickly faded. “What about Donner and the other ex-slaves?”

      “They’ve all decided to stay and help out. They want to do whatever they can to hit back at the Verity.” Benzel paused. “There’s some serious hatred there.”

      “Do you blame them?”

      “Not one damned bit.”

      “Still, keep an eye on them. Just pretend Ragsdale’s looking over your shoulder.”

      “Now there’s a scary thought.”

      Dash chuckled again then prepared to head back to the Forge with Leira. But his good humor immediately faded again as he thought about Benzel’s words.

      There’s some serious hatred there.

      There was some serious hatred here, too—more, it seemed, every time Dash encountered the Verity. It made him wonder just how much capacity for hatred he had.

      Something told him the Bright, the Verity, and all the rest of them would answer that question for him.
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      The Greenbelt had seemed so huge—until the Aquarians managed to get it back to the Forge. Now, in comparison to the massive station, it looked tiny. Still, Freya had, after about two minutes aboard, announced that it could provide as much food output as the Forge could, at least at the station’s current power levels. It just confirmed to Dash that the idea of an independent, space-borne civilization might not be so far-fetched after all. One thing the universe did not have in short supply was comets, and the Greenbelt was, it seemed, supremely efficient at extracting resources from them.

      “My people are almost bouncing with excitement,” Al’Bijea had said. “Personally, I find it rather humbling. I thought we had mastered the engineering needed to exploit cometary resources. Now, it turns out we’re far from having mastered it. The system the Verity uses is almost one hundred percent efficient, compared to our sixty percent or so.”

      “Well, you’re welcome,” Dash had replied. “Feel free to steal as much of it as you want.”

      “At this point, I think you’d have trouble getting my people away from it at gunpoint.”

      Dash had laughed and come away from the holo-meeting in a genuinely buoyant mood. Al’Bijea had, so far, walked up to the edge of entering a formal alliance with the Cygnus Realm, but hadn’t yet stepped across. Dash got the sense the man was hedging his bets a bit—he was a cagey businessman, after all, and probably wanted to get something more of an alliance than just an opportunity to fight the Bright—but simply offering over the Verity comet-harvesting tech gratis had definitely nudged Al’Bijea’s attitude in a favorable way. The fact that they could use liberated Verity tech to do it was just a delicious benefit.

      Now, he walked along a path through the Greenbelt, Viktor at his side. Freya, who was as excited as Al’Bijea had been about the farming ship, had just briefed them on her latest finds. After a first, cursory pass through the plants and crops on board, she’d said she recognized about eighty percent of them, and none of them were unsafe for human consumption. The other twenty percent were new to her and would require more study.

      “We need to keep a strict quarantine in place in the meantime,” she’d said. “I have no idea how safe those unknown plants are. And even if we keep them off the Forge, there might have been some genetic hybridization with the other species on board. We’ll just have to rely on the Forge to feed us until then.”

      Which wasn’t going to be a problem. They could all easily eat their body weight in food every day, and still not make an appreciable dent in what the Forge was producing now.

      Dash nodded to one of the liberated Verity captives from Burrow, a woman named Mila. She returned an enthusiastic smile. It reminded Dash that Al’Bijea and Freya might have their own reasons to be excited at the possibilities offered by the Greenbelt, but they paled in comparison to what these people had gained from them taking it from the Verity.

      Viktor had been talking about moving the Greenbelt, despite the nav and drive functions being locked down. He’d described how Custodian had determined the Forge could simply tow it for now, using a tractor field to tug it along as the station moved. Dash opened his mouth on a question, but Viktor went on, his voice lowered.

      “Do you really think we can trust these people, Dash?”

      “Who? The former Verity slaves?”

      “Yes. And I know they’ve been through some unimaginably terrible stuff, and we need the allies—but we really don’t know much about them, besides what they told us. It’s not like the Verity kept detailed records on their lives and backgrounds.”

      “You’ve been talking to Ragsdale.”

      Viktor nodded. “I have. And the man makes sense. Besides, you once told me to be your devil’s advocate, question what we do, look for flaws in it.”

      “I did, and I want you to keep doing that. I also absolutely value Ragsdale’s position on all this.” Dash stopped and looked back along the path they’d been following among a stand of what seemed to be ordinary apple trees. “Mila,” he called back. “Is Donner with you?”

      “He’s right here,” she said, pointing. Donner’s head popped around a tree.

      “Just working on an irrigation pump,” he said. “The Verity might know super-advanced tech, but when it comes to water pumps, they suck.”

      Dash laughed and walked back, Viktor falling in beside him, obviously bemused. “So, I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to you guys since we first met. How are you doing?”

      A cloud passed over Donner’s face, but he brightened—with effort. “About as well as can be expected. Still, far better than we were, thanks to you folks.”

      “Have to be honest,” Mila said. “I fully expected this was it. I’d even kind of made peace with it. Seems weird now to realize that wasn’t the end…at all.”

      “Well, we’re almost as glad that we could help,” Dash said. “So did the Verity raid Burrow? Is that where they—sorry, got you?”

      Donner nodded. “We were already hanging on by a thread there. We figured we had another ten years, maybe, before the ice drove us off the planet, made us refugees.”

      “Yeah, according to our AI, Sentinel, that’s about right.”

      “Until we met you folks, we assumed the Verity were only taking people for—other purposes, which I won’t bother going into,” Viktor said. “We didn’t know they also took people for labor.”

      “I don’t think that’s why they first came to Burrow,” Donner replied.

      Dash lifted his brow. “Oh? And what makes you say that?”

      “They seemed to be looking for something. They didn’t even pay much attention to us at all, in fact. When we saw their ship entered orbit, and then sent down drones, we just assumed they were some planetary survey, and that someone was going to eventually come along looking for taxes.”

      Mila nodded. “It was a few days before they even attacked us. It felt almost like an afterthought.”

      Dash glanced at Viktor. “They were looking for something, and not someone? Or someones?”

      “That’s sure what it seemed like,” Donner replied. “They kept at it for quite a while, too. They actually brought us back to Burrow a few weeks after they took us. Still had drones there, and they recovered them, then left again.”

      “I’m surprised they left any of your people—well, left them alone, once they’d found you on Burrow,” Viktor said. “But there still seem to be some there. In fact, we were about to send a diplomatic mission to go meet with them right before we met you folks.”

      “Which is why I was surprised to find out you were from Burrow,” Dash put in. “Small universe and all that. Anyway, what do you think the Verity were looking for?”

      Donner shrugged. “Not sure. We did detect some anomalous power emissions from time to time but could never pin them down. And they were erratic, sometimes there, sometimes not. Maybe it had something to do with that.”

      “Not much else on Burrow otherwise,” Mila said. “Besides water, more water, frozen water, and rock.”

      Dash glanced at Viktor again, then tapped his comm. “Custodian, I’ve got some people here I’d like you to talk to. They’re from Burrow, and they say there are some strange power emissions on the planet that might have attracted the Verity. How about you pick their brains, get as much info from them as you can, and see if we can figure out what’s going on.”

      “Very well. However, we are still unable to access many of the Greenbelt’s systems, and that includes the comm.”

      “No problem,” Dash said, pulling his comm off his belt and handing it to Donner. “Here you go. Custodian will debrief you.”

      Donner took the comm and looked at it. “He’s—it’s—an AI, right? That belongs to that alien race, the Unseen?”

      “He’s an AI, but he doesn’t belong to anyone. That’s not how we do things here.”

      Donner nodded. “Good to hear. Yeah, okay, um—Custodian, right? What would you like to know?”

      Dash and Viktor left them answering Custodian’s questions and headed back to the Forge.
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        * * *

      

      Dash stared at the image Custodian had put up on the big holo display in the Command Center. It showed—lines. Wavy lines, on a graph. Dash recognized them as some sort of waveform, but that’s about as far as he went before his knowledge of physics became limited.

      “What am I looking at?” he asked.

      Conover answered. “They’re waveforms.”

      Dash gave him a wry look. “Well, gee, thanks for that. I guess we’re done here.”

      “These are waveform comparisons between various power signatures,” Custodian said. “The five green wave functions are from various sources among our forces, such as the reactors aboard the Herald. The three orange ones are from power cores gathered and installed in the Archetype, the Swift, and the Forge. The green one is the power emission signature of the source on Burrow, as recorded by the Archetype.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at that. “Sentinel recorded that while we were there but didn’t say anything?”

      “It was deeply buried in environmental background EM noise,” Sentinel said. “And I had no reason to apply the various transformations and data synthesis that were needed to extract it.”

      “Sorry, Sentinel, didn’t mean it to sound like a criticism,” Dash said, holding up a hand.

      “But it did,” Leira said, with playful accusation.

      Dash gave her an airy wave. “I was just surprised you’d missed it,” he said. “I consider you more or less infallible. Unlike…well, humans.”

      “Again, it required a complex series of—”

      “To clarify, that was both compliment and apology. We good now?”

      “We are, yes.”

      “Anyway, that green waveform doesn’t fit any of the orange ones at all,” Dash went on. “It’s pretty close to the green ones, though. So it’s—another power core? There’s a power core on Burrow?”

      “So it seems,” Viktor said. “But it’s also different. Custodian, get rid of the orange lines and rescale the graph.” He glanced at Dash. “The power output signature from the Herald is so high it distorts the graph, makes it look like the rest of the lines are very close together.” He looked back at the display. “See?”

      Dash did and nodded. “That power core on Burrow has a higher output than the others, and it’s noisier? The line is more jagged, while the others are smoother?”

      “That’s right,” Conover said. “Sentinel says it’s hard to tell how much of that jaggedness might really just be interference from the EM background on Burrow—there must be a lot of storms there or something.”

      Dash thought about the vast, towering thunderstorms he’d powered the Archetype through, the searing bolts of lightning, the strange, luminous phenomena like sprites and elves and fountains of charged particles erupting from their stratospheric tops. “Yeah, you might say that.” He crossed his arms. “So this core is similar to the ones we’ve collected so far, but also different.”

      “That is correct,” Custodian said. “However, with nothing to otherwise use for comparison with it, that is the only conclusion we can draw from these data alone.”

      “Looks like we’re going back to Burrow,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, except we’re going to have to assume we’re going back there to fight. The Verity have already raided Burrow, and—” Dash broke off, a sudden, horrified wrench tightening his gut. “Oh, shit. Harolyn hasn’t set out for there yet on our diplomatic mission, has she?”

      “No, not yet,” Viktor said. “She’s planning on leaving in a few hours. I guess we can turn that particular plan off, though.”

      Dash sighed. “Damned right we can.” He looked around. “Where’s Benzel?”

      A moment later, the door slid open and Benzel came in with Wei-Ping. “Sorry for being late,” he said. “We had a glitch with some repairs to the Herald, so I wanted to get it sorted out. Custodian, can you put up that map we were working on?” He stopped. “That’s if you guys are done, of course.”

      Dash gave Benzel a bemused look. The bustling, purposeful man who’d just strode into the Command Center seemed a far cry from the gruffly casual privateer he’d met so long ago, surrounded by his brutish cadre of Gentle Friends.

      Many of whom were dead now, Dash reminded himself, and bemusement turned to respect—with a touch of sorrow. Those had been Benzel’s people.

      Dash made a go on gesture. “The floor is yours.”

      The big screen switched to the image of a star map, the galactic arm schematic Dash thought he was soon going to start seeing in his sleep. The location of the Forge was clearly marked, as were a number of other systems. In all, a dozen stars were highlighted.

      “Okay, I’ll say it again,” Dash said. “What am I looking at, exactly?”

      “These are what Custodian and I believe are the systems controlled by the Verity. There are sixteen of them. This is based on every data source we had available, including data we were able to extract from those two Verity ships we took as prizes,” Benzel said.

      “Our measure of confidence in the results is therefore high,” Custodian put in.

      Dash stared for a moment. “You’re saying that these are all the systems the Verity control? Like, this is all of them?”

      “Well, we can’t rule out some that might have slipped under the scanners,” Benzel replied. “We’re not sure every last outpost and installation is on here. But these are the main ones, what you could call their—I don’t know, empire, or whatever. At least within our capability to scan. For now.”

      “Not all of these are settled planets,” Wei-Ping said. “Some of them are orbital platforms, stations, and the like.”

      “What’s that one icon there,” Leira asked, pointing. “The one that’s different than the rest?”

      “Was just going to get to that one,” Wei-Ping went on. “That, it seems, is a big mobile station. It’s nowhere near as big as the Forge, but it carries a slew of long-range missiles, as well as the capability to launch and retrieve things like fighters. We’re calling it a carrier.”

      Dash nodded. There were a few of the big ships called carriers in the fleets of various powers in the arm. They were powerful, he knew, but also had a reputation for being expensive to build, and even more costly to maintain.

      “This carrier is sufficiently powerful that it could control a wide region of space,” Custodian said. “It could extend its influence across several systems.”

      “Okay, well, that is definitely a priority target,” Dash said. “I mean, damn—if we could capture that intact, still operational, and put it to use ourselves…”

      He trailed off, thinking about the possibilities. But Leira’s voice echoed in his head, speaking just behind his ambitious thoughts—saying that attacking this carrier with the intent of taking it as a prize would be a monumental, not to mention extremely dangerous, thing to take on.

      “Okay, let’s call that carrier—uh, Citadel. Yeah, Citadel works. Benzel, I’d like you to draw up an initial plan at how we might be able to go about attacking and capturing it.”

      Benzel scratched an ear. “Will do. That’s going to be a tall order, though.” He frowned in a thought for a moment. “I think, if we want to do this, we need to move the Forge in even closer so we’re closer to our support, supplies, repairs, and such when we try this.”

      “Agreed,” Dash said. “And while we’re at it, we’ll mine each system we pass through.” He walked up to the big display and pointed at star systems. “Like this one, and this one.” He pointed at the gleaming icons as he spoke. “These—and this one. Mine them, make sure they’re clear of Golden stuff, and declare them green, meaning we can look at them for our own future use.”

      “Sounds like you’re planning to carve out an empire of your own, Dash,” Viktor said.

      Dash shook his head. “Empires are run by emperors—and, before anyone who even hints at it, the last thing I want is to be an emperor. Let’s face it, emperors are generally assholes.” He shrugged. “I’m just trying to think of the time after this war is over, and we’ve won it, and—”

      A shrill alarm sounded, cutting him off. Custodian immediately spoke over it.

      “This is a security alert for the primary fabrication level. Intruders detected. Security protocols being initiated.”

      Dash and the others exchanged a momentary, stunned look. Leira mouthed the word, intruders?

      In the next breath, they were all running for the exit to grab weapons.

      “Arm up!” Dash bellowed, and as one, they raced to the fight, and the unknown invaders breaching the Forge.
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        * * *

      

      Dash stopped, knelt, and looked around a bulkhead. He saw a sealed blast door at the end of the corridor; it normally stood open, giving access to the main fabrication plant. But he also saw Ragsdale crouching beside the entrance to a cross corridor, one that led to the various peripheral fabricating systems fed by the main plant. Two others—a woman Dash recognized as one of the Gentle Friends, and a young man he knew to be a former refugee, now very much a dedicated member of the Forge’s growing crew—crouched on the other side of the corridor. Ragsdale leaned around the corner, fired a quick pulse-gun shot, then ducked back at a volley of return fire that struck the other side of the corridor behind him.

      Dash ran to Ragsdale’s side. Leira, Benzel, and Wei-Ping followed, with another dozen of the Gentle Friends and a few more of the ex refugees following.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Dash asked.

      “Verity,” Ragsdale said. “Seems they were sealed into a compartment, part of one of those wrecked Verity ships scavenged from the last battle. Custodian brought it on board to disassemble it, and these assholes popped out.”

      More pulse-gun fire ripped out of the corridor, followed by a plasma-blast that howled right down the opposite corridor and slammed into something further down it with a rolling boom. Dash winced. This was just—wrong. The Forge was their safe haven. To have intruders, and Verity, no less, infiltrated into it, armed and shooting—

      It just wasn’t right. And, more than that, it pissed him off.

      “Custodian,” Dash snapped. “How did you not detect these bastards?”

      “Unknown. At this point, I can only speculate that they somehow suppressed their characteristic biotech signals until they were somehow awake—”

      The last bit was cut off by another fusillade of fire. Ragsdale swore. “Here they come again!”

      The fire intensified. Ragsdale and the two with him snapped shots back down the corridor; Dash leaned in and fired over the Security Chief’s head, while Benzel went prone and fired around them both. Leira and Wei-Ping organized the Gentle Friends and others following them, readying them to either take up fire positions, or to prepare for attack.

      The added weight of fire from Dash and Benzel sent the Verity—Dash saw at least a half dozen of them, pale and nearly skeletal—scrambling back into cover. He also saw the one with the plasma-gun—although it looked more like a plasma-cannon, big enough to probably warrant a tripod—line up another shot.

      He snapped one shot back, then shouted, “Take cover!” A second later, the plasma bolt exploded against the corner of the corridor, sending both the Gentle Friend and the ex-refugee who’d been helping Ragsdale staggering backward, groaning from painful flash burns.

      “They keep trying to rush us!” Ragsdale said. “If you guys hadn’t showed up—”

      “But we did, here we are, so let’s deal with these assholes,” Dash said. “Custodian, can they get out of that compartment they’re in?”

      “Only through the corridor you are now guarding. They have jammed the blast door that would secure it into the open position.”

      Dash thought fast. Trying to charge the Verity would be suicide, unless they took time-consuming measures to protect themselves. That was time during which the Verity could potentially cause any number of problems. But they were otherwise trapped.

      “Custodian, can you just depressurize that compartment—oh, for—wait, you can’t, not with the blast door jammed open. Shit!”

      Leira appeared beside him. “Dash, they’re cornered, and they know it. Why not give them another way out? We can try to move them somewhere where they’ll be more vulnerable.”

      “Two of the Verity are attempting to open the blast door leading into the main fabrication plant,” Custodian said. “I have enacted countermeasures, but there is a growing possibility they will succeed in overriding the Forge systems and open the door—”

      “Let them,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale gave him an incredulous look. “Let them into the main plant? Isn’t that exactly what we don’t want?”

      Dash glanced at the big blast door leading into the main fabrication facility. “We don’t want to let them in there on their terms, no. But on our terms?” He nodded. “Yeah, we do. Once they’re in there, there’s a lot less cover, and they’ll be out in the open.”

      “What if they don’t fall for it?” Wei-Ping asked. “I mean, I’ve never—”

      She broke off as the Verity opened fire again, loosing another plasma blast that erupted against the opposite wall with a concussive blast.

      “I’ve never found it a good idea to count on my enemy making a mistake!” Wei-Ping shouted, probably over the same ringing that sang in Dash’s ears.

      “Then they’ll be where they are now, but we’ll have two ways of getting at them instead of one,” Dash replied.

      The rest of them nodded at that, who snapped out instructions, and the others hurried to carry them out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay, Custodian,” Dash said. “Now.”

      He watched from behind a big mold, currently configured for the casting of casings for their mines—a fabrication job still going on, despite the ongoing firefight. Dash was here with Benzel and a dozen of the Gentle Friends. Ragsdale, Leira, Wei-Ping, and another half dozen held the original corridor against the Verity.

      The blast door leading into the Verity-held compartment slid open. Two Verity stood in full view, looking surprised; no one fired, though. Dash had been explicit about that—no one fired until he did. He wanted the Verity to exit that compartment and move into the cavernous main plant, where they’d be much easier targets.

      The two Verity ducked back under cover. A moment passed, then a full squad of them dashed back into view, pulse-guns raised. Behind them came the plasma-gunner, lumbering a little under the weight of the big weapon.

      It would take them about three seconds to cross from the open blast door to cover behind the fabrication machinery.

      That was three seconds too long.

      Dash waited until the leader was about halfway, then fired, blowing apart the side of its head and dropping it in a lifeless heap. His companions now opened, gunning down most of the Verity who appeared. Another group emerged, hugging the wall and trying to work their way around the outside of the main plant; the plasma-gunner covered them, pumping out searing blasts that slammed into the fabrication machinery around them. A pipe carrying liquid metal burst open, spilling its scorching contents and sending the Gentle Friends scrambling away from the spreading, glowing pool. Custodian immediately cut the flow.

      Dash swore viciously as the situation changed yet again. The plasma-gunner had bought the other group some time, and now they snapped shots out from behind cover, at the same time working their way in short dashes further along the wall. The plasma-gunner went down, hit by a pulse-gun shot that spun it around to fall stone dead. A few seconds later, Ragsdale and Leira appeared in the doorway.

      “This compartment’s secure,” Ragsdale said over the comm.

      “Good. We’ve still got about a dozen of them out here worming their way along the outside of the main plant,” Dash said. He looked around, trying to decide how to run these Verity intruders down before they did more serious damage.

      “Custodian,” he said. “Are they looking for another way out?”

      “They are. Again, they are attempting to use a portable device to hack open the blast door leading to one of the salvage bays.”

      Dash gave Benzel a puzzled look. “Where the hell do they think they’re going? They can’t really believe they’re going to escape.”

      Benzel narrowed his eyes. “Do you think they actually know where they’re going, or are they just making it up as they go along?”

      Dash could tell the man was going somewhere with this. “What do you mean?”

      “When we bust into a ship, we don’t exactly have the schematics handy. But all ships are laid out pretty much the same—engineering to the rear, the bridge somewhere forward, but well-protected, weapons along the outer hull, that sort of thing. This station isn’t laid out like that. Those Verity are probably just looking for somewhere secure to hole up—ideally, with some hostages, if they can take them, so they can negotiate.” He shrugged. “We got that occasionally, some of the crew hunkered down in their ship, trying to make a deal with us.”

      “And did you?”

      “Sometimes, sure, if it meant fewer people getting hurt.” He scowled. “That doesn’t apply to these assholes, though. They don’t deserve anything but death. That’s still our policy about them, right?”

      “Damned right it is.”

      “Well, they want to get into that salvage bay. Let them.” Benzel’s scowl hardened even more. “It opens out on space, right?”

      Dash gave a grim nod back. “Yeah. It does. Custodian, let them into the bay. Then close it back up and space them.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash could hear the distant roar of venting air through the blast door as the bay’s outer ports opened. If there were screams from the Verity now trapped inside, he didn’t hear them.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that was fun,” Benzel said. “Not anxious to repeat it, though.”

      He stood with Dash, Leira, Wei-Ping, and Ragsdale, all of them surveying the damage to the Forge. The Verity had managed to inflict serious, but not crippling harm, and Custodian said the systems should be operating normally again in a couple of days. It could have been much worse.

      “Custodian and I are going to spend some time talking about how to prevent something like this from happening again,” Ragsdale said. Dash could tell the man was taking it personally, as though the Verity sneaking aboard had been his failure. So Dash just nodded.

      “I know you’ve got this,” he said. “Just brief us on whatever new protocols you’re putting in place.”

      “Will do.”

      “Meantime, we’re going to do a thorough sweep of the wrecked ships we brought back before Custodian brings any more of their components aboard,” Wei-Ping said. “We’ll also sweep those two intact prize ships and the Greenbelt. We’ll make sure no more of these assholes are lurking and waiting to come back to life.”

      “Yeah, that’s something else Custodian needs to work on,” Benzel said. “How’d they do that?”

      Dash nodded. “This all sounds good, and I’m happy to leave it in your capable hands. For now, we’ve still got a war to fight. Benzel, let’s get everyone assembled in the Command Center in two hours so we can plan our return to Burrow.”

      “What do you want to do with these dead Verity?” Ragsdale asked. “We’ve got a bunch of their bodies in storage now for study—do we really need more?”

      “Custodian,” Dash asked. “Do any of these Verity scan any differently from the ones we’ve encountered previously?”

      “I can detect no significant variances.”

      “Fine. Then toss them into space. They can go join their friends in the big black.”

      “Damned right,” Wei-Ping said. Benzel just gave a fiercely satisfied nod.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Dash,” Benzel said over the comm. “Striking the Verity from orbit is still an option. Do you really want to land and fight them up close?”

      Dash looked at the imagery displayed on the Archetype’s heads-up, the sprawling swirl of cloud, water, rock, and ice that was Burrow. They’d found no Verity ships in orbit, or in the system generally; it seemed those on the surface were relying on stealth and subterfuge to avoid detection while they tried to run down the power core apparently hidden somewhere on the planet. That explained why there’d been no sign of them registering with Sentinel or Tybalt when they’d been here before. The EM racket from the planet—and there was a lot of it, from the multitude of raging storms—had concealed whatever signals had been leaking out of their operation, including that of the mysterious power core. Now that they knew to look for it, though, it was pretty plain to see.

      “Oh, like I said in our planning meeting, I’d love to just sit up here and pummel them from orbit,” Dash said. “But there might still be some of the water haulers down there, and we don’t know where, exactly, that power core is. So I’m afraid it’s down we go.”

      “You’re the boss. Okay, we’ve got landing sites identified around the settlement. But we’re having trouble getting solid scans otherwise because storms keep passing over the place.”

      Dash nodded. “Since when have we ever had a complete picture of what we’re heading into?”

      “At least we know there aren’t any other major forces around,” Leira said. “Aside from some Dark Metal inside the settlement, Tybalt doesn’t detect anything on the surface or elsewhere in the system.”

      Dash nodded again, but with a bit of a frown. Now that was a little strange—the Verity had some sort of force on the ground, but nothing in space to support them? Even stranger, they must have had designs on this system in the first place to have four cruisers and the Greenbelt here. But, again, now they had nothing because their losses had hit them worse than even Custodian and the other AI’s assumed, and they’d just given up on Burrow entirely. For that matter, maybe there were no Verity left down there, only automated systems left behind, either abandoned or still active and dangerous as a final screw you to Dash and the Cygnus Realm.

      “Well,” Dash replied. “Whatever’s here is down there. So let’s proceed per the plan, and deal with whatever comes up when it does—you know, the way we usually do.”

      “The way we usually do?” Leira said. “You mean with enthusiastic violence?”

      “Exactly,” Dash said, starting the Archetype plunging into the atmosphere, followed by the Swift and the shuttles from the Herald, which were loaded with the rest of their assault force. “Come along, friends. It’s time to deliver some boom.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash powered the Archetype through the base of a storm, buffeted by wind shear and driving ice. One instant, he was immersed in featureless grey shot through with occasional pulses of lighting; the next, the mech burst into open air, the settlement a klick ahead.

      Sentinel had already calculated a firing pattern for the dark-lance, based on what they’d been able to detect from orbit and a single drone pass about fifteen seconds ahead of the Archetype. Dash executed it, taken aback by the dazzling blasts rolling out from the dark-lance’s beam as it ripped through the quantum roots of the planet’s atmospheric gases. Sentinel had warned him this would happen, but he just wasn’t used to the weapon producing anything but a shadowy hint of a beam, the phenomenon that gave it its name.

      It was over in a few seconds, the Archetype racing back up into the scudding clouds, the settlement’s comms array and three Verity shuttles hidden—not quite well enough—under snow and ice all reduced to glowing wreckage. Dash had also snapped out a shot at a bulky device apparently deployed by the Verity on the edge of the settlement, blowing it to fragments and atomic dust.

      “Any idea what that was?” he asked, as the Sentinel swooped back into a storm. “That last thing we shot at?”

      “Similar to a portable version of a deep-space comm array. It may also have been a defensive system of some sort. Our destruction of it was rather efficient, so this is merely a guess.”

      Dash considered that. “Apologies. Would an additional second or so give you time to identify more of the enemy tech?”

      “A second would be more than adequate, and thank you for, as you might say, withholding the boom,” Sentinel said.

      “It’s my pleasure. Remember, I’m a gentleman at heart.”

      “I’ll make a note of that status,” Sentinel said.

      “Dash, I’m down,” Leira broke in. “I’ve set down about five hundred meters from the northern edge of the settlement.”

      Dash felt himself grimace. Half a klick was an irrelevant distance—until you were on foot, rushing through a blizzard, quite likely under fire. “Why so far away? Are you secure?”

      “Because there’s a big excavation here, into the ice, about a hundred meters to my left. It looks like someone’s been digging for something.”

      “Ah, okay. Good call, then. No resistance?”

      “Nope. And all three shuttles are down. Benzel’s getting the troops sorted out—”

      “Yeah, Benzel here. Sorry to cut you off, Leira. Dash, the plan was to take the settlement, but this excavation looks pretty—significant, I guess. Someone’s been going through a lot of effort to dig after something. I think we should secure it first.”

      “Well, at this point, Benzel, it’s your show,” Dash replied. “There don’t seem to be any immediate threats we need the mechs to deal with, so I’m going to join you down there. Just make sure you keep up comms with the Herald. Sentinel, that goes for you too. You and Tybalt are going to have to keep a watch out for anything that might come up nasty, either down here, or back up in space.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash jackknifed the Archetype and plunged back downward, plummeting toward the surface headfirst. A klick up, he flipped again, then settled the mech a couple hundred meters closer to the settlement than the Swift. As its massive feet sank into the drifting snow, he scanned the nearby buildings. There were about a dozen, mostly prefabs, although a few were clearly repurposed spaceship components. Another dozen or so cargo pods were scattered among them. Thermal signatures glowed from a few—heating appliances, most likely. He saw no other signs of—anything, really. The settlement seemed abandoned.

      “Okay, Sentinel, you’re on. Keep a particular eye on the settlement in case anyone—or anything—tries to come at us while we’re otherwise engaged.” He added the anything because powered-down bots would show no heat signatures, and the Golden were fond of their bots.

      Dash dismounted into a gusty blizzard. Icy crystals of wind-whipped snow rattled against his tactical goggles and brushed against his enviro-suit. Gripping a pulse-gun, he trudged through the knee-deep snow, immediately missing the warm, quiet interior of the Archetype. It was definitely a lot more pleasant weathering these temperatures inside thousands of tons of high-tech machinery than out here on his own feet, floundering through drifting snow.

      “Dash, I’m over to your right,” Leira said over the comm.

      Dash looked that way and saw her crouching behind a hulking digger. Just beyond her, a gaping hole inclined down into the base of an ice face, itself the leading edge of a glacier bulging out of a mountain valley that vanished into the clouds.

      “On my way.”

      He joined Leira, crouching beside her in the snow. He had to take a moment to catch his breath, though. Beating a path through snow that was, in some places, almost waist deep, definitely put the word labor into laborious.

      “Quite the workout, isn’t it?” Leira asked. He couldn’t see her mouth under her environmental hood, but he could see the grin in her eyes from behind her goggles.

      “I thought leaping and jumping around in that cradle would’ve had me in better shape than this.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Okay, what’s the situation?”

      Leira nodded toward the excavation. “Benzel’s just sent the first squad in. He’s holding the other two squads back until they’ve got a foothold in—whatever the hell is in there.”

      Dash looked up at the digger. It was an older, clunkier model, once more something that could be found laboring away on hundreds of worlds. This one had seen better days, but its bucket had been replaced with some sort of sleek, gleaming drill.

      “That looks like Verity tech,” he said. “They’re definitely after something down there—”

      Leira held up her hand. “I hear shooting.”

      Dash heard nothing but the boom of the wind—and then a sporadic rattle of pulse-gun fire.

      He tapped Leira. “Come on.”

      Together, they floundered through the snow. Their body armor didn’t make it any easier, because although it weighed very little, it still restricted their movements. They arrived at the mouth of the excavation just as Benzel led a second squad inside to reinforce the first. They pounded down a metal ramp and immediately took cover among drilling machinery, cargo cases, pumps, and other sundry gear used for digging out tunnels. Pulse gun shots slammed into the ice ramp behind them with puffs of superheated vapor and eruptions of shimmering fragments.

      “Lead squad says they’ve found a bunch of Verity holed up about a hundred meters in,” Benzel said. “Trouble is, there’s not much room to maneuver in there. If we want to take them, we either have to assault them head-on, or wait them out.”

      Dash bit his lip. Waiting would be safest, but Verity reinforcements could be racing toward Burrow right now if they managed to get out a distress call before he’d taken out their comms. Actually, having the Archetype blast dark-lance shots into the excavation and simply obliterate everyone and everything inside was truly safest—but it was also out of the question, for the same reasons they hadn’t just bombarded the place from orbit. And a frontal assault could be costly, terribly so.

      He looked around for something, anything, that might help, and let his gaze settle on another brutish machine, this one an excavator with a massive dozer blade.

      “Do they have any heavy weapons?” he asked. “Anything like that plasma-cannon thing they were using on the Forge?”

      Benzel shook his head. “Not that we’ve seen. But those pulse-guns and laser flash-guns they’re using are more than enough to keep us pinned down. Why?”

      Dash looked at Leira. “You ever run a big machine like that one?” He nodded at the excavator. Leira’s eyes rolled, but then she realized he was serious.

      “Do I look like someone who’d have ever driven something like that? I do spaceships and giant mechs, thanks. Not really a dirt girl.”

      Dash gave her a wintry smile. “True. You’re more of a space hooligan.”

      “Hey—” Leira tried to protest, but Dash grinned to take the sting away, then looked at Benzel, who shook his head.

      “I see where you’re going with this. Just a sec—Tabor, where are you?” Benzel said.

      A woman’s voice came over the comm. “Still up top where you left us. Why?”

      “Get your butt down here, got a job for you. The three of us are at the base of the ramp, to the right, behind some cargo cases.”

      A moment passed, then a figure came running down the ice ramp in a crouch. She dove behind the cargo cases covering Dash, Leira, and Benzel, just as another salvo of pulse-gun fire smashed into the ramp less than a meter behind her feet.

      She slid to a stop. “What’s up?”

      Benzel jabbed a thumb at the excavator. “You used to run those, right?”

      “Been a while, but yeah.”

      Benzel nodded to Dash, who knelt and began sketching a plan in the snow. With broad strokes, he watched as the dawn of understanding came over Benzel and Tabor’s faces.

      “Ah,” Tabor said.

      “That’s a good thing, right?” Dash asked.

      “Very. Good plan, boss. I’m ready,” Tabor said.

      “Same,” Benzel added, a hungry look on his face. He then gave orders to the two squads now engaged with the Verity. With a final thumbs up, he trotted away with purpose.

      “Okay, let’s dish it out,” Dash said.

      As one, the Gentle Friends rose and opened fire, pouring shots into the excavation. At the same time, Dash leapt over the cargo cases, Tabor and Leira right behind him. A few shots snapped at their heels as they ran for the excavator, but the sheer weight of shooting from the Gentle Friends gave them the few seconds they needed to reach the big machine.

      “It’s time,” Dash said to Tabor. “Up you go, and let’s hope it’s actually running.”

      “Only one way to find out,” the woman said, clambering into the cab. A moment passed. Okay, maybe this thing didn’t run, which means they’d need a plan B—

      The big machine hummed, then sparked to life with a shrill, rising whine. Tabor gave a thumbs up of her own and raised the dozer blade, obscuring the cab from the Verity. It was just in time; pulse-gun fire that would have ripped through the cab flared and sparked against the blade, a massive slab of thick, high-strength composite alloys.

      “Okay, here we go,” Dash said into the comm as Tabor began maneuvering the excavator, its chunky tracks squealing. As she turned and started down the excavation, Dash and Leira followed behind; the Gentle Friends closed in until an entire squad was crowded in behind the rumbling machine.

      They advanced, a hail of pulse-gun fire hammering desperately at the excavator. Glowing chunks of alloy began spalling off the blade and the tracks, but both were meant to grind against rock; it would take far longer than the trip along the tunnel for the Verity to disable the big machine.

      Leira and Benzel crowded against him, and Dash tried to count his paces, taking each as about a meter. Fifty. Now sixty. Seventy—

      “Get ready!” Benzel shouted.

      Seventy-five. Eighty-five—

      “Now!” Dash shouted.

      Two of the Gentle Friends dodged around the sides of the excavator and threw concussion grenades. A pulse-gun blast hit one of them squarely, knocking him flat on his back. Dash glanced at him and saw him wave, and a scorched pit in his body armor showed he’d survived.

      The grenades detonated with a double WHAM WHAM that thundered up the tunnel. An instant later, Benzel shouted “Go!” and the Gentle Friends leapt from behind the excavator, pulse-guns, snap-guns, and sluggers firing. Dash had reminded them there might very well be hostages among the Verity, and to watch their shooting; frankly, they all knew there was no way to really guarantee the safety of any captives.

      Behind them, the second squad of Gentle Friends came running up the tunnel to join the fray. Dash ran around the excavator going right; Leira went left. Tabor jumped down beside Dash and opened up with her pulse-gun. The next few moments were a blur of running, taking cover, shooting, running again, and dodging. Dash shot a Verity who popped up in front of him at point-blank range.

      It fell back and another appeared, slamming a shock-baton into him. It hit his armor and discharged, mostly harmlessly, but there was a sudden, tingling jolt, a fraction of what would have ripped through his body if it had connected somewhere not armored. He struck back with the butt of his pulse-gun, catching the Verity in the throat. It staggered back but lashed out with the baton again. Dash dodged it by millimeters, then kicked the Verity’s knee, buckling it. A follow-up pistol whip across its face dropped it, and a double tap of shots into it kept it down.

      Someone slammed into Dash, knocking him sideways. He tried to stop his fall, but whoever had attacked him had him pinned against the alloy frame of a drill. Dash shoved desperately back, trying to get some leverage, but saw a keen, curved blade rising—

      Before it vanished, the pale hand holding it blew to ragged shreds. Leira yanked the Verity off Dash and finished it with another shot into its throat. Dash gave her a nod and readied himself for his next attacker.

      But there was none. Only the Gentle Friends remained on their feet and in possession of the tunnel. All of the Verity were down.

      “Dash, we’ve got some hostages over here,” Benzel called.

      Limping due to a leg wound he hadn’t even felt, Dash moved to where he could see Benzel waving at him. Along the way, he saw a few of the Gentle Friends were down, but all seemed to be alive. More to the point, he saw many instances of seared and pitted body armor. It might be a pain to wear, he thought, but it sure seemed to do the job.

      He stopped beside Benzel. There were indeed hostages locked in a contraption made of metal mesh platforms repurposed into a cage. Dash scowled at that. “Let’s get them the hell out of there.”

      Benzel nodded and shot off the lock. The hostages, now survivors, immediately pushed their way out. Dash counted fourteen, including three who had to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old. All were grubby and malnourished. One of them, an older man with a riot of greying hair and whiskers, pointed at the back of the excavation.

      “They were after what’s back there, some sort of alien tech,” he said, then stopped and looked stricken. “Did you rescue anyone from the settlement? They’ve had us down here for days, using us to dig—” He broke off with a sobbing breath.

      Dash shook his head. “We haven’t been to the settlement yet. It looks completely abandoned, but we’ll check it out.”

      “Dash,” Leira said over the comm. “You’ve got to come and look at this.”

      Dash left Benzel and the Gentle Friends to get things under control, then found Leira crouching over something protruding from the ice wall at the very back of the excavation.

      “That looks like Golden tech,” Dash said, kneeling beside her.

      She nodded. “Yeah, it does have that look to it, doesn’t it? I’ve sent an image to Tybalt, and he and Sentinel are—”

      “Now able to offer some insight,” Tybalt said over the comm. “This indeed appears to be a cache of Golden technology. However, the ring-like object you see protruding from the top of it is consistent with the technology of the Creators.”

      “The Unseen?” Dash focused his attention on the specific piece Tybalt had described. One ring stuck out of the ice. Another was completely entombed, with about a meter separating the two. Both seemed to be attached to a cylindrical object Dash could just make out deeper inside the ice. “Is this—is this the power core?”

      “So it would appear,” Sentinel said. “The presence of the two rings suggests that another power core can be stacked in tandem with it.”

      “A dual power core? What would that be used for?”

      “Unfortunately, we do not have that information.”

      “Yeah, of course we don’t.” Dash went to scratch his nose but realized it was enclosed in the enviro-mask, so he’d just have to live with the itch. He looked at the ice wall. “Looks like they were close to getting this stuff out of here.” He glanced at a fallen Verity. “Good for them to do the heavy lifting. Might’ve tipped them, if they’d survived.”

      Leira opened her mouth to answer, but a tremendous explosion shook the tunnel. Chunks of ice came loose from the ceiling and sent them crashing down among those inside.
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        * * *

      

      Dash, Leira, and Benzel once more stopped just inside the excavation, only this time they were facing out into the blizzard. Driving snow limited visibility to a couple of hundred meters at best—far enough to show one of the shuttles that had carried the Gentle Friends down from orbit was now a smouldering wreck. Something rushed overhead with a roar.

      “Sentinel, what the hell’s going on? Verity reinforcements?” Dash shouted.

      “If they are, then how’d they get here without the Herald detecting them,” Leira said. “And down from orbit, too.”

      Another brilliant flash cut through the storm, followed by a colossal WHUMP that Dash felt in his chest. Something big had just exploded in the direction of the Archetype.

      “Sentinel!”

      “We are under attack,” came her unruffled reply.

      “No shit,” Dash snapped. “Who is it? Where are they?”

      “Unknown, and generally approaching from the direction of the settlement,” Sentinel said. “I would suggest you and Leira remount the Archetype and Swift in order to deal with this new threat.”

      “Again, no shit! But there are a couple hundred meters of deep snow and blizzard between you and us!”

      Something else rushed overhead, a thunderous roar rolling along behind it. Dash caught a glimpse of something delta winged. It was an atmospheric fighter, but not one Dash had ever seen before.

      Who the hell was this, now? Who was attacking them?

      Something huge came plunging out of the sky. Dash gasped as they all made to throw themselves back into the excavation—but it was the Archetype, landing about ten meters from the tunnel opening.

      “This should make it easier for you to remount,” Sentinel said.

      Dash glanced at Leira. “Can’t argue with that—”

      Another roar thundered overhead. An instant later, a searing flash punctuated the blizzard. Something exploded high above them, showering the field of wind-blowing snow with smoking debris.

      “The pilots of these craft appear to be flying what amount to suicide missions,” Tybalt said. “The Swift has been struck twice now, with moderate damage.”

      Dash braced himself to run to the Archetype, but hesitated. He couldn’t see the fighters but could hear them maneuvering overhead. It was only ten meters to the Archetype, but then he had to mount and get inside.

      “Sentinel,” he said. “How about a hand getting aboard?”

      The Archetype crouched and lowered a massive hand. Dash threw a quick salute to Benzel, who nodded back. To Leira, he said, “Mount up.” Then he ran and leapt into the Archetype’s huge palm.

      He and Sentinel had practiced this, an emergency mount using the Archetype itself to lift Dash. It was much faster than the usual way of having the Archetype crouch until it was almost prone, but not as safe; he’d be fully exposed as he was lifted, and any explosion might knock him off his perch. Dash gritted his teeth as the mighty hand raised him smoothly toward the open cockpit. Wind gusted around him, buffeting him as he rose further and further from the ground.

      Another atmo-fighter streaked overhead. This one loosed a trail of a small objects in its wake. It took Dash a second to realize they were bombs.

      And one was plummeting straight toward him.

      “Dash, get down,” Sentinel boomed.

      Cried. She’d cried his name. She’d sounded—emotional. Human.

      Dash was still thinking this when instinct made him drop prone against the cold alloy of the Archetype’s hand. Its other hand enclosed him in a metal cocoon. Something clanged against the hand above him; an instant later, something else slammed through his brain like a missile impact.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash.

      He heard it. Heard a series of sounds, anyway. Da-a-ssshhh. It was familiar. Meant something—

      Dash.

      That has something to do with me, he thought.

      “You must wake up—”

      Wait. That’s Sentinel, Dash thought. She’s talking to me.

      “Dash!”

      He opened his mouth—

      “Ow!”

      “Dash, I am using the Meld to amplify our communications. It is essential that you mount the cradle and assume control of the Archetype.”

      Dash sat up. He’d been sprawled on the cockpit floor; Sentinel must have managed to get him inside, but there was no way she could install him in the control cradle. A shrill whine filled his head; pain blasted behind his eyes like lightning bolts every time he moved.

      Groaning, he dragged himself to the cradle and clambered into it. “Crap, my head hurts. What happened?”

      “A bomb detonated against the Archetype’s hand. It did only superficial damage—”

      “Felt more than superficial to me,” Dash said, wincing as he settled into the cradle. At once, his physical hurts receded into a distant background—pain he was aware of but didn’t really feel. Instead, he felt the solid form of the Archetype embrace him. The heads-up flared to life, showing him the situation.

      “Leira, you online?”

      “Just waiting for you to get out of the way so Tybalt can bring in the Swift. Are you okay? It looked like you had a bomb go off pretty close to you.”

      “Pretty close doesn’t begin to describe it,” Dash said, applying power to the graviters and lifting the Archetype skyward. “Join me as soon as you get mounted up. Benzel, keep your people under cover in that tunnel until we can get this sorted out.”

      They both acknowledged, and Dash turned his focus to the threat indicator. A trio of atmospheric fighters were racing toward him, flying nap-of-the-earth, hugging the rugged, snowy terrain as they closed. “They’re coming in awfully fast,” he said to Sentinel. Awfully fast, and accelerating. They went transonic and accelerated some more.

      Realization hit him. “Suicide attacks.”

      “So it would appear,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash did some accelerating of his own, powering the Archetype straight up. The three fighters pulled into a steep climb—at least two of them did. One of them just shattered, apparently ripped apart by the aerodynamic shock of trying to maneuver hard at such high speed. Firing solutions came up; Dash fired the dark-lance, vaporizing one fighter, but the second closed even faster than the few seconds it took the dark-lance to recuperate. Point defense opened up, ripping chunks off the fighter, but the bulk of it slammed into the Archetype and exploded.

      Dash yelped as the shockwave tore through the Archetype. The fighters must be loaded with some sort of explosive payload; the blast flung the Archetype backward, momentarily out of control. At the same time, a missile fired by yet another fighter struck the Archetype’s back. Dash swore and snapped out a dark-lance shot, blowing that fighter apart in a shower of glittering sparks.

      “Moderate damage,” Sentinel reported, though Dash already knew it through the Meld. “The left hip actuator is offline.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t plan to walk,” Dash growled, and flung himself toward another group of fighters starting an attack run.

      “Dash,” Leira said. “We’ve got ground forces coming through the settlement. Infantry—and crap, some tanks or something. I don’t think Benzel has the firepower to deal with it.”

      “I’ll take care of the air battle,” Dash said. “You help Benzel.”

      “Will do.”

      Dash scanned the heads-up and the threat indicator. Flights of fighters raced and wheeled through the air, surprisingly hard targets for the Archetype to engage. The mech was optimized for space combat, and spacecraft couldn’t turn, climb, dive, and sideslip the way atmo-fighters did. Worse, he had to be careful with his shots because their enemies were wisely trying to keep the battle as close to the settlement and excavation as possible; otherwise, he’d just fire the distortion cannon a few times and swat the fighters from the sky.

      “Looks like we have to do this the hard way, then,” he muttered, and flung the Archetype through a wrenching series of evasive maneuvers. Fighters raced past the Archetype, banking hard, desperate to not stray too far. Dash fired the dark-lance, keeping the shots away from the settlement below. The blasts of energy from wounded atoms ripped the clouds apart, and wrecked fighters plummeted earthward. He launched missiles, which relentlessly tracked and blasted apart more of the nimble little ships.

      But it didn’t go entirely his way. Three more times, fighters managed to slam into the Archetype with heavy, explosive impacts. The mech shuddered under the blows but shrugged off most of the blast effects. Still, the damage piled up.

      “Right arm and wrist actuator are offline. Waist actuator is operating at—”

      “Yeah, I can feel all of it, Sentinel. That’s fine,” Dash said, taking a momentary breather. Three more fighters wheeled through a hard turn and burned in fast. But they weren’t heading for the Archetype. They were aimed at the settlement, where Benzel’s people and the Swift fought against the ground troops attacking out of the cover of the buildings. The Swift would likely be okay, but Benzel and the Gentle Friends had taken up firing positions outside the excavation and were fully exposed.

      “Oh, for—cowardly bastards.”

      Dash targeted the fighters, fired the dark-lance, and missed. Then he missed again. The fighters jinked desperately. Seconds to impact.

      “Benzel, Leira, hang on!” he shouted.

      “Dash, what are you—” Leira began, but he didn’t have time to answer. He targeted the distortion cannon on a mountain peak that seemed far away but was as close as he dared shoot.

      He fired.

      The mountain collapsed. The surge of gravity simply ripped it apart. Nearby ridges and peaks turned to rubble that plunged into the artificial gravity well. Seismic shock waves ripped through the planet’s crust, triggering powerful earthquakes that rattled through the planet, cracking the landscape and triggering avalanches.

      More importantly, though, the three fighters were wrenched into momentary, vertical climbs, as gravity abruptly shifted ninety degrees. The pilots fought to compensate, but the effect ended, the planet’s own gravity reasserted itself, and two of them dove into the terrain, vanishing in rolling explosions and clouds of debris. The third rocketed straight upward instead; it gave Dash the chance he needed, firing the dark-lance and blasting it from the sky.

      “Dash,” Leira shouted. “What the hell?”

      “You guys okay?” he cut in. “Benzel?” His stomach clenched hard, waiting for Leira to say that he’d hurt or killed some, or even all, of the Gentle Friends.

      “Still here,” Benzel said. “That was—shit, let’s not do that again, okay? I mean, we’re used to sudden shifts in gravity, but aboard spaceships, not on the ground.”

      Dash breathed. “Are your people okay?”

      “A few got hurt, but yeah, I think everyone’s still with us. Enemy didn’t do so well, though. I think all of their tanks just flipped over.”

      “Okay. Good.” Dash checked the threat indicator. “It’s clear up here, so I’m on my way back down.”

      He dove the Archetype back through the ragged clouds. Dust billowed from landslides triggered by the distortion cannon-shot he’d fired; fresh, dark scars in the snow marked places where hillsides had given way and slumped into valleys as falls of debris. He leveled out and looked for new targets but saw Benzel’s people among the buildings, several of which had collapsed. Chunky tanks were scattered among them but, as Benzel had said, most had toppled on their sides when south momentarily became down. One had apparently exploded, leaving a ragged, black crater and smoking wreckage.

      “We’ve got prisoners, Dash,” Benzel reported. “Fifteen, including their commander. A total of twenty-six survivors, now, from the original settlement, too.”

      “A moment,” Dash said, once more putting the Archetype down, a couple of hundred meters from the now-ruined settlement. He collected his thoughts, feeling his pulse slow by a force of will alone.

      This was no place for rage—not now. That could come later. For the moment, he needed to be cold.

      Dash let the chill of command take over, just as the Archetype touched down.
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        * * *

      

      “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing,” Dash said, looking at the line of prisoners. “Are these guys from Clan Shirna?”

      Leira turned her back to the booming wind. As she did, the ground rumbled again under her feet. “That’s what it looks like,” she replied. “We’re not sure if this is just a remnant of them, or if they’ve got other forces elsewhere. Either way, it looks like this was the Verity’s backup, here on Burrow.”

      Dash shook his head, wincing as he did; that shrill whine and the concussive pain in his head still hadn’t completely faded. Clan Shirna. Dammit, did any of their enemies ever really go away?

      The ground rattled again. “Dash,” Sentinel said over the comm. “The seismic instability in this region is increasing as the rock mass seeks to find a new, structural equilibrium. It is likely that larger earthquakes are imminent.”

      “Moreover, I have scanned a large volume of water trapped beneath the nearby glacier, in which the cache of Golden technology, and the Creators’ power core, are embedded,” Tybalt said. “Even a modest shift in the ice flow will likely release it, flooding the excavation and much of this valley.”

      Dash put his hands on his hips. “Great. Benzel, what’s up with the Herald? Did I hear something about a battle up in space, too?”

      “You did,” Benzel said. Dash turned, because the man’s voice over the comm was merging with his actual voice, and saw him approaching, trudging through the snow. A pair of Gentle Friends followed him, escorting a prisoner. “A Clan Shirna cruiser made a run at the planet. Not sure if they were trying to support their friends here, or try to evacuate them, or if it was just a suicide attack like their fighters. Anyway, she was disabled and boarded.” As he said it, he stopped a few paces away from Dash, gesturing for the prisoner to be brought forward.

      “It looks like they might also have retrieved a power core,” Benzel said. “From somewhere, anyway, and had it aboard their ship.” He nodded at the prisoner, who Dash saw sported a bandolier made of what looked like jagged scraps of metal. “She probably knows, but she’s not talking.”

      “Not to heretical vermin such as you,” a woman’s voice said, but Dash couldn’t make out any details under her environmental suit—save for her eyes, which glared at him with naked hatred.

      Dash just chuckled. “Still on about that holier-than-we-are religious crap, huh? You don’t need to bother, we know that Nathis and his crew were just in it for the goodies the Golden promised them.”

      “You’re not fit to speak his name,” the woman hissed.

      “Who? Nathis? Hey, I’m the one who killed him, so I think that kind of gives me the right. Especially with your archaic social structure. You’re lucky I didn’t skin him and wear him as a belt.”

      The woman lunged at him. Her two guards yanked her back.

      “Nathis means something to you,” Leira said. “A lover?”

      “No. My father.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows at that. Speaking of eyebrows, though—

      He grabbed her face mask and yanked it down. The woman winced as the icy air struck her exposed skin.

      She was human.

      “All due respect, lady, but Nathis wasn’t human, so how—”

      “He adopted me,” she said imperiously. “And I am his heir. My name is Sur-Natha.” Her eyes narrowed. “Remember that name well, because it will be on your lips when you die,” she hissed.

      Dash sniffed. “I doubt that.” He pointed at the bandolier of metal scrap. “And what’s this supposed to be?”

      “Each piece of metal is cut from the hull of an enemy I’ve vanquished. I look forward—”

      “To adding ours to the collection, blah, blah,” Dash cut in. “Yeah, I get it.” He looked at Benzel. “Let’s get her, the rest of the prisoners, and the survivors of the settlement into—”

      He broke off as a heavy tremor shuddered the ground. Another hillside a klick away slumped into ruin with a rolling crash.

      “You don’t do anything halfway, do you, Dash?” Leira said. “Fight a battle, trigger massive earthquakes.”

      “Hey, whatever works. Sentinel, Tybalt, how much time do we have to retrieve that stuff from the excavation before that underground lake or whatever it is gives way?”

      “I estimate approximately two hours,” Tybalt replied. “With an uncertainty of plus or minus”—he paused, though whether because he was calculating or just for dramatic effect, Dash wasn’t sure— “two hours.”

      Dash looked at Leira. “Well, shit. Guess we’d better get busy then and dig that stuff out while these guys get off the planet. I mean, I’d hate to go through all this and then drown.”

      Benzel nodded. “Drowning would, indeed, suck.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as water roared out of the former excavation, now a deep notch punched and smashed into the face of the glacier by the two mechs. Despite Tybalt’s protests about inducing further instability, it had been the fastest way to get at the cache of Golden tech. They’d managed to retrieve almost all of it, including the strange power core, before the base of the glacier finally fractured enough to let a small torrent of water come gushing out. In seconds, a small flow emerged, becoming larger as it ate at the ice—and then became a thunderous deluge. They’d hastily lifted the Archetype and Swift from the flood, which was so powerful it was starting to slam boulders into the legs of the two mechs.

      The water continued to surge into the valley, filling it faster than it could empty. Soon, it would wash over the battered settlement; eventually, it would all freeze, entombing it in ice fifty meters or more thick.

      Dash watched the torrent a moment longer, then powered the Archetype up to head for orbit and the journey home to the Forge.

      Behind him, the clustered buildings of the settlement on Burrow vanished beneath foaming water, wiping away any trace anyone had ever been here.
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      Dash still liked the War Room. The Command Center was amazing—everything a commander could ask for, especially when directing simultaneous, far-flung operations and multiple forces. But the War Room had certain intimacy to it, so he decided to meet Al’Bijea there.

      The arrival of the Aquarian leader had been a surprise. His ship, a luxurious cutter named the Twin Tails, dropped out of unSpace without fanfare and requested permission to dock. Dash had been standing in a hot shower, letting the warm water sluice over him as he attempted to take the edge off the bleak, frozen memories of Burrow, and had only reluctantly turned off the spray and got dressed. To anyone who lived and worked in space, a shower that never ran out of hot water was an unheard-of perk. He was lucky to get two minutes of it out of the tiny shower cubicle aboard the Slipwing.

      His hair still damp, he ambled into the War Room to find Al’Bijea, a personal assistant to the ring’s governor, and several of his engineers already there. Leira, Harolyn, Benzel, and Wei-Ping sat with them, all of them cutting off whatever conversation they were having as Dash entered.

      “Dash,” Al’Bijea said, standing with a near-flawless grin and offering his hand. “It’s very good to see you again.”

      “Likewise,” Dash replied, taking the proffered hand and shaking it. “Although, I don’t think we were expecting you. Is everything alright?”

      Dash braced himself. Leira had already informed him Al’Bijea hadn’t wanted to talk about whatever business brought him to the Forge over a comm; he only wanted to talk in person. He’d added that it was nothing problematic, but that left Dash wondering what could be so important that it brought Al’Bijea himself here.

      Al’Bijea laughed. “You’re a terrible negotiator, Dash. I can see on your face that you’re apprehensive about my visit. I could easily turn that to my advantage.”

      Dash smiled back. “Yeah, well, the trouble is that I’m used to negotiating with criminals, smugglers, those sorts—not honest people. It throws me off. All that earnestness and—” He waved his hands, helpless in the face of such nobility.

      They sat down and Al’Bijea leaned forward. “I’ll get right to the point. We’ve given this careful consideration and have decided that we’re willing to enter into an alliance with you.”

      Dash blinked. “Oh. That’s—well, that’s great. Do I sense a but?”

      “In a sense. We do have a few stipulations. This would be primarily a military alliance, at least initially. To that end, we are prepared to place ourselves under your nominal command for the purpose of pursuing military objectives. However, we would retain the right to object to certain uses of our forces, at our discretion. Also, in all other non-military respects, we would be partners with you.”

      Dash scanned the faces of his colleagues—particularly Harolyn, who he’d named as overseeing their civilian affairs and relationships. None of them seemed to object; Harolyn, in fact, gave a slight shrug, then a nod.

      Dash turned back to Al’Bijea. “I think that’s all fine, yeah.”

      “We’re really just formalizing the relations we have with you now,” Al’Bijea replied, then gestured at his assistant. “Aliya has already seen to the drafting of the necessary paperwork and will execute it with you as soon as it’s convenient.”

      Aliya flashed Dash a charming smile. And, just like the first time he’d seen it, he knew at once that it was absolutely insincere.

      “Sounds good,” Dash said, smiling back at her. He had to admit, fake smile notwithstanding, Aliya had a certain appeal.

      “So, Al’Bijea,” Leira said, yanking Dash’s attention away from Aliya. “You could have done this over a comm, couldn’t you? Did you really need to come all this way?”

      He smiled. “I must admit, I was rather interested in seeing this Forge of yours I’ve heard so much about.” He looked up and around. “It is very impressive.” Now he looked at the three engineers he’d brought with him. “I’m sure my people agree.”

      “It’s—yes, impressive,” a woman said. But one of her colleagues just barked a short laugh and shook his head.

      “Impressive? It’s stunning. The technology that must have gone into making this—”

      “I think that what my people are trying to say is they would like a tour, if that’s possible.”

      Dash gave an enthusiastic nod. “Sure, we can do that.”

      “First, though, perhaps we should discuss strategy,” Al’Bijea said. “Do you have a star chart handy?”

      “Custodian?” Dash said.

      The holo image of the star chart appeared, depicting the entirety of the known galactic arm.

      Al’Bijea gave an impressed nod, then paused and peered more closely. “This is remarkable. There is information on this chart that we don’t have.” He stood and pointed at a part of the star field. “Like here. We’ve considered doing a cometary survey in this system—except your map shows it as three systems, not one.”

      “It is a dispersed trinary star system,” Custodian said. “The three stars in question are affected by each other’s gravitation, but the result is an unstable, temporary grouping that won’t last another five hundred thousand years.”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Upload all of these data to Al’Bijea’s ship, or wherever he prefers.” He shrugged at the Aquarian leader. “No sense in allies trying to work from different star maps, right?”

      He smiled back. “Right indeed. We are most grateful.” He studied the map again. “Can you portray on here where our enemies are active?”

      Lines and icons appeared, showing the latest intelligence picture they’d assembled on the Golden and their minions like the Verity. Al’Bijea blinked. “Again, this is remarkable.” His face creased in a frown. “And somewhat frightening. According to this, their activities transect a third of the arm.”

      Benzel nodded. “And we’re kicking their asses, but that doesn’t stop their influence from growing.”

      “Probably because more and more Golden are waking up, or powering up, or whatever,” Wei-Ping added.

      “Plus, we’re not really sure how widespread their allies are,” Leira said. “We’ve already encountered the Bright, the Verity, and Clan Shirna.”

      “Plus a human,” Harolyn added. “Don’t forget Temo, the guy who tried to sabotage the Forge by pretending to be a refugee.”

      Al’Bijea sat back down. “This paints an even more dire picture than I’d feared.”

      Dash leaned forward. “True, we shouldn’t underestimate these guys. But we shouldn’t overestimate them, either. Like Benzel said, we have been kicking their butts. And we’re making progress, powering up the station, the two mechs, we’re building a bunch of new tech—”

      Al’Bijea held up a hand. “Don’t worry, Dash, we’re not about to back away from this. I’m well aware of the implications of giving your competitors both not enough credit and too much. It is just very—sobering, to see the situation depicted like this.” He stood again then leaned on the table and studied the map. After a moment, he pointed to a broad line traversing roughly parallel to the long axis of the galactic arm, one that intersected some star systems, but missed many others. “What does this line show?”

      “That is the central axis of our enemy’s activities,” Custodian said. “Whether it has some significance to the Golden or is simply how their various interests have happened to align, we are not certain.”

      “It makes a useful planning thing, though,” Dash said. “Right now, our plan is to move the Forge roughly along this line, pacifying systems along the way, and staking out any for ourselves that might seem beneficial to us.”

      Al’Bijea’s eyebrows raised. “You intend to claim territory?”

      Dash leaned back and smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. The Cygnus Realm isn’t recognized by anybody else, isn’t signed up to any of the bazillion treaties that pretend to regulate relations among everyone, so what standing would we have.”

      “The question does occur.”

      “Of course it does. And the answer is, we’re not sure, over the long run. One option we’re pondering is to keep the Cygnus Realm as a purely space-based enterprise, using the Forge, and things like the Greenbelt out there, to give us living space that we can also move around with us.”

      “That, incidentally, is why we’re so keen to have you folks aboard with us,” Harolyn put in. “We might be looking at doing some big engineering projects—bigger than getting the Greenbelt back here, which your people did with incredible professionalism.”

      “Having access to the comet-harvesting systems on that ship was ample incentive to be as professional as possible,” Al’Bijea replied.

      One of his engineers leaned forward. “We’re going to be learning lessons from what those Verity did for years. They might be murderous, inhuman assholes, but they aren’t dumb.”

      “No, they aren’t,” Dash agreed, the eagerness on the man’s face making him smile. Harolyn’s easy adoption of a smooth diplomatic tone made him smile even more. She’d been a good choice for the Cygnus ambassador.

      “That raises a point of concern, however,” Al’Bijea said. “We realize that the Verity, and their Golden masters, are advanced far beyond us in terms of technology, and that includes military tech. We have relatively few ships, and they are not heavily armed. You’ve upgraded the Comet, but her master tells me that even with the new systems, she still is not suited for sustained combat with our enemies.”

      “That’s true, unfortunately,” Benzel said. “Your ships are in the same situation as ours were, like the Snow Leopard. She’s a damned good ship, and we’ve upgraded her as much as her systems allow, but she’s still second line at best. To make her first line, we’d, well, pretty much have to just build a brand new ship here at the Forge and name her the Snow Leopard.”

      “Still,” Al’Bijea said. “This line—the axis along which you intend to advance the Forge, there are systems a smaller power like us can investigate, and even secure. That would free up your first-line assets for direct battle with the Golden.”

      Dash nodded, again impressed. Al’Bijea not only had business acumen, he clearly had a keen strategic mind. They’d have to have him involved in their planning—”

      Conover burst into the room.

      He stood in the doorway, almost hyperventilating. “Dash, everyone, you need to come see what we’ve found.”

      “What is it?” Leira asked.

      But Conover shook his head. “Better if I show you. You’ll need to come down to the fabrication plant.”

      As they exchanged looks, they all began to stand and Dash gave Conover a bemused look. “Do we really need a dramatic reveal here? Can you at least give us a hint?”

      “It’s something that might change everything,” he said. “It might even be the key to winning this war.”

      As he turned and began leading them back down to the fabrication level, Leira looked at Dash and shrugged. “Dramatic reveal it is, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      “This was included in the Golden tech you retrieved from that cache on Burrow,” Conover said, gesturing at a holo-image of a partial schematic of—something. To Dash, it just looked like a random piece of machinery apparently called a Shroud. There was nothing to indicate what it was for.

      He gave Conover a questioning look. “Okay. And what, exactly, does a Shroud do?”

      Viktor answered. “Based on the limited data we’ve managed to retrieve from this Golden tech, they hacked or stole a partial plan for building this Shroud.”

      “But they couldn’t break the encryption, it seemed, and extract any other info,” Amy said, crouching beside one of the pieces of Golden tech scattered across the holding bay’s deck. Somehow, despite none of the alien items involving lubrication, she’d managed to get something smeared on her cheek that looked like hatch grease. It made Dash smile.

      “They got this much out of it, it seems,” Conover went on, waving a hand at the schematic. “Then they stashed it, and all this other stuff, on Burrow for—well, reasons. I mean, who knows why they do the things they do?”

      Dash nodded. “True.” He rubbed his chin. “And there’s nothing to indicate what it does? I thought you said this could be a game changer.”

      Conover’s grin turned smug. “I was saving that part.”

      “More dramatic reveal,” Leira said, sniffing. “You guys want a drumroll?”

      Conover shrugged. “Sorry, but this is big. See, a Shroud, whatever it is, makes power cores.”

      A moment passed in stunned silence for Dash and his people, bemused silence for Al’Bijea and his. Finally, the Aquarian leader said, “I gather this is significant?”

      Dash turned to him. “Oh. Yeah. More than significant. Conover’s right, this would be a game changer.”

      “Because…?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Dash said. “Caught up in the moment. All of this Unseen tech—the Archetype and the Swift, the ships of the Silent Fleet like the Herald, even the Forge itself—they all run on these power cores.”

      “And they’re really about much more than just producing power, although they definitely do that,” Viktor said. “They also make it possible for that power to be distributed to where it’s needed, when it’s needed.”

      “They also usually contain information,” Conover said. “New data that tells us new things about the Golden, or new tech that we can build, that sort of thing. They’re kind of a big deal.”

      “Which means that being able to make our own would be a huge deal,” Dash said. “For one, it would save us running all over the galactic arm, and beyond, hunting the damned things down.”

      Al’Bijea frowned. “The Unseen have scattered these cores all over the place? Why would they do that if they wanted you to find and use their tech against the Golden?”

      “That’s an excellent question,” Leira said. “Even their own AIs don’t seem to know their reason for it. We assume it’s so that anyone who happened to stumble on their tech—especially the Golden or their agents—wouldn’t find something already fully powered up, and would have to be able to retrieve the pieces they needed to get it that way.”

      “But it might be because they just love sending people on scavenger hunts,” Dash said, crossing his arms. “Or it’s something spiritual, or that they’re just dicks. For that matter, the reason might be an entirely alien one that wouldn’t make any sense to us even if we did know what it was. But that doesn’t change the fact that decentralized power sources make the Golden that much more difficult to defeat.”

      “What it is, is frustrating,” Amy said. “I mean, these guys have gone looking for way more of these cores than I have, and it still drives me crazy. Just give us the tech already so we can run off these Golden assholes!”

      Dash looked around. “So where’s that power core now?”

      “Kai has it in the engine room,” Conover answered. “We didn’t want to install it without your say-so, Dash.”

      “Oh. Okay. Custodian, can you see any reason we shouldn’t just go ahead and plug that new core in?”

      “None is evident,” the AI replied. “However, my protocols are clear. Only the Messenger may allow a power core to be installed in the Forge.”

      Dash paused, then gave a decisive nod. “Kai, you can go ahead and plug that core in.”

      “I’m doing so now,” came the monk’s reply over the comm.

      A moment passed. They all waited, some of them looking around as though something momentous might happen.

      But nothing changed.

      “Well, that was anticlimactic,” Al’Bijea said.

      Dash gave a wry smile, though. “Hey, when we do something like that and nothing blows up, it’s a win.”

      “Custodian,” Conover said, his voice taut with anticipation. “What happened?”

      No response.

      Now the looks exchanged became nervous ones. Dash put his hands on his hips. “Custodian?”

      “My apologies,” the AI said. “I was experiencing an upgrade and was briefly offline. The Forge’s power levels have been increased by fifteen percent. Power distribution efficiency has increased twenty-two percent. Another section of the Forge has been powered up and is now available for use.”

      “Oh.” Dash nodded. “That’s all—well, both good and a pleasant surprise. Any more ideas about this Shroud thing, though, or what it actually is? These schematics don’t look complete.”

      “They are not complete. As surmised, the schematic you are viewing was all that the Golden were able to extract from this core. These are the complete schematics.”

      The image changed. It was the same machine, but with far more detail included.

      Viktor and Conover both studied it closely. “It says something here about power cores and Dark Metal,” Conover said.

      “Yes,” Custodian replied. “In essence, the Shroud uses Dark Metal to fabricate power cores.”

      “I sense that things may be coming together,” Al’Bijea said. “We have the remains of a facility on the Ring that was apparently used by the Golden to produce Dark Metal. And now you have a means of turning Dark Metal into these power cores, which are fundamental to the war effort.”

      Dash turned to Conover and slapped him on the shoulder. “I know this was a team effort, but damn, kid, you were right. This could be the key to winning this war.”

      “Dash,” Sentinel cut in. “I have an urgent matter to bring to your attention.”

      Dash winced and automatically looked around. The last time something urgent happened, it was a Verity force infiltrating the Forge, followed by a ferocious brawl. The damage was still being repaired.

      He recovered quickly, shaking off the echo of that firefight. “What are you talking about, Sentinel?”

      “This is a matter with security implications.”

      Dash looked around at his companions, including Al’Bijea and his people. “Go ahead. Everyone here is part of the team.”

      “During a routine test of the Archetype’s comm systems, I noted an anomaly in a sideband range to one of the radio spectrum frequencies we normally use. After analysis, I was able to determine that it is a transmission that has been hidden in that sideband range as radio noise. It is, however, modulated and contains information.”

      “What sort of information?”

      “Unknown. It is encrypted in a way that neither Tybalt nor I can readily break.”

      “That doesn’t sound like standard tech,” Amy said. “That sounds like something the Unseen would use—or the Golden.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. So where is this signal coming from?”

      “From inside the Forge. And someone appears to be responding, also from inside the Forge.”

      “We’ve got spies aboard,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded again, grimly. “Yeah. Where’s that guy we caught trying to sneak tech off the Forge—Sturdivan, I think his name was? We shipped him away, didn’t we?”

      “We did,” Benzel said. “But he might have had accomplices.”

      “I have isolated the general location of both signals,” Custodian put in. “I am showing them now.”

      A schematic of the Forge replaced the Shroud, with two locations marked as flashing icons.

      “Okay,” Dash said. His voice was rich with disgust. “Let’s run these bastards down.”

      “Most of the Gentle Friends are off the Forge,” Wei-Ping said. “They’re aboard the Herald and the Snow Leopard, doing maintenance and repairs, plus we still have some teams sweeping the Greenbelt for any more hidden Verity. We don’t have many people on the Forge right now, and it’s going to take a while to bring them back.”

      “Go ahead and call at least a few squads back,” Dash said. “But we’re not going to wait. Viktor, you and Amy stay here with Al’Bijea and his people, protect them and this tech. Leira, take Benzel and whatever Gentle Friends you can find to go find this one.” He pointed at one of the flashing icons. “I’ll take Wei-Ping and go after the other.”

      Harolyn stepped forward. “I realize I’m no soldier, Dash, but you don’t do geological surveys on remote fringe planets without learning something about fighting.”

      Dash looked at her, then nodded. “Fair enough. You know how to shoot?”

      “Point the gun, pull the trigger, make the bad guy go away.” Harolyn shrugged, earning a smile from Dash.

      “Clean and simple,” Dash said.

      “Not if I shoot them,” Harolyn replied, her lips a grim line.
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        * * *

      

      Dash stopped, the pulse gun he’d retrieved from the armory ready, and peered around a corner along a corridor just one level above the main fabricating plant. This was déjà vu for sure; hadn’t he just done this a short while ago, hunting and fighting the Verity? And that was on top of the whole Sturdivan thing? Why were they suddenly having so many security problems aboard the Forge?

      He filed that thought away as something to discuss with Ragsdale, who had been aboard the Greenbelt when Sentinel’s security came up. The Security Chief was rushing back now, preceded by a stream of curses over the comm that would have made a dock worker on Passage blush.

      Dash glanced back. Harolyn was right behind him, and Wei-Ping behind her. He gave them a wait sign, then said, his voice hushed, “Custodian, any update on the location of that signal?”

      “The last transmission originated ten meters from your current position,” Custodian replied, the volume of his speech likewise reduced. “Along the corridor to your right, and then immediately to the left around the next bend.”

      Dash looked back again, gave a nod, and rounded the corner. He crept along the corridor, trying to keep his footfalls silent enough to be lost in the background rumble of the Forge’s multitude of operating systems.

      He stopped again, just short of the corner, then he crouched and looked around it.

      A man knelt in the corridor about five meters away. Dash vaguely recognized him as a refugee from Burrow. He’d removed an access panel from the bulkhead, and now fiddled with a piece of tech in his hand, something he apparently wanted to insert into whatever circuits or conduits he’d exposed.

      Dash looked back at his companions, nodded, then stepped around the corner, his pulse-gun leveled.

      “Stop, back away from that bulkhead with your hands where I can—”

      The man spun and fired a small slug-pistol he’d apparently been holding out of sight, three shots in rapid succession. Two shots snapped past Dash like whip cracks, and one struck the bulkhead beside him and fragmented. Something touched Dash’s neck with a bright flare of pain.

      He spat a curse and dodged aside, firing the pulse-gun. The shot flashed down the corridor, striking another bulkhead near the next intersection. The spy fired his slug-pistol again; this time, the round smacked into the pulse-gun, which gave a shrill error beep.

      The entire exchange lasted three seconds. Dash flung the disabled pulse-gun at the man and meant to dodge back into the side corridor with Harolyn and Wei-Ping. But some instinct drove him forward instead, and he charged the spy.

      The man flinched as he ducked the thrown pulse-gun, then his eyes widened as he saw Dash charging him. He fired again, two shots, but they cracked past Dash. Someone behind Dash uttered a sharp cry, but Dash didn’t have time to turn back or do anything but stop this man. He slammed into him with a body tackle, knocking him back with an explosive breath and the dull snap of a rib.

      Dash lost track of the slug-pistol, but there was no time to do anything but get his arms free to swing. He landed a solid blow on the side of the man’s head. The man grunted then headbutted Dash back, making the world flash green and another of those shrill, endless whines flood his skull. Dash lashed out blindly, satisfied to hear the spy’s nose crunch and crumple.

      The man heaved, threw Dash aside, and lunged for something—the device he’d been intending to plant behind the bulkhead. Dash grabbed him and pulled him back, making his clutching fingers fall just a few centimeters short. Beyond the man, he saw Harolyn standing with a pulse-gun, desperately trying to line up a clear shot; Wei-Ping was down a couple of meters behind her. He had no time to even think about that.

      “Harolyn, grab that device!”

      She lunged forward, kicked the man’s hand away, then scooped up the device and yanked it away. The spy reversed and lunged back, slamming a fist at Dash that almost caught him square in the face. Dash hit back, and the next few seconds passed with the two of them rolling across the corridor, each desperately trying to land a solid on the other.

      This man was, Dash realized, both stronger and more skilled than he was. A knee drove into his gut, and a fist finally connected, snapping his head to one side and amping up that damned whine. Worse, he saw the slug-pistol was still in the man’s hand, and he was trying to get it back into play. Dash saw the muzzle coming around—saw that they were now piled against a door.

      “Custodian,” Dash shouted. “Open the door!”

      The portal slid open and they both toppled partly into the compartment beyond. The man swore and brought the pistol up again.

      Dash threw himself back, keeping his weight on the man’s waist and legs. “Custodian, close the door!”

      It closed with the spy still sprawled halfway across the threshold. He screamed, an awful, rising shriek that suddenly cut off when the door shut fully, seated inside the frame.

      Dash fell back, gasping.

      Harolyn appeared beside him, kneeling. “Dash, can you hear me? You okay?”

      “Yeah. Shit—yeah.” He sucked in a breath. “Wei-Ping. How’s Wei—?”

      “I’m fine,” she snapped, clutching at her leg. “Asshole caught me with a lucky shot—damn, but that feels like fire in my veins.”

      Harolyn helped Dash sit back against the bulkhead opposite the now very-messily dead spy. “Leira—status?”

      “Dash? You okay? You sound—”

      “Bit of a tussle. I’m fine.”

      “We caught the spy,” Leira said. “She came at us with a carbon-knife. Conover shot her.”

      Dash remembered the only other time he recalled Conover shooting and killing a man, on Shylock, when they’d been racing to get off the planet with Kai and his monks. The experience had shaken the kid, badly.

      “Conover, how about you? Are you okay?”

      “Uh—yeah, I’m fine. Not a scratch.”

      “Yeah, but you—you know, shot someone.”

      “Yup. It’s funny, it was a lot easier this time,” Conover said, his voice seemingly unconcerned.

      Dash let his head sink back against the bulkhead, suddenly weary beyond words—and not just because of the fight.

      Because of this war, Conover had gone from a wide-eyed kid who romanticized space and everything about it, to a young man who could shoot and kill someone without much care.

      Conover had said, It’s funny. But there was nothing funny about that at all.
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        * * *

      

      They’d taken Wei-Ping to the infirmary to have her gunshot treated. It was a nasty wound, but only through the meaty part of her thigh and relatively easy for the Forge’s medical systems to patch up. Dash also had his neck wound treated; an even more minor wound, thankfully.

      “The slug fragment that struck you penetrated your neck and passed four centimeters from your jugular vein,” Custodian said, while a pair of articulated arms deftly attended to his wound. “Had it opened the vein—”

      “You don’t need to go into details,” Dash said. “I get the picture.” He looked at Harolyn, who’d raised her eyebrows and now gave Dash a wow look.

      “That wouldn’t have been good,” she said.

      “Especially from this side,” Dash agreed.

      They’d taken what they could from the bodies of the two spies and returned to the War Room. Harolyn placed the device she’d retrieved on the table. “Custodian, can you identify this?”

      “It is a remote broadcasting unit. Had it been installed as the spy intended, it would have been able to transmit data collected from the data conduit to which it was attached.”

      Dash frowned. “What sort of data moves through the conduit?”

      “Primarily operating instructions for the fabrication systems in Bays three through six.”

      “So they would have been able to see details about some of the things we’re building here,” Ragsdale said, arms firmly crossed. He’d only just made it back to the Forge, and Dash could tell he was both frustrated and furious at having been caught away.

      “It couldn’t have very much range, though,” Leira said. “It’s not that big a device.”

      “It is Golden technology,” Custodian replied. “It will take careful study to determine the details and its specific characteristics, but it does contain Dark Metal. I am presuming, therefore, that it could transmit its data through the Dark Between.”

      “Which means the receiver could be virtually anywhere in the universe,” Dash said.

      “That is not correct; even transmitted through the fringe zone of unSpace, there is a finite—”

      “That’s okay, Custodian, it just makes the point.” Dash looked at the rest of them. “We have a more serious problem.”

      Ragsdale nodded once. “We have spies on board.”

      “Lots of them, it seems,” Leira said. “First Temo, then Sturdivan, and now this.”

      “Okay,” Dash said, rubbing his eyes. “We can’t afford this sort of uncertainty. It’s going to eat away at our confidence in our people, and their confidence in each other. It’s also going to divert effort and attention from this war. So from now on, I want all incoming refugees assigned to a locked-down part of the Forge, some hab levels that are currently empty. I want them thoroughly searched and screened. Anyone we suspect at all will be shipped off the station.” He looked at Ragsdale. “Let’s start with every refugee we have on board right now.”

      “On it.”

      “And what if we find spies?” Benzel asked. “What do we do with them?”

      “My instincts say to kill them, and to do it publicly,” Dash said. “But I’m not sure that’s an option for us—not as a realm, and not as a species. No matter how pissed I am right now, I can’t allow myself the luxury of cold-blooded revenge. That doesn’t mean they won’t pay, but it will be public, at least in part.” He sighed, feeling older than his years. “We’ll exile them, but first, I’m going to… well, I won’t ask any of you to take part, but I’m going to use force to make an example. Non-lethal, but still force, and it’s going to be ugly.”

      Leira looked uncomfortable but nodded. Benzel and Wei-Ping obviously had no qualms. Viktor opened his mouth but closed it again.

      “The cost of doing business,” Al’Bijea said in the heavy silence, nodding. “One way or another, it must always be paid.”
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      “The Golden have a working Shroud,” Custodian announced.

      The news ripped through Dash’s Inner Circle like a tsunami. If it was a potentially war-winning technology for them, then it stood to be the same for the Golden. Dash’s reaction to that was simple and swift.

      “We need to destroy it.”

      “First we need to find it,” Benzel said. “Custodian, how can you be so sure the Golden have one of these things and its operating? I thought you said they never completely deciphered its schematics.”

      “They did not. However, data now retrieved from other examples of Golden technology retrieved from the Burrow cache makes it clear that they are, indeed, able to manufacture power cores using a version of the Shroud.”

      “They must have reverse engineered it from the partial plans they did have,” Viktor suggested, and Custodian agreed.

      “That is a reasonable conclusion. They are as technologically advanced as the Creators.”

      Huddled in the Command Center, they talked a long time and finally came to agree with the recommendation put forward by Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt—the Forge had to be their priority, taking precedence even over fighting the Verity. Custodian noted they could build their own Shroud from the complete schematics they possessed, but it would be a long process and would require enormous amounts of Dark Metal.

      However, Dash realized, if they could find the Golden version of the Shroud and capture it, not only would they deny a critical capability to their enemies, but they’d take it for themselves. Even if, in the worst-case scenario, they were forced to destroy it, they could still harvest its Dark Metal and use it to construct their own Shroud.

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Let’s come up with a way to find that Golden Shroud. Conover, Viktor—hell, anyone without anything better to do, you’ll help. Finding that thing is now our absolute, top priority.”

      They moved to get their burgeoning fleet organized. They added six new ships, another Silent Fleet retrieved from orbit around a distant pulsar. This gave them nine ships with similar capabilities to the Herald, Benzel’s flagship. They also now had a second minelayer like the Horse Nebula, called the Rickover, and another ship based on the same design that would act as a dedicated drone controller, called the Spider. Amy suggested the name, saying, “You know, because it sits in the middle of a web of drones, running them all?”

      So the Spider it was. This freed up the Snow Leopard and the Slipwing from their drone-control tasks, allowing them to be further upgraded. Dash could only stare in wonder at the Slipwing squatting in the docking bay. Once a scruffy little courier vessel forever on the edge of falling apart or blowing up, she was now a slick, powerful fighting machine, armed and armored with Unseen tech. She still wasn’t quite up to going toe-to-toe with, say, a Harbinger, but she made up for it by being small, fast, and elusive. If Dash had had this version of the Slipwing while plugging along as a courier, he’d have had no trouble doing any job on the Needs-Slate, no matter how demanding or hazardous.

      Hell, she probably was, ironically, now one of the powerful and dangerous ships in the whole freaking galactic arm—at least, one not actually built by either the Unseen or the Golden themselves.

      Dash worked with Benzel and Wei-Ping to organize their growing fleet into squadrons, which would then begin to run simulations and exercises individually, and as part of the whole fleet. So far, their approach to war fighting had been relatively ad hoc—and, indeed, no plan survived contact with the enemy, so ad hoc was, ultimately, how most battles were fought anyway.

      But there were definite advantages to having people and forces that were going to fight together, train together. They agreed that Benzel would remain in overall command of offensive operations, but Wei-Ping, in addition to her duties as defensive commander, would take over running the training. This would get their forces used to working in an integrated way with the Forge, which had become their single greatest source of firepower by a wide margin.

      “But we don’t do any offensive ops against the Verity until we take care of that Shroud,” Dash said, walking through the docking bay with Benzel and Wei-Ping, checking out not just the Slipwing, but also the Rockhound, which had had some upgrades of her own. She was still very much a non-combatant vessel, but with improved control systems, better armor, and a trio of point-defense batteries, she could at least protect herself. A pair of pulse-cannons replaced her decrepit particle guns, giving her some teeth.

      “Are you sure about that, Dash?” Benzel asked. “We’re basically surrendering the initiative to the Verity.” The man stopped, his hands on his hips. “I think we should keep the pressure on the Verity, now that we’ve pretty much got them on the run.”

      “I agree,” Wei-Ping said, wincing slightly at the dregs of the leg wound she’d take from the spy’s slug-pistol. “It might take us a long time to find that Shroud thing belonging to the Golden. And the whole time, we’re just going to let the Verity regroup, recover—”

      “I know,” Dash said, holding up a hand. “Believe me, I’ve thought all the same things. But if we just keep fighting battles with the Verity, we’re trying to patch up a breached hull with our fingers and toes. Eventually, we’ll run out of fingers and toes. But they’ll just keep making good their losses, mainly because of that damned Shroud.”

      Benzel scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I suppose. But I don’t like it.”

      “I think it’s a mistake,” Wei-Ping said, but Dash cut her off.

      “I know you do, and I trust you. But for this, I have to trust myself as Messenger.”

      Wei-Ping shrugged. “Okay, but—”

      “Look, I’m asking for something that’s hard to give—your trust,” Dash said. “I will always listen to what you have to say and give it careful thought. But since I’ve been tagged as the Messenger, it seems the decisions eventually come to me to make. And know that I make these decisions with two goals, always: protecting your lives and winning this war. No variation. No doubt. I will never treat your blood as if it’s cheap. You have my solemn word.”

      Wei-Ping opened her mouth but closed it again and looked a little sheepish. “You’re—okay, boss.” She glanced at Benzel. “We’ve made our decision to help with this, and we’re sticking with it. Least we can do is the same for you.”

      Benzel nodded. “Agreed. We still don’t have to like it, though.”

      Dash nodded back. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t like it either. This is what I might call a nuanced decision, and I see your side. I also see mine, and the picture beyond.”

      After a moment of glum silence, Dash added, “And if that doesn’t make you feel better, maybe this will. The instant we’ve secured that Shroud, we’ll put together a strike package and go hunting ourselves some Verity.”

      Benzel and Wei-Ping both offered smiles bordering on feral, and Benzel gave a thumbs-up.

      “Okay, now that does make me feel better.”
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        * * *

      

      Wei-Ping had been wrong, though. It hadn’t taken long for Custodian to work out the probable location of the Shroud. All the intelligence work they’d done to date had dramatically narrowed the possible options; Custodian had then worked with Conover to reconfigure the Dark Metal interferometer they’d deployed around the Forge. It now consisted of three detector platforms centered on the Forge and spanning a hundred million kilometers. Custodian had then reasoned the single strongest Dark Metal signature was likely to be the Shroud. Sure enough, thanks to the improved sensitivity and resolution of the interferometer system, they’d soon located an intense Dark Metal return from a system on the edge of a stellar nursery, a vast expanse of dust and gas that was giving birth to new stars.

      “The sheer strength of the neutrino emissions from these new, very active and tightly packed stars tends to swamp the detectors,” Custodian explained. “That is a limitation, of course, since Dark Metal is impermeable to neutrinos, and we rely on the resulting neutrino shadows to detect it.”

      Conover nodded. “This new detector setup makes it so we can detect subtle differences in the neutrino flux from points that are really far apart. When we combine them, we get this.”

      This had been a deep, fuzzy shadow in the stellar nursery—which was where Dash and Leira were now, in the Archetype and the Swift.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” Leira said. “This is incredible. I thought I’d seen pretty much everything space has to offer and then, pow, you run into something like this.”

      Dash nodded and indulged himself in a moment of staring at the Archetype’s heads-up in wonder.

      Enormous clouds of gas billowed across light-years of space shot through with fierce glare of thousands of intense, new stars. The youngest, Sentinel had said, was less than a million years old, making them newborns in the greater, stellar scheme of things. More stars, buried deeper in the sprawling cloudscape, weren’t directly visible; instead, they lit the dust and gas from within, making it glow. And superimposed on all of it were soaring towers of dust, colder and therefore darker than the starlit gas beyond it, giving the whole panorama a depth and texture that just drew the eye deeper and deeper, in search of finer and finer detail.

      Leira was right. It was incredible—at least insofar as any word could describe such a scene. It humbled Dash to think that whole solar systems were being born right before his eyes—planets, asteroids, comets, and, on some of them, eventually life.

      But they weren’t here just to sightsee, so Dash pulled his eyes away from the view and put them firmly on the threat indicator. It was still dark but, if Custodian was right, it would soon be fully lit up.

      “It looks like we haven’t been detected,” he said. “And I make us a billion klicks from our target system. That about right, Sentinel?”

      “It is reasonably close.”

      He opened his mouth to talk to Leira again but closed it as something else occurred to him—something he’d wanted to ask about, ever since the battle on Burrow.

      “Sentinel, back on Burrow, when you scooped me up in the Archetype’s hands, and that bomb hit—I heard you shout my name with some—emotion, I’d call it. What was up with that?”

      “I reasoned that I was more likely to get your immediate attention by using your name in an urgent manner that sounded more—human.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “I think you’re lying.”

      “I am not capable of—”

      “Lying? Oh, sure you are. If you’re truly self-aware, then you have to be able to lie. It’s kind of basic for the intelligence part of artificial intelligence.”

      After a pause, Sentinel replied. “I am not sure I accept your premise—"

      “Come on, Sentinel, you’ve helped me do deceptive things when we fight the Golden and their various lackeys. Deception is nothing but lying.”

      Another pause. “Since we are about to engage in battle, I do not believe this is the correct time for this conversation.”

      Dash smiled. “You’re probably right. Oh, but Sentinel?”

      “Yes?”

      “I like you, too.”

      Sentinel said, “I am ready to initiate this action on your command. I will address your emotional outburst later, after we are victorious.”

      Dash, still smiling, nodded. “That’s the spirit. Let’s go get ’em.”
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        * * *

      

      “I have linked with Tybalt, and we are analyzing the Dark Metal data now,” Sentinel said.

      Dash waited. He and Leira had moved the two mechs about twenty million klicks apart, and now they’d linked the Dark Metal detectors of both in a way that mimicked Conover’s interferometer. The resulting resolution wasn’t as good as that one, but they were far, far closer to their target, so they actually observed far more detail anyway.

      A fuzzy image appeared on the heads-up. Dash was looking at something oblong and black, outlined by a diffuse halo of greyish light, the neutrino background glow from the stellar nursery. He recognized the shape of the Shroud silhouetted against it from its schematics right away. So that confirmed it, they were in the right place. However—

      “What are those little black dots moving around the Shroud?” he asked.

      “They appear to be drones—actually, the Dark Metal components of drones. They are moving in what is, to the best of our ability to determine their trajectories, a random pattern.”

      “Drone pickets, huh? That’s new.”

      “For something this important, I’d have expected a flotilla of Golden ships and Harbingers, not a bunch of drones,” Leira said.

      “I think they’re counting on using stealth to protect this thing,” Dash said. “Hiding it here in this stellar nursery.”

      “We should not underestimate the effectiveness of those drone defenses,” Tybalt said. “In sufficient numbers, drones can be very powerful.”

      “Good point,” Dash replied. “And we won’t.” He narrowed his eyes at the imagery. “That whatever-it-is on top of the Shroud—that wasn’t on the schematic, was it? I don’t remember it.”

      Sentinel overlaid the schematic on the shadow cast by the Shroud against the neutrino glare. Indeed, it matched almost exactly, except for what looked like some sort of antenna or sensor array mounted on it. “To the extent we can determine details at this resolution, it would appear that that array is pointed into deep space, at approximately the following coordinates.”

      Dash looked at where that was on the star chart, but it was nothing more than a random direction leading into the deep black. He filed that thought away for later. “Okay, we need to do this with maximum speed and violence,” he said over the comm. “But we also need to use as much stealth as we can. I’m worried that there are surprises that might pop up while we’re doing this, and I want to be ready for them.”

      Their encounter with the linked Verity fighters, that had almost succeeded in crippling or even destroying both mechs still burned fresh in his mind, had been a completely unexpected turn, too.

      “So how do you want to do this?” Leira asked.

      “I’m thinking we translate in as close as we can, each fire a salvo of missiles, then race in behind them to attack and punch holes through that drone screen. We design our course to take us back to the next nearest safe translation point, jump back into unSpace, then maneuver to come at them from an entirely different direction, and do it again. I’m willing to bet those drones aren’t translation-capable, so we should be able to change our attack vectors by a lot with each run. Anyway, we keep doing it until we’ve got the defenses down, and we can take the Shroud.

      “Sounds good, although we might want to pay special attention to that comm array or whatever it is,” Leira replied. “Since it doesn’t seem to be part of the Shroud from the plans, then we should be okay taking it out. I’d rather not have them calling for reinforcements.”

      “Yeah, good idea,” Dash said. “Sentinel, Tybalt, get the firing solutions ready for our missiles.”

      The two AI’s acknowledged and, after a final check to make sure all their systems were green, both mechs translated into unSpace and started their first attack run.
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the drones configured themselves to plug the gaps their missiles had blown in their screen. They were fast, nimble, and adaptable. Each sported a pulse cannon—albeit, not an especially powerful one, since the drones were only about five meters long—and they worked together to concentrate their fire. The Archetype shuddered as pulse-cannon shots slammed into its shields like hail from a storm, but he ignored it and lined up dark-lance shots, taking out one drone and then another. A moment later, as they flashed past the Shroud, he fired a quartet of missiles at point-blank range. A drone exploded with a tremendous flash, not hit by a missile, though; it seemed to destroy itself to knock his missiles off their trajectory.

      “They’re pretty happy to suicide these things,” Leira snapped. “I’ve had two blow up in my face.”

      “Let’s just stick with the plan,” Dash called back. “Okay, translation point coming up, and—now.”

      Both mechs flung themselves back into unSpace. Dash waited to see if any of the drones chased them into the darkness that was both infinite and dimensionless, but none did.

      “Well, at least that hunch paid off,” he muttered. “Okay, let’s attack next from…” He decided on a trajectory and passed it through Sentinel, to Leira and Tybalt. They confirmed it, and the mechs maneuvered themselves to their new translation point.

      On Dash’s command, they dropped back into real space. This brought a glaring deficiency in the Golden’s choice of this stellar nursery as a hiding place for the Shroud. Ordinarily, the deepest into a system a safe translation point would be was defined by its star’s gravity well. But the nearest star to the Shroud was a small one, a youngster still accreting new matter from the surrounding dust and gas. Its gravitational influence was almost negligible, meaning they could translate in almost as close to the Shroud as they wished. In fact, the only real limit was how close to it they wanted to pop back into normal space, while still having enough time to engage in battle.

      Ahead of them, Dash saw the drones flinging themselves through myriad, gyrating accelerations, trying to accommodate their new approach vector. Again, the Archetype and the Swift fired salvos of missiles, then bore in hard behind them. Then the drones opened fire.

      They raced past the Shroud, firing missiles at nearly point-blank range. One detonated close to the facility but failed to take out the array, which Sentinel confirmed was a comm system. Dash cursed as they swept into their outbound run and prepared to translate. Repeated, massed pulse-cannon fire from the Golden drones was taking its toll on both mechs. Their shields were down, and both had minor damage to various systems.

      Both were also still combat-capable, but as usual, time stood as fierce an enemy as the Golden themselves; if the Shroud had managed to send a distress signal, they might soon face much more powerful reinforcements. As they translated and maneuvered to attack from another vector, Dash decided that if other enemy forces did show up in strength, they’d just run. As much as he wanted this shroud—or to put it out of action—he would not risk losing their mechs over it.

      As they snapped back into real space and began to accelerate, Dash called up Leira. “If we don’t do something decisive to shut down these defenses and set it up for capture on this run, then we’re just going to destroy this Shroud thing.”

      “Got it,” came Leira’s terse reply as they zoomed back into the maelstrom of drone fire.

      The Shroud grew in the heads-up; firing solutions resolved and the missiles armed, ready to launch. On instinct alone, Dash decided to configure the missiles to use a more scattered approach, forcing the drones playing close-in defense on the Shroud, and its own point-defense systems, to take a tiny bit longer to acquire targets and shift fire among them. At the same time, two of the missiles would hang back and approach in a spiraling corkscrew, making them a little harder to acquire in the first place. As he launched the missiles, Dash knew it was a trade-off, giving their enemies more time to engage, but making it harder for them to do so. He could only hope the latter overrode the former, even just a tiny bit.

      But it was a gamble that paid off. One of the spiraling missiles flashed past the defending drones, somehow dodged a last-ditch storm of point-defense fire, and slammed into the comms array. The explosion blew the array to pieces, the blast and resulting shrapnel ripping into the Shroud’s hull.

      As they once more started their outbound leg, Dash saw that the drones seemed to suddenly lose their smooth coordination, the maneuvers becoming erratic, their fire more sporadic. Sentinel confirmed it.

      “The drones are now operating at a much lower level of efficiency. It would appear that whatever control system directed them from the Shroud has gone offline.”

      Dash made a snap decision. “Leira, reverse course! Let’s attack right now, before they get a chance to do any repairs!”

      The Archetype and Swift both jackknifed through course reversals, then accelerated at full combat power, slowing, stopping, then driving back along a back trajectory. Dash began pumping out dark-lance shots, while Leira opened up with the Swift’s nova cannon. Soon, fragments of wrecked drones spun and tumbled around the Shroud; by the time they’d zipped past it, only a few remained operational. While Leira finished them off, Dash put his attention on the Shroud itself. It still poured out point-defense fire; it wasn’t much of a threat to the Archetype, but it needed to be silenced if they were going to recover this thing.

      “Sentinel, can we dark-lance those point-defense batteries without wrecking the Shroud?”

      “Inadvisable. The energy release from the dark-lance impacts will likely do considerable damage to the facility, perhaps even destroying it.”

      “So it’s a club, and I need a scalpel.” His mind raced. “How about our own point-defense systems? Can we use those?”

      “We would have to close the range considerably. However, they would do much less collateral damage, yes.”

      Dash flung the Archetype directly at the Shroud, switching the mech’s point-defense batteries from autonomous, reactive mode to a reactive, command-input mode. The instant they entered range, he opened up.

      For the next few moments, Dash found himself embroiled in one of the strangest battles of this entire war. The Shroud and the Archetype traded barrages of point-defense fire, shots meant to be a last-resort defense against incoming ordnance. The result was spectacular torrents of fire exchanged between the mech and the Shroud, but it didn’t actually do very much to either one, at least not quickly.

      Despite the tension of the situation, Dash had to grin. “I think I could spit on the Shroud and do about as much damage,” he said, watching as the dazzling display of shooting played out. It was like two guys locked in an awkward slap-fight, one unable to throw any punches, the other unwilling to.

      “Need a hand?” Leira said.

      “Yeah, it’d be helpful,” Dash replied. “This is going to take forever.”

      Tybalt coordinated the Swift’s fire with the Archetype’s, timing the shots from the two mechs so they’d impact simultaneously, on common targeting points. With the added weight of Leira’s fire, the Shroud’s defenses were finally silenced, one by one.

      The threat indicator had gone dark. Dash warily moved the Archetype in closer to the Shroud, ready for it to light up again.

      It didn’t.

      He let himself relax a notch. “Okay, looks like we’ve got this. Now, to get it out of here before more bad guys show up.”

      “Dash, I don’t see any way of actually boarding this thing,” Leira said.

      Dash scanned the oblong bulk of the Shroud for anything that resembled an airlock. He saw lots of relatively minor battle damage, albeit still enough to seemingly knock the facility completely offline. But he saw no way in.

      “That is because it is an entirely automated facility,” Sentinel said, answering the question Dash was just about to ask. “It is meant to operate autonomously. There is a small maintenance facility, but it is isolated from the interior of the Shroud, where the fabrication functions are performed.”

      “I would speculate that the fabrication processes for power cores are not compatible with the existence of organic life,” Tybalt added.

      “Makes me a little nervous having one of these things operating aboard the Forge,” Leira said. “Of course, I get nervous whenever I hear that something is incompatible with organic life—you know, being organic life and all myself.”

      “We might have to operate it like a standalone thing,” Dash said. “But that’s a problem for later. Right now—Amy, you there?”

      “Roger that. Standing by.”

      “Okay, come on in and get this thing hooked up so we can get the hell out of here.”

      “Be there in a flash.”

      A few seconds after she’d spoken, the Slipwing and the Rockhound both dropped out of unSpace, each with a tug drone in company. While they moved in, the Gentle Friends aboard the Rockhound proceeded to get things in place and hooked up with their usual, brusque efficiency. Dash and Leira took up stations a few tens of thousands of klicks on opposite sides of the Shroud and maintained a careful watch for any new, incoming threats.

      It seemed to take the Gentle Friends forever to get the Shroud rigged for towing. Dash knew it didn’t really, but he couldn’t forget that comms array, pointed into what seemed like empty blackness. It made him wonder, and wondering made him start using his imagination, and none of the things he imagined were good.

      Had the threat indicator flickered? “Sentinel, did I see a brief contact there?”

      “I have detected nothing, and the Archetype’s sensors are showing as fully—”

      “That’s fine,” he said. “Guess I’m just jumpy.”

      Dash tried to make himself relax and stop seeing more flickers from the threat indicator, or more things suddenly moving against the starfield, then vanishing as soon as he looked at them.

      I need a vacation, he thought.

      “Okay, Dash,” Amy said. “The Gentle Friends are ready.”

      “Excellent, let’s get out of here.”

      “In a hurry?”

      Dash frowned at his own anxious tone. Yup, definitely a vacation, sometime soon.

      “I’m always in a hurry, Amy,” he finally replied, making his tone as light as he could, this time.

      Still, he was profoundly glad when they finally entered unSpace, heading back for the Forge and leaving the spectacular menace of the stellar nursery behind.
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      Dash strode along a corridor, reading a datapad as he went. Custodian had given him one of his typically too-complete status updates; it recounted all sorts of specific parameters about things that Dash either didn’t really understand, or frankly just didn’t really care about. He was used to it, though, and was able to quickly sift out the things that were important—at least, to him.

      The Forge continued its stately progress toward Verity space and would cross what seemed to be the boundary in about five or six days.

      Power levels for the Forge and the two mechs had stabilized; the latter had also now been fully repaired and were ready for battle.

      Benzel had finalized the configuration of the fleet, and Wei-Ping had started a series of exercises and war games to hone their skills and tactics, and to get them used to working together in their new squadrons.

      The smelting and fabricating systems were running flat-out, producing new ship components, missiles to restock and expand their inventory, even more mines.

      Dash slammed to a stop and reread the section he’d just finished.

      “Custodian?”

      “Messenger.”

      “What’s this about new mechs?”

      “Sentinel was correct.”

      “Uh—what?”

      “She suggested that if I simply included that as an unremarkable line item in a routine status report, it would evoke this very reaction from you.”

      “She—wait. You mean Sentinel put you up to something?”

      “Put you up to something is an idiom with which I am unfamiliar.”

      “It means that she encouraged you to do something meant to…well, affect me in some way. Usually, it’s some sort of trick or joke.”

      “This is neither. The Forge really is now capable of constructing new mechs.”

      “Yeah, I get that, but—” Dash broke off, smiling and shaking his head. He knew these AIs communicated with one another all the time, but he’d always just assumed it was about AI things, swapping data, that sort of thing. But they were also conspiring to screw around with him?

      He needed to talk to Leira and the others about this. The AIs were clearly starting to show human quirks and characteristics, and while that was both amusing and fascinating, was it also going to start affecting their ability to do the things they’d come to count on them doing?

      For now, though, he just put that aside. “So tell me about these new mechs. Where did the schematics for them come from?”

      “From the data stores in the tandem power core retrieved from Burrow and installed in the Forge. I have been evaluating them, and have concluded that, with some modifications, the Forge would be capable of constructing both types of new mech.”

      “Okay, so what are they like? What abilities do they have? How many?”

      “If you come to the fabrication plant, I can better explain.”

      Dash glanced at the time on the datapad. “I have a meeting with Freya in fifteen minutes. I’ll be there, say, in an hour.”

      “I shall be ready.”

      Dash resumed his way along the corridor. Freya had been coy, too, about what she wanted to talk to him about. It seemed that this was a day for surprises.

      That some of them were coming from the AIs just made him shake his head again.
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      Dash carried on, following the directions given to him by Freya. They were leading him into a part of the Forge that had been open and powered up for some time now, but that they hadn’t put into use. It was, as far as Dash knew, all hab and storage—good to have available, but not immediately required for anything. He wondered just what the hell Freya had been up to in here.

      He rounded a corner and saw Freya just ahead, standing in front of a big blast door. It opened, as far as Dash could recall, into a series of cargo bays. She smiled and nodded as he approached.

      “Hello, Dash. Glad you could make it.”

      “Well, you made it sound important. Also, you’re my supplier for plumato wine, pomegranate whisky, and whatever the hell that turquoise stuff is. You know, the one that glows a bit.”

      “Oh, right. I haven’t named that yet. It’s got a base of potato vodka, and then it has extracts from a couple of types of hybrid berries from that crashed Golden ship near Port Hannah.”

      “You sure that stuff is really safe to drink?”

      “Very. In fact, there are compounds in the berries that actually offset the toxic metabolic effects of the alcohol, so you get the drunk part without the hangover part.”

      “Sold!” Dash said, grinning. “I now have a new favorite drink, named or not.” His grin became thoughtful. “Now that’s something we could look at selling sometime. Holy crap, never mind blowing up stars or things made out of Dark Metal, drunk without a hangover would be worth a fortune.” He looked at Freya. “You’re officially my new hero. But I assume you didn’t want to bring me here to talk about booze.”

      “I did not. I want to show you something I’ve been working on. I’ve had Custodian helping me, mainly by keeping what I’ve been doing here secret.”

      Okay, now Dash had to resist a frown. They’d first met Freya in Port Hannah, on Gulch, where she’d been secretly slipping inside the crashed Golden battlecruiser buried nearby. Although Dash knew she hadn’t intended it, she could very well have roused the multitude of bots left dormant inside the Golden ship and provoked them into attacking Port Hannah. In other words, the woman had a history of questionably secretive judgment.

      Although if Custodian had at least been aware…

      “Okay, well, show me what you’ve got,” Dash said.

      She nodded, turned, and touched a panel, opening the blast door.

      Light spilled out. With it came a waft of warm, humid air, and a smell Dash could only describe as green.

      He followed Freya through the open blast door then stopped and gaped.

      He stood in a park.

      Grass underfoot. A riot of color from flowering shrubs. Trees, some twice Dash’s height, with a lot of room yet to grow under the compartment’s ceiling. A path wound away from the blast door, vanishing among a stand of what Dash thought might be some sort of hybrid maples, but he was no plant expert and just guessed at it, from the flame-toned foliage.

      Freya’s grin went from ear-to-ear. “What do you think?”

      “Uh—”

      Dash found himself literally speechless. Freya just waited for him to find his voice again.

      “Okay, holy shit,” is what he finally said.

      “Holy shit is a good reaction,” she said. “Pretty much what I was going for, in fact.”

      “Freya—I mean, holy shit. How did you do this?”

      “Well, the Forge has stocks of a growth medium that I was able to use for soil. It can also make the stuff from almost any organic feedstock.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at that. “Such as?”

      Freya smiled back. “Do you really want to know?”

      Dash looked at the grass, the soil beneath it. It looked like regular dirt. He decided to keep it looking that way and shook his head. “Not really.”

      “Anyway, once that was ready, I was able to start seeding the place.” She gestured around. “And here we are.”

      “Most of these plants look like they’ve been around for, well, more than just a few—” He paused. “How long have you been working on this, anyway?”

      “A couple of months.”

      “A couple of—” Dash shook his head. “You’ve been doing this for a couple of months? How the hell did you keep it a secret?” He shook his head again. He’d been worrying about security issues on the Forge before this, but the fact Freya could get away with something this elaborate—

      Freya, still smiling, shrugged. “I had help. Custodian and Ragsdale were both in on it.”

      “Oh.” Dash blinked. Well, that helped explain that.

      “Ragsdale too?”

      “After what happened with that crashed Golden ship on Gulch, there was no way I was going to try going behind his back on something like this.”

      It was a good point, one that Dash gave a nod of admiration. “And Custodian, the AI who’s supposed to be all deferential to me, you know, the Messenger?” He raised his voice a little at the end of that and shifted his attention away from Freya.

      “In all matters I normally do defer to you,” Custodian said. “However, your health and well-being are also of concern to me, and Freya made a strong case regarding why this particular endeavor of hers should be kept from you.”

      He looked back at Freya. “And that case was?”

      “Dash,” Freya said. “How did you feel walking in here just now?”

      “How did I feel? Well, surprised. And impressed. Actually, kind of awed.”

      “Excited that we have this greenspace on the Forge now? A place to come and relax, get away from ships and Dark Metal, and mines and missiles and—”

      “I get it. And, yeah, I guess I am.” He smiled. “You didn’t do this just for me, though.”

      “No. For everyone. See, that’s the benefit of not being a soldier, or an officer, always thinking about strategy, the next battle, defending the Forge, all that. I’m an outsider, looking in at you guys. And what I’m seeing is a lot of people who’re starting to look…I don’t know, stretched too thin, I guess. Tired all the time. Doing too much, for too long, in the middle of something that’s scary in ways I can only probably try to imagine.” She looked around and shrugged. “I want you guys to have a place to, if not get away from it entirely, then to at least take the edge off it for a while.” She finished on a smile. “Plumato wine and glowing green stuff only goes so far.”

      As she spoke, Dash thought about their recent recovery of the Shroud, and particularly about that time he spent just hanging in space while the Shroud was rigged for towing. How vast and cold and empty space had felt. How worried he was that they’d be counterattacked and have to fight again, maybe against much superior forces.

      How risky it all was.

      How tired he was.

      Instinct kicked in. Dash stepping forward, grabbed Freya, and hugged her.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for doing this.”

      She hugged him back, then he stepped back and looked around again. “You still haven’t told me why this place looks so…established. I can’t believe these plants are just a couple of months old. Especially those trees.”

      “Actually, for most of these plants, this really is just two months of growth. For others, like the trees, I used botanical sleight of hand and modified their biochemistry to make them grow much faster. Unfortunately, it also means they’re going to die much sooner, probably in no more than, say, three or four years. By then, though, I plan to have trees about the same size here, grown the old-fashioned way.”

      Dash nodded, then followed Freya as she offered him a tour. The park filled this first compartment, plus about half of the adjoining one. By the time they reached the point where the soil gave way to deck plating, Dash was already pointing into the remaining adjacent compartments stretching off in a gentle arc, following the curve of the Forge.

      “I am totally convinced,” he said. “Let’s plan to fill all these compartments with parkland. I think we can afford the space, and this is—well, it’s what we need. It’s life.”

      Freya beamed at the praise and the implicit blessing to carry on with her project but gave a self-deprecating shrug. “That’s the downside of not being a soldier. Sometimes, I feel like I’m not really contributing much.”

      “Well, you are officially a huge contributor to what we’re trying to accomplish here, Freya,” Dash replied, giving her a firm nod. “I figured we might be able to use the Greenbelt for something like this, but it’s a pain shuttling back and forth to it. This—” He nodded once more. “Yeah, this is much better. The immediacy of this is what we need. What all of us need, really.”

      He left Freya to get to his meeting with Viktor in the fabrication plant. As he did, he thought about something she’d said.

      Unfortunately, it also means they’re going to die much sooner, probably in no more than, say, three or four years. By then, though, I plan to have trees about the same size here, grown the old-fashioned way.

      She was thinking ahead three or four years. Dash had trouble seeing beyond three or four days. But, if he tried, he could envision himself being here three or four years from now, with the war hopefully long won.

      Which meant he could think of the Forge as more than just a munitions factory and a weapon. He could think of it as home.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you know that Freya has been building a park aboard the Forge?” Dash asked Viktor.

      Viktor stooped beneath a mechanical arm moving to lift a freshly cast component of a new mine layer out of a mold. “I’d heard rumors, yes.”

      Dash frowned. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “I ran into Benzel and Harolyn on the way here, and they both said the same thing. Have you guys all been working together to keep this a secret from me?”

      Viktor smiled. “You can blame Custodian. As soon as it ever came up in conversation, he asked us to stop talking about it, especially around you. I guess it was meant to be a surprise—well, to you, anyway.”

      “Well, it was. A really nice surprise.” He raised his voice a little “Although it makes me wonder what else these AIs are keeping from me.”

      “Nothing of direct relevance to the war effort,” Custodian replied. “Of course.”

      “I believe you,” Dash said. “Really, I do.” He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “But that answer implies there might be things not of immediate relevance to our war effort that you are keeping from me.”

      “Many things, actually,” Custodian said. “However, I assume you are not interested in second-to-second details of power distribution in the Forge, or continual updates on atmospheric pressure in the docking bay.”

      “Yeah, no. That’s fine.” Dash looked at Viktor. “Sometimes less really is more.”

      Viktor nodded, but Custodian continued talking before he could speak.

      “That said, there is a matter of direct relevance to the war effort you do need to consider, Messenger.”

      “I was just going to get to that,” Viktor said. “Custodian and I were discussing updates and refinements to our production schedule, and he mentioned that we actually have a lot of Dark Metal available—enough that we have some options. And, since you asked me and Conover to oversee this stuff, I said we should come to you with those options and see how you want to proceed.”

      Dash ducked as another automated arm passed overhead. Nearby, a mold rumbled closed and began to fill with molten metal. Dash took Viktor’s arm and led him away, saying, “Let’s go stand somewhere where we’re not likely to get clocked by a robot arm, or accidentally knocked into a vat of something super hot.”

      “The chances of you being injured by the operations of the Forge are—” Custodian said, sounding a little aggrieved—

      “Fifty-fifty,” Dash cut in. “It either happens, or it doesn’t.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “Tell Sentinel that. It’s her joke.”

      Viktor grinned. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” They stopped in a clear space, away from the operating fabricators. It struck Dash that this very space had been swept with pulse-gun shots exchanged with the Verity who’d infiltrated the station. Not a trace of that battle remained, which made Dash fiercely glad; it meant those Verity had died for nothing, which suited him just fine.

      “Anyway, what are these options you’re talking about?”

      “Custodian says we can build more mechs.”

      Dash raised his eyebrows. “Okay, that is good news. Another Archetype or Swift would be really helpful.”

      “Oh, we’ve got more choices than that. Custodian?”

      A holo-image appeared. Dash had come to realize that Custodian could project them virtually anywhere in the Forge, thanks to a built-in property of its basic structure. This image showed two mechs, both very different from the Archetype or the Swift. One, labelled Talon, was a lighter mech, similar to the Swift, but apparently massing even less, so it was faster and nimbler, but more lightly armed. The other, called a Pulsar, was the opposite—bigger, even more heavily armored than the Archetype, but apparently meant more for support roles in combat—particularly electronic warfare, both offensive and defensive, and the evaluation and retrieval of tech.

      As Dash studied the two schematics, Viktor went on. “It seems that both these mechs are meant to complement the ones we’ve already got. One is optimized for reconnaissance and skirmishing, while the other is meant to hang back and support the other three.”

      “I assume these are newly discovered plans?” Dash asked.

      “Yes, they were included in the data stores in the tandem power core you recovered from Burrow,” Custodian replied.

      “And we have enough Dark Metal to build both of these and get the Shroud online?”

      “We do,” Viktor said. “The Shroud will have to be rebuilt anyway because of battle damage. But it turns out that the way the Golden reverse-engineered the Shroud from the partial schematic they had for it used a lot more Dark Metal than was necessary. When you have the full, correct plans, though, you can build it properly, and that’s going to save us hundreds of kilos of the stuff.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “How long until that’s done and we have a working Shroud? Because these new mechs will need power cores, right?”

      “At least several weeks,” Custodian replied. “We can fabricate components for the new mechs at the same time so that they are complete at about the same time the Shroud is able to begin producing power cores which, as you note, they will require.”

      “Of course, this raises a whole other question,” Viktor said.

      “Yeah. Who will pilot them?”

      “I have a couple of suggestions.”

      Dash looked at Viktor. “I’m all ears.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash was still studying the schematics of the two new mechs, now projected as a holo-image in the War Room, when Viktor entered with Conover and Amy.

      “We in the shit for something?” Amy asked, sounding absolutely unconcerned about the prospect.

      Conover, though, saw the schematics and immediately stepped close, eagerly studying them. “These are new,” he said. “Two new mechs…”

      Dash smiled. “Yes, they’re new mechs. And no, you’re not in shit—this time, anyway.”

      Amy joined Conover in peering at the schematics. After a moment, she giggled.

      Dash gave her a bemused look. “Okay, so what’s funny about a plan for a giant mech?”

      She pointed at the Pulsar. “Well, from this angle, if you look between its legs, it looks like it has a—”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Dash said, shaking his head. “I get where you’re going with that, which is…”

      His voice trailed off. Actually, from this angle, it did look like the mech had a—

      “Anyway,” he said, pulling his gaze away and putting it back on a grinning Amy. “I wanted to talk to you guys about these things. We’re planning on building them to augment our fleet. And we’re considering you two to pilot them.”

      The both looked stunned. Then Amy said, “Ooh, I call dibs on the one with the—”

      “That’s not how this works,” Dash said. “I’ve talked this over with Viktor—who’s actually given this a lot of thought himself, because he’s one who suggested you two—and with Leira, Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt. We’ve come to the conclusion that the lighter mech, the Talon, is a better fit with your personality, Amy. The bigger one, which is more about electronic warfare and tech, would work better with Conover.”

      “What about the Mako?” Conover asked, referring to their prototype atmospheric fighter with the big blast-cannon. “I thought I was tagged to fly that.”

      “We’ll find another pilot for that. You’re definitely a much better match with the Pulsar, the bigger mech.” Dash glanced at Amy. “Yes, the one that looks like it has a—you know.”

      She giggled.

      Conover turned his attention back to the schematic. He lifted a finger toward the Pulsar, then let it slowly drop. “Piloting this would be—” He nodded. “It would be—” He nodded again and looked at Dash. “I’ll come up with the right words eventually.”

      “It would be awesome,” Amy said. “That’s the word you’re looking for—awesome.” She clapped her hands. “When do we start?”

      “Not for a while yet,” Viktor said. “These mechs haven’t even been built yet.”

      “And we have to wait to get the Shroud up and running to make power cores for them,” Dash added.

      “In the meantime, however, I am conferring with Sentinel and Tybalt to determine which AI best suits your particular biophysical and personality profiles,” Custodian said. “Additionally, I will need to run each of you through a series of psychological tests. Once that is complete, I will activate your respective AIs and you can begin simulator training with them.”

      Amy grinned. “This is exciting!” But her grin faded some. “What about the Slipwing, though? Who’s going to pilot her?”

      “That would be me,” Viktor said.

      Amy gave him a surprised look. “I didn’t know you were a pilot.”

      “It’s how I started out. Once, long ago, I helmed a freighter, and then switched to a courier ship, flying it on behalf of its owners. They were cheap bastards, never wanted to spend the credits to fix anything, so I had to learn how to make things work and keep them working. When I met Leira, and she said she needed an engineer because she was too broke to keep things working, it gave me a chance to switch jobs—you know, become more my own man.”

      “I now know more about you than I think I ever did,” Conover said.

      Viktor smiled back at him. “We’re all books with unturned pages, aren’t we? Someday, I’d like to hear the story of how you got those eyes of yours.”

      “Actually, I’d like to know as well,” Dash said. “You’ve never told us.”

      “I have an incoming message from Al’Bijea,” Custodian cut in. “He says it is an emergency.”

      “Okay, hold that thought,” Dash said with a sigh. “Because it looks like it’ll have to wait for another time.”
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      “So you want us to essentially be bait for a trap,” Al’Bijea said.

      Dash looked at the oversized image of the Aquarian leader, projected into a window on the big display in the Command Center. Al’Bijea’s head stood at least two meters high, gazing at him like an oversized saint from the deep past. “That’s what it amounts to, yes.”

      The door opened, admitting Benzel and Wei-Ping. “Sorry about that,” Benzel said. “We got caught aboard the Herald. What’s up?”

      “Al’Bijea’s people have detected what seems to be a Verity strike force heading his way,” Dash said. “He’s got scout ships falling back ahead of them, maintaining contact and keeping them under observation.”

      “What he doesn’t have is heavy warships,” Leira put in. “The Aquarian ships are well-armed.”

      “Yeah, I remember that gamma-ray laser they used,” Wei-Ping added. “That thing was terrifying.”

      “And very effective,” Al’Bijea said. “But we only have a half dozen of them ready. We’ve also currently got the Comet, which you have upgraded and is back at the Ring for a crew rotation. But that’s about it. Based on the reports I’ve read of your encounters with them, none of our other ships are really capable of taking on the Verity head-on.”

      “So I’ve asked him to delay them as much as he can while we get a strike force of our own deployed,” Dash said. He pointed at a particular region of space about a light-year from the Ring, one bordered by an expansive nebula. “If he can draw them into that area there, then we can use the nebula to come at them without being detected pretty much until we’re right on top of them.”

      “That would be the using the Aquarians as bait part of the plan, which is what we were discussing just as you came in,” Leira said.

      Benzel took a moment to study the star chart depicted beside Al’Bijea’s image, then turned and had a brief, hushed conversation with Wei-Ping. They both nodded and he turned back.

      “Okay,” he said. “We’ve already got the fleet broken down into two basic force packages, and they’ve been exercising together for a while now.” He glanced at Wei-Ping. “This would be a good chance, we think, to test them all at once.”

      “Use the whole fleet?” Dash asked. “Leave nothing here at the Forge?”

      “I think the Forge is pretty good at taking care of itself,” Wei-Ping said. “Custodian and I have been talking about defending this place, and I think we’ve concluded it's safe on its own for a while.”

      “I would concur,” Custodian said. “The Creators’ intent was that the Forge function in several capacities: manufacturing facility, habitation, base for military forces, and as an independent maneuver element.”

      “It’s meant to basically be a fleet all on its own,” Wei-Ping added.

      Dash looked back at the star chart. The Forge’s path along the axis of the galactic arm had brought it closer to inhabited space, including the Aquarian Ring system. The fleet would be, at most, a few hours translation time away.

      But a lot could happen in a few hours.

      Dash thought about the park Freya had built, and how it had made him think of the Forge as more than just a military installation, or a factory, but as what was becoming home. The idea of losing it was probably the most wrenching thing about this war, next to losing the war to the Golden entirely.

      But it was a war, and it had to be won.

      “Okay, if you guys are good with this, so am I,” he said, and turned to Benzel. “Get the fleet deployed.”

      “Already given the orders,” Benzel said, grinning. “Figured I’d get a jump on things. We should be ready to launch in about an hour.”

      “Okay, then,” Dash said, then he started to turn away but paused. “How could you be so sure I’d say yes that you’d start getting things deployed? And before you even really knew what we were planning?”

      “To answer the second question, Custodian gave us updates along the way as we came here. And to answer the first”—Benzel’s grin widened, and now Wei-Ping smiled along with him—“we’ve come to know you pretty well, Dash. We knew you’d want to go all in on attacking these bastards, because it’s what we would have done.” He put a hand on Dash’s shoulder. “You would have made a great addition to the Gentle Friends, you know.”

      “I think he’d count as an honorary member now,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash smiled and shrugged at their words, but honestly, it was one of the greatest compliments he’d ever been given.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash watched the skirmish between the Verity force and the Aquarians play out on the Archetype’s heads-up. The imagery and data were being relayed to them from the Ring; racing through the tenacious dust and gas of the nebula they’d chosen to cover their approach, they were blind to what was happening more than about a hundred thousand klicks away.

      “Those Aquarian ships need to break off,” Leira said. “They’re getting their asses kicked.”

      Dash gave a grim nod. The Aquarian scout ships were about as durable as dry paper in the face of the Verity attacks. They had scored one solid hit with a gamma-ray laser that had raked a light cruiser from bow to stern, gutting it, but Leira was right—they were getting their asses kicked.

      Dash called up Al’Bijea. “Your people have done all that was needed,” Dash said. “Hell, I think they’ve done all that they can. Get them out of there.”

      “The commander of the Comet has already ordered a withdrawal,” Al’Bijea replied. “I think you’re right, we’ve done what we can. It’s over to you now, Dash.”

      “We’ll be deploying for battle in about twenty minutes,” Dash said, glancing at the chrono. “Don’t worry, we’ll take these assholes out before they get anywhere near you.”

      “I hope so. Al’Bijea out.”

      Dash heard everything he needed to in that I hope so. What the Aquarian leader was saying was, I’ve decided to throw in my lot with you. Now, you have to convince me it's worth the blood of my people.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “There are anomalous scanner returns from ahead and to port on the bearing shown.”

      Dash looked at the heads-up, showing the tactical display. It did show what seemed to be a localized source of neutrinos, hidden somewhere in the billowing dust. It might just be the emissions from a star the charts showed as laying in that direction but otherwise hidden from them by the nebula. Sentinel was right, though; the exact characteristics of the neutrino emissions were off; they were detecting more of the elusive particles than should be emanating from a star of the class shown. There seemed to be astronomical exceptions to everything, though, so it could be some natural effect.

      Or it could be a spaceship trying to conceal its reactor emissions by putting itself in front of a more distant star.

      “Leira, I’m going to take A squadron off in the direction of that anomaly, just in case. You and B Squadron keep on your current course and get ready to intercept that Verity fleet approaching the Ring. We should only be a short distance behind you.”

      “Roger that.”

      Dash veered the Archetype onto a new trajectory, heading straight for the anomaly. The rest of A Squadron, led by the Herald, followed in his wake. Dash hated calling them A Squadron and B Squadron. They needed to come up with something more personalized that would instill pride.

      The threat indicator lit up. At the same time, a pair of big ships emerged from a cloud of electrostatically charged dust.

      “Two Verity heavy cruisers ahead,” Benzel said, and began snapping out a series of coded orders that made the squadron smoothly rearrange itself into a battle line. At the same time, the Herald erupted with a torrent of fire, pulse-cannons, dark-lances, and missiles ripping into the closer of the two cruisers. This Verity force was likely trying to use the nebula the same way they were, as a covered approach to the Ring, so they could take the Aquarians in the flank. They hadn’t counted on Dash and the Cygnus fleet using the nebula in much the same way, and seemed to be in the middle of trying to spring an ambush. They would have gotten away with it, too, if not for Sentinel very much living up to her name.

      The cruiser staggered under the weight of the Herald’s fire. It managed a few desultory return shots, and a few more from its surviving point-defense systems as the Herald ’s missiles raced and slammed home. Leira hit it with a nova-cannon shot even as she raced by, leading B Squadron to the rescue of the Aquarians still doing battle beyond the opaque veil of the nebula. Her blast hit the drive section, leaving the cruiser stricken, coasting helplessly along on her last trajectory, slew a little to one side as she vented atmosphere from the rents in her hull.

      Dash turned his attention to her companion. The other cruiser was burning hard, changing her course to vanish back into a thicker part of the nebula. She knew she was outgunned, and badly at that, facing the entirety of A Squadron. A flotilla of lighter ships, a frigate, and a half dozen corvettes darted forward and launched missiles, desperately trying to screen the bigger ship as it fled.

      “Benzel, that damaged Verity cruiser looks pretty much intact,” Dash said. “Think we could take her as a prize? She’s got to mass about as much as the Herald.”

      “Why not? Wei-Ping, can your squadron and Leira deal with whatever’s attacking the Aquarians?” Benzel asked.

      Wei-Ping answered immediately. “Based on the data they’re sending us from the Ring, yeah, I think so. We just need to keep an eye out for that heavy cruiser that you guys chased off.”

      “The last maneuver detected for that vessel had it accelerating at a high rate directly away from, and above, the ecliptic plane of the galaxy,” Sentinel put in. “Unless it uses some method or technology we have yet to encounter, it will take at least an hour to return to the current battlespace.”

      “Pfft, that gives us lots of time,” Wei-Ping said. “Leira, you okay with this?”

      “Of course. Dash, you and Benzel go get yourselves a new ship for the fleet,” Leira replied.

      “Okay, then,” Dash said. “Benzel, I’ll meet you outside the rear-most airlock.”

      The reply that came back rang with fierce anticipation. “We’ll be there!”
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        * * *

      

      Dash pulled himself along a corridor lit by fitful, flickering lights. A squad of Gentle Friends ranged ahead, clearing the way. Benzel led another squad forward, heading for the bridge.

      “We’ve got another sealed bulkhead up here!” the squad leader called back. “Dash, can your mech do anything about that? Open it for us?”

      “I’ll check. Sentinel, have you hacked in yet? Can you open that?”

      “I can,” Sentinel cut in. “But there is a more urgent matter.”

      Dash noticed that Sentinel had replied on a private channel, so whatever she was about to say she’d obviously intended for Dash’s ears only.

      His stomach clenched.

      “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “There is a scuttling program running. It will detonate the remaining ordnance aboard the cruiser in just over two minutes.”

      “Oh. Shit. Can you stop it?”

      “I am attempting to do so now.”

      “It’s going to take us longer than that to get out of here, you know.”

      “I am aware of that.”

      “Dash,” the squad leader called back. “Any word?”

      Dash switched the comm to the tactical channel. “She’s working on it. Just stand by.” He switched back to the private channel. “How’s it going?”

      “I am still working on it.”

      It struck Dash that he’d actually not lied to the Gentle Friends squad leader—Sentinel was working on it, even if it was something entirely different. All it did was buy him a moment of clearer conscience though; he was going to have to decide, sometime in the next few seconds, if he was going to even tell the Gentle Friends about their danger. Not that there was anything he, or the rest of them, could do about it.

      “I anticipate that I am going to be unable to terminate the scuttling program in time,” Sentinel said.

      Dash stared up the corridor and at the Gentle Friends, who were glancing back from the sealed bulkhead, at him, waiting.

      Shit. Do I tell them, or just let this happen? Dash thought.

      As he confronted the quandary, Dash had a sudden vision of Freya’s park back on the Forge. He remembered that moist, green smell, the riot of colors from the flowering plants, the grass under his feet.

      He wished that’s where he was right now. More than anything, that he was—

      Wait.

      “Sentinel, you said the scuttling program will detonate all of the ordnance?”

      “That is correct. In about forty-five seconds.”

      “How much ordnance is aboard?”

      “Almost the entire load out. The Herald’s attack prevented the launch of—”

      “Can you access fire control?”

      “Yes. The Verity failed to lock down that system against intrusion.” She paused, then said, “You want me to launch the ordnance, don’t you?”

      “Can you?”

      In answer, tremors ran through the ship, again and again. The Gentle Friends tensed, and the squad leader called back, “Status update! What’s happening?”

      “Just keep standing by,” Dash replied, then switched channels again. “Sentinel?”

      “I have launched all ordnance, except for a single missile jammed—”

      A heavy shudder rippled through the ship, flinging them all sideways.

      “That was jammed in a launch tube,” Sentinel finished.

      Dash took a long breath then let it out. “Okay. Now that my heart is starting to beat again, can you open up this door ahead of us?”

      “At your command.”

      Dash switched back to the tactical channel. “You ready? Sentinel’s going to open the blast door.”

      The squad leader gave a thumbs up and rattled orders to his people.

      “Okay, Sentinel, now.” Dash called.

      The door slid open. As soon as it did, a blinding flash flooded the corridor. Dash’s last thought was, guess Sentinel was wrong about that ordnance.
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        * * *

      

      The lack of atmosphere saved them from what could have been a catastrophe. With no medium to carry a shockwave from the Verity booby trap, there was no blast effect along the corridor. There was still shrapnel, of course, from the charge casing; three of the Gentle Friends had their vac suits breached, and one of those probably would have been killed if not for their new body armor.

      Still, it made them far more cautious as they advanced toward engineering. They encountered three more charges, two of which the Gentle Friends were able to disarm. The third, unfortunately, went off and badly injured one of their number with a fragment that punched right through her helmet and lodged in her neck. As she was evacuated back to safety, the rest of the squad pressed on, working their way through the inconstant lights strobing along the passages and in the compartments they passed.

      “Dash, Benzel here. We’ve got the bridge—” He paused then went on. “The fire control board is showing a massive ordnance launch not long after we boarded. Was that what we felt, that shaking?”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “What was that all about?”

      “I’ll tell you later. We’re right outside main engineering, about to enter—”

      Another tremor ran through the ship. Dash frowned at that. Now what?

      “Benzel, did you just do something? Launch something?”

      Sentinel answered. “That was the launch of several escape pods. They have already translated away, their trajectory toward the galactic core.”

      As soon as she finished speaking, the final blast doors leading into engineering rolled open partway, then stopped. The Gentle Friends threw in a broadband charge; a few seconds later, it detonated with a dazzling visible-light flash and a pulse of energy that would momentarily swamp much of the EM spectrum, short of the far gamma and radio-frequency bands.

      They immediately raced in. Dash heard shouts and saw pulse-gun discharges; he piled in after them and found himself embroiled in a vicious firefight. The next few moments were search, find target, shoot, and take cover, over and over. But they knew now that the Verity despised getting into close quarters, so they deliberately pressed in against them, closing and, in a few instances, engaging Verity in melee with boarding cutlasses, axes, and the butts of snap- and pulse-guns.

      Dash got in a few hits of his own, knocking two Verity aside to set up attacks from nearby Gentle Friends, then taking down a third with a kick, a fist to knock aside a wild return swing with a shock baton, then a bash from his pulse-gun across his opponent’s helmet. The Verity stumbled back, and Dash yanked out his slug-pistol and fired it, all in one smooth motion that was faster than trying to reorient the pulse-gun. The round slammed through the Verity’s chest, spraying viscous, whitish fluid in globules that wobbled and spattered against the bulkhead behind it.

      “Engineering’s secure,” the Gentle Friends squad leader said, gasping into his comm. “No more resistance.”

      For the next few minutes, they confirmed that all of the Verity were down and dead, then they gathered their own wounded back to the Herald for treatment. In the midst of it all, Benzel showed up with more Gentle Friends.

      “We’ve got a hold up,” Benzel said when he found Dash. “There’s quite a battle being fought out there. And I don’t mean just Leira and Wei-Ping with B Squadron, although it sounds like they arrived in time to save the Aquarians and kick the Verity’s ass out past this nebula. I mean literally right outside this ship.”

      Dash stared at him through his faceplate. “A battle? Who’s fighting? Sentinel, what’s going on?”

      “The Verity light ships, a frigate, and several corvettes did not accompany the heavy cruiser when it withdrew. They have returned and are attacking, apparently—”

      A heavy thud shook the ship around Dash.

      “—intent on destroying the ship you have just secured, rather than letting you take it as a prize.”

      Dash started for the corridor leading forward. “I’m on my way!”

      “Actually, Dash, you should remain where you are. You could not safely re-enter the Archetype, given the current tactical situation. Moreover, the Herald and the rest of her squadron are, with my assistance, dealing with the matter.”

      “You’re running the Archetype in battle?” Dash made a hmph sound. “Hey, does that mean I’m out of a job? I can go back to the Forge and just spend my days drinking plumato wine?”

      “The Archetype was meant to be piloted by the Messenger. I am only meant to operate it in exceptional circumstances, such as this one.”

      Dash gave a wry smile. “And here I thought I could retire.”

      “Operating the Archetype with you is not the same.”

      That made Dash’s eyes widen. “Are you saying you miss me?”

      “I am merely stating a fact. The Archetype does not function as efficiently or effectively without you piloting it. Therefore, it is not the same.”

      “I think you miss me.”

      “Please standby, Dash. I have a battle to fight. Sentinel out.”

      Dash turned to find Benzel grinning at him. He scowled back. “What?”

      “That was on an open channel,” Benzel replied. Then he sang out, “Dash has a girlfriend.”

      The Gentle Friends—all of them—laughed, and one of them said, “You need a better body for her than the Archetype, Dash. I don’t think you’d last long slow dancing with that mech.”

      More laughter came, and Dash just shrugged. “Can I help it if I’m popular with the ladies? Even the virtual ones?”

      Benzel laughed yet again, along with the rest, but he switched over to a private channel. “So that big ordnance launch—that was to stop this thing from self-destructing, wasn’t it?”

      Dash looked at Benzel’s face through their helmet faceplates, making eye contact with him, and nodded.

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “How long did we have?”

      “Less than a minute. Guess they wanted to give themselves time to get away.”

      “Well, they screwed that up. Those escape pods launched later.” Benzel’s eyes narrowed. “Were you going to tell us about it, or just let us find out when we went poof?”

      “Which would you have preferred?”

      He saw Benzel ponder it for a moment, then shrug. “Don’t really know.”

      “Yeah. Neither do I.” He shrugged back. “Which means I’m just going to hope I never have to actually make that decision.”

      Benzel punched a gloved hand into Dash’s shoulder. “You and me both, brother. You and me both.”
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      “We lost four scout ships and their crews,” Al’Bijea said. “Twelve in total. Overall, a relatively small loss—but we don’t have a lot of people, so we feel every death keenly.”

      Dash leaned on the table and nodded. They were back in the sumptuous meeting room aboard the Oasis, the remote station the Aquarians had established a few tens of thousands of klicks from their artificial home world, the Ring. This was where Dash had first met Al’Bijea, and it made a convenient place to meet now, while the fleet reorganized itself and patched up its battle damage. The thick carpet, wood paneling, and subdued lighting made it seem so incongruous, though, as a place to talk about the war.

      “I understand exactly what you mean,” Dash said. “We don’t have a lot of people, either. I hate losing any of them.”

      “Which means we had best end this war sooner rather than later, to keep all our losses as low as possible,” Al’Bijea replied.

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      Al’Bijea touched a control on his side of the polished table, calling up a holo-image of a star chart. “At least those who died did not do so in vain. They were able to establish the detailed trajectories of the Verity force that was attempting to attack us, allowing us to reverse-track it.” He touched another control, and a line appeared, solid at the point where the battle had occurred in and near the nebula, then extending back toward the galactic core, broadening into a widening cone as it did so. “This is their projected course; it widens, of course, based on what we understand to be the maximum acceleration of their vessels. Even then, it is a supposition.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Dash replied. “Those are still damned good data.” He followed the widening line back until it vanished into complete uncertainty. He then turned to Leira, Benzel, and Wei-Ping, who were sitting on either side of him.

      “We need to take advantage of this,” he said. “We’re moving the Forge and all our efforts in the right direction, right up along the axis of the arm, toward the galactic core.” He pondered the chart for a moment, then turned to Benzel.

      “How badly damaged are our ships? Are there any that need to go back to the Forge for repairs? That can’t be repaired right here?”

      Benzel gave a thoughtful frown, then shook his head. “We really didn’t take much damage. I’d say anything we can’t repair here is minor. Except for that Verity cruiser we captured, of course. That had the shit kicked out of it. We can repair her and get her into our line, but not any time soon, and not here.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay, then. We’ll press on, right from here. We’ll push the fleet right along the axis Al’Bijea’s people have identified and take out whatever Verity we encounter.”

      Benzel and Wei-Ping exchanged a glance, then Benzel crossed his arms. “That’s pretty ballsy, Dash. Have to admit, I thought I was aggressive, but—”

      “It does seem risky, to launch right into another offensive,” Leira said, and even Al’Bijea nodded in agreement.

      It was Dash’s turn to frown in thought. He got the others’ wariness, but his felt right. The Verity probably figured they’d finally get a quick victory over the Aquarians, only to have the Cygnus fleet intervene and spoil their plans. They were probably frustrated, which meant they wouldn’t be making the best decisions and were likely now scrambling to regroup themselves.

      Dash stood. “I hear you guys. But think about this way. If none of our damage is significant, then the fleet’s ready for action, right? And if we were at the Forge, and I said we’re going to launch an attack, would any of you object then?”

      “You got us,” Benzel said. “No, probably not.”

      “Since when did you start making so much sense, anyway?” Leira asked.

      Dash shrugged. “Probably about the time I realized I was running a freakin’ war.”

      He smiled as he said it, meaning it to be funny.

      But it really wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Dash couldn’t deny he was proud of the fleet, and proud of the work Benzel and Wei-Ping had done in getting it trained and exercised. Each squadron ran like a smooth, well-lubricated machine, while also blending, as necessary, into a seamless whole. Benzel was running them through simulations and drills even as they progressed along the axis of what was apparently the main Verity activity, keeping them honed to a keen edge and ready for battle.

      Now, they just needed something to fight.

      Dash immediately eyed the threat indicator as they dropped back into real space in yet another system along the path Al’Bijea’s people had calculated. This one was a neutron star of a type known as a magnetar, a one-time giant star that had collapsed into something not much bigger than the Forge. It had been a colossal explosion, a supernova with debris in the form of dust and gas surrounding the stellar corpse in a tenuous nebula. The star’s gravity had then crushed its remaining matter to the point that protons and electrons were squashed into neutrons. Add to that an insanely powerful magnetic field—one that could rip the iron atoms right out their blood, if they strayed too close—and this was not a system very friendly to life. Not surprisingly, the threat indicator remained blank.

      “Holy crap,” Benzel said. “That magnetar is spinning…I’d say fast, but that doesn’t cut it. It’s rotating, like, ten times a second?”

      “Just let’s not get too close to it,” Wei-Ping replied. “These readings for radiation, magnetic flux and the like are crazy.”

      “We won’t be here long,” Dash said. “The Verity aren’t likely to use this system for anything. I mean, there aren’t even any planets.”

      “If there ever were, they were blown to vapor when this star blew up,” Leira said. “And to think I actually made a star go partway in that direction.”

      She was referring, of course, to their desperate gambit to avoid her plunging into the star around which the Forge had originally orbited, aboard an out-of-control Slipwing. Sentinel, though, cut in.

      “As I have noted before, Leira, that star was too small to have collapsed into a neutron star. A white dwarf would have been more likely.”

      “But still with a supernova explosion.”

      “Yes.”

      “Same outcome, as far we’d have been concerned,” Dash said. “Anyway, Sentinel, I gather we have no reason to stay here?”

      “As is to be expected, given the extreme conditions around the magnetar, there is no evidence of any activity in this system by the Verity or anyone else.”

      Dash nodded. They just waited for Tybalt, now; while Sentinel did a detailed scan of the system in which they’d just arrived, Tybalt updated their scans of destination systems ahead of them. Even moving a couple of light-years closer to them meant they were seeing them that much more recently in time—and that ignored the current data they could collect through unSpace. While they waited, Dash just stared at the distant point of light that was the magnetar. It looked so innocuous—hard to believe its magnetic pull would rip the Archetype apart if they got just a few hundred million klicks closer.

      “I have detected signals suggestive of Verity activity,” Tybalt finally said.

      Dash looked at the data that Sentinel painted on the heads-up. He winced a bit as the image of a globular cluster lit up the cockpit. This one comprised about ten thousand old, relatively small stars jammed into a volume of space less than twenty light-years across, and seemed to be an intergalactic visitor, originating from somewhere outside the Milky Way and just passing through. Like the magnetar system, stars in a globular cluster were unlikely to have planets, as the perturbations from so many stars so close together quickly knocked them out of orbit, if they were even able to form in the first place.

      But it was a great place to hide a fleet.

      “The Verity unwisely allowed comms traffic to give away their presence in the cluster,” Tybalt went on. “Otherwise, between the broad-spectrum EM emissions, radiation, and dense neutrino flux, there really would have been no way of detecting them.”

      “Looks like we have a target,” Benzel said.

      But Dash just frowned at the image. “Yeah, we do, don’t we?”

      Leira caught Dash’s tone. “What are you thinking, Dash?”

      “That we have a target. Except it’s one that we wouldn’t have had, like Tybalt says, if they hadn’t screwed up and let some comm traffic leak.”

      “You think it’s a trap,” Wei-Ping said.

      “I think it’s probably a trap, yeah. I mean, they might have gotten careless. We did just kick their butts back near the Aquarian Ring, so they might be in an uproar and got sloppy with their emotions running hot. That’s pretty flimsy, since I don’t even know if they have emotions, and I’m not sure I’d put credits on that.”

      Dash turned his attention back to the dazzling image of the globular cluster on the heads-up. “Sentinel, what’s the safest way for us to approach this? If we wanted to attack whatever force might be lurking in that cluster, what’s the surest way to go about it in terms of ingress?”

      “Translate our force into the peripheral zone of the cluster, just outside the collective gravitational influence of its stars, and then enter it based on the tactical data we have available at the time.”

      “Yeah, I figured it might be something like that. How about if we translated directly into the cluster, though?”

      “That would be inadvisable. The gravitation of each star impinges on those near it, making for complex, chaotic, and unpredictable effects on translation.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as considerable error in where or when the translating vessels re-enter real space. In extreme cases, it could result in the loss of the vessels in question.”

      “Right. In other words, all those good reasons we pilots are taught to not translate too far into a gravity well. But the Dark Between, that’s different, right?”

      “Gravitation has less effect on vessels that are capable of traveling in the boundary zone between unSpace and real space, yes. However, because the passage of time and distance is closer to what would be experienced in real space, such travel isn’t feasible. Traveling through the Dark Between from here to the cluster would still result in seventy-five years elapsing in real space, and several years of subjective time aboard the vessel—you are planning something unconventional, aren’t you?”

      Dash smiled. “You really are getting to know me, aren’t you?”

      “When you begin to ask questions in this manner, my experience is that you are up to something, as you would put it.”

      His smile grew brilliant. “You got me. What ships do we have that could translate fully into unSpace, make the trip to the cluster, but only come part way back out into the Dark Between?”

      “And then maneuver into a favorable tactical position, yes. An admittedly clever, albeit risky plan. The Archetype and Swift are both capable of it. The Herald and the other Silent Fleet ships would be as well, although they would require modification to their translation drives. Ironically, in this respect, the Slipwing is more capable than they are, thanks to the device that you have named the Fade.”

      That prompted a satisfied nod from Dash. “I wondered about that. Amy?”

      “Amy here, Dash. Go ahead.”

      “How’d you like to do something crazy and potentially dangerous?”

      “I’m in!”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know what it is?”

      Amy laughed. “Sure. Probably isn’t going to change my mind, though.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash couldn’t stop gritting his teeth. So much could go wrong with this. Had they bitten off more than they could chew?

      “Thirty seconds to transition,” Sentinel said.

      “How’s your link to the Slipwing?”

      “Still nearly optimal. However, I have bypassed the Slipwing’s navigation computer and am controlling the ship directly. It simply wasn’t capable of performing the necessary calculations fast enough.”

      “Yeah, well, when I had it installed, I hadn’t expected to fight an interstellar war with it, much less one in which we do crazy shit like this. Amy, you ready?”

      “Yeah. Kind of bored, actually. Sentinel’s doing all the work, I’m just a passenger.”

      “Fifteen seconds. Standby for transition.”

      If the plan worked, both the Archetype and the Slipwing would slide out of unSpace and into the nether region called the Dark Between, a zone that was both unSpace and real space, and yet neither of those things. From there, they should be able to maneuver into an advantageous position relative to the Verity fleet that Dash was certain awaited them.

      The rest of the Cygnus fleet, led by Benzel in the Herald and Leira in the Swift, would drop out of space the conventional way, in the safe approach to the globular cluster that the Verity would have expected when setting up their ambush. And that should fix the attention of the Verity long enough for Dash and Amy to get the drop on them.

      Dash gritted his teeth harder. So many ifs and shoulds and woulds.

      “Five seconds,” Sentinel said.

      The chrono ticked down; at zero, Sentinel transitioned both the mech and the Slipwing into the Dark Between.

      Very little changed. But they were still in one piece.

      “Amy, you still with me?”

      “Right here,” she said, then added, “Okay, that’s weird.”

      “What?”

      “I mean, it might just be all the radiation and stuff from all these stars around us, and the fact we’re in the spooky Dark Between zone—but I’m not seeing any Verity activity. Like, none.”

      Dash’s gaze swept across the heads-up and the threat indicator. Indeed, there was nothing.

      “Sentinel, are we in the right place?”

      “Without returning completely to real space, there is some uncertainty—but, yes, I can determine no significant deviation from our planned transition location.”

      “Huh. Maybe Tybalt was wrong and those signals weren’t from Verity ships at all. Some artifact of all these stars, possibly?”

      “It is possible. We would need to return to real space to be certain, however.”

      Dash nodded and scanned the heads-up for places where the overlapping gravitational fields of the stars were weak enough to allow a safe and complete translation. “Okay, that one, there, is closest. Let’s head for it and return to real space to see what’s what.”

      It would have taken many hours in real space, but in the Dark Between, only subjective minutes elapsed for Dash and Amy. They reached the translation point, and Dash began to translate back.

      “No! Dash! Don’t complete this translation!” Sentinel said. An instant later, she locked out the translation controls.

      “Sentinel, what the hell?”

      “I have just received a time beacon update from the Forge. They are transmitted at regular intervals through the Dark Between in order to keep the Archetype’s chrono synchronized with that of the Forge. This happens autonomously, as a routine background function.”

      “And?”

      “And, check the chrono now.”

      Dash did. “That’s wrong. That says its—what, two days from now?”

      “It does. And this is not incorrect.”

      Dash tapped his screen, a half smile on his face. “What, it’s two days from now?”

      “Yes.”

      The smile vanished. “Wait. It’s two days from now?”

      “I’m afraid that, no matter how many times you ask the question, the answer will be the same—yes.”

      “Dash, what the hell’s going on?” Amy asked. “The Slipwing’s chrono just flipped into the future by two days.”

      Dash just stared.

      Sentinel answered for him. “I just updated it, Amy. And it is correct. The Archetype and the Slipwing have emerged from unSpace two days in the future.”
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        * * *

      

      “Uh…Dash? What’s going on?” Amy asked.

      “I—” He blinked then tried again. “I don’t know. Sentinel, what the hell’s going on?”

      “As I described, it would appear that an unexpected interaction between the translation drive, the nature of unSpace and the Darkness between, and the complex gravitation of the stars in this cluster has resulted in a time displacement.”

      “When did you describe that?”

      “When you asked about translating directly into the cluster, I said there was a possibility of considerable error in where or when the translating vessels re-enter real space.”

      “Shit. You did say that, didn’t you.” Dash shook his head. They had just traveled through time. Just the idea was—

      “Wait, what happened to the fleet? Were the Verity here?”

      “Sensor returns from real space into the Dark Between are limited and incorporate considerable uncertainty. However, I do have some partial data that may answer that question.”

      An image appeared on the heads-up, grainy and out of focus. It was still clear enough to be recognizable…and gut-wrenching.

      It was the shattered wreckage of the Swift.

      “Oh, no,” Dash breathed.

      “It would appear that the battle did not go in our favor.”

      “Dash, does this mean—shit, does this mean we’ve lost?” Amy asked, her voice quiet and tight and utterly out of character for her, which just made it that much more appalling.

      “This is why I prevented you from translating fully back to real space,” Sentinel said. “It is possible that the Archetype and the Slipwing, as well as you and Amy, continue to constitute mass in the universe—that you still exist, in some form. If that is the case, and we returned to it, we would violate fundamental conservation laws. The effects of that are literally impossible to predict.”

      “You mean that, even though we’re here, we might be out there, too?”

      “That is correct.”

      The idea was—it was mind-boggling. There could be another Archetype and Slipwing, another Dash and Amy, just the remains of a full translation away. And if they did finish that translation, they’d duplicate them, adding new mass to the universe, which wasn’t supposed to be able to happen.

      “I’m starting to think this might have been a really bad idea,” Dash said, his stomach wrenched down to a tight knot.

      He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the wreckage of the Swift. Had Leira escaped? What had he done?

      “Sentinel,” Amy asked, her voice suddenly cold and deliberate. “Can we undo this? Can we—I don’t know, go back in time? Return to where we should be?”

      “It is not possible to return to the precise moment we left, no. The universe has changed in ways that cannot be measured. The movement of bodies of which we are entirely unaware could have effects that we cannot even begin to account for.”

      “Okay, wait,” Dash said. “Just wait. Can we actually—rewind time to the same point, though?”

      “It is theoretically possible, yes. I can base a new translation on the data and calculations used for the one that brought us here, essentially calculating a back course through unSpace that should return us to the objective past in real space. But, as I said, it is not possible to do so with any degree of accuracy.”

      “Can you deliberately overshoot?”

      “You are up to something again.”

      “Indeed I am. Can you deliberately overshoot the time we came from, go back to a point before it?”

      “I could achieve a margin of days, but nothing less than that. However, we would again be unable to return to real space because of the mass-balance problem.”

      “Yeah, the Archetype and Slipwing and Amy and Dash are still there, a few days ago, I get it. What if we go back and just sit in the Dark Between waiting until we started this whole mess to begin with? Once the other Dash and Amy I guess, enter unSpace.”

      “Then we would leave it,” Sentinel replied. “Yes, the reasoning is sound. However, that also does stand to create an infinite time loop, in which this incident will continue to happen, theoretically forever.”

      “Maybe it already has,” Amy said. “And we’ve been through this a bazillion times now.”

      Dash sighed. Now there was a terrifying thought. And yet, it might actually be true. How would they ever know?

      “Okay, so one last question, Sentinel,” he asked. “Once we’re out of this, will we just join the regular flow of time and carry on?”

      “To the extent I can answer that question, I would say yes.”

      “But you don’t know for sure.”

      “I do not.”

      “What do you think, Amy?” Dash asked.

      “This future sucks. Let’s go back and see if we can make a better one.”

      “Works for me. Sentinel, do what you have to do, and then let’s go back to where we belong.”
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        * * *

      

      The downside of their foray through not just space, but time—aside from the obviously cataclysmic possibilities it raised—was that they ended up five days ago, relative to when they’d first translated to start all of this. So Dash and Amy were still aboard the Forge, not yet having spoken to Al’Bijea, who himself wasn’t even yet aware that a Verity force was on its way to attack the Ring. It forced Dash and Amy to wait, hanging in the featureless void of the Darkness Between, passing the time as best they could.

      It turned out Dash was better than Amy at poker, but she was by far the better chess player.

      Now, they’d almost caught up in time. They’d seen the Verity force arrive and lay its trap; now, they prepared themselves to finally return to real space in their right time—more or less, although according to Sentinel it didn’t really matter, as long as they finished their long-delayed translation once the other Dash and Amy had entered unSpace.

      And, based on the chrono, they just had.

      “Sentinel, if we were to drop back into real space now, we’d have the drop on the Verity, right?”

      “Given that there is no way, in the normal course of things, for the Slipwing and Archetype to be here now, then it is likely that they would be taken completely by surprise, yes.”

      “Amy, you ready to do this?’

      “If it means I don’t have to play another hand of poker with you, yes, a thousand times yes. I swear you cheat.”

      “I never cheat friends,” Dash said. “Okay, then, let’s do this. Sentinel, let’s get the hell out of the Dark Between.”

      Side-by-side, the Archetype and the Slipwing finally popped back into the real universe.

      Ahead of them, a Verity flotilla was marshalled around two massive ships—a Verity battlecruiser and, to Dash’s grim surprise, a ship that clearly belonged to Clan Shirna. It was the twin of one that he’d destroyed with the Unseen device called a Lens, right after he’d killed the Shirna leader called Nathis.

      All of them were blissfully unaware of the Archetype and the Slipwing, which Sentinel had managed to bring back into real space only a few thousand klicks away. The wash of EM noise and radiation from the multitude of stars flaring around them gave them a brief window of time to act.

      “Amy, rake that big ship on the right, the one that’s probably Clan Shirna. I’ll take the one on the left. Go!”

      Together, the Archetype and the Slipwing leapt forward, accelerating hard.

      The enemy ships grew in the heads-up. The firing solutions were dead simple, practically shoot that way and watch for the boom.

      So Dash did.

      Dark-lance shots and missiles erupted from the Archetype, tearing into the hull of the big Verity battlecruiser. Dash fired the distortion cannon, too, yanking a chunk out of its hull and sending two smaller ships, a corvette and a fighter, careening into the debris and one another. He glanced at Amy and saw her pumping pulse-cannon shots and missiles into the Clan Shirna ship. She peeled off as return fire started up, point-defense systems first, as they came to automated life; bigger weapons followed, sporadic, but quickly growing in intensity as the enemy fleet realized it was being hammered by an attack that shouldn’t even be happening.

      Shots began to slam into the Archetype’s shield. Dash kept pulsing out shots from the dark-lance, punching into the battlecruiser’s hull, leaving clouds of venting atmosphere and spinning debris in his wake. He brought the Archetype to within a few meters of the big ship, deployed the power sword, and slashed at weapons clusters, sensor arrays, and anything else he could reach. And then he was clear, the big ship receding behind him.

      He stowed the power-sword and flicked the heads-up to a rearward view. Chaos gripped the Verity fleet. Ships that had prepared themselves for a common attack vector against the rest of the Cygnus fleet now struggled to break formation and reorganize themselves against this new, unexpected attack.

      But reorganizing themselves they were. Dash knew they’d kicked a nest of fangrats, riling them up to a frenzy. The question was, did they go back in, or just break and run until Benzel and the rest of the fleet—

      “Look out, assholes, here it comes again!”

      Dash saw that Amy had reversed course and now burned hard, driving the Slipwing right back into battle.

      “Oh. Amy,” Dash muttered.

      There was brave, and there was stupid, and there was stupidly brave—and then there was Amy.

      Dash somersaulted and drove the Archetype through a hard turn, then he opened up again with missiles and the dark-lance. The weight of return fire was building up to terrifying levels, though. He saw the Slipwing dodging and weaving through a storm of fire, taking a few hits, but mostly throwing off the Verity firing solutions—at least, for the moment. But the Slipwing had only a single, weak shield, all that even her upgraded reactor could power. Dash straightened out his course, trying to make himself an easier target, hoping to draw the Verity fire.

      Which he did. It seemed like most of the fleet had decided to concentrate their fire on him, and now he was the one desperately evading, trying to preserve the Archetype’s shields for as long as he could.

      The Slipwing slashed through the Verity formation, a streak of incandescent fusion exhaust. Amy landed solid hits on a Verity cruiser, but another had raised a shield of its own and just ignored her incoming fire, targeting her, and catching the Slipwing in a tsunami of pulse-cannon shots. The Slipwing staggered and her fusion exhaust died, leaving her coasting helplessly in a straight line.

      “Dammit!”

      Dash flung himself at his ship. Since she was no longer accelerating, he caught up fast.

      “Sentinel, priority on that shield! Give it everything you can!”

      “Understood.”

      Dash was able to launch a final salvo of missiles, then the Archetype’s weapons dropped offline. He caught the Slipwing and grabbed her hull, the mech’s mighty hands gripping her point defense battery. He couldn’t apply much force—he’d just rip the battery off its mounts—but he wasn’t trying to. He just wanted to protect the Slipwing as best he could and hope that either the rest of the fleet showed up, or they could lose themselves against the background clutter of the globular cluster. But without being able accelerate—

      “Amy, you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Your ship’s a little broken, though. I’m working on the drive now.”

      Shots slammed into the Archetype’s shield, the volume of fire mounting by the second. Dash gritted his teeth against the growing storm, wincing as the Meld began communicating the damage. The shield faltered; shots starting smashing into the Archetype’s armor. But he could do nothing except coast along.

      “Amy, get that drive lit!”

      “Working on it!”

      Dash winced again. He let go of the point-defense array and moved the Archetype back, planting his hands on the Slipwing’s stern. The heads-up was filled by the gaping blackness of his ship’s fusion exhaust ports.

      “Change of plans, Amy. Don’t light the drive. I’m going to try to push—”

      Missiles raced in, a whole salvo of them. The Slipwing’s point defense opened up, taking down some, but the rest struck home, immersing the Archetype and her charge in searing blasts of raw plasma.

      The Archetype’s shield flared briefly with scintillating energy, then died. Every incoming shot would now strike armor, which wouldn’t last long.

      Dash found himself facing another of those awful choices. He could try to restore the shield, but that would preclude him powering up the Archetype’s drive. Or he could accelerate but forego the shield.

      Or he could leave the Slipwing to her fate and just break off to save the Archetype.

      Pulse-cannon shots began boiling away the Archetype’s armor. More struck the Slipwing, tearing glowing chunks out of her own armor. He heard Amy cry out as one bolt hit a soft spot, the base of the Slipwing’s lower sensor array, where its conduits entered the hull.

      Dash groaned as the Archetype staggered under the repeated hits. He was going to lose the mech—and they couldn’t lose the mech.

      Then he had a thought. He’d assumed that his inadvertent vision of the future, the wrecked Swift, had been something they could simply prevent by doing what they did, effectively rewinding time and trying again. But what if the future was fixed? What if this was inevitable? And if it really was an infinitely repeating loop, was there some way they could warn their past selves?

      The Archetype went abruptly dark and silent.

      “Sentinel!”

      Nothing.

      “Shit, Sentinel—”

      The heads-up flared back to life. “Emergency power only,” Sentinel said. “All major systems offline.”

      “Is there anything we”—Dash grunted, as yet more shots hit home—“we can do?”

      “I have no suggestions.”

      It was probably the bleakest thing Dash had ever heard from the AI.

      “You guys need a hand?”

      The massive bulk of the Herald slid into view, interposing her bulk between Dash and Amy, and the Verity fleet. The sound of Benzel’s voice let Dash just hang in the Archetype’s cradle for a moment.

      “You would not believe how good it is to see you guys,” he said.

      “Looked for a while there like you and Amy were going to take out this fleet all by yourselves, leave nothing for us.”

      “Yeah, it started out good, but kind of went sideways after that.”

      “Sorry, just a sec—” Benzel stayed silent for a moment, then said, “Sorry about that. Had a salvo of incoming missiles to deal with. Can you two extract yourselves from this mess on your own? All these stars are making this battle crazy complicated, there’s gravity everywhere, pulling in every direction.”

      “Amy, how’s that drive?”

      “If you’d get your face out of my rear end, I could fire it up right now!”

      Benzel chuckled. “Well, I’ll leave you two alone, then—”

      “Very funny,” Dash said, backing the Archetype away on thrusters and moving it out of the Slipwing’s exhaust plume. “Benzel, in all seriousness, have you got this battle under control? Because the Archetype’s in pretty rough shape.”

      It was Leira who answered. “We’ve got this, Dash. You and Amy made it a lot easier, those two big ships are pretty much out of commission.”

      Dash let out a long, slow breath. “Leira, is it ever good to hear your voice.”

      “Miss me?”

      The Slipwing’s fusion drive lit, and Amy powered away from the battle. Dash followed.

      “Yeah, Leira—actually, I did.”

      “Oh. Um, okay.” He could tell she wanted to ask more, but there was a battle to finish winning. “We’ll talk later.”

      “You bet,” Dash replied, glad to his core that they’d have the chance, because the future didn’t seem to be fixed after all.
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        * * *

      

      “I think that’s one of the worst beating the Archetype ever took,” Dash said, looking out from the docking bay and into space. The mech hung out there, motionless, a half dozen of the Forge’s maintenance drones swirling around it, removing wrecked armor and components and installing new ones. Heavy repairs like this were just easier to do in space; even so, Sentinel would still have to bring the mech into a docking bay near the fabrication plant for its final fixes.

      “Yeah, I guess that’s kind of my fault,” Amy said.

      Dash looked at her. “Yeah, it was.”

      She turned to him, surprised and little shocked. Leira mirrored her expression.

      “I’m sorry, Dash,” Amy said.

      He turned on her. Sheer relief at how things worked out wasn’t enough to offset the fact he was pissed. “You should be. Benzel and Wei-Ping think I’m aggressive, but you’re sometimes over the top, Amy. You’ve got to rein that in, especially if you’re going to be flying a mech, but there’s another issue here, too.”

      “Um…what?” Amy said, her voice small.

      He gripped her shoulder, his voice taking on a softer note. “You’re not bulletproof. None of us are.”

      She gave a chastened nod. “You’re right. I just get carried away.”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Whatever AI you set up for Amy in the Talon, it’s got to be one that helps her stay a little more…I don’t know, careful, judicious, something like that, anyway.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash wanted to stay mad at Amy; she looked like a puppy he’d just kicked. He finally sighed and said, “I don’t want to lose you,” he finally said.

      She gave him a weak smile. “Me, or your ship?”

      “Eh, maybe a little of both.”

      “Dash!”

      He turned to see Benzel, who was approaching with Wei-Ping.

      “We’ve got the final casualty count,” Benzel said. “We lost sixteen, and two ships. One was one of our new Silent Fleet additions, the Terror. She was just too badly damaged to bring home in one piece, so we’re retrieving her as scrap. The other was a mine layer, the Persistence.”

      “She took a missile that breached her reactor containment,” Wei-Ping said. “At least the people aboard her wouldn’t have felt a thing.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “That’s not really comforting.”

      “Don’t expect it to be,” Wei-Ping said. “It’s just that if there’s anything not truly shitty out of it, that would be it.”

      Dash stared at her for a moment, then nodded. She had a point. But so did he.

      “Custodian, we’ve been putting a lot of emphasis on making more weapons. But how about better ones? Do we have design upgrades we can make to these ships? Better shields and armor especially, to protect our people? We’re leaving too many souls out in the black, and I won’t have it.”

      “The amount of scrap being retrieved from the most recent battle—particularly Dark Metal—would allow for a number of upgrades,” Custodian replied. “However, it would mean curtailing production in some areas.”

      Dash nodded in thought. They had managed to salvage a lot of scrap from the battle in the globular cluster—including a Golden observation post of some sort, that had been well-hidden from outside the cluster but pretty evident from inside. They’d towed it back to the Forge along with everything else; after a brief examination, Custodian had suggested that it had enough Dark Metal incorporated into it to actually expand production of some weapons, particularly mines.

      But if that same Dark Metal could be used for better protective systems—

      “Okay, Custodian, let’s you and I meet with Viktor and Conover in, say, an hour to talk about our production priorities. I really want to upgrade our ships’ systems and try to keep our people safe—or at least safer than they are now.”

      “Understood.”

      He asked Benzel and Wei-Ping to join in the meeting, then wandered off to spend a few precious minutes alone.

      Leira, though, apparently had other ideas. He turned when he felt someone following him across the docking bay and found her just a few paces away.

      “Am I intruding?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yup. But if anyone has a standing invitation to intrude, it would be you.”

      She smiled. “So Amy mentioned that you guys did a little time traveling.”

      “Not by choice, but, yeah.”

      “What was that like?”

      “I don’t recommend it. Too much maybe-screwing-up-the-whole-universe to make it really worth it.”

      “I get that. Conover and the AIs seem to be really intrigued, but I agree that time is one thing we should probably leave alone.”

      Dash nodded.

      “So what did you see?”

      He looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, Amy wouldn’t tell me anything. She said I should talk to you. I’m just wondering what you saw.”

      Dash looked out at the Archetype and the maintenance drones darting about it. For a moment, with damaged armor being removed to be taken back to the smelters, she looked derelict, just as the Swift had looked during his brief but horrifying glimpse back into the real space of the future from the Darkness Between.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t see much, really,” Dash said. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now because none of it will ever happen.”

      Leira said nothing. Dash turned to her and saw she was giving him a searching look. Finally, she spoke.

      “Makes me wonder what happened to the people in that future. Did they just cease to exist?”

      Dash looked into Leira’s eyes and smiled. “Actually, I think they’re just fine.”
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      Dash gave the small group of people huddled in the Park a reassuring smile. At least, he hoped it was reassuring. He was still new to this whole diplomatic side to his job as Messenger. It would be easy to fall into the manipulative and somewhat cynical charm that had served him so well as a courier, but these people were genuinely scared, and probably suffering from all sorts of lingering trauma. Benzel and Wei-Ping had found them hidden aboard the derelict Verity ships after the battle, gently taken them off, and brought them back to the Forge for—

      That was the question, wasn’t it?

      “My name’s Newton Sawyer,” he said. “But everyone calls me Dash. I just wanted to welcome you to the Forge, heart of the Cygnus Realm.”

      “Never heard of you,” one man muttered.

      Another said, “Who cares? They got us out of that shit.”

      “And we’re glad we did,” Dash said. “And now you’re probably wondering what comes next. That’s entirely up to you.”

      “Can’t go home,” the first man who’d spoken said. “Home’s gone.”

      Dash nodded. “I know. That’s why you’re free to stay here, as long as you’d like. If you do, though, we’re going to ask you to help us out. We’re fighting back against the Verity—those are the bastards who attacked you and were holding you. More importantly, we’re fighting back against the Golden, the Verity’s masters.”

      “Count me in,” a woman said, but others among the crowd didn’t look so sure.

      “Like I said, it’s up to you. If you don’t want to stay, then as soon as we can, we’ll take you to an inhabited planet or station, and you can go your own way. In the meantime, you’ve got the run of this part of the Forge, including this park our people have built here. Just don’t eat anything without talking to Freya over there.” He ended on the most charming smile he could muster, then left the newcomers and joined Leira, Viktor, and Ragsdale.

      “We have to screen the hell out of these people before we trust them with anything but their assigned hab space and this park,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale gave a firm nod. “Already on it. The trouble is that a few of them just have no records. If they did, they were destroyed when the Verity attacked wherever they were from.”

      “If we can’t be entirely confident they’re clean, then they can’t stay. We just can’t risk any more spies or saboteurs.”

      “That’s an advantage the Verity have,” Viktor said. “They’re not interested in the welfare of these people, so they’re not worried about any of them being spies.”

      “That’s true,” Dash replied. “And it’s going to stay true, because I’d never ask anyone to subject themselves to that as an agent for us.”

      “Damned right,” Leira said.

      They left the new refugees with Freya—and several Gentle Friends, armed with concealed pulse-pistols, who’d keep a discreet eye on the situation. They made their way to the main infirmary, which was crowded with more refugees, as well as injured from the battle.

      “Let’s hope we have no big medical emergencies,” Dash said, eyeing the dreary throng of ill and injured. “We’re packed to the bulkheads in here.”

      They were. Every treatment table was occupied, so that some patients were sprawled on gurneys, or even on stretchers on the floor. Had it been a conventional facility, Dash knew, it would have been bedlam, with doctors and nurses bustling about, calling out instructions and orders and questions, people moaning in pain, some probably panicking. But Unseen tech precluded all that. The interconnected treatment bays were quiet and purposeful, with automated systems working away to deliver therapies and treatment.

      “There are adequate peripheral facilities to deal with any likely short-term needs,” Custodian said. “Moreover, sixty percent of those being treated here are responding well and can soon be discharged.”

      Dash watched a robotic arm move a device along the arm of one of the Gentle Friends, which was scorched and blistered with a plasma burn. The woman saw him watching and shrugged.

      “Doesn’t even hurt,” she said.

      Dash stepped up to her bedside and examined the burn. Second degree, third in a few places. The pain should be excruciating.

      “Really?” Dash asked. “Are you sure you’re not just being all stoic about it?”

      The woman gazed at her seared arm. “Do I look that stoic? I mean it doesn’t actually hurt, thanks to whatever Custodian did.”

      “Your nervous system is a relatively straightforward organo-electrical network,” Custodian said. “It is simply a matter of selectively interrupting its electrical impulses.”

      “Simple for you, maybe,” Dash said, then he gave the woman a smile and moved on.

      Dash and the others wandered among the injured, visiting everyone, even stopping to spend a moment with those who were unconscious. One such casualty halted him short.

      “He’s Clan Shirna,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, he is,” Wei-Ping replied. “We pulled him from the wreckage of that Shirna battlecruiser, the one you and Amy attacked first, along with that big Verity battlecruiser. It was called the Grinding Heel, by the way.”

      “What a charming name,” Leira said, rolling her eyes.

      “Those two ships were awfully damned big and powerful,” Benzel put in. “In case I hadn’t mentioned it before, you guys doing as much damage to them as you did, right up front, probably made the battle for us.”

      Dash nodded. Benzel didn’t know how right he was. After all, Dash had seen what would have happened if they hadn’t effectively knocked those two big capital ships mostly out of the fight right at the outset.

      “Anyway, as far as we can tell, this was the only survivor,” Wei-Ping went on. “Custodian figures that he might literally be the only survivor from Clan Shirna, in fact.”

      “Aside from that woman—what’s her name, Sur-natha?” Benzel said. “The one we’re holding as a prisoner, anyway.”

      “And she’s human, not actually Clan Shirna, even if she does claim to be Nathis’s adopted daughter,” Leira added.

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the unconscious figure, and the reptilian features he remembered so well from Nathis, their bitter, but now long-gone enemy. “Custodian, what makes you think this is the last survivor of Clan Shirna?”

      “An analysis of casualty rates, versus the expected demographics of the Clan Shirna population. There is some uncertainty, of course, but the likelihood of this being the sole surviving member of that faction is approximately eighty percent. If there are other survivors, they no longer constitute a viable population, and will not for a significant number of generations.”

      “So, except for this guy, Clan Shirna is dead,” Dash said.

      “That’s what it amounts to, yeah,” Wei-Ping replied.

      “And what are his chances for recovering?”

      “He suffered severe trauma. His chances of recovery are approximately fifty percent.”

      Fifty-fifty. He survives, or he doesn’t. Except it wasn’t especially funny, this time.

      “So could we use this bed for one of our own people, who’s more likely to survive?”

      “Yes, there are several candidates,” Custodian replied.

      “So pick the worst of those and give them this bed.”

      “What do you want to do with this guy?” Wei-Ping asked.

      Dash shrugged. “Get him out of the way. Otherwise, I don’t care.”

      Benzel and Wei-Ping just nodded. Leira looked at Dash with concern, but he spoke before she could.

      “These bastards allied themselves with the Golden, mainly to grab some power and make some credits, remember?”

      She stopped, looked back down at the unconscious figure, then nodded. “Yeah, I do.”

      And that was that.

      They carried on, reaching the other end of the main infirmary, and Dash turned to Benzel. “Okay, this was the easy part. Now for the hard part. Where are our dead?”

      Benzel frowned. “Custodian has them in stasis. Why?”

      “I want to visit them,” Dash said.

      “You sure about that?”

      “They’re not going to be hurt if you give them a pass, you know,” Wei-Ping said.

      But Dash gave his head a firm shake. “No. I want to see them. I’m always going to want to see them, from now on. To pay my respects.”

      The others continued to look doubtful but started to turn away. Dash stopped them by carrying on. “Look, over the past while I’ve started to realize I’m more than just the Messenger. For good or for worse, I’m the leader around here. It's not something I ever especially wanted, certainly nothing I ever asked for—but there it is.” He looked back into the crowded infirmary. “I’m really starting to realize what that actually means. These people—I’m responsible for them. The decisions I make are going to go a long way in determining if they live, or if they—yeah, if they die. And if they die, I want to—”

      Dash stopped, shaking his head. This was really hard to put into words.

      But Leira smiled and touched his arm. “No, I get it. You want to thank them and say goodbye to them.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. That’s it exactly. They’ve given up everything for what we’re trying to do here. I owe them this.” He returned Leira’s smile. “Sometimes I think I’d be lost without you, you know.”

      As soon as he said it, an image of the wrecked Swift shoved its way into his mind. He shoved it away just as hard.

      Benzel nodded again, this time in a way that said yeah, he got it, too. They left the infirmary and led them to the morgue.

      The door was sealed, and they had to ask Custodian explicitly to open it. “This is because there is a low-power stasis field operating in the compartment,” the AI said. “It suppresses biological activity. Think of the nerve-impulse blocking I describe earlier, except applied to all life processes.”

      “So your heart would just stop beating?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Yes. However, the cessation of electrical activity in your brain would be a much more immediate cause of death.”

      “You know, I realize this is going to sound really inappropriate, considering why we’re here, but can we weaponize that?” Benzel said. “It sounds like it could be devastating if you could, say, hit even just part of a ship with some effect like that.”

      “It is not a practical application of the technology,” Custodian replied. “The field generators would require too much power for the effect, which would be restricted to too small an area, and all of it would require considerable miniaturization.”

      “Well, it was worth a shot,” Benzel said.

      “Okay, Custodian, open the doors,” Dash said.

      The door slid smoothly open.

      Beyond was a compartment about fifteen meters by ten, empty of anything except racks of shelves. Most of them were empty.

      But ten weren’t. Dash walked to the first body, enclosed in a black polymer bag. A data chip attached to it lit with a name and other particulars when he touched it.

      Dash recognized the name. He’d been one of the Gentle Friends. And that was all Dash knew about him.

      He looked at the bag. It concealed a man who had died barely into the beginning of his life, in his early twenties. Dash wondered about him. What had his childhood been like? How had he ended up in the ranks of the Gentle Friends? Did he still have family somewhere? Had he fallen in love with anyone? Kissed anyone? Been easy to get along with? Funny? A miserable asshole? Some of both?

      None of that mattered, though, did it? Because it had all died with him.

      Dash let go of the data chip and it went dark.

      He went from body to body, spending a moment with each one. Leira, Benzel, and Wei-Ping waited a discreet and respectful distance away. As he touched each data chip and it lit up with an identity that had once been a life, Dash found himself growing angrier with each corpse.

      By the time he reached the last one, he was seething, a deep, primal rage boiling inside him. He wanted to strap himself into the Archetype, go find some Golden or Verity or Clan Shirna, and destroy them. He imagined not doing with missiles or the dark-lance, but with the mech’s power-sword, with its fists. He wanted to slam them repeatedly into the works of the Golden, smash them, break them, tear them down.

      “Dash, are you okay?”

      He looked up, unaware he’d just been standing motionless and staring intently at the last body. Leira stood beside him, worry etched onto her face.

      Dash realized his fists were clenched and relaxed them. It took effort. Finally, he nodded—or meant to, but actually ended up shaking his head.

      “Am I okay?” He looked around at the bodies. “No, I’m not.” He turned back to Leira. “But I will be. And then we’ll get on with the war.”

      “You know what you need?” Benzel said. “A drink. Freya’s got a new batch of plumato wine. Or, if you’re really brave, we’ve got some stuff our folks brewed up on the Herald.”

      He glanced at Wei-Ping, apparently waiting for her take on whatever concoction the Gentle Friends aboard the Herald had come up with. She shrugged.

      “It’s awful,” she said. “But it’ll get you drunk.”

      “We call it fusion burn,” Benzel said, then nodded at one of the bodies. “Tirel over there was a master at making the stuff. Or at least making it drinkable, anyway.”

      Dash looked at the body of Tirel. Except he wasn’t just a body, was he? He was still a person. He still meant things to people. And that kept him alive, at least in a way.

      The thought made Dash feel a little better. He gave Leira a grateful nod, then turned to Benzel and Wei-Ping and said, “You know what? Yeah, I could use a drink.”

      “I think we all could,” Leira said, following Dash and the others back out of the compartment they were using as a morgue. The door slid silently shut and sealed again behind them.

      As they walked away, Dash briefly thought about the inside of that compartment, the door now closed, the lights off, plunging it into complete and silent darkness.
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      Fusion burn was right, Dash thought. With emphasis on burn. He’d drank some pretty raw stuff in his time, but the Gentle Friends’ makeshift liquor was right in the top ranks of harsh, crossing a line from raw to barely drinkable.

      As the hot shower water played over him, sluicing over his skin, he resolved to never actually get drunk on the stuff. One drink made his head tingle and left a slightly bitter dryness in his mouth that he was sure resulted from having lost a layer of skin inside his mouth. Even opening his mouth into the shower stream, letting hot water bubble and gush through his mouth, didn’t blunt the feeling.

      He watched the last of the soap swirl away down the drain between his bare feet. His shower was done—except he hadn’t really decided to take one to get clean, had he? In the shower he had no demands on him except to stand still and let the water rinse away his exhaustion. It was a refuge of sorts, and now, it was over.

      “Messenger, if you have a moment,” Custodian said.

      Dash blew out a sigh. So much for that.

      “Yeah, just give me a second here,” he said, tapping the control that shut off the water, then stepping out and into a warm-air drier. It took only seconds to waft the water from his body; he slipped on a clean pair of shorts and padded into his private quarters.

      “Okay, Custodian, what’s up?”

      “The Horse Nebula and the Void Stalker have sent a message to the effect that they are returning to the Forge following an engagement with the enemy.”

      Dash paused in the middle of pulling on a sock. The two mine layers had been dispatched a couple of days previously, on another of their ongoing missions to mine systems the Forge passed as it advanced. The aim was to deny easy access to the systems by enemy forces, while giving an early warning if they tried, a sign that they might be attempting to outflank the Forge.

      “Show me a star chart,” Dash said, tugging on his other sock and standing.

      A holo image appeared, showing where the Horse Nebula and her consort had been operating, and the current location of the Forge.

      “The mine layers were attacked shortly before they translated out of that system,” Custodian said. “They had almost completed their mining tasks and confirm that at least two Verity corvettes were attacked by mines, and one was badly damaged or destroyed.”

      “How are our people?”

      “Minor injuries only. No deaths.”

      “Good.”

      Dash studied the chart, rotating it with a wave of a hand to get the full, three-dimensional perspective. “So if they ran into enemy forces there,” Dash said, pointing at the system in question, “then the Verity, or the Golden, or whoever’s behind it, seems to be trying to work around our left flank.”

      “Yes. The mines are proving quite valuable for securing our flanks.”

      “Yeah, they are.” Dash crossed his arms and frowned at the star chart in thought. “Okay,” he finally said. “Let’s get more drones patrolling out to our flanks and push them out a little further. If they do try coming at us, I want as much warning as possible. Also, make sure Benzel and Wei-Ping know about this.”

      “I have already briefed them.”

      Dash nodded. “Of course you have,” he said, and turned to finish getting dressed.

      “There is one other matter,” Custodian said.

      Dash pulled on shirt, paused, and sighed. “Isn’t there always. So what is it this time?”

      “The injured member of Clan Shirna died just a short time ago.”

      “Really.”

      “Yes. I thought you would like to know.”

      “Okay, then. Just go ahead and space the body.”

      “Do you wish to be present when that is done?”

      “Nope. No one does. Just have one of your maintenance remotes do it.”

      “If I may make an observation, your lack of concern over the death of what is likely the last member of an entire race stands in marked contrast to your concern for the dead in the morgue.”

      “Damned right it’s markedly different.” Dash snapped the waistband closed on his trousers. “Why, does that bother you?”

      “Me being bothered by any such matters is an irrelevant concept. Rather, I am curious as to why. I assume that it is because this was a dead foe. However, military history—including your own—is replete with accounts of fallen enemies being accorded great respect. For example, in your own history, an individual named Manfred von Richtofen, also known as the Red Baron, was the pilot of a crude, heavier-than-air fighter-class vessel in a large, armed conflict. He killed many foes in battle. When he was himself killed, and his body came into the possession of those same foes, he was treated with great reverence. I am curious as to the difference.”

      “Well, I don’t know much about this Manfred—whatever his name was. I guess he was fighting, though, for something he truly believed in, and did it in a way that wasn’t all about him being a cruel, opportunistic asshole who was happy to see all life being wiped out.” Dash sat on his bed and retrieved his boots. “In any case, he obviously earned his enemy’s respect. Clan Shirna, though, no. They made their choice. They aligned themselves with a bunch of xenophobic, genocidal assholes. I won’t gloat over the death of this last guy, and the rest of Clan Shirna—I’m not a tyrannical jerk, and I’m not a genocidal maniac myself. But I’m not going to pretend to respect them or treat their dead with any reverence. So space his corpse, and let’s move on to deal with the Verity, the Bright, the Golden, or whoever else shows up in our crosshairs.”

      “Even if it means the destruction of those races as well?”

      “Would that bother you? Wasn’t that what your Creators were all about?”

      “The Creators had a rich and varied culture and society that went far beyond their military prowess. However, circumstances did force them to dedicate themselves to the defeat of the Golden.”

      Dash pulled on his boots and fastened them. “So if they’d been in my position, and had the life or death decision over the Golden, what do you think they would have done?”

      “Exterminated them, of course. It is the only logical course of action.”

      Dash stood and headed for the door and, from there, the Command Center, where he had yet another meeting. As he exited his quarters, he nodded.

      “Damned right it is.”
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      Dash indulged himself in putting his feet up on a console in the Command Center as Custodian spoke. The AI actually oversaw all of the controls and determined whether or not one had been operated deliberately, or accidentally. It meant Dash could put his feet up, and they could lean on the consoles, without inadvertently triggering something that might blow up a planet.

      “The construction of the Shroud is nearly complete. It will use about half as much Dark Metal as the inferior version retrieved from the Golden and operate more efficiently. Once it has finally been completed, testing will begin,” Custodian said.

      Dash looked around. Everyone was assembled here, even Freya, who Dash had decided needed to be included in their planning meetings. Her work was proving to have a huge impact on morale, and Dash was now realizing just how important a factor the morale of their people was in prosecuting this war.

      “So we’re going to have the Greenbelt and the Shroud on permanent station near the Forge?” Wei-Ping asked. “Doesn’t that kind of leave them hanging out there, vulnerable?”

      “It’s a good point,” Viktor said. “It would seem to leave them vulnerable. We can’t do much about the Greenbelt, but can’t the Shroud be built inside the Forge?”

      “The operation of the Shroud during the fabrication of power cores results in strong emissions of radiation, particularly neutrons. While this can be contained, it means a portion of the Forge will have to be permanently closed as the structure around the Shroud will become heavily contaminated by secondary radiation.”

      Viktor nodded. “Okay, well, that’s a pretty good reason to not build it aboard the Forge, then. But still, isn’t it a critical point of vulnerability for us?”

      “Yeah, the Golden tried hiding it, and we snatched it from them,” Amy said. “Hate to have them turn around and do the same thing to ours.”

      “That is unlikely,” Custodian said. “Even in its current, partially powered-up state, the Forge is more than capable of protecting nearby assets such as the Shroud. Any attack sufficiently strong to overcome that would likely destroy the Forge anyway.”

      Dash put his feet on the floor. “Okay, so the Shroud sits outside the Forge and makes power cores for us. That’s what we should assume we’re working with. So the question is, how fast can it make power cores? The technical specs are a—well, a little beyond me.”

      “I’m an engineer,” Viktor said. “And they’re beyond me, too.”

      “It depends on the types of cores being produced. Standard, Level One cores can be manufactured relatively quickly. More powerful Level Two cores require a greater investment of time and resources. Q-cores take even longer, and require significant amounts of Dark Metal.”

      Dash glanced around, making sure he wasn’t the only one who had no idea what a Q-core was. The blank expressions he saw on everyone else’s face reassured him he wasn’t.

      “What’s a Q-core?” Amy asked.

      “It is a tandem core, with either two or four Level One or Two power cores arranged in a parallel configuration. By taking advantage of certain harmonics, the Creators were able to develop a single power-core unit whose net energy production exceeds that of four individual cores by a significant margin.”

      “Well, those sound handy,” Amy said.

      “Is that what we found on Burrow?” Conover asked. “That one core with the brackets that seemed like it was set up for a second core to be added?”

      “Yes, it was an incomplete Q-core,” Custodian replied.

      “So why would we not just make nothing but these Q-cores?” Ragsdale asked. “Assuming they can be substituted for normal ones, that is.”

      “Each Q-core requires eight hundred kilograms of Dark Metal and will require approximately one week to fabricate,” Custodian said. “Those numbers are approximate, admittedly, until the Shroud is finally operational and its actual efficiency can be determined. But they are reasonably close.”

      Dash whistled. “Eight hundred kilos of Dark Metal? That’s a lot.”

      “It means that maybe we should start taking a closer look at that old Dark Metal smelter, or whatever it is, that the Aquarians found inside that comet they turned into a mountain on their Ring,” Wei-Ping said. “If we could get something like that running, then hell, we should be able to pump out all the Dark Metal we need.”

      “That facility is badly degraded by the passage of time, since it wasn’t protected or kept in stasis,” Custodian replied. “It will take considerable time and effort to reverse engineer anything comparable.”

      “Still, it’s worth a try,” Viktor said. “Making our own Dark Metal would be a huge boost to our production.”

      “It would also mean we wouldn’t have to spend half the flight time of our ships trying to find and scavenge the damned stuff,” Benzel said.

      Dash stood. “Let’s put that on the to-do list. Viktor, Conover, I’ll leave it to you guys to work with Custodian and the Aquarians to figure out how feasible trying to back engineer it and make our own would be.”

      “So what advantage would having one of these Q-cores offer besides more power?” Freya asked. Dash glanced at her in surprise; she didn’t normally take part in these technical discussions. But she was a skilled botanist with a background in science, and she was highly intelligent.

      “Each Q-core would increase the Forge’s power levels by approximately six percent,” Custodian said. “That includes general power levels, as well as power available for the output of products from the fabrication facilities.”

      Benzel frowned. “Six percent doesn’t sound like a lot for eight hundred kilos of Dark Metal and a week to make, plus whatever else that’s needed to make it.” He looked at Dash. “Do you really think it’s worth it?”

      “Custodian,” Dash said,. “Can you give us some context to that six percent? Is that a lot?”

      “Each increase of one percent in the Forge’s capacity offers the opportunity to make a weapon whose raw yield would be sufficient to destroy a capital ship, up to and including battleship and carrier classes.”

      That made Dash whistle again.

      Benzel gave an impressed nod and said, “Okay, then—definitely worth it.” He bowed his head but smiled. “I stand corrected.”

      “Well, let’s get the Shroud up and running, and then we can decide our priorities for cores. It sounds, though, that we’re going to want some Q-cores for sure,” Dash said, then looked around. “And, while we’re talking new weapons, I have an idea I want to float. It comes from when Amy and I managed to get the jump on that Verity fleet the way we did by coming at them out of the Darkness Between.”

      “I thought you said fiddling with time is a bad idea,” Leira said.

      Dash shook his head. “No, not that. I mean when we literally took them completely by surprise, translating back into real space close to them and attacking before they even knew what was happening. Speed and surprise can be way more effective than raw power, if used effectively. So what if we could do the same thing with missiles? Pop them into the Darkness Between, or even unSpace, then have them pop out again right close to their target?”

      “We already do it with the nova cannon on the Swift,” Leira said. “It shoots partly through the Darkness Between, so its shots have almost no time-of-flight and can bypass things like shields.”

      “Yeah, the big blast cannon on the Archetype is the same, but their power requirements are crazy. Hell, just firing the blast cannon risks knocking the Archetype offline, which is why I’ve only used it once so far. We definitely won’t be able to mount a nova cannon, much less a blast cannon, on every ship. But if we had missiles that translated themselves when they fired, well, any ship should be able to carry a battery of those, even our mine layers.”

      “We’d need to miniaturize translation drives,” Viktor said, rubbing his chin and getting the look that was a combination of thoughtful and intrigued which meant he was about to sink his teeth into a problem. “And keep them properly guided while they translate.”

      “I’m going to leave that with you,” Dash said, smiling. “Work with the AIs, and also Conover and Amy. They’re going to start practicing simulations of the mechs, soon, I gather, with their new AIs, so they’ll be around the Forge a lot more.”

      “I can’t wait to meet mine,” Amy said. “I hope he’s nice.”

      “I don’t think nice is one of the criteria,” Leira said flatly. “Right, Tybalt?”

      “I have been nothing but pleasant,” Tybalt replied. “I take great pride and satisfaction in my charismatic approach to our dealings.”

      Leira just grinned and rolled her eyes.
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      Dash made his way across the main fitting bay on the same level as the fabrication plant. The massive bay, even bigger than the ones they used as hangars for the Archetype and the Swift, was where final component assembly was done—or where major components required for something too big for the bay were taken out of the Forge for assembly outside. Right now, it housed the damaged Slipwing, which was still being repaired from the battle in the globular cluster, and the Horse Nebula, also having her recent battle damage repaired. Mechanical arms swung around the two ships, while maintenance remotes drifted about, welding units flashing.

      If this had been a conventional  human facility, Dash thought, he’d have to be careful to watch where he walked, to avoid getting clocked by a swinging arm. But everything here just accommodated his presence, moving around him in an intricately choreographed mechanical dance. It struck him how casual he’d become about all this super-advanced tech; it hadn’t even occurred to him to watch where he was going, since he just assumed nothing would accidentally slam into him.

      He stopped and took a moment to just look at his ship. She seemed so different. She’d changed, like he had. She had upgraded power plant and engines, improved weapons, better armor, new point-defense and sensors, expanded computer capacity. The list went on. In a way, she was the same hull as the old Slipwing, but in most other ways, she was a different, completely new ship.

      “We’ve come a long way together, eh old girl?” He touched a hand to the smooth ceramalloy of her armored underside and offered a fond smile. “Don’t think either of us saw this coming, did we?”

      Commotion rose behind him. A small hauler drifted into the bay, lugging a cargo pod. It landed in a designated spot and two of the Gentle Friends dismounted, giving him a wave. Curious, Dash wandered over to where they were disconnecting the pod.

      “Hey, Dash,” a woman with a brush cut, said.

      Dash nodded. “You guys been out scavenging?”

      Her companion, a tall, thin man with a scraggly beard, nodded. “Bits and pieces get away from the ships when they’re being scrapped, or even just repaired. Wei-Ping sends us out every day to round them up and bring them back as more scrap.”

      “Also don’t want too much debris around the Forge,” the woman added.

      Dash nodded and watched as the sailors lowered a ramp from the side of the hauler, then shunted the cargo-pod off the hauler’s rack and onto a magnetic trackway running through the bay. Unseen magnetic forces lifted the pod a few centimeters, then it began to slide silently away, following the trackway out of the bay to the lifts that would carry it to the smelters in the fabrication plant.

      Watching it sparked an idea.

      Dash gave the two Gentle Friends another wave then wandered toward the big portal opening on the starfield beyond. He could see the Herald off to his left and, a few klicks beyond her, the Greenbelt. The almost-completed Shroud hung a couple of klicks away, to his right.

      The idea crystallized a little more. He’d wanted to talk about ideas for new weapons, get people thinking about them; here was one of his own.

      “Custodian, what if we copied that oblong design of the Shroud and used it as a missile platform? In other words, construct it like a long magazine with missile launchers at either end? Use magnetic force trackways and the like to move the missiles to the launchers?”

      “That would save considerable resources over our current approach to the construction of missile drones. Do you envision this design as being fully robotic?” Custodian asked.

      “Um, maybe. Work it up both ways.” His mind started to run with the idea as it crystallized more and more. “We could mount one high-volume missile battery on each ship, firing those transluminal missiles we were talking about back in the Command Center, and then link a couple of these platforms to that ship. It would be like a set of triplets working in sync,” Dash said, but then snagged on a thought that had actually been bothering him for some time. “Can you make it smarter than a simple drone, though? Those ones are fine at carrying out routine, repetitive tasks, but I’d love to see something that can actually think ahead, plan, and work cooperatively with other ships and platforms.”

      “That is certainly possible, although the creation of a truly autonomous artificial intelligence would require more Dark Metal than we currently have at our disposal,” Custodian replied.

      “Huh. Interesting. So it’s a part of your matrices, eh? Okay, how about smarter than an average missile avionics package? Can you create something in that range? Smart, but not too smart?”

      “It should be possible to create an intermediate level of intelligence that better utilizes our available resources, yes. Shall I begin doing so?” Custodian asked.

      “Yes, but don’t install them in anything yet. Make…oh, let’s say a dozen, with some variation in personality, so to speak, and then keep them powered up and ready in some sort of plug-in module, something that’s universal for every ship we build from here on out,” Dash said.

      “I will begin the construction immediately. Do you have a project designation for this effort?”

      Dash smiled. “Yeah, I do. Call them Red Barons.”

      “That is most appropriate,” Custodian said, sounding genuinely appreciative. “If I may, I would suggest that there could be another way of employing these new missile platforms—one that would help to optimize the survival rate of our naval personnel in another way. In extreme contingencies, such as when a ship is under severe duress, the platforms could be employed as single-use kinetic-energy weapons after expending their armament.”

      Dash thought about that. He and Amy had been able to do damage all out of proportion to what they’d actually brought to the battle, when they bounced the Verity and Clan Shirna in the globular cluster. He imagined what they could have done had the Archetype and Slipwing each had a pair of intelligent missile platforms accompanying them, loaded with transluminal missiles—and how much more they could have done if those platforms had then become massive missiles themselves. He nodded. “Yeah, I like that even better. Can we give them warheads of their own of some sort? Nuclear weapons, maybe? So that they hit even harder?”

      “Certainly. Between velocity and a narrow scanner profile, I can shape the platform so that it becomes itself a ship killer once all of its missiles have been expended. However, we should assume that all of the material, including the Dark Metal used in the construction of the platform, will be lost and unrecoverable. A platform would, therefore, only be allowed to transition into ship-killer mode by direct command of the controlling ship, either as emergency measure, or to exploit a suitable opportunity,” Custodian said.

      “Can you get them to a decent speed?”

      “I can, by bleeding off some of the nuclear yield. Is that acceptable?” Custodian asked.

      “It is. Make them go boom.”

      “Boom it shall be.”
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      Dash had meant to go spend some time in the park actually taking some quiet time to himself, but it was not to be. No sooner had his feet touched the grass than Custodian announced, “Enemy inbound.”

      Now, Dash raced for the docking bay and the waiting Archetype. The big mech had been fully repaired, and Sentinel had already powered it up when he arrived.

      “Any updates?” Dash asked, climbing into the Archetype’s cradle.

      “Yes,” Custodian said. “The incoming ships are Golden, Harbinger-class mechs, but smaller, lighter, and faster than the versions we have encountered previously. They are operating with the profile of a scouting mission in-force. They are approaching at high velocity and show no signs of decelerating,” Custodian said.

      “Meaning they plan on a strafing run—or colliding with something. Leira, you online yet?”

      “Just got comfy in the Swift’s cradle,” she replied. “Launching in about twenty seconds.”

      “Good. As soon as you’re clear of the Forge, fire a salvo of missiles at our visitors.”

      “That’s an awfully long-ranged attack, Dash, with lots of time for countermeasures and evasion. Won’t they just miss?”

      Dash spun the Archetype around and flung it into space. “Probably. But evasion is good. I want them to alter course, maneuver ,and bleed off some speed, see if we can get them playing defense. Benzel?”

      “Boss?” Benzel answered instantly.

      “Get your people in motion. I want flash mines deployed. Pushed out of the bays by hand if necessary. Any velocity is better than none. I’ll upload a scheme to the general channel in just a second. Conform as closely to it as you can.”

      “Will do,” Benzel said.

      Dash saw Leira’s missiles launch as Sentinel began tracking them. He fired his own salvo then conversed quickly with Sentinel, outlining the plan he’d roughed out in his mind while running to board the Archetype. It was still all about new weapons, and the fact that these were Harbingers only solidified it for him.

      “You wish to take these enemy vessels intact?” Sentinel asked.

      “Damned right I do. I’d like to see if we can retrofit them with pilots, or at least replace their AI with our own. Either way, I want to make them into our mechs.”

      “There is considerable uncertainty regarding whether that is even possible.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t try, you don’t get. I mean, worse comes to worst and we just use them as scrap anyway. But if we could pull this off—” He gave the threat indicator a feral grin. “Yeah. I’m inspired by the Shroud. We took it from the Golden for ourselves. That’s like having two Shrouds, right? The one the Golden don’t have anymore, and the one we do. I’d love to keep doing that, and these Harbingers are a great place to start.”

      “Understood. The mine layer Void Stalker has several flash and scrambler mines already onboard and was on station with A Squadron of the fleet. Benzel is deploying her now, escorted by the Herald.”

      Dash nodded. “Perfect.”

      “Two of the approaching enemy craft have begun decelerating,” Sentinel said a moment later. “The other three are continuing to approach at high speed.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the heads-up. “Wonder what that’s about. Keep an eye on them, Sentinel, and let me know what they’re doing. Meantime, our missiles should be just about on target.”

      Sure enough, the three approaching Harbingers accelerated laterally, veering to one side then abruptly shifting thrust and veering again. At the same time, they opened up with insanely rapid-fire pulse-cannons. Each shot was weaker than those from the standard pulse weapons aboard, say, the Herald; Dash knew the strength of their shots was somehow a function of the length of the weapon’s reaction chamber, so these ones must just be smaller. But they made up for it with an incredible rate of fire. In a few seconds, they’d avoided or destroyed all of the missiles except one, which managed to land a lucky hit on one of the Harbingers. The enemy mech’s shield held, but it did slow some, falling behind its comrades.

      For the next few minutes, Dash just intently watched the tactical display. Sometimes space battles were like this: periods of doing nothing but flying, sometimes long ones, closing with the enemy. But at their combined closing rate, the Harbingers on the one side and the Archetype and Swift on the other, this doing nothing but flying part wouldn’t last long at all.

      Dash shifted his attention a fraction and saw the Herald and the Void Stalker closing up behind them. “Benzel, you’d better get those mines deployed. Those Harbingers are coming in hot.”

      “The Void Stalker’s already started laying them. We figure she’ll get twelve to fifteen of them deployed, and then she’s going to get the hell out of the way.”

      “Sounds good.” Benzel’s caution for the mine layer was commendable; she might be armed, but she was no match even for a light version of a Harbinger. Speaking of which—

      Sentinel spoke up, answering the question he was about to ask. “The two Harbingers that decelerated are now on an outbound trajectory. If they intend to translate, they will be able to do so in approximately five minutes.”

      “They’re getaways.”

      “I don’t understand the reference.”

      Dash allowed himself a smile. “When you’re doing a job, something that might get you into trouble, say, you’re breaking into a secure compound to steal a shipment of power couplings then you leave a getaway or two.”

      “That is an unusually specific example.”

      “Just plucked it out of thin air, honestly. Anyway, you leave one or two people back, watching over the job as it happens. That way, if anything goes wrong, they can break off and report back to the gangster—er, whoever set the job up in the first place. That way, they know what happened and can plan what to do next.”

      “You believe these two Harbingers intend to observe what happens then withdraw with that information.”

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. It’s a way of testing our capabilities. We might have spooked them when the Archetype and the Slipwing were able to suddenly appear right on top of them, without them detecting us until it was too late. They didn’t know it happened accidentally after some unplanned time travel.”

      “A good point. The Golden may now believe we have capabilities of which they were unaware and now they want to understand.”

      “Exactly. I mean, I don’t know that’s the case, but it would make sense.”

      “We will be in dark-lance range in fifteen seconds.”

      “Leira,” Dash said. “I don’t want to stop these guys. I want them to keep heading for the Forge and hopefully run into those flash mines. So let’s just keep accelerating past them, a high-speed pass, and snap out a few shots that mostly miss.”

      “In other words, not fight very well or smart?” Leira replied. “Yeah, I can definitely do that.”

      Dash chuckled and watched the range close. He fired the dark-lance a few times, landing a couple of hits that splashed off shields and Dark Metal armor, but mostly missing. Leira did the same with the nova-cannon, deliberately not targeting it to bypass the Harbingers’ shields. The enemy mechs returned fire as soon they were close enough to employ their shorter-ranged, rapid-fire pulse-cannons, then launching missiles. They weren’t, of course, trying to miss, and both the Archetype and Swift took hits.

      The extreme rate of fire of the pulse cannons was actually worrisome; they quickly saturated the Archetype’s shield with energy, pumping it in faster than it could radiated away. As they flashed past, the shield failed, and pulse-shots actually slammed into the mech’s armor.

      Dash decelerated hard. Leira did the same. The Harbingers made no attempt to maneuver after them, instead just boring straight in at the Forge.

      “Custodian,” Dash said as he flipped the Archetype around. “Just in case those mines don’t stop them, you’re going to be dealing with three of them coming in really, really fast.”

      “Understood. I am conferring with Benzel regarding the disposition of the fleet. However, the Forge is more than capable of taking care of itself.”

      “I’m sure it is. Just don’t get cocky about it, okay?”

      “Cocky?”

      “Yeah, you know, full of yourself, thinking you can do anything without help, that you’ll always get away with it, that sort of thing.”

      “So like you, you mean.”

      Dash heard Leira’s laugh.

      He meant to shoot back a scathing retort of some sort, but instead he just shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I did just kind of describe myself, didn’t I?”

      Sentinel cut in. “Almost perfectly.”

      “Yeah, well, you all can just get down and—”

      “The Harbingers are about to enter the blast radius of the mines,” Custodian said.

      Dash focused his attention on the tactical display on the heads-up. He expected the Harbingers to destroy the mines before they could detonate; catching even one of them and disabling it was a faint hope, at best.

      “Wait. Benzel, what’s the Void Stalker doing? Get her the hell out of there!”

      

      “Stand by, Dash,” Benzel replied.

      Dash leaned hard into the acceleration, trying to drive the Archetype back along the Harbingers’ trajectory even faster, but it wouldn’t matter; he and Leira were both far too distant to influence the next few moments of the battle in any meaningful way.

      Which meant it was far too late for the Void Stalker. The Harbingers raced in, pouring out streams of pulse-cannon shots that destroyed mines and also pummeled the Herald. The latter’s shields held, but she limited her return fire per Dash’s orders, to try to avoid destroying any of the enemy mechs.

      Dash opened his mouth, but any sound died in the futility of the moment. The Void Stalker remained far too close to the live battlespace, somehow having been disabled. As the Harbingers raced on, destroying the last of the mines that threatened them, one of them switched briefly, almost contemptuously, to target the mine layer. A stream of pulse-cannon shots ripped into her hull; an instant later, a rippling chain of explosions tore the Void Stalker apart.

      Dash slowly blinked as the bleak reality of loss swept over him. He tried to remember which of the Gentle Friends he’d just seen die. He failed, and the moment stretched, punishing in its silence.

      Two of the Harbingers abruptly stopped accelerating, their power curves going flat. They were completely offline, dead.

      “Okay, we’ve got two of them, Dash,” Benzel said. “We’re going to seize them now so Custodian can hack them before they reboot and come back to life.”

      “Benzel—” Dash started, then shook his head. The man sounded not just completely unfazed, but actually kind of smug. “I mean, damn, how many people did you just lose?”

      “None.”

      “You—what? None?”

      Benzel laughed. “That’s right. Zero. Nada. The crew of the Void Stalker only sowed about half their mines. They set the rest to explode when the Harbingers made their closest pass. And then they jumped in the escape pod and ran. I’m afraid we lost our mine layer, but we can rebuild her easily enough. Hell, you can take her out of my pay. And we did get two of those damned mechs intact. That’s what you wanted, right?

      “Well, yeah. That was—” Dash smiled. “That was brilliant!” His smile became a wry grin. “But I can’t very well take the Void Stalker out of your pay, because I don’t pay you anything.”

      “Not yet you don’t.” Dash could hear the corresponding grin in Benzel’s voice.

      There was still one Harbinger inbound to the Forge, though, and the fleet was still avoiding engagement. Dash turned his attention to it—his full attention.

      “If we’ve got two of the bastards, we don’t really need a third. Not in operating condition, anyway. All units, feel free to take out that last Harbinger.”

      The fleet didn’t need to be told twice. A firestorm engulfed the remaining Harbinger as the Cygnus ships poured fire at it. It flew on, enveloped in a halo of energy discharge, doggedly determined to strike at the Forge.

      Dash began to think it might actually make it. The Harbinger’s shield seemed to be holding, at least long enough to let it do a single, probably suicidal attack run on the Forge. That was, until the Forge itself joined in the battle, seeming to open fire with every point-defense battery with a line-of-fire all at once.

      The Forge seemed to vanish behind a rippling wall of blue-white.

      The Harbinger likewise vanished in a hurricane of fire. It only lasted a second or two, then ceased as abruptly as it started. What emerged from the focal point of all that violence was just wreckage, barely recognizable as the mech it had been an instant ago.

      The whole fleet had stopped firing. Dash just stared, blinking at the after image left on his retinas by the orgy of fire that had spewed from the Forge.

      “Dash,” Leira said. “That was just the point-defense stuff. Custodian didn’t even warm up the main batteries or the missiles. Tell me why we’re not fighting this war drinking plumato wine in a hot tub aboard the Forge?"

      Dash rotated the Archetype so it was facing the Swift and made the mech shrug.

      “That’s a damned good question.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash stood with his hands on his hips, which kept one of them close to his pulse-pistol. Of course, the weapon would be of absolutely no use if things went bad here.

      “That is one scary looking piece of machinery,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “Yup, it is.”

      Even in this smaller, lighter version, the Harbinger still towered over Dash and his companions. Custodian had brought both of the captured mechs aboard the Forge, but in widely separated docking bays. He maintained that the risk was low; he had thoroughly insinuated carefully crafted strands of control into their systems, and now commanded all functions for both mechs.

      There were, nonetheless, logical parts of them still walled off by strong encryption and other countermeasures, so he’d taken the extra precaution of installing explosive charges inside them that could be triggered both remotely and by redundant, physical cables that kept them hardwired into the Forge’s systems. At the first hint of uncontrollable rebellion, the mech would be destroyed. It would damage the Forge, yes, but in nowhere near as profound a way as an unrestrained Harbinger could.

      Of course, if that happened in, say, the next few seconds, Dash would die with the satisfied knowledge that the Forge would probably still be fine.

      “Are you really sure it was wise to bring them aboard in the first place?” Viktor asked. “We had a Golden drone aboard once, and it managed to cripple a huge chunk of the Forge.”

      “These things are a lot bigger and meaner,” Ragsdale added, his arms crossed, a frown creasing his face.

      “They are, and I know that,” Dash said. “But the risk is worth it. Imagine if we can get these things running on our side—especially if we can figure out how to make them piloted. Two new, powerful mechs, for nothing.”

      “Plus that’s two mechs the Golden have lost,” Leira said, echoing Dash’s thoughts about how much greater the “force swing” was when they took things from their enemies and repurposed them for their own use.

      “All of this said, I would caution against counting on these Harbingers being available for use any time soon,” Custodian cut in. “Until we can be sure that any dormant Golden countermeasures that may still be contained with them are neutralized, they are unsafe to even study in any detail. I am planning to both physically and electronically isolate the bays in which they are located from the rest of the Forge before attempting any further, deeper intrusions into their systems.”

      “Do what you’ve got to do, Custodian,” Dash said, staring at the Harbingers. “But whether we end up using these things or scrapping them for feedstock, all I know is that we’ve screwed over the Golden a little bit more. And that makes me happy because I know that they don’t have unlimited resources.”

      Even Ragsdale nodded at that.
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      Dash pulled off his boots and stretched out his legs. He had probably walked twenty kilometers today, from one part of the Forge to another, checking out what was going on.

      He sighed and stared at the wall of his quarters for a few minutes. A few days ago, he’d asked Custodian to fire up a holo-image of a starfield to cover up a blank wall. Yes, he could just turn around and look out the viewports, but the starfield out there was boring—mostly featureless blackness, shot through with a smattering of brighter stars. If he killed the lights, he could see many more stars but, still, stars weren’t very interesting by themselves.

      The holo-image, though, switched through scenes of nebulae, miscellaneous clouds of starlit dust and gas, globular clusters, the glory of the galactic core, and even a glowing accretion ring around a distant black hole. The stately progress of the images was calming, soothing even, probably because they removed the creeping sense of dread and danger he’d come to associate with space and rendered it all down to beautiful pictures.

      Dash let his eyes drift close, then he cast his thoughts back through the day, sifting memories for anything he might have missed that could be useful. In a war of extinction, every advantage mattered.

      No matter how small.
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        * * *

      

      Dash had never seen the fabrication plant so busy. Every system, smelter, and machine was running flat out, components being cast, moved, assembled, ingots being shunted around and melted, glowing metal being poured, machine tools grinding away, cutting and drilling.

      “We’ve reached capacity, at least for now,” Viktor had said, standing by his side at the railing of one of the galleries overlooking the fabrication plan. “Custodian tells me that once the Shroud is producing new power cores, and they’re installed in the Forge, we’ll be able to ramp up production even more.”

      Dash nodded. “More is good. Overwhelming would be better.”

      “I agree. And as we gain power and materials, our ability will grow exponentially,” Viktor said.

      “If there’s an empty storage closet, I want it fitted with a smelter the size of a console. I want—I want us to be relentless. Like they are,” Dash said.

      “We will be. There’s apparently even a dormant fabrication plant not much smaller than this one, in that section of Forge near the docking bay we use for the Swift—you know, that whole area that’s still powered down.”

      Dash had nodded again. Mines, mine layers—including a new, upgraded Void Stalker, because how could they not reuse the name?—missiles, weapons, armor, components for new ships, all of it was being manufactured and shipped out to the fleet as fast as it could be.

      It was all very impressive, and Dash gave Viktor an appreciative nod. But as he’d walked away, he’d reflected that no matter how much they produced and put into service, they’d no doubt always need more.
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        * * *

      

      He’d drifted alongside Benzel, the two of them hanging a few hundred meters away from the Forge, watching as a massive section of new armor for the Herald was slowly moved out of one of the fabrication bays. The Gentle Friends, along with maintenance remotes from the Forge, would ease it into place, work it up against the ship’s hull, and get it fastened, giving Benzel’s flagship another full layer of protection against incoming fire.

      Looking past the Herald, Dash saw the captured Verity battlecruiser, which they’d renamed the Retribution. Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt had worked long and hard at ensuring there were no sinister Golden back-door programs lurking in its electronic guts, ready to pounce and cause some catastrophe at the worst possible time. They had declared the ship clean just the day before, and now the Gentle Friends were moving in. At the same time, new components and weapons were being ferried out to her to repair her damage and bring her back online. She’d be a powerful addition to the fleet, which raised a question.

      “What do you intend to do with her?” Dash asked Benzel.

      “Eh? Oh, the Retribution? Yeah, she’s a damned fine ship. Think she’s going to be made flagship of B Squadron.”

      “So Wei-Ping’s new flagship?”

      “Yeah. Girl’s earned it. Which is saying something, actually.”

      “How so?”

      Benzel puffed a suit thruster and turned to face Dash. Through his helmet’s faceplate, he grinned. “Didn’t I ever tell you? She tried to kill me.”

      “What?”

      “Three times, in fact. Last time was the closest she came to success. She learns fast, that’s for sure.”

      “What hell was she trying to kill you for?”

      “That’s how you become leader of the Gentle Friends. You kill the current one.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Makes sure whoever takes the job really wants it.”

      “So you killed someone to take over?”

      “Yup. Damned good guy, too. Hated to see him go.”

      Dash just stared at the panorama of the Herald and the Retribution beyond her.

      “Just so we’re clear, we’re not introducing that as our succession planning, got it?” Dash finally said.

      “You sure? Beats out running some long, drawn-out hiring process.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay. But if you ever change your mind, let me know. Maybe I’d like to try a spin at being Messenger.” Benzel’s grin was now positively wicked—and obviously teasing.

      Dash smiled broadly. “Tell you what—you ever want to take over as Messenger, just let me know. I’ll hand the job to you. If you can handle the probe, of course.”

      “The…probe?” Benzel said, his smile fading.

      “Custodian, tell him about the probe,” Dash said.

      Custodian didn’t miss a beat. “Part of becoming the Messenger involves a probe, charged with moderate electrical current to carry vital information between subject and mainframe. Insertion occurs only after the removal of the candidate’s pants; at which time they are spread—”

      “Enough! Okay, to hell with being Messenger,” Benzel said in horror, then gave Dash a searching look. “You walk normally. How? I mean, with a probe—”

      Dash dissolved into laughter, waving his hands helplessly. When he recovered, his eyes were filled with tears of laughter. “Nicely done, Custodian.”

      “It was my pleasure. Please note that Benzel’s heart rate spiked when he thought—”

      “Okay, I get it. Hah. The pirate fell for it,” Benzel said, but a sly smile spread across his face. “Guess Custodian is becoming more human after all.”

      Dash shook his head. “Not human. Just more like a pirate.”
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        * * *

      

      He’d watched as mechanical arms worked around the Archetype, which Sentinel had brought to another fabrication bay. Custodian and Sentinel were installing another upgrade, a lattice of Dark Metal alloy, that would allow the mech to cause a localized spatial disruption around itself, not unlike the distortion-cannon. However, it could be sustained longer, and it could also be polarized, so that the gravitational burst could either be a well, causing things to fall toward it, or a peak, making things fall away from it.

      “Can we get this installed on the Swift as well?” Dash asked.

      “We can,” Sentinel said. “However, the geometry of the lattice must be correct to very low margins of error, so Tybalt is redesigning it to accommodate the Swift’s particular configuration.”

      “The intent is to install it in the Pulsar, the mech intended for use by Conover,” Custodian added. “However, it may not be possible to include it in the Talon, the mech intended for Amy, as it is considerably smaller and lighter.”

      “That’s fine,” Dash said, walking around the Archetype. Much of its armor had been removed, giving him a plain view of parts of the mech he’d never actually seen in detail: actuators, joints, and massive magnetic rams that worked like hydraulic pistons but were far more powerful, efficient, and durable. Dash found himself flexing his arm slightly, imagining the movements transferred to the powerful machinery gleaming under the bay lights.

      Crazy, he thought. Absolutely crazy. If anyone had ever told me…

      He was still smiling and shaking his head, utterly bemused, as he left the fabrication bay for the Command Center.
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        * * *

      

      Wei-Ping had rhymed off a long list of updates, sitreps, miscellaneous notes—and a few complaints. Dash, his feet propped on a console in the Command Center, nodded along. The complaints were minor, he thought—more bitching, really, than anything of substance. And he’d always heard, and believed, the conventional wisdom about bitching from your subordinates; if they were doing it, things were fine. It was when they stopped bitching and went silent that you needed to start looking for trouble.

      So Dash made his nods as sympathetic as he could over the minor complaints—the crew of the Snow Leopard were sure their comrades aboard the Herald were getting a better grade of plumato wine than they were, really?—then turned his attention back to weightier matters.

      “So the fleet is ready for action when, exactly?” he asked.

      “We figure another two days. Maybe three, depending on how long it takes to get the last repairs done to the Retribution.”

      Dash stood and eyed the big holo-image that was once more depicting the galactic arm and the broad trend of Verity activity along its axis. “Okay. Well, as soon as we’re ready”—he glanced at Wei-Ping—“and I mean literally as soon as we’re ready, I want to resume the offensive.” He walked up to the big image and pointed. “We’re there, and that’s the bulk of remaining Verity space, there. As far as we know, anyway. I want to make this a major push, maybe even the final one. If we can take the Verity out of the war the way we have Clan Shirna, that’ll go a long way toward something I’d really like to accomplish.”

      “What’s that?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “Getting the Golden involved in this war in person.” He looked back at the star map. “It’s something that’s been bugging me more and more. We’re seeing Clan Shirna, the Bright, the Verity, but not a lot of the Golden themselves.”

      Wei-Ping gave a fierce nod. “Yeah, that’d be sweet, kicking in a few Golden faces for a change.”

      Dash crossed his arms and nodded. “Couldn’t agree more.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash sat in his quarters, stretching out his legs and wiggling his toes, ready to finally enjoy a bit of his scant down time when a chime sounded, indicating someone was at his door.

      “Crap.”

      Dash levered himself out of his chair and padded to the door. It opened on Harolyn, her finger just reaching for the door chime again.

      “Sorry, Dash,” she said. “Did I come at a bad time?”

      “No, it’s fine. What’s up?”

      “I’ve been told some things I think you should hear.”

      He frowned, but nodded and invited her in. She sat, extracted a data-pad from a satchel slung over her shoulder, and tapped at it.

      “I’ve finally finished interviewing all of the refugees we’ve had come aboard so far. I haven’t found anything that makes me think security concern. In fact, everyone that hasn’t revealed themselves as a spy so far seems clean. We’ve been able to confirm identities on all but three of them, and Ragsdale’s working on those through his contacts.”

      Dash gave an impressed nod. “Good work. So do we have any that are interested in staying around to help us?”

      “Yeah. All of them.”

      “Really?”

      “I guess when you flee a genocidal alien race that’s attacking your home, with nothing but the clothes on your back, you develop a certain—let’s call it a desire to strike back at them.”

      “Hey, there’s a reason we’ve renamed that Verity battlecruiser the Retribution.” Dash gave Harolyn a sidelong look. “But I don’t think you came here just to tell me that.”

      “Nope. Like I said, I talked to all of the refugees. Some of them had a lot to say. That includes rumors.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as, some of them claim to have overheard people talking about joining the Verity, instead of trying to keep fighting them. Word is, apparently, that the Verity will spare people, even open up beneficial trade and mutual-protection agreements with them, in exchange for not helping their enemies.”

      “That would be us.”

      Harolyn nodded. “There’s more, though. A few of them mentioned that they’d heard of the Forge sometime before they even got here or had any idea what it was.”

      Dash leaned forward. “Really.”

      “Yeah. Seems word’s getting around that this place is designed for wiping out planets, and everyone and everything living on them, and that eventually humanity’s going to have to band together to stop us.”

      “Which is bullshit, of course,” Dash said, leaning back. “But that won’t matter.”

      “Not at all. Perception is reality, and all that.” Harolyn’s brow creased with worry. “It looks like the Verity are starting up an information war, Dash.”

      “More like a new information front in our current war.”

      “Either way, we’re not currently really fighting back against it, are we?”

      Dash sighed. “No, we’re not. But we’re going to have to.”

      “Yeah, we are,” Harolyn said. “Because if we don’t, and the Verity misinformation starts to take hold, starts to contaminate public opinion—”

      “Then we might find people starting to support—hell, even start to do stupid things. Things that actually run right against their own interests.” He shook his head. “We can’t let that happen.”

      “No, we can’t.”

      “And you believe these people?”

      “I do. There’s too much commonality between what people from widely separated places are saying. And I can’t find even a hint of a conspiracy among them. These are people who’ve never even had anything to do with one another before, all saying very similar things.”

      “Okay, leave this one with me for a bit so I can think about it. We’re going to have to come up with a way of keeping the Golden from making new allies—and that’s not the first time I’ve thought that today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was talking to Wei-Ping earlier in the Command Center, it really started to come home to me that the Golden really haven’t been in this war much so far. If they can keep making allies, then that’s going to keep being true. I want to start forcing them to come to battle themselves… fight us directly.”

      An alarm cut him off. A moment later, Custodian said, “Medical emergency in docking bay 9-A.”

      “Custodian, what’s going on?” Dash said, an urgent apprehension tightening his voice. Docking bay 9-A held one of the captured Golden Harbingers.

      “It is Conover. He is badly injured.”

      Dash leapt to his feet. He realized he wasn’t wearing boots and grabbed them. Harolyn followed closely behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash raced up to the last corner before the corridor turned into bay 9-A. Custodian had been updating him and Harolyn along the way; the Harbinger had not, as Dash feared, come to life and attacked, hurting Conover. Instead, Conover had done something—Custodian was still trying to determine exactly what—and been injured in the process.

      Dash wheeled around the corner. He’d already had his feet slide out from under him once, so he’d hopped along, jamming his boots on. As he rushed along the corridor, figures appeared in the entry to the docking bay. Dash saw Leira, who’d apparently also been caught out in her down-time clothes since she was wearing what looked like trousers pulled over pajamas with sandals.

      “What is it?” Dash asked. “What’s going on? Custodian said it wasn’t the Harbinger, but—"

      “It kind of was the Harbinger, it looks like,” Leira cut in, then nudged Dash back as Ragsdale and another middle-aged man—one of the refugees—pushed along a mag-lev gurney with Conover sprawled on it.

      Shortly after he’d first met him and brought him aboard the Slipwing, Conover had used his eye implants to interface with some Unseen tech, the star-destroying device known as the Lens. The resulting backlash had left Conover comatose, to the point he’d seemed dead.

      He looked worse than that now. Dash saw a pale, bloodless face framing eyes barely open, glassy and blank.

      “Coming through!” Ragsdale shouted, then turned to Dash as he passed. “Main infirmary!”

      Then they shoved past and hurried away.

      Dash took a step after the gurney but stopped himself. He desperately wanted to know how Conover was doing, but he had a more important duty first—making sure the Harbinger wasn’t a greater threat.

      Setting his mouth in a thin, hard line, he strode into the docking bay.

      The Harbinger hadn’t, as far as he could tell, moved a centimeter. It still towered over them, implacably and blankly menacing. Dash saw Viktor and Kai standing near the mech, examining something on a workbench set up near its massive right foot.

      “What the hell happened?” Dash asked. “Custodian doesn’t seem to know, which really bothers me all on its own.”

      Viktor leaned on the workbench. “We’re not too sure. Custodian says that Conover was doing something here, at the workbench, and then his internal scanners went offline in here. It left him blind to what happened over the next twenty seconds or so, until he was able to bring them back online.”

      “I happened to be nearby, so Custodian alerted me to the situation,” Kai said. “I got here as fast I could.”

      Dash looked at the monk who, like him and Leira, was dressed down—in the monk’s case, in what looked like a martial arts workout outfit of some sort. “Wait, you mean Custodian suddenly went blind to something going on in a docking bay with a captured freaking Harbinger in it, and you came running in here anyway?”

      Kai returned a look that said he didn’t actually get the question. “Of course. Why?”

      Despite the awful tension, Dash smiled and clapped the monk on the shoulder. “I’m glad you’re on our side, Kai.” But his flash of good feelings faded and he looked at the workbench. “Who set this up here? Conover?”

      “He and I both did,” Viktor replied. “We were starting some external examinations of this Harbinger. External examinations only, though, which is why I can’t explain this.”

      He pointed at an optical interface laying on the bench. “The transceiver is over there, attached to the Harbinger.”

      “Conover was wearing this interface when I found him,” Kai added. “I removed it from him immediately, but in retrospect, perhaps I shouldn’t have. Maybe it only made matters worse.”

      Dash shook his head right back, emphatically. “No. Conover not being interfaced with this damned thing is way better than still being hooked up to it.” He turned back to Viktor. “So you had no plans to do this? Interface like this?”

      “No. Not any time soon, at least. The AIs are still working at making sure it's safe to start poking around the Harbinger’s internal systems to begin with.” Viktor scowled at the interface. “Conover decided to do this himself. What I don’t get is why.”

      “Same reason he did much the same thing right after we met him, with the Lens. Remember that?”

      “I do. I guess I assumed he’d have learned a lesson from that.”

      Kai sniffed. “He is young. The young sometimes need to make a mistake more than once to learn anything from it.”

      “Tell me about it,” Dash said, glaring at the interface. “Hell, I’m still like that myself sometimes. Custodian, can you add anything to this? Like why your internal scanners went out?”

      “Conover apparently triggered a security sub-system in the Harbinger, activating a damping field similar to the one the Golden drone that crashed into the Forge used to conceal its activities. Since I had already gained access to the Harbinger’s systems, however, I was able to activate a countermeasures program that shut it back down. In the time that took, Conover must have initiated the interface.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you sound the alarm or something as soon as you saw what Conover was doing?”

      “Because, on your instructions, Conover was given explicit access to virtually all Forge functions, and full latitude to study and evaluate enemy technology.”

      Dash, who’d been about to keep protesting, just closed his mouth. “Good point. You’re right. I did do that.” He glanced at Viktor. “I guess I figured Conover wouldn’t, you know, stick his brain into an enemy mech.”

      Viktor sighed. “Especially all by himself.”

      “If he had asked to do this, would you have allowed it?” Kai asked.

      “No way in hell.”

      “And there you go. That’s another thing about the young: they often tend to believe it is better to ask for forgiveness rather than permission.”

      Dash gave a grim nod and started for the infirmary. “Let’s hope I just have a chance to actually forgive the dumb little bastard.”
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        * * *

      

      Unlike the last time he’d been here, the infirmary tonight was deathly quiet. Aside from Conover, the only other patient was a woman, one of the Gentle Friends, who’d been shocked by a plasma discharge aboard the Snow Leopard. She rested quietly, watching what was happening with Conover with a grave discretion.

      “How is he?” Dash asked, crowding up to the bedside.

      “Not good.” The speaker was the same middle-aged man who’d helped Ragsdale evacuate Conover from the docking bay. “When I arrived on the scene, he’d gone into cardiac arrest.” The man pointed at a prominent burn down the side of Conover’s neck. “This is evidence of some sort of electrical discharge that he must have taken across his heart.”

      Ragsdale, standing nearby, broke in. “Cyrus here got his heart started again. Used nothing but his fist.”

      Dash gave the man, who was apparently named Cyrus, a look that was surprised, impressed, and grateful all at once. “You’re a doctor, right?”

      Cyrus nodded. “I am. Or was, anyway, until our settlement got attacked by those bastards.”

      He’d been laying his fingers against Conover’s neck on the unburned side; now he broke off and straightened. “His pulse is weak and thready. I’d do more, but”—he gestured at the infirmary around them—“I think this tech will be able to do a lot more for him than I can.” He gave a tired shrug. “This place kind of puts me out of a job.”

      Dash shook his head. “Don’t be so sure. And don’t go anywhere. Custodian, what’s Conover’s condition?”

      “The nerve impulses that would normally trigger his heart to beat have been disrupted. Although the emergency intervention in the docking bay restarted them, they remain unstable and erratic. The infirmary medical systems are now maintaining his heartbeat in a regular rhythm.”

      “So does that mean he’s stuck here?”

      “For the time being, anyway, this is the best place for him to be”—Cyrus looked around again—“of, well, probably anywhere in known space.”

      Dash relaxed a fraction and watched Conover, still pale and waxy, lying motionless, the rise and fall of his chest his only movements. “Bloody idiot,” Dash snapped. “What the hell was he thinking?”

      “He appears to have been attempting to interface with the Harbinger in order to learn more about its operations,” Custodian said.

      Dash bit off a curse. “Yeah, I kind of figured that. What I meant was—”

      “Where is he?”

      The voice was Amy’s, and it preceded her only by a few seconds as she shoved her way up to the bedside. “Conover? Dammit—” She stopped, swallowing hard. “How is he?”

      The grave silence around the bed answered her question. Amy stared for a moment, then blinked her eyes fast and muttered, “Shit. Conover.”

      Dash exchanged a look with Viktor and Leira. Conover’s puppy-like attraction to Amy was now the stuff of legend among them. None of them had raised it with her, though, and just assumed she was indulgently okay with it.

      What a horrible time to find out she might actually have some of the same feelings toward him.

      Dash scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Well, we should probably just let him rest.”

      Conover’s eyes opened. As they stared, stunned, he blinked and looked around.

      “Where am—oh. Infirmary.” His voice sounded like a sticky hatch grinding open. “Guess things didn’t go quite as I’d hoped.”

      Dash gaped for a moment, then shook his head in disbelief. “Custodian, what did you do?”

      “Nothing specific. Conover’s nervous system has stabilized and re-established a regular heart rhythm. I have discontinued further medical intervention.”

      “Okay, good.” Dash swung a hard glare onto Conover. “Because now I can kill him myself. Dammit, Conover, what the hell were you—”

      “I know,” he croaked, holding up a hand. Cyrus handed him a cup of water. He sipped at it, then tried to sit up.

      Amy pushed him back down. “Not so fast,” she snapped. “You stay right there, so that when Dash is done killing you, I can take my turn at it.”

      “That was damned irresponsible, Conover,” Viktor said.

      He put the glass of water down. “I know. And I’m sorry. I should have learned my lesson from that time with the Lens.”

      “Yeah, you should have,” Dash said, caught between rage and relief and not entirely sure which side to come down on. “If you ever do anything like this again, I’m going to tell Custodian to lock you out of any alien tech, pull you off piloting the Pulsar, and send you to apprentice under Freya. Got it? A lifetime shovelling shit to grow plants.”

      “We don’t actually use shit, you know. Or shovels,” Viktor said to Dash, grinning.

      “I’ll find some of both. You mark me?” Dash asked Conover, who’d been watching the exchange.

      Conover’s eyes widened, but he nodded again. “Got it, Dash.” He hesitated a moment, then added, “I did learn some things, though. Once I have time to sort them out in my own mind, I’ll give everyone a full briefing on it.”

      “Can you give us a summary?” Dash asked.

      “I—” Conover began, then shrugged. “There’s a lot to work through. What I can say is that it’ll probably take our research, and how we use the Forge, in a different direction.”

      “Meantime, you just rest,” Amy said. She touched the scar on his neck. “And I know you just promised Dash this, but I want you to promise me, too.” She looked into his eyes. “Don’t you ever do anything that stupid again.”

      Conover nodded. “I promise.”

      Amy finally favored Conover with a smile. Dash gave everyone else a look, and they quietly withdrew, leaving the two of them alone.
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      “Hard to believe they’re going to be able to fit that thing inside the Rockhound,” Dash said, and Leira nodded.

      “Much less power needed for it,” she added.

      They were standing in one of the big installation and assembly bays adjacent to the fabrication level, watching as the components of a new weapon system were installed in the Rockhound. It was a railgun, a weapon that magnetically accelerated a projectile to phenomenal velocities. Custodian, working with Viktor and a still-recovering Conover, had determined their conventional ships—the Rockhound, the Snow Leopard, and the Slipwing most prominent among them—could be outfitted with a dark-lance or a railgun, but not both.

      The issue was power; without entirely replacing the ships’ power plants, and all related systems like power distribution and even drives, it simply wasn’t possible to operate more than one of these systems. And, as Custodian pointed out, it would probably be easier to just build entirely new ships at that point.

      Still, a railgun was a fearsome weapon at close range; it gave the Rockhound a punch she’d been lacking. Even then, it required banks of capacitors, accumulating a charge, and releasing it in a stupendous burst of kinetic impulse. Using Unseen tech, Viktor estimated they could pump a projectile up to nearly five percent of light-speed, with the recoil energy being fed back into the capacitors, allowing for a decent rate of fire.

      Dash glanced at Leira as the maintenance remotes worked a bulky bank of capacitors into the Rockhound through an open cargo hatch.

      “This is great,” he said. “It gives us more capability, and damned if it isn’t just the smallest bit dangerous. Those velocities are unnatural.”

      She nodded, but just watched the ongoing work, the maintenance remotes engaged in an intricate series of precisely choreographed moves.

      “We need more people, too,” Dash went on.

      Again, Leira nodded but said nothing.

      Dash decided to voice his thoughts anyway, even if she wasn’t going to immediately reply. “And we need both of them soon. Now, in fact, despite not being able to trust—well, not everyone is going to be onboard with our concept of a free galaxy. Each different group means a new security concern, but I believe in taking the longer view. We’re not going to discount entire ships filled with people due to a potential threat. So for every intake of humanity, we trust, but verify. Until I have reason to believe otherwise, we’re going to bring people inside, vet them as best we can, and then find where they’ll thrive in this war effort.”

      She finally turned to him, her eyes bright with determination. “I agree on every point. We’re too few to fight those bastards while looking over our shoulder all the time. So let’s go get them.”

      “Which? Ships? Or people? Or both?”

      “Ships we probably have to build ourselves, at least for now. People, though, we can get.”

      “You seem to have someone in particular in mind.”

      “Most of the refugees we’ve offered a place on the Forge say yes. They hate the Golden, and the Verity, and all their other minions. Sounds like a ready-made force to me.”

      Dash cocked his head. “You mean the Verity slaves? The people they’ve taken and are holding? I—well, then yes. I’d considered most of our new forces coming from free people, but if you’re okay with recruiting among the enslaved, then I am.”

      “Then let’s do this,” Leira replied. “The Verity are scum, after all, and probably have a lot more slaves somewhere.”

      Dash nodded, then turned away from the bustle of activity around the Rockhound. “Custodian, have the most informed people we freed from the Verity brought to the War Room. It’s time to add a new target to the plan.”

      “Instructions have been sent. They’re on their way and should be gathered within the next twenty minutes,” Custodian said.

      Dash glanced at Leira, who nodded in thanks. “We’re on our way.”
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      A half dozen refugees—no, Dash reminded himself, former refugees, and now citizens of the Cygnus Realm, for the moment at least—sat in the War Room, looking variously awkward, uncomfortable, and curious. And worried, Dash noted, which prompted him to offer a charming smile.

      “You guys look like you think we’re about to bite your heads off.” He turned to Leira, who also flashed a smile. “We’re not. We’re hoping you can help us out with something, so we just want to ask some questions.”

      He’d been looking at Cyrus, the doctor, who had been one of those asked here by Custodian, but it wasn’t Cyrus who answered.

      “Help you with what?” a young girl asked. Dash figured she couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen, with olive skin, short brown hair, and remarkably wide, grey eyes. She also probably looked the least uncomfortable of the bunch, and maybe even a little defiant.

      Dash found himself immediately liking her.

      “What’s your name?” Dash asked her.

      “Roxandra.”

      “Well, Roxandra—and everyone else here—we’re hoping that you might know something, anything, about people like yourselves. People who are being held by the Verity.”

      “We want to rescue them,” Leira added.

      “And, honestly, we’d then like to see if we can recruit them to our cause.”

      Cyrus gave a fierce nod. “That shouldn’t be a problem. Anyone who’s seen what those…those bastards are capable of, they’d be more than happy to help you defeat them.”

      “Damned right,” someone muttered.

      “The only trouble is that I was taken on board that ship you guys captured, and that’s all I know,” Cyrus said. “I don’t know where anyone else might be being held.”

      The others nodded—except for Roxandra, who leaned forward, a fierce, hard light burning in her eyes.

      “I know where they’re holding people. A lot of them. I was held with them for a while.”

      “Custodian,” Dash said. “Give us a star chart.” The holo-image appeared, and Dash turned to Roxandra. “Okay, if you could—”

      She stood and pointed at a specific system. “There. Right there. They’re being held there.”

      Leira narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure?” She glanced at Dash, and he got her meaning. The system Roxandra had identified was well removed from the broad trend of Verity activity that had been quite neatly paralleling the long axis of the galactic arm.

      But Roxandra nodded her head firmly. “Absolutely. I was held there and…and…”

      She stopped, swallowing.

      Dash waited for her to go on.

      Roxandra finally found her voice again. “And that’s where my brother, Mircea, is. Or was, anyway. It’s where I saw him last, before they took me away.”

      Dash stepped up to the opposite side of the holo-image and studied the system she’d pointed out. An unremarkable yellow-orange star, with two major planets, both gas giants, and more than a hundred moons between them. That made it not greatly different from thousands, maybe millions of other systems in this arm of the galaxy alone. But Roxandra had immediately identified this one.

      “Custodian, put that trend of Verity activity on this map,” Dash said.

      The broad, curving line describing everything from hard data to rumors about Verity actions appeared. Sure enough, the system Roxandra had pointed out fell well off the trend.

      “This is our best and most complete picture of what the Verity have been doing,” Dash said, now studying Roxandra through the holo-image. “This star system you’ve pointed us at isn’t on it.”

      “You think I’m lying?”

      “No, it’s not that,” Dash quickly replied. “I’m just wondering if there’s more you might know about what the Verity are doing there. Maybe you even know things without knowing you know them.”

      Roxandra shrugged. “All I know is there are a lot of people there, on an orbiting station of some sort. These Verity seem to have something big going on they want a lot of people for.”

      Dash glanced at Leira, who’d also been studying Roxandra. She returned a nod.

      I believe her.

      He looked back at the girl. “Okay. It looks like we’re going to this system. When we do, we’re going to rescue everyone there. That includes your brother, if he’s still”—Dash was going to say alive but switched it to—“there.”

      Roxandra managed to push a weak smile through her otherwise hard demeanor. “Thank you. He’s…he’s all the family I have left.”

      Dash nodded. “If he’s still there, we’ll bring him home to you.”

      She nodded back and smiled a little more.

      That smile, Dash thought, suddenly made being the Messenger worth it—at least for now. He only hoped they actually found her brother there, and alive, so that smile didn’t just vanish again, and for good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They left Roxandra and the others with Custodian, who continued debriefing them. In the meantime, Dash called his commanders together in the Command Center and outlined for them what Roxandra had said.

      “And you believe her?” Benzel asked.

      “Yeah, Leira and I both do.”

      “She also checks out,” Ragsdale said. “We can trace her identity back along with the claims she’s made, right to a birth certificate on a settlement called Torrence’s Landing.”

      “I’ve been there,” Wei-Ping said. “An orbiting platform in an asteroid belt. Mining, mostly.” She looked at Benzel. “It’s where I got the idea, in fact, of setting up those nav buoys the way I did. Remember?”

      “That’s fine, I believe you guys, too,” Dash cut in. “Anyway, assuming she’s not a spy and this isn’t a trap—”

      “Which is still a possibility,” Ragsdale said. “We can be reasonably sure she’s not, but we can’t be a hundred percent certain.”

      “Understood,” Dash replied. “So, assuming that, we’re going to attack here. I want to free these people. That’s job number one. Number two, though, is trying to recruit them to help us.”

      “How many people are we talking about?” Benzel asked.

      “Based on Roxandra’s observations, I would estimate approximately two hundred.”

      “So we’ve got to get two hundred people back here to the Forge,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, the Herald won’t hold that sort of crowd,” Benzel said, and turned to Wei-Ping. “You’ve been wanting to take the Retribution out for a shakedown cruise. Here’s your chance.”

      Wei-Ping nodded. “Works for me.”

      “Me too,” Dash said. “And it’s appropriate, too.”

      “How so?” Leira asked.

      “Because,” Dash replied, giving her a feral grin. “Retribution is a theme I’m quite happy with when it comes to the Verity.”
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      The system containing Quarantine Station—Roxandra had eventually remembered that was the name of the Verity holding station here—was quiet. Dash couldn’t help feeling it might very well be deceptively so. Benzel, Wei-Ping, Leira, even Viktor and Ragsdale had all urged caution regarding how they approached this. They’d been burned before by Verity traps, and even Dash couldn’t stop a nagging little voice that said Roxandra might be a spy.

      Dash studied the heads-up, on which he’d called up the telemetry from the stealth drone they’d launched into the system. It was yet another new design, a drone with a Dark Metal-alloy armor configured to bend incoming energy around it. The physics were far beyond Dash, but it meant that x-rays, radio waves, and even light would refract around the drone, with nothing reflecting off it and making it effectively invisible. The problem was that the system required a huge amount of Dark Metal just to stealth up this single drone; it just wasn’t practical even for small ships, much less something the size of the Herald. This also meant it would register on a Dark Metal detector, but that was another advantage of the drone’s small size—from more than a few thousand klicks away, it would be virtually impossible to see as a neutrino shadow.

      “Sentinel, I am seeing absolutely nothing in this telemetry,” Dash said.

      “Dash, are you well? There is clearly data being transmitted.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, and no, that’s not what I mean. I see what we would expect to see, all the natural background stuff, plus emissions from that Quarantine Station, and not much more. I don’t see anything to indicate there’s a large fleet lying in wait around here somewhere.”

      “I concur. Unless the Verity are themselves employing an inordinately effective stealth technology, there appear to be no hidden forces in or near this system.”

      Tybalt chimed in. “I would point out that that does not preclude Verity forces located outside the system that are close enough to intervene relatively quickly.”

      “Yeah, I hear you, Tybalt,” Dash replied. “But we can only control so much. I mean, yeah, there are definitely Verity forces out there somewhere, but they’re not here. At least, not right now. So—Leira, Benzel, Wei-Ping, we’re a go on this. Let’s move.”

      When the chorus of agreement died down,  Dash powered up the Archetype’s drive and started in from where they’d been lurking among the comets and other debris in the system’s Oort Cloud. Wei-Ping, commanding the Retribution, fell into formation with him, while the Herald took station with the Swift.

      Dash glanced at the Retribution, now fully repaired, upgraded, and emblazoned with the Cygnus logo. He hoped the Verity saw her and recognized her for what had once been their own ship—and that now she was coming to earn her new name.
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        * * *

      

      Four Verity ships raced away from Quarantine Station to challenge them. They weren’t a surprise; their emissions had shown up in the stealth drone’s telemetry, even if their Dark Metal signatures had been too small to resolve without a much bigger detector. They were pretty unimpressive craft, essentially just a frigate and three corvettes. Still, Dash was reluctantly impressed by their dogged insistence in not just confronting the Cygnus flotilla, but doing it with a surprisingly aggressive panache.

      “These guys aren’t going to take no for an answer, are they?” Leira said, echoing Dash’s thought.

      “Nope, they sure aren’t,” Dash replied. “That’s good for them—well, right up until they die.”

      “I wonder why the Verity have such a small force here protecting what seems to be a pretty important installation,” Benzel said. “We’re starting to see a bunch of resource-extraction stuff going on in this system—remote miners on some of the asteroids, helium-3 collectors near the gas giants, all sorts of stuff.”

      “I don’t know,” Dash replied. “I’d actually been starting to wonder the same thing. Maybe the losses we’ve inflicted on the Verity are forcing them to spread out pretty thinly.”

      “It is more probable that this system, being located so far off the main trend of Verity activity in the galactic arm, was considered relatively safe from attack,” Sentinel put in.

      Dash gave a slow nod of agreement. “Good point. Seems they missed the part about how some of their slaves might end up being rescued, including a teenage girl who happened to have just the info we needed.” Then the threat indicator changed, and Dash felt his attention sharpen yet again as multiple launches from the Verity ships crowded the scans.

      “Missiles. And a lot of them,” Dash said.

      The ensuing battle was chaotic and brutal. The Verity ships landed a few hits, including one missile that managed to slip through the Herald’s point defense and punch a nasty gash in her hull. But it didn’t last long. The Verity ships faltered under the weight of fire from the Cygnus flotilla and then, one by one, died, shredded by missiles, pulse cannons, dark-lances, and nova guns.

      Dash watched the shattered carcass of the Verity frigate spin away from the battle, trailing a dissipating wake of vented atmosphere and drive plasma, and bits and pieces of debris. Ahead, Quarantine Station now hung alone against the starfield, orbiting the nearer gas giant.

      Point defense systems opened up at them as they approached. Dash cursed and raced forward with the Archetype, deployed the power-sword, and hacked the station’s point-defense batteries in scrap. The mech absorbed the pounding from the small, rapid-fire weapons, even taking some armor damage, but the fire from Quarantine Station fell silent. By the time he’d managed to maneuver the Archetype close to a docking port on the station, Benzel, Wei-Ping, and boarding parties from each of their ships had already breached and entered.

      Dash entered the airlock, which was secured by a pair of suited figures—one of the Gentle Friends, and a woman he recognized as one of the refugees. She stopped Dash as soon as he arrived.

      “Benzel told me to wait here for you,” she said. “I was held here for a while, so I know the layout—at least, most of it.”

      “What’s your name?” Dash asked.

      “Sera,” the woman replied.

      “Well, Sera, let’s go free these people.”

      Through her helmet’s faceplate, she gave a hard nod and a look that Dash figured could only be erased by Verity blood. Fitting, he thought, that she bore the logo for the Retribution on her vac suit.

      Sera led Dash along a series of corridors, pausing at each corner to peer around it before proceeding. After the fourth time she did this, Dash stopped her.

      “You have military experience, don’t you?”

      “I was trained up for our settlement’s militia, yeah. Didn’t do a damned bit of good against these Verity scum, though.” She said it with a vehemence that made Dash blink.

      “When we get back to the Forge, come and see me,” he said to her. “I think we can give you another shot at them on way more even terms.”

      She hefted a pulse-gun. “You’re giving me a shot at them now. And I intend to take it. Hope you weren’t planning on trying to take any of them alive.”

      “Nope, just the prisoners. They live at all costs, so if you’re going to kill Verity, make sure you only kill Verity.”

      “Don’t worry. I was top shot in our militia outfit. If I want to hit something, I’ll hit it.”

      Dash nodded and Sera carried on.

      They passed Verity corpses, dead with pulse-gun and snap-gun wounds, or deep gashes from blades, boarding axes, and cutlasses. They also passed wounded Gentle Friends being evacuated back to the Herald or Retribution. Only one of them seemed serious, fortunately.

      So far, what they hadn’t passed was any of the prisoners. An uncomfortable feeling began gnawing at Dash. Were there prisoners even here, or had they been moved?

      Or had something worse happened to them?

      Swallowing his dread, he carried on with Sera, following her to the station’s bridge. There, they found Benzel and Wei-Ping at the head of three squads of Cygnus attackers that were assembled outside a sealed blast door.

      “Believe it or not, the commander of this station is inside there, demanding to negotiate,” Benzel said.

      Dash stared at Benzel through his faceplate. “Negotiate about what?”

      “Surviving, I guess,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash opened the channel the Verity commander had been using. “This is the Messenger. I’m in charge of the force that just kicked your ass. You want to negotiate? Fine. Surrender unconditionally, and I might let you live. There, negotiating done.”

      The voice that came back was so flat and mechanical it made even Custodian sound bubbly. “Unacceptable. If you do not negotiate in good faith, then I will blow the airlocks on this station and kill every single one of those you came here to save.”

      Dash muted the channel. “Sentinel, is that a real threat?”

      “It was, but no longer. The crews of the Herald and Retribution have secured portable docking adapters to the airlocks in the station’s hab section to facilitate the evacuation of prisoners.”

      “So even if he does blow the locks, he’ll just be opening them up on—well, more airlocks.”

      “Correct.”

      Dash turned to Benzel. “You ready to breach that door?”

      “As soon as you give the word.”

      “Consider it given.”

      Benzel grinned then turned to a nearby Gentle Friend holding a detonator module.

      Dash switched back to the Verity commander’s channel. “Yeah, I’ve thought it over and, well, here’s my counteroffer.”

      A heavy blast shuddered the bulkheads and deck as the shaped charges cut the locking hardware on the blast door. Vac suited figures raced forward and wedged the door open with oversized pry bars, while others threw in dazzle charges.

      “Let’s go!” Benzel said, rising and running toward the opening. Inside, the dazzle charges flashed; at the same time, static crashed across the comm as the broad-spectrum pulses ripped through the bridge. The first squad through, from the Herald, went left through the door; Dash followed Benzel to the right, with Wei-Ping and one of her squads from the Retribution following.

      The resulting firefight was brief and bloody. By the time Dash was in a firing position, the only Verity left was the commander himself, screened behind a console.

      “You were warned,” Dash heard him say, and saw him operate a control on the console before anyone could get a shot lined up.

      Nothing seemed to happen.

      “Sentinel, did those airlocks blow?”

      “No. The command function failed, perhaps due to damage.”

      “Yeah, that would probably be me,” Leira suddenly cut in over the comm. “The squads I’m with seized engineering a few minutes ago and shut down every system they could find that wasn’t life support.”

      “Good work,” Dash said, then lifted his head and looked at the Verity commander. “Okay, you’ve got no—”

      The Verity raised a pulse-gun and fired. The shot missed Dash’s head by centimeters. Before he could fire again, though, a pulse-gun bolt flashed back at the commander, blowing his weapon out of his hands. He staggered back and slumped against a bulkhead.

      As crew from the Retribution dashed forward to secure the Verity commander as a prisoner, Dash turned to the vac-suited figure that had shot the pulse gun out of his hands. It was Sera.

      She shrugged. “Told you I was a good shot.”

      “I’m kind of surprised you didn’t just kill him.”

      “I thought you wanted him alive.”

      Benzel and Wei-Ping dragged the Verity commander before Dash. “You want to talk to this jerk before we throw him into custody?” Benzel asked.

      Dash glanced at Sera, then back to the commander. “Not really. And we’re not taking him into custody.”

      The Verity commander’s face switched from contempt to panic like a thrown switch. “What do you intend for me?”

      Dash answered by gesturing to a nearby airlock, one that hadn’t been rigged with a docking adapter. Benzel nodded, yanked out a combat blade, and sliced a gash into the commander’s suit.

      As he was dragged to the airlock, the commander began kicking and flailing. “No! No, you cannot do this! You claim to be civilized, but you’re—”

      “Just like you?” Dash said, then shook his head. “No, wait, we’re not like you at all. We don’t harvest innocent people like livestock for the bits we want to use to extend our own, miserable lives. We just kill our enemies and move on.”

      “I am a prisoner!”

      “Not for long, you’re not,” Benzel said, then he and Wei-Ping flung the commander into the airlock and sealed it. The Verity pounded on the inner door, terror twisting his face.

      Dash turned to Sera. “Benzel asked if I had anything I wanted to say to this guy. I don’t, but you might.”

      She stepped up to the viewport in the airlock. “Yeah, I do. That look on your face? You know, the pain, and fear, and panic? That’s exactly the same look I saw on the faces of my friends when you attacked us and took us prisoner.” She reached for the airlock cycle control. “The same look I saw on my mother’s face. So, yes, I have something to say to you.”

      Her eyes locked on those of the Verity, she said, “Screw you,” and hit the control.

      Sera didn’t look away, not even for an instant, as the Verity commander was blown into space, a trail of freezing blood and air trailing from the gash in his suit.
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      They rounded up the throng of prisoners aboard Quarantine Station, Dash going from person to person, shaking hands, letting himself be seen, and quietly looking for Mircea.

      He pulled aside a tech, her tunic spattered in fluids of all colors, describing Mircea as a note of unease began to grow in his senses.

      “Haven’t seen anyone like him. Grey eyes? I’d remember that. Sorry,” the tech said, then moved off in a tired shamble toward a wounded man with most of his head wrapped in a stained bandage.

      When he was done searching the survivors, he combed the bodies.

      No Mircea.

      Standing, hands on hips, Dash let his eyes play over the scene, watching for what was there and what wasn’t. A pair of wounded people were strapped to the blast door of an escape pod, their suits torn into so much chaff, but they were alive—if unconscious. The blast doors made good stretchers, so Dash began to count—

      —And every door for the fifteen pods was accounted for, except number three.

      “Where’s pod three?” Dash bellowed, taking everyone near him by surprise. He got confused looks and the odd motion to keep his voice down, but an engineer named Hawley came over, pointing out of the ship.

      “It’s not in here, which means…it’s out there. We couldn’t get everyone, and I think the crews are all in,” Hawley said. He was a small, neat man, with a cropped beard and flash burns on one side of his face.

      “Sentinel. Meet me at the bay. I need to find something,” Dash said, his boots ringing on the floor as he pelted away.

      “What do you wish to find?” Sentinel asked.

      “Life pod. Beacon number three. It will be—”

      “I have it.”

      “Where?”

      “Cradle in, and we will depart. The pod is in a tumble and will strike debris in two minutes, nineteen seconds,” Sentinel said.

      Dash was gasping as he linked in, and the archetype sped away in a blur.

      “Let’s clear the field. I want a direct line to that pod,” he said, and the archetype became a blaze of fire as it shattered debris, asteroids, and the remains of a small comet. In seconds, they reached the tiny, silver speck as it spun ever closer to a mass of slag—the remains of an unfortunate enemy craft, stretched into a web-like shape from centrifugal forces.

      “Got him,” Dash said, clasping a massive mechanical hand around the pod, its surface a pitted, scorched mass of divots.

      “Scan indicates it is Mircea inside. He is wounded, but alive.”

      Dash opened up the comms as he kicked the engines hard, streaking back to the Quarantine Station. “All craft—get the hell out of my way. I want a med team inside the doors. Blow the outer lock early to let me in and stand down for ten seconds. Pressurize immediately. I’m cracking this pod open by force, and I don’t want anyone hurt when I do it.”

      There was a crackle of assent over the comms, and then the station loomed ahead. Dash got the pod inside one of the makeshift locks, then twisted the damaged door with a touch that was oddly delicate given the power of the Archetype.

      “Don’t want to let hard vacuum in. I’ll press the door into its seal. It’ll hold for a few seconds while the atmo rises,” Dash said.

      When he withdrew the massive arm from the airlock, the door closed behind him and medical staff swarmed out into the space. From outside, Dash saw Mircea pulled out, a smear of blood on his pale skin.

      “Alive?” Dash heard himself say.

      Sentinel answered. “Alive.”

      With a rush of relief, Dash let himself collapse in the cradle, adrenaline draining away in a sickening flurry. “Good. I hate breaking promises.”

      Moments later, inside the hab, Leira brought Dash to Mircea as he was being loaded onto a pallet for evacuation to the Herald. He was younger than Roxandra, a lean, wiry kid with the same olive skin and grey eyes as his sister. He looked up at Dash and nodded gratefully as he was carried away.

      “Broken bones,” Leira said. “An arm, a leg, at least a couple of ribs.”

      “Not from falling down, I assume.”

      “Well, he probably did fall down, yeah, as he was being beaten.”

      “How did he get in the pod?” Dash asked.

      “He’s young, and strong, and quick-thinking. He’s a tough one,” Leira said.

      “Good.” Dash felt relief flood his veins all over again.

      A sudden cheer went up around them, echoing from through the dreary hab level of the station. Someone had put up an image of the Verity commander being blown into space onto view screens that were probably normally filled with menacing warnings and Verity propaganda.

      “I hope it took him a long time to die,” Mircea snapped.

      Dash clicked his tongue. “Now what would your sister say, hearing you say something like that?”

      “She’d probably say, yeah, that’s Mircea for you.” The young man winced as he shifted on the pallet. “She got all the smarts, and I got all the mouth.”

      Dash grinned and gestured for Mircea to be taken away and made comfortable on the Herald.

      He grinned even more when Sentinel recounted the spoils from the battle; between the wrecked Verity ships, this station, an even older and apparently disused station still orbiting the other gas giant, and the various smaller Verity resource-extraction operations in the system, they’d just scored one of their biggest hauls of Dark Metal and rare alloys yet. But the grin didn’t last. Benzel came to Dash, pulled him aside, and switched to a private comm channel.

      “We have a problem, Dash.”

      “A problem? Only one?”

      It was the look Benzel returned that made his grin finally die. “It’s a big problem, Dash. A serious one.”

      “Okay, what is it?”

      “Based on what Roxandra told us, we were expecting just over two hundred prisoners here. Based on that, we brought only the Herald and Retribution, which gave us enough room for two-fifty, if we really packed them in. But there are over three hundred here. Three hundred and thirteen, in fact. And that’s even taking into account casualties because, unfortunately, we had thirteen killed during the boarding action.”

      “So, an extra seventy or so? We can’t fit them aboard our ships?”

      “We can physically pack them in, sure,” Benzel replied. “But Wei-Ping ran the numbers—three times, in fact. The air cyclers on both ships just can’t handle that many people. We’re looking at some serious carbon dioxide buildup by the time we get back to the Forge.”

      Dash just stared for a moment, his mind racing. What a stupid mistake to have made. His stupid mistake. If they’d brought along one more ship as a contingency, such as the Snow Leopard—

      “All due respect to Wei-Ping, who I’m sure knows her stuff, but have you checked this with Sentinel or Tybalt?”

      “He has,” Sentinel said. “And the calculations are correct. The two ships’ life-support systems do not have the capacity to safely transport this many people.”

      “And you didn’t think it was important to say something to me?” Dash snapped at Sentinel, but Benzel held up a hand.

      “I asked her not to. This is my screwup, so I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

      “Your screw up?” Dash said. “More like mine. Like I told that Verity commander, I’m the Messenger, so I’m the one who wears things like this.”

      “Dash, you can’t be expected to think of every—”

      Leira, who’d joined them, cut into the conversation. “Tybalt patched me into this because he thought I should be part of it. Honestly, we’re all at fault,” she said. “Which doesn’t really matter, does it? We’ve learned something for next time. What we need to do now, for this time, is figure out what we’re going to do about it.”

      “She’s right,” Dash said. “Okay, so—ideas.”

      “Call back to the Forge and have them send another ship,” Leira suggested. “That’d be the easiest way.”

      “Unwise,” Sentinel put in. “Several transmissions were sent from this station before we interrupted them. The risk of a superior Verity or Golden retaliatory force arriving increases with each passing minute.”

      “Besides, I’m not really keen on trying to fight a battle with a ship jammed to the deck-joists with refugees,” Benzel said. “I mean, one hull breach…”

      He trailed off, not needing to go on.

      Dash took a deep breath then let it out. “Well, we simply can’t transport anyone aboard the mechs. And Sentinel’s right, we can’t hang around here. We should harvest whatever Dark Metal we can while we’re here and send a force back to try and grab the rest of the resources. But we need to get these people out of here and back to safety.” He bit his lip for a moment. “How about a stop at an intermediate system? Either to refresh our air, or even to drop some refugees off?”

      But Wei-Ping, who’d also joined them, interrupted while shaking her head. “Already checked. The only systems a shorter flight time away than the Forge either have no habitable planets or might be controlled by the Verity.”

      Dash scowled. “Shit.”

      “Yeah, shit, indeed,” Benzel said.

      “Well, then we have no choice,” Dash finally replied. “We have to pack them in, evacuate them, and hope we can manage to make the air last until we get back to the Forge.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash found the return trip to the Forge the most nerve-wracking yet—and he had some pretty scary return trips under his belt.

      He felt so helpless. Benzel and Wei-Ping gave steady reports on the air quality aboard the Herald and the Retribution, and they weren’t good. Even keeping as many of the crew in vac suits for as long as they could, the air-cyclers simply couldn’t keep up with the throngs jammed into their corridors and compartments. Worse, because they had no idea if there were Verity spies or saboteurs among the refugees, large sections of both ships—bridge, weapons, magazines, and engineering—had to be kept off-limits, meaning each ship had more than a hundred and fifty extra people packed into what space remained.

      Dash could only imagine the deteriorating conditions aboard the two ships. The rising tension and increasing breathlessness of both Benzel’s and Wei-Ping’s voices over the comm unfortunately made his imaginings much easier, and more vivid.

      What if everyone aboard those ships just died?

      He even raised this with Sentinel, asking her if the ships could pilot themselves back to the Forge, or if she and Tybalt could do it.

      “Controlling the ships remotely is a relatively simple matter,” she replied. “However—”

      She stopped.

      “However what?” Dash asked.

      “However, I am expressing a desire that it not come to that.”

      That made Dash’s eyes widen in surprise, and even sting a bit. “Sentinel, that’s so—so human of you.”

      “There is no need to be insulting.”

      That actually made Dash laugh. But then he glanced at the Herald, and the Retribution beyond her, and his laughter stopped.
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        * * *

      

      Dash ran into the docking bay. It was one of the biggest, one they didn’t normally use; Dash had Custodian power it up so they could use it to unload the Herald directly into the Forge. Her prow and forward ten meters or so now protruded into the bay through the force field maintaining environmental integrity, and people had been stumbling out of her forward airlock, wheezing, coughing, scattered around the bay and sucking in fresh air. The Retribution wouldn’t fit in here at the same time, so she’d been eased into another docking bay on the fabrication level, enough that she could poke an emergency airlock in through the force field and disgorge her gasping occupants.

      Dash found Benzel snapping out orders amid the chaos—or trying to, between deep, hoarse breaths.

      “Benzel! You okay?”

      Benzel turned to him, his face nearly the same pale, neutral grey as the deck plates. However, a little flush had started back into his cheeks, which Dash took as a good sign.

      “No,” Benzel gasped. “Let’s not…do that again…okay?”

      Dash gave him a relieved clap on the shoulder. “Next time, we bring at least one more ship than we think we need, I promise.” He looked around at the throng still pouring out of the Herald. “Any casualties?”

      Benzel nodded. “Yeah. Two. One guy—really old. And another—some respiratory thing.”

      “Shit.”

      “Could’ve been worse.”

      “Yeah, true enough.”

      It was. Sentinel had estimated the Herald had about two hours of breathable air left, the Retribution only one. If either had been delayed by—any number of things, really—a tense and dangerous situation could have become a disaster.

      Dash moved to help a woman and her young child, who were wobbly and on the edge of collapse. As he did, it struck him he’d assumed that their worst casualties would come at the hands of the Golden, and not because he and his fellow leaders of the Cygnus Realm had simply screwed up.
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      Dash offered Benzel a smile. “You’re looking better than the last time I saw you.”

      Benzel, Wei-Ping close behind, nodded back as they entered the Command Center. “Yeah, it’s amazing what a shower, a meal, and clean clothes can do. Oh yeah, and breathable freakin’ air.”

      “For me, it wasn’t even so much the air,” Wei-Ping said. “It was the smell. Ugh. I think I still catch hints of it aboard the Retribution. Going to have to change all those scrubber filters.”

      They found places among the others already assembled. Again, everyone was here. Even Conover had come, still hobbling a little, helped by Amy. The burn on his neck had mostly healed, thanks to the Forge’s med tech, but would leave a striking white scar like an intricately branching tree.

      “You’re also looking better,” Dash said, passing Conover on his way to the front of the Command Center. “Way better.”

      “Still a little wobbly,” Conover replied. “But I can manage. Doc Cyrus says I should be pretty much recovered in a few days.”

      “Good, because I need you back at work.”

      Amy shot Dash a frown. “Hey, give the guy a break.”

      “Why? Because he was a damned fool who almost got himself killed doing something stupid?”

      Amy looked ready to fire back a retort but didn’t. She just looked at Conover and shrugged. “He’s right, you know. I tried to stick up for you, but sorry, you’re on your own for this.”

      Dash grinned as he turned away. The way she’d said it, the way she’d looked at Conover as she did—yeah, this was no longer a one-way relationship.

      “Okay, everyone, we’ve got decisions to make,” Dash said, stepping up in front of the big star chart. “First, though, let’s hear everyone’s report.”

      One by one, they each stood and gave a quick rundown of their particular area. Overall, it was pretty much as Dash had expected. They were in reasonably good shape, but it could definitely be better.

      “So it sounds like our production is going well,” Dash said. “But we’re still waiting on the Shroud, aren’t we?”

      “We are,” Custodian said. “Final calibrations will be complete within a day, and then we will do the first test fabrication of a basic power core. That will take another two days.”

      Viktor chimed in. “And if that all works out, and we end up with a working power core, we’ll ramp up into full production.”

      “Well that’s good news,” Dash said. “It means those pieces we’ve started fabricating for the Talon and the Pulsar aren’t going to end up just sitting in storage.”

      “We also now have two ship killers operational,” Custodian said. Dash had seen them, two sleek and sinister shapes hanging against the stars. Each vaguely resembled the Shroud, upon which they were based, but had been outfitted with rapid fire missile launchers and a full load of trans-luminal missiles. Between them, Custodian and Viktor had even come up with a way to swap out warheads as the missiles were about to be loaded into the launchers; they could select simple plasma-blast warheads, scrambler warheads to knock ships out of translation, or even flash warheads to disrupt their systems. They had to use the latter two sparingly, though, because they required Dark Metal and were complex to manufacture in such miniaturized forms.

      “And then there’s ships,” Dash said, turning and looking at a window Custodian had popped open on the big display that showed the status of the fleet. “We’re in pretty good shape, and it gets a little better every day. I’d really like to get a few more bigger capital ships in play, though, along the lines of the Herald.”

      “That is feasible if power cores constructed by the Shroud are used to energize more of the Forge’s fabrication systems,” Custodian said.

      “I can see those power cores are going to become a bottleneck,” Leira said. “We’re going to have to make some decisions about priorities.”

      “That we are,” Dash agreed, nodding. “But that’s not our biggest bottleneck. We could have a huge fleet, but it won’t do much good without anyone to crew it. And AIs only go so far—with all due respect to Custodian, Sentinel, and Tybalt, of course.”

      “You are correct,” Sentinel said. “As you have amply demonstrated, humans and similar species have a capacity for spontaneity and creativity that artificial intelligences lack.”

      “Well, you’re looking for people,” Harolyn said. “You just rescued three hundred from the Verity.”

      “Yeah, sure, and I’m glad we did, but really, how many of those people can crew a ship? Even fight?”

      “More than you might think,” Harolyn replied, looking at a data-pad. “We’ve done our first screening and have identified one hundred and”—she brushed a finger across the screen—“twenty-seven who have military experience or are trained in skills we could use. That includes four doctors, seven nurses, and five engineers of various types. Almost two hundred of them have experience crewing a ship of some description, too.”

      “But we’ve only done a first pass,” Ragsdale put in. “We need to dig into their backgrounds and do a much more thorough screening before I’d be happy calling them safe and reliable.”

      “Of course,” Dash said. “But let’s give priority to screening anyone with military experience, and then anyone with valuable skills.”

      Ragsdale and Harolyn nodded.

      “In the meantime, get them all assembled,” Dash went on. “I want to talk to them, start getting them used to us—and me, and how we’re going to fight this war.” He gestured around him.

      “We’ll have them gathered in the big docking bay in an hour,” Harolyn said.

      “Sounds good.” Dash turned to the star chart. “Now, on to strategy. What’s our next move?”
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        * * *

      

      Dash moved among the freed captives, chatting, shaking hands, hugging, and generally uttering variations of “No problem, glad we could help you,” over and over again in response to effusive and often tearful thanks. When he finally made his way through the crowd, he climbed up onto a scrambler mine waiting to be loaded into the Horse Nebula and waited for everyone to fall silent.

      “I know you’ve all heard this already, but I want to say it formally—welcome to the Cygnus Realm, the Forge, and freedom.”

      It was trite and even a little corny, but it worked. A cheer went up, along with applause that didn’t stop until he raised his hands.

      “That’s the feel-good part,” he said. “Now for the reality check, which isn’t anywhere near as rosy. I’d love to say you can relax here as long as you’d like, and recover from what you’ve been through—including us almost asphyxiating the whole lot of you.”

      That actually prompted more laughter than Dash had expected, driving home just how glad these people were simply to not be in the hands of the Verity any longer. He raised his hands again, and again waited for silence.

      “The grimmer truth is, we can’t do that. The Cygnus Realm really doesn’t have civilians, at least not yet. We’re at war, and whether you’re aboard a ship in battle, or back here helping us do all the things we need to do to make those battles ones we can win, our people are all at war, too. If you want to stay and help us, we’d be glad of it. That’s especially true if you have skills we need, such as military experience, or you’re a doctor or engineer or something like that. Even if you don’t, we’ll definitely find useful things for you to do. But you will be part of fighting that war if you stay with us.”

      Dash gave a moment for it all to sink in, then went on. “And if you don’t want to be part of that, it’s entirely up to you. We’ll make arrangements to transport you to a nearby inhabited world, somewhere with a spaceport, and from there you can go wherever you want.”

      Dash saw the reaction ripple through the crowd. Some stepped forward, eager to get to work. Others withdrew into themselves, or into small groups, speaking in hushed tones. And some, unsurprisingly, just stood and stared, their minds obviously still not in a place to truly understand what was going on, other than the horror of their captivity had ended.

      “We’re not asking you to make your decision this instant,” Dash said. “Think about it for a day or so. But it can’t be much more than that, because the Golden won’t wait. Neither can we, and the sooner we take the fight to them, the sooner we can build something lasting. Something more than just endless fear and fighting. I promise you that.”

      Dash clambered down off the mine, only to have someone step in front of him. It was Sera, the woman who’d guided him through Quarantine Station.

      “I don’t need to think about it,” she said. “I’m ready to assume whatever duties you want me to, right now.”

      Dash gave her a grateful smile. “Okay, and thank you. Go talk to Ragsdale—he’s the guy over there who’s scowling and looks like he has no sense of humor. He’ll get you sorted out.”

      More people moved toward Dash, but Leira appeared, snagging his attention. He excused himself.

      “What’s up?”

      “Custodian’s finished putting together an intelligence picture from all of our data—drones, Dark Metal signals, that sort of thing—and the survivor accounts we’ve gathered so far,” Leira said, leading Dash away from the crowd. “The Verity are building a fleet. That’s why they were stripping resources out of that system where they were holding all these people. They’re doing the same in a whole bunch of other systems, too.”

      “Doesn’t that just say they’re gathering resources, though? How do we know it’s for a fleet?”

      Leira allowed herself a triumphant smile. “Because Custodian has figured out where they’re building it. It’s a whole shipyard, Dash, with a partly completed fleet.”

      Dash just stared for a moment, letting it sink in. The opportunity—holy shit. But the risk would also be enormous, because nothing the Verity had was likely to be as well-protected as a fleet under construction. It probably explained why Verity forces seemed so thin everywhere else.

      “Dash?”

      He felt a slow smile grow. “Finally. This is—it’s what we’ve been looking for. This is the piece. Does Custodian have a firm location?” His smile remained, more predatory than ever.

      “He does. It’s a red giant, about forty light-years from here. Three rocky planets, one ice giant, and a lot of asteroids. The asteroids are being mined, and the shipyard is kind of hidden away among the moons of the ice giant.”

      “Okay. We need to make this a top priority.” He looked at Leira. “I want that fleet. But if we can’t have it, then I want to destroy it. Have Custodian assemble everything into a planning map, and—”

      “Messenger,” Custodian said. “We have an inbound ship.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Dash said. “What is it?”

      “A Golden drone. It is approaching at a high velocity, nearly point-two-five light speed.”

      “No rest for the utterly exhausted,” Dash said to Leira as they both headed for their mechs.
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        * * *

      

      As the Forge dwindled behind the Archetype, Dash studied the threat indicator. There was one drone, moving at a quarter of the speed of light. It was only minutes away.

      But—one drone? Why only one?

      “What the hell are you up to?” Dash asked as the image of the approaching drone shifted toward blue from the Doppler effect. “There’s got to be more to it than—”

      Sure enough, even as he watched, a swarm of smaller objects detached from the drone, like escape pods jetting away from a stricken mother ship. The smaller drones raced onward toward the Forge, while the main drone altered its trajectory, veering to rise back up and out of the plane of the nearby star’s ecliptic. It was making a run for it.

      “Can we catch that thing?” Dash asked.

      “Unlikely, at least before it is able to translate,” Sentinel replied. “Even overcharging the Archetype’s drive will not allow for sufficient acceleration to ensure an intercept.”

      “Custodian, will you be able to handle all of those little, incoming whatever-they-are?”

      “The swarm of smaller vehicles are likely intended only to trigger our defenses. Because they have retained the velocity of their parent craft, it is further likely this is a test of the Forge’s close-range weapon systems.”

      “Mapping out our defenses, yeah. Which means that bigger drone is going to stick around long enough to watch, receive a bunch of telemetry, and then scoot.”

      “Agreed,” Sentinel said. “Unfortunately, it will still be possible for the drone to do that, and then escape.”

      Dash frowned at the imagery. It was too bad they didn’t have scrambler mines deployed—

      “Wait. Custodian, here’s a chance to test out our ship-killer systems in live combat. A trans-luminal missile with a scrambler warhead should be able to stop that drone, right?”

      “In theory, based on simulations, yes.”

      “Do it. Load a scrambler missile and fire.”

      “Complying.”

      Dash powered up the Archetype’s drive to emergency combat power and zoomed after the fleeing drone. “Leira, you hang back near the Forge in case something nasty comes up that we just haven’t seen yet.”

      “Will do.”

      Dash watched as the battle unfolded. The ship-killer missile launched just before the Forge’s point-defense batteries opened up. The swarm of smaller drones immediately began to weave through complex evasive patterns; Dash noted that they seemed to be anticipating the firing patterns of the Forge weapons, dodging the incoming fire. It still ended up being in vain; the last of them was swatted into debris long before even getting close to the Forge.

      Still, Dash narrowed his eyes over it.

      The ship-killer missile translated, just as the main drone did the same. An instant later, it reappeared and detonated on the drone’s predicted path. Sure enough, the Golden drone dropped back into real space and stayed there, the missile’s effect lingering through a large volume of space. It was just enough to give Dash time to catch up to it.

      The Golden drone spun on its axis and fired a searing beam of energy that punched through the Archetype’s shield and scoured a gouge in its armor. It was superficial damage, but the weapon itself, which they’d never encountered before, was worrisome; a bigger, more powerful version, mounted on a ship, could be a serious threat.

      Dash dodged the next shot, or tried to, but the drone anticipated his next move. Wincing at the hit, Dash dodged again and fired the dark-lance. The drone anticipated that, too, and darted hard aside, the flickering beam of the dark-lance ripping through space less than a klick away from it.

      The drone was about to shoot again; Dash knew it. So he did nothing.

      Sure enough, the drone’s beam missed just as the dark-lance had, flashing close past the Archetype.

      “Huh.”

      “An observation, Messenger?” Sentinel asked.

      “There will be. Just give me a minute.”

      Dash lined up the dark-lance on where he least expected the drone to go, and fired.

      The Golden drone flew right into the beam. The dark-lance punched through it, blasting its components into quantum debris. The drone continued on its trajectory, coasting.

      “Power emissions have dropped to zero,” Sentinel said. “The Golden drone is dead.”

      “No it isn’t,” Dash said.

      “Messenger, I can confirm—”

      “Watch.”

      Dash powered the Archetype directly toward the drone, as though to recover it as salvage. When he was only a few tens of klicks away, the drone suddenly came back to life, spun—

      —and died, this time for real, as the dark-lance tore through it from bow to stern.

      “Now it’s dead,” Dash said.

      “How did you know it was a ruse?”

      “Because it’s something I would have done.”

      “You are suggesting that this Golden drone was behaving…differently?”

      “I am. Whatever AI was controlling it has come a long way from where they started out, kind of stilted and predictable.”

      “That is a matter of concern.”

      “Yeah. It is. If Golden AIs have started to develop real fighting instincts, then it’s a matter of great concern, because this war just got a lot harder to win.”
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      If the war just got harder to win, Dash thought, then they had to fight it even harder. And that started with attacking the Verity shipyard Custodian had sussed out. They had to keep that fleet from ever deploying against them. Dash wanted to capture it, or as much of it as he could—but if they had to destroy it, so be it.

      And that was why Dash now studied the telemetry from the stealth drone they’d sent into the system ahead of the fleet. Not counting the partially built ships in space-dock, of course, or the multitude of tenders and other small vessels involved in their construction, the Verity had seventeen combat vessels in the system. The drone telemetry didn’t hint at any more. So seventeen, versus the fourteen of the Cygnus fleet. Two of the Cygnus ships, though, were the Archetype and the Swift, which meant they weren’t as outnumbered as it seemed.

      Still. Seventeen combat-capable ships. This was going to be a tough fight.

      Dash’s thoughts grimly trudged on from there. A fight that would probably see a lot of people getting hurt. A lot of people dying.

      A fight upon which the course of the war would turn.

      “Dash,” Benzel said. “The mine layers are ready to deploy. The rest of the fleet is ready, too. All we need is the word from you.”

      “Got it. Stand by.”

      But there was no reason to stand by. Dash was just putting off the inevitable: giving the order that would start the battle, that would lead to all those casualties, and that would potentially change the entire course of the war, for better or worse.

      “Dash?”

      It was Leira, calling him on a private channel.

      “Yeah?”

      “I know where you are,” she said.

      “Not exactly a secret. I’m in the Archetype—”

      “Not what I mean. I know where your head is right now.”

      “Staring down the barrel of a battle that could see us lose a lot of people, and maybe the war?”

      “None of these people have to be here, Dash. You’ve given every one of them ample opportunity to leave. They haven’t. You need to respect that choice.”

      “I do. It’s just that—” He stopped, words failing him.

      “I know,” Leira said.

      “I wish I wasn’t the Messenger, you know. Don’t know if I’ve ever said that.”

      “You don’t have to. We all know it.”

      “As do I,” Sentinel said. “I believe that’s what makes you so good at it.”

      “You are far from perfect, Messenger,” Tybalt added. “But you are the least imperfect human being I have encountered, and are therefore best suited for the role.”

      “First, that’s the closest thing you’re going to get to a compliment out of Tybalt,” Leira said. “And second, gee, thanks, Tybalt.”

      “My second preference among available individuals for the role of Messenger would be you, Leira.”

      “And that’s the closest thing to a compliment I’m going to get out of Tybalt,” Leira replied.

      Despite the awful gravity of the situation, Dash found himself smiling at Sentinel and Tybalt—and Leira.

      Especially Leira.

      He switched to the fleet channel.

      “I think this is the part where I’m supposed to say something inspirational,” Dash said. “But you all know me. I’m not an inspirational speech kind of guy. So—let’s go spank these Verity clowns, take their shit, and go home.”

      Someone laughed over the comm. Dash thought it might be Benzel. But it was Wei-Ping who spoke up.

      “That sounded pretty inspirational to me!”
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        * * *

      

      The plan was simple. The main body of the fleet would drive directly in at the shipyard, its two squadrons attacking along two different vectors far enough apart to encourage the Verity to split their own forces. But if they didn’t, and instead chose to concentrate everything on one squadron, then the second would be close enough to take the Verity in the flank or rear. In the meantime, two squadrons of mine layers would arrive in-system above and below the plane of the ecliptic, one led by the Horse Nebula, the other by the Void Stalker, and begin sowing scrambler and flash mines in two fields that would converge just beyond the shipyard. The hope was to hem the Verity in and catch anything that tried to escape, while inhibiting any relief forces that might arrive during the battle.

      Thinking back on the Golden drone he’d recently fought, Dash and the other Cygnus leaders had tried to leave as much flexibility in the plan as possible to account for their enemies doing unexpected and spontaneous things. Speed and surprise were, as always, key, and that might win them the day. But that’s where the mines came in—speed and surprise and minefields were even better, because they could leave a fleet dead in space, ripe for capture.

      “We will be in dark-lance range in fifteen—” Sentinel began, then paused as the threat indicator lit up. “The Verity have just launched a large and coordinated salvo of missiles. Ninety seconds until impact at our current closing speed.”

      “I see it. Holy shit that’s a lot of missiles.” There were at least a hundred in one massive wave. Dash could tell these were smart missiles, too, from the way they constantly shifted their formation, first maximizing their threat posture against the Herald and A Squadron, then the Retribution and B Squadron, and back again.

      “Okay, let’s return the favor,” Dash said. “Fire the ship killers, and then brace for all that incoming ordnance.”

      Acknowledgements came in from Benzel and Wei-Ping. A moment later, their two ship killers, one on station with each of the Herald and Retribution, opened fire. Dash saw trans-luminal missiles flash away then vanish into unSpace. He could imagine the rapid reloads going on inside the automated ship-killers, more missiles being unracked, moved, loaded, and fired, over and over, the weapons launching and zipping away at the furious rate of two every three seconds.

      Explosions began to ripple through the ranks of the Verity fleet. Every second missile the ship killers launched had a flash warhead; they were programmed to attack different targets than the plasma-blast missiles, so that ideally half the Verity ships would be disabled and half damaged or destroyed. And because they popped out of unSpace so close to the enemy fleet, there was scant time for the Verity countermeasures and point-defense systems to respond. By the time the ship killers had expended the last of their ordnance, five of the seventeen Verity ships were dead in space, coasting along unpowered on whatever trajectory they happened to be following.

      Fourteen to twelve, now. Much better odds, at least for however long it took the stricken Verity ships to recuperate and reboot their failed systems and get back in the fight.

      “Thirty seconds to impact by incoming Verity missiles,” Sentinel said.

      “Okay, countermeasures, go!”

      This had been Benzel’s idea. The Forge had been hard-pressed to build enough of the miniaturized flash warheads to fully load out the ship killers, but the bulkier flash mines were much easier to produce. Now, each ship in the fleet literally lobbed flash mines out of airlocks and cargo bays; at the same time, both squadrons, as one, decelerated hard. A swarm of flash mines, still moving with the velocity imparted to them when they were thrown into space, now began outpacing the fleet, sailing ahead of it, further and faster with each passing second.

      The onrushing wall of Verity missiles began a frantic series of maneuvers, trying to adjust for the mines suddenly looming ahead of them. Over the next ten or fifteen seconds, the battle was solely between automated ordnance, missiles versus mines.

      Despite their best efforts, the mines began detonating and knocking missiles offline.

      “Okay, Leira, we’re up!” Dash called. “Let’s go!”

      The Archetype and Swift hadn’t decelerated with the rest of the fleet, instead veering aside, opening the distance between them and the two Cygnus squadrons, then cutting their drives and coasting. Now, both mechs powered up their drives and accelerated hard. Each attracted the attention of some of the surviving missiles, which saw the mechs as priority targets and raced after them, diminishing the threat to the rest of the fleet that much more.

      The mines had taken down half the missiles. A quarter of what remained had locked onto the Archetype and Swift. Now the fleet’s point defense batteries opened up, spewing shots at the rest. Still, despite their best efforts, some of the missiles made it through, slamming into Cygnus ships and detonating.

      One, a recently acquired Silent Fleet frigate they christened the Irresistible, staggered out of line in A Squadron, her drive section a shambles of wreckage and venting plasma. Another, the Forge-built light cruiser named the Blue Sun, reeled under impacts that blew apart her bridge, but she managed to stay in line as auxiliary controls in her engineering section took over. Dash immediately started wondering about the cost, but he shoved his mind back where it belonged: fighting and winning this battle.

      “We have four missiles inbound,” Sentinel said. “Impact in twenty seconds.”

      “Okay, stand by with the distortion grid.”

      “Online and ready.”

      A Verity cruiser had just entered dark-lance range; he snapped out a shot at it. The weapon had seen further upgrades, increasing its range and power and decreasing its recuperation time, so he was able to fire twice more, landing solid hits on the Verity ship in the time it took the missiles to close.

      Seconds before impact, Dash triggered the new distortion grid, another retrofit to the Archetype.

      A powerful gravity pulse, similar to the output of the distortion-cannon, erupted from the mech. Dash had reverse-polarized it, so instead of becoming an instantaneous gravitational hole in space, it became a towering peak—one that the approaching missiles suddenly had to climb.

      Sentinel fired up the point-defense battery and blasted apart the missiles, now slowed to a relative crawl by the presence of a new and drastic gravity field. One slipped through and detonated close to the Archetype, flash-searing its armor, but doing little else.

      Dash aimed the Archetype at the Verity fleet. It had slowed, trying to keep a decent stand-off distance from the Cygnus fleet, but Benzel and Wei-Ping were having none of that. They’d driven their squadrons hard, plunging into a general engagement with the enemy ships. That meant the plan had taken them as far as it could; at this point, the battle was no longer about plans, but about the multitude of small, deadly vignettes playing out as the two fleets tore away at one another.

      For a moment, Dash just listened to his fleet’s general channel.

      “—to your left flank, engage as you pass—”

      “—shit, we’ve lost attitude control—!”

      “—veer to starboard, you’re getting too close—!”

      “—got him, look at that bastard spin—”

      “NO—!”

      The last was a scream that was suddenly cut off. At the same time Dash saw one of the A Squadron ships blown apart in massive explosion, probably a reactor containment breach. He winced. The heads-up told him it was the Star Wind, another of their newly built frigates. She had been mostly crewed by recent arrivals at the Forge who had naval or shipboard experience.

      Shit.

      Benzel’s voice cut through the chatter, the excited shouts, the screams.

      “All units, stay on plan! Wei-Ping, it looks like they’re trying to concentrate on us, so execute maneuver Tango! And keep this channel clear!”

      Maneuver Tango, a flanking sweep, would bring Wei-Ping’s B Squadron boring in from the left. Several ships detached themselves from the main Verity force to block their approach and began pumping out missiles at a terrifying rate. It forced the Retribution to focus her main and secondary batteries, along with her point-defense systems, on the incoming projectiles. That left the Verity free to follow up with rapid-fire pulse-cannons, which began pounding the Retribution and her consorts.

      Dash raced in, Leira following. He targeted a missile cruiser firing at the Retribution and fired the dark-lance. The beams punched into the cruiser’s hull, but it kept up its ferocious rate of fire, apparently willing to die if it meant the rest of the Verity fleet could decimate the Herald  and Benzel’s squadron—

      A colossal explosion ripped through a second missile cruiser off to the starboard flank of the one Dash had been attacking. Debris whipped past the Archetype at breathtaking velocities.

      “What the hell—” Dash started, but Sentinel cut him off.

      “That was the result of an impact from one of the ship-killer weapons, fired by Wei-Ping.”

      “Oh. Well, that worked, didn’t it?”

      “Exceedingly well, yes.”

      Dash turned his attention back to the other missile cruiser. He pummeled it with dark-lance shots and loosed a barrage of missiles its battered point-defense systems were unable to stop. Explosions rippled along the length of its hull, and its drive died, leaving it coasting along, more wreck than ship.

      Dash glanced at Leira’s progress. She’d slammed shots home into a frigate, then closed in and punched at it with the Swift, the massive fists ripping away hull plates amid spewing gouts of atmosphere. He swooped up and away from the battle to gain a better vantage and see where he could best apply the Archetype’s power. On the way, he raced past the Rockhound, which had been pumping shots from her rail-gun at targets of opportunity; the Snow Leopard hung close by her, bolstering the smaller ships close-in defences with her own, even while blazing away with her pulse-cannons.

      “Messenger, there are large contacts inbound from above the ecliptic plane”

      Dash looked back at the threat indicator. Sure enough, three big ships had just translated into the system, and now stared down the minefield laid by the Horse Nebula and her consorts.

      They were battleships. Three of them, and they didn’t belong to the Verity.

      They belonged to the Bright—and that meant a slew of powerful Golden tech had just entered the battle.
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        * * *

      

      The Bright opened up on the mines, trying to punch a hole through the field so they could enter the battle. That couldn’t happen. Each one of the Bright battleships outclassed the Herald or Retribution, albeit not by much—but it wouldn’t take much to swing the battle.

      Dash flung the Archetype toward the Bright ships. “Leira, on me! We need to stop those damned things, or at least slow them down until the rest of the fleet is done with the Verity and can regroup!”

      “I’m right behind you, Dash!”

      The two mechs charged headlong, side-by-side, toward the looming Bright ships. On impulse, Dash slowed as they approached their side of the minefield. Leira immediately pulled ahead.

      “Dash, what the hell?”

      “Leira, grab a flash mine. Take it with you.”

      “Grab—oh. Right, got it.”

      Each clutching a flash mine, the Archetype and Swift powered up again, zooming directly toward the Bright squadron. The battleships shifted their fire from the mines to the mechs, heavy pulse-cannon batteries and petawatt lasers lashing out. The mechs’ shields immediately stepped up their opacity, blocking the worst of the laser energy; it was another upgrade, one learned from hard experience the last time they’d faced the tremendously powerful light beams. It meant Dash and Leira lost some situational awareness, anything coming in from near-infrared to ultraviolet, but the mechs’ scanners still worked through the shields. Dash flicked the heads-up to a schematic display, the battlespace now rendered down to icons moving around 3D axes.

      It was like fighting through fog, Dash thought. Despite the fact the Archetype could gather data across the EM spectrum, and through her active scanners, it struck Dash that he’d still relied on what he could see with his eyes for a lot of piloting. It made no sense, but there it was.

      He switched to firing solutions taken solely from the scanners then fired the dark-lance and more missiles. Incoming fire buffeted the Archetype; even the upgraded shield began approaching saturation.

      “I’ll take the one forward left, Leira. You go forward right.”

      “Got it.”

      Dash studied the display, veering the Archetype, watching as the relative position of the icons changed—

      A heavy blow hammered the Archetype. A missile impact. Then another. Dash cried out at the second impact, one he felt down to his bones. Grimly, he drove on, closing the range, firing the dark-lance as fast as it would recycle.

      The enormous bulk of the battleship suddenly appeared, filling the heads-up as the Archetype’s shield died.

      Close enough.

      He flung the flash mine, at the same time accelerating hard the other way. The nearest battleship’s point defenses lashed out, streams of shots like searching fingers seeking the mine, trying desperately to destroy it before it could—

      Detonate, just like that.

      The Archetype was hardened against the effects of the blast; even so, a power surge rippled through the mech, sending some of its systems into reboot mode. But the effect on the battleship was far worse. It was much too large and robust to be taken entirely offline by a single mine, but virtually all of her systems on the side facing the blast went abruptly dead.

      Dash saw Leira executing much the same attack on her target, with much the same effect. She jackknifed the Swift and raced in to attack the battleship at close quarters, taking advantage of the sudden dormancy of half of her opponent.

      What she didn’t realize, though, was that the third battleship had maneuvered to get her full view and was about to open up with a full broadside of fire that could very well hurt the Swift—badly.

      “Leira, get clear of there.”

      “What? Why—oh, shit!”

      He saw the Swift suddenly power up, driving up relative to the battleships, trying to get away from the looming threat. Dash threw the Archetype’s drive into combat over-power, racing over top of the battleship he’d attacked to help her, but he was too far away and just couldn’t maneuver fast enough—

      Something flashed by at high speed, swooping beneath the nearest Bright ship, charging on and pulling up beneath the as-yet undamaged one about to open fire on Leira. A torrent of pulse-cannon fire erupted from it as it raced under the enemy ship, raking it from stern to bow.

      “Eat that, assholes,” he heard someone say in a cheerful tone.

      Dash immediately recognized Amy’s voice, and his own ship, the Slipwing, now shredding the underside of the third Bright battleship. Explosions flung debris all around her, and for a moment, he thought she’d been lost in a huge, searing blast that must have marked an exploding missile battery. An instant later, though, the Slipwing raced back out of the glowing debris cloud, Amy letting out a fierce whoop of triumph.

      “Yes! Dash, I love that I’m getting a mech, but not as much as I love this sweet little ship of yours!”

      Dash couldn’t help laughing at the absurdity of Amy’s ferocious glee amid a raging battle, with the outcome still very much undecided. But they’d kept the three Bright battleships out of the immediate fight, at least for now.

      Even damaged, the battleships remained a potent threat; he and Leira—and Amy, now—couldn’t let them join the battle still raging near the shipyards. He flung the Archetype through a hard reversal and began another run. Shots flashed past the Archetype, some striking with heavy, jarring impacts, but he gritted his teeth and held course, firing the dark-lance as fast as he could. He wanted to fire the Archetype’s big blast-cannon, tapping the raw power that could critically damage one of these battleships, but it took too long to charge up. Things were just happening too fast.

      In war, no one ever slows down. Unless they’re dead.
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        * * *

      

      “Dash!” Benzel called out. “We’ve got the Verity on the run here! What’s left of their fleet’s trying to make a break for it!”

      Dash snapped out a dark-lance shot then veered to swoop over his target’s hull and slash at it with the power-sword. “Okay,” he shot back. “Up to you if you chase them or not. But these three big bastards”—he winced as yet another shot slammed home, blasting another gouge in the Archetype’s armor—“they’re still kicking, so you need to be ready for them if they break through.”

      “I would suggest when they break through is more correct,” Sentinel cut in.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “It is not that. I have detected new power signatures from an asteroid bordering the shipyard. They are Harbingers.”

      “What? Damn it, you’ve got to be kidding me!”

      “I am not. Fortunately, however, they appear to be smaller, modified versions of the Harbinger-pattern mech in Verity service.”

      Dash scowled at the threat display. He saw the rising power emissions from the asteroid; the Harbingers must have been stored there, and their crews had finally arrived to power them up and get them into action.

      He took a deep breath as the Bright battleship receded behind him, sporadic fire reaching after him from it. “Okay, Benzel, let whoever’s running away from you keep going—the flash mines will thin them out, I guarantee it. But Leira and I have to take on this new problem, which means these three battleships are going to be coming your way.”

      “We did beat them up some for you,” Leira put in as the Swift fell into formation with the Archetype. “I think one of them is nearly dead in space.”

      “You guys do what you have to do,” Benzel replied. “We’ll take care of the rest.”

      Dash had to smile at the former Gentle Friend’s confident tone. He knew that the Cygnus fleet had been beaten up, as Leira put it, as badly as the Bright battleships. The battle was still far from won, and if some other major threat appeared, they probably wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      “Dash,” Sentinel said. “The Verity Harbingers are fully powered up.”

      Dash glanced at the heads-up. “They haven’t launched yet. Looks like we’re going to be able to catch them on that rock of theirs. Leira, when was the last time you were in a real knock-down, drag-out brawl?”

      “About a month before I met you. Three assholes decided they wanted my table in a bar on Passage—you know, that one near the helium-3 storage plant?”

      “I want to hear the whole story. Meantime, though, when we mix it up with these Harbingers, just remember that.”

      “Where the hell am I going to find a giant bottle of hooch to smash over one of their heads?”

      This time, Dash actually laughed out loud.
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        * * *

      

      Dash tackled a Harbinger, slamming into it headlong, driving back against the side of a storage bunker squatting on the asteroid’s rocky surface. The recoil sent the Archetype bouncing back into space. The asteroid’s gravity was too low to hold onto the mechs, so as the wild melee raged, they’d be flung into space, then power themselves back down into the fight.

      Six against two—not good odds. But the Verity apparently piloting the Harbingers had probably never seen a real, down-and-dirty fight, much less ever been in one. Dash and Leira quickly found their best tactic was to get their opponents embroiled in a close-up fracas on the asteroid’s surface, and then try to keep them there—

      Something slammed into the Archetype as it touched back down, spinning the mech sideways, knocking it forward at the same time. Dash caught himself, the Archetype’s massive hands pulverising rock as he halted his fall; at the same time, he kicked back and got a solid, satisfying slam of contact in return. The Harbinger pitched forward, one leg driven out from under it. Dash rolled aside, striking out with a fist. All of his movements were smoothly turned into an intricate interplay of actuators, joints, thrusters, and even the main drive. It meant he could concentrate on doing what he did best—kicking the shit out of some bad guys.

      Another Harbinger appeared, lining up a pulse-cannon shot. Dash grabbed the Harbinger that had almost fallen on top of him and heaved, pulling it up to shield him just as the pulse-cannon opened up. A couple of shots clipped the Archetype, but the rest squarely struck the Harbinger he’d grabbed as a shield. He flung the enemy mech at the one that had just shot; it was an easy dodge for the enemy, but it prevented the Verity pilot from firing again. That gave Dash the few seconds he needed to launch himself at the second Harbinger, while it struggled to stabilize itself about fifty meters above the rocky surface.

      The Archetype crashed into the Harbinger, briefly shoving it back, until its drive kicked in. The Verity pilot apparently decided to try and slam Dash back against the asteroid, powering up the mech’s drive to combat overpower. Dash responded in kind, and the Archetype quickly won the shoving match—it was just bigger, and more massive and powerful than the slender Harbinger. Reddish light flared around both mechs as they rose from the surface, out of the gloomy shadow of the asteroid and back into the ruddy sunlight.

      The Harbinger punched, a solid hit that caused warnings to flare across the heads-up. The Archetype’s left hip actuator went offline. Dash cursed as he struck back. Such a loss of mobility could be fatal in a fight like this.

      “Sentinel!”

      “I am aware and am attempting to bypass a damaged motivator circuit.”

      Dash left her to it and concentrated on taking this Harbinger out of the fight for good. He drove a fist into its head, and another into its armored torso. The plates buckled under the blow, and one spun off into space. Dash didn’t hesitate, ignoring a glancing blow that still took the Archetype’s point-defense system offline, and driving his fist into the gap left by the missing plate. It sank deep into the mech’s internals.

      He began to pull and rip, tearing away at anything he could grab.

      The Harbinger desperately shoved at him, trying to get away. A second later, something vital failed, and the enemy mech went dead.

      Dash kept digging away at its mechanical guts anyway. He finally wrenched off the Harbinger’s entire chest plate, flung it aside, and smashed at the internal workings again and again. That included the pilot’s capsule, which crumpled under the blows.

      Dash literally hammered the capsule flat.

      He spun away from the wreck and turned back to the battle. The Archetype had lifted a good two klicks off the asteroid’s surface, where the Swift still fought a pair of Harbingers. For a few seconds, Dash just watched her. She fought with a style and grace that was stark contrast to his own more brutal, beat-’em-down approach to brawls. Leveraging the Swift’s lithe power and natural quickness, she spun, punched, kicked, dodged, and kicked again. The Harbingers were clumsy by comparison, lumbering at her, their attacks uncoordinated; for every blow they managed to land on her, she drove home three or four of her own.

      Dash powered up the thrusters and drove the Archetype back toward the surface. As the red sun went behind the asteroid again, there was one more Harbinger still operational, apparently determined to line up a firing solution with its pulse or chest cannon. The Harbinger pilot would have to be desperate indeed to use the chest-cannon, as the close range would destroy everyone nearby—friend and foe.

      Dash kicked in the main drive, deployed the power-sword, and came thundering down on the Harbinger like a meteor.

      A tremendous shock rattled the Archetype deep to its Dark Metal bones. It spun the mech around, momentarily turning the view on the heads-up into a blur. Dash fought to correct and regain attitude control—and where was the Harbinger he’d just hit, was it about to fire—?

      He jammed a foot—actually feet, since it looked like Sentinel had just managed to get the balky hip actuator working again—against the asteroid; the momentum of the mech kept it plunging along, gouging rock from the surface with a cascade of sparks that shot off into space. At the same time, the thrusters kicked in. He regained control and reacquired the Harbinger about a hundred meters away, dreadfully certain it was about to fire and kill them all.

      But it toppled back instead, the power-sword having severed it through the waist. He jetted the Archetype back to it, the power-sword raised—found himself looking straight down the muzzle of its chest-cannon—and slashed across chest and cannon, ripping both open.

      “Dash!”

      He glanced up from the fallen Harbinger. It was Leira.

      The Swift hovered over two broken Harbingers, debris and pulverized rock drifting around it. Dash saw the mech had been battered so badly entire armor plates were gone, as was one foot, and one entire forearm.

      “You look like hell,” Dash said.

      “You don’t look so good yourself.”

      Dash opened his mouth to shoot something back but recoiled as something drifted into the heads-up imagery.

      It was a Verity, her face contorted in stunned horror, globules of fluid leaking from her broken body. He glanced down and saw that he’d cut the pilot’s capsule of the Harbinger open, letting her corpse drift free.

      “Dash, look out!”

      He turned at Leira’s warning. The first Harbinger they’d taken out of the battle had partly risen, its power output soaring to a spike—either some sort of overcharged shot from its chest cannon, or its reactor was about to blow. Dash didn’t hesitate. He lunged and drove the power-sword out, then slammed it straight through the mech’s head.

      A hissing shriek briefly flooded the comm, a howling burst of Golden machine-language. It went on for a second or two, pierce Dash’s senses like a storm, then stopped.

      “The Verity pilot of that Harbinger was clearly dead,” Sentinel said. “That final attempt at an attack must have been an onboard Golden AI.”

      “Yeah. The Verity should have let them fight,” Dash replied, once more thinking of the unpredictable tactics of the Golden drone he’d recently fought near the Forge.

      “Arrogant jerks,” Leira said. “They must have figured they could do a better job.”

      Taking in the scattered remains of the Harbingers, and the debris-strewn battlespace around the asteroid, Dash shook his head. “Well, they were wrong. But if there are AIs on board these Harbingers, they might still be kicking like this one was. Let’s make sure they’re all really dead.”

      Far above the asteroid, searing flashes continued to ripple through space as the battle between the battered Cygnus fleet and the two Bright battleships raged on. Dash saw plumes of glowing gas, heard desperate shouts across the comm, and launched himself back toward the battle, Leira falling in alongside him. Before they even got anywhere near weapons range, though, the flashes and cries died, and the space ahead went dark and silent once more.

      A long moment passed. Dash wanted to call for Benzel, but he also didn’t, in case he never got an answer.

      Silence.

      Okay, Dash thought, this might be bad. Better get ready for it. It might be very, very bad.

      “Hey, Dash, you guys done playing around down there yet?” Benzel said, his voice booming across the comm. “We might’ve won this battle, but we’ve got lots of work to do yet!”
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      “—and we can now run two, simultaneous fabrication lines for mechs,” Custodian said. “So, in summary, with the increased capacity given to the Forge by the new Q-core, manufacturing output will be increased at least fifteen percent.”

      Dash nodded and looked around the Command Center where everyone was gathered. They’d already done their initial post-battle briefing, immediately upon arrival back at the Forge and even before showering or eating. Dash wanted to capture as much information as they could, while it was still fresh in all their minds. Now, after cleaning up, eating, and getting some rest, they’d taken time to do a more thorough analysis of what had happened.

      “So Sentinel tells me it’s going to be awhile before we can really appreciate what we accomplished. There’s so much scrap and salvage from the battle—not to mention a bunch of half-built Verity ships—that we’re going to be working to recover it all for at least a couple of weeks,” he said.

      “How many of those partly built Verity ships do you think we’ll be able to get into service?” Leira asked.

      Viktor scrubbed a hand through his hair. “We’re not sure yet. There seem to be enough unassembled components to get at least four or five of them completed. And Custodian says we can probably reverse engineer and make the missing components from most of the rest. But it’s going to be a lot of work.”

      “Yeah, it’s not like we’ve got a whole shipyard crew to put to work,” Wei-Ping said. “And I don’t know how much use the Verity construction drones and the like are going to be. Getting them cleaned up of countermeasures and pressed into service might be more trouble than it’s worth.”

      “We might be better off just making our own drones and using them,” Leira offered.

      That was a popular idea at first—but then Benzel crossed his arms in a sign of contemplation. “No matter what we do, it’s going to be dangerous work. If there’s anything left of the Verity, they’re going to want blood.”

      “And the Golden might have something to say about it, too,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash nodded. “That’s why we’re moving the Forge into that system. We just gave our enemies a bloody nose, and you’re right, they’re going to want to hit back. But we hurt them badly, so they might think twice about taking on our fleet and the Forge.”

      Viktor stepped forward. “By the time we get there, we should have all the new Forge weapons online. We’re giving priority to the rail-guns.” The big holo-image changed to a schematic of the Forge, with twelve stations, spaced equidistant around its equator, highlighted. “Rail-guns are pretty good on ships, but fired from the Forge—well, we’ve got almost unlimited power for them, and we don’t have to worry much about recoil. Custodian and I figure they’ll probably be the Forge’s deadliest weapon system, at least at closer ranges.”

      “Good,” Dash said. “I like it. Let’s work up some tactics and procedures to try and lure enemy ships into range. If we can disable them by punching holes through their armor, but otherwise keeping them more or less intact, we might have more ships to add to the fleet.”

      Wei-Ping nodded and made notes on a data-pad.

      “Okay, I think that just about covers everything,” Dash said. “The fleet should be mostly back online.” He glanced at Benzel. “You figure another couple of days?”

      “For the Herald, Retribution, and four other ships, yeah. For the rest—well, we took some serious damage, so the rest of the fleet, the ships that survived, anyway, is going to take at least a week.”

      Dash gave a somber nod. The ships that survived. There were more of those than he’d feared going into the battle, but not as many as he’d have liked. They lost five, either completely destroyed, or so damaged they were useful only as scrap now.

      But ships could be replaced, and would be. Soon, too, thanks to the Forge’s growing fabrication capacity. For the people they’d lost, it was a different story.

      On impulse, Dash called up a list of names on the big display.

      Their dead. One hundred and fourteen of them.

      Everyone assembled just stared at the list. Nobody said anything.

      There was nothing to say.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m always surprised it’s not a lot hotter this close to the molds,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. Something about Dark Metal actually having a low melting point—which seems really weird to me, considering how we use it—and a bunch of heat-shielding around the molds. Custodian told me all about it once, but it got pretty technical.”

      “And you’re just not a very technical guy.”

      “Actually, for a guy who lives in space and flies ships for a living, I’m really not. I prefer to fight.”

      Leira smiled, and for a moment they just watched streams of glowing metal being poured into molds, a mesmerizing display of automated purpose.

      Dash found his gaze caught on the glowing metal, but his thoughts started to roam.

      “Hey,” Leira hissed. “Look.”

      Dash did. Off to one side of the fabrication plant, he saw Amy and Conover walking together and talking. He exchanged a smile with Leira.

      “That’s kind of adorable, actually,” he said.

      Leira nodded. “Yeah, it is,” she said, her gaze lingering on him for just a brief moment—one that he felt.

      Another of those impulses. Dash put his arm around Leira, hugged her against him for a moment, then let her go.

      Hard on the heels of that came an, oh shit, what did I just do? moment. He braced himself for a backlash, outrage, Leira to storm off—

      But she didn’t. He glanced at her sidelong and just saw her smiling at the pouring metal.

      They wandered away from the fabrication plant and into one of the big, adjacent docking bays. The Slipwing was here, with yet more battle damage being repaired, more upgrades installed. Beyond her, outside the Forge, he saw the Herald, surrounded by vac suited figures, sparks of welding glare flaring and dying as her own wounds were healed.

      “Why did you do it?” Leira suddenly asked, looking up at Dash with a cryptic smile.

      “Do what?”

      She put her arm around him, held it there, then let it drop. Her smile didn’t fade. “That.”

      He thought about it for a minute, this time choosing his words with care. He might be naturally impulsive, a do-something-now, worry-about-consequences-later kind of guy, but he really was careful about the truly important things. And this was a truly important thing.

      “Someday, we’re going to win this war,” he finally said.

      “And?” Leira’s brow lifted in a challenging way.

      He shrugged. “And, who knows? I mean, when the war is done and over, we’ll still have lives to live, right? That even goes for the Messenger.” He meant to go on, but decided that was enough, and just ended on a shrug and a turn toward Leira.

      She said nothing and just looked back into space, toward the Herald. He could sense her breathing suddenly change, but that was all.

      Damn his mouth. Had he just gone somewhere he’d never been meant to go?

      Something touched his hand. It was hers.

      Outside, in space, it was utterly cold and dark. That suddenly contrasted with where they stood, each in the presence of the other, their hands finally touching. Here, it was very warm.

      For a few minutes, at least.
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        DASH, SENTINEL, LEIRA, VIKTOR, and CONOVER  will return in RAGE OF NIGHT, available now on Amazon!

      

        

      
        For more updates on this series, be sure to join the Facebook Group, “J.N. Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”
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      Start reading “Diver Deep,” a short story set in The Messenger universe, by visiting: jnchaney.com/diver-deep
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the Facebook group called “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.” This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.
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      Enjoying the series? Help others discover The Messenger series by leaving a review on Amazon.
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