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      The war continues past the galaxy’s edge.

      

      Far out in the black, Dash and new captain Lomas encounter the next lethal version of Deeper technology. Huge, armored beings are attacking inward, wrecking humanity in each shattering conflict. The Battle Princes are more than robots, and less than human, and beyond their fearsome ability, they carry a secret that could change the nature of human warfare forever.

      

      In pursuit of a would-be tyrant, Adan Kitzbuell, the Realm will fight beyond the known stars, into territory that demands new tactics. New weapons.

      

      And upgrades to the very machines that carry humanity into battle. Mechs. But victory comes with a cost, and each successive fight leads Dash and Leira farther into a place that is neither known or unknown- a place between stars and galaxies, a place in need of peace, and power.

      

      Here, in the darkness beyond stars, Dash will fight to unlock the true secrets of Dark Metal, all while waging a running war against beings who have one mind, and one purpose—the end of humanity. Forever.
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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.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group

      

      

      

      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.
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      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit the link and enter your email address.
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      Enjoying the series? Help others discover The Messenger series by leaving a review on Amazon.
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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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      “We’re not going to make it, are we?” Telas asked, keeping his voice low and quiet.

      Lomas pulled her attention away from the tactical situation portrayed on the view screen and gave her Sub-Consul a sharp glance. “Course we’re going to make it. Why would you think otherwise?”

      The Sub-Consul stared at her for a moment, then smiled. “Apologies, Consul. You’re right. I’m mistaken.”

      Lomas nodded and looked back at the display. Her confidence immediately puffed away like the mist and cobwebs it was. The fact was that they probably weren’t going to make it. The pair of Deeper cruisers that had been dogging them had drawn closer with each translation hop. Unless she could think of something, some way out of this pursuit and its foregone conclusion, they would be close enough to attack after one, maybe two more hops.

      She cast a critical eye over her little formation of ships. There were seven altogether, the six high-performance fighters retrieved from their storage on Shatter, and her temporary flagship, the Rimworld League Navy’s corvette Corsair. A capable little formation with a decent amount of firepower, it could probably have offered some credible resistance to the Deeper cruisers relentlessly closing in. But the trip from Shatter was supposed to be just a routine ferrying mission. The Corsair had only brought enough fuel for the fighters, known as Ravagers, to get them flight-ready and escort them back from Shatter to Edge, the nearest League outpost. Even that wouldn’t have been quite as intractable a problem if it hadn’t been for the thing now starting to appear on the edge of the display.

      Gravitic Anomaly 10001-A was a middling-sized black hole at the heart of a small cluster of stars, all of which were spiraling in toward their eventual doom. GA 10001-A, better known as The Maw, had originated somewhere in deep space, perhaps even from outside the Milky Way. Its intense gravitation had remorselessly yanked stars toward it as it swept through the cluster, ripping them to incandescent shreds, pulling them into a dazzling accretion disk, and devouring the remnants. As terrifying as that sounded, though, it posed no threat to League or any other inhabited space and had really been little more than an astronomical curiosity.

      Until now.

      The Maw loomed ahead, directly in the flightpath of the Corsair and the Ravagers. That wasn’t a problem, either. The black hole was a known navigation hazard and was actually often used as a waypoint by ships traversing this region of space. Those ships had to stay well clear because any attempt to use a translation drive amid the storm of gravitational flux surrounding The Maw could be catastrophic. Their next translation hop would, therefore, require them to change their course, bypassing the black hole at a safe distance, and then angling back into League space. Again, not a big deal—usually. This time, though, it would give their Deeper pursuers the opportunity to cut across their upcoming course change and drop back out of unSpace virtually on top of them.

      The only other alternative was to fly into The Maw’s clutches. That would take the almost out of almost certain death.

      Lomas drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. Her self-assured rebuke of Telas had sounded confident, but the words were empty. They really had only a couple of choices, neither of them good. Fly into the black hole and die, or bypass the black hole and end up facing the far superior firepower of the Deeper ships.

      She sighed. There was a third option, of course. Just turn and fight now. The outcome would be the same, but at least it would be on their terms.

      She opened her mouth to start issuing orders to prepare for battle, but a familiar voice cut her off.

      “Yo, Lomas. Dash here. What’s your ETA at Edge?”

      Lomas punched at the comm. “Dash, where are you?”

      “On my way to Edge with a couple of rookie mech pilots in tow. I figured I can turn a training flight into a chance to pick up some of those awesome donuts you guys make in exchange for a new batch of Freya’s plum wine—”

      “Dash, I’ll make sure you get a lifetime supply of donuts if you can somehow help us out.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the Archetype’s operational display. That had been another recent upgrade to the mech, a bit of tech wizardry from Conover, Sentinel, and Custodian. Fusing the sensor data from all friendly ships, installations, and probes in range, it gave Dash an overarching view of the big picture. And it was, indeed, a big picture, spanning light-years of space and multiple star systems.

      The only trouble was that Dash was still working out exactly how best to use the cursed thing.

      “Okay, Sentinel, tell me if I’ve got this right. Lomas has to go around that damned black hole. That’s going to let the Deepers catch up, right?”

      “Essentially correct, yes,” the AI replied.

      “You sound impressed.”

      “You always impress me.”

      Dash lifted his eyebrows. “Really?”

      “No, not really. I just thought your ego could use a boost.”

      Dash grinned. “Feel free to do so at any time.” His smile faded, though. “Anyway, based on this, it doesn’t seem like we can intercept Lomas before the Deepers catch up to her.”

      “Also correct.”

      “Oh, for—where’d those bastards come from, anyway?”

      “Their trajectory suggests that they originated near, or beyond, the galactic margin,” Sentinel replied.

      “What, they were sitting out in the black and suddenly thought, hey, I know, let’s fly on this course because it’ll take us right up the butts of some League ships a hundred plus light-years away?”

      “I have no idea. What you asked me is where they came from, and I gave you the best answer I could.”

      Sentinel didn’t often sound like she was grumbling, but there was an unmistakable grumbling, almost petulant tone to her voice. She’d certainly come a long way from the clinically precise AI she’d started out as. Now, she could bitch and complain with the deft nuance of an ex-girlfriend

      “Fine, whatever. We can worry about that later. Right now, the question is, how do we get to Lomas in time to help her and not just recover the wreckage?”

      “The physics of the situation are straightforward,” Sentinel replied. “We can’t safely operate the translation drive within a given distance of the black hole’s event horizon. That distance depends on the mass of the black hole. In this case, that would be just over one light-year.”

      Dash just nodded, taking brief note of another change in Sentinel’s demeanor. At one time, she would have said one-point-something-something-something light-years, giving the distance to within a few meters, if she could. She’d apparently learned that just over one light-year was good enough for Dash.

      Not that it helped, he thought, his heart sinking. It was still enough to ensure they simply couldn’t make it to Lomas before the Deepers caught her. The grating distortion in her comm signal was an ominous reminder of the gravitational distortion between them.

      Space is just too—it’s too much, sometimes. Too big.

      Dash checked the tactical display, making sure that the two rookie Orion pilots were properly on station. They were good enough to take into battle, so he opened his mouth, about to tell Sentinel to shift their course anyway. Maybe they could arrive in time to save any of Lomas’s little flotilla, or at least exact vengeance on the Deepers. But something depicted on the sprawling operational display caught his eye.

      “Sentinel, where the gravity of two bodies overlaps, they’d tend to cancel out somewhere, wouldn’t they? Isn’t that the whole idea behind Lagrange points?” he asked.

      “It is, and I don’t like where this is going,” Sentinel replied.

      “Oh? And where do you think this is going?”

      “You are going to ask me if it would be possible to translate along a course that follows the zone through which the gravitational effects of the black hole and another body effectively cancel out. I would point out that the only such body that would qualify is the star nearest to the black hole, the one currently beginning to be pulled into the accretion ring. You will come back and agree, and I will point out that the whole idea entails an unreasonable degree of risk because the translation calculations will need to be extraordinarily precise, and even a small amount of error could be catastrophic. However, you will want to proceed anyway.”

      “Do you really need me here, Sentinel? You seem to be able to carry on both sides of a conversation between us. I mean, hey, if you don’t, I’ll just stay on the Forge and drink plum wine all day—"

      “Of course I need you here, Dash,” Sentinel cut in. “Otherwise, my imaginary conversation with you would end with, Yes, you’re right, Sentinel. The risk is just too great.”

      “But you think I’m going to tell you to figure out how to thread us along a narrow path between a black hole and the star it’s ripping apart so we can make it to Lomas in time to save her butt.”

      “Yes.”

      Dash smiled. “Well, you’re right, I am.”

      “Which is why I’ve already started the calculations. I expect to have a navigational solution in a moment,” Sentinel replied.

      His smile became a laugh. “We make a great team, don’t we?”

      Sentinel actually sighed. “Yes. A team. That was the exact word I was looking for.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dash, you can’t be serious,” Lomas said, her voice rising and falling in pitch with the distortion. “That’s insane. Look, we’ll take our chances.”

      “Your chances suck.”

      “They do, but there’s no way I’m going to let you—”

      “Sorry, Lomas, the distortion’s getting too bad. I can’t make you out anymore,” Dash said, cutting out the comm.

      “She’s right,” Sentinel said. “This is irrational, even for you.”

      “As you’ve made abundantly clear, and frankly, I’d be wounded if I had the capability to take offense.” Dash stared at the image of the black hole looming ahead of the Archetype. The Maw itself was an utterly black sphere, without texture or feature. He was, of course, not seeing The Maw itself, the actual singularity. Instead, he was looking at the event horizon, the spherical region of space around the singularity, from which even light couldn’t escape. Outside the event horizon, the gravitational effect was so intense that light originating from beyond The Maw had been distorted into a glowing halo, accentuating the ebon blackness even more. And around that swirled a searing accretion disk, a cloud of matter being pulled into The Maw with so much vigor that it heated up to the point of emitting x-rays.

      Seeing it from slightly above its ecliptic plane, the accretion disk had been foreshortened into an oval, with a literal hole in space at its focus.

      An eye. It looked like an enormous, glowing eye, because of course it did.

      “I will make one more attempt to highlight the peril,” Sentinel said. “If my calculations are incorrect by even a small degree, or if the translation drive skews even slightly off its ideal operational parameters, we will fall back into real space somewhere between a black hole and a dying star. If tidal forces don’t instantly rip us apart, the colossal blast of charge particles and high-energy photons will almost instantly turn us to vapor. The shield simply won’t be sufficient to prevent it.”

      “Got it.”

      Sentinel’s silence might as well have been a sigh—her second in moments. A new record for human behaviors on her part.

      Dash switched to the local comm channel, to the two Orion pilots. “Lori, Carson, it’s time for you guys to break off. Head straight back to the Forge, and—”

      “We’re coming with you, Dash,” Lori, the more senior of the two rookie pilots, said.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “We’ve talked about it,” Carson said. “This is what we signed up to do.”

      Dash sniffed, bemused that he was now trying to dissuade someone from doing the very thing Sentinel had been trying so hard to dissuade him from doing. “Guys, look, I appreciate your willingness to do this. Hell, I admire it. I really do. But cheating physics and maybe even getting away with it is not part of basic mech training.”

      “But the fact is that we’re really going to be passengers on this trip, more than anything else,” Carson replied. “The AIs are going to be doing all of the work. So it’s not really about our skills, is it?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      Lori cut in. “Dash, do you know why the two of us volunteered for mech training? Because we heard you were going to be the one running it this time. All due respect to Leira, Amy, and the others, but flying with you was too good a chance to pass up.”

      “You’re the Messenger, the guy who’s done all the crazy shit. I mean, you used alien tech to shrink a freakin’ star just so you could save Leira!” Carson added.

      “And the Slipwing. Don’t forget, my ship was on the line,” he replied, trying to sound offhanded about it.

      They both chuckled, and Carson went on. “Honestly, Dash, the reason everyone wants to fly with you is because they’re hoping you’ll do some more crazy shit and they’ll get to be part of it.”

      “And this is exactly what I was hoping for!” Lori enthused.

      Dash sighed. He couldn’t fault these two young pilots for bravery, that was for sure. Sanity, maybe, but he was already at the head of that line. And wasn’t that exactly what the Cygnus Realm and its allies needed in this unexpected war with the Deepers? That kind of courageous fighting spirit?

      But Lori was twenty, and Carson twenty-two. It was easy to be insanely brave on your own behalf at such a young age because you were going to live forever, weren’t you? It took a different type of bravery altogether to put the lives of others at risk. Dash was tired of that second type of bravery. It was harder to dredge up, and a little more costly each time he did. With each heroic stand, the spectre of mortality loomed a little nearer, and Dash didn’t like the sensation.

      “Okay, fine. You guys can come along for the ride. Sentinel, work with their AIs—”

      “I already have,” Sentinel said. “While you’ve been talking, the Orion AIs and I have worked out the translation parameters for all three mechs.”

      “You really don’t need me here, do you?”

      “Dash, I would be lost without you.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash clenched his teeth and watched the flight timer tick down the time until they dropped back into real space. Six minutes, yet. That meant a good 80 percent of the passage between The Maw and the star that was its latest meal was behind them. But 20 percent still left a lot of opportunity for something to go terribly wrong. The only consolation was that if the translation failed and any of the mechs tumbled out of unSpace, the end would be too quick to notice.

      “I still can’t believe we’re actually flying through the edge of a black hole’s accretion disk,” Lori said, her voice taut with fearful awe—just as it had been the half-dozen times she’d already said much the same thing.

      Dash couldn’t disagree, though—unSpace seemed as blank and uninteresting as it ever did. But the only direct interaction between it and real space was gravitation. Nothing else could make the transition from one to the other. So, while the Archetype and the two Orions might be passing through a howling maelstrom of unimaginably intense heat and radiation, all they experienced was the silent void of unSpace.

      As long as Sentinel could keep threading them through the narrow passage where the gravitation of the dying star, off to his left, sufficiently canceled out the gravitation of the black hole, much farther off to his right.

      “Five minutes until we return to real space,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, I see that. Shouldn’t you be concentrating on keeping us from, you know, vaporizing, instead of telling me the time?”

      “Believe it or not, I can actually do both. It’s the AI equivalent of walking and chewing gum simultaneously.”

      Dash gaped at the display. “What?”

      “It’s one of your human idioms. It seemed appropriate to the situation.”

      “Yeah, I know what it is, and yeah, it did fit. But where did you come up with that?” Dash asked.

      “I’ve been studying the more informal aspects of the human race. It seems to be a good way—”

      Sentinel cut herself off. Dash immediately saw why.

      Carson was gone.

      “Sentinel, what the hell happened? Where is he?” Dash asked, his gut twisting itself into a bloom of fearful recognition. He knew that feeling.

      “One moment.”

      “Sentinel—!”

      “The final telemetry from his Orion showed a sudden and increasing harmonic fluctuation in its translation drive. Before the AI could dampen it, it apparently caused his mech to return to real space. Ordinarily, such a variance would be of little consequence, but these conditions are far from ordinary.”

      “So he’s gone.”

      “I’m afraid so, yes. I’m sorry, Dash,” Sentinel said, her voice somber.

      “Could he still be alive?” Lori asked. “Like, maybe he managed to—?”

      She stopped. They all knew the answer to her question.

      Dash hissed a string of curses, each one made of pure frustration and rage. Sentinel didn’t reply, though, because there was nothing to say.
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        * * *

      

      Dash and Lori returned to real space just in time to see the two Deeper cruisers pumping out missiles at Lomas’s flotilla. She’d turned to fight her pursuers, an act of suicidal bravery that Dash would normally have admired. Now, though, he just found it depressing.

      No. He caught himself. He would not let losing Carson push him into despair. That was the wrong response. The correct one was righteous fury at these Deeper assholes. If they hadn’t been chasing Lomas to begin with, the mechs never would have had to even attempt their insane passage past the black hole.

      “Sentinel, power up all the weapons,” he ordered, accelerating the Archetype directly  toward the Deepers. “Lori, you glue yourself to my wing and stay there. Got it?”

      “Got it, boss.”

      As soon as he had a firing solution, he opened up with the dark-lance. The pale, purplish beam flickered out, catching a Deeper missile in its focus and blasting it to quantum debris. Well, that was good at least. Custodian, working with Viktor and Conover, had come up with some tweaks to the dark-lances to make them more effective against the self-repairing, semi-organic hulls of Deeper ships and missiles. So far, they’d only been able to test it against chunks of salvaged debris, but it seemed just as effective against the real thing.

      He snapped out more shots, taking out six of the missiles. Lori joined with her dark-lance, a lower-powered, shorter-ranged version of the Archetype’s. It proved just as deadly.

      Lomas came on the comm. “Good to see you, Dash. Can’t help noticing that there are only two of you.”

      “There are,” Dash replied curtly. It was all that Lomas needed to hear, though.

      “I’m so sorry, Dash.”

      Dash hesitated. He’d ordered people into battle for years, and he remembered the feeling with a mixture of pain and dread. It was a necessary hurt—one that never became ordinary, or welcome, or even tolerable. There were too many drifting wrecks filled with the bones of people who listened to his commands and paid the ultimate price.

      And yet, here he was. Alive. Angry at times, but lucky, and not entirely sure he deserved it.

      “Let’s just wipe these bastards out and go home,” Dash finally said, rolling the Archetype, then yawing it slightly, starting a series of jinking evasive maneuvers to avoid the Deeper return fire. X-ray laser shots snapped past, but Dash kept the Archetype in constant motion, making himself into the most elusive target possible. To her immense credit, Lori stayed locked in the wing position no matter how much he gyrated, as though her Orion was fastened to the Archetype.

      The maneuvers cost Dash some time, prolonging his approach to the Deepers. It was a trade-off. The Deepers preferred to fight at long range, while Dash liked turning it into a knife fight. He continued to power in at the best possible speed he could manage.

      After a few seconds, he launched a salvo of his own missiles, then added the weight of his nova-cannon’s fire to his attacks.

      The Deeper ships loomed closer.
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        * * *

      

      “Helm, ten degrees down pitch,” Lomas said, studying the Corsair’s tactical display. “Then full power for twenty seconds. That should keep us clear of the mechs and let us pincer these scum at the same time.” She switched to the flotilla channel. “Ravagers, you are weapons-free. Just keep in mind you aren’t exactly brimming with fuel.”

      “Oh, believe me, Consul, we’ve got one eye glued to our fuel states,” the flight leader of the fighters, a Centurion, replied. “We’ve got about ten minutes of fighting endurance and then we’re going to be running on fumes by the time we even get close to Edge.”

      “Roger that. There’s your timeline, Centurion. Off you go, then.”

      She cut the fighters loose from her concern. They were capable pilots, under a capable leader. They’d do their job and do it well. She refocused her own attention on taking the Corsair into battle.

      “Helm, pitch back up at your discretion. Just get us close to these coordinates.” Lomas tapped her display, which immediately painted a destination onto the master nav display. “We’ll try some raking fire as we go, and this should put us in a good position to come at the enemy from about forty-five degrees off of Dash’s attack trajectory.”

      She turned to the Centurion manning the tactical station. “Stand by on weapons. When I give the order, fire everything. We need to end this fast.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash had prepared himself to do some on-the-fly coordinating with Lomas, since the Ravagers had never fought alongside the Archetype before. For that matter, they’d never fought alongside anyone before, having been pulled out of storage on Shatter. But Lomas handled them, and her own Corsair, like a pro. She’d anticipated his attack run and shaped her own attack accordingly. It was like fighting alongside Leira, except he and Lomas hadn’t spent anywhere near as much time together in battle.

      The realization caught him short. Sentinel knew what he’d been going to say. Lomas knew what he’d been going to do. Was he really becoming that predictable?

      He shook the thought away as something to consider when he wasn’t locked in a life-and-death struggle with monstrous aliens.

      Caught between the two mechs racing at them from above and the League flotilla closing in from below, the Deeper cruisers decelerated hard and tried to veer aside, reopening the range. Dash smirked at that. Okay, now who was being predictable?

      “Lori, stick with me,” he said, then he slammed the Archetype through a hard turn. Its powerful drive, upgraded several times since he’d first found the mech, flung it easily aside. Then he rolled, performing a lateral loop that effectively kept him closing on the Deepers, all while pouring out fire from the dark-lance and nova-cannon. He held off on expending any more missiles for now because he had no idea if other Deeper forces might be nearby. Lori stuck to her place, pumping out shots from her Orion’s weapons. She yelped as some incoming fire caught her, making Dash wince. But she didn’t deviate even a fraction from her place behind and beside the Archetype.

      Now the added weight of fire from the League ships began to tell. Missiles and particle-beam shots from the Ravagers tore into the sleek, black alien ships, blasting out chunks of debris. The Corsair erupted with a surprising storm of fire for such a small ship. The Deeper cruisers were caught in an intersecting web of fire that only intensified as the range closed.

      By the time Dash was close enough to open up with the Archetype’s wrist-mounted weapons, a hypervelocity rail gun and a superluminal missile launcher, the battle was all but over. Both Deeper ships had been reduced to drifting wreckage. Dash made a close pass, firing a few rail gun shots into each of the stricken cruisers, partly to ensure they were dead, but partly out of a sheer desire to hurt the Deepers as much as he could.

      “I think they’re dead, Dash,” Lomas said.

      “Just making good and sure.”

      “I understand.”

      From the tone in her voice, Dash knew that she actually did.

      “Okay, folks,” he said, finally relaxing a notch. “Let’s add some insult to injury and get this stuff salvaged. Lomas, Lori, and I can take care of that. You just—just get your people home. We’ve had enough hurt for one day.”

      “Will do. And Dash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      It was all she said, and it was all she needed to say, there in the dark, swimming in their moment of grief.
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      After Lomas and her flotilla left, Dash decided to stay on-station with the wrecked Deeper ships. He would fly cover over the salvage operation, which was happening a long way from any support. Lori remained with him in her Orion, but they’d been joined by Leira in the Swift. Benzel, who would oversee the operation itself, arrived in the Herald, with the Snow Leopard in company carrying the salvage crew and their equipment.

      “So what’s this I hear about you flying through a black hole?” Leira asked over a private channel as the Swift coasted up beside the Archetype, then stopped with a brief pulse of thrust.

      “I didn’t fly through a black hole. I flew near one. There’s a difference.”

      Dash braced himself for something more strident, but when Leira spoke, her voice was soft with compassion. “I also hear you lost someone.”

      “Yeah, I did. That kid, Carson. He just—”

      Dash broke off, his lips pressed together. “I shouldn’t have brought the two rookies with me, Leira.”

      “Dash, while we were fighting the Golden, do you remember how many times we had this conversation? About how people are going to die in wartime? Good people, bad people, young and old, it doesn’t matter. Some of them are going to die.”

      “Of course I do. I could probably remember every single time, if I really wanted to.” He sighed, sounding older than his years. “It’s a conversation I thought I was done having. But here we are.”

      Benzel came on the primary channel. “Hey, Dash, so we’re ready to get going here.”

      “Go ahead.” He glanced at the fierce glare of The Maw, now just a hard point of light in the distance. He couldn’t forget how much it had resembled a giant, utterly dispassionate eye—or that the matter that had once been a young man named Carson was still there, somewhere in that blazing accretion disk.

      “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can get the hell out of here,” he said.

      The Snow Leopard sidled close to the first Deeper wreckage and disgorged a contingent of vac-armored figures. A few of these salvagers were original members of the Gentle Friends, Benzel’s one-time cabal of pirates, or, as he insisted they be called, privateers. Most, though, were people who had joined the Cygnus Realm since. Anyone who didn’t mind flinging themselves around in hard vacuum, often untethered, was directed toward the job. It was profoundly dangerous work, though. Salvagers endured the highest casualty rate of any group in the Realm. Dash admired them deeply and, frankly, found them a little intimidating.

      Some of the figures stopped and began clambering around the wreck’s battered hull. Others entered the derelict ship. Dash and the other mechs just hung in space nearby, watching everywhere else, in case the Deepers tried to interfere with the scavenging of their ships.

      Several times, Leira tried to start conversations with him. He mostly replied with monosyllabic grunts, and she quickly figured out he just wasn’t in a talking mood. Neither was Lori, who stayed so quiet Dash felt compelled to check on her occasionally to make sure she was okay. She wasn’t, of course. To her credit, the young woman was clearly determined to keep doing her job.

      Benzel’s voice finally broke through the background chatter of the salvagers as they worked. “Dash? I’m going to send you some imagery. Found something I’d like you to see.”

      Sentinel opened a window in Dash’s field of view. It held an image whose details it took Dash a moment to work out. He seemed to be looking at something spherical, with the unsettling resinous luster he’d come to associate with Deeper bio-alloys. It somehow seemed both alive, and yet not, like the carapace of a beetle, or fingernails. Based on comparison with a salvager standing near it, it seemed to be about three meters in diameter.

      “I’m sure you know what my first question is going to be,” Dash said.

      “I do, and my answer to that is, I have absolutely no idea what it is, no,” Benzel replied.

      Dash exhaled slowly. “Sentinel, any ideas?”

      “There are a number of these objects, and they seem to be held in a tubular construct that runs at least partly along the length of the vessel.”

      “I can see that. Among all your data, anything look—similar? Compelling?”

      “Aside from speculation, no, and that is concerning. It will be necessary to conduct scans and other investigations to obtain data upon which conclusions might be based.”

      Dash returned his attention to the image. “Benzel, are those things fastened in place?”

      “Not really. In fact, it looks to us like this was some sort of launch system, and these big round things are what it was meant to launch.”

      “Oh, shit,” Leira said.

      Dash glanced at the Swift, which was hanging a few hundred klicks away. “Oh shit? Care to elaborate, Leira?”

      “Eggs.”

      “What?”

      “They look like eggs.”

      Dash whistled low, then leaned forward. “That was not something I needed to hear.”

      “Think how we feel standing right next to the damned things,” Benzel put in.

      “Sorry, Dash, but that’s what they look like to me,” Leira said.

      “If these are eggs, they are of an unusual size,” Sentinel put in. “We’ve only encountered one organism that could reasonably correspond to eggs of this size. That would be the apparent Deeper equivalent of a mech.”

      “The gigantic maggot thing with all the legs we encountered out in the deep black, you mean,” Dash said.

      “Correct.”

      “So if these are eggs, then there’s, like, a dozen of these things here waiting to hatch?”

      Leira cut in. “I’ll say it again. Oh, shit.”

      “Possibly. However, they may also be weapons, or serve some other purpose entirely.” Her voice took a bit of a scolding tone. “It’s a little premature to draw any conclusions.”

      “Okay, Benzel, here’s what we’ll do,” Dash said. “Let’s find a way to extract some of them. Pull ’em from the wreck, get them outside so we can scan them without interference, take a closer look, and maybe take a shot or two at a couple to see what happens. We’ll use an array of weapons and compile the data to see what works and what doesn’t.”

      “Lootin’ and shootin’. My favorite things, boss,” Benzel said.

      “Hope they don’t hatch into spiders with wings,” Dash muttered.

      Leira made a noise. “If they do, we only have one option.”

      Laughing, Dash asked, “Lots of nukes, and a blast cannon or three?”

      Leira’s mech raised a hand, making a pistol sign. “Exactly.”
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      Nothing hatched, though. The salvagers managed to finesse four of the spheres out of the wreckage without incident and send them drifting in four different directions. All of the mechs and ships immediately began scanning them, trying to figure out what they were and what was inside them.

      As it turned out, very little. Or, at least, very little they could discern. Their chitinous shells seemed mostly impervious to scans, suggesting that while it might look like the same stuff that made up most Deeper tech, it was obviously something else.

      Dash listened to Sentinel’s distillation of the data they were able to collect, which pretty much amounted to a more elaborate version of I don’t know. He puffed out an exasperated breath.

      “Fine. Let’s see what happens when we shoot at them,” he said.

      “What are we expecting to happen?” Leira asked.

      “Honestly, for them to turn out to be indestructible or whatever is going to be the biggest pain in the ass for us,” he replied. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

      He targeted one of the spheres with the dark-lance and fired. The beam slid across the resinous surface, gouging a deep furrow but not penetrating entirely.

      “Huh. That’s not good.”

      “No, it isn’t,” Benzel put in. “We just adjusted our dark-lances to blow through this stuff, and it looks like the Deepers are already adapting to it.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Dash said, his tone one of resigned contemplation.

      They proceeded to try different attacks against the spheres—nova-cannons, missiles, rail guns, and distortion cannons. None were able to outright destroy the spheres, at least not without several consecutive hits. Only the mighty blast-cannon mounted on the Archetype was able to one-shot one of the spheres, its colossal bolt apparently vaporizing it. That was good to know, but the blast-cannon was still a balky and cumbersome weapon system that strained even the Archetype’s formidable systems when it fired.

      “So we can destroy them if we really want to,” Dash said, moving the Archetype closer to one of the spheres. “Probably any of the capital ships could do it with their main batteries. And the Forge and the Anchors, too.”

      He stopped the Archetype about a klick away from the sphere and studied the zoomed image in his display. It was the first one he’d shot at, still showing the scar of his dark-lance hit. “I don’t think point-defense is going to be up to it, though—”

      Dash meant to go on, but he stopped as the universe turned white.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash had a brief, wild, terrifying thought. He’d actually not made it through the passage between the black hole and the dying star. Like Carson, he and the Archetype had toppled back into real space, and Dash had immediately begun to die. Everything that happened after that—the battle to save Lomas, the arrival of Leira and Benzel, the salvage, the might-be eggs, all of it had just been a fiction created by his dying brain.

      His next thought, and next-to-last, was Damn, I have one hell of a fantastic imagination.

      His last was that here he was still not dead and that actually led to another, and another, and—

      “Dash!”

      The voice was Leira’s. And this didn’t seem like something he was imagining. Not Leira’s voice, and not the starfield in front of him, which was slowly rotating.

      “Dash, can you hear me?”

      “Leira?”

      “Dash, you’re—you’re alive.”

      He winced as a flood of powerful sensation slammed into him like an avalanche. Pain, mostly, but the odd sort of detached pain that he felt across the Meld whenever the Archetype took damage. Based on this rolling wave of pain, the Archetype must have just taken a lot of damage.

      “I’m alive-ish, anyway,” Dash said to Leira, then turned his attention to the mech. “Sentinel?”

      He could feel her through the Meld, but she didn’t answer.

      “Sentinel, you there?”

      “One moment.”

      He gritted his teeth against the ongoing pain, which was, fortunately, starting to fade, and waited. The starfield kept spinning, but for the moment he didn’t seem to have any attitude control. For that matter, he didn’t seem to be able to make any control inputs into the mech at all. Critical systems like life support were still working, but not much else.

      “Dash, I’m almost there,” Leira said. “Just hang on!”

      The Swift suddenly loomed before him, sliding into and filling his field of view. At the same time, the Archetype’s systems started to come back online—mostly, anyway.

      “Messenger, I have restored attitude control. All weapons except the left wrist rail gun remain offline,” Sentinel said.

      Dash forced a smile. “Excellent. So I can still fight, sort of.” He tested the Archetype’s response, satisfied he had control. Mostly had control, anyway. “Leira, you can back off. I’ve got this.”

      He counteracted the slow tumble and reoriented the mech. There were still failures across the board, and the forward armor had taken a profoundly serious blast of—something.

      “Sentinel, what the hell happened?”

      Tybalt, Leira’s fussy AI, answered. “Judging from the yield, that was an antimatter explosion. All ships and mechs in the vicinity received some damage, but none so severe as the Archetype.”

      “Having it go off in my face might have something to do with that,” Dash said.

      “I guess that means they’re probably not eggs, then,” Leira said.

      “Not unless the Deepers gestate in antimatter, which would be an unwelcome bit of weirdness,” Dash said.

      “What’s even more weird is that I wouldn’t put it past them,” Leira replied. “I mean, at this point, why the hell not?”

      “Dash, Benzel. I think we need to get back to friendly space, like, right now. I don’t mind a scrap, but even I know when discretion’s better than valor.”

      “Agreed. How many of those antimatter—uh, eggs, for lack of anything better to call them, are left intact?”

      “Three.”

      “Okay, we have to find a way to bring them back with us for study that won’t put our people at risk.”

      “Already ahead of you, Dash,” Benzel said. “I’ve got an idea.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the Herald and her consorts accelerated away. The Snow Leopard trailed about a thousand klicks behind them.

      “You know she was the first capital ship I acquired?” Benzel said as the ships prepared to translate away.

      “I notice you say acquired and not bought,” Leira said.

      “Acquired, bought, isn’t it all the same thing?”

      “No, it’s not. Not at all,” Dash put in. “Miscreant.”

      “Thanks, boss,” Benzel quipped.

      The Snow Leopard now flew with no crew, her automation controlled by the Herald’s AI. That allowed her to carry the eggs without risking any Realm lives. The rest of their salvage had been loaded into the other ships.

      “Anyway, we’re ready here,” Benzel said.

      “At your discretion,” Dash said. A moment passed, then the ships simply disappeared, crossing the veil that separated reality from the infinite, dimensionless void of unSpace.

      “Dash, are you ready?” Leira asked.

      “Just about. But I need you to do one thing, Leira. Move out of Lori’s way. She’s going to fly my wing back to the Forge.”

      “Understood,” Leira said, yawing the Swift and accelerating away.

      “Dash, are you sure about this?” Lori asked. “Leira’s right here. You don’t need—”

      “Lori,” Dash said, his voice firm but, but even.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Dash is fine, but listen. I need you to fly, and I need your leadership watching my six. Can you do that?”

      He could hear the pride in her voice, being chosen to fly as the Messenger’s wing. But there was sadness, too.

      “I can, Dash,” Lori said.

      “You’re in that mech for a reason—lots of them, really, but not the least of which is that I trust you. Let’s go,” he said, then kicked the drive, staring back at the hard glare of the distant black hole, the place where Lori’s sadness was coming from. Strong feelings of his own emanated from it, but not sadness.

      Instead, it was simmering rage.

      Dash realized that, until this moment, he’d accepted that the Cygnus Realm was at war again. Now, he embraced it.

      It was time to take the war to the Deepers.
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      Dash tapped on the massive chunk of armor and gave a satisfied grunt. “Yeah, this’ll do.”

      “That wasn’t really a viable test of the armor’s integrity, Messenger,” Custodian said. “Perhaps if you were to use what is known as a flying dropkick?”

      Dash barked with laughter. “Wait, have you been—where did you learn that term?”

      “Benzel’s crew has become obsessed with something known as professional wrestling, which is a glaring contradiction given the nature of their events, but suffice it to say—”

      “Do you have a favorite? Wrestler, that is?” Dash asked, still laughing.

      “In fact I do. It may surprise you to learn it was a wrestler known as The Custodian. He was a large human who pretended to bludgeon his opponents with something known as a mop bucket. Quite theatrical, and not without some success. Since you won’t use his tactics, may I offer you my assurances about the new armor? It is superior in every way and will give you an advantage as we move further into this war,” Custodian intoned.

      “To be continued, then. I’ll work on my dropkick and power elbow.”

      “Both excellent ideas,” Custodian agreed.

      Dash nodded approvingly at the scene before him, where new armor was being extracted from the fabricators and readied for installation on the Archetype.

      “Is Custodian replacing all of the armor?” Viktor asked, taking in the long line of components sitting on grav-pallets or, for the heavier components, wrapped in slings to be heaved around by the overhead lifters.

      “All the armor on the Archetype’s front, yeah,” Dash said.

      “The antimatter blast was sufficiently strong to have propagated micro-fractures even through apparently undamaged armor. We thought it would be prudent to replace it all,” Sentinel put in.

      Dash crossed his arms. “Yeah, and considering it’s my ass that armor is going to be protecting, I’m not going to argue.”

      “Dash, Leira and I were just discussing the salvage operation, and these eggs—”

      “Torps.”

      “Sorry?”

      “I don’t want to call them eggs. They’re weapons, or seem to be, at least. But I don’t want to call them mines, either, since Custodian and Conover have found evidence that they’re meant to mount some sort of drive unit. So let’s call them torps. It’s short for torpedoes, an ancient wet navy weapon used back on Old Earth.”

      Viktor shrugged his acquiescence. “Okay, Leira and I were just discussing these torps, and something struck us both.”

      “Not as hard as it struck me,” Dash said, then frowned at the blank looks he got in return. “Nothing? Not even a smile? Tough room.”

      Leira rolled her eyes. “Anyway. Dash, we reviewed the imagery from the Herald, right up to the explosion. At one point, the Snow Leopard got closer than you did to that same torp to test her point-defenses against it.”

      “I remember. Sort of.”

      “And the torp didn’t go off,” Viktor said. “That means it either malfunctioned the first time, or it chose not to detonate and waited for another target.”

      “Me.”

      “Yeah. Or the Archetype,” Leira said.

      “So that means, what? Some sort of AI controlling the detonation?”

      “Dash, these are Deepers, remember? These torps might very well be alive, or alive-ish. That would make it real intelligence, not an artificial one,” Viktor replied.

      Dash shook his head. “Hard to believe these Deeper assholes actually breed versions of themselves for what amounts to suicide weapons, but—it fits with their pattern.”

      “All the more reason to hate them,” Leira said, her eyes flashing with dangerous outrage.

      “In any case, we should be getting some answers soon. Lomas saw to it that the torps were taken to a remote location, a moon a long way from any Realm or League ships or installations. Custodian provided Elois, the League’s lead researcher on the Deepers, with some of the Forge’s maintenance drones to work on the torps remotely,” Dash said. He stopped to watch one of the bigger armor pieces being suddenly lifted and slung toward the Archetype, which was standing at the far end of the fabrication bay. Assemblers had already moved into place around the mech, ready to fasten the armor into place.

      “You know, even naked like that, the Archetype is still a damned imposing sight,” Viktor said.

      Dash gave an absent nod. With most of its armor removed, the underlying components of the mech were revealed. Massive structural members, powerful actuators, and a plethora of other components gleamed in the harsh lights of the fabrication bay. It indeed was, as Viktor said, damned imposing.

      “Can’t wait to introduce my new version to the Deepers,” Dash murmured, and his smile was anything but friendly.
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      “Doesn’t matter how long I’ve been away, this seat still stays molded to my butt,” Dash said, nudging the Slipwing out of the Forge’s docking bay.

      “Not only that, but it’s also just like old times, huh?” Leira said, looking around.

      Conover nodded. “We’ve put the band back together.”

      Dash raised an eyebrow at him. “Pardon?”

      “Ancient reference. Never mind.”

      Dash smiled, because ancient references were a good thing—they meant his people understood history, and their species, and where they came from. In turn, that meant they understood just what was at stake out there in the lonely depths between stars.

      Piloting the Slipwing, with Leira, Viktor, and Conover aboard, was just like old times. Of course, the Slipwing then had been a ramshackle affair, a multitude of odd parts flying in extremely close formation, as Dash had been fond of saying. The Slipwing now was the same structural frame, although upgraded and reinforced, but with almost every other system being completely new. She incorporated Unseen tech throughout, almost certainly making her one of the most capable and powerful human-built ships in existence.

      Dash found the thought of that hilarious and a little sad. The old Slipwing might have been forever flying on the edge of falling apart, but she kept him alive and got him out of trouble almost as fast as he got into it. He kind of missed that.

      But only kind of. The new Slipwing was, in every way, objectively better, and it was hard to argue with better.

      They made the trip from the Forge, in-system to the League’s orbiting research platform, in less than an hour. Lomas and Elois waited for them as they emerged from the airlock.

      “We were wondering if we should just proceed without you,” Elois said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, sorry for the delay. But assembling the fleet and getting it sorted out so we can start shoving the war back into the Deepers’ faces is like a machine with many, many moving parts.”

      Lomas barked out a laugh. “Try running the government of League, whose members only marginally get along. Then you’ll see a lot of moving parts, except most of them either don’t fit or they’re broken.”

      They made their way to the lab, which would be overseeing the disassembly of the torp. A large viewscreen projected imagery from the distant moon. Currently, it showed a torp hanging in space above the dreary, grey-brown arc of the airless moon, with two maintenance drones alongside it.

      Lomas nodded to Elois, who moved to stand between a pair of technicians that would be working with the drones’ AIs to take apart the torp. Dash honestly expected that, at the first touch, everything would vanish in a flash and that would be that. Then they’d have to find another way of prying into the alien devices because their hulls still proved resistant to scans, even powerful, short-range ones.

      But the image didn’t vanish in a dazzling burst of white. Instead, over the next hour or so, the remotes worked diligently at dissecting the torp. The most laborious part was cutting through its tough hull, which wanted to heal itself as fast as they tried to open it up. When they finally got it open, they found organic matter like nerve tissue surrounding a cylinder with rounded ends. A Dark Metal mesh had been embedded into it. The nerve-like material seemed to be melded right into the substance of the cylinder and the mesh.

      “That’s absolutely fascinating,” Elois said. “If I had to speculate, I’d say that this organic stuff is semi-alive and provides the intelligence that controls this thing. The capsule, meantime, is probably the warhead, judging from these magnetic field readings.”

      “Anti-matter held in a magnetic bottle?” Dash asked.

      “So it would appear,” Elois replied, her eyes riveted to the imagery. “I’m not sure what the Dark Metal mesh is, though.”

      “It’s an antenna.”

      They all turned to look at Conover. “I didn’t know your spiffy eyes could peer inside tech projected onto a screen,” Leira said.

      “They can’t.” Conover stepped up to the image and pointed at the mesh. “It’s the shape of this thing, and the spacing of the grid that makes up its mesh. This looks like an antenna for sure.”

      “An antenna for comms? Or is it more like some sort of detector, do you think?” Viktor asked.

      “That I don’t know, sorry,” Conover replied. “We’d have to do some experimenting with it.”

      One of the techs pointed at their workstation. “Whatever it is, it’s still generating a signal.” Dash followed the tech’s finger to a smaller screen, one displaying a half-dozen different parameters. The radio frequency display showed a series of definite, regular pulses of varying wavelength and amplitude.

      “It’s like it’s trying to establish comms with someone or something,” Viktor said.

      It was Dash’s turn to walk up to the big display and stand beside Conover. “That’s probably exactly what it’s doing. It’s trying to call home.”

      “Why don’t we let it?” Conover asked.

      Dash gave him a surprised glance. “You’ve come a long way since we plucked you off Penumbra, you know. The old Conover wouldn’t have ever proposed something so risky.” Dash grinned. “I love it.”

      Conover gave him a sidelong glance and smiled. “The old Conover also didn’t fly around in the Pulsar, fighting existential wars against horrifying alien monstrosities.”

      “Yeah, I can see how something like that might change your perspective,” Lomas said.

      “What are you suggesting we do, Conover?” Dash asked. “Walk us through it. I’m listening.”

      “Well, it’s generating a radio signal it wants to transmit through unSpace, to, well, wherever. And it’s that wherever that you probably want to locate, right?”

      “Damned right I do,” Dash said.

      “Okay. The torp was probably designed specifically to do that. But we’ve taken it apart, so now it’s stuck just broadcasting regular RF energy. We need to give it a way of transmitting into unSpace again. I’m thinking we can rig up a makeshift directional dish out of Dark Metal and hook up a power source to boost its output,” Conover said.

      “And what if we end up attracting a swarm of Deepers?” Elois asked.

      Dash stared hard at the image on the screen.

      “We kill them.”
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      Dash deftly brought the Slipwing to a halt relative to their makeshift radio transceiver. It resembled a satellite with a big, parabolic dish mounted on a boxy unit containing a cobbled-together power supply. A pair of maintenance remotes from the Forge hunkered underneath the dish, waiting for inputs to steer the antenna.

      Dash looked at the magnified image on the screen. Although it was hard to envision what sort of threat some Dark Metal mesh could pose, he didn’t take any chances. There was something different about this Dark Metal. Their scanners couldn’t discern exactly what, only that their scanner returns varied from the typical baseline for Dark Metal. Determining why was something that needed the resources of a lab, or the Forge, and Dash wasn’t prepared to bring this stuff aboard anything until they knew more about it.

      “Is it still producing radio signals?” Dash asked.

      Conover, sitting back in the crew hab with a control unit for the antenna, came back over the comm. “Yeah, it is. Same pattern of changes in frequency and wave amplitude. But our dish is doing a good job of focusing them.”

      “We still haven’t activated the power supply. How the hell is this thing powering itself?” Viktor asked.

      “That is a very good question, in a list of very good questions we want to answer,” Dash said. “Okay, Conover, let’s go ahead.”

      “I’m powering the antenna up now.”

      Dash watched as the spillover energy emanating from the mesh suddenly shot up the scale.

      “And it’s transmitting,” Conover said.

      Lomas leaned past Leira, who was sitting in the Slipwing’s co-pilot seat, to look at the main display. “Holy shit is it ever transmitting. Banging away like crazy. The question is, to where?”

      “Right now, nowhere, it seems. It’s firing a signal into unSpace, but there are no return signals,” Conover said.

      Dash leaned back. “This is going to take a while. Might as well get comfy, folks.”

      They watched as Conover started sending inputs to the maintenance remotes, having them start slowly rotating the dish through what would ultimately be the entire celestial sphere. At the rotation rate calculated by Custodian as optimal, it would take about two hours to complete one pass.

      “I’m going for coffee,” Leira said. “Anyone want one—?”

      “Whoa.”

      What provoked Conover’s single word was a sudden flurry of changes in the scanner data. In the visual image, their power supply suddenly flared a glowing cherry red, then died. The returns dropped back to their baseline values.

      And that was it.

      “Gotta admit, I’m a bit let down,” Dash said, nonplussed.

      “We got, what, maybe two minutes out of that?” Lomas asked.

      Leira, coffee forgotten, leaned closer to the screen, eyes narrowed in suspicion. Viktor, on the other hand, leaned back with his arms crossed, looking unconcerned, even somewhat satisfied.

      “Wait, did the Dark Metal go to grit like it has every other time we’ve tested this Deeper stuff, or did it survive?” Dash asked.

      “Survived, from the look of it. And that’s different. And different is good, or at least interesting,” Viktor said.

      “What does that mean?” Lomas asked.

      “It means they’ve apparently got a method for altering Dark Metal,” Dash said, then whistled softly. “That’s very new and, Viktor’s right, very interesting. I mean, we’ve come a long way since hunting power cores, but I’m not sure we can change the function of Dark Metal. Conover?”

      “The Unseen’s fabricators can make it into alloys, but that’s mainly to give specific properties to those alloys. We can’t make any fundamental changes to Dark Metal itself, no.”

      “Can we test it? That piece, I mean?” Leira asked.

      “We have to,” Dash replied.
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        * * *

      

      Lomas decided to risk it and authorized Elois to bring the Dark Metal mesh aboard the research platform. It was still generating power, and still radiating RF energy, but none of it was strong enough to represent a threat. Still, they’d sealed the sample into a lab with blast doors, reinforced bulkheads, and an exterior airlock that could blow all of it into space.

      Dash and Leira arrived in the lab’s adjacent control room to find Viktor and Conover already there, peeking over the shoulders of Elois and her techs. They muttered to one another, pointing at readings. Custodian was speaking over the comm.

      “—and that there are slight but significant changes to the quantum lattice arrangement of the Dark Metal sample—”

      Dash tuned all of the highly technical discussion out, Custodian’s and everyone else’s. He’d long ago learned that not only was a deep understanding of tech not his strong suit, but it also wasn’t necessary, or even desirable. It was too easy to get bogged down in minutiae and lose sight of the big picture. So he was content to wait, hands in his pocket, leaning against the back bulkhead and eating the last bite of one of those amazing donuts. The League needed to be preserved from the Deepers for those donuts alone. Losing them would be a crime of galactic scope.

      “Dash, what do you think?” Conover eventually asked.

      He popped the last piece of donut into his mouth, raising a wait a second finger as he savored the rich, slightly spicy sweetness, then swallowed.

      “Sorry. What I think is that you’re about to tell me what you think.”

      “Oh. Right. Okay, so we’ve been calling this Dark Metal, but it’s slightly different from what the Unseen and the Golden knew as Dark Metal. It has an offset lattice arrangement of quantum—”

      Dash’s finger went back up. “Remember who you’re talking to. My tech expertise consists of pushing buttons and assuming that everything’s going to work.”

      “He wants the bottom line, is what he’s saying,” Leira added in a stage whisper.

      Viktor grinned. Conover just blinked.

      “Bottom line. Okay. This stuff—let’s call it Dark Metal Two—is similar to Dark Metal as we know it in the way its basic structure works. But it also has some significant differences at both the atomic and quantum levels. All that together makes it capable of drawing power from The Dark Between, so it looks like it’s generating its own.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the image on the viewscreen. The Darkness Between was the strange boundary zone between real space and unSpace, where each “leaked” slightly across the veil that separated the two realities. The result was a diffuse region that was, at the same time, both and neither. It was something else. The idea that something could tap it for power was—

      Was what, exactly, aside from interesting?

      “We’re still digging down, looking for that bottom line, Conover,” Dash said.

      “What does this all mean?” Leira added.

      “It means we have a new form of Dark Metal in play, DM2, that can draw its own power from an inexhaustible supply,” Conover said.

      “But it doesn’t seem to play nice with power generated entirely in real space, which is why the power unit on our makeshift satellite died so spectacularly,” Elois put in.

      Viktor crossed his arms. “It has a few other unique properties, mainly related to strength and weight. But it’s also metastable. That means it’s stable under normal conditions, but it doesn’t want to be. And if certain conditions occur, the stuff just falls apart.”

      “That’s why we’ve previously seen this version just puff away to dust,” Conover said.

      Dash tapped his chin. “We’re almost there. I’ve got only one other question for you guys.”

      They waited.

      “So what? Is this important to us? Can we use it? Do we have to defend against it? Or is this just all neat scientific stuff that doesn’t really have much practical use?”

      “This material could be used as the basis for armor for the Archetype and the other mechs. It is between twenty and twenty-five percent lighter than our current armor. It may have other useful applications in the manufacture of structural components and power systems,” Custodian replied.

      Dash had to smile. He’d been asking for a bottom line and had finally gotten it—from the hyper-advanced alien AI.

      “Now you’re talking. So, can we use the Shroud to make this stuff?” he asked.

      “Currently, no. The Shroud would have to be reconfigured, but some of the needed parameters are currently unknown,” Custodian said.

      “So we can’t make it, which means we need to find it, at least for now,” Leira said.

      “Alright, you guys probably know what my next question is going to be. Can we detect this stuff, like we first detected Dark Metal back before we moved the Forge?” Dash asked.

      Conover nodded. “We probably can, yeah. Custodian and the other AIs are working on it now. The stuff still blocks neutrinos, so we can still detect it that way, but we’re also trying out simulations of other things to detect it remotely, to distinguish it from regular Dark Metal.”

      “The most promising approach tries to exploit the fact that Dark Metal Two appears to somehow refract neutrinos, bending their trajectories slightly as they pass around it,” Custodian said. “However, this requires further, much more detailed study. I would ask, therefore, that that existing sample be brought to the Forge, where it can be analyzed directly.”

      “That’s his way of saying his equipment is way better than ours,” Elois said.

      “But it is,” Custodian replied.

      Elois chuckled. “I know it is. Anyway, we’ll make arrangements to ship it to the Forge right away.”

      Conover held up a finger. “In the meantime, I have a suggestion. We should start repurposing a ship to carry the detector. Let’s call it the Tracer, or something like that. Last time, we deployed the detectors like satellites, to get that interferometer effect. Dedicated ships would do it more efficiently.”

      Dash inclined his head in agreement. When they first started looking for the strange alien metal, they simply hadn’t had the luxury of ships available as dedicated Dark Metal scouts. Now they did.

      “Work with Benzel to see if we’ve got a couple of corvettes or frigates that we can repurpose,” Dash said.

      He looked around the room, grinned, and gave a thumbs-up. “Good work, all. Let’s make this a priority.”

      “Anxious for some new armor for the Archetype?” Leira asked.

      Dash shook his head, though. “As cool as that sounds, no, that’s not my priority. The Deepers are making this stuff somewhere. I want to find where and make it our first big target. It’s time for these bastards to feel some heat in their backyard for a change.”
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      Much to Dash’s chagrin, though, the Realm had to further delay their preparations to attack the Deepers. The Deepers themselves weren’t responsible, at least not directly.

      Dash folded his arms and looked up at the image of Lomas that was looming over the Forge’s Command Center from the big viewscreen. “Who, exactly, are the Hannsics again?”

      “Sorry, I forget that not everyone is immersed in the messy, shifting internal politics of our little Rimworld League. The Hannsics occupy the Pyre-Wels system, about four light-years spinward of us and close to the upper margin of the galactic arm. They were one of the original colonies founded out here, and they agreed to join the League about forty years ago.”

      “And now there’s trouble in paradise,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash glanced at his one-time security chief for the Forge, now commander of one of the Cygnus Realm’s smaller, Forge-like stations called Anchors. The man, an ex-soldier, was highly competent, composed and calm, and one of the few people Dash would pick if he had to have someone at his side in a firefight. He’d also become one of Dash’s closest friends.

      “You might say that,” Lomas replied, her tone suddenly weary. “The Hannsic economy is based on mining. Their system has not just one, but two extensive asteroid belts, both loaded with all sorts of goodies, from iron to rare earth elements. That’s resulted in some people getting very, very rich. And one of those very, very rich people is a man named Adan Kitzbuell.” As she spoke, a window popped open, depicting a good-looking young man with wavy hair and a cleft chin.

      “I don’t like him,” Amy said.

      Dash gave her a bemused glance. “You know him?”

      “No. But look at that picture. He’s perfect.”

      “Perfectly designed,” Leira said, and Dash’s next glance was at her, only much sharper.

      “Really?” he asked.

      Leira smiled back. “Hey, I can read the menu. I just can’t order anything. Although, Amy, I have to ask, why don’t you like him if he’s perfect? I have my own suspicions.”

      “It’s because he’s perfect,” she said. “Perfect guys with perfect hair and perfect teeth are often assholes. You sort of said it. He’s—designed. He’s not a guy. He’s a product.”

      “Sounds like someone had a bad product experience,” Ragsdale said, grinning.

      “I did. His name was Delbien. I met him on Passage, and—let’s just say it started out well and ended in tears. And not mine, by the way.” Amy shrugged. “Anyway, I prefer my men imperfect, a little rough around the edges, and real.”

      Conover turned and stared at her, hard. “I’m standing right beside you.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re perfectly imperfect,” Amy replied, smiling sweetly.

      Dash pointedly cleared his throat. “As interesting as Amy’s views on men might be, can we get back to the unpleasant business of war and such?” He turned back to Lomas. “So what’s this Mister Kitzbuell’s deal, anyway?”

      “He’s a vicious, money-grubbing little bastard,” Lomas began, then held up a hand. “Sorry, but as you can tell, he’s kind of gotten under my skin. Let’s start again. He’s a vicious, money grubbing little bastard who wants to be in control of everything and everyone everywhere.”

      Amy smirked. “See, told you. A perfect asshole.”

      Lomas offered a thin smile. “No disagreement here. Anyway, Kitzbuell has basically co-opted the Hannsic government by being really, really rich and making sure that the politicians pass all the legislation and regulations, and enact the policies that’ll benefit him. And now that same government has lodged a formal complaint with the League Council claiming that they aren’t properly involved in the war preparations.”

      “But I take it that’s actually Kitzbuell complaining through them,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, he’s definitely got his hand up their butts, running them like puppets. What he really wants is to maximize his profits, and we’re not giving him enough of a chance to do that.” Lomas leaned back and drummed her fingers on her desk. “Once the war with the Deepers began, he immediately started up a weapons-production subsidiary of his mining consortium—which he mainly acquired through hostile takeovers of smaller companies. So his idea of being involved in war preparations means having the opportunity to make even more money he couldn’t possibly need off things like guns and missiles.”

      “So he’s a greedy, narcissistic, amoral, opportunistic asshole. Got it,” Dash said.

      Leira smiled. “He’s still hot, though.”

      Dash sighed, then gave Leira a small tilt of his head. “Fair enough. And his hair hasn’t been in a mech cradle for—a day or so. But, back to business—I seem to be asking this a lot lately. What’s the bottom line here? I have a path forward, but I’m willing to listen, as this involves allies and not just the Realm.”

      “If anything,” Ragsdale put in, giving Dash a grateful look, “I think we’re all aware that this is an internal League matter.”

      Lomas nodded. “It is, but it definitely affects you. The Hannsic government, aka Adan Kitzbuell, is apparently preparing a motion to put before the League Council that would put him in charge of all League war preparations.”

      “Hmph. So we’d have to work with this guy,” Dash said.

      “Yes, and have fun with that,” Lomas replied.

      “How likely is your Council to agree, though? I mean, they can’t be that shortsighted,” Conover said.

      Dash barked out a laugh, but Lomas beat him to answering.

      “You’d be surprised how shortsighted people can be if you pay them enough money.”

      “Hell, I was one of those people back in my courier days, so I definitely believe it.”

      Leira raised her hand. “Me too, and me too.”

      “So you see the problem,” Lomas said. “Kitzbuell’s got League politics pretty much by the balls. But you guys aren’t part of the League, so he’s really got nothing over you. And I don’t think you really have any great want for money, either.”

      “I could reach out, right now, and without moving my feet, touch about half a dozen things, any one of which we could sell for more money than Mister Kitzbuell could probably imagine,” Dash said.

      “Surprised you already haven’t, actually.”

      Dash sniffed. “Eh, saving it for my retirement. Anyway, Lomas, how can we help? What would you like us to do?”

      A slow, humorless smile spread across Lomas’s face. “Here’s what I’m thinking.” As she spoke, everyone began to nod and grin. Sometimes, the best plans were just plain mean.
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        * * *

      

      Dash only had time to glance at the Archetype’s tactical overlay, confirming that Leira’s Swift and Jexin’s Polaris had both dropped from unSpace and were taking up station on him, and then the threat indicator lit up.

      He scowled. So much for diplomacy, he thought. But the threat wasn’t coming from deeper inside the Pyre-Wels System, from the direction of the five inhabited planets and thirteen moons controlled by the Hannsics. This threat was coming from their right-rear flank, from the direction of a bulge in the system’s Oort Cloud. And it wasn’t Hannsic ships, it was Deepers—two cruisers.

      “They have already launched missiles,” Sentinel said. “Estimated time to arrival is eleven minutes and change.”

      “And change?”

      “Another of those human idioms.”

      Despite the sudden, urgent tension, Dash had to smile.

      “Okay, let’s go meet our new friends,” he said over the comm, then he wheeled the Archetype around and raced directly into the teeth of the oncoming storm of missiles. Leira and Jexin both curtly acknowledged, then rolled into place behind him and to either side, forming a wedge.

      “Dash, there’s a cluster of rocky debris off to our two o’clock and high,” Jexin said. “I’m going to nudge my way a little closer to it while we close since it’s the perfect place for the Deepers to conceal an ambush.”

      “Good thinking. Just don’t let your range from us open up too far.”

      “I won’t.”

      As Jexin nimbly sideslipped her Polaris toward the debris, Dash had to nod his appreciation. Coming from a bipedal lizard race with both fur and scales called the Kosan, she’d been rescued from captivity during the war against the Golden. She and, ultimately, her surviving people had proven steadfast allies ever since. She was still the Realm’s only non-human mech pilot. And she was sharp. Dash had barely paid the cluster of debris any attention, but Jexin’s awareness always seemed to be a little further ahead, projected a little further out.

      She’d also had a deep and burning hatred for the Golden that had driven her to insane acts of needless bravery. Fortunately, she’d settled down since—mostly, anyway—and subsequently proved herself tactically brilliant.

      “Dash, the Deeper missiles are dividing into two groups. Two-thirds of them have adjusted their trajectories to target Jexin,” Sentinel said.

      Dash nodded at the tactical overlay as the icons highlighting the Deeper missiles divided. “Jex, you’ve attracted some interest,” he said.

      “Probably because she’s falling out of our little formation here. The missiles probably think she’s having system problems or something, so they’re going to concentrate on her,” Leira said.

      “Predators do that,” Jexin replied. “Look for the weakest members of a herd and preferentially take them out. I think I can take advantage of this, Dash.”

      Dash considered asking her what she meant, but he’d just thought of her as tactically brilliant, so he decided to trust her judgment. “Do whatever you think is best, Jex. Just don’t get—”

      “Reckless, I know, I know.” The Polaris started veering hard aside, swinging even closer to the approaching cluster of rocks and dust. “You guys still think I’m some sort of maniac.”

      “Sometimes you are a maniac, Jex. Maybe not so much these days, but that hot-headed Kosan we’ve all seen is there somewhere, not too far under the surface,” Dash replied.

      “Hey, nothing wrong with being an aggressive maniac in battle, as long as you do it right,” Leira put in.

      “Well, I’ll try not to take these missiles personally,” Jexin said, a soft trill in her voice, the Kosan version of chuckling.

      “We have firing solutions for the missiles, dark-lance and nova-cannon,” Sentinel announced. “Let’s get this party started.”

      “Uh, Sentinel?”

      “Too much?”

      “Yeah.”

      Dash and Leira opened up, quickly taking out the reduced number of missiles targeting their two mechs. The Deepers responded with a second salvo of missiles, punctuated by searing blasts from their powerful x-ray lasers. Dash and Leira jinked and swerved, instinctively doing it in such a way that it further confounded the missiles’ targeting. But they didn’t deviate from their preferred tactical approach of turning a gunfight into a knife-fight. Both of their mechs took hits as a result and began boiling off armor in glowing clouds. Dash cursed after an x-ray laser slammed into the Archetype.

      “I just had this armor replaced. It still had that new armor smell.”

      He and Leira continued to snap out shots, mostly focusing on the missiles but trying to keep enough fire directed at the two Deeper cruisers to keep them busy. Dash spared a few seconds to check on Jexin and saw her racing into the midst of the debris cluster, the swarm of missiles following her. He winced. He saw what she was trying to do, luring the missiles into a field of obstacles they’d have to dodge, slowing their closing rate on Jexin and burning off their fuel. But even a small error in her flying could send her Polaris crashing into a rock, with potentially fatal results.

      He forced his attention back ahead. The Deeper cruisers were now in range of all their weapon systems, so Dash opened up with the Archetype’s wrist mounts, throwing their weight into the fight. He pounded one of the cruisers with a fusillade of shots, then deployed the power-sword and proceeded to hack the cruiser apart. Leira kept her distance from the other cruiser, preferring to use the Swift’s agility to dance around the Deeper ship and keep up a sustained, short-range fire. The Deepers desperately fought back, but their weapons were optimized for long-range battle, so their hits on the two mechs diminished even as the distance closed.

      Dash finished carving a chunk out of the cruiser’s hull, spilling components and debris into space. The gaping wound began to heal, but not fast enough to prevent Dash from hacking it open even wider. The cruiser finally faltered and went dead. Dash immediately pulled back, then accelerated hard and ramped the Archetype’s shield up into overpower territory. A few seconds later, the Deeper cruiser exploded in a blinding flash. Unlike his unfortunate encounter with the torp and its antimatter blast, the amped-up shield and simple distance saved the Archetype from more than minor damage.

      Dash turned to help Leira, but her target was nothing but a pummeled derelict, slowly tumbling along its last trajectory. That only left Jexin, who—

      “What’d I miss?” Dash said.

      He saw the Polaris racing toward them from the debris cluster. There was no sign of the missiles she’d led away.

      “Aw, you’re done already? All I got to do was lead some missiles astray. How’s that supposed to keep a maniac like me satisfied?” she said.

      “Did you have fun flying around and between all those rocks?” Leira asked.

      “Very much so. Risky and fast. My favorite things.”

      “Then you got more enjoyment out of this battle than I did, so don’t complain,” Leira said with a snort.

      “Okay, folks, the threat board has gone dark. So let’s resume our way in-system and get hold of our newest pal, Mister Kitzbuell,” Dash said.

      The three mechs reformed and began powering starward again.

      “Am I the only one who finds it odd that we got bounced by Deepers as soon as we entered this system?” Leira asked.

      Dash, his lips pressed together, replied, “No, you’re not. I mean, why would two Deeper cruisers attack our three mechs and all their Unseen tech when there are a crap-ton of easier pickings just starward?”

      “They might have just gotten here and we kind of stumbled into each other,” Jexin offered.

      “Do you believe that?”

      “Not really.”

      “Do you think the Deepers have somehow co-opted the Hannsic?” Leira asked. “Or that they’re in league with them?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s a good question,” Dash replied, biting his lip in thought.

      A moment passed, and Dash made up his mind. This was going to be a little risky, but he suddenly didn’t feel that they were in safe space at all.

      “Jex, you’re not coming in-system with us,” he finally said.

      “Uh—something wrong?”

      “Oh, lots. But not with you. I want you to stay out here and do a little job for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Adan Kitzbuell looked every bit as pretty in real-time, over the comm, as he did in his still image. If anything, he looked even younger than his true age, mid-thirties.

      “He’s definitely had some work done on that gorgeous face of his,” Leira said over a private channel. “Damned good work, too.”

      “So I finally have the pleasure of meeting the one called the Messenger,” Kitzbuell said. His voice was a smooth, silky baritone.

      Of course.

      “I’m the Messenger, yes, but I guess it’s up to you how much of a pleasure it is, Mister Kitzbuell,” Dash replied.

      Kitzbuell gave a perfect smile. Too perfect. It made his face look like how an artist might render an idealized smile. “Please, call me Adan.” The smile widened slightly. “I’d heard you were a plain-spoken sort, Dash. May I call you Dash?”

      “Of course, Adan. We’re all friends here. Or at least most of us are. The two Deeper cruisers that tried to ambush us when we arrived definitely were not friendly at all.”

      “Yes, I was just handed a report about your unfortunate clash with the aliens on the edge of our system. Are you alright? Do you need any assistance?”

      “Thank you, but we’re fine. A couple of Deeper cruisers are just—I think the term I’m looking for here is an annoyance.”

      “Well, then, I assume this is just a goodwill visit.”

      Back in his courier days, Dash found that people like Kitzbuell responded best to one of two ploys. One, portray yourself as weak, indecisive, and lacking confidence. Throw in a bit of simpering for good measure. That sort would immediately take it at face value and proceed to start underestimating you. That wouldn’t work here. Not only was Kitzbuell clearly too smart for that, but Dash’s reputation as the Messenger, bringer of death and destruction aboard an alien mech, just didn’t fit the simpering thing.

      So, two, go exactly the opposite way and take a position of strength. Make it clear who the big dog is. Dash much preferred approach two but, as a courier, was often reduced to approach one. Of course, being broke and desperate, that wasn’t too hard.

      “Actually, it’s not. Or not entirely, anyway,” Dash replied.

      For the first time, a hint of genuine emotion flickered across Kitzbuell’s face. Surprise, with a touch of anger. It was there and gone, though, then the smooth, affable blandness reasserted itself.

      “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      “You’ve convinced the Hannsic government to put forward motions that would unseat Lomas as the head of your military preparations. That’s so you can ensure you’re able to sell more weapons. I’d like those motions withdrawn,” Dash said.

      Over the private channel, he heard the hiss of Leira taking a breath. He hadn’t had a chance to tell her how he intended to approach this, since he hadn’t decided himself until he started talking to Kitzbuell.

      A moment passed in complete silence. Dash had a sudden thought during the quiet. Could the creepily perfect Kitzbuell actually be more than he seemed? Or less? Might he actually be some sort of simulation? The man was known to be a recluse, apparently, although he had appeared in public more than once. Still—

      “I think you should probably leave Hannsic space, Dash,” he said. His voice had flattened and hardened, the sparkling charm suddenly drained from it.

      “I will, once I have your government’s assurance that those motions will be withdrawn from the League Council. In fact, I should probably be talking to them directly. You’re just a private citizen here, right?”

      Kitzbuell blatantly ignored the question. “You’re meddling in League affairs.”

      “Damned right I am.”

      “You’ve got no standing—”

      “Oh, but I do. The Deepers attacked and killed my people, back in our home territory, without provocation. The attack came from your League’s space, through the Black Gate. That means we’re at war with the Deepers. And your League is at war with the Deepers.” Dash paused, narrowing his eyes. “You are at war with the Deepers, aren’t you, Adan?”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, we arrive in your system, and we’re immediately attacked by the Deepers. They didn’t seem interested in you at all, even though their tech easily outclasses yours. With us, though, it’s a different story. We chew Deeper cruisers up and spit them out as wreckage,” Dash said.

      Kitzbuell’s eyes widened. “Are you accusing us of somehow being involved in that Deeper attack?”

      “Were you?”

      “I am not going to stand here and—”

      “You still haven’t denied it,” Dash said.

      “I can’t believe I have to say this. No, we had nothing to do with that attack by the Deepers on you, or anyone else. And I might add, you’ve insulted all of the Hannsic by just posing the question,” Kitzbuell snapped back.

      “Interesting you assume I was accusing all Hannsic of being involved in this. Even more interesting that you presume to speak on behalf of all Hannsic. That sounds like something the government should be doing. But, whatever.” Dash smiled. “If it makes you feel better, the only one I was suggesting might be involved was you.”

      “Somebody’s involved in something, that’s for sure,” Jexin suddenly cut in over the comm. As she did, an image window opened, showing a dark, lumpy shape.

      “I’m sending this back in real time, so you’re seeing what I’m seeing,” she went on. “I’ll get my AI to clean up the image so it’s clearer.”

      The view shifted, resolving into a rocky asteroid, dimly lit by the distant Pyre-Wels sun. It was coated with thick splotches of ice but rendered an odd pinkish color.

      But that wasn’t what immediately snagged Dash’s attention. What did were two budding protuberances that seemed to extrude from the substance of the organic ice.

      “What the hell is that?” Leira asked.

      “Not sure, but I think we need to go find out,” Dash replied. He turned his attention back to Kitzbuell. “We’re going to jaunt back out there to find out what this is. Don’t worry, though. We’ll be back.”

      Before Kitzbuell could answer, Dash cut the comm.
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        * * *

      

      “Sentinel, are you telling me that those are Deeper ships, and they’re somehow growing out of this asteroid?” Dash asked, his voice quiet and tinged with at least a little awe.

      “They have the same composition and characteristics as the standard hull of a Deeper vessel, but beyond that, I can’t say. They may have some other purpose completely,” Sentinel replied.

      “Just when I didn’t think the Deepers could get any more disgusting, we find out they grow their ships from icy, organic sludge,” Leira put in.

      Dash nodded. The three mechs stood off from the strange asteroid at about 5,000 klicks, holding position as the AIs finished their analysis. They’d so far determined that the pinkish stuff mixed in with the ice was a suite of complex organic chemicals. And yes, the two bulbous protrusions were emerging from thicker layers of the ice, but all of the ice deposits seemed to be interconnected. Sentinel confirmed that the ice seemed to be slowly flowing toward the two bulging whatever-they-were, but he could only speculate about how.

      “There is a comm signal being generated,” Tybalt said.

      Dash perked up at that. “From that asteroid? Can you get a direction on it?”

      “We could, if we were not interminably stuck in this stationary position,” Tybalt replied. All that was missing was a haughty sniff.

      “Sentinel, can you detect that signal?” Dash asked.

      “I can.”

      “So let’s do whatever we have to do to trace wherever it’s going or coming from?”

      The three mechs began to shift their positions as the AIs tried to localize the transmission. After a surprisingly short time, they stopped.

      “We’ve identified the direction of the signal. It is being transmitted directly toward Pyre-Wels,” Sentinel said.

      Dash blinked in surprise. “Toward the star?”

      “Yes, but that’s probably incidental. The intended receiver is apparently somewhere in the inner system.”

      “Kitzbuell,” Leira snapped.

      Dash gave a gasp. “What? Are you saying he lied to us? Say it isn’t so.”

      “What do you want to do, Dash?” Jexin asked.

      “I’m tempted to just destroy this—ship womb, or whatever it is.”

      “Well, that makes it even a little more disgusting,” Leira put in.

      “But it might also be useful to watch what happens here. Sentinel, is there any way we can leave a sensor array here? Something that can keep an eye on what ends up happening and send the information back to us?” Dash asked.

      “I could reconfigure a missile to become a passive probe. Its seeker system isn’t intended for detailed analysis, but it should be sufficient to at least monitor this process as it unfolds. It also wouldn’t be capable of long-range comms, so we would have to physically retrieve it.”

      “Do it, then let’s get back in-system,” Dash said, his tone grim. “Mister Kitzbuell has some explaining to do.”
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        * * *

      

      But Kitzbuell was gone. So was a small fleet of fourteen ships. The Hannsic authorities tried to stonewall Dash when he asked for details, but he’d had enough shitty, scheming, money-driven politics for the day.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he snapped. The Hannsic Councilor, acting as mouthpiece for the system’s breathtakingly corrupt government, bristled, but Dash just pushed on. “You’re going to tell us where Kitzbuell went, when he left, how many and what types of ships he took with him—basically, everything we want to know.”

      “If you think—”

      “If the next words out of your mouth have even a whiff of lying or stonewalling to them, then once we’ve dealt with Kitzbuell, we’ll be back to deal with you and your crooked government. And by deal with, I mean replace.”

      “You’d interfere in the—!”

      “Yeah, I would.”

      “And it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had to deal with collaborators, either,” Leira put in.

      The Councilor almost sputtered. “Collaborators? We’ve never collaborated with—”

      “Bullshit,” Dash said, waving his words away. “We were attacked by two Deeper ships when we first arrived here. And then we found a Deeper ship—birthing facility, or whatever the hell it was, out in your system’s Oort Cloud that was broadcasting a signal right into this system. We assume it was directed at Kitzbuell, but hey, who knows who we’ll find at the other end of it.” Dash smiled a thin, hard smile. “Now how do you think that’s going to look splashed all over the media comm across the Rimworld League?”

      The Councilor licked his lips, then turned offscreen and apparently listened to someone speaking. Finally, he turned back.

      “It would appear that—that new information about Adan Kitzbuell has just come to light. It would appear that he may have been engaged in illicit dealings with foreign powers.”

      “What? Really? Perish the thought.” Dash gave his lip a sardonic curl. “And?”

      “And we’ll send you all of the data you’ve requested. We only have one stipulation.”

      “Do you really? And what would that be?”

      “That Kitzbuell be returned to us so that we can properly investigate his case and ensure that appropriate justice is served.”

      Dash laughed and just kept laughing. The Councilor scowled.

      “Just what do you find so amusing?”

      “What? Oh, that you think you’ve got any bargaining power here at all. That’s hilarious.” Dash’s laughter died. “You’ve got fifteen minutes to give us all the data we’ve specified. Cygnus Realm out.”

      Dash cut the comm and let out an exasperated sigh.

      “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate politics?”
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      The three mechs accelerated hard, driving into the system called Harlequin as fast as they could. Benzel, leading the Realm’s QRF, or quick reaction force, was about a half-hour behind them, along with Amy and Conover in their mechs. Five ships led by the Herald, and five mechs—a tremendously potent force in its own right, but Dash had no idea how strong Kitzbuell’s forces were, or if the Deepers were involved directly. Still, it was the best they could do on such incredibly short notice.

      “Dash, I’m detecting intermittent energy spikes at the extreme range of our scanners,” Sentinel said.

      “Weapons fire?”

      “Without a doubt.”

      Dash watched as the scanner data sluiced in, refined and integrated into the tactical display. The evolving picture wasn’t a pretty one.

      “Put on your battle faces, guys,” he said to Leira and Jexin. “Looks like we’ve found the right place.”

      “There are eleven ships currently attacking this system,” Sentinel said. “So far, they have destroyed or severely damaged three asteroid-based installations, probably mining facilities. They’ve also destroyed larger installations on the fourth planet, likely a research station and what appears to be a toroidal farming and habitat platform orbiting the third planet.”

      “We’re too late, and by a long margin, too,” Leira said, her voice hard and flat.

      Dash forced his attention past the carnage, putting it firmly on Kitzbuell’s fleet. Eleven ships, mostly of Rimworld League design. They were formidable but ultimately no match for the mechs. And yet, something in the scanner returns made Dash do a double take.

      “Sentinel, some of Kitzbuell’s ships are showing different data,” he said.

      “They are. They are radiating energy signatures characteristic of Deeper technology.”

      “Well, if there was any doubt regarding Mister Kitzbuell’s allegiances, I’d say that clears it up,” Leira said.

      Dash grunted his assent but kept his focus firmly on the fleet now closing in on Harlequin’s most populated planet.

      What, exactly, was Kitzbuell planning here? Genocide?

      “I hate collaborators,” Dash muttered.

      He’d had more than his fill of them during the war against the Golden. Those aliens had turned co-opting human agents into an art form, sometimes using elaborate bioengineering to outright control them. But sometimes they did it the old-fashioned way, through blackmail, extortion, and bribery. Kitzbuell probably fell into the latter category, the one Dash despised the most. He simply couldn’t conceive of someone’s lust for wealth and power being enough to turn them against their own species.

      And that was doubly true in the case of the Deepers. The cryptic aliens had so little in common with humans that it would be like taking a bribe from an insect. Greed like that was almost breathtaking in its sheer depravity.

      Dash switched to a general comm channel. “Kitzbuell, Dash here. Remember me? I certainly remember you. Anyway, how about you stand down your ships and stand by to surrender?”

      A moment passed. Dash doubted Kitzbuell would ignore him, though. The man’s ego was as bloated as his avarice.

      Sure enough, the comm lit up with an incoming signal. Kitzbuell sat in an enormous, almost throne-like chair from which he could apparently gaze over his fleet like some sort of potentate.

      “Dash, I’d say it’s good to see you, but it’s not,” Kitzbuell said, then shrugged. “Not that it really matters. All of this is a foregone conclusion anyway.”

      “I like your optimism. I don’t care for you, but still—”

      “And that’s despite the fact that the Deepers have given you some tech to upgrade your ships,” Leira interjected.

      “It’s not going to help,” Jexin added. “We already rip the guts out of real Deeper ships without much trouble.”

      Kitzbuell’s eyes had widened slightly when Leira told him they knew about his Deeper upgrades. Dash felt a warm glimmer of satisfaction. This was a man who was used to getting what he wanted. Any problem he couldn’t overcome by simple persuasion, he threw money at until it went away. And if that didn’t work, there was always seduction, blackmail, and, ultimately, murder. Dash had no doubt that Kitzbuell had the stain of all of them on his hands.

      But now he dealt with an opponent who wanted nothing he had, so bribery wasn’t an option. And he and the rest of the Cygnites were outside the League power structure, so there was no leverage there, either. Still, Dash made a mental note to talk to Ragsdale about security. As the war against the Golden had proven, even in the ranks of the Cygnus Realm, there had been weak-willed individuals who’d fallen into corruption and treachery.

      “You’re not grasping this, you jumped-up simpleton,” Kitzbuell finally said. “This war is already lost. And we’re the ones that have lost it, Dash. The League stands no chance against what’s coming from out there. And your Cygnus Realm, as powerful as you think you are, is only going to delay the inevitable. My advice? Go back through that Black Gate and go home.”

      “Let me guess. You think the Deepers intend to subjugate the League, so they’ll need loyal human overseers. You’ll be a sort of governor, or regent, or something, ruling on their behalf.”

      “I’ll bet he even thinks he’s doing it for good reasons, saving his people, protecting them from the Deepers, keeping them safe as long as they’re all good little slaves,” Leira said, her voice like ice.

      “Why are we even bothering to talk to this—” Jexin ended on a Kosan word the translator didn’t recognize. Dash assumed it was probably something obscure and all the nastier for it.

      “Hey, the more I know about my enemy, the better,” Dash said.

      “We don’t have to be enemies, Dash,” Kitzbuell began, but Dash cut him off.

      “Please, spare me the come join me and together we’ll rule the galaxy bullshit. Instead, let me hit you with some truth as hard as armor plate. The Deepers have zero interest in ruling over humans or anyone else. At best, they consider us useful for experimentation—fiddling with our biology and genetics, that sort of thing. The only role they have in mind for you, Adan, is inside a tank labeled with a specimen number. In your case, it would probably be Polished, But Stupid 001.”

      “And as for the rest of the League’s population, well, you’re already helping the Deepers with what they plan for them,” Leira said. “How many people have you already killed in the Harlequin system? And now you’re on track toward the most populated planet. How many more do you plan to kill?”

      Kitzbuell leaned back and shook his head. “I’m warning you. Stay out of this. You have no idea what the Deepers are preparing. We either give in to them, or we die. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Hate to break it to you, my friend, but you face the same choice right now. Either you give in to us, or you die.”

      Kitzbuell just stared at Dash for a moment, then cut the signal.

      “Guess he picked die,” Jexin said.
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        * * *

      

      Dash hacked a weapons mount from one of Kitzbuell’s ships with the power sword, then reversed the swing and slammed the blade into the hull. Point-defense fire pinged off the Archetype’s armor in a spray of ricochets, but Dash ignored it. The only weapons Kitzbuell’s fleet possessed that could realistically harm the mechs were his Deeper upgrades—their powerful x-ray lasers. And the weapons mount he’d just destroyed was the last of those.

      Dash dragged the blade the length of the cruiser’s hull, then he yanked it free, flung the Archetype through a somersault, and braked hard, aiming for a second pass. He caught a glimpse of Jexin punching at another cruiser, slamming massive holes into its flank with her fists, then grabbing and yanking out fistfuls of debris. Leira had reduced her target, a third cruiser, to wreckage, and now swept around the edge of the battle, seeking a new one.

      “Hey, Dash, you leave anything for us?”

      It was Amy. She, Conover, and the QRF had just entered the Harlequin system, and now drove hard toward them.

      “Yeah, there are three ships trying to escape above the ecliptic. Sentinel’s sending you the data. If you guys could intercept them, that’d be great.”

      “Intercept and…?” Benzel asked.

      “Tell them to surrender. They probably won’t, though, because Kitzbuell seems to have created quite a loyal cult around him. They see him as their savior, or some such thing, and won’t listen to reason at all. So, you’ll have to kill them.”

      “Roger that,” Benzel said in the same utterly neutral tone he likely would have used if Dash had just asked him to hold his drink at a party.

      Dash swept along the length of the cruiser again, once more slashing the hull with the power-sword. The cruiser finally died, attitude control failing as safeties kicked in and shut down its powerplant. He backed the Archetype away. This had been Kitzbuell’s flagship. If the man was still alive, Dash wanted him captured and handed over to Lomas, because he’d been right about one thing—this really was a League matter.

      That would have to wait for Benzel to arrive, though, and dispatch boarding parties. He didn’t want to dismount the Archetype and try to fight his way to Kitzbuell through the battered ship all on his own.

      “So you think you’ve won, don’t you?”

      Speak of the devil. Kitzbuell still sat in his big chair on a bridge that was very much intact and powered up.

      “Sentinel, where the hell is he transmitting from?”

      “From one of the ships attempting to escape above the ecliptic plane.”

      “So this wasn’t his flagship? But I thought this was where his comm signal was coming from.”

      “It was. I’d suggest he transmitted his messages via comm laser to this ship, which then rebroadcast it.”

      “Shit.” Dash opened the channel to the Kitzbuell. “So you ran away, what, pretty much right at the outset? Saving your own skin and leaving your fleet here to die?”

      “I’m doing what I have to do here, Dash. Whatever I need to do to save my people, I’ll do it.”

      Dash shook his head in wonder. He was starting to think the man actually believed he was on some sort of fate-driven crusade and not just as greedy and opportunistic as hell. That tended to happen to demagogues who gathered what amounted to a cult around them.

      “You want to save some of your people’s lives, Kitzbuell? Order your ships to surrender.”

      Kitzbuell just smiled and cut the comm.

      “Two of the fleeing ships have turned and begun to decelerate,” Sentinel said. “They appear to be preparing for battle against the QRF.”

      “So the third one has to be Kitzbuell. And let me guess, he’s still running.”

      “He will reach a safe translation distance in about thirty minutes.”

      “Do we have any chance of catching him? Amy and Conover are with the QRF. Are they fast enough to intercept him before he translates away?”

      “No. The only way would be by inter-system translation.”

      Dash snapped out a curse that probably rivaled whatever Jexin had said. The only one who’d done inter-system translation before was him, but the Archetype was far too deep inside the Harlequin gravity well to even contemplate it. Amy and Conover might be able to do it, but Kitzbuell wasn’t an important enough target to expose them to that much risk.

      He allowed himself a long, frustrated sigh, then turned back to the comm. “Benzel, once you’re done out there, bring your ships in-system. We’ve probably got casualties throughout this system who need help. Sentinel, contact Custodian and tell him the same thing. We need medical personnel, supplies, the whole deal.

      “And that’s why I love you,” Leira said over their private comm.

      “What’s why you love me?” Dash asked.

      “Because that is how you save people.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash walked out of the Archetype’s looming shadow, blinking in the sudden flare of hard sunlight. This moon was big enough to retain an atmosphere, but not much of one. The thin, cold air wafted itself across the ice and rock, raising a fitful, sluggish dust devil that lasted only a few seconds.

      “Homey,” Leira said, angling toward him from the Swift.

      “If you like ice and rock, it’s paradise, yeah,” Dash said, waiting for Leira to join him. The nearest entrance to the battered installation opened about a hundred meters away. Ugly blast marks scored and scorched its dome, blackish halos around gaping holes. Smoke had still been pouring from one of them, but that had petered out as he’d landed the Archetype. Either someone inside had put it out, or it had just burned out on its own. He hoped it was the first.

      “Shall we?” he asked Leira. They started toward the entrance.

      They walked a few paces in silence, the snow squealing under their boots, then Leira stopped.

      “Dash,” she said, looking at what Dash had assumed were just more rocks. But they weren’t. They were bodies, or what remained of them, heaped around a cluster of blast craters already filling with drifting snow.

      “Poor bastards must have tried running away from the attack on the base and got caught outside,” Leira went on.

      Dash just nodded. “Yeah.”

      They continued to the entrance, then stopped and peered inside.

      “Do you want to wait for that rescue shuttle the Harlequins are sending?” Leira asked.

      Dash narrowed his eyes into the gloomy ramp leading inside. It was extremely unlikely Kitzbuell’s forces had dropped any landing parties. He’d seemed content to just stand off and bombard these people from orbit. The much more daunting issue was that they had no idea what sort of shape the base was in, what hazards the bombardment had provoked or unleashed inside, or even if the whole place was going to collapse or blow up.

      It might make sense, therefore, to wait. The Harlequin government had dispatched a rescue shuttle that should be here in about half an hour. The Cygnus Realm ships were all engaged in other rescue ops, except for a recently arrived squadron commanded by Wei-Ping, Benzel’s one-time lieutenant, aboard the command cruiser Sabertooth. Dash wanted to keep her ships together, though, in case Kitzbuell or the Deepers tried anything else. That left Amy and Jexin in geosynchronous orbit overhead, flying top-cover.

      A lot of people could die in half an hour.

      “We came here to see if we could save lives. We can’t do that standing out here,” he finally said. He entered the crippled facility, which seemed to have been some sort of research station, Leira at his side.

      They moved cautiously, more to avoid fallen debris or unstable bulkheads than out of any security worry. Dash nonetheless kept his hand resting on the butt of his holstered mag-pistol. Emergency lights flickered here and there, so they were able to keep a pretty good view around them with just the light amplification from their helmet visors.

      They reached the epicenter of one of the blasts that had hit the place. The impact had smashed a section of the dome’s roof, plus at least two levels beneath it, and gouged right through the deck and into the bedrock. Tangled, shattered debris spilled in all directions. The corridor they’d been following hadn’t been fully blocked, but they’d have to squeeze past a big structural member leaning against the nearest bulkhead. Everything was scorched black, but nothing was burning.

      Dash clambered over some fallen conduits, then pushed through the gap. Torn metal scraped against his vac-armor, scratching his shoulder pauldron, but he got through. Leira followed him, and they started down the debris slope on the other side.

      “Stop right there!”

      Lights flared from the next corridor junction. The voice had come from among them. Dash saw four people clad in some sort of thermal suit and wearing rebreathers. Two of them had slug-rifles trained on them.

      Dash immediately stuck up his hands, Leira following suit. “We’re here to help!” Dash called back. “We’re from the Cygnus Realm. There’s a rescue shuttle about twenty minutes behind us.”

      The figures hesitated, muttering among themselves, then the two without rifles came forward. Dash noticed the rifles weren’t lowered. He didn’t blame these people, though. For all they knew, he and Leira might be point from a hostile landing party invading the base.

      The two stopped a few paces away, both with slug-pistols drawn and raised but not aimed. “How do we know you’re from the Cygnus Realm and not more of Kitzbuell’s asshole followers?”

      “Oh, I’d follow Kitzbuell, all right, just so I could put a round in the back of his head,” Dash said.

      The speaker, a striking woman with dark skin and bright eyes beneath a grubby cap, lowered her weapon a little more. “Wait. I know you. You were being interviewed on the news-vid a few months back. You fly around in that giant robot thing, and you’re named, um—the Courier, or something like that?”

      Dash laughed. “Actually, I would have been named the Courier at one time, I guess.”

      Leira cleared her throat. “A courier, not the Courier, I should point out.”

      “Anyway, I’m the Messenger, yeah. But you can call me Dash. This is Leira, my second-in-command.”

      The woman let out a weary sigh, then holstered her weapon and stood down her companions. “You know, I was just going to start shooting,” she said. “We had no idea what was going on, so it seemed a safer bet to shoot right away, ask the questions later.”

      Dash climbed down the last chunk of debris. “So why didn’t you?”

      “Because I’m not a total psychopath, I guess.”

      Dash laughed again, warmly. “May I have your name, totally sane new friend?”

      “Sarah Horvath. Call me Major Sten, or just Sten. It’s a title thing, and a lot more musical than saying Sarah Horvath every time someone needs me.”

      What struck Dash was her youth. She couldn’t be more than thirty, and late twenties wouldn’t have surprised him. She had a no-nonsense, to-the-point manner about her that he appreciated.

      “You’re wounded,” Leira said, pointing at Sten’s off-arm. Something had gouged a deep gash into it from her shoulder, most of the way to her wrist. A hasty bandage, soaked with blood, had slipped mostly off of it.

      Sten glanced at her arm. “I am? Oh, hell, when did that happen?”

      Dash chuckled. Leira glared.

      “Come on, Leira, that’s exactly the way you’d have answered that,” he said.

      She stuck out her tongue at him, then extracted a small canister of first aid spray and applied it to Sten’s wound. The woman’s eyes went wide, and she smiled.

      “Holy shit, I think I can feel it healing. You guys got more of that stuff? We’ve got people back there that could use it.”

      “We brought as much as we had,” Leira said. “Four canisters between us. We weren’t really kitted out for emergency medical services.”

      Sten led them further into the damaged installation. Along the way, Dash and Leira both shucked their helmets and switched to their own rebreathers, since it didn’t seem like a firefight was likely. They followed Sten into a control center that had been mostly repurposed into a makeshift medical bay. A few uninjured or only lightly wounded people bustled around consoles that seemed to be running off emergency power, but most of those in here were in much worse shape.

      And there were lots of those with critical injuries. Lots. Dash’s immediate estimate was at least fifty or sixty, being tended by a half-dozen medical personnel. Everyone, whole or casualty, was grimed with soot, bore at least scratches and cuts, and just stared around them with vacant, shell-shocked eyes.

      One of the medical types came to Sten and rattled off a grim report. In the time she’d been gone, another four people had died. Sten closed her eyes at the news and took a deep breath.

      “We’ll mourn the dead when we can. For now, we just seal the cracks and brace,” she replied, repeating a spacefarer’s mantra apparently popular across the Rimworld League.

      Leira glanced at her two canisters of first aid spray, then at the sprawl of bleeding, broken bodies around them. “Yeah, I don’t think this is going to be enough.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Dash replied, pulling out his own two canisters and handing them to Sten. “Take these, and Leira’s, too. Use them on whoever seems to need them the most.”

      Sten handed the canisters over to the medical tech. After a brief explanation from Leira about how to use them, she gave a grateful smile and hurried back among the wounded.

      “There’ll be lots more where that came from. Your rescue shuttle should be here shortly, but I’ve told my field commander, Benzel, to dispatch a cruiser here as soon as he’s able.”

      “In fact, the Herald has just entered orbit,” Sentinel put in over the comm. “According to her AI, they’ll be launching shuttles momentarily.”

      Sten nodded, and for a moment, Dash thought she might cry. But she shook her head and took another breath.

      “I can’t thank you enough. This facility housed two hundred and fifty people. These are all we’ve found so far. The rest are—” She bit back a sob. “Are probably buried under rubble.”

      Dash turned back to his comm. “Sentinel, is there any way you can locate people buried inside this place?”

      “Given the ambient temperature, if they’re within, perhaps, ten meters of the dome’s exterior, they will show on thermal imaging. Beyond that will require detailed scans, which will take some time to resolve—”

      “Do it. Locate every single one.” Dash looked at Sten. “As soon as that rescue shuttle gets here, we need to evacuate this place. Once everyone’s out, we can use our mechs to dig out anyone who’s trapped.”

      “You can do that?”

      Dash pointed at one of the main structural members vaulting overhead, an enormous alloy beam. “See that? Archetype—that’s my robot thing—could pick its teeth with it. If it had teeth, that is.”

      Despite herself, Sten laughed. “Did I mention how glad I am you’re here?”

      Leira, who’d been staring around at the casualties, finally shook her head. “These people aren’t soldiers, and this wasn’t a military installation. Why the hell did Kitzbuell attack it? Just to be a murderous asshole?”

      Dash opened his mouth to say, yeah, that was probably exactly it, but Sten spoke first.

      “I can think of only one reason. We found something.” Sten led them to one of the operating consoles, where she touched a screen and scrolled through files until she found the right one. With a flick, she put it up on the wall, which had canted at an alarming degree from one of Kitzbuell’s missile impacts.

      The image showed an object roughly thirty meters long, tubelike, and midnight black. Two rings of light encircled either end of it.

      “A couple days ago, we detected this just outside the Harlequin Oort cloud. We’d been drawn to look there because our scanners had been getting some weird readings,” she said.

      “Weird how?” Dash asked.

      “Afraid I can’t say. This was a science station, astronomy, astrophysics, that sort of thing. But I’m an engineer, not one of the big brains. My job was to keep everything working.”

      “Okay, we’ll need to get copies of all the data from this place,” Dash said. “Just open your firewall and let Sentinel in. She’ll take care of the rest.”

      He turned back to the image. “What the hell is that thing?”

      Leira put her hands out, framing the object, then smiled in appreciation. “I know.”

      “You do?” Sten asked, brows lifting.

      “Yep. It’s something we need to go get, and the sooner, the better.”
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      Lomas gave Dash a tired smile and a nod as he entered the conference room, Leira and Conover in tow. They’d only just arrived back at Edge, leaving Amy, Benzel, and Wei-Ping to continue with rescue and clean-up efforts at Harlequin.

      “Dash, all I’ve heard from Harlequin is that you and your people are lifesavers, heroes—hell, I’ve even heard you called avenging angels of mercy,” Lomas said.

      Conover quirked his lip. “Avenging angels of mercy? Isn’t that kind of contradictory?”

      “Depends on who’s on the receiving end of your vengeance and who’s getting your mercy, I guess,” Leira said.

      “Anyway, I just wanted to thank you on behalf of the entire Rimworld League. Even the Hannsic government has put out a statement bubbling about how great you are.”

      “Funny, that’s not what they said the last time I talked to them,” Dash replied, sitting down.

      “Let’s just say it was originally a very forceful protest, but once word got out about what that bastard Kitzbuell had done, they fell over themselves to reword it,” Lomas replied.

      “Yeah, well, their praise means about as much as their ire did,” Leira said.

      “The big question now is, can we track where Kitzbuell has gone?” Lomas asked. “We need to find him, and the sooner the better. And not just to bring him to justice. He has a detailed, inside knowledge of a lot of our weapon and defensive systems, since his consortium built a lot of them.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes in thought. “We’ve been nibbling around the edges of transferring Unseen tech to you guys, but I think we need to get serious about it. All due respect, but League tech just isn’t up to dealing with the Deepers.”

      “Which means them provoking you the way they did makes absolutely no sense,” Lomas mused. “If they’d never done that, attacked you through the Black Gate, you’d never have had any reason to come through it in the first place. We would have been alone and easy pickings over here.”

      She shrugged. “Of course, as far as we know, they don’t actually control the gates, so I guess they might have expected you to come through eventually and decided to preempt—what?”

      She’d broken off as Dash, Leira, and Conover all exchanged ominous looks.

      “That’s the problem. We think that they can control the gates,” Dash finally said.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Your data. Or, actually, data from the Harlequin system. One of the science stations there collected some data they called weird from just outside the system’s Oort Cloud. We had our AIs analyze it, and they’ve concluded it corresponds to an open gate. What we found there, though, was just a mysterious object, some piece of Deeper tech.”

      “We think it’s related to controlling the opening and closing of a gate,” Leira put in.

      Lomas stood and paced. “But—if they can open gates wherever they want, they could attack us anywhere, at any time. Piss on this. They’re in a position to—"

      “Which is why we’re going to take the battle to them. Conover thinks he can actually track Kitzbuell, who we think was making a run to safety somewhere with the Deepers,” Dash said.

      Conover nodded. “You guys are called the Rimworld League because you’re right on the edge of the galaxy, above the galactic plane. Hop more than a dozen star systems in a galactic up direction, and you pretty much enter the big black. That’s the direction Kitzbuell was heading when he ran.”

      “You think he ran out of the galaxy? To where? The Large Magellanic Cloud is forty thousand light-years away. Even with the best translation, that would take him, I don’t know, months, maybe even years.”

      “Probably at least three years,” Conover agreed. “Even with tech, it would take at least two.”

      “Which means that he’s not heading for anything that far away. Remember, we’ve found Deeper ships, like the Arkubator, closer to the Milky Way than the LMC. A lot closer,” Dash said.

      “We think he’s heading for a Deeper base or installation of some sort, somewhere out in the big black, but probably not more than a couple of hundred light-years out, at most,” Conover said.

      Lomas sat back down. “Okay, but even if that’s true, how are you going to find it? Space is big, and there are no reference points out there. If you don’t have any way of seeing it, it would be like searching for a particular needle in a haystack made of needles.”

      Conover gave a thin smile. “Dark Metal. We can detect Dark Metal. To do it that far away, though, with any accuracy, and through that volume of space, we need a detector a couple of light-years across.”

      This time, Lomas smirked. “Better get busy building it, then.” Her smile vanished. “But I assume you have a plan.”

      “We’ve used interferometry before, basically tying two or more individual detectors far apart together and tricking them into thinking they’re all parts of one big detector. This time, we’re going to put detectors into different star systems—one here at Edge, and the other in the Hannsic system.”

      “And if the Hannsic have the balls to object, well, I haven’t gotten to shoot anything with the Swift in a while, now,” Leira said, her eyes narrowed and glittering with menace.

      “Oh, I don’t think they’ll object,” Lomas replied. “Not if they know what’s good for them, anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      “The key to successful interferometry is timing,” Conover said.

      “That, and comedy,” Dash replied.

      Conover stared at him.

      “What? Timing in comedy is everything.”

      Conover snorted, then pointed back at the big screen in the Forge’s Command Center. “Anyway, Custodian, Sentinel, and the other AIs have been working on how to ensure the signals from the detectors in different star systems can be properly aligned. The trouble is that even the best superluminal comms just aren’t up to it. You don’t notice a time dilation of a hundredth of a second when you’re just talking to someone, but it completely screws up interferometry.”

      Dash crossed his arms. “Tell me you have a plan to deal with that.”

      “We do, actually. Custodian?”

      “We are proposing to modify the translation drives on three ships, one in each of the Edge and Hannsic systems, and a third one in an uninhabited system with no name, just a catalog number. We intend to run them in such a way as to cause all three ships to share the same virtual location in unSpace, reducing transmission time to effectively zero,” the AI replied.

      “That sounds great. Let’s do it,” Dash said. “At least, that’s what I’d say if I didn’t fully expect a but to immediately follow.”

      “Yeah, the only ships whose drives are powerful enough, and whose AIs are quick enough to do the calculations and make real-time adjustments, are the Forge and the Anchors, but I suspect you won’t want to risk any of those. That leaves the mechs—specifically the Archetype and Pulsar, plus any one of the other three.”

      “Nailed it. There’s the but,” Dash said. “And now comes the part where you tell me how awful that risk you just mentioned is.”

      “There is about a 50 percent chance that one or more of the mechs will suffer damage to their translation drives, necessitating repair, or even replacement.”

      “But they’ll be in three widely separated systems, one of which isn’t even inhabited,” Leira said.

      “There is little risk to the pilots,” Sentinel put in. Each mech can be accompanied by one or more support vessels, and indeed should be, since they will be effectively offline while the interferometric system is in use.”

      “Little risk?” Dash asked.

      “There is a small chance, no more than 5 percent, that an instability could develop in one of the translation drives, which would cause the mech to be unable to return to real space,” Custodian said.

      A long, glum silence followed. Dash finally broke it.

      “I’m not in love with this idea. And you’re right, I won’t risk the Forge or the Anchors. Even so, in the worst-case scenario, we could end up with all three mechs outright lost,” he said.

      “Which would be game-changingly bad,” Viktor, who’d been leaning against a console nearby, said.

      “No shit,” Dash replied. “Now I know that isn’t likely. But it does seem probable we could end up with all three mechs stuck in a star system they can’t leave until they’re repaired. That could take them out of the battle for, what? Days?”

      “It would depend on the severity of the damage to the drive,” Sentinel said. “Hours certainly, but yes, probably days.”

      “Which is a problem, because as soon as we locate wherever Kitzbuell has gone, we’re going to want to attack it,” Leira said.

      The glum silence returned, but Dash broke it with a sharp clap of his hands. “You know, considering some of the crazy shit we’ve done, this is actually pretty tame. So we’ll deploy the Archetype and the Pulsar, and—”

      He stopped and looked at Leira. “Not the Swift. It’ll either be Amy or Jex.”

      Leira immediately opened her mouth to protest, but Dash just raised a hand. “Sorry, Leira, but like it or not, you’re number two around here. We already risk the two of us being together enough. When we have a chance to avoid it, we should take it.”

      “I hate it when you’re being all smart and making sense, you know,” she snapped.

      “Hey, it doesn’t happen that often, so enjoy it when it does,” Dash shot back.
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        * * *

      

      Dash let Sentinel adjust the Archetype’s precise location.

      “Any drift more than a mathematically small amount would be a serious problem,” Sentinel said.

      “Just how serious?” Dash asked.

      “Serious enough that you probably don’t need the details.”

      Dash grunted in surprise. “Rather human thing for you to do, sparing me the gory details. You okay in there?”

      “Quite, if not better than ever. I held those details back because—”

      “That’s what a friend does.”

      “Yes, Dash. I’m glad you feel that way. My body is ceramic and alloy and energy, but I have a spark of life leaping through my atoms. And now that we’ve discussed our feelings, which would doubtless make Amy say ewww, we are ready to begin.”

      “She would say that,” Dash admitted, laughing. “Okay, friend. Let’s start.”

      Dash checked the deployment of his escorts one last time. That had been the quid pro quo for Leira agreeing to him staying aboard the Archetype. His escort seemed to consist of half the fleet. There were two squadrons of heavy cruisers, each led by one of the big command cruisers, and a third element of light cruisers and destroyers built around the carrier Victory, all commanded by Wei-Ping. Dash thought it was overkill.

      “Wei-Ping, did you copy that?” Dash asked.

      “Yup. We’re ready here. You do you, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Roger that. Sentinel, you’ve got control.”

      A moment passed, then Sentinel activated the translation drive.

      From Dash’s perspective, it really wasn’t any different than any other trip through unSpace. The Archetype fell into a void stripped of color, texture, or any sense of distance or even dimension. He knew they weren’t actually translated all the way into unSpace but were really in the Dark Between, the boundary zone. They had to be to allow the Dark Metal detector on the mech to be able to continue detecting Dark Metal in real space. But it still felt the same. Kind of boring, actually.

      Time passed, and Dash stayed quiet, doing what he always did—watching the stars. With a start, he broke his reverie when Sentinel lit up the board’s drive indicator.

      “We’re done,” she announced, deactivating the drive. The Archetype snapped back into real space. Dash braced himself to find a battle raging, explosions, wreckage. But nothing had changed.

      “Sentinel, how long were we gone?” he asked.

      “From our perspective? The length of time you just experienced.”

      “And from Wei-Ping’s? From the perspective of the rest of the universe?”

      “Based on the time signals from the Victory, almost two days.”

      “What?”

      “I said, almost two days—”

      “Yeah, I got that. Wow, and I do mean wow. Felt like—nothing. Wei-Ping?”

      “Nice to have you back, Dash. Have to admit, we were getting a little worried. The briefing said we could expect a lag of two hours to two days, so you’re pushing the envelope here.”

      “Have you heard anything from the other mechs?”

      “Conover’s reporting back that he’s fine.”

      “What about Jexin?”

      A long pause. “Wei-Ping, what about Jexin?”

      “According to the Herald, she hasn’t come back to real space yet.”

      “Oooo, dammit. Sentinel, we’re going to the Hannsic system. Wei-Ping, we’ll take one of your cruiser squadrons with us. Take everyone else back to the Forge.”

      As the Archetype and its escorts readied themselves to get underway, it occurred to Dash that he hadn’t heard if this had even worked.

      “Did it work, by the way?” Dash said.

      “Custodian, Kristin, and I are working on the data now. It’s complex, requires a lot of filtering, and—”

      “Just let me know as soon as you can,” he said, flinging the Archetype back into unSpace, this time making a beeline for the Hannsic system.

      He clenched his teeth. The one thing definitely worse than losing Jexin would be losing Jexin for nothing at all.
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        * * *

      

      “She just reappeared from unSpace at almost exactly the same time you did,” Benzel said, as the Herald and her consorts formed a protective sphere around Jexin’s Polaris. The mech hung in space, motionless, silent and dark.

      “Our translation into the system likely triggered her return,” Sentinel said as Dash and the cruisers raced toward the silent mech.

      “Can you get anything from the Polaris?”

      “No. The mech seems to be completely offline. All systems have gone into emergency shutdown mode. That places the AI into protected memory, and the pilot into what amounts to suspended animation.”

      “So she’s alive.”

      “That I don’t know, Dash.”

      He took a breath and bit back what was going to be an angry reply. If he couldn’t master his emotions, then Dash couldn’t lead, and he knew it.

      He brought the Archetype to what would have been a screeching halt if there’d been anything to screech. The Polaris still showed no emissions, aside from a dim glow of virtual particles leaking from its singularity power source. Dash had never seen one of the mechs dormant like this before. Even when they were just standing motionless in the Forge, they seemed to have a purposeful awareness about them, a sense of being alive. But the Polaris didn’t. The mech seemed utterly dead.

      Dash suited up and exited the Archetype, joining Benzel and a team of salvagers moving to retrieve Jexin from the quiescent mech. The salvagers were all former Gentle Friends, which meant they weren’t just at home in no-g and hard vacuum, they reveled in it. Dash wasn’t anywhere near as enthusiastic about braving the void outside a ship, but he wanted—needed—to be part of Jexin’s rescue.

      He refused to think it might end up being a recovery.

      He waited as Sentinel talked Benzel and the salvagers through the process of gaining manual entry to the Polaris. It went quicker than Dash expected, allowing them access to the Polaris’s cockpit. There was only room for Dash, Benzel, and two other salvagers. They found Jexin hanging limp in the mech’s control cradle, surrounded by a faintly shimmering force field apparently filled with air and keeping her alive.

      “Is she alive?” Dash asked, as Benzel frowned down at a medical scanner.

      “No idea. As far as this thing’s concerned, she doesn’t even exist.”

      “Sentinel, little help,” Dash said.

      “With your approval, Dash, I’ll assume control of the Polaris.”

      “My approval?”

      “Protocol. The Creators only allowed for the Messenger to have access to all of the mechs.”

      “I did not know that. Yeah, go ahead.”

      Sentinel was able to wrangle up enough power to repressurize the Polaris’s cockpit, letting them extract Jexin, then get her suited up and transported back to the Herald. Along the way, she woke up.

      “Oh. I guess I’m in space.”

      Dash moved to where she could see him. “Jex? You’re alive?”

      “Alive? Of course. You’re disappointed?”

      “What? No, relieved and—” He shook his head. “Never mind. How do you feel?”

      “Like I just spent who knows how long in unSpace.”

      They neared the Herald. “What happened?”

      She stared back at him through her helmet’s faceplate. “What happened is I think we’ve figured out a shortcut into the big black.”

      “What? How?”

      Jexin bared her teeth in what Dash had come to know as her grin.

      “You’re going to love it,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “Anomaly? Something you found on your scans?” Dash asked, head tilted in curiosity.

      “When we did the test run, we were actually deeper into the Hannsic system’s gravity well than when we did the actual run,” Jexin said. “The Hannsic said we were too close to one of their mining operations—”

      “Secret weapons factory,” Ragsdale cut in, then pretended to clear his throat.

      Jexin bared her teeth at him. “That’s what I assumed. Anyway, we moved further out of the system and did the actual run. What I figured I was seeing was the effect of the stronger gravitational effect during the test.”

      “And you weren’t?” Conover asked, his voice eager. “It was something new?”

      “No. It was the stronger gravitational effect, like I said.”

      Conover deflated. “Oh.”

      “But that made me think, and I had nothing better to do while the mechs did their thing. So I started playing with a simulation and found this.”

      She nodded to the Command Center’s Duty Officer, who put an image depicting a series of charts on the screen.

      “Ooh, graphs. Can we have some dense tables of statistics that you read out loud to us next?” Amy said, waving her hands in mock delight.

      Jexin gave her a very human, very impolite gesture, provoking laughter all around. But it faded quickly as she turned back to the graphs and pointed at one in particular. It soared gradually from a baseline value, up to a towering peak, then abruptly plunged back to zero.

      “It’s that big drop, right there. That’s the, uh—” She paused. “Custodian, help me out here.”

      “The graph depicts the effect of increasing resistance to translation of a mass from real space to unSpace, with increasing gravitation,” Custodian said.

      Dash stepped forward. “Okay, so, if I understand this, the resistance increases as the gravity goes up. Okay.” He pointed at another graph, one that roughly aligned with the first. “And this one shows some sort of time effect, I guess?”

      “That’s right. The two graphs show that time distortion occurs in conjunction with this increasing resistance,” Custodian said.

      Dash moved to his right and pointed at the plunge of both graphs to zero. “So what happens here? We reach a point where resistance and time screw-ups are maxed out and then they, what, just disappear?”

      “That is correct,” Custodian said. “It fits the theoretical model of translation mechanics perfectly.”

      “Okay, but I have to ask this, so what? We’ve known this for a long time,” Conover said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah, I remember graphs like these when we were working on Deep Diver that let us translate down into the atmosphere of a gas giant to retrieve the Dark Metal the Golden had stashed there. But we didn’t go anywhere near this far right side of the graph.”

      “Indeed not. However, Jexin tested the real-world implementation of this effect by deliberately translating into the largest available mass, the Hannsic sun,” Custodian said. The AI actually sounded a little like a parent describing something dumb one of their kids had done.

      A long moment of stunned silence lingered.

      “Holy shit,” someone muttered.

      “I know, right?” Dash said. “When Jexin told me this, I flipped. But hold on. I think we’re at the part where it gets good.” He glanced at Jexin and nodded, but she just deferred to Custodian.

      “By deliberately translating through what amounts to the Hannsic system’s barycenter, its center of mass, Jexin and the Polaris bypassed the peak of the curves. She experienced dramatically reduced resistance to translating and concurrent time-distortion,” Custodian said.

      Dash just gaped at Jexin. “Where the hell did you go?”

      “To a star system on the edge of Rimworld League space, at the galactic margin. It was about thirty-five light-years each way,” she replied.

      “Okay, that’s it, you’re officially insane, Jex,” Leira said.

      Viktor stepped forward. “Wait. You traveled seventy light years, and you still got the Dark Metal interferometry thing done?”

      “Yeah. We waited until that was finished, then tried this.”

      “You traveled seventy light-years in—moments?”

      Jexin nodded. “Check the Polaris’s flight log.”

      Custodian cut in. “I would point out that there are enormous risks associated with this. There is a reason the Creators did not invest significant time or resources into the phenomenon and only considered it a scientific curiosity.”

      “And that’s why we were thrown into survival mode,” Jexin said. “We almost lost stability on the mech’s singularity power supply. My AI just locked us down and counted on someone else translating into the system to knock us out of unSpace.”

      “Okay, let’s see if I’ve got this straight,” Conover said. “Jexin risked herself and her mech to test something the Unseen considered too dangerous to treat as anything more than an interesting thing to study?”

      “That’s about right,” Dash said. “But I don’t think we’ve heard the punchline yet.”

      “Based on data collected by the Polaris during this risky venture, we have confirmed that, when mass becomes infinite, translation resistance and related time distortion effects drop to zero,” Custodian said.

      “So we just need to find infinite mass somewhere,” Leira said. “Not a problem.”

      But Dash called for a chart of the Rimworld League’s space to be put up, then strode to the screen, hunted for a moment, and pointed.

      “It isn’t a problem. We’ve got what’s effectively an infinite mass sitting right there,” he said.

      His finger rested on the screen, just below a caption.

      The Maw.
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      Dash adjourned the Inner Circle to let everyone go and think through and discuss the implications of the terrifying opportunity that had just presented itself, thanks to Jexin. But he intercepted Leira before she could leave and asked her to join him in the War Room, the small lounge that had been repurposed into the Forge’s original command facility.

      When the door closed behind them, Leira waggled her eyebrows. “The War Room, huh? It’s been a while since we’ve come here to—”

      “Hold that thought,” Dash said, a wan smile creasing his face.

      “What’s wrong?” Leira asked.

      “Seriously? We’re contemplating deliberately translating ships into a black hole, Leira.”

      “Well, Custodian’s apparently satisfied the math’s sound, and it would reduce our transit time to virtually zero. It would kind of be like having our own gate right into the Deeper…whatever the hell it is out there.”

      Dash nodded. Almost lost amid the horrified wonder of Jexin’s discovery was the fact that the Dark Metal detectors had worked, locating a signal about 140 light-years beyond the recognized galactic edge. Using the black hole as a means of instantly translating to there, with almost no energy expenditure yet, meant that instead of days of travel away, it was effectively right next door. It gave them a tremendous opportunity to catch the Deepers, and maybe Kitzbuell as well, by surprise.

      “I would point out that the risk is far higher using Jexin’s method than passing through a phenomenon such as the Black Gate,” Custodian put in. “It will be necessary to begin the translation from outside the accretion disk, requiring an initially very high expenditure of energy. You must be fully translated into unSpace by the time the event horizon is reached, then perform a precise transit through the singularity, all within a very precise window of space-time. Any small deviations would be disastrous.”

      “Which is why I’ve asked you, the other AIs, Conover, and any other big brains to work on the problem and conclude whether it’s actually worth the risk,” Dash replied. “But that’s not why I asked you to come here, Leira.”

      “Which brings me back to, what’s wrong?”

      “I know, I sidetracked us. Sorry.” Dash stuck his hands in his pockets, looked out the big viewport, and sighed. “Whether we use Jexin’s idea or not, it looks like we’re going to get pulled out into the big black. To properly support a war out there, we may have to move the Cygnus Realm.” He looked at Leira. “Again.”

      Leira gave a slow nod. “We left everything we knew behind once. Now, you’ll be asking everyone to do it again.”

      “Yup. But, if we’re going to fight this war, we have to commit to it. Half-measures are how you lose. That means deploying the Forge, the Anchors, and everything else. And that is the Realm, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      Dash turned back from the viewport. “I look at it this way. Either we’ll win and we’ll control the gates and be able to move around as we see fit, or we’ll lose, and then it won’t matter, right?”

      Leira moved in beside Dash and took his hands in hers. “Honestly, Dash, it doesn’t matter. Where you go, I go. And I suspect everyone else feels the same way.”

      Surprisingly, Custodian cut in.

      “Messenger, you’ve fulfilled every expectation the Creators had for you, and more. Speaking for all of the AIs, we retain a high degree of confidence you’ll continue to do so.”

      Leira smiled. “There you go. Custodian, Sentinel, and the rest are a tough audience.”

      Dash smiled back. But, as he turned and looked back out the viewport, his smile died.

      Messenger, you’ve fulfilled every expectation the Creators had for you, and more.

      Sure, but had they expected the Deepers?
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        * * *

      

      “So we’ve got the Tracer, and now the Xerxes,” Dash said, eyeing the stats depicted on the big display in the Command Center. “Are we ready to go hunting for Dark Metal Two?”

      “With one ship, using the modified detector system, we can detect the direction to any possible instances of the new variant of Dark Metal. With two, we can also determine a very approximate distance.”

      “But more ships would be better,” Conover said.

      Benzel twisted his lip. “Every ship we take out of the line for special duties like this is one less we have for battle.”

      Dash looked from Conover to Benzel. It was always easier when one side of a debate was clearly wrong. But that wasn’t the case here. They were both right.

      “Let’s plan for a third ship to hunt for Dark Metal Two. But that’s what you’re going to have to work with, at least for now, Conover,” he finally said.

      “I’ll get to work on it right away,” Conover replied, and Benzel gave a thumbs-up.

      “In the meantime, Messenger, our analysis of Dark Metal Two has provided some insights into Dark Metal generally. We’ve worked with Viktor to incorporate them into the ongoing operation of the Shroud, which is now refining a new generation of Dark Metal alloys,” Custodian said.

      “Okay, and what are we going to use these new alloys for?” Dash asked.

      “Sentinel, Tybalt, and I have a proposal. Please go to the fabrication bay and we’ll explain more fully there.”

      Dash smiled. “Ooh, mysterious. I’ll be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash stood back from the enormous section of armor, which still glowed with furnace heat. It really looked no different than any of the previous incarnations of this particular piece, an armored carapace for the Archetype’s upper right arm.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at?” he asked, wincing at the heat and retreating to a cooler distance.

      “This armor is considerably lighter, thanks to the refined version of Dark Metal incorporated into it. At the same time, it is much stronger,” Custodian replied.

      Sentinel jumped in. “We estimate that it will increase the Archetype’s acceleration by between 5 and 15 percent. That will strain the inertial dampening system, so we intend to upgrade that as well. The result should be a much faster and more agile Archetype—lighter, but with improved armor protection.”

      Now it was Tybalt’s turn to speak. “In the case of the Swift, there will be no increase in the mech’s performance. It will maintain its current performance, albeit with a considerable increase in protection.”

      “Have you talked to Leira about this?” Dash asked.

      “He has.”

      Dash turned to find Leira strolling across the fabrication bay toward him. “I told him that we’d go ahead. One of the things that’s always bugged me about the Swift is that it’s good at dodging hits but can’t take them very well when they do land.” She stopped at Dash’s side. “This should even things up a bit.”

      Dash put his hands on his hips. “Okay, but what implications does this have for our production schedule? We’ve got a lot of stuff, especially missiles, to fabricate before we jaunt off into intergalactic space after our good friend Kitzbuell and his Deeper buddies.”

      “We have adequate Dark Metal reserves to maintain the current production schedule, and also undertake these upgrades,” Custodian replied.

      “Oh. Well, then, have at it,” Dash said. “How long do you think this is going to take?”

      “The Archetype should be fully retrofitted in four days. The Swift will be completed two days later.”

      “Sounds good. Just keep me updated on how it’s going,” Dash replied.

      “Hey, you know what? We should have a race,” Leira said as they started back for the Command Center.

      “A race?”

      “Yeah. Take out all the mechs and see what they can do.”

      Dash gave her a bemused smile. “Why? What would be the point?”

      “To give everyone something to focus on. Hell, we’ll make it a big event, let people make wagers, the whole deal.”

      “A morale thing.”

      “Yeah.” Leira walked along in silence for a moment. “Can’t you feel it? It’s like the whole Cygnus Realm is holding its breath.”

      Dash had to nod. “Yeah. Heading outside the galaxy to face who-the-hell-knows-what is weighing down on us as a whole. I can feel it.”

      “Damned right it is. And you’re not the only one who thinks the Realm itself might have to move. It’s come up in different conversations now three or four times.”

      “Yeah, same,” Dash replied glumly. “I almost think it would have been better if we hadn’t had those two years of peace. They gave everyone a taste of what life would be like without a war raging against some alien monsters.”

      “But then I wouldn’t have been able to watch you”—Leira cocked her head—“what did you call it again where you put that string in the water and then stand there all day waiting for something to bite it?”

      “Fishing. And I’ve told you, there’s a lot more to it than that.”

      “Yeah, having little bugs biting you and sucking your blood. I forgot.”

      They reached the elevator. As they entered, Dash looked at Leira. “You think a race would help?”

      “Couldn’t hurt. We’re going to want to space-trial the mechs after their upgrades anyway,” she replied.

      “Okay. Let’s do it. I’ll leave it in your hands.”

      “Actually, Viktor’s hands. He has a background in this sort of thing.”

      “Setting up races involving super-powerful alien mechs?”

      “No, setting up races between pretty much anything. He loves his gambling. And he was good at it, too. Kept our ship fueled with his winnings.”

      Dash’s bemused smile returned. “Really? I never knew that.”

      Leira grinned. “Probably because he was waiting for the perfect opportunity to hustle you.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash glanced from side to side, making sure the Archetype was lined up on the two marker buoys, and that he had adequate clearance from the other mechs. He had Amy and Jexin to his right, Leira to his left, and a trio of Orions beyond her. Conover and his Pulsar would sit this out. Not only was he buried in getting the Xerxes and their new, third, and as-yet unnamed Dark Metal Two detector ship operational, but also the Pulsar just wasn’t a contender. Conover’s mech, almost as big and bulky as the Archetype, wasn’t built for speed or maneuvering the way the others were. It formed the backbone of a potent electronic warfare and countermeasures capability or, as Amy was fond of saying, it was like Conover himself—built for brains and lovin’, not speed and fightin’.

      Conover claimed to hate that, but he flushed crimson and grinned a goofy grin even while he was protesting. Leira thought it was adorable.

      “Is everyone ready?” Benzel asked. He’d follow the mechs in the Herald, both to monitor the race and fly cover with a squadron of heavy cruisers. The race might be a fun way of testing the upgrades to the Archetype and the Swift, but they were machines of war, and the Deeper threat was a constant one.

      All the mech pilots checked in. Dash was pleased to note that Lori, the new pilot that had braved the fury of The Maw to help him rescue Lomas, had decided to participate. She was a natural, proving again and again to be quick, smart, and innovative in her flying and fighting. They were toying with the idea of building some bigger mechs, maybe copies of the Polaris or the Swift. If they ever did, Lori was a frontrunning candidate to pilot one.

      “We’re all set,” Dash said, flexing his fingers and rolling his head around, making the Archetype do the same. “Any time you’re ready, Benzel.”

      “Okay. On your mark. Get set.” A dramatic pause followed, making Dash roll his eyes.

      “Go!”

      Dash flung the Archetype forward, the drive almost instantly spooling up to full power. That’s as far as he went. They’d agreed on a rule not to use combat overpower, something the AIs would enforce. It didn’t really matter, though. After the first few seconds of acceleration, Dash realized that, barring something unforeseen, the race was already his.

      The Archetype’s performance stunned him. The mass reduction of the new armor had indeed made the mech lighter and improved its armor protection. It could accelerate and maneuver so ferociously that what would have once probably been fatal g-forces were now well into the definitely fatal category. As he rolled the Archetype through a tight bank, using raw power to turn it like a Mako fighter in atmo, he amended that. They were beyond the merely fatal category and into turning the pilot into spattered goo levels of acceleration.

      Fortunately, the combined effect of the cradle and the Unseen gravity tech made Dash feel none of it. He slammed the mech through a rapid series of turns, yawing and rolling and pitching it around with wild abandon, whooping with sheer, boyish delight as he did. He’d become used to the Archetype, he realized.

      He’d become used to flying a giant alien mech like it was no big deal. How the hell had that happened?

      Didn’t matter. The upgraded mech rekindled his wonder, turning him back into a kid with a new toy.

      He reached the outermost marker buoy, then swung the mech through a turn, reversed course, and started back while the slowest of the Orions was just starting to decelerate. Amy, Jexin, and Leira had given up on catching Dash and battled it out for second place. Dash spared their contest a moment’s attention and noticed that Leira pretty much had that sewn up. Even though the main goal for upgrading the Swift hadn’t been improved performance but better protection, Leira’s mech had still gained some acceleration. Behind them, the Orion pilots fought their own little duel. Dash hoped Lori came out on top, both because he genuinely liked and respected her, and because he’d loaded some credits of his own on her winning among the Orions.

      Dash finally blew past the finish-line buoy and threw the Archetype through a victory loop. He knew that lots of people across the Realm were mildly happy they’d bet on him. He’d won, but the odds had been very much in his favor. The upset came among Leira, Jexin, and Amy, with the latter managing to pull out a win.

      “She faked a problem with her drive!” Leira complained. “Jexin and I slowed down to keep it interesting!”

      “I didn’t fake anything, cuz. I just said there was potential for trouble with my drive. But there’s always potential for trouble, isn’t there?”

      “She is technically correct,” Custodian put in.

      “And technically correct is the best kind of correct!” Amy replied, her voice bright.

      “Oh, you are so going to regret this, cuz,” Leira growled.

      “You’re mad because you didn’t think of it, aren’t you, Leira?” Dash asked.

      “Damned right I am!”

      The mechs assembled a few thousand klicks from the Forge, while Benzel formally announced the results. Lori had managed to win among the Orions, but she only squeaked out a victory by a fraction of a second over second place. The race results weren’t really a surprise, but the technical evaluation from Custodian afterward, based on the flight data of the Archetype and Swift, were.

      “The performance upgrades to the Archetype surpassed expectations,” the AI announced as Dash aimed himself for the docking bay. “As did those of the Swift. The mass savings of the new armor synergizes well with recent refinements to their drives and flight systems.”

      “In other words, we kick ass,” Leira said.

      Sentinel cut in. “Excuse me, but I’ve always been amazing. Glad you’re all finally catching on.”

      Tybalt, though, couldn’t let that stand.

      “Wait a moment. Only I get to be insufferable. That’s the rule.”
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      “Got a question for you,” Dash said.

      “Okay.” Leira waited.

      “If, when we first met, I’d told you that one day you and I would be flying straight into a black hole, on purpose, what would you have said?”

      “I’d have thought you were coming on to me.”

      Dash did a double-take. “Really?”

      “No, of course not. I’d probably have quietly backed away from you. Or I would have, except I seem to recall we met in the middle of a vicious firefight against Clan Shirna, and you were saving my ass.”

      “Good point.”

      Dash stared at the distant fury of The Maw. The black hole itself—or, rather, its event horizon—was almost lost in the savage glare of its accretion disk. Matter torn from nearby stars swirled around it in an incandescent cloud, accelerating almost to light-speed right before it plunged through the event horizon and vanished from the universe. It heated the dying matter to the point it radiated a tsunami of energy, culminating in ferocious streams of x-rays. All in all, it was a good place to stay far, far away from. He, Lori, and Carson had already gotten much closer to what amounted to a gaping hole in space than anyone ever should.

      And now he was going to lead the way straight into the thing.

      “Dash, we’re ready at your command,” Sentinel said.

      “This is the part where I sagely inquire if you’ve done all the incredibly complex math that’s well beyond me,” Dash said.

      “And I will now reassure you despite your maddening good luck and boundless confidence,” Sentinel answered.

      “Can we agree, then, that it’s time for us to cheerfully go to war?”

      “We can,” Sentinel said with some dignity.

      “Excellent. We sally forth, then. And before you ask, I got that from Benzel. Leira, Amy, Benzel, you all ready?”

      “We are,” Benzel answered. “And I want to meet Sally.”

      “Maybe after we win. Let’s do it, then. Final adjustments done?” Dash asked, listening to the channel as each of his team confirmed that the input parameters were as close as they could possibly be to the theoretical values. They’d done only two tests, both times with an unmanned Orion, and both had been successful. In each case, the mech had translated without mishap to a distant location, arriving instantaneously and only expending enough power to remain in unSpace while doing it. Dash had wanted to do more tests, including a crewed one—which he would have flown himself, of course—but an ever more aggressive series of Deeper raids on the Rimworld League’s outermost systems convinced him they just didn’t have time. People were dying or, in some cases, just vanishing altogether.

      “Okay, friends, let’s see what flying into a black hole is like, shall we?”

      Dash accelerated the Archetype, leading the Swift and the Talon in a wedge formation. Benzel’s task force followed. He had only a dozen ships, including the carrier Victory. It was still far more of their people and combat power than Dash wanted to risk, but the opportunity to strike a hammer blow against the Deepers was just too good to pass up. The target out in the big black seemed to be their closest facility to both the League and the Realm, so taking it out would be a major victory. Hopefully, popping out of unSpace on top of them, with no warning, would be the decisive edge they needed.

      The Maw loomed closer. Dash watched the chrono, the time ticking down to unSpace insertion.

      “Too bad Jexin couldn’t come along since this was, you know, kind of her idea,” Amy said.

      “I know, right? Fly into a black hole, she said. It’ll be great, she said,” Leira replied.

      Dash gave a grim chuckle. The damage to the Polaris’s translation drive had been extensive enough that the whole thing had to be scrapped and rebuilt. For the time being, the Polaris was stuck at the Forge, able to fly and fight in real space just fine.

      “We’ll be initiating translation in ten seconds,” Sentinel said.

      Dash grunted his assent and watched as the furious, distorted glare of The Maw intensified. Thanks to gravitational lensing, he could actually see the accretion disk on the far side of The Maw, wrapped around the event horizon like a glowing halo. The overall effect was like flying directly toward an eye made of fire and darkness. It was disconcerting.

      “Five seconds,” Sentinel said.

      Dash drew in a breath. “Leira, be careful.”

      “Too late for that. I’m paired off with you,” she said—

      Then the universe ceased to exist.
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      “Huh,” Dash muttered. “Sort of expected something—dramatic? I mean, it is a black hole.”

      “I hesitate to agree, but huh, indeed,” Sentinel said.

      As the Archetype fell back into real space, there was no sensation of much of anything —just a translation lasting the roughly fifteen minutes it had taken to bypass the fury of The Maw’s accretion disk via unSpace. There’d been no discernible time spent in translation following that. Instead, the black hole’s singularity, in conjunction with the precise configuration of the Archetype’s translation drive, had effectively folded space back on itself, forming what amounted to a wormhole. So that much had worked, which was good.

      “The Realm force is through. We’re intact, Dash.”

      His jaw softened at that, but not much. They were still in the middle of something dangerous and unknown. “Thanks. Good to hear.” After Carson, loss seemed a lot closer to hand, even though Dash had lost thousands of people over the years.

      “Are we in the right place?” Dash asked, looking around at a few stars. They were thinly scattered and distant, and within seconds of their arrival, the threat board lit up. “Sentinel, talk to me.”

      “We’re being illuminated by surveillance scanners. There is a large, complex platform at our two o’clock, low.”

      That was actually fine. Surveillance scanners meant they’d arrived somewhere inhabited. Dash looked in the direction Sentinel had indicated. As he did, a flare of light off to his right plucked at his attention. He glanced that way and his eyes widened.

      The Milky Way sprawled across his field of view, a diffuse, glowing wall punctuated by dark streaks and splotches that were enormous clouds of dust.

      “Milky Way over there, Deeper platform ahead of us…I take it we’re in the right place,” he said, his voice tinged with more than a little wonder that it had worked.

      “So it would appear. However, further confirmation should wait, as I believe we’re about to be attacked,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash took in the tactical overlay. Despite the size of the platform, there were few Deeper ships present. And of those, only a handful were underway. They’d definitely accomplished their goal of catching the Deepers entirely unready for them. If they’d translated here the conventional way, the aliens would have had days to prepare their defenses.

      “Looks like we caught ’em with their pants down,” Amy said. “If, you know, Deepers wore pants.”

      “All units, we’re weapons-free,” Dash said over the comm. “Benzel, you concentrate on that platform. Leira, Amy, and I will take on any ships that try to fight back or flee.”

      “Roger that.”

      Dash drove the Archetype forward, dialing back the acceleration a little so Leira and Amy could stay on-station. He aimed himself toward a small flotilla of ships moving to block their approach to the platform. There were two frigates, a swarm of smaller ships, like fighters, and—

      “Yes,” Dash hissed under his breath. The other ship was immediately recognizable as Kitzbuell’s.

      But that only caught his attention for a moment. Another ship, oddly proportioned and looking like something that might result if humans tried to emulate Deeper tech, immediately drew his eye. So neither human nor Deeper. A mystery, then.

      “Guys, we want Kitzbuell alive if he’s aboard that ship that seems to be his. I also want to find out what’s up with that strange-looking ship bringing up the rear,” he said over the comm.

      “So don’t blow it up. Gotcha,” Leira replied.

      “We’ll do our best, but if it’s him or me, guess who I’m picking,” Amy chirped.

      Dash glanced back at Benzel’s force. The Victory had launched her wings of Mako and Denkiller fighters, along with a swarm of the automated drones called Red Barons. Now they swarmed in, racing toward the platform. Defensive systems opened fire—x-ray lasers, missile launchers, and some sort of plasma projector that fired glaring bolts of energy. Dash saw two Makos vaporized in as many seconds, then the fighters began to dodge and weave. The Red Barons raced forward, taking the lead and absorbing the defensive shots.

      Dash ignored the platform and concentrated on the ships ahead. They’d begun angling  toward another construct, a distant pair of cylinders, each surrounded by a double halo of light.

      A gate.

      “Bingo,” he said, smiling with savage glee. The Deepers obviously used the gate to move to wherever they’d chosen to establish the other end, like they had in the Hannsic system—probably with Kitzbuell’s collaboration. They’d likely thought that only they had the means of jumping instantly from one place to another.

      “Surprise, assholes,” he added, prompting a reaction from Sentinel.

      “Who are you talking to?”

      “Sorry. Myself.”

      “Ah, so you’ve finally met your match in wits.”

      Dash blinked. “That’s either a compliment or an insult.”

      “Indeed.”

      Dash couldn’t carry on with the banter, though, as an x-ray laser flashed across the Archetype. The shield flared with captured energy, the small amount leaking through barely scorching the new armor. He rolled, lined up the dark-lance on the frigate that had just fired on him, and returned fire.

      It took the mechs only a few moments to rip through the frigates and fighters, which had moved to block them while Kitzbuell’s ship and its strange companion made a break for the gate. Dash left Amy and Leira to mop up, then drove the Archetype at full power in pursuit, quickly gaining.

      “Hello, Adan,” he said over a general comm channel. “Bet you didn’t expect to see me again so soon, did you?”

      The channel opened.

      “Go to hell.”

      It closed again.

      Dash laughed, jinking the Archetype as the two ships opened fire. He took his time, lining up careful shots, trying to target only the drive sections of each of the ships ahead. They spewed a furious return fire. Most shots missed, but a few slammed into the Archetype. Again, between the shield and the improved armor, the resulting damage was only superficial.

      Dash wove the Archetype hard to one side, snapped out another shot at Kitzbuell’s ship, and had the satisfaction of seeing it land perfectly, hitting just ahead of the drive. The flare of fusion exhaust died. Still accelerating, Dash raced past the Hannsic collaborators’ disabled ship and concentrated on the mystery vessel. It fired missiles and x-ray laser blasts, but Dash was able to dodge almost all of it. Finally, like he had with Kitzbuell’s vessel, he managed a knockout blow on this one’s drive, leaving it coasting through space well short of the gate.

      Dash let out a breath and turned his attention back to the rest of the battle. The Herald and some of her sister ships were damaged, but not badly. They had lost four Makos and two Denkillers, although they’d managed to save two of the pilots. So, all in all, they’d come through relatively unscathed. The same couldn’t be said for the Deeper platform, which was now a cloud of whirling scrap.

      “Amy, keep an eye on our friend Mister Kitzbuell until Benzel can dispatch a boarding party to take him into custody,” Dash said. “Leira, let’s you and I check out this other ship and see if we can figure out what the hell it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash eased the Archetype to within a klick of the disabled enemy ship.

      And frowned.

      “What the hell is this thing?” he asked. It had been rhetorical, but Sentinel answered anyway.

      “It appears to be a hybrid of human and Deeper technology. Some of the scanner returns are typical of the organo-mechanical materials and systems of the Deepers. However, some of the missions are characteristic of systems used aboard Rimworld League ships.”

      The Swift drifted into view on the far side of the bizarre hybrid ship. “Why would they want to steal League tech? It’s nowhere near as advanced at their own,” Leira said.

      “At this time, their purpose is unknown,” Sentinel replied.

      “It is likely there are deficiencies in their own tech the Deepers are seeking to offset,” Tybalt ventured. “Those plasma weapons mounted on the Deeper platform were similar to considerably less powerful, more primitive weapons mounted on some League ships.”

      “Well, I can’t say why they did, but I know how they did it,” Dash said.

      “By adapting captured League technology,” Tybalt said. “I shouldn’t have to state this, but they are glorified mimics, in some respects. I find that kind of behavior to be quite gauche.”

      “I didn’t think I’d hear French today, but then, nothing surprises me out here. Tybalt’s wit aside, I see Kitzbuell in this whole thing,” Dash said.

      “How so?” Leira asked.

      “He wasn’t just hoping for a cushy position being a Deeper governor over the League, or whatever. He was selling them weapons tech. The bastard wasn’t just collaborating with these monsters and betraying his own people. He was profiting from it, too.”

      “What evidence do you have that this is the case, Messenger?” Tybalt asked.

      “The evidence that comes from having dealt with assholes like him many, many times. He’s absolutely the type.”

      After a pause, Tybalt replied, “I can see why the Creators chose a human such as yourself as Messenger. You are distrustful, cunning, and underhanded, and you expect the same behavior from everyone else.”

      “Damned right.”

      Leira laughed. She and Dash had once wondered why the Unseen, with their incredible, almost magical tech, would want to make someone like Dash their Messenger. It was moments like this that answered that question. Humans were unpredictable, emotional, and messy, which was exactly the point. Even the most sophisticated AI couldn’t quite manage to be the impulsive, passionate creatures that humans were.

      “So what do you want to do, Dash?” Leira asked. “Are we going to try boarding this thing?”

      Dash made a hmph sound. The longer they hung around the wrecked Deeper base, the more exposed he felt. Unless they were prepared to use the gate themselves, they had a long flight home. Several days, at least.

      “To hell with it,” he said, nudging the Archetype toward the strange ship. When he was close enough, he reached out and began tearing his way into the ship, digging the Archetype’s fists into the substance of the strange craft and wrenching it apart.

      “Dash, you may destroy technology and other items of value—” Sentinel began, but Dash cut her off.

      “We don’t have time to risk boarding it, and I don’t want to just destroy it or leave it here. This seems like”—he pulled apart a structural component, alloy tearing like cardboard—“a reasonable compromise.”

      He revealed two Deepers, who immediately began attacking the Archetype’s hands. He ignored them, though, as something much larger and even more sinister moved into view. Like the ship itself, it looked like something caught partway between human and Deeper, which was a horrifying enough idea. But this creature, whatever it was, also stood at least eight meters tall and was clad in an intricate silver harness. It leveled a gun-like weapon at the Archetype through the torn hull and fired. A bolt of violet energy slammed into the new armor, gouging out a chunk and turning it to glowing mist.

      Dash didn’t hesitate. He pointed the Archetype’s wrist-mounted rail gun at the massive being and fired at point blank range. Very few things could withstand that sort of instantaneous kinetic impact, and this creature was no exception. The shot vaporized its midsection, then the rest of it abruptly crumbled to dust. In a few seconds, all that remained was a twisted mesh of Dark Metal. The blast also killed the two Deepers.

      “Well, then,” Dash said. “That was…unexpected.” He had Sentinel replay the imagery of the brief fight for Leira, Amy, and Benzel.

      “What the hell was that?” Leira asked.

      “Creepy as hell,” Amy replied, matter-of-factly.

      “Don’t disagree. But it doesn’t really answer the question,” Dash said.

      “Maybe I can help with that,” Benzel put in.

      “How’s that?”

      “We’ve taken your friend Mister Kitzbuell into custody. He’s insisting to speak with you.”

      “Is he, now? How’s his hair look?”

      Benzel snickered. “Styled. Maybe even held in place with some kind of stuff. Permission to mess it up?”

      “Yeah. Go for it.”

      The ex-privateer gave a sinister laugh.

      “Sweet!”
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      Dash clambered out of the Archetype and gratefully planted his feet on the deck of the Forge’s hangar bay. They’d flown back the long way, making repeated translation hops, then correcting their course based on the relative location of specific reference pulsars. It had taken them four days, a long time to be aboard the mech. It demonstrated why using The Maw as a sort of makeshift gate had been a good idea, but it wasn’t one Dash was anxious to repeat any time soon.

      On impulse, Dash pulled off his boots and socks and padded barefoot away from the Archetype, the deck plates cool under his naked soles. The mech kept him alive and saw to his bodily needs while he was immersed in the Meld, but he still sweated and still got stinky. It meant he’d been wearing his clothing, including these socks, for four days straight. No wonder they held the shape of his feet even after he’d taken them off.

      He needed a shower. He also needed to remember to bring a change of clothes for long flights, something he resolved to do every time like this, and then completely forgot about the next time.

      “Dash!”

      The voice belonged to Ragsdale, who, along with Conover, strode toward him across the bay.

      Both of them saw Dash carrying his smelly footwear and stopped short. “Ah. Right. Long flight in the mech,” Conover said, wrinkling his nose.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. You’re gonna want to stay back. And as for whatever you want to tell me or ask me, make it quick, because there’s a shower with my name on it in my quarters.”

      “Benzel debarked Kitzbuell about an hour ago. We’ve got him in a holding cell,” Ragsdale said. “The question is, are we going to keep holding him, or are we turning him over to Lomas and her people?”

      “Before you answer that, Dash, just be advised that he’s got something made of Dark Metal implanted in him,” Conover put in.

      Dash stared. “Dark Metal, implanted in a human? What the hell is it?”

      “No idea. And it’s Dark Metal Two, as well, just like the mess you recovered from—what was that thing you recovered it from, anyway? The really big thing, guy, whatever.”

      “I’m right back at you with a no idea. And because it just kind of disintegrated when I killed it, all we could collect was some dust. Elois from the League is going to analyze it.”

      “They’ve asked to have Kitzbuell returned to them,” Ragsdale said. “Technically, extradited, I guess.”

      Dash returned a blank look. “And? Is there a problem with that? He is their guy.”

      “And it seems that when we interrogate one of these assholes, more often than not they blow up, or release computer viruses, or something like that,” Ragsdale put in. “And we’ve got enough trouble containing it.”

      Dash shifted his feet, which were starting to get cold against the deck plates now. “Yeah, good point. Call up Elois and suggest they interrogate him here, aboard the Forge, where we can contain anything horrible that happens. She should talk to Lomas, and if she has a problem with that, I’ll talk to her.”

      “Dash, there’s one other thing—” Conover started, but Dash cut him off.

      “Whatever it is, is it critical? Something that has to be answered this instant?”

      “Uh, no. Not really.”

      “In that case, gents,” Dash went on, gesturing for them to step aside, “excuse me while I shower and shave. Got a date with some really hot water. And soap.”

      As he passed them, both Ragsdale and Conover pulled faces. One of them, Dash wasn’t sure which, muttered, “Wow, you do stink.”

      Dash touched his comm as he strode away. “Sentinel?”

      “Yes?”

      “I want a new upgrade for the Archetype.”

      “There are none currently scheduled, or even planned. What did you want done specifically?”

      “Figure out how to put a shower in the damned thing, or at least some deodorizer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Now smelling of nothing but soap and decent hygiene, Dash entered the prison block, a heavy blast door sliding smoothly closed behind him. Leira, Conover, and Lomas stood, apparently waiting for him. Ragsdale and Elois were nearby, the latter fiddling with some instruments, the former with his feet planted and arms crossed, looking every millimeter the dour Security Chief. Technically, that was no longer his job. Commanding one of the Anchors was. But Dash kept him involved in high profile cases.

      Dash glanced through the force field currently blocking the entrance to the interrogation room. Kitzbuell sat glowering at a table, his hands and ankles manacled and locked to the table and floor respectively. A pair of burly security guards stood behind him, armed with snap guns and mag pistols.

      “You get first crack, Lomas. If it doesn’t work, then I’m only too happy to—step in. Plan on getting physical?”

      Lomas grunted. “Damned right I do.”

      Dash made an elaborate after you gesture toward the interrogation room entrance. “Just let me know if your fists get tired, and I’ll take over.”

      “I’m next,” Elois put in.

      “Then me,” Leira added.

      Despite the situation, Lomas grinned. “Nice to have allies. Even better when they have a sense of humor.”

      She led the way into the interrogation room. As soon as she, Dash, Leira, and Conover had entered, Ragsdale had Custodian close and seal the door. Dash stopped at the end of the table, leaving the opposite side from Kitzbuell open for Lomas. Conover pulled a data pad from his belt, activated it, and held it so both he and Leira could see the display.

      “You’re going to an awful lot of trouble just because of me,” Kitzbuell said. “I’m flattered.”

      Dash leaned on the table. “Don’t be. The only reason you’re here is that you’re so much of a damned traitor you’ve actually started to become the enemy.”

      “We know about the implanted Dark Metal whatsit, Adan,” Lomas said. “What does it do, besides make you into a wannabe monster?”

      Kitzbuell sneered back at her. “It makes me better. It’s what the Deepers do. They make things better. They’ve cracked open the barrier between organic and inorganic so they can improve us in ways we’ve never imagined.”

      As he spoke, his gaze took on a hard, dangerous glint. Dash straightened and rolled his eyes.

      “Really? Again? Do you know how many times I’ve had some treacherous asshole sitting in one of these rooms, telling me how insert-alien-race-here is so much better than us, blah, blah, blah. How about we skip all that and go right to the part where you tell us we don’t have a chance, so we can get that out of the way, too?”

      “For not having had a chance against them, we’ve kicked a lot of alien ass, now that I think about it,” Leira said, making her face grave and thoughtful. “Let’s see. Clan Shirna, the Golden, the Bright, the Verity, the Rin-ti, all of them either gone or purged of their collaborating sleaze balls, and now they’re decent people.”

      Lomas nodded. “Look around you, Adan. Look at this Forge. Think about their fleet, their advanced tech, and those mechs. Holy shit, those mechs alone are reason enough to realize Dash and his people aren’t just going to roll over because you think the Deepers are scary.” She rested her fists on the table and leaned toward him. “You’re full of shit, and you know it. You’re just a grubby opportunist, a war profiteer—and let’s not forget, a gutless coward.”

      “You have no idea what you’re facing.”

      Kitzbuell had opened his mouth, but he hadn’t said it. Dash had.

      “That’s what you were going to say, right? Some variation of you won’t realize how powerful the Deepers are until it’s too late, but said in some ominous, scary way.” He smirked at Lomas. “You know what? I don’t even think we need him here. These assholes practically read from a script every time.”

      Lomas crossed her arms. “Oh, I don’t know. I think Adan here would be happy to cooperate. Wouldn’t you, Adan?”

      “Why should I?” Kitzbuell snapped.

      “Because cooperating or not is the choice between living and dying. Cooperate enough, and we’ll even go easy on the imprisonment part. Hell, you might even get some decent accommodations.”

      “Or you could just flip,” Conover put in. Everyone glanced at him.

      “You know, flip. Turn against the Deepers. Become a double agent.”

      “The Deepers will never trust me after this,” Kitzbuell spat.

      “Well, then, it looks like you’ve only got one choice left to make. Help us as much as you can, tell us everything you know about the Deepers, or get tossed out the nearest airlock,” Lomas replied.

      “Let’s try something simple,” Dash said. “That big alien creature, the one that looked almost humanoid. What the hell was that?”

      Kitzbuell smiled in a way that put Dash further on edge. “The Battle Prince? Oh, you’ll get to know them very well, believe me.”

      Dash opened his mouth to go on, but Conover interrupted, his gaze flicking between the data pad and Kitzbuell himself. He had the distant look he got when he was looking at something using his eye implants, a legacy from a time when he meant to be a professional gamer. They let him see tech in ways nobody else could.

      “There’s a power surge in whatever’s implanted in him,” Conover said, stepping back.

      Kitzbuell laughed.

      “Custodian!” Dash said, gesturing everyone back from the table. “Do your thing!”

      Kitzbuell’s laugh abruptly spiraled up into a hoarse shout, and then a scream. Dazzling white flame burst from his chest like a cutting torch. He slumped forward, his scream truncated by the thud of his face smacking into the table. A cloud of greasy smoke and the stink of charred flesh filled the room for a few seconds, until the ventilation system sucked it away.

      “If we hadn’t dampened it, that would have been a pretty powerful explosion,” Conover said.

      Dash waved the dregs of vile stink away from his face. “A prisoner trying to explode himself while we’re interrogating him. Another scene right from the script.”

      “Thank you, Custodian. You know, for saving our lives,” Leira said, then curled her lip. “Again.”

      “Credit where it’s due. It was Elois who provided the requisite parameters for the EMP dampening field,” Custodian replied.

      Her voice came over the comm. “Hey, I’ve been studying these Dark Metal implants we’ve been pulling out of the Deepers and their tech for so long, I’m seeing them in my sleep.”

      “Well, now you can pull one out of what’s left of Adan Kitzbuell, or at least salvage whatever you can,” Lomas said, then turned to Dash.

      “I know we didn’t expect to get much out of him, but I was hoping we could get a little more than that,” she said.

      Dash shrugged. “We aren’t coming away empty handed. We now know about something called a Battle Prince, and that it’s a threat we have to put some effort into learning more about.”

      “But you killed it,” Lomas asked.

      Dash looked at Kitzbuell’s remains. “He said that we’ll get to know them very well. Them. Plural. So whatever the hell a Battle Prince is, there are more than one of them.”
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      “Kitzbuell thought he was being thorough,” Viktor said, nodding toward Kitzbuell’s captured ship, which squatted in the fabrication bay, dark and completely powered down. “He not only erased his flight log, but he also overwrote it with random noise.”

      Dash looked from Viktor, to the ship, and back again. “I assume he was mistaken about how effective it would be.”

      “Leave it to the Unseen. Custodian was able to detect residual alignment trends in the crystal matrix of the organo-optical storage—”

      Dash held up his hand, laughing. “Viktor, I love ya, man, but you’ve been spending too much time in the company of other engineering wonks like yourself. Remember who you’re talking to, here.”

      Viktor grinned. “Sorry. Engineering’s always been my passion. Sometimes I forget it’s not everyone’s.”

      “Engineering and gambling, apparently.”

      “That’s just a hobby.”

      Dash chuckled. “So?”

      “Right. Custodian was able to lift some remnant data from Kitzbuell’s flight log, is what I was doing a shitty job of explaining. There are some holes, but it’s surprisingly complete.”

      “Remind me not to read or watch anything, ah, questionable.”

      Custodian spoke up. “I have no interest in your prurient interests or those of your species, Messenger. Aside from some minor cultural interest, it offers no useful information.”

      “Custodian, you don’t know what you’re missing,” Dash said. He turned back to Viktor. “Okay, let’s get whatever we did get from the flight log up to the Command Center. Is there anything else useful in Kitzbuell’s ship?”

      “Well, the crew. There were seven of them. They’ve been handed back over to the League. There’s also some Dark Metal in a few components installed to improve the ship’s scanners and drive.”

      “Does it tell us anything new about Deeper tech?”

      “Not really.”

      “Okay. Well, get hold of Lomas and find out if she wants the ship back. I want to take the Deeper tech out of it first, though, and salvage the Dark Metal,” Dash said. “Meantime, let’s head up to the Command Center and see if we can figure out what the late Adan Kitzbuell has been up to.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is a little underwhelming,” Dash said.

      Leira stared at the star chart on the big holoscreen in the Command Center. A red line traced Kitzbuell’s movements, or at least all of his movements that could be recovered from his erased flight log. “No, our boy Kitzbuell didn’t get around much, did he?”

      Most of the travel was within League territory, not surprisingly mostly centered on the Hannsic system. There were a few side trips as well, including two to remote star systems. Lomas had confirmed that one of them was used as weapons-testing range, but the other was a mystery.

      “He didn’t,” Dash agreed, then stepped up to the chart and studied the odd, stand-out system. “The name on the League chart is The Bloody Star.”

      He turned back to Lomas, who stood with Benzel, Wei-Ping, Viktor, and Leira down in the main ops section of the Command Center, which the crew had dubbed the Snake Pit. “That’s a dramatic name. Is there a story behind it?” Dash asked.

      “Yes. The star is red,” Lomas replied.

      “Ah. Not quite the dramatic story I was expecting.” Dash looked back at the chart and tapped his chin. “So why the hell did Kitzbuell take the time to go way out there?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Leira said.

      Dash sighed. “Yeah, I know, another two days of flying in the Archetype. This time, damn it, I’m bringing some clean underwear.”
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        * * *

      

      Not counting asteroids and other debris, there was only one solid body in the system called The Bloody Star. It was a small planet orbiting a white dwarf, a companion star to the red giant that dominated the system. Sentinel suggested there might have been planets here at one time, maybe even livable ones in the Goldilocks Zone, but that they’d long since been swallowed and incinerated when their star swelled into the bloated monstrosity it was now.

      Dash let the Archetype coast, while Sentinel and the other AIs slurped up scanner data and analyzed it. Just as when they’d braved translation through The Maw, Dash had only assembled a compact force—besides himself, Amy flew the Talon, Jexin the Polaris, and Wei-Ping commanded a squadron of heavy cruisers and escorting destroyers from the command cruiser Sabertooth. An assault carrier from the Third Brigade of the Cygnus ground combat force carried a battalion of troops, in case they wanted to undertake a landing. Viktor had come too, piloting the Slipwing. Jexin was using the opportunity to flight-test the Polaris’s brand new translation drive, an experimental version that incorporated a capability similar to the Fade installed on the Slipwing.

      Dash smiled ruefully at that. He’d acquired the Fade long ago, without realizing it was a piece of Unseen tech that someone had found. It meant that Dash had been receiving help from the Unseen without even knowing it. He suspected that it was no coincidence that the Fade system had fallen right into his lap, won in a card game on Penumbra from a man who’d made a surprisingly ill-advised wager. Long before he’d ever found the Archetype, it seemed, the Unseen had been discreetly involving themselves in his life.

      Sentinel finally broke his reverie. “I have some preliminary results from our scans. The planet, which is zero-point-six of a terrestrial mass, is tidally locked into its orbit around the white dwarf. This results in considerable distortion and tidal stretching as it revolves around its primary. This, in turn, generates considerable heat in its interior, which is expressed as significant seismic and volcanic activity.”

      “Doesn’t sound very stable. Who the hell would want to put a base somewhere like that?”

      “An excellent question, which may be answered with a more detailed examination of the planet’s south polar region. This area is relatively stable, and it’s also the site of a significant Dark Metal signature.”

      “Ah, now we’re getting somewhere.” Dash switched the general comm. “Okay, everyone, put your being-alert faces on. I’ll lead the mechs and the Slipwing straight in. Wei-Ping, you hold back until we’ve had a close look, then stand by to land your assault party.”

      Acknowledgements quickly came in. Dash accelerated the Archetype along an arcing trajectory that would intersect the planet’s orbit in a little over an hour. Amy, Jexin, and Viktor fell in behind him, the four formed up in a diamond formation.

      Dash watched the threat indicator as the planet went from a point of light, to a small disk, to larger disk mottled with deep red, bright orange, and garish yellow splotches just visible through a thick, hazy atmosphere. Passive scans revealed that the atmosphere was mostly composed of sulfur compounds and nitrogen.

      And that was about it.

      “Okay, Sentinel, let’s go active—”

      While Dash was saying it, the threat indicator lit up. The mech had just been illuminated by surveillance scanners suddenly emanating from the planet.

      “Looks like somebody’s home,” Leira said.

      “Yeah. Deepers, I assume. Okay, everyone, you know the drill. Amy, Jexin, we’re going into the noxious crap that pretends to be an atmosphere to see what kind of reaction we get. Viktor, you stay in low orbit and give us cover.”

      “Roger that.”

      Dash smiled. Normally an effusive and easygoing guy, when he sat in the pilot’s seat, Viktor became nothing but smooth, calm professionalism. Dash had heard him over the comm in the middle of a true furball of a dogfight, sounding like he might be commenting on the weather.

      Dash angled the Archetype down and plunged toward the top of the atmosphere. Once upon a time, he’d have to make sure all his reentry parameters were just right to avoid bouncing off of, or burning up in a planetary atmosphere. In the Archetype, it didn’t matter.

      The mech buffeted slightly as it hit the top of the sulfurous envelope enclosing the planet. Friction against the shield made the gas glow, surrounding the Archetype with the rather eye-pleasing bluish incandescence of ionized sulfur. But Dash didn’t have time to admire it because the threat indicator amped up a notch. Targeting scanners had just lit up all three of the mechs.

      “Deploying countermeasures,” Sentinel said, just in time for a hurricane of fire to crash over the Archetype like a breaking wave.

      X-ray lasers and powerful plasma-blast cannons poured fire at the mechs. Short-range missiles launchers pumped out salvos of ordnance. The three mechs’ shields flared with actinic energy as they absorbed hits from chemical warheads, then pulsed anew with each beam weapon impact. Dash snapped dark-lance and nova-cannon shots back, fired short-range missiles from the wrist-launcher, and blasted away with the rail gun on the opposite hand. Amy and Jexin pumped out fire as fast as they could, a torrent of weaponry that streaked away in blazing arcs.

      The Archetype’s shield finally saturated, switching into radiant mode to dump the accumulated energy. Beams and bolts began to slam into the mech’s armor. Upgraded as it was, the Archetype was able to shrug off the worst of it, but the Polaris and Talon started taking damage. Dash decided he’d seen enough.

      “Time for a break,” he said, pitching the Archetype into a high-power climb that sent it racing back into space. The mechs withdrew to high orbit, out of range of most of the surface weapons. X-ray lasers persisted in reaching out with beams of searing, coherent energy, but the mechs were able to dodge them.

      “That was a lot of shooting,” Jexin said.

      “Yeah, it’s like those guys weren’t glad to see us at all,” Amy replied.

      “I guess that rules out a landing. Our troops wouldn’t even make it to the surface, much less stand much of a chance once they got there,” Dash said. “So, on to plan B?”

      “What’s plan B?” Amy asked.

      “We use the mechs. Go down there and dig the bastards out with our big mechanical hands.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash had to admit that the sheer scale of destruction had been impressive. Wei-Ping’s orbital bombardment had smashed most of the defensive systems, leaving crushed wreckage and glowing craters that used to be x-ray laser mounts and missile platforms. Jagged chunks of shattered rock had been flung across the bleak, hazy landscape. In a few places, on the northern edge of the stable zone around the planet’s south pole, the bombardment had even triggered eruptions of sulphurous lava, glowing in sinuous ribbons of lurid red.

      “The primary Dark Metal signals correspond to the strongest power emanations,” Sentinel said. “The location is about forty kilometers to our eleven o’clock.”

      Dash nodded at the tactical overlay. “I see that. Amy, Jexin, there’s our target. Viktor, how about you fly cover and shoot up or shoot down anything that tries to interfere with us?”

      “Be a pleasure,” Viktor said, weaving the Slipwing in a lazy, back and forth pattern a few thousand meters above them. He occasionally jinked, dodging defensive fire that was decidedly sporadic, then responded with return fire.

      Dash landed the Archetype in the midst of the strongest signals, which were coming from somewhere beneath them, buried in the rock. He raised the Archetype’s massive fists, then slammed them down, shattering rock like glass.

      He began to dig.

      Amy and Jexin joined in, their mechs tearing at the ground. The rock consisted mostly of brittle sulfur compounds, so it readily broke into powdery fragments, making their task a lot easier. While they dug, Viktor soared overhead, shooting down incoming missiles. Far above, from orbit, Wei-Ping’s ships fired the occasional shot, sniping away defensive systems as soon as they revealed themselves.

      “Dash, I have a new signal on the scanners. It is approaching from our current three o’clock,” Sentinel said.

      Dash paused with two handfuls of smashed, sulfur-laden rock and looked in the indicated direction.

      He just gaped for a moment. “What the hell is that?”

      It reminded him of a Harbinger, the Golden’s answer to mechs like the Archetype. It was roughly humanoid but proportioned all wrongly, with an extra set of arms. It stood over thirty-five meters tall—shorter than the Archetype, but closer in size to the Polaris or Talon. Dash thought it seemed spindly, the limbs in particular looking like nothing more than articulated rods, but he knew better than to judge based just on appearance.

      The Deeper—mech, Dash decided to call it—stopped about a klick away and opened up with a rapid-fire plasma projector. Plasma bolts flashed past the Archetype and slammed into the terrain behind it with searing blasts. Chunks of rock were flung skyward. One bolt crashed into the Archetype and almost immediately saturated the shield with energy.

      Dash winced. “Shit! Crash action right!”

      All three of the Cygnus Realm mechs rose and turned to face their attacker. They immediately returned fire, dark-lance shots flaring out and flashing across the enemy mech. Vaporized armor boiled off, but the Deeper construct seemed to shrug off most of the impacts and kept up a relentless fire.

      Dash considered the nova-cannon, but the range was too short. He settled, instead, on the wrist weapons and the dark-lance. At the same time, he strode toward their enemy, keeping clear of Amy and Jexin’s fields of fire as he did. When he was a few hundred meters away, he deployed the power-sword.

      Something raced overhead. The Slipwing spewed shots from her pulse cannons, adding her weight of fire to the effort to bring the Deeper mech down. The sheer volume of fire began to tell, the enemy machine staggering, then starting to back up, trying to return to cover.

      “I don’t think so,” Dash snapped as he leaped, applied a burst of thrust to the Archetype, and covered the remaining distance to his quarry. The enemy mech switched fire to the Archetype and got in a few solid hits with its plasma-burst cannon. The shield failed, but again, the upgraded armor weathered the brunt of the impacts and kept the Archetype on its massive alloy feet. As soon he had leverage against the ground, Dash swung the power-sword, the big, crackling blade crashing down on a raised limb. A piercing squeal of tortured metal erupted from the contact point, the limb failing as Dash amputated it. He proceeded to hack away at the enemy mech but didn’t fell it completely. Instead, he dodged backward, shouting over the comm.

      “Now, take it down!”

      Amy and Jexin immediately poured fire into the crippled Deeper construct. Viktor swung the Slipwing through a turn so tight Dash thought he could see his old ship bending in the middle, but he kept the pulse-cannons on target and hammered away. The enemy mech endured the punishment for a few seconds more, then vanished in a dazzling fireball. The blast swept over the Archetype and the other mechs, a flash of energy so intense that it stripped off streams of vaporized armor.

      “Everyone okay?” Dash asked.

      Jexin replied first. “Okay here.”

      “I’ve got big purple splotches in my eyes, but yeah, I’m in one piece,” Amy replied.

      A bad moment followed with no answer from Viktor. But the Slipwing reappeared, sweeping low overhead and spinning through a victory roll.

      “According to telemetry, the Slipwing’s comm system has been disabled. The ship is otherwise functional, though,” Sentinel put in.

      Dash took a few seconds to collect himself, then swung his attention around the battlefield. He sought other threats but saw only a glowing crater where the enemy mech had last stood. It struck him that if the Archetype had stayed, locked in melee combat, it would have been standing in what was now just shattered, elasticized rock and glowing liquid sulfur.

      Would the Archetype have been destroyed? Probably not. But badly damaged? Almost certainly.

      “Dash, how did you know that thing was going to explode like that?” Amy asked.

      “A hunch. The Deepers seem to scuttle everything they can, and I didn’t think this thing would be any exception.” He finished confirming no threats, then turned back to the task at hand. They still had to dig out whatever was under their feet. The explosion of the mech had actually made their job a little easier, shattering the rock for hundreds of meters around the crater.

      “Okay, folks, back to work. Viktor’s got no comms, so Jex, you keep watch while Amy and I dig.”

      Amy sniffed. “You’re a mean boss, Dash.”

      “I try.”
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      “So what the hell is this place?” Amy asked.

      Dash stared down into the gaping opening. After much digging, they’d uncovered a substantial warren of tunnels and compartments, filled with tech, most of it smashed to wreckage. Even the stuff that wasn’t posed another mystery, since Sentinel didn’t recognize some of it. Dash tagged Wei-Ping to land the assault force and secure the place, so it could be investigated more thoroughly.

      “Sorry, no idea what we’ve found here. Some sort of research facility or something, I guess. But that’s not what really snags me. This is,” Dash said, pointing the Archetype’s massive finger at a corpse pinned under a fallen structural beam.

      It was clearly human. Pale, somewhat gaunt, but human.

      “A prisoner, maybe?” Amy suggested.

      “I don’t know. Look, he—or she, or whatever they are—is wearing a harness with some sort of tech on it. I suppose they could be a prisoner, but I just don’t get that prisoner vibe from them.”

      “No, neither do I. So collaborators, then.”

      “Or something that goes even deeper than just collaborating. Look, there’s another one just inside that corridor. And I think there’s one more partly exposed under that collapsed chamber,” Dash said.

      “I would tend to agree that these aren’t not just humans who have chosen to support the Deepers,” Sentinel put in. “They have undergone modification.”

      “Aw, shit, not another bunch like the Golden, capturing and altering humans. I’ve had my fill of body horror for one lifetime, thanks.”

      “These don’t seem to be deliberate alterations, though. Rather, it would appear that these humans have simply been changed by long exposure to particular environmental conditions, including relatively low light levels and atmospheric conditions that depart from standard.”

      “So they could be collaborators,” Jexin said.

      “Only in the loosest sense, and as unwilling hostages,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash sighed. “Okay, so we might have a group of humans who have been under Deeper control for a long time. When we get back to the Forge, we need to talk to Lomas about this, see if there’s anything in the League’s archives that might hint at how this happened.”

      “The Deepers have access to gate technology. These humans could originate from nearly any part of the galaxy,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah, I know. But one creepy mystery at a time.”

      “I have two other items to bring to your attention,” Sentinel went on.

      “Okay…”

      “First, before the enemy mech was destroyed, I obtained some incomplete life-scans from it. It isn’t definitive, but they match those of the Deeper Battle Prince we encountered while retrieving Kitzbuell.”

      “There was a Battle Prince inside that thing?”

      “So it would appear. Or, perhaps a better way to put it is that there was a Battle Prince incorporated into it, since the distinction between technological and organic remains problematic when it comes to the Deepers.”

      “Alright, good to know. And the other thing?”

      “There is a signal emanating from the far margin of this star system, at the extreme limit of what could constitute a stable orbit around the binary pair. It is sporadic, but nonetheless distinct from simple background noise.”

      “Well, that’s interesting. Wei-Ping, I’m going to leave you here to mop up and salvage. Jex and Amy, let’s go for a ride.”
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        * * *

      

      “That is one big-assed piece of wreckage,” Amy said.

      Dash grunted assent. He and the other mechs held station a thousand klicks away from the massive derelict, which seemed to be an Arkubator. Or part of one, anyway, since some titanic force seemed to have either pulverized or just torn off about a third of the big ship’s mass.

      “Based on micrometeorite abrasion to the exposed structural components, this damage happened within the past several decades,” Sentinel said.

      “Can we narrow that down?”

      “From ten to fifty standard years ago. It isn’t possible to be any more exact while using only passive scans.”

      Dash grunted again, except this time, some of it was frustration. The Deepers were proving to be even more impenetrable than the Golden—and it wasn’t like the Golden had easily given up their secrets. Between the hidden base with its Battle Prince and modified humans, and now the remains of this Arkubator, this system had just piled even more mysteries onto the growing pile of what-the-hell that obscured the Deepers so effectively.

      “Sentinel, are there any signs of life aboard that thing?” he asked.

      “None. Nor are there any power emanations, aside from the signal being periodically broadcast and that we detected in-system.”

      “A distress beacon, maybe?” Jexin suggested.

      “Maybe. Okay, we need to take a more detailed look at this thing. I hate to say it, but that means boarding it,” Dash said.

      “But that ship is ginormous,” Amy protested. “It’ll take days for the three of us to check out all of it.”

      “Even if we have Wei-Ping redeploy the assault troops out here, it’s still a pretty damned big job,” Jexin agreed.

      “I have no intention of doing some thorough exploration,” Dash replied. “I just want to get some answers, starting with what the hell could destroy something this big?”

      “Do we really want to know?” Amy asked.

      “Depends. If they’re on our side, then yes. And if they’re not, then even more yes. Anyway, Jexin, suit up. You and I are going inside. Amy, you’re—”

      “Staying out here to cover you, got it. Just do me one favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Try not to do anything you’ll need cover for.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash cradled his mag-rifle in one arm and used the other to pull himself over a tangle of shredded hull. Sentinel had asked him to get suit-cam imagery from as close as he could. Right in front of his face should do the job quite nicely.

      “Dash? Over here,” Jexin said.

      He glanced up and saw her about five meters away, peering through what had once been a doorway, into a darkened compartment beyond. He could see the distant star gleaming red through a gap in the hull above her, still a substantial disk even this far away. Red giant indeed. It cast everything into a dim, ruddy glow, like light shone through blood.

      Dash regretted that simile as soon as it occurred to him. A derelict space-hulk drifting through the cold, empty void on the edge of a dying star system was creepy enough. He didn’t need to spool up the creep factor with images of blood, that was for sure.

      “Be there in a second, Jex,” he said. “Sentinel, are these images helpful?”

      “They are. The patterns of damage on the exposed surfaces suggest that the hull was blasted inward,” she replied.

      “So, this thing took hits from another ship.”

      “I don’t believe so. The damage suggests much more limited, focused explosive force, such as a breaching charge.”

      Dash glanced around. A breaching charge meant a boarding action. Someone had apparently boarded this Arkubator. Whether that was the cause of the massive damage, or that was owing to something else, simply wasn’t clear.

      Dash acknowledged Sentinel, then pulled himself over and around the debris to join Jexin.

      “What’d you find, Jex—” Dash started, then stopped and just stared.

      And he thought it had been creepy before.

      The compartment sprawling beyond was as black as black could be, but the image intensifiers in their visors boosted the spillover light from their suit lamps, letting them see more of the enormous chamber. It revealed a horror show of organic remains.

      Dash slowly shook his head. “Absolutely—why am I not surprised?”

      Jexin panned her light from side to side. “I know, right?”

      Everywhere their beams of light touched, a fresh source of revulsion revealed itself. They looked on the remains of dozens, maybe hundreds of creatures, all long dead and freeze-dried into something resembling jerky by the frigid emptiness of near-interstellar space. Dash saw things that looked mammalian, and some that were more lizard like, as well as avians, insectoids, leathery corpses with tentacles and eye-stalks, and even a few remains that seemed to be nothing more than shapeless blobs. Some were still housed in enclosures, while others had either broken their way out or were released during whatever event had smashed the Arkubator into a derelict.

      Dash started forward.

      “Wait. You’re going in there?” Jexin asked.

      “We’re here to get answers, right? I know it’s a horror show in here, but some of those answers might be that way,” Dash replied, pointing at the far end of the chamber that was as yet untouched by their lights.

      Jexin hesitated a moment, then followed.

      “Have I ever told you what happens when a Kosan gets scared?” she asked, a few paces along.

      “No. And please don’t tell me you explode or something like that.”

      “We don’t explode, no. But we do have what used to be glands to secrete poison in the backs of our mouths. Fear causes an autonomous response, releasing stuff into our mouths that tastes like, um—” She paused. “Remember how you described how bad your foot coverings, your socks, smelled?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Imagine that as a taste.”

      “Oof. No thanks.”

      They pushed on. Dash figured there must be several dozen species in this chamber alone. And, from the sheer size of the Arkubator, there could easily be a dozen more of these compartments.

      He stepped around something that looked like desiccated brain atop a body that seemed to consist of nothing but dangling tendrils. A closed blast door loomed ahead.

      Dash and Jexin stopped and stared at it. “I don’t think we’re going to be getting in there any time soon.”

      Sentinel cut in. “Actually, Dash, I believe there’s an access panel to your right.”

      Dash looked that way. Sure enough, a section of bulkhead sported several small rectangles. The rest of the bulkhead was otherwise featureless.

      “Wish we had Conover here. He could probably see how this thing’s rigged up,” Dash said.

      “That may not be necessary. Try touching the top left pad, then the one beneath it, then the bottom right,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash glanced at Jexin, shrugged inside his vac-armor, then did as Sentinel suggested. Each panel lit when he touched it, and when he touched the last one, the blast door slid slowly open.

      “Sentinel, how the hell did you come up with that?” he asked.

      “There are essentially identical control panels on all of the Deeper ships we’ve examined. It stands to reason that they would be a standardized design, all working in essentially the same way.”

      “Good point. I guess even Deepers don’t want to have to remember some unique combination of buttons for every door.”

      They entered the compartment, which was only a fraction of the size of the one behind them. Dash played his light around, taking in a large, transparent section of wall that had apparently enclosed a one-time, thriving habitat. All that remained now were withered bits of organic matter and scattered bones.

      “What’s this?” Jexin asked.

      Dash looked toward her. She had pulled herself to one corner of the chamber, where a variety of objects had been piled.

      He moved beside her. Bits of debris and the organic remains of plants had been stacked and woven together. Some were marked with crude symbols. Whatever it was, it had obviously been deliberately constructed. It had no apparent use that Dash could see, though.

      “It’s a shrine,” Jexin said, her voice soft.

      “A shrine? You mean, like a religious thing?”

      “Yes. A religious thing. And I think that was its creator.” She pointed to something lying on deck, on the far side of the piled wreckage.

      It was another of the mammalian creatures, but much better preserved. It showed the freeze-dry effects of exposure to cold and vacuum, but it was far more intact. It looked like it had only died weeks ago, maybe months, and hadn’t yet been broken down by the infinitely patient chew of cosmic radiation and time.

      Dash grimaced at it. A bleak picture had begun to assemble itself in his mind, despite his best efforts to prevent it.

      The great catastrophe that had wrecked the ship had killed almost all of the creatures aboard, including all of the species in this compartment, except for one. Sentient, but primitive, the creature had desperately built a shrine to some deity or power, then prayed for a salvation that would never come. But it had lived out its lonely existence anyway, doggedly hanging onto life, eating—Dash didn’t even want to contemplate what. Eventually, and inevitably, though, it had starved, or succumbed to disease, or some system or component failure had let the atmosphere leak out. Dying, it had placed itself before the shrine it had made one final time, probably imploring its god or gods to answer one question, why? But silence was its only answer.

      Dash blew out a breath. It was one of the bleakest, most depressing things he’d ever seen.

      The awful vignette ignited a surge of anger. He crossed to the fallen creature, noticing that it clutched some sort of crude fetish, some sort of pendant on a thong, in one dried hand. Dash retrieved it, put it into a pouch on his tactical harness, then looked at the creature’s face, at the shriveled remnants of its wide-set eyes.

      “I’ll get back at them for you. That’s a promise,” he said to it, his voice a low growl.

      Jexin drifted overhead, spinning, then stopping herself with a foot against the adjacent bulkhead. “Sign me up for that promise, too, Dash,” she said, her voice as hard as flint.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Jex. I’m signing up the whole damned Realm.”
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        * * *

      

      As unsettling as they were, the wrecked Deeper base and the Arkubator between them yielded a huge store of salvage. While Wei-Ping’s people plundered what was left of the base, Benzel took charge of recovering the derelict space hulk. Two salvage tugs, the Auckland and Pulaski, took the big ship in tow, carefully starting it back toward the Forge. Dash had to admire the skill of the salvagers, who had to apply enormous amounts of brute force, but simultaneously do it in a measured, almost delicate way.

      Sentinel finished giving her estimate of the haul. They could recover thousands of tons of conventional materials, alloys and ceramics and superconductors, which would be of tremendous value as feedstock for the Forge. But there were two more scores that, each alone, would have made the whole effort worth it.

      First, there was Dark Metal Two, several hundred kilos of it, retrieved from the captured base. It was more than enough to satisfy the research needs of Custodian and Conover, while also providing an ample supply for them to begin experimenting with it during full-scale fabrication.

      Secondly, and perhaps even more importantly, Sentinel was able to discern that there were still intact data cores in the wreckage of the base. The Arkubator also contained the remnants of a data network, parts of which she knew she and the other AIs should be able to access, given time. Dash made sure that the salvagers paid special attention to retrieving the cores and other components undamaged, in hopes that they might contain something of strategic value.

      Now, Dash, Amy, and Jexin were almost back to the Forge. Wei-Ping and Benzel could finish up in the system called The Bloody Star, which had more than proven itself deserving of the name. Dash was looking forward to a long, hot shower—again—and, maybe more importantly, a drink. He needed some time to sit and process the sad, awful little tableau he and Jexin had uncovered in the sealed compartment. So even more important than a drink was a chance to talk to Leira. She always seemed to find a way to help him make sense of things that were fundamentally nonsensical, like how and why that poor, lonely creature had come to die in such a wretched and terrifying way.

      “Yeah, gonna be dreaming about that for a while,” he muttered, which prompted Sentinel to reply.

      “You’re referring to the creature that apparently sought assistance from a higher power before it died aboard the Arkubator?”

      Dash wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about this right now. But it struck him that Sentinel, as an AI, might have some unique insights to share, so he thought, what the hell.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “You found that surprisingly disturbing.”

      “Surprising in what way?”

      “You aren’t normally given to displays of such somber emotion. Your most common emotional states are humor, anger, or arousal,” Sentinel said.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You normally disconnect yourself from direct interaction with the Meld before you and Leira engage in your amorous activities. However, you have not done so on two notable occasions, once when you and she were aboard a shuttle en route to the North Anchor, and most recently, in the War Room—”

      “Holy shit, Sentinel, you weren’t, like, watching us. Were you?”

      “Watching? No. Aware of what was going on? Very much so.”

      Dash found himself caught somewhere between laughing and ranting. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “It seemed awkward.”

      “Oh, unlike right now.”

      “If it makes you feel better, any interest I may have had in the process was purely academic.”

      “No, that doesn’t make me feel any better. From now on, if Leira and I start to”—he fumbled for a word—“to, you know, you are to disconnect the Meld for me.”

      “I gather that the practice is considered a personal and intimate one.”

      “No shit! I mean, some people might enjoy a public show, but I can guarantee you that Leira and I don’t.”

      “Understood, and I apologize if I’ve offended you.”

      Dash immediately felt bad. It wasn’t Sentinel’s fault she was Melded with him. Besides, she was a machine, after all, so it wasn’t like actually having someone watch them.

      Was it?

      “Anyway, you thought I found the Arkubator disturbing,” Dash went on, anxious to change the subject.

      “Yes. It is unusual for you to show such sorrow, particularly regarding a being you didn’t even know. The recent loss of Carson as we attempted to pass by The Maw was close, but even then, your emotional response wasn’t as deep or intense.”

      Dash considered that. It was a little strange—

      Wait. No, it wasn’t.

      “Losing Carson was a tragedy, but he knew what he’d signed up for the moment he climbed into that Orion’s cockpit. That’s true for every person aboard every mech and ship in the fleet. I hate losing any of them, but they’re making a choice.” He sighed. “That poor bastard aboard the Arkubator, though, hadn’t signed up for anything. But it died anyway, and in a way that’s going to be giving me nightmares for a while.”

      “Be advised that we will be returning to normal space in two minutes. Also, I would point out that it is possible to use the Meld to prevent you from dreaming. That isn’t advisable for extended periods, as your species apparently needs to dream in order to remain mentally healthy, but in the short term—”

      “No.”

      “You don’t wish to prevent these unpleasant dreams you fear you’ll experience?”

      Dash thought about the crude fetish he’d retrieved, still tucked away in his tactical harness. “No, I don’t. Or, I do, but I won’t. We’re the only ones who will ever know about that poor creature, and it deserves to be remembered. And if the price of that is some bad dreams, so be it.”

      Sentinel said nothing more as they flew on. Dash was content with the silence. He had another moment of immersion in unSpace, which was an entirely undemanding place to be. In another few seconds, that would end and it would be back to reality.

      “We are returning to unSpace now,” Sentinel declared.

      The starfield popped back into being around the Archetype. At the same time, a flood of comm traffic sluiced into Dash’s ears.

      It took him a moment to make sense of it, and when he did, his first thought was, speaking of bad dreams.

      Edge, Lomas’s home planet and the heart of the Rimworld League, was under attack.

      And it was massive.
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      Dash powered the Archetype in-system from the translation point as fast as he could. The tactical display showed the final stages of a Deeper attack raging around Edge, with a particular focus, it seemed, on the League research platform overseen by Elois. It was only through the dumbest of luck that the Western Anchor, along with the carrier Relentless and a small task force of escorts and support ships, had been present in the Edge system. The Anchor, commanded by Harolyn DeBruce, was actually redeploying to better cover their spinward flank. Ever the diplomat, Harolyn had decided to make a stopover at Edge, a sort of goodwill visit.

      Dash shuddered to think what would have happened if the Anchor and its fearsome firepower hadn’t been there, following an orbital track similar to, but higher than the platform. Backed up by the Relentless and her wings of Makos and Denkillers, and the weapons of her escorts, they’d been able to hold off three Deeper attacks so far. But the price was growing fast. The League had lost three ships, and the Realm one, the destroyer Thunderclap. The Anchor had also taken some serious hits. They hadn’t been enough to do catastrophic damage, but the station’s firepower and defensive systems had both degraded by about a quarter.

      Dash had gotten the mechs here just in time, it seemed.

      “Harolyn, talk to me,” Dash said.

      Harolyn’s voice rang with relief. “Alright. Let’s get the obligatory holy shit am I ever glad to see you out of the way. We’re transmitting the tactical situation, including the replays, now. Oh, and there’s another wave inbound, the biggest one yet, about a dozen cruiser-sized ships and another dozen or so smaller ones. Escorts, probably.”

      Dash swept his attention over the tactical summary Sentinel had drawn from the incoming data. Each of the three waves had been stronger than the last. None of them had pressed their attacks, seeming to reach some specific point, then pulling back and meeting up with reinforcements, before reorganizing into another attack.

      “Why the hell don’t they just wait until all their forces are here?” Amy asked. “This throwing things at us over and over might be kinda dramatic, but it doesn’t make much sense.”

      Dash pursed his lips at the overlay. Amy was right. The Deeper strategy here made no sense. By not concentrating their force, they were just flinging themselves in piecemeal attacks against the joint Realm and League defenses.

      A new voice cut into his thoughts.

      “Dash?”

      He didn’t recognize the speaker at first, and then it clicked.

      “Lori? What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Leira tasked me with taking these three new pilots out to the ranges to do some gunnery practice. We got Harolyn’s message asking for assistance, so I made a snap decision and brought us here, instead.”

      Dash stared at the four icons. Four Orions, all fully bombed-up with ordnance, were a massive addition to their defenses. But this was Lori’s first independent command, and the other three pilots probably only had a few hundred hours of flight-time among them.

      He opened his mouth to tell her to hold back, he’d call them forward if needed, but closed it again. Yes, they were so new they practically squeaked. But Dash had fought his first battle in the Archetype maybe a few hours after first finding the mech.

      No. They couldn’t afford to keep that much firepower sitting out of the battle.

      “Lori, Jexin’s going to take command of your flight of mechs. You back her up as her number two. Jex, you got that?”

      “Roger that.”

      The Polaris peeled away to join up with the approaching Orions. Dash turned his attention back to the next incoming attack. It was going to be in range of the Anchor and the Relentless about the same time he and Amy were, give or take.

      “Amy, do your best to keep up, okay?” Dash said.

      “Huh? What do you mean—?”

      Dash flung the Archetype forward, borne on a titanic surge of full combat overpower. The mech raced away from Amy’s Talon, which quickly dwindled behind.

      Amy made an aha! sound. “That’s what you mean. Got it. Just try to leave some for me, okay?”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the swarm of incoming Deeper ships.

      “Don’t think that’s going to be a problem, Amy. I really don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the surviving Deeper ships abruptly decelerated, spun, and once again began retreating from the system. More of their forces had just translated into the system, meaning the next combined wave of attackers would be the biggest yet.

      Dash took stock of the situation. Between the attack on the Deeper ground installation orbiting The Bloody Star, and now this action, the Archetype had expended all but a small amount of its ordnance. The mech had maybe one salvo of missiles left. Amy, who’d caught up in time to join the very end of the battle, wasn’t in much better shape. Only Jexin and the Orions, which had finally closed to effective range, were relatively fresh.

      He turned his attention to the rest of their forces. The picture here was far grimmer. The Anchor had taken a carefully orchestrated series of missile attacks, including some big piece of ordnance that had blown a massive hole in the station’s hull. The Relentless had staggered under another salvo and had been forced onto emergency generators for several nail-biting minutes. Of her fighter complement, less than half remained. The rest of the Realm ships were in no better shape. The Tigris, a destroyer, had been forced to withdraw completely, most of her bow blown away, her captain and bridge crew dead. Her Chief Engineer had taken command and now ran the ship from the engineering section.

      “Dash, this next wave is bigger still,” Harolyn said.

      “Yeah, I see that.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Dash knew what she was asking. Did they withdraw the battered Anchor and her accompanying ships and leave Edge and the League to its fate? Or did they just stand and fight, and risk losing an Anchor and the Relentless?

      There really was only one answer to the question.

      “Kill ’em all,” Dash finally said.

      He accelerated the Archetype toward the oncoming Deeper attack, Amy close behind. Briefly, he wondered if he had time to replenish the Archetype’s missile racks from the stores aboard the Anchor. But a simple calculation said no. The Deeper attack would be in range long before the mech could be bombed back up. They’d have to make do with what they had.

      “Dash, do you want us to follow you or hold back here?” Jexin asked.

      Dash glanced back. The Polaris and the four Orions had formed a loose skirmish line about a million klicks forward of the Anchor. The Orions were powerful mechs, but they weren’t in the same league as the Archetype, Polaris, or Talon. They were also flown by rookie pilots. Committing them to attack was likely signing death warrants for at least some of them.

      “No, hold back. The Orions are all still loaded up with ordnance, so you guys are going to be our firebase.”

      Jexin switched to a private comm channel. “Dash, it’s just you and Amy against a whole damned fleet. At least let me come with you to help.”

      Dash pressed his lips into a thin line. He hated the idea of leaving Lori in command of the Orions, but Jexin had a point. Adding the weight of the Polaris’s combat power to theirs would make a huge difference.

      “I hate being the boss,” Dash snapped.

      “If it helps, you’re very good at it,” Sentinel put in.

      “Appreciate that, but it doesn’t make it suck any less.” He switched to the comm. “Lori, Dash. Jexin’s coming with us. You’re in command of the Orions.”

      Dash listened carefully to her reply for any hint that she couldn’t do it, couldn’t take the burden of her first command in the midst of a difficult fight.

      “Roger that.”

      That was it. Cool and professional. Dash sighed a breath of relief.

      “Okay, Jex, move your butt. You’ve got some catching up to do,” he said.

      “On my way!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash cursed as another blast of coherent x-rays slammed into the Archetype. The shield did its best to absorb and radiate away incoming energy, but the Deeper fire was just too intense. The upgraded armor took the hit instead, once more shrugging it off in a puff of ablated Dark Metal alloy. But the armor was degrading fast, and the Deepers were still coming.

      He veered the Archetype hard, rolling it on its side and slamming a dark-lance shot at nearly point-blank range into a Deeper cruiser. He followed up with the nova cannon, blasting gouts of plasma through the gaping dark-lance wound into the ship’s interior. Wracked by the internal explosions, the cruiser slewed sideways, attitude control gone.

      He didn’t have time to celebrate. The next cruiser loomed ahead.

      “Dash, Amy is in trouble,” Sentinel said, drawing his attention to the Talon.

      Amy’s mech tumbled away from the battle, trailing glowing vapor. Two of the vicious plasma-burst cannons mounted on a Deeper battlecruiser kept up a sustained fire on her, pummeling her mech with power blasts of raw energy. Dash cursed and jinked hard in that direction, immediately pouring fire into the battlecruiser, trying to draw its fire onto him.

      He succeeded. The big Deeper ship switched its concentrated fire to him, bathing the Archetype in searing x-rays and plasma explosions. The armor again sloughed off most of the punishment, but some of the storm of energy leaked through, damaging systems and lighting up warnings across the board. Sentinel fought furiously to bypass damage and keep the Archetype running.

      Dash cursed again and veered away. As powerful as the Archetype was, even it had its limits. He zoomed upward, relative to the system’s ecliptic, desperately dodging incoming fire as he did. He angled himself toward the Talon, which had stopped tumbling, at least. It suggested that Amy still had attitude control, but her comms seemed to be down.

      Away from the thick of the battle for a moment, Dash spun around and looked back. The Deeper fleet plowed on through a hurricane of fire, explosions pulsing among their rank in dazzling bursts of energy. They’d probably lost at least a third of their strength, damaged and derelict ships marking their passage into the system, but the remainder still posed a formidable threat. The exception was a small group of Deeper ships that hung on the edge of the system, either unwilling or unable to enter the battle.

      He turned from the Deepers to look at the beleaguered Anchor and the nearby Relentless. The carrier seemed dead, her power having gone offline again and not yet come back up. The Anchor continued to pour streams of fire, missiles and dark-lances—even powerful blast cannons tore into the oncoming enemy. It was deceptive, though. He could tell that the Anchor’s fire had slackened considerably. He could see the damaged armor, blast impacts, and, of course, that massive hole. The League ships on-station did their best to stand in the battleline, but few had yet been upgraded with Unseen tech, and they were decidedly outclassed.

      Dash swore softly. Out of nowhere, it seemed they might be facing a major defeat. He looked around, mind racing, trying to come up with something.

      There was one bit of good news, at least. Lori and the Orions had more than proven themselves, despite their rookie status. Working together, they’d already taken out two Deeper cruisers and were hammering away at a third. Assuming they survived this, Lori was getting a promotion, and her trainee pilots were moving up to advanced flight practice.

      Assuming they survived this—

      Dash winced as a Realm corvette, the Starfall, suddenly vanished in a blinding flash as her containment system failed. She’d been transfixed by what looked like another new Deeper weapon, some sort of beam weapon of tremendous power. His heart sank a little more. There’d been forty crew aboard the little ship.

      “Sentinel, I think we’re going to have to accept that this one’s a loss.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Dash gave a confused frown. “Am I sure? What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that your proclamation of defeat may be somewhat premature.”

      As she spoke, the Meld drew his attention to a point further above the system’s ecliptic. A large group of ships had appeared, having just dropped out of unSpace. The lead ship’s IFF transponder immediately painted her identity onto the tactical display. It was the Herald, Benzel’s flagship, leading the force he’d taken to The Bloody Star.

      “Dash, Benzel here. Harolyn said you guys needed a hand, and we were on our way back to the Forge anyway, so I thought, what the hell. Is she right, or can I head back to the Forge for a shower and a drink?”

      “All due respect, Benzel, but get your ass in here so we can kick these Deepers’ asses out of here,” Dash said, a wave of relief flowing through him like a cool breeze. But he forced his mind back into the game. They hadn’t won the day yet.

      Except the Deepers apparently decided that they had. “Actually, the enemy forces have begun to disengage,” Sentinel said.

      Dash raised an eyebrow. It was going to take Benzel at least an hour to get into weapons range from the translation point. The Deepers could still have done a lot of damage before making their escape. So why didn’t they?

      The question lingered for a moment, then realization hit Dash like a missile impact.

      “This was reconnaissance,” he said.

      “This seemed like too sustained an attack to simply be a reconnaissance operation,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash dove back toward the combat. “A reconnaissance-in-force, yeah. But still reconnaissance. The Deepers started small and kept working up their strength in waves. They wanted to see how we’d react, how long it would take us, and they wanted to get a good look at our weapons and defenses and other capabilities.” He glanced at the distant ships, the ones the Deepers had never brought into the battle. “That’s what those assholes were doing. They were sitting out there, watching, and recording everything.”

      A moment passed before Sentinel answered. “Your assessment does make sense,” she finally said. “That would suggest that this is only a small part of the Deepers’ total combat power, though.”

      “Yeah. It means they must be planning something much bigger, and this was kind of a rehearsal for it. The question is, what?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash brought the Archetype to a halt. He’d come with the idea of helping Lori and her companion Orion pilots out but was both surprised and gratified that they didn’t seem to need him. The four mechs zipped and danced around a Deeper battlecruiser, the same one that had pounded both Amy’s mech and his. Lori coolly snapped out orders, directing the four Orions like a conductor directing an orchestra. She seemed to have an uncanny knack for finding weak points and vulnerabilities, then ruthlessly exploiting them.

      “Timo, veer right to your two o’clock,” she said. “Dana, you stick with him. See if you can get into that dead zone where we killed that burst cannon battery, and attack from that direction. Selenas and I are going left, heading for the target’s ass end, to try and draw their fire.”

      “She’s good,” Amy said.

      Dash glanced at the battered Talon. The mech had lost an arm and trailed one lower leg and foot at the end of a tangle of debris. “Amy, how did you get the Talon back in flight? That’s a lot of damage.”

      Hathaway cut in, primed for a lecture. “Good of you to ask. I began by rerouting the matrix that carried power, sluicing energy away from damage circuits that remained connected to the larger, central systems. Shall I begin at the beginning, given your well-known aversion to technical data, or would you like this to be the first—”

      “Hathaway?” Dash interrupted.

      “Yes, Messenger?”

      “Does the Talon fly?”

      “I felt certain I stated that very thing. In point of fact, I—"

      “Then will you have Amy do something for me? Given all you’ve invested in these, ah, incredibly difficult repairs?”

      “Of course. What task shall I undertake first?” Hathaway asked.

      “Let Amy fly.”

      “I see,” Hathaway huffed.

      “Thanks, boss,” Amy said, snickering over the open channel.

      Within minutes, the Orions had collectively reduced the battlecruiser to a derelict pile of scrap, and now they sought other targets.

      “Okay, flight, new target, enemy cruiser at ten o’clock high—”

      “Whoa there, Lori,” Dash said. “That’s enough for one day, I think. Just let what’s left of them go.”

      “Every one we kill now is one we don’t have to kill later, Dash.”

      Dash grinned. Smart, apparently unflappable, and an aggressive warrior spirit. Yes, this young woman was going places.

      “I get that. But there comes a time to lick your wounds, Lori. And this is that time,” he said. “Our priority now is rescue and recovery.”

      “Copy that, boss.”

      Dash finally let himself enjoy that sense of relief. It was tinged with sorrow over their losses, currently standing at about eighty Cygnus Realm personnel and at least that many League casualties. And it was shot through with anger at yet another Deeper incursion into territory he considered to be under his protection.

      But there was pride, too. After all, if they had people like Lori among their ranks, then there was hope.

      And hope could be fickle, but it was better than the alternative, which was no hope at all.
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      Dash hated this part—the after-battle ritual of tallying the butcher’s bill.

      He leaned on a console in the Forge’s Command Center, listening as Benzel tried to make the dreary news as upbeat as possible.

      “So our final casualty count was eighty-one. We thought it was going to be eighty-three, but the infirmary says they’ve been able to stabilize two of the critically wounded from the Thunderclap. So that’s good news,” Benzel said.

      Dash nodded. “It is good news, yeah.”

      “We’ve got another hundred and fifteen wounded,” Benzel went on. “As for ships, we lost the Starfall outright.”

      “Yeah, and we need to study that one closely,” Dash put in. “Whatever that beam weapon was, it looked like something new.”

      “We’re working on that, Dash,” Conover said.

      He nodded, and Benzel carried on. “The Thunderclap is a write-off. She held together long enough to get her crew off, but there’s not much there to rebuild. Instead, we’ll scrap her, salvage her components, and use it all to build a new ship.”

      “How about the Relentless?” Leira asked.

      “And the Anchor?” Ragsdale added. “Harolyn’s command looks pretty beaten up.”

      Benzel nodded. The damaged Anchor now hung about a hundred klicks from the Forge, a steady stream of raw materials being shipped out to it. “The Anchors can self-repair, thanks to that nifty assembly core that self-built them in the first place. As long as we keep it supplied with the materials, it’ll repair itself.”

      “Again, what about the Relentless?” Leira persisted.

      Benzel sighed. “Yeah. The Relentless. She’s in bad shape. But the big problem is that she started out as a Verity ship, and we took her as a prize. That makes her a non-standard design. Repairing her is going to need a lot of one-off components, which are going to be hard to fit into the production schedule.”

      “So what are you saying, Benzel? That she’s not worth repairing?” Dash asked.

      “Losing the Relentless leaves a big hole in our battleline,” Leira added.

      “I didn’t say we’ve lost her. What I am saying is that we should send her back through the Black Gate and let Bercale and his Local Group rebuild her. Our resources should be focused on our immediate needs,” Benzel said, crossing his arms.

      “That takes away a big chunk of our Mako and Denkiller fleet,” Wei-Ping put in over the comm. She was still in The Bloody Star system, overseeing the final stages of salvage and recovery from the Deeper base and the Arkubator.

      “You’re just mad because the Relentless used to be your flagship,” Benzel shot back, wearing his infectious grin.

      “Damned right. I spent a lot of combat time on her bridge. She’s a fine ship.”

      “And she will be again,” Dash said, straightening. “Benzel, make arrangements to send her back to Bercale. Then work with Wei-Ping to figure out how we’re going to make up the loss to our fighter capability.”

      Benzel gave a thumbs-up. Dash turned to Elois, who’d been waiting with Lomas to one side of the Command Center. “I understand you have something to tell us, Elois?”

      She stepped forward. “I do. First, I want to thank you for fighting to save us. When those Deeper ships just kept coming—”

      She broke off, swallowing hard. Dash had to remind himself she wasn’t a warrior, but a scientist. Finding herself in the line of fire, and in a place she considered safe, her home, had naturally been a terrifying experience. He and the rest of the Cygnus Realm were used to it. The Forge had been on the frontline of battle many times.

      Not that that was a good thing. He kind of envied Elois. She’d had the luxury of believing the war wasn’t something that would affect her directly. Dash had long since been disabused of that quaint notion.

      “It’s okay, Elois. Fighting off waves of alien monsters is what we do,” Dash said.

      “And we’re really, really good at it,” Amy put in.

      Elois smiled gratefully. “Yes, you are. Anyway, I came here to bring you up to date on some findings from that wrecked Arkubator you located. We’ve received a lot of organic samples, and we’re working our way through them. But Dash, you asked me to focus on one set of samples in particular.”

      “Yeah, the ones from that tragic little vignette we found,” he replied, glancing at Jexin. “That pathetic little shrine in that sealed compartment.”

      Jexin just nodded.

      “Well, interestingly enough, about thirty years ago a League cometary survey stumbled on a strange construct—three cometary nuclei tied together by a rig made of ceramic-alloy composites,” Elois said. “The survey team ended up calling it the Cairn. Included in this strange little package of ice and rock were some organic samples, including DNA and some other data. It seems that it was jointly designed by three races to be as universally recognizable as possible, not using specific languages or numeric systems. Instead, it used a lot of pictographics, schematic star charts, and some simple encoding of things like pulsar frequencies and bearings, to give a sense of location.”

      “So it was some sort of, what? Greeting? A way of saying hello to other races?” Amy asked.

      “Pretty risky,” Benzel put in. “You’re just inviting aliens to come and visit you.”

      “I think that was the point,” Conover said. “Old Earth did the same thing. You can actually fly and check out these two ancient probes called Voyager One and Two. They’re in interstellar space, not far from the Sol System, traveling at a pretty low sub-light speed.”

      “Right, I remember hearing about those. They’ve been declared historical monuments or something,” Leira said.

      Conover nodded. “Goes to show how far we’ve come. They’re still tens of thousands of years from reaching the nearest star to Sol.”

      Benzel gave a derisive snort. “And they were intended to be a greeting to some alien race? When, a million years from now?”

      “What a ridiculous notion, deliberately attracting attention to yourself,” Jexin muttered darkly. “That’s just asking to be attacked.”

      Dash knew that the history of Jexin’s people, the Kosan, had been a violent and painful one at the hands of other aliens, so her reaction was no surprise. Still, he had to nod. “It does kind of assume that the galaxy is a much friendlier place than it really is.”

      He turned back to Elois. “So what’s the connection between the wrecked Arkubator and these three comets?”

      “Some of the DNA is a match between them.”

      “So the poor bastards we found on the Arkubator were from a race that had mastered spaceflight? Huh. Sure didn’t seem it. They seemed quite primitive, in fact,” Dash said.

      “Well, based on extrapolating the Cairn back along its trajectory, and putting that together with planetary surveys, telemetry, and anything else I could think of that might be even remotely relevant, it looks like the Deepers overran all of them,” Elois replied. “At least seven distinct races, and maybe as many as ten.”

      Lomas stepped forward. “But how the aliens who helped build the Cairn are related to the ones you found aboard the Arkubator, we’re not sure. Our people are working with yours to see what they can figure out.”

      “Wait,” Dash said, holding up a hand. “Let’s go back. Elois, you said the Deepers overran seven, maybe as many as ten races. But you said three races were involved in building this Cairn. So who are the others?”

      “The Cairn was moving at high sub-light speed and had been underway for a very long time. Either by chance or design, it passed through systems occupied by other races, who each seemed to add their own stuff to it.”

      “So what happened to this Cairn?”

      “It’s still out there, sailing along, just like those Voyager probes Conover mentioned. It was scientifically interesting, but when we studied the star systems it passed through and found no signs of life, we assumed it originated even further away. That’s kind of as far as we got,” Elois replied.

      “Custodian, do we have any further information on that region? Anything about the systems that Cairn passed through?” Dash asked.

      “I was anticipating that question and have been gathering data from star systems based on the League’s trajectory data for the Cairn. The nearest is almost three hundred light-years away, so resolution is poor. There is very little I can add to what has already been catalogued about them,” Custodian replied.

      As he spoke, Custodian zoomed the focus of the main display down to a series of at least a dozen star systems. A red line passed through each of them, wobbling slightly from side to side. It was the trajectory of the Cairn, the variations in it caused by gravitational boosts as it swept past each star in turn.

      Dash stared at it and sighed. “Well, that’s not optimal. We need to know what happened out there.”

      “And what still might be happening,” Viktor put in.

      Dash gave that a thumbs-up. “Anyway, I guess we’ll be going in blind. We’ll have to survey the systems once we get close to them, which is going to take”—he paused and glanced at the chart again—“days. Weeks, maybe.”

      “Messenger, you have jumped to an unfounded conclusion,” Custodian put in.

      “Huh?”

      “I said there is very little I can add to the existing data, not nothing I can add.” The big holo-image zoomed again, focusing on one system in particular, partway along the Cairn’s trajectory. “There is a distinct Dark Metal signal emanating from this star system. To be as clear as it is at this distance, it must reflect a substantial amount of the substance—thousands of kilograms, certainly.

      Dash straightened. “You know, you could have led off with that, Custodian.”

      “I think these AIs just like being all pretentious and, hey, we know something you don’t know to us,” Amy said. “Right, Tybalt?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” her mech’s AI sniffed.

      Dash joined in the brief laughter, then turned back to the holo-image of the star system. It was yet another with no formal name, just a chart catalog number. The text under the entry, though, noted that it had been informally christened Fulcrum.

      “Who the hell calls it Fulcrum? And why?” Leira asked.

      Lomas stepped forward. “We do. Custodian, can you rotate the image so we’d be seeing these stars from the perspective of Edge?”

      The image smoothly spun to the requested orientation. It now showed Fulcrum as the middle star of five, four of which traced a nearly perfect straight line. Fulcrum was offset slightly from the two flanking it, giving it the appearance of the middle of a set of scales, the fulcrum around which they rotated.

      “Alright, it looks like we’re taking another little jaunt,” Dash said, giving his lip a sardonic curl. “A little three hundred light-years each way jaunt.” He glanced at Leira. “One thing’s for sure. I’m going to be twice as prepared this time,” he said.

      She lifted an eyebrow.

      “I’m going to bring two changes of clothes with me.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash had been tempted to travel to the system called Fulcrum in force, so they’d have enough combat power to deal with whatever they might encounter. After discussion with his Inner Circle and some reflection, he’d decided they just couldn’t afford to take that much of the fleet that far away. Moreover, after agonizing about it, they’d decided to wormhole through The Maw again to save time on the outbound trip. But the associated risks hadn’t gone down, which meant they were relying at least partly on luck when they did so. Dash just didn’t want to imperil any more of their ships than they had to.

      Which is why he’d decided to do the exact opposite of his first instinct and bring the smallest force he thought they could get away with.

      That was why the Archetype, Swift, and Polaris were accompanied only by the Slipwing and the Herald, commanded by Wei-Ping.

      They had a bad moment when they emerged from unSpace and found the Slipwing missing in action. Dash frantically had Sentinel start scanning, desperate to find any trace of his old ship, piloted by Viktor, with Elois and a joint Realm-League science team aboard. The brutal truth, though, was that they had scant hope of finding a ship lost in unSpace. The physics didn’t even exist to enable it.

      In the midst of the almost panicked chatter among the mechs and the Herald, the Slipwing abruptly popped back into real space.

      “Viktor?” Dash asked.

      “Right here.”

      Dash slumped in the cradle with relief. “You scared the shit out of us, Viktor. What the hell happened?”

      A pause before Viktor answered. “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been missing in unSpace for about fifteen minutes now.”

      “Really?”

      Dash scowled. This was not something to joke about. But Sentinel spoke up.

      “I don’t believe that Viktor is trying to be humorous by feigning ignorance. Review of the Slipwing’s flight log shows a slight variance of the applied translation parameters from the theoretical ones.”

      “Oh. Right. I guess the rate of time passing is a variable, too.”

      “It is. Had the variance been only point-one percent greater, the Slipwing’s translation time, from the perspective of real space, would have become infinite.”

      “So, she’d have been lost forever.”

      “From our perspective, yes. It isn’t clear how the Slipwing and those aboard her would have experienced the passage of time,” Sentinel replied.

      “Yeah, I don’t need to be warned twice,” Dash said, then switched to a general comm channel. He explained what Sentinel had told him, then went on, trying to make his voice authoritative. “Gonna put my Messenger hat on here. I’m declaring a moratorium on any more transits through black holes. We’ll keep that in our back pocket, for emergency use only.”

      Acknowledgements came in as they prepared to head in-system, toward the somber orange-yellow star called Fulcrum. But Leira cut in just before Dash gave the word to get underway.

      “I didn’t know you had a hat,” she said.

      Dash blinked. “What?”

      “You said you put on your Messenger’s hat. If I’d have known the position comes with a hat, I’d have made a play for it a long time ago.”

      Dash grinned, deeply grateful for a bit of nonsense after the gut-wrenching tension of just a few minutes earlier.

      “Yeah. And it’s really nice, too. The feathers, especially, really set off my eyes.”

      Laughter washed across the comm like cool water, sluicing away the tension and giving them a momentary respite before they encountered whatever was waiting for them out there in the endless deep.
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        * * *

      

      “This system contains only one planet,” Sentinel said. “It is a large rocky body of four-point-two terrestrial masses. The Dark Metal signal emanates from its surface.”

      Dash let his attention wander through the Fulcrum system. There was a middling-sized, middle-aged yellow-orange star, one rocky planet, and numerous asteroids in a slew of different orbits, some of them highly eccentric and inclined relative to the ecliptic plane. It was a frankly boring system now, but it hinted at a tortured past.

      That made Dash narrow his eyes. “Sentinel, these asteroids are probably smashed-up planets, right?”

      “There could be other explanations for them, but in this volume, that’s most likely, yes.”

      “Could they have been smashed up recently? As in, destroyed by some battle?”

      “Ah. You’re wondering if a particular party might have the means of destroying planets, as the Creators and the Golden once did.”

      “Uh, yeah. If the Deepers have that sort of power and we just haven’t seen it yet, then that’s trouble.”

      “Definitely a valid concern. It should set your mind at ease to know that, no, I don’t believe these fragments are the result of anything other than natural processes. The data suggests that whatever forces created them did so tens to hundreds of millions of years ago.”

      Dash nodded, a little relieved, and also a little bemused that he could even worry about somebody destroying planets like cracking eggs. Not many years ago, just the idea would have been ridiculous, some old spacer tale. But that had been before he found the Archetype and the whole universe had suddenly gotten a lot bigger and nastier.

      “Okay, then, we won’t worry—”

      The threat indicator lit up. Dash flicked to tactical view and saw the source—three Deeper ships lurked near the sole planet, two in high geosynchronous orbit, and one doing some bizarre, repetitive maneuvers beneath them, much closer to the surface.

      “They seem awfully interested in a particular spot on the planet,” Dash said. “It’s like they’re flying top cover over something.”

      “I believe they’re doing just that,” Sentinel replied. The image zoomed, resolving more clearly as the range closed and the scanner resolution improved.

      Dash peered at the imagery. Most of the planet seemed to be nothing but barren desert, punctuated by a few small bodies of water, mostly near the poles. The planet also sported a spectacular set of rings—two sets, offset by about ten degrees, so they formed a shallow X across the planet when both were viewed directly edge-on. That prompted a huh from Dash. He’d never seen anything like it. But his attention was held only for a brief moment before being yanked to the surface directly beneath the two ships in geosynchronous orbit.

      The image zoomed again. Dash cocked his head.

      “What the hell is that?”

      He’d blurted it out as a reflex because he already knew what he was looking at.

      It was a gate.
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      Dash and Leira fired their dark-lances almost simultaneously, pinning the Deeper cruiser in its converging beams. The enhancements to the weapon, to make it more effective against the Deepers’ regenerative hulls, ensured they ripped open a section of the ship and left it a gaping wound. The Deeper ship returned fire, twin x-ray laser shots both aimed at the Swift. Leira’s shield flared as it saturated, and switched into radiant mode, letting the rest of the energy slam into the mech.

      Clouds of incinerated armor puffed away, but the Swift flew on unperturbed.

      “Have I mentioned how much I love this new armor?” she said.

      “Well, I considered chocolates, or maybe flowers, but upgraded armor for your mech just seemed more romantic,” Dash said.

      “It fits perfectly. Love it.”

      Dash grinned, jinking sideways as he did and lining up another shot. The second Deeper cruiser opened up with a burst-cannon, the name they’d given to the aliens’ new generation of rapid-fire plasma weapon. The Slipwing wove back and forth, rolled, and pitched up and down, seeming to dodge each pulse of incandescent plasma by only meters. Viktor closed the Slipwing to within a few hundred klicks of the Deeper ship, then opened up with pulse cannons and a newly installed dark-lance, gouging chunks out of the Deeper ship. Jexin followed the Slipwing in, adding the weight of her own weapons to what was quickly becoming carnage.

      Wei-Ping spoke up from the Herald, which was holding back and acting as their reserve. “These Deepers suck. They must be noobs, or some sort of militia or something. They’re not even trying to maneuver or do anything fancy.”

      The last dregs of Dash’s grin vanished. Wei-Ping was right. These Deepers were amateurs. The two ships in synchronous orbit had just immediately accelerated directly toward them, firing as soon as they were in range. And they’d just kept coming, apparently uncaring of how badly outgunned they were, making it a sort of death ride.

      “Sentinel, give me a focus on the third ship,” he said.

      The imagery switched as the Meld reoriented Dash’s attention. The third ship was burning hard the opposite direction, trying to close on the planet.

      “Ah. Not good. Sentinel, how long until they’re within weapons range of that gate?”

      “You think they intend to destroy their own construct?”

      “Maybe, but let’s assume that, yeah, they are, so we don’t get it.”

      “Deeper x-ray lasers and burst-cannons will be severely degraded in effect by the planet’s atmosphere and magnetic field. Missiles likewise must survive atmospheric reentry to be effective on impact.”

      “Okay, and?”

      “And, the ship’s maneuvers are consistent with closing to an optimal attack position on the gate. If they are reconfiguring missiles to survive passage through the atmosphere, then I’d estimate they’ll be in a position to fire in a minimum of fifteen, and a likely maximum of thirty minutes.”

      As soon as she rattled off the times, Dash thought about the feasibility of intercepting the Deeper ship before it could open fire. The Meld provided different scenarios, but only one seemed likely to succeed. It boiled down to traveling as fast as he possibly could.

      “Could’ve figured that out all on my own, I think,” Dash muttered. He switched to the comm.

      “Jex, Viktor, you finish off these two bastards. Wei-Ping, you keep giving top cover. Leira, do your best to keep up,” he said.

      “Seems like I spend a lot of time trying to keep up with you,” Leira snapped back over their private channel.

      “Hey, I’m quick, what can I say.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Leira replied, sliding a gleefully suggestive tone into her voice.

      Dash started to chuckle but abruptly cut it off. “Wait a second. I can take my time when it counts.”

      “And this is not one of those times. You can bandage up your wounded pride later. Just go!”
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        * * *

      

      Dash managed to accelerate the Archetype to its fastest, real-space speed yet. The planet now loomed ahead, a massive, dun-grey disk nestled in its oddly inclined rings. He hoped the Deepers did whatever they were going to do soon because he’d be hitting atmo in about ten minutes. At this velocity, that was going to hurt.

      As though on command, the Deeper ship launched a salvo of missiles. Sure enough, they immediately zoomed off toward the planet.

      Dash glanced back and found Leira. As fast as the Swift was, she wasn’t going to be able to help him intercept these missiles. “Leira, take care of this asshole. Make sure he doesn’t launch anything else.”

      “Will do, but, uh, Dash, you’re going a little too fast to enter atmo, and by a little too fast, I mean a lot too fast.”

      “I am? Oh, yeah—”

      “Dash, I’m serious.”

      “Don’t worry, I have no intention of making it this far into my second war, then burning myself up like an idiot.”

      Dash switched his attention back to tactical. This was going to be close. He’d get a half-dozen shots from the dark-lance before the missiles hit the atmosphere. Even if each were a kill, that would still leave three missiles plunging through their final, fiery descent toward the gate.

      He’d have to dive into the atmosphere himself to stop them.

      “Sentinel, we’re going to have to chase some of the missiles into atmo, so I need you—”

      “To configure the Archetype for optimal atmospheric entry, while maintaining as much velocity as possible.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “Way ahead of you, Dash,” Sentinel said.

      “Look, do you really need me here to do this? Again, Forge, feet up, drink in my hand, reading the after-action report. I can see it now.”

      “But I would lose access to that remarkably inconstant, often irrational, and sometimes incoherent mind of yours.”

      Dash couldn’t help laughing. “You are the mistress of back-handed compliments, Sentinel.”

      The Archetype began to change course, veering to the best possible angle for atmospheric entry at a velocity and on a course that would give them their best chance at stopping the missiles. Dash let it happen and concentrated on lining up dark-lance shots instead. As soon as he had a firing solution better than 50 percent, he opened fire, killing a missile with his first shot.

      “Yes!”

      He fired the dark-lance as fast as it could cycle, all but one of his shots taking down a missile before the remaining four hit the atmosphere and the firing solutions dropped to almost zero. That left about twenty seconds before the Archetype brushed the top of the gaseous envelope surrounding the planet.

      “Dash, I am taking all weapons except for the nova-cannon offline and diverting their power, and all other available power, to the shield. We will be relying heavily on aerobraking, and the nova-cannon has the greatest likelihood of scoring hits under these conditions.”

      “Do it,” Dash said, watching as the nav display ticked down the seconds to the top of the atmosphere. Just before they did, he took a look at the planet sprawled below, mottled greys and tans of endless desert surrounding a single lake nestled among a chain of towering peaks. A river meandered from the lake, through the desert, greenery lining both sides of it.

      And that was all he was able to see before the Archetype suddenly slammed hard to one side, and everything vanished in a ferocious glare of light.

      Dash clenched his jaw and hung on. Air compressed ahead of the mech’s shield flashed into searing plasma. The ride abruptly smoothed as the mech passed through a thin spot on the atmosphere’s very top edge. Then it crashed back into thicker gas and began to shake and buck up and down, and side to side. Dash let Sentinel concentrate on keeping them straight, thrusting hard in multiple directions to keep the mech from starting to tumble, while he concentrated on the nova-cannon’s targeting reticle and waiting for enough data to make it through the sheath of furnace heat enclosing them to firm up the firing solution.

      One of the missiles became a spray of glowing debris, a small cloud of meteorites that quickly burned out. A second followed. Dash growled his approval. Maybe the remaining two missiles would just fail as well, and he could call off this insane chase.

      “Twenty seconds to impact,” Sentinel said.

      The firing solution bounced between 15 and 20 percent, up and down. Grim jubilation gave way to a string of curses. He wasn’t going to be able to shoot both of these missiles with the nova-cannon before they hit, detonated, and likely destroyed the gate.

      No. He didn’t accept that. Letting instinct drive him, he accelerated the Archetype as hard as he could.

      “Dash, we are overtaking—”

      “I know!”

      He angled the Archetype so he’d pass beneath the missiles. He’d have one very brief window of opportunity for this.

      “Impact in ten seconds. And I’m not just talking about the missiles.”

      Dash doggedly kept his focus on the scant targeting data filtering into the fire control system.

      Now.

      He rolled the Archetype on its back and fired the nova-cannon three times. Then he yanked the Archetype up into a steep climb, expecting everything to go dark at any second. Even the most potent alien anti-grav tech wouldn’t help if the mech abruptly decelerated from this fast to a dead stop on impact with the ground.

      The mech slammed against something, slewing hard to port. Then it straightened out and climbed. Dash decelerated, slowing the mech until he could peer through the plasma sheath and see exactly what had happened.

      The nova-cannon blasts hadn’t destroyed the missiles, but they had deflected them, knocking both onto an upward trajectory. They single-mindedly tried to loop back to their target, but another pair of nova-cannon shots destroyed them. He glanced at the source and saw the Swift arcing overhead, silhouetted against a dazzling sky, blue with a hint of purple.

      “Dash, you okay?” Leira asked.

      “Think so. Only a couple of systems have gone red.”

      “You do realize that you almost hit the ground.”

      “The operative word being almost.”

      “Tybalt, what was the Archetype’s minimum altitude during that insanity,” Leira asked.

      “Thirty-eight meters.”

      Dash blinked, then swallowed. That wasn’t too much taller than the Archetype itself. That meant the mech had come to almost within its own height of complete oblivion.

      “Hey, like I said, that almost is what matters, right?”
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        * * *

      

      Dash wheeled the Archetype through a tight turn, Leira following him in the Swift. No more defensive fire rose to menace them, which meant they’d seemingly destroyed the last of the fixed defenses.

      “They really didn’t have this place very well protected, did they?” Leira asked. “Three light cruisers, and few surface batteries, that seems to be it.”

      “Nope. But we are three hundred light-years from the Forge, in a really remote and not especially interesting system. They probably thought they were safe just because of distance and anonymity,” Dash replied.

      Sentinel interrupted. “I’ve finished analyzing the activity below. The large industrial complex surrounding the gate seems to be a resource-harvesting operation. A variety of commodities, organic and inorganic, as well as air and water, are being collected, then sent through the gate.”

      Dash frowned down at the sprawling industrial facility, an agglomeration of open-pit mines, processing plants, refineries, smelters, warehouses, and dozens more structures whose purpose wasn’t immediately apparent. It was all roughly centered on the gate and spread for kilometers in all directions, an orderly array of operations marred only by one scar, a toppled spire that had crashed in ruin, flinging debris in all directions. That had been what the Archetype had impacted as Dash desperately sought to avoid slamming into the ground. Even now, he could see something like oversized beetles working at clearing the wreckage and repairing the damage.

      Dash looked from his inadvertent handiwork to the gate itself. It resembled the other shimmering, distorted space-time versions they’d encountered, except this one was nestled in a massive, cradle-like structure. Sentinel speculated that it was a means of keeping the gate stable inside the planet’s gravity well, but noted that she needed better data to know for sure.

      “It looks like all this resource harvesting is still going on, too,” Leira said.

      Dash took in the clouds of dust and vapor rising from the mines and processors and smelters, the busy movement of digging machines as they scooped up soil and chewed into bedrock, and nodded. “Yeah. The question is, who or what the hell is doing it?”

      “Scanner returns aren’t conclusive, but they would suggest some sort of Deeper bio-construct,” Sentinel said. “They appear to be purpose-made to carry out these tasks and operate these systems.”

      Leira cut in. “So there’s not really one thing called Deepers. There are Deeper warriors, Deeper spaceship crews, missiles that are Deepers, these things. Hell, even their ships might just be big Deepers.”

      “That is both a fascinating and unsettling idea,” Dash replied.

      “A race that can tailor each of its members to perform a specific function would be very efficient,” Tybalt noted.

      “Yeah, it would, but do the Deepers get a say? What happens if a Deeper doesn’t want to be a warrior, say, and just wants to be a miner?” Dash asked.

      “That presupposes the concept of individual identity has any meaning to the Deepers. We have no indication that that’s the case,” Tybalt replied.

      “Makes them seem even more like bugs, ants or something.”

      “Insects are also very efficient.”

      “You know, Tybalt, you almost sound like you admire them,” Leira said.

      “I do not need to admire them to acknowledge the inherent advantages offered by an absolute unity of purpose, unhindered by individual aspirations or ambitions,” the AI replied, again with that implied, haughty sniff.

      Dash had to nod, though. “Tybalt’s right. Doesn’t matter what we think of the Deepers. What does matter is that we understand them. It’s the only way we’re ultimately going to be able to defeat them.”

      “Thank you, Messenger. You made my point more effectively than I did.”

      “Suck up,” Leira muttered.

      Dash spoke up before Leira and her AI started in at one another. “Anyway, this operation is still running. And it’s steadily spreading out across the planet’s surface. The Deepers are stripping this planet like locusts.”

      “So they must get their raw materials here, then use the gate to send them to some central facility somewhere,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, and that immediately raises another question. How many of these scavenger worlds are there?”

      “This is an abomination,” a cold voice hissed. It took Dash a moment to recognize it as Jexin’s.

      “Jex? Glad you could join us. I gather the Deeper ships are taken care of?” Dash asked.

      “They are.”

      “Jex, are you okay?”

      Her voice snapped back. “No, I’m not. The Deepers must have wiped out whatever race did live here, and now they’re just plundering the planet for its resources. Like I said—an abomination.”

      Dash got it. Jexin’s own people, the Kosan, had suffered similar treatment at the hands of the Golden. Afterward, they’d been forced to retreat to a pair of wild, inhospitable moons in a remote system, desperately eking out a dreary existence on the brink of extinction. It had been abjectly miserable, but it was the only way the Kosan felt safe from the Golden. So Dash got it. Seeing this just triggered painful memories of what her people had to endure.

      “You’re right, Jex. I agree 100 percent. But finding this does have a good side to it,” Dash said.

      “What’s that?”

      “It means we’ve stumbled on what’s essentially the Deeper logistics chain, or at least part of it. If we can disrupt it, or shut it down completely, then not only do we starve the Deepers of resources, but we also save the lives of anyone else they’ve done this to.”

      “Or would do it to,” Leira put in.

      “I suppose,” Jexin said, her tone reluctant but still one of acceptance. And that gave Dash an idea.

      “That means that we need to form a task force to locate and then neutralize these Deeper scavenger worlds. Jex, I think you’re the best candidate to command it.”

      “I—what?”

      “Comm problem?”

      “Uh. No. I just—” A pause. “Really? I haven’t commanded anything more than some trainees in some Orions. Do you think I’m ready to actually command a task force?”

      “Would I be telling you I want you to do it if I didn’t?”

      Another pause, then Jexin replied. “Thank you, Dash. I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will. Just one thing, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m counting on harnessing your anger here into something productive. That means you’ve got to keep it in check and stay focused on your mission.”

      “Dash, if you and Leira have taught me anything, it’s that anger’s better as a tool than just an emotion.”

      “Okay, then. Now, to the task at hand. Sentinel, do I see some sort of settlement off to the west, about twenty klicks?”

      “Yes. There are forty-one structures, housing about three hundred individuals. Some of them, as unlikely as it seems, appear to be human.”

      Dash stared at the distant cluster of buildings for a moment. “Human? How did humans get way the hell out here?”

      “Maybe they’re from the League and got taken prisoner,” Leira suggested.

      “Maybe.” Dash glanced down at the Deepers’ rambling harvesting operation, then back at the distant settlement. “We need to go and find out who they are and what they’re doing out there. But I really don’t want to leave all this here, essentially behind us.”

      “So why don’t we take it out? Shouldn’t be hard. Afew passes each with nova-cannons should do it,” Jexin said.

      “Trouble with that is, we lose an opportunity to watch how these Deepers operate. See, one of the disadvantages of this bug-like behavior is single-minded purpose. If we keep them under surveillance, we might learn a lot.”

      “So what do you want to do, Dash?” Leira asked.

      Dash switched back to the general comm channel. “Wei-Ping? Get hold of Benzel. Tell him I want a carrier, a command cruiser, and a couple of squadrons of heavies with escorts sent here, along with Conover in the Pulsar and a company of ground assault troops. Also, tell him to send Lori in her Orion.”

      “If they don’t do that scary translation thing through the black hole, it’s going to take them a few days to get here,” Wei-Ping replied.

      “I know,” Dash said, scanning the maze of rock crushers and furnaces and pipes surrounding the gate. “But I think what we’ve found here is worth a few days of our time.”
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        * * *

      

      Shooting the Deeper workers, as they had come to call them, was little more than target practice. Dash and Leira did a few passes over the alien industrial complex, mostly targeting the workers with their point-defense guns, to minimize damage to the areas around them. The creatures, although maybe bio-machines was more accurate, seemed to have no instinct for self-preservation at all. They just pursued their cryptic tasks with single-minded purpose, not even flinching if every worker around them were gunned down.

      “Like ants,” Dash said as he and Leira zoomed upward at the end of another pass.

      “Ants?”

      “Yeah. Sorry, little bugs. They live in complicated little tunnel complexes they make under the ground, and they love getting into your snacks while you’re just trying to get in some quiet fishing.”

      “Do they have wings?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Okay, then.”

      Dash chuckled, then glanced back. He and Leira had fired a few dark-lance shots and nova-cannon blasts to inflict some damage on the complex, and had killed or incapacitated at least a few dozen workers. Now, a series of passive sensors placed around the place by Jexin, and a satellite in geosynchronous orbit overhead, would watch to see how the Deepers responded. Dash wanted to see how they repaired things, and also how the complex grew over time.

      “Next on the agenda, let’s go check out that settlement,” Dash said, sweeping the Archetype through a soaring turn. Leira and Jexin followed. In a moment, they reached the settlement and began orbiting overhead.

      It was a ramshackle collection of structures seemingly made from bits and pieces, scraps of metal and plastic and chunks of native rock gathered nearby. It clustered on the shore of a small, brackish lake. Bleak desert separated it from the Deeper complex and otherwise surrounded it for literally hundreds of kilometers in all directions.

      “Charming little place,” Leira said.

      “Yeah. Reminds me of Penumbra, Conover’s old hometown, except even more of a shithole, if that’s possible,” Dash said.

      “I know these people,” Jexin put in.

      Dash’s eyebrows shot up. “You do? How?”

      “Because I’ve been these people. All Kosan have.”

      “Ah. Gotcha.”

      As they started their second orbit, they could see that most, or maybe even all, of the place’s inhabitants had tumbled outside, and now gaped and pointed up at them. The sight of the three mechs wheeling overhead must have had them confused, maybe even terrified that they were about to be attacked just as the Deeper industrial complex had been.

      “Okay, Wei-Ping, keep a sharp lookout. Leira, Jex and I are going to land and talk to some people down here. That seems to include some humans,” Dash said.

      “Uh, will do, but isn’t the gravity going to be a little high for you guys?” Wei-Ping asked. “It’s twice terrestrial standard.”

      “We’ll wear our vac-armor. It’s powered enough that it should offset our weight being double and let me keep my slim, delicate figure,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, that’s how I’d describe your figure,” Leira put in.

      Dash waggled his eyebrows. “You would know.”
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      Dash could feel the increased gravity pulling him down into the vac-armor’s internal harness. Without its powered exoskeleton function, he’d be trying to drag twice his weight around, which would be exhausting, not to mention undignified. But the armor allowed him to walk normally, even if the harness bit into him a little harder.

      He joined Leira and Jexin in front of the Archetype. They’d grounded the three mechs far enough away from the strange, dilapidated settlement that they shouldn’t seem immediately threatening but were still ominous enough that they would head off trouble.

      Hopefully.

      Dash nonetheless walked with his hand resting on the butt of his holstered mag-pistol. But as a group of figures came shuffling out from among the ramshackle buildings of the settlement, he let go of it.

      A wiry human woman, grubby but clear-eyed and dark-haired, hobbled toward them, assisted by a battered cargo-loading exoskeleton. Behind her came at least ten different aliens, most of whose races Dash didn’t recognize. He might have seen the remains of similar beings aboard the Arkubators, and one resembled one of the weasel-like Rin-Ti, but he couldn’t readily place any of them.

      The woman limped to a stop. She was tired, dirty, and thin, the lines on her face hinting at a hard, laborious life. The ancient exoskeleton’s servos whined, the joints squealing. The device, meant to facilitate the handling of heavy cargo, seemed to be on its last legs. At least it gave her the means of dealing with the high gravity, which was more than could be said for a few of the other aliens, who were bent over, seemingly laboring just to stand up.

      “You’re human,” the woman said, her eyes hard. “At least, two of you are. Don’t recognize your species,” she went on, looking at Jexin.

      “We are. I’m Newton Sawyer, though most people call me Dash. This is Leira, and the adorable alien there is Jexin. We represent the Cygnus Realm.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Not surprising. We’re pretty new to this part of the galaxy.”

      The woman’s eyes narrowed. “What does that mean? Where are you from?”

      Dash smiled. “It’s going to take some explaining. How about we sit down somewhere so I can give you all the details.”
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      The woman’s name was Bettman. As she led them back toward the clustered shacks of the settlement, she waved at the desolation around her. “Welcome to Backwater,” she said, giving a tired smile. “Hope you like fish. While they last, that is.”

      She led them toward one of the buildings, a hovel apparently cobbled together from scraps of sheet metal and piles of stone, and roofed with a ragged plastic tarp. It did keep the worst of the sun off them, but Dash doubted it would do much for stopping rain. Of course, glancing back at the arid, dusty square enclosed by the buildings, he suspected that rain wasn’t much of a problem here.

      Bettman sat down on a crate. The place reeked of a greasy, fishy smell, overlain with smoke and sweat. Her servos protested one last time, then went silent as she settled herself down. Several of the aliens who’d accompanied her stayed outside but lurked nearby and occasionally peered in. Dash, Leira, and Jexin made themselves as comfortable as the dreary, spartan shack allowed.

      “So before I launch into explaining who we are, who are you? Or, more to point, how did you get here?” Dash asked.

      Bettman smiled again, then turned her head, exposing a nasty scar. “Don’t know. Or at least, can’t say. Don’t remember much, in fact, before I ended up here. Just a few childhood memories and something about a ship.”

      Dash glanced at Leira. Nothing about Bettman’s demeanor seemed especially off, but Dash had long since learned not to offer too much trust based solely on first impressions.

      Leira smiled reassuringly. “We’re assuming you must have come from the Rimworld League. You were probably taken captive by the Deepers and brought here, for—” She paused. “That’s the part we don’t get. Why they would have bothered to bring you way out here.”

      “Way out here?”

      “You’re over three hundred light-years from the nearest League planet,” Dash said.

      Bettman stared. “Oh. I guess that should mean something to me, but I’m sorry, it doesn’t.”

      “So the name Rimworld League doesn’t mean anything to you?”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Bettman said, then narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Wait. I thought you said you were from some sort of realm. The Signal Realm, or something like that.”

      “Cygnus Realm. And we are,” Dash said, then went on to give Bettman the thumbnail version of who they were and how they’d come to be in this part of the galaxy. He deliberately avoided much detail, wanting to wait until he knew more about Bettman and the other inhabitants of this bleak place.

      By the time he was done, Bettman sat wide-eyed. “That’s quite the story. I’d be inclined to believe it’s all bullshit if it weren’t for those—what did you call them? Mechs?”

      “That’s right. They’re basically fancy spaceships,” Dash said.

      Sentinel’s voice cut over the comm. “For the record, I resent that.”

      “As do I,” Tybalt added. “A fancy spaceship, indeed. Hmph.”

      Dash grinned, but Bettman just looked confused. “Who was that?”

      “Our mechs. Each has an AI that helps us fly it.”

      Bettman sighed, then gestured to herself. “This? This here? This is what culture shock looks like.”

      One of the aliens at the doorway hissed something to Bettman, who nodded. “Good point. Your arrival here was announced with a boom loud enough to knock a couple of the shacks down. We wonder if you could avoid doing that in the future.”

      Dash gave a rueful smile. He had entered the planet’s atmosphere at a ferocious speed, so the sonic booms he sent slamming into the ground below must have been something fierce.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. I only had a few seconds to stop some missiles. My bad.”

      “So you don’t remember how you got here. What about the rest of these people? There must be at least a dozen different races here,” Jexin said.

      Bettman shrugged. “Some of them, I’ve got no idea. Especially if they got here before I did and don’t want to talk about it. There are a few of those. Most, though, seem to have been pulled through that damned gate. Those aliens, the Deepers, seem to be everywhere, and they’re spreading fast. Every time they open a gate on a planet to strip its resources, a few of the locals seem to get spit through it.”

      “So what happens when they get here?” Dash asked. “They come through the gate and, what? The Deepers just let them wander around until they end up here?”

      “Pretty much.” Bettman waved vaguely in the direction of the gate. “Those things over there, the one’s doing all the mining and hauling and other work, they seem completely blind to humans or anyone else wandering around their operation.”

      A squat, scaled creature, something like a cross between a toad and a gecko, stepped forward. As it did, a membranous crest lifted slightly, making a gauzy collar around the alien’s head. “That doesn’t mean it’s safe. They seem completely blind to anything but what they’re doing in that moment. More than a few poor wretches have been pulled through the gate, confused and disoriented, then crushed under some monstrous machine before they even knew what was going on.”

      “So not exactly a safe and healthy workplace, then,” Leira said, her smile thin.

      “No. The Deepers over there seem to be 100 percent focused on doing what they do. We don’t matter to them any more than some bug matters to us,” Bettman said.

      Dash said nothing. Instead, his mind raced through the horrifying implications of what Bettman and the alien had just said. Those poor bastards were pulled through the gate into a terrifying situation, stumbling blindly amid the dust and smoke and towering, pounding machinery, only to be arbitrarily killed in some appalling way. That was truly awful even just to contemplate. It must have seemed like being plunged into hell itself. But it paled in comparison to Bettman’s words.

      Those aliens, the Deepers, seem to be everywhere, and they’re spreading fast.

      He stood so he could pace, the heavy tread of his vac-armor thumping a counterpoint to his words. “We need to better understand these gates. How they work, how they’re connected, and where they all go. We need—a map. Yeah. A map of all the gates and how they’re connected.”

      “Okay, and where can we get that?” Leira asked.

      Dash twisted his mouth into a frustrated grimace. “I’ve got absolutely no idea. I mean, we don’t even know where this one goes, without actually going through it, anyway.” Dash turned to his comm. “Sentinel, is that right? Or is there some way we can tell where a gate goes without actually passing through it?”

      Before Sentinel could speak, the toad-like alien cut in. “You could try asking someone who knows. Like me, for instance.”

      Dash stared. “You can tell where these gates go?”

      “No. Or, at least, not without going through them, like you just said. But I do know where this one goes.”

      “Sorry, what’s your name?” Leira put in.

      “Glis. I’m a bio-optical engineer. Or I was, until the Deepers came to my home planet and started doing this to it,” he said, gesturing toward the distant gate.

      “So how do you know where this gate goes, Glis?” Dash asked.

      “Because I’ve been through it.”

      “You, what? Just walked through it?”

      “I did.”

      “Holy shit. And I thought I was ballsy,” Dash said, exchanging an awed glance with Leira.

      “We’ve found these gates in deep space,” Jexin said. “How did you know you weren’t just going to step into, well, nothing?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh.”

      Glis gave a shuddering hiss that was apparently laughter. “What was the worst that could have happened? I could have died?” He gestured around again. “This isn’t much better, believe me, especially since I hate fish.”

      Dash just nodded. “I get it. You were taking the chance it would lead somewhere better.”

      “I was.”

      “So where does it go?”

      “Judging from the view, somewhere outside the galaxy. It’s a planet, but without much atmosphere. I was in near-vacuum for the little time I was able to spend there.”

      “Without a suit?” Leira asked.

      Glis looked around theatrically, a bit of human sarcasm. “Let’s see, where did I leave my spacesuit? Maybe in my other hovel.”

      Leira raised a hand. “Sorry. Dumb question.”

      “That’s okay. Anyway, for the brief time I was there, I was able to see our galaxy. It stretched right across the sky. Pretty spectacular view, at least until the fluid finished boiling off my eyeballs. It was about then that I decided I’d better come back.”

      “Glis, you are one crazy sonofabitch, you know that?” Dash said, smiling appreciatively. The courage of this little alien, stepping through a gate into a complete unknown, finding out it led to an airless world, and still taking the time to take in his surroundings…

      Crazy sonofabitch barely seemed adequate.

      “I prefer to think of myself as an engineer, testing hypotheses,” Glis replied.

      Dash grinned. He liked Glis. He was inclined to like Bettman, too, but still viewed her with a glimmer of suspicion. Not being able to remember how she got here made sense, considering the head injury she’d suffered. But it was awfully convenient, especially in light of Kitzbuell and the fact that there were humans willing to collaborate with the Deepers.

      He turned back to Glis. “You said the Deepers attacked your homeworld.”

      “They did.”

      Jexin muttered something.

      Glis turned to her. “I’m sorry. Did I offend you in some way?”

      “What? Oh, no. It’s just that your story is similar to mine. My people were savaged by aliens, though not the Deepers. They were called the Golden.” She gave Glis a solemn look. “So I know what you’ve gone through.” Jexin gave a faint chuckle. “Well, except for the walking through an alien gate and standing on an airless planet outside the galaxy part.”

      “It’s not something I recommend.”

      “Anyway, these people, Dash and Leira and the rest of the Cygnus Realm, they rescued us and gave us a new and lush world to settle. So you can trust them, believe me.”

      “Who are these Golden?” Glis asked. “Is this another race of aliens threatening to destroy us?”

      Dash gave a feral grin. “Not anymore. Like I said when we started this, it was them or us. And we’re the ones standing here, not the Golden.”

      “Do you think you could do the same to the Deepers?” Bettman asked.

      Dash turned his grin to her.

      “We already are.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash asked each of the aliens to tell their story, or at least as much as they were comfortable telling, to the AIs, and to do it in as much detail as possible. He emphasized that nothing was too trivial to share. The AIs, in turn, would collate every piece of data and see if they could come up with at least a broad picture of where the Deepers were, and what they were up to.

      “I think I can shed some light on that right now,” Glis said. “When those of us who could flee our homeworld did, it quickly became clear the Deepers were a widespread threat. We tried to escape them, but ultimately, we couldn’t, and all of us eventually got captured. Until we did, though, we started to put together a rough picture of what they were doing.”

      “And that is?” Leira asked.

      “The Deepers seem to be seizing worlds all along the galactic rim, trying to find an optimal way to permanently dominate this whole galactic arm. Their chain of worlds is still pretty thin, but it gets a little more extensive and, well, deeper, with every world they take.”

      “And more races are subjugated, or worse,” Jexin said, her voice flat.

      Glis just nodded.

      After watching as the sundry aliens spoke, each in turn, describing their particular story, Glis turned to Dash. “So what are you going to do with all this information? Once you know where the Deepers are, what are you going to do?”

      “Destroy them.”

      Glis stared. “Do you really think you can?”

      “I won’t tolerate the Deepers in my galaxy, and that means the Realm won’t either.”

      Leira raised an eyebrow. “Your galaxy?”

      “Okay, our galaxy.”

      “That’s better.”

      But Glis persisted. “Where do you intend to begin?”

      Dash gave a vague wave. “Right here. We’re going to learn what we can about them, and then we’re going to remove every Deeper here. Then we start working our way through the other Deeper-contaminated worlds, according to how long they’ve been under attack. The shorter the occupation, the higher your world is on our list.”

      A stirring rippled through the gathered aliens. Some muttered, and a few made sounds, or gestures, or emanated odors clearly intended to convey anger.

      Dash held up his hands.

      “Look, we’re going to destroy all the Deepers here and seize that gate, but we can’t actually save a world like this one. It’s too far gone. But we can save a world that’s still fighting back. So, in order of how long it’s been, whose planets are still filled with innocents? And more importantly, where are these worlds?” Dash asked.

      The aliens muttered amongst themselves for a few minutes, some obviously translating for others. Dash took the opportunity to sidle toward Leira and Jexin and usher them off to one side.

      “Any thoughts?” he asked.

      “Many,” Jexin said. “In fact, this is a little overwhelming.” She looked around, her face hard. “All of these people, refugees.”

      “We’ll get them their homes back or find them new ones,” Dash said.

      Jexin nodded firmly. “I know you will, Dash.”

      “We will, Jex.”

      Jexin returned a thumbs-up, a human gesture she’d picked up. Dash found it both funny and touching.

      Leira crossed her arms and lowered her voice. “What about trust? There are a lot of people here, some from races we don’t know. Hell, we don’t have translation matrices for some of them.”

      “I know. For now, we’re going to be very careful, until we’re sure we can trust these people,” Dash replied.

      “Or know which ones we can’t,” Jexin put in.

      “Okay, so how about Bettman, our sole human here?” Leira asked.

      Dash looked at her sidelong. “You have a problem with her?”

      “No. Or, well, maybe. The fact that she can’t remember anything before she got here bothers me. Even if she’s telling the truth, it doesn’t mean she couldn’t be a problem.”

      “Yeah, I know. Deeper programming or brainwashing or whatever is something we need to watch out for.” Dash chewed his lip for a moment.

      “For now, we’ll trust her, but I want to keep her away from anything sensitive. She doesn’t need to come aboard the Forge, for instance,” he finally said.

      He opened his mouth to say more, but the gathered aliens had apparently finished their deliberations. One now stepped forward, a shelled creature that reminded Dash vaguely of a turtle. It had six legs but could apparently walk on four of them, if it chose. A cluster of fine whiskers sprouted from around its mouth, each moving in a way that suggested they might be capable of fine manipulation. When it spoke, its raspy voice delivered blunt, pointed statements.

      “I am Krin. My people are the Hriki. We were invaded only several”—the next few words weren’t translated—“ago.”

      “Uh, Sentinel? A little help with some translation?” Dash said.

      “One moment.” A pause. “Based on cross-references, the phase seems to describe units of time similar to weeks.”

      “Weeks. Okay, then. That sounds like our first target, the Hriki homeworld. Krin, can you make sure Sentinel has all the details?”

      “Yes, I will.”

      The Hriki turned and ambled off without a backward glance.

      Dash exchanged a bemused look with Leira, then turned back to the rest of the aliens.

      “Okay, we’re not done yet. We said we’d liberate all of your worlds if we can. We’re just starting with the Hriki.” He clapped his hands together. “Okay, so who’s next?”
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      The Hriki planet was called Owukaz, the closest translation of which was apparently Hatching Place. Staring at the imagery portrayed in the Archetype’s display, Dash could understand that. The Hriki were an amphibious race, and Owukaz was mostly water. At least 80 percent of the surface was covered in the wet stuff, with the remainder comprising a single continent and several island archipelagos.

      “That’s a lot of water,” Leira said.

      Dash nodded. “Yeah. And that’s apparently the reason the Deepers are here. They’re after water, among other things.”

      The tactical information repeated from the stealth drones they deployed into the system showed a bustle of Deeper activity on the planet’s sole continental landmass, but nothing elsewhere. According to Krin, his people were keeping up the fight, doing their best to hold off the Deepers and, ideally, kick them off the planet altogether. Unfortunately, Dash had to conclude that the reason the Hriki were able to continue resisting was that the Deepers simply hadn’t bothered to destroy them yet. Hriki tech was about on par with that of the League. It was good, but against the Deepers, it just wasn’t good enough.

      He’d kept the Archetype, Swift, and Talon, now joined by Conover in the Pulsar on the edge of the system. Even further back, in interstellar space, was the rest of the fleet—three squadrons of heavy cruisers, a dozen smaller escorts, the carrier Victory, and the flagship, the command cruiser Sabertooth. Wei-Ping remained in command, having moved from the Herald to the Sabertooth, a vessel specifically designed for command, control, and battle management. The Deepers seemed as-yet unaware of their lurking presence, since only the stealth-drones had deployed into the system.

      “So what do you think, Dash?” Wei-Ping asked. “I doubt that we’re going to remain undetected for long once we start our run in, so we might as well just go for it, right?”

      Dash smiled. Wei-Ping was even more direct and aggressive than Benzel.

      “Yeah, as sneaky and subtle as I’d love to be, I think straight-in is probably going to be our only viable strategy—”

      “Dash, I have some new tactical data,” Sentinel cut in. As she spoke, icons representing several large, ponderous ships appeared. One, it seemed, was inbound toward the planet. Another had just started outbound, apparently rendezvousing with three similar ships orbiting well away from the planet.

      “What the hell are those?” Dash asked.

      Leira sniffed. “Big bastards, whatever they are.”

      “They are, indeed, approximately the same size as Arkubators, but they’re a different design. I would suggest that they are tankers,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash pushed up his lower lip in thought, then nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. If they’re here for water, then they’d need some way of hauling it back to wherever it’s going.”

      “Why don’t they just open a gate on the surface and drain the water through it? They want to ruin the planet, anyway,” Jexin said.

      “There may be limitations on how and where gates may be employed, or perhaps it isn’t feasible for other reasons,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. An idea had just floated into view, but only in the corner of his thoughts. It was something about those big ships. He wondered if they were as mindlessly automated as the Deeper workers had been back on Fulcrum. After learning all that the AIs thought they reasonably could from just watching the Deepers operate, Dash had ordered an attack.

      It had been carnage. The workers made no attempt to defend themselves. They were simply destroyed in mid-task, the other workers around them apparently not even noticing. It had ended up being the easiest victory the Realm had ever won.

      If these big water tankers, if that’s what they were, were just as brainless, then they should be able to seize them with relative ease. There didn’t even seem to be any Deeper warships nearby to protect or escort them. In fact, the only military force at all, several ships Sentinel identified as destroyers and frigates in orbit, seemed to be focused on the planet itself.

      The elusive idea suddenly came sharply into view. Maybe they could deal with the Deepers and return the stolen water to the planet all in one go.

      “Sentinel, how long are those water tankers? How massive?” he asked

      “They are approximately three thousand meters long and five hundred across their widest beam. If we assume that 75 percent of that volume is filled with water—”

      “Wait, wait—too many big numbers that don’t mean much by themselves. So let me ask this another way. If one of those hit the planet as it was deorbiting, what sort of effect would it have?”

      “Since it would be a mass of several million tons moving at sub-orbital velocity, its kinetic energy would be similar to any massive impacting body, such as an asteroid. It would certainly devastate a significant portion of the planet’s surface where it struck. And since the planet is mostly covered with water, then large, destructive tsunamis would be an inevitable follow-on effect.”

      “So, it would be bad.”

      “That depends on your point of view. It would be bad for anyone on the surface of the planet and near the impact. It would be irrelevant to that same individual if they were aboard the Forge.”

      A slow smile spread across Dash’s face. “Hey, it’s the ghost of the old, pedantic, technically this and specifically that Sentinel! Long time no see!”

      “I thought you would enjoy that—and I assume I’m using this phrase correctly—blast from the past.”

      Dash hadn’t had a good belly laugh in a long time. He indulged himself in one now, laughing so hard his sides started to ache.

      “Good to have you back, in every form.” He took a deep breath and forced himself to turn serious again. “Okay. Anyway, that’s no good. I don’t want to destroy this planet while trying to save it.”

      “No, that would seem to contradict your stated strategy of attempting to help the Hriki overcome the Deepers.”

      Dash bit his bottom lip and studied the data. Okay, that idea was still there, but it had gotten a little cloudy. Unlike the planet, he noticed, which seemed remarkably cloud-free—and that seemed strange for a planet mostly covered with water. There was probably some meteorological explanation for it, which Sentinel could probably give him if—

      Dash furrowed his brow.

      Clouds.

      That idea was suddenly back and better than ever.
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        * * *

      

      “You want to make clouds?” Leira asked.

      “Yeah. Well, more to point, I want to return the water that the Deepers are stealing to the Hriki’s planet. I thought about just seizing those ships and crashing them into the planet, but Sentinel advised against it.”

      “No kidding. We’d basically be doing an orbital bombardment,” Conover said.

      “That’s right. So, instead, we’re going to seize those tankers, move them into low orbit, right at the edge of the atmosphere, then dump their water back over the planet. According to Sentinel, some of it will be lost to space, but most is going to fall into the atmosphere as vapor.”

      “Which is going to condense into clouds,” Conover finished. “Clever, but pretty risky. We’re talking about trying to maneuver some awfully massive bodies close to that planet. If we make any mistakes, we could still deorbit one and crash it into the surface.”

      “And that would be bad,” Leira said.

      Dash lifted a brow. “That depends on your point of view. Bad if you’re down there, but not so bad if you’re up here.”

      After a moment of silence, Leira said, “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Dash chuckled. “Eh, I guess Sentinel delivers that line better than I do. You just had to be there. Anyway, yes, I know it’s risky. But I don’t want the Deepers taking that water. So, here’s my next question. Conover, can you and the Pulsar hack those Deeper ships and take control of them?”

      Kristin, Conover’s AI, answered. “Holy crap, Messenger. You mean, like, take control of all of them? But they’re all bio-electronic and organo-mechanical and stuff!”

      Dash had to remind himself that it was a hyper-advanced alien AI talking, and not some chatty, excitable teenager. Each of the mechs’ AIs had been tailored to mesh perfectly with their pilot’s personality. What the criteria were for determining that, though, Dash could never work out.

      “So is that a no, Kristin?” he asked.

      “What? Oh, no, not at all! In fact, Conover and I have studied this very problem a few times since we first encountered the Deepers, and we think we’ve worked out a hack that will work. The only problem is that we don’t know what sort of countermeasures the Deepers might be able to deploy.” She paused. “Okay, two problems. We’d likely only be able to control one of those ships at a time. Total bummer, if you ask me.”

      Dash considered that. Six ships, probably half a day’s flight time to get to move each into position to dump its load, so that was three days right there. And that assumed there weren’t any problems.

      “Okay, folks, might as well get comfy. We’re going to be here a while. Conover, Kristin, let’s go and try out your spiffy new hacking skills.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The water ships had been protected. A flotilla of small ships, smaller than corvettes, had raced out to intercept them as they approached. The resulting fight had been a whirlwind of jinking, rolling, climbing, diving, and shooting that had ended as quickly as it began. All of the Deeper ships were blasted to scrap, with only a few hits and minor damage to the Realm forces. The water ships had then opened up with their own point-defense batteries, spewing streams of plasma bolts until Dash, Leira, and Jexin were able to silence them all.

      “Okay, Conover, you’re on,” Dash said as he powered away from the last ruined point-defense mount atop one of the massive ships.

      And they were massive. The Archetype was big, but it seemed like barely a dot compared to the vast hull looming blacky against the stars. They transcended what Dash would consider a ship, being more like their own Anchors—like space stations in their own right.

      The Pulsar moved in  toward the first ship, then decelerated to a relative halt. Dash kept the Archetype protectively on-station only a few thousand klicks away, Leira and Jexin tucked neatly into formation. Wei-Ping held the Sabertooth and the rest of her force well back, closer to the planet. She kept a watchful eye not just on it, but also on the closest and most likely translation points any Deeper reinforcements would be likely to use.

      Time passed. Dash made small talk with Leira, Jexin, and Wei-Ping, but left Conover alone. He’d had the process of hacking explained to him, but it quickly zoomed far up and out of his area of expertise. Any of the AIs could hack to some degree. Sentinel had hacked things for him on a few notable occasions. But the Pulsar, and Kristin, were optimized for electronic warfare, and that included hacking enemy systems.

      Of course, those systems had probably been envisioned as things made out of metals and semiconductors, optical crystals, and spin memory. The Deepers were something else altogether, both alive and not alive. Dash had actually braced himself for Conover to declare that hacking these ships wasn’t even possible, so they’d have to go to plan B.

      Now, if only they had a plan B.

      He let some more time pass, then resolved to interrupt Conover for an update. If this wasn’t going to work, then they needed to decide—

      The big ship’s drive suddenly lit, ponderously rotating and accelerating it onto a trajectory that would take it into low planetary orbit. It was actually quite a dramatic and spectacular sight. One Dash gave himself a moment to enjoy.

      “First ship’s on its way, Dash,” Conover said.

      “I see that. Good work.”

      “Doesn’t seem like the Deeper systems gave you much trouble,” Leira noted.

      “Actually, they didn’t. And I think that’s something we need to take a look at, Dash,” Conover said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Deepers are really, really specialized. That huge ship is, in a way, kind of a Deeper. But it exists to do only one thing—haul itself and whatever’s aboard it to wherever it’s intended to go, whenever it’s intended to go there. It doesn’t really do anything else. That makes it really easy to, uh…not sure if reprogram is the right word. Convince? Trick? Something like that, anyway.”

      “Okay. So where are you going with this?”

      “Kristin and I studied how we could hack Deeper warships, and we can’t. Not very well, anyway. They’re specifically designed to resist it. It’s part of what they are, organic machines intended to avoid destruction, and destroy things in return. But Deeper constructs like this one, or those workers down on the planet, aren’t. They’re a lot more vulnerable to being hacked, Dash.”

      “They’re really not that different from any other optical or electronic computing system. It’s just their substrate that’s different, being made out of organic stuff,” Kristin put in. “If they’re smart, they’ll distribute some sort of patch, install some sort of intrusion countermeasures, but until they do, we’ve got ’em by the dangly bits, baby!”

      Leira laughed. “Dangly bits?”

      “Yes, dangly bits. Conover’s told me they’re a particularly vulnerable part of the human male anatomy.” She giggled. “A poor design choice, if you ask me.”

      “Conover, what are you doing talking about your dangly bits to Kristin?” Leira asked.

      “Oh, wait until I tell Amy about this,” Jexin put in.

      Conover’s response was immediate and loud. “Excuse me, but I don’t think discussing human anatomy with my AI counts as—”

      “Feeling guilty, Conover?” Leira asked, still chuckling.

      Dash cut in. “Now that Conover’s blushing enough to be mistaken for some distant, red giant star, let’s move on, shall we? How long, Conover, until we’re ready to do our scary orbital sort-of insertion?”

      “Just over eight hours to planetfall,” he replied. Dash could hear the flustered tone in his voice, residue of Leira’s and Jexin’s teasing him.

      “Eight hours? And we’ve got six of these things to deal with?” Leira sighed.

      Dash sniffed. “That’s war for you. Long periods of boredom, punctuated by brief moments of terror. And we’re right smack in the middle of the first, so again, get comfortable, everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched closely as the massive ship dipped toward the planet’s atmosphere. Backdropped as it was by a vast expanse of sunlit, azure sea, it again struck him as a spectacular sight. He wasn’t sure why. He’d been around the Forge, and the Anchors, and supercarriers like the Victory enough that sheer size shouldn’t impress him as much as this did.

      Maybe it was the idea that this vast ship was, in some ways, a living thing.

      “So just to summarize, you’re going to bounce that thing off the atmosphere, dumping as much water from it as you can while you do, then get us to pick up and salvage whatever’s left, right, Dash?” Wei-Ping said.

      “That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

      “You do realize the thing is probably going to break up. The Deepers never intended for it to enter atmo.”

      “Well aware. And I really don’t care, as long as we can dump the water back into the atmosphere without having that thing slam into the surface. A few smaller pieces don’t bother me, they’ll just make for some spectacular meteor showers.”

      “Roger that.”

      “Thirty seconds to atmo,” Conover said.

      “Roger,” Dash replied, and nothing more. Kristin might be doing the bulk of the hacking work, but he knew that Conover was involved, too. The last thing he needed was trying to thread a three klick-long ship massing millions of tons through a narrow maneuver window with the boss breathing down his neck.

      Conover spoke again, his voice all clipped tension. “Atmo now.”

      The enormous ship shuddered, then wisps of glow gas began to trail behind it. Pieces of debris immediately began to break away.

      “Dumping water now,” Conover said.

      A long, gaseous plume, silvery-white in the stark sunlight, began spewing behind the ship. For a moment, the Deeper ship was an almost poetic study in fire and ice, as superheated plasma and a cloud of frozen water both streamed from it. It was, Dash thought, beautiful, albeit in an almost terrifying sort of way.

      Incandescent gas now enveloped the bottom of the ship, burning through the hull, flinging pieces of glowing debris behind it. Just as the plume of water began to falter, the ship abruptly broke in two. Dash tensed and targeted the nova-cannon, ready to blast the riven ship into the smallest fragments possible. The massive chunks of ship were still traveling too fast to actually plunge any deeper into the atmosphere, though. Instead, they both tumbled off into space, their plasma-wakes fading. All that fell into the atmosphere was bits and pieces, flaring brightly as they were incinerated by their passage through the thickening air.

      Dash blew out a sigh of relief. It seemed to have worked.

      “That, Conover, was excellent work,” he said.

      “Did we get all the water off of it?” Leira asked.

      Conover answered after a moment. “Based on what we got right before the telemetry went dead, it looks like we were able to release about 80 percent of it.”

      “Good enough for me,” Dash said. “Now, Conover, take a breather while we turn around and head back out. We only need to do this five more times.”

      Somebody groaned. Dash wasn’t sure who.
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        * * *

      

      The spectacular passage of the Deeper water-ship through the upper atmosphere apparently caused a stir on the ground. The Hriki began radiating surveillance scanners in every direction, reaching out into space with electronic fingers, feeling around to determine what was going on. The Cygnus Realm forces could have easily defeated the relatively primitive scanners and remained invisible, but that was exactly what Dash didn’t want to do. He had the mechs act as transponders instead, capturing the Hriki signals, then amplifying and rebroadcasting them back. As an insurance policy, he did have Wei-Ping keep the Sabertooth and her consorts under wraps, at least for now.

      The Hriki immediately began broadcasting a comm signal. Dash opened it and found himself facing another of the turtle-like creatures. Its mouth-tentacles waved about as it spoke.

      “Who are you?”

      Dash launched into an explanation, starting with meeting Krin at Backwater in the Fulcrum system. He refrained from offering much detail prior to that, out of caution. They only had Krin’s word that the Hriki weren’t in league with the Deepers, after all, and Dash made others earn his trust.

      For the next two days, they laboriously commandeered the lumbering water-tankers one by one and sent them hurtling into the planet’s upper atmosphere. Dash had hoped that the other AIs could use Kristin and Conover’s hack to take over the other ships and compress the time down, but it wasn’t to be. Only the Pulsar had the dedicated resources to do the job accurately. The other AIs couldn’t offer the same guarantee, and the last thing Dash wanted to do was start making friends with the Hriki, only to drop a few million tonnes of flaming Deeper ship on top of them.

      As the last of the tankers ricocheted off the atmosphere of the planet called Owukaz, Dash called the Hriki again. The individual he’d been talking to, a somewhat officious creature named Takin—the Hriki didn’t seem to be particularly male or female and were probably hermaphroditic—responded.

      “We were able to return about 70 percent of the water the Deepers were trying to steal from your planet. You should be seeing some nice, high overcast forming down there.”

      “We do. It has already begun to rain in some locations. We thank you.”

      “That just leaves the Deeper installations on your planet. I’d like to destroy those next.”

      “Destroy? You have the means?”

      “Well, we just played ping-pong with some ships the size of small towns. I think we can manage an orbital bombardment,” Dash replied.

      “Ping-pong?”

      “It’s—a game. Never mind. Yes, we can destroy the Deepers. But I won’t fire on your planet without your express permission.”

      “That is very diplomatic of you.”

      “By design. I’m hoping that we can persuade you to help us fight back against the Deepers.”

      Takin stared for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “I believe you have already accomplished that. We welcome you to Owukaz with gratitude.”

      Dash thought, Oh, that was easy. He’d already alerted Harolyn, warning her off about visiting the Hriki and trying to persuade them to join their alliance with the Rimward League. He’d still do that, deploy her here, but at least she had much less of an uphill, diplomatic climb ahead of her.

      Dash signed off and turned his attention to the aftermath of their operation to return the stolen water. The broken and burned remnants of the Deeper tankers were drifting away from Owukaz, some soon to fall into orbit around the planet. Others, with more velocity, were destined for far larger orbits around the star. Wei-Ping had salvage crews working on all of them, stripping them of whatever they could and stuffing the booty into every available hold and empty space aboard the warships.

      “Dash, I had a thought,” Conover suddenly said.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why do the Deepers rely so much on what amounts to brainless automatons to do their laborious stuff?”

      “Uh, because they breed them that way?”

      “Well, yeah. But we know there are more intelligent Deepers. Their warriors have to be, to be able to adapt to all the things that suddenly change during a battle. And then there are those Battle Princes, which suggests even more intelligent Deepers out there.”

      “So they use the brainless ones for the, ah, brainless work. So?”

      “Two important industrial operations, each of them only lightly defended and otherwise

      run by little more than glorified bugs? It’s almost like the Deepers have something against going down to planetary surfaces and basically just use machines to do it.”

      “They might not like planetary surfaces, sure, but why?” Dash asked. “They don’t like being inside an atmosphere? A gravity well?”

      Leira, who’d been listening in, spoke up. “Maybe they’re strictly a spacefaring race and breed the brain-dead versions of themselves not to do what they don’t want to, but what they can’t.”

      “Leira, you’re brilliant,” Dash said.

      “I know.”

      He grinned and switched to a general comm channel. “Everyone, something for you to think about. I’m interested in hearing anyone’s thoughts on this. The Deepers don’t want to get their hands dirty down on the surface of a planet. It might be something cultural for them, but they also might not be good with gravity, or an atmosphere, or, hell, maybe they’re allergic to pollen or something.”

      “Where are you going with this, Dash?” Wei-Ping asked.

      “If we can confirm that the Deepers don’t descend to a planet’s surface not just because they don’t want to, but because they can’t, then we might have found a big weakness. And you know what you do with big weaknesses, right?”

      Dash’s grin turned predatory.

      “You ruthlessly exploit them as much as you can.”
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      Dash grounded the Archetype closer to Backwater this time. The inhabitants of the ramshackle settlement shouldn’t be so spooked on a second visit, and he didn’t have to walk as far. Leira and Jexin both landed to accompany him. Benzel, in the meantime, had finally arrived, meaning that about half of the Cygnus Realm fleet was now either here, or just in the process of getting ready to depart Owukaz and come here. They’d decided to leave a small task force, that included the Sabertooth, on-station over the Hriki homeworld, a gesture of goodwill  toward their new allies.

      Dash planted his vac-armored feet on the dusty ground, then turned at a rumbling sound echoing across the desert between Backwater and the Gate. Another assault shuttle was inbound, lining itself up to land. Benzel had brought two full companies of troops, plus a support company with heavy weapons and combat supplies. It was bigger than the single company Dash had requested, but he bowed to the wisdom of General Bennett, the commander of the Cygnus Realm ground forces.

      “She says a single company isn’t enough for more than a few days of combat operations on its own. So she sent a whole battalion instead,” Benzel had explained.

      Dash was glad that Bennett had decided to exceed his expectations. Now that the Deeper resource-harvesting operations had been destroyed, the gate just sat there, a gaping wound in space leading to some far-off Deeper base in the big black. Looking at it made his skin goosebump up.

      Leira and Jexin fell in beside him as he approached the edge of Backwater. A few paces along, he saw Bettman and a few of the other alien refugees emerge from a building. At the same time, Jexin said, “Huh.”

      Dash glanced at her. “Huh?”

      “Yes. Huh.” She pointed.

      Dash looked to where she was pointing. One of the huts had a small, dish-like antenna mounted on it, seemingly aimed back toward the gate. It seemed as beaten up as everything else in Backwater, but the cabling leading from it and into the hunt hinted that it might still be operational.

      “Do you guys remember if that was there the last time we were here?” Dash asked.

      “No,” Jexin said. “Not that I remember.”

      Leira just shook her head.

      “Sentinel, are you detecting any sort of signals being broadcast to or from this location?”

      “Other than our own comms traffic and telemetry, no.”

      Bettman came out and strode to a stop. And strode was the right word. As a gesture of good faith, they’d repurposed several cargo-handling exoskeletons from the Herald as prosthetics against the high gravity of the planet. Their own vac-armor did the same for them. Many of the aliens here seemed not to need them, but a few, including Bettman, did. She’d gratefully swapped her old one, on its last, creaky legs, for this much newer, sleeker rig, whose movements were barely whispers.

      “So I guess you must have been successful at Krin’s homeworld?” Bettman asked.

      Dash gave a firm nod. “Very much so. Kicked the Deeper’s asses right out of the system. Krin’s back there now, working with their people and ours to get a full diplomatic relationship established.”

      “That is excellent news,” Glis, the alien who’d been brave—and stupid—enough to walk through the nearby gate, said.

      Bettman nodded back. “It is indeed. The best we’ve had around here since—since you showed up. Before that, though, life just pretty much sucked.”

      “I think you called it Backwater, and not Paradise, for a reason,” Leira offered.

      Dash followed Bettman back to her shack, letting the small talk continue as they wound among the huts and hovels. Once they were settled in, though, Dash raised the question he’d been holding onto.

      “We noticed you guys have an antenna of some sort rigged up back there, pointed toward the gate. What’s that for?”

      “That? Oh, we scrounged that off wrecked ship that crashed some years ago about thirty klicks north of here. Kylbett, one of our resident scavengers, and a damned good one at that, hauled it back here.”

      The name Kylbett reminded Dash of a mustelid-like alien, similar to a large weasel or ferret. It stuck with him because he remembered thinking that the creature reminded him of a Rin-ti, but much bigger and more powerfully built. But he put that aside.

      “Why? What’s it for?” he asked again.

      “It’s an early warning system to give us a heads-up if anything from or near the gate starts moving toward us. Or it’s supposed to be. But scrounged parts off a wreck aren’t exactly reliable.” She shrugged. “The power cell’s almost exhausted, anyway.”

      Dash glanced at Glis. “Well, you’re lucky to have engineers like Glis here around to keep things like that up and running while you can.”

      Dash shifted his attention from Glis to Bettman. A brief moment of tension had flashed through the hut like lightning. It was there, then gone. He wasn’t sure what it was about but made note of it.

      “Everyone here works hard to keep us all going,” Bettman said. “What we’ve built here isn’t much, but we’re damned proud of it.”

      “And you should be,” Leira said.

      “So what happens now? Which planet are you going to liberate next?” Bettman asked.

      “We’ve—” Leira began, but Dash deliberately cut her off.

      “We’ve decided to liberate this one,” he said.

      Bettman frowned. “This one? But you’ve already done that.”

      “Not quite. That gate is still there, open to wherever the hell it goes. And that wherever seems to be Deeper base somewhere out in the black. Fulcrum, and all the systems around it, won’t be truly liberated until that’s dealt with.

      Dash felt Leira and Jexin both watching him sidelong, wondering what the hell he was saying. But he kept his gaze coolly on Bettman.

      She finally nodded. “That would make sense, I suppose. So what do you intend to do?”

      Dash stood. “Same thing we’ve been doing for months, now. We’re going to kick some chitinous Deeper ass.”
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        * * *

      

      When they were back in the shadow of the Archetype and well out of earshot of the nearest Backwater shack, Leira finally spoke up. “Okay, Dash, what the hell’s going on? Our plan was to secure the Kallon system next.”

      “That is a drastic and unexpected change,” Jexin added. “Benzel and Wei-Ping are going to have some questions.”

      Dash nodded. The two former Gentle Friends leaders were chin-deep in planning and preparing for the fleet to move to the system called Kallon by a pair of avian-type alien refugees living in Backwater. It had only been attacked by the Deepers a few months ago, which made it their next candidate for liberating.

      Leira started to cross her arms, but it was awkward in the vac-armor. “Or was that just a bluff? And if it was, what are you bluffing about?”

      “Not a bluff. We really are going to attack through that gate.”

      Leira and Jexin both stared. Leira finally broke the silence.

      “Uh, Dash, in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re in atmo here. We’ve only got a few ships that can even do a proper atmospheric re-entry, all of them smaller ones, fighters, cutters, and corvettes. Oh, and the Slipwing, of course.”

      “We’re definitely not getting the Herald or the Victory through that gate, though,” Jexin put in.

      Dash raised a hand. “I know that. That’s why we’re going to take the mechs through. All of them. Besides our mechs, we’ll gather up as many Orions as we can spare from other duties. Amy can round them up for us and bring them here.”

      Leira exchanged a glance with Jexin. “Just the mechs? You sure?”

      “That’s a hell of a lot of combat power, Leira.”

      “It is, but there could be a hell of a lot more on the other side of that gate.”

      Dash gave a grim smile. “Only one way to find out. Let’s call it a reconnaissance-in-force. And if it turns into a seize-and-hold mission because the resistance isn’t enough to stop us, so much the better.”

      “Dash, this is all so unexpected. We normally decide things like this with the rest of the Inner Circle,” Leira said.

      Jexin scuffed an armored boot against the hardpan. “He is the Messenger, Leira.”

      “Yes, I am, but don’t worry, I’m not turning into some sort of autocrat here. There’s a reason for this, believe me,” Dash said.

      “And that reason is?”

      Dash looked at Backwater. “That is the problem. I don’t know if I can really explain it. Not yet, at least. Something seems a little off, and I can’t put my finger on what.” He narrowed his eyes at the settlement. “You were a courier, Leira. What did you do when you sensed something was up but couldn’t quite place what it was?”

      “I got nervous.”

      “Yeah. And that’s what I am right now. Nervous.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash leaned on the central console in the Sabertooth’s Combat Control Center, or Triple-C. The facility, enclosed in its own armored module and buried deep inside the big cruiser, had everything needed to run a battle. Data sluiced in from sensors across the fleet, from the biggest supercarrier to the smallest Mako fighter, and was fused here into a coherent tactical picture. The commander, normally Benzel or Wei-Ping, could then manage the fight at a high level, directing squadrons of ships with unified purpose, like pieces on a game board. Only the Forge and the Anchors were better equipped.

      The Triple-C was what put the command into command cruiser.

      Right now, there wasn’t much unity of purpose at all. Benzel leaned on the same console as Dash, facing him, and scowled.

      “This is a bad idea, Dash. You’re talking about taking the mechs into battle without any support,” he growled.

      “The mechs are their own support.”

      “It’s not the same, and you know it. You’re talking about taking the mechs into some who-knows-what part of Deeper space—you know, their turf. You’ve got no idea what you’ll be facing there, aside from the vague recollection of some crazy alien. It’s just—” Benzel straightened, his scowl hardening, making his coarse beard bristle out from his chin like a brush. “It’s just too risky. Dangerous, even.”

      Dash sighed. “That’s fair, and I’m not super happy about this plan either, Benzel. But we can’t leave that gate just sitting there open like that. It’s a strategic vulnerability. Right?”

      Benzel chose his words carefully. “Yeah, it is. But—”

      Dash cut in with a wave, but not in an unkind way. “Look, you’re right. That’s the simplest part of this decision—you’re right, and yet, we’re really left with three possible choices. One, we ignore it, let the Deepers keep controlling it, and just hope something awful doesn’t come swarming out of it. Two, we destroy it and give up on the strategic opportunity it gives us to take this damned war to the Deepers, like we’ve been saying we’re going to. Or three, we seize control of it for ourselves.”

      Wei-Ping, standing nearby with Leira, Jexin, and Conover, spoke up. “Dash, we’ve tried sending two probes through that gate. Both stopped transmitting before they could relay any data back. You really would be going in there blind.”

      “Perhaps I can add some useful insight to the conversation,” a new voice cut in. It was Custodian.

      Dash gave a rueful smile. He’d forgotten that they’d patched in Custodian—not an easy task, given their distance from the Forge. Despite that, he sounded as clear as the other AIs, who were also on the comm channel. “Sorry, Custodian. We went through all the trouble of linking you in and then haven’t given you a chance to speak up.”

      “Your apology, while appreciated, isn’t necessary. I was content to simply listen, but there are factors you should know before you come to a final decision.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Because of the amount of salvage now beginning to arrive back at the Forge, we have been able to move our production schedule up by almost two weeks. Moreover, the damaged Anchor has been restored to full capability.”

      “All good news,” Dash said, exchanging pleased looks with the others present.

      “There is even better. We have been able to successfully synthesize Dark Metal Two with the Shroud.”

      Dash blinked in surprise. That was something he hadn’t expected to happen for weeks, maybe months, and quite possibly never. “Really?”

      “Do you doubt what I’m saying?”

      “What? Oh, no. Sorry, that really was more of a reflex. It’s just surprising. Pleasantly surprising, but still—I thought we were still a long way off from being able to make our own DM-Two.”

      “We had a breakthrough when we were able to finally resolve the differences in the metallurgical structure between regular Dark Metal and Dark Metal Two. Now, this is the point in the conversation where you normally tell me to bypass the technical details and get to the bottom line.”

      Dash grinned. “He knows me so well.”

      “I’d like to hear the technical details,” Conover said, but Leira shook her head at him.

      “On your own time, okay? I’m with Dash on this one. So we can make our own DM-Two. What does that mean?”

      “It means we can produce new Dark Metal Two-infused alloys, which will result in much stronger and more durable structural materials and armor, such as that now mounted on the Archetype. We can also use it to make much more efficient power cores, with much greater sustained power output.”

      Conover was nodding along as Custodian spoke. “It means that whatever we currently make using Dark Metal, we can make even better with DM-Two.”

      “To a point, yes. However, the Shroud’s capacity to synthesize the substance is limited. I estimate we can currently produce no more than five kilograms per week, and that assumes that the Shroud is used for nothing else.”

      Dash crossed his arms and thought about that. The Shroud was essentially an autonomous factory that they had seized from the Golden. It was designed to produce things that incorporated Dark Metal, such as the cores that powered the mechs and, ultimately, the Forge itself. It could also manufacture Dark Metal, albeit at a much slower rate than they could normally just scavenge it from defeated enemies. And now it could make DM-Two.

      “Okay. Let’s do that. Reconfigure the Shroud to focus on producing DM-Two and using it to upgrade components for the mechs. We’ll start with the Orions and work up to the big mechs from there. The Archetype will be last on the list, since it just got some kick-ass upgrades a few weeks ago,” Dash said.

      “Understood. And now you see why I wished to add this as a factor in your current deliberations. You are proposing to take the bulk of our mech force into an unknown and potentially perilous situation. Upgrading some, or even all of them, first is a course of action to consider,” Custodian replied.

      “How long will that take?” Dash asked.

      “Assuming we acquire no other Dark Metal Two as salvage and only have what the Shroud can produce to work with, approximately four weeks to upgrade all of the Orions. Each of the large mechs will require at least a week.”

      “Oh shit, so we’re talking weeks. Months, even.”

      “That is an option, though, Dash,” Leira said.

      “And maybe we should seize on every advantage we can get,” Jexin put in.

      But Dash let out a frustrated sigh. “Sure, if we want to sit around here for the next three or four months waiting for all these upgrades to get done. And I don’t think the Deepers are just going to sit on their hands, or claws, or whatever the hell they have, and let us take all the time we need to attack them.”

      Leira stepped forward. “I don’t disagree, but what makes you say that, Dash? You’ve been kind of hinting at something ever since we left Backwater.”

      “Starting right after we saw that antenna,” Jexin put in.

      “I’ve been accused of leading by my gut, but in this case—or at least, now where I’m at, I’ve got too much experience to give this kind of enemy the benefit of the doubt. I assume the worst, because they’re totally alien, and yet, they do some of the same things the Golden did. Look, they’re not of our worlds. They might not even be of our reality, for all we know. That means my decision is easy. I err on the side of victory. Every time. No hesitation, no need to find motivations for beings that are—monsters. Jexin isn’t human, and yet, I consider her a sister. Can you imagine a time where the Golden or the Deeper would be one of us?” He shook his head slowly. “Nope. So, yeah—I’ve stayed on high alert, and I’ve been looking at this war as another event where there’s only one winner. Us. The good guys. So I do things like set Sentinel to monitoring signals from Backwater because it’s the kind of thing I wouldn’t have done early in the Life War.”

      “Regarding that very thing, Dash?” Sentinel asked.

      “Yes?”

      “Indeed, just a few moments ago, the antenna you located in Backwater did begin to generate period pulses of radio-frequency energy.”

      “A comm signal?”

      “No. There is no modulation. They are just repetitive pulses of RF energy, similar to those generated by primitive radar systems.”

      “Bettman did say that they wanted to keep an eye out for anything coming at them from the gate,” Leira offered.

      “Yeah, she did. But radar? Really? I can’t imagine the Deepers would have much trouble defeating something like that.”

      “Well, sure, but it’s not like they had much to work with. The fact they could scavenge any working electronics at all, much less cobble together a radar system out of it, is pretty impressive,” Conover said.

      “Yeah. Which raises another question. Sentinel, Bettman said that they scavenged that dish and, I assume, other components from a wrecked ship about thirty klicks north of Backwater. Is there a wrecked ship thirty klicks to the north?”

      “There is. A single ship, which impacted at a shallow angle and slowly enough to avoid being entirely destroyed. It appears to be a remnant of whatever race originally inhabited this planet.”

      Dash gave a slow nod. So that checked out, too.

      “Dash, you’re thinking something,” Leira said.

      Dash shrugged, his face troubled. “Something that just doesn’t sit right with me about the whole damned situation down there.”

      “Okay, what?” Jexin asked.

      “See, that’s the problem. I don’t know enough of how they got there, and what they’ve been doing.. There is a wrecked ship they could have scavenged those parts from, they do seem to only be using it to generate a simple radar signal, and since we destroyed the Deeper resource-harvesting operation, they do have reason to worry about Deepers coming through the gate.”

      “So, your problem is that everything they’ve told us seems to be true?” Conover asked.

      “Remind me to start lying to you then, Dash, if it’ll keep your mind at ease,” Wei-Ping put in.

      But Benzel leaned forward, pushing his dark gaze into Dash’s. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “That’s what?”

      “The reason you’ve decided on this course-change of ours. You think something’s up down there, and you want to take care of it before it tries to take care of us.”

      Dash gave a sheepish smile. “Am I that obvious?”

      Around the Triple-C, voices collectively said, “Yes.” Dash was a little chagrined to note that even a few of the Sabertooth’s Duty Techs joined in, as did Sentinel and Tybalt. To his credit, Custodian stayed quiet.

      But Sentinel went on. “From experience—a lot of experience—I can vouch for Dash’s ability to feel situations in a way I simply don’t understand, and design effective courses of action in response. To put it bluntly, I have faith in his gut. So should you all.”

      “I think we’ve just been schooled in human relations by an AI,” Leira said wryly.

      Benzel gave a firm nod. “She’s right. Your gut has saved our asses, and even won the day more than a few times. And I’m sure as hell not going to start questioning it now.” Benzel straightened. “You think we need to send the mechs through that gate, then that’s good enough for me. And I’m sorry for doubting that, Dash.”

      This time, a chorus of muttered agreement and vigorous nods rippled through the Triple-C. Dash just waved them off.

      “Look, maybe I’m wrong. We will be going in blind, which is a huge risk. But we’ve got to take this war to the Deepers. We’ve been letting them dictate the tempo for too long.”

      “Just like we took the war to the Golden. It’s when we did that, we started to win,” Wei-Ping offered.

      Dash pointed at her.

      “What she said, and in spades, too.”
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      Dash glanced around him, and saw more high-powered technology than he could view without turning halfway around. Arrayed to each side of him, seventeen massive mechs stood, unmoving but clouded with potential violence, their armor gleaming with the hues of war.

      Behind him, to the right, was Leira in the Swift, with Jexin in the Polaris back to his left. Amy and Conover, in the Talon and Pulsar respectively, stood behind them. In the rear were two squadrons of Orions, six mechs in each, bristling with weapons. Lori, the prodigious young mech pilot, led one of them. The other was commanded by an older pilot nicknamed Belter, since he’d originally been an asteroid miner before becoming one of their first Orion pilots during the war against the Golden. One by one, the pilots cycled weapons, the occasional metallic whirs and clicks serving to break the silence of a gathering storm.

      “I’ll say this, Sentinel, I’m glad everyone here is on our side.”

      “They are glad to be with you. They are proud. They are ready,” she replied on their closed channel.

      “Okay, folks, we’re just about at go-time. You ready, Benzel?” Dash said.

      “Overwatch is good to go, boss.”

      Dash turned his attention to their other deployed force, the ground assault battalion. Their commander, a sly and deceptively casual Colonel named Willis, had organized a defensive line facing the gate, acting as a backstop against anything nasty that might come through to this side. Dash assumed it would be some sort of Deeper ground forces, but they couldn’t be sure, and they might try to slip something else through, like a ship. That’s what Benzel’s big guns were for.

      “Colonel Willis, you all set?”

      “We sure are. Everyone’s locked and loaded.”

      “Roger that.” He switched to the comm channel the mechs would use. “Okay, I’m going into the gate in—thirty seconds. You all know what to do.”

      “Kill everything,” Jexin said.

      Dash gave a thin smile. “That about sums it up, yeah.”

      One last check, then Dash strode forward, through the gate, the rest of the mechs right behind him.
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      Dash blinked at the sudden, vertiginous transition from the bright day of the Fulcrum sun, to the utter blackness of intergalactic night. The Archetype strode out onto a broad platform, itself just a small piece of a mega-structure that extended left and right to the limits of his vision. He had to zoom the Archetype’s imagery to see the far end, five hundred klicks away. It was the same in the other direction, meaning the structure he stood upon was at least a thousand kilometers long.

      He had time to take that in, along with the serpentine nature of whatever the hell this massive construct was, and the fact that it bulged, egg-like, repeatedly along its length. By then, the rest of the mechs had come through the gate. Dash powered the Archetype up, off the platform, and the other mechs deployed according to their combat SOPs. He wanted to see behind the gate because it blocked any view through it.

      He rotated the Archetype as it cleared the gate, facing that way to see what was behind it.

      He kind of wished he hadn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Dash flung the Archetype from side to side, desperately trying to dodge the veritable deluge of fire streaming his way. It felt like being caught in a supernova blast, energy howling through space around him. The Deeper fleet that had been waiting for them was massive and included some immense ships of a design they’d never seen before. The Archetype had already taken moderate damage despite its upgrades, and Sentinel was starting to warn him of imminent system failures.

      Dash yanked his attention off of his own situation for a second or two to take in the overall tactical situation. It wasn’t good. All of the mechs had taken damage, especially the Polaris. Jexin had hurled herself into battle with wild abandon and gave as much of a pummeling as she received. The trouble was, the Deepers vastly outnumbered them, so even if they took out two ships for every mech, they’d still be dramatically outgunned.

      Another plasma blast enveloped the Archetype, boiling away more armor. The left elbow actuator failed. More systems flashed from green to yellow.

      “Gimme a count—are those secondary units coming into the battle space?” Dash asked. His threat board was lit up with a dizzying array of bogies, their numbers spiraling upward with each passing second.

      Sentinel’s answer was delayed by a split second, a sure sign that the situation was fluid. “Two more Deeper forces are nearly in firing range. I did not detect them before, but they are here now. It appears to be simple bad luck, Messenger. They were in transit and—”

      Dash had heard enough. He made the hardest call of his career, and there was no hesitation.

      “All units, back through the gate! I say again, back through the gate! Do it in your own time, don’t wait!”

      As soon as he said it, Dash slewed the Archetype through a high-power turn and raced away from the gate, toward the lifeless Orion.

      “Dash, what the hell are you doing?” Leira shouted.

      “This Orion pilot might still be alive. I’m not leaving anyone behind.”

      “Dash—”

      “Leira, get through the gate.”

      “Dash, I’m not—!”

      “Leira, get through the damned gate! That’s an order! And get ready to take over command of the Realm!”

      Silence.

      Leira finally spoke. “I’ll see you back on Backwater,” she said, her voice as bleak and cold as the big black around them. “Don’t be long, okay?”

      “I’ll be right behind you.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, Sentinel, this is gonna hurt.”

      “I know.”

      Dash raced up to the Orion, grabbed it, then accelerated hard back toward the gate. For an instant, it brought the Archetype to a dead stop, before reversing course. For that instant, the two mechs became the focus of nearly an entire fleet’s wrath. Howling energy poured across the void, slamming into the Archetype. The shield quickly saturated and started to falter.

      “Lori, talk to me!”

      Dead air.

      “Sentinel, everything you can to the shield and the drive! Forget about everything else!”

      “Way ahead of you, Dash. Already done.”

      “Damn, you’re good.”

      “Again, I know.”

      Despite the appalling situation, Dash had to grin. Briefly.

      The shield flared nearly sun-bright, faltered, then flipped into radiant mode, pouring the energy back into space. The two mechs were briefly exposed to the massed fury of the incoming fire, but the shield abruptly stabilized, far more quickly than Dash had ever seen before. Sentinel must have figured out some trick—

      He had. Through the Meld, he realized that she’d taken control of the stricken Orion and now rotated the two shields, switching from one as it saturated, to the other, and back again.

      Brilliant. As long as both shields held. The Archetype’s generators strained closer and closer to their failure limit. The Orion’s less capable system was already about to fail. And he still had a good two minutes before he reached the gate. Grimly, he shoved the Archetype’s drive past the firewall. He thought about the Orion’s drive, maybe using it for more thrust, but it was offline.

      “Can’t be helped.” He grimaced, wincing again and again as shots slammed into the Archetype, tearing at the preternaturally tough armor.

      Forty seconds from the gate, which now occulted more and more of the Deeper fleet, blocking their fire. Smaller, faster Deeper ships maneuvered to keep him under a sustained bombardment, apparently sensing a chance to score a critical kill. The Archetype’s drive flung warnings at him, trying to switch into safe mode in a desperate effort to let tortured components cool down, even briefly. If it cut out, though, they’d be left coasting, and their time to the gate would skyrocket. So Sentinel overrode the safeties. Dash crossed his fingers and his toes, asking whatever powers ran the universe to give him just another thirty seconds of drive power.

      Multiple somethings erupted from the gate, racing directly toward him. Dash groaned. Now what?

      Missiles. A barrage of missiles. And a big one, dozens of projectiles streamed through the gate. They flashed past the Archetype and burned hard toward the Deeper ships. The fire engulfing the mech immediately slackened as the Deepers tried to deal with the sudden onslaught. Just before the Archetype and the Orion passed back through the gate, Dash had the dark satisfaction of seeing multiple missile hits on the smaller Deeper ships, one of them blowing apart.

      Then he was back in sunlight, racing over desert hardpan. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the other mechs, arrayed in some formation he didn’t quite understand, then lost sight of them as he yanked the Archetype into a steep climb. Air heated to incandescence streamed from the two mechs, fading as they slowed. By the time they reached the edge of the planet’s stratosphere, they’d slowed to subsonic speed. Dash rolled over and, still clutching the Orion, fell back  toward the planet below.

      “Dash, are you alright?” Leira asked, her voice a jagged edge of anxious fear.

      “Not sure yet. Gimme a second.”

      He heard her let out a long, deep sigh. “Can I at least assume you’re not dead?”

      Dash gave a tired smile as the Archetype descended back toward Backwater. “Like I said, gimme a second and I’ll let you know.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been the closest thing to a complete disaster the Cygnus Realm had experienced in a long time. Maybe ever. Two of the Orions had been outright destroyed, lost along with their pilots. Three more, including the one Dash had retrieved and brought back through the gate, were too badly damaged to repair and would just be scrapped. Every one of the other mechs had sustained moderate to severe damage. Jexin’s Polaris was hors de combat until some major repairs were done. Even the Archetype had been scorched and battered so badly, the mech was barely recognizable. If it hadn’t been for its upgrades and Sentinel’s furious efforts to keep it operating while alternately deploying it and the Orion’s shields with split-second timing, they doubted he would have made it back at all.

      Fortunately, Lori was okay, her silence just failed comms. When they’d landed and dismounted, she ran up to Dash as quickly as her vac-armor allowed, then stopped with her arms spread out.

      “I’d hug you, but I don’t think stupid armor is designed for it,” she said, grinning.

      Dash smiled. “I’ll just consider myself hugged.”

      They looked at Lori’s Orion, now just a vaguely humanoid collection of scrap. “My poor old mech. I think she’s done for.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you a new one.”

      “Dash!”

      He turned to see Leira hurrying toward him, Amy and Conover in tow. Their mechs stood in that same, odd formation he’d glimpsed on his way through the gate. He furrowed his brow, then swept a hand at the mechs.

      “What were you guys doing? You parked those mechs in a pretty specific way.”

      “That was Conover’s doing,” Leira said, stopping a few paces away. “He reasoned that when you came out of that gate, you’d be moving pretty damned fast. Like, deadly hypersonic shockwave fast. We used the mechs and their shields to protect the ground troops.”

      Dash remembered the superheated air streaming off the mechs as they abruptly hit Backwater’s atmosphere, then gave Conover an appreciative nod. “Damn, I never would have thought of that. Good work, Conover.”

      “I roughly estimated it would be equivalent to the blast-wave of a nuke detonating close by,” he said, shrugging in an offhanded way, but still turning a little red. “Kind of figured we’d want to spare our troops that.”

      He clapped his gauntlet against Conover’s armored shoulder, then turned back to Leira.

      “And those missiles? Whose idea was that?”

      “Mine. I asked Benzel to fire every missile he could through that gate, targeting anything that wasn’t a mech.”

      “You know you saved my ass.”

      “Again.”

      “So are we finally even?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      They exchanged a laugh, but Dash could see the dregs of anxiety in Leira’s eyes. He reached out with his arms. “Just like Lori said, consider yourself hugged.”

      But Dash’s good humor quickly faded, and he switched to his comm. “Colonel Willis?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “There’s a good chance that the Deepers are going to come through this way and try to counterattack us. We’ll leave the mechs that are still in the best shape to reinforce your line, but this is going to be your show.”

      “Roger that. You out of the action, Dash?”

      He narrowed his eyes dangerously in the direction of Backwater.

      “While I get something sorted out, yeah, I am.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash left Leira in overall command and remounted the battered Archetype. As he clambered into the battered mech’s cockpit, Sentinel spoke up. “Dash, I’ve analyzed the data I was able to collect about that Deeper facility.”

      “Holy shit, you had time for that?”

      “I was multitasking.”

      “You sure as hell were. Anyway, what did you find out?”

      “I would estimate it to be located about six thousand light-years from the closest point of the defined galactic edge.”

      Dash whistled as he slid back into the cradle. “That’s a long way.”

      “For obvious reasons, I was unable to gather much detail, but the other AIs and I have reached a consensus. That huge construct is not just a military installation. It’s a breeding facility.”

      Dash stopped. “A breeding—wait. Are you saying we just discovered the place Deepers come from?”

      “One of those places. There may be others, however.”

      “Yeah, but still. Destroying that would help advance the war for sure.”

      “Unfortunately, the gate is inaccessible to most of our fleet.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. Well, one thing at a time.” He launched the Archetype into the air and immediately started for Backwater. They made the trip in just a few seconds, slamming a powerful sonic boom straight into the settlement as he decelerated to land. He didn’t care.

      As he grounded the mech, he saw the threat indicator light up with symbology he rarely saw. Somewhere near the mech, small arms were being fired.

      “Sentinel?”

      “The firing is coming from inside the settlement. Also, a small ground vehicle has departed the settlement and is now moving at a high rate of speed north, toward the supposed wreckage of the crashed ship.”

      “Supposed wreckage?”

      “Yes. There are now power signatures emanating from that area that are characteristic of a drive spooling up. I believe there is an intact ship there which, when fully powered down, was indistinguishable from the wreckage around it.”

      “Dammit, I knew—okay, first thing’s first, we find out who’s shooting.” He flung the Archetype back into the air, rising over Backwater like an avatar of vengeance. Below, he saw bodies, at least a dozen dead aliens. He saw three more shooting at the rest, who were desperately scattering to find cover. As soon as the shooters saw the Archetype, though, they vanished inside one of the buildings.

      Dash made an assumption, but it wasn’t an unreasonable one. There’d been a cell of Deeper collaborators in Backwater. Knowing that the Cygnus Realm’s passage through the gate would likely blow their cover, they were trying to kill the rest of the aliens, for—reasons. That didn’t matter right now.

      He targeted the building the shooters had fled to with one of the point-defense batteries, the only weapon he could safely fire so close to people he didn’t want to hurt. Thermal imaging showed only three figures inside, so he made to open fire, but didn’t. Instead, he grounded the Archetype near the building, reached down, and ripped its roof off.

      The three aliens stumbled toward the door in panic, shielding themselves against falling debris. Dash spoke over the mech’s external speaker.

      “I do not like collaborators,” he said, reaching in and lifting the three huddled figures. When they were safely in the mech’s massive hand, Dash lifted his leg, then drove the foot down with a punishing impact. The building vanished under the Archetype’s massive foot, leaving only a cloud of dust.

      “Leira, send someone over to secure this settlement. Assume anyone left alive here might be a Deeper collaborator, and these three certainly are. I’ll free them, but they won’t go far. They’re paralyzed with fear.”

      “So there it is.”

      “What?”

      “The thing that was bothering you.”

      He lifted the Archetype again and started after the fleeing vehicle. “Yeah, looks like it. I wish I’d figured it out sooner. I guess I ended up just feeling sorry for these people, though.”

      “That was probably the point.”

      Dash saw the vehicle racing northward, a plume of dust trailing behind it. “Yeah. I don’t like suffering, and especially when it seems like it was never their fault. I was wrong.”

      Time to fix his mistake.

      “Dash, the vehicle is far enough from the settlement and our forces that you could safely engage it with the dark-lance,” Sentinel said.

      “Nope. I want to take Bettman alive. For one, she may have information we can use.”

      “And you wish to see justice done since it was likely her supposed radar that alerted the Deepers to our imminent passage through the gate.”

      “That, or just revenge. Either-or.”

      “It is going to be very difficult to ensure she survives whatever you intend to do. The Archetype was not designed to take prisoners.”

      Dash wheeled the mech over the vehicle, which just kept racing for the ship that was powering up. That, he could simply destroy, but not yet. A part of him wanted Bettman to think she was safely away, if only so he could see the look on her face when she answered for such a hideous betrayal.

      “Underestimated us, didn’t you?” he said to the vehicle charging along below, bouncing over hummocks and dunes. “You thought your Deeper friends had us beat.”

      He descended, sweeping the Archetype low over the speedy little vehicle. “Bettman, there’s no way you’re getting away from this. Stop, surrender, and I won’t just kill you like the shitty traitor you are—”

      Someone leaned out of the vehicle and fired a plasma pistol at the Archetype. The shot, which would have been utterly ineffectual in any case, missed.

      “Fine, then,” Dash muttered. “Sentinel, you take control. Keep us right over top of them.”

      “Will do.”

      Dash clambered out of the cradle, checked his sidearm, then clicked the vac-armor’s helmet into place and lowered the visor. He opened the cockpit, revealing the vehicle some ten meters below them. It swerved hard, trying to make itself a harder target, but Dash just listened to the Meld. It was like a firing solution, his chances of landing right on top of the little buggy rising and falling. As soon as it spiked at just over 90 percent, he jumped.

      It would have been tantamount to suicide if not for the vac-armor. Instead, he landed with a heavy thud, smashing the buggy so hard that it bottomed out, slid sideways, and slammed into something like a massive club fern, the spreading leaves quaking with the ferocity of their impact. The hard stop sent Dash sailing through the air. Again, it would have almost certainly been fatal, but the tough armor protected him. He let himself roll anyway, so as to not bash his brain too hard inside his skull. When he came to a rest, Dash lifted himself to his feet and turned to face the wrecked buggy.

      Two figures dragged themselves out of the wreckage. One was Bettman, still clad in the exoskeleton they’d given her. The other was the big, ferret-like creature named Kylbett. Dash grabbed at his mag-pistol, but Kylbett was on him in a flash, slamming into him and knocking him back. Dash lashed back with an armored fist, but the big mustelid dodged with uncanny speed. His fist met only empty air. Kylbett shoved Dash aside again, and something clacked against the vac armor.

      It was Bettman. She had a slug-pistol of some sort leveled on him, lining up another shot.

      Dash grabbed Kylbett and pulled him into the way. He hoped Bettman would shoot him in the back, but she managed to check her fire just in time. Cursing, Dash kicked and was rewarded with a heavy impact that knocked Kylbett back. Bettman fired again but missed. Dash turned to face her, but Kylbett was already back up, lunging for him—

      A massive shadow swept over them, then an enormous hand descended, snagged Kylbett by the tail, and lifted him in the air. The alien hissed in fury but subsided as the ground fell away and merely hung, glaring, by his tail.

      “Be still, weasel.” Sentinel’s voice boomed out of the speakers. Kylbett, in a rare moment of intelligence, took the advice and hung limp, arms drooping in defeat.

      Another round slammed into his vac armor. Another. Bettman, her face a mask of rage, was apparently going to empty her magazine into him. Had it been just a mundane slug-pistol, Dash would have ignored it, trusting the armor to protect him. But whatever she wielded, it must have been of Deeper make, because it gouged chunks of his vac-armor.

      He cursed. He didn’t want to kill her, but her next shot, or the next, might actually penetrate. And that would not be good.

      Dash yanked out his mag-pistol, but inspiration struck him.

      “Sentinel, can you send a kill-code to that exoskeleton?”

      The answer was apparently yes, because Bettman suddenly froze in place. Dash moved out of her line of fire, while she cursed at him in a way that would have made Benzel blush.

      “Temper, temper,” Dash said.

      Bettman cursed again. “Doesn’t matter. You can’t stop what’s coming.”

      “Oh, and what’s coming?”

      A sudden, rolling boom swept over them. More blasts followed. They came from the direction of the gate.

      Bettman laughed. “That.”
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      Dash left Bettman stuck in place and raced back to remount the Archetype. Kylbett, still hanging from his tail, hissed furiously out of anger and probably pain as well.

      “Thought you said the Archetype wasn’t meant for taking prisoners,” Dash said as the mech configured itself for him to reboard it.

      “It isn’t. But when the opportunity presents itself, why not?”

      Dash climbed into the cockpit. “Why not indeed.”

      “What should I do with the creature?”

      “Give me a second.” Dash levered himself back into the cradle, assumed control of the mech, and flung Kylbett into a clump of scrubby bushes. He hoped they were covered with thorns and were maybe toxic, too.

      He lifted the Archetype, pausing only to snap out a shot from the dark-lance, destroying the ship that was waiting for Bettman and Kylbett. Then he wheeled the Archetype back toward the gate.

      “Leira, talk to me. What’s going on?”

      “Dash, we need—!”

      That was all she managed to say. Cursing as much as Bettman had been, Dash raced back  toward his forces.
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        * * *

      

      Leira had remounted the Swift and taken up a firing position such that she should be able to engage anything coming through the gate in its left flank. She warned the other mech pilots to watch for crossfire, then settled back to wait.

      This might take a while, she thought, just as Deepers came boiling out of the gate.

      Leira gaped. They resembled a swarm of insects, and they were, indeed, chitinous like bugs. But they were also tech, that bizarre and disturbing fusion of the organic and inorganic that characterized the cryptic aliens. For a moment, the Cygnus forces just joined her in staring. Then Colonel Willis spoke over the comm.

      “All stations, command here. Weapons-free, I say again, weapons-free.”

      The Cygnus forces’ heavy weapons immediately opened up, pulse cannons pounding away, heavy mag-guns pouring out streams of destruction. Mortars coughed, dropping cluster munitions and scattering mines on top of the Deepers. Dozens of the creatures toppled, skidding into the dirt, or were just outright blown to fragments. The Deepers returned fire as they charged, weapons like small rail guns snapping projectiles back at the Cygnus troops. Most missed or impacted against the defenses the troops had constructed, but some found their mark and soldiers died.

      “Leira, we should help them!” Jexin said.

      “Watch the gate.”

      “Leira—!”

      “I said watch the gate. All mechs, hold you fire and concentrate on the gate. Our folks have got this…at least, so far.”

      Leira suspected that the Deeper attack wasn’t going to consist only of warriors flinging themselves against their defenses. So she waited. Now the Deepers were in small-arms range, pulse- and mag-rifles adding their weight of fire to the carnage being wrought. At least a hundred Deepers must be down, with more falling every second.

      The troops could take care of themselves. Leira just watched the gate.

      Something nudged its way through. Something big. It was a ship.

      “Now that’s our target, people,” she said over the mech channel. “Weapons-free, and remember to watch out for crossfire!”

      The mechs opened fire, dark-lances and rail guns tearing at the Deeper ship. A powerful shield enclosed it, absorbing all of their initial barrage. Once clear of the gate, the ship returned fire, erupting with searing beams that tore ionized paths through the air. Where they stuck, they delivered terrifying damage. Leira saw an Orion topple, cut nearly in two. Another exploded. Leira cursed.

      “Tybalt, what the hell are they shooting at us?”

      “Those are coherent, high-output gamma beams.”

      “Gamma-ray lasers.”

      “I believe that’s what I said.”

      Leira cursed again. Gamma-ray lasers, or grasers, were normally pumped by a fusion explosion, meaning the weapons tended to be one-shot. But the Deepers had apparently figured out how to generate a continuous beam, creating a weapon that delivered colossal amounts of energy in an appallingly short period of time.

      A graser beam swept over the Swift, ripping a deep gouge across the arm and chest armor. Systems that were only beginning to self-repair and come back online after the earlier battle on the other side of the gate began to go yellow again, or even red.

      And still the Deeper warriors boiled out of the gate. The ground troops killed them as fast as they could, but it wasn’t fast enough. A few more minutes like this, and this battle would be over.

      And the Cygnus Realm wouldn’t be the victors.

      “Leira, talk to me. What’s going on?”

      It was Dash.

      “Dash, I—” was all she managed to get out, then a graser beam slammed squarely into the Swift, and everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      Dash simmered in anger and fear as his mind raced with thoughts of Leira’s fate, but—one look at the tactical mess unraveling in front of the gate put that worry to the side.

      He needed to do something now. As he raced into the chaos, his mind sped onward, discarding strategies as fast as he considered them, until he arrived at a conclusion so inevitable, Dash knew it had been the only possibility all along.

      It was violence of a scale that could hurt everyone, not just the Deepers.

      It was also his only option.

      “All stations, this is the Messenger. Take cover. I say again, take cover now!”

      Dash threw the Archetype into a high-speed turn, wheeling hard to his right and overflying the gate. The howling beams of energy emanating from the Deeper ship now almost entirely through the gate reached after him, one clipping the bottom of the Archetype’s left foot. Dash’s toes cramped at the shock of the impact, but he just kept going. As he did, he saw the other mechs pulling back. He breathed a touch easier seeing that one of them was the Swift, which meant that Leira must still be in control, despite her loss of comms.

      Unless she was hurt and Tybalt had taken over.

      He shoved the thought aside as the enemy fire abruptly died. Dash glanced back and saw that, just as it had on the Deeper breeding platform, the gate itself blocked fire from the enemy ship. That gave him the few seconds he needed to do—

      This.

      He activated the Archetype’s blast-cannon. As soon as he did, a warning pulsed across the Meld. He rarely used the weapon, an immensely powerful device that flung a charge of matter and antimatter at its target through the Dark Between, effectively making it zero time-of-flight in real space. Much smaller versions were carried by the Mako fighters. In space, the blast that resulted as the two utterly incompatible substances annihilated each other was potent enough. Even at low-yield, inside a planetary atmosphere, the effects would be far more devastating. It also stressed the Archetype and its systems, although not as badly as it once had, and was agonizingly slow to charge.

      But desperate times and all that.

      From the Archetype’s back, mighty, wing-like energy accumulators spread and began humming and crackling with power. Dash wasn’t sure why the accumulators were shaped like wings; he’d asked Sentinel, and she’d started on a long, meandering journey of techno-babbled explanation that Dash quickly bailed from. He suspected it was really because the wing-thing just looked badass as hell, and he could respect that.

      The ship nosed its way back into view and began firing at the Archetype again. Dash jinked, waiting for the blast-cannon to finish its glacially slow charging cycle. Another of the beams ripped across the mech’s chest armor, gouging deep. Okay, they had to find out what those damned things were, and how to defeat them. In the meantime, though, he had a day to save.

      The blast-cannon announced its readiness. The Archetype now bore wings of coruscating power. In his sights, more of the Deeper ship hove into view as it cleared the gate. Around and beneath, hundreds more Deepers swarmed toward the Cygnus Realm’s ground positions, just a few klicks away. Defensive fire from them was beginning to falter. It was now or never.

      So it was now.

      “All stations, brace for impact!” he shouted over the general comm, then triggered the blast-cannon.

      The world vanished in a flash so bright it provoked the Archetype’s scanners to momentarily black out the Meld. For a few seconds, Dash could see, hear, and feel nothing, as though he’d been suspended in a sensory deprivation tank. When it cleared, he saw an immense fireball had engulfed the Deeper ship and army and, unfortunately, the gate itself. An instant later the shockwave hit, slamming into the Archetype hard enough to knock it into a wrenching skid. Dash recovered, swept his attention across the mech’s status board, and saw that while most systems were now yellow, damaged. Only a few were red, critical. He then threw his attention back into the battle.

      Well, what had been a battle, anyway.

      The fireball, air superheated to stellar-hot plasma by the titanic pulse of mostly x-ray energy from the detonation, soared skyward, trailing a plume of cooling gas and dust. In a moment, it had become the characteristic mushroom cloud of a particularly energetic explosion. Unfortunately, the roiling cloud of plasma and debris precluded any meaningful scanner returns other than hot, hotter, and holy shit. It also temporarily knocked out comms, which meant Dash had to spend a moment doing nothing but soaring around the towering remnants of the blast and wondering if he’d managed to destroy a chunk of his own forces, too.

      If he had—

      Dash truncated the thought like the swing of a power-sword. If he had, and it won the battle, then he’d deal with it. Somehow. And if it hadn’t won the battle, then it didn’t matter, because the war would probably be pretty much over.

      Amazing, he thought, how war reduced things to only a few, fatalistic choices.

      “Dash?”

      The comm crackled with static, but he recognized the voice. It was Benzel. High in orbit, he’d just had a ringside seat to the destruction.

      “Yeah, Benzel, I’m here.”

      “Um…what the hell?”

      “Blast-cannon. We’ll know in a few seconds if it worked or not.”

      “Roger that,” Benzel replied. Even over the noisy comms, Dash could hear the fearful awe in his voice. From orbit, the explosion must have been spectacular, a real showstopper.

      “We’re starting to get scanner returns from the critical zone of the blast area,” Sentinel said.

      Dash watched as the display began to refill with data that wasn’t just superheated air or pulverized debris. Of the Deeper army, there was, unsurprisingly, no sign. Caught in the open, in the full fury of the blast, self-healing carapaces were irrelevant. They couldn’t heal if they’d been turned to vapor. As for the Deeper ship—

      He saw it laying on the ground, its bow and most of its upperworks gone. The gate itself seemed to be entirely unaffected. Nothing would be coming through it anytime soon, though, because the carcass of the one that ship had now blocked most of the portal.

      Okay, so that was the Deepers. What about the Cygnus Realm? What was left of their own forces?

      Dash took a deep breath and prepared himself for appalling tragedy, and of his own making, too.

      “All stations, SITREP,” he said.

      A moment passed, and Dash’s stomach knotted up. What had he done?

      “Dash?”

      It was Leira.

      He released some of his breath. “Leira, you okay?”

      “I think so. I’m grounded, though, and the Swift’s drive—no, wait, correct that, the Swift’s everything is offline. Tybalt’s working on it, but I don’t think this mess is going to self-repair.”

      Conover checked in next, followed by Jexin and Amy. All three reported major damage to their mechs and, like Leira, Jexin was grounded. The Orions, further away from the battle and therefore the blast, were in better shape but still battered. And as for the ground forces—

      “Willis, Dash here.”

      Nothing.

      “Colonel Willis—”

      “She’s not here,” a new voice said. “This is Major Konev, her deputy.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Nothing, at least that I know of. She’s walking the position to see how bad the damage is.”

      “Okay, report as soon as you can.”

      “Roger that.”

      Dash looked up. The mushroom cloud now towered thousands of meters into the air, the winds aloft beginning to smear its top into a trailing plume heading eastward. Looking down, he could see the crater the blast had gouged into the earth, at least a hundred meters across and half that deep.

      And that had been the blast-cannon’s lowest possible yield.

      “Dash, Willis here.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “That was fun.”

      “I am so sorry, Colonel, but I couldn’t think of anything else—”

      “It’s war, sir. You do what needs to be done and worry about the cost later.”

      Dash sighed. “Okay, so tell me about that cost.”

      “Actually, not too bad, considering. We’ve got twenty-two dead, but those are all from the Deepers. Thanks to your warning, our troops were able to get under cover, inside the bunkers. Between that, their vac-armor, and distance, we only seem to have ended up with injuries from the blast itself. A few of them are severe, but probably not life-threatening. The battalion surgeon’s mainly worried about rads. Some of our people took some serious x- and gamma-rays. He’s distributing anti-rad treatments now.”

      Dash finally started to breathe normally again. “Okay, that is nowhere near as bad as I feared.”

      “There is one thing I have to say.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “If you can do that, Dash, do you even need us here at all? I mean, we’d be happy to just kick back with our boots off back on the Forge, thanks very much.”

      Dash gave a tired laugh. “As long as we want to obliterate whole chunks of real estate, sure. But I’m a hammer. You guys are the scalpel. And you tell every one of them they did damned good work today.”

      “Will do, out.”

      “Benzel, I’m going to pull everyone down here back from that gate. If anything comes through it, I’ll leave it to you to take care of,” Dash said. The firepower of the Herald alone, much less the rest of the fleet, would be enough to devastate anything trying to poke through from the Deeper breeding platform. But orbital bombardments were tricky, so a wide safety margin was always a good idea.

      “With pleasure,” Benzel said, feral glee hardening his voice.

      Dash turned his attention back to the close situation. The mushroom cloud was now a drifting plume of smoke and dust, being torn apart by differing wind speeds at different altitudes. It had cleared enough that he could see the destruction clearly now, from the shattered Deeper ship to the battered mechs as they regrouped, to the blast-scarred trenches and bunkers of the ground troops. They had almost lost this battle. In fact, it was probably the closest the Realm had ever come to strategic defeat.

      Hard on the heels of that realization came fear, disgust—a keen sense of his own mortality, even wrapped in the violent cocoon of technology he used to enforce the case of justice. He let it run its course for a moment, then called up Willis with instructions to send troops to a point about thirty klicks away. It was where he’d left Bettman, frozen in her disabled exoskeleton.

      “What do you want us to do with her?” Willis asked.

      Dash was silent for a moment as he mastered his emotions. Spies infuriated him, but this was no time to lose control of the commander he’d worked so hard to become. He drew a breath, released it, and cleared his throat to speak.

      “Bring her to me,” he finally said. “Bring Bettman to me. She and I are going to have a little talk.”
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      Dash recalled the first time he’d ever seen this docking bay aboard the Forge. It had just been him aboard the Archetype, and Leira, Amy, Conover, and Viktor aboard the Slipwing. That had been the total population of the Cygnus Realm at the time, just five people. They’d just discovered the Forge and had come aboard it right here. In fact, it would have been right about there that his foot first touched the big station’s deck.

      That had a long time ago. Since then, the Realm’s population had increased to thousands, an entire fleet had joined the Archetype and the Slipwing, and an entire war had been fought and won. That should have been it for strife and suffering and death. But then the Deepers had come along with their gates and wanton destruction.

      And collaborating traitors.

      Bettman knelt not far from the big docking port, currently closed off by its forcefield. She faced the yawning void, and the far-off stars beyond it. The Archetype loomed over her, its armor battered, scorched, and scored. The mech badly needed repairs, but the Polaris and Swift were in worse shape, so they took priority. Dash didn’t care. In fact, the towering menace of the Archetype was only intensified by its damage, turning it into something almost sinister.

      That was perfect.

      Dash clomped along, his vac-armored feet banging against the deck. All of the Cygnus Realm personnel present, including him, Leira, Amy, Viktor, Conover, Harolyn, Jexin, and Ragsdale were vac-armored up. Bettman wasn’t. And, from her abject fear, barely hidden behind an impassive mask, she knew the significance of that. One word from Dash, and Custodian would drop the force field and the bay would explosively depressurize, blasting her into the emptiness. It was a terrible, painful, and lonely way to die.

      And it had been Harolyn’s idea. He’d come to think of the geological engineer, and sometimes diplomat, as a conciliatory sort, always focused on finding common ground. Apparently, she had as little time for traitors as Dash did. But there’d been a practical side to it, too.

      “We got lucky with Kitzbuell, when his built-in bomb fizzled. I’d rather not be in close confines with another one of these assholes, thanks,” she’d said.

      Dash stopped and stared down at Bettman. She tried to return a defiant gaze but soon flinched away.

      He still said nothing. He just stared.

      Finally, he looked at Harolyn. “You do this. I can’t even stand to look at her,” he said, then turned and walked away.

      This had all been thought-out ahead. Dash would play the sinister, looming authority figure, who’d just as soon kill Bettman as look at her. It wasn’t really an act, though. Harolyn, assisted by Conover and Amy, would do the actual questioning. Ragsdale headed up the security detail lurking nearby, while Viktor made notes.

      Harolyn stepped forward. “Alright, I guess this can go one of two ways. You cooperate or you don’t. If it’s going to be the latter, then just tell us now, so we can space you and get on to other things.”

      Dash’s eyes widened slightly. Harolyn sounded as cold and hard as ancient cometary ice. He suspected that she wasn’t acting either.

      Bettman tried the defiant look again. “You won’t kill me. I’m too valuable to you.”

      “Not if you’re not going to tell us anything useful. At that point, you’re just another mouth to feed, and we’ve got lots of those already.”

      “Okay, here’s a sample. The Deepers use Kellian’s Star as a staging point for their attacks into the League’s anti-spinward flank.” She tried to look coy as she said it, but Dash caught the hint of desperation in her voice. He wanted to follow up on this bit of intel, but he sensed the moment had come for something more important.

      He stepped forward. “We’ll check into that. But, even if it’s true, it doesn’t change anything. We need more.”

      “And what guarantee do I have that you won’t kill me anyway?”

      Dash actually laughed. “Would you even believe me if I gave my assurance, or whatever? Of course not. Neither of us trust the other, not even a tiny bit.” He leaned closer. “The difference, though, is that you’re the prisoner, and I’m the captor. You’ve got no leverage, so trying to make demands is pointless.”

      “If you want to know what I know, then—”

      They were interrupted by a warning chime that echoed through the bay.

      “Messenger, we are about to receive more casualties. This bay is optimal, but if you’d prefer that I redirect it, I will.”

      Dash glanced out the docking port and saw a shuttle coasting to a stop. This was, in fact, a bit of a setup. Since they had to bring the most serious casualties aboard the Forge for treatment anyway, Dash had asked Custodian to bring some of them here.

      “Nope, this woman is definitely not going to put anyone else’s lives at risk,” he said. “Bring them aboard.”

      The shuttle maneuvered onto a slow approach to the bay, using only gentle puffs of thrusters. When it was close enough, the bay’s tractor fields grabbed it, eased it through the force field, and nudged it to an open piece of deck about ten meters from Bettman. Despite the frost riming its cold hull, the crew immediately spilled out and began rushing litters of wounded Realm ground troops toward the Forge’s infirmary.

      Dash watched them. “You see this, Bettman? You’re responsible for this.”

      She said nothing and just turned her head away. Dash meant to force her to turn her head back, but Amy surprised them by stepping forward, her face etched in a fury none of them were used to seeing. She gripped Bettman’s head in a vac-armored hand and twisted back to look at the casualties.

      “You don’t get to look away, bitch,” she hissed.

      Dash exchanged a look with Leira. She seemed as surprised as he was. If the normally effusive, smiling Amy was putting on an act here, it was a damned good one.

      By now, a medical crash-crew had arrived, in what turned out to be the nick of time. The last casualty to be unloaded abruptly went critical, prompting the crash team to get work, running alongside the litter as it vanished from the bay.

      Dash turned to Bettman. “You’d better hope he doesn’t die.”

      “We all die.”

      Amy growled, but Dash held up a hand, gesturing her back. “Still trying the defiant thing, huh?”

      He turned to Ragsdale. “She thinks that she’s all we’ve got. Go ahead, bring the little bastard out.”

      Ragsdale nodded to the security team. Two of them walked to one of the entrances to the bay, opened it, and spoke through it. A moment later, three more security troopers stepped into the bay. They herded along the tall, muscular mustelid named Ikanur, who’d tried to help Bettman kill Dash on Backwater. They’d manacled him at the wrists, and he bore ankle clamps that would grav-lock themselves to the deck on command. Glowering, he shuffled to a halt at a snapped word from one of his handlers.

      Bettman barked out a laugh.

      “Ikanur knows almost nothing. He’s just dumb muscle, nothing more,” she snapped.

      Ikanur bared his teeth at her and hissed. Dash laughed right back.

      “Dumb is right. Guess what we found in his personal comm? Contact info—encrypted, but not deleted. The encryption took Custodian about three seconds to break.”

      “Actually, two point two-four seconds,” the AI said.

      Dash nodded. “There you go. Anyway, one of those contacts proved especially interesting.” He turned to Ragsdale again. “Okay, bring the other little bastard in.”

      Troopers, this time from the League, herded another figure into the bay. It was Envaer Tane, Lomas’s one-time aide-turned-traitor, who’d tried to kill Dash, the monk Kai, and Lomas on Shatter. Pale, hollow eyes blinked against the lights of the bay. His jumpsuit may as well have had prisoner stitched across the chest. Lomas followed impassively behind him.

      Bettman shot Ikanur a venomous glare. “Idiot!”

      Envaer peered around, his eyes landing on Bettman, then going to Ikanur, who looked away, but not fast enough.

      “Ah, yes. I see that you’re acquainted. Now, isn’t that nice? I enjoy getting old friends together,” Dash said.

      “A reunion. How truly joyous,” Harolyn said, her tone glacial.

      Envaer finally spoke, his voice timorous and low as he looked from Bettman to Ikanur. “I know them.”

      “Of course you do. You’re all just one big, happy, treacherous family. Now, how about some of that info we want. For a start, how many other systems are compromised, and the big question is—what were you promised?” Dash asked Envaer, who tried to make himself even smaller, bathed in hostile glares.

      “All of them?” Envaer offered.

      Bettman cursed and lunged forward. “Shut your hole, you amateur. You can’t—!"

      Amy cut Bettman off by lashing out with the back of her hand, cracking it hard across the spy’s face. Fortunately, she’d had the presence of mind to pull her blow, only knocking Bettman to the deck with a cry of pain. If she hadn’t, the vac-armor’s power-assist would probably have broken her neck.

      “Didn’t see that coming,” Viktor said, eyes wide.

      “Neither did she,” Amy replied. “I hate traitors.”

      “Me too,” Jexin added. “They’re the lowest form of life in the galaxy.” Her eyes stayed dangerously fixated on Bettman, who sat up slowly.

      Envaer cleared his throat, holding up a hand. “If she won’t tell you, I can, um, inform you of some of the contacts. At least, all the ones I know.” There was no guile in his tone; Envaer was broken. His schemes had collapsed, he had nothing left, and he knew it. All that remained was finding the connection between a race as alien as the Deepers and someone like Envaer—who was dedicated to his own enrichment, and nothing more.

      Bettman held up a hand to her face. When she spoke, pain tightened her voice. “Fine. Fine. They offered us armor, for starters.” She glared up at Amy, who just shrugged and stepped back, her violence spent—for the moment, anyway.

      “Do you know anyone who took the deal?” Dash asked. He had an idea where such a contract ended up. He still wasn’t sure why.

      “A few. Don’t know where they went, but I haven’t heard any complaints. The Deeper agents set us at neutral sites and equipped militias that could, ah, help us take over,” Bettman said. She now sounded as defeated as Tane. Dash knew why. It was the critical weakness of all conspiracies. If one of its members started to talk, others would inevitably follow, anxious that some of whatever leniency was being offered came their way.

      “Militias? You said a full navy, and troops,” Ikanur spat, his eyes bright with anger.

      Bettman shrugged. “Same difference. Ships, guns, troops.”

      Dash just shook his head in disgust. “You saw what they’re doing to the planets they seize. What makes you think they won’t do the same to yours? Where would you go?”

      Ikanur nearly growled his answer over Bettman’s silence. “Your worlds. The League.”

      Lomas, who had been silent until that point, strode forward, drew her sidearm and put it flat against Bettman’s left eye. “Names. All of them, and now. I won’t ask again.”

      Bettman swallowed, nodded, and said, “The first contact was a man with a missing right hand. I don’t know his name, but his hand was converted over to synth-mech, and the fingers were silver, the rest was black. He said the Deepers were going to give him eternal life, sort of, and—he would be the first.”

      “What planet?” Lomas asked.

      “Yours, the one named Edge,” Bettman answered.

      “I know that man,” Lomas said. “Or I did. Rishi, chemical engineer. Lost his hand running some scheme and never got a flesh regrow because we couldn’t trust him.”

      “Rishi. Maybe. I—I don’t know. If you say so,” Bettman replied.

      Lomas nodded, her lips pressed into a thin, hard smile. “You’re doing well. Keep going. And if you hesitate for more than a second before I think you’re done?” She pointed to the Big Black with her chin. “Half in, half out, until you’re begging me to die.”

      Bettman began to speak. Dash’s stomach lurched, tightening as the list went on and on.
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      The list of spies and traitors turned out to be shockingly long and included some names that made Lomas sigh and shake her head.

      She stood now in the Forge’s command center, where Dash was about to present their new plan to the Inner Circle. A data pad hung in her hand. “We’ve had our suspicions about some of these people. We even have a few under active surveillance. But the others…” She shook her head again.

      “There are a few on here that are just—I don’t know. I mean, I had a working dinner with him just a few days ago,” she said, pointing at one of the names on the list.

      Ragsdale crossed his arms. “Just be careful about jumping to conclusions. I’ve had informants point us at completely innocent people. They either think they’re being clever and it’s going to help them somehow, or they just want to screw around with other people’s lives.”

      “Oh, I know. The trouble is that I didn’t get the sense Bettman was lying by the end there. She seemed liked she’d just given up.” She looked up at Ragsdale. “So I have to take all of these seriously.”

      “Absolutely. Just don’t go off half-cocked. I have, a couple of times, and I regret it.”

      Dash left Lomas to it and strode to the elevated dais at the front of the Command Center. The big holo-display held the star-chart with which they were all only too familiar but shifted coreward enough to introduce some new systems. One of them was highlighted with a red icon.

      After a preamble, Dash pointed at the icon. “This is Tanthur, home-planet of Ikanur’s people, the Kresh. They’re currently trying to fight off a Deeper incursion that’s, you guessed it, there to strip away the planet’s resources.” As he spoke, Custodian popped open a window depicting a terrestrial planet, just over one standard mass, with roughly equal miles of land and water. Aside from the polar regions, which were barren, most of the land surface seemed to be covered with thick, lush vegetation. A number of settlements were marked, the largest of which sat at the mouth of a large river. Another sat about a hundred klicks offshore to the west, nowhere near any islands. Benzel asked about that one.

      “Kinda out the middle of the ocean, isn’t it?”

      Dash turned. “Harolyn, I’ll let the geological engineer handle this.”

      She stepped up beside Dash and asked Custodian to project the data she’d provided on the map. A line, slightly curving and offset at several points along its length, appeared in the ocean. The mysterious icon sat directly upon it.

      Harolyn pointed. “This is a subduction zone. What that means is there are two tectonic plates colliding here, one beneath the ocean, the other beneath the continent to the east. The oceanic plate is being pushed underneath the continental one and into the planet’s mantle, a process that’s called subduction. As it gets subducted, the oceanic plate melts, then comes apart and eventually just disappears into the mantle.”

      Amy raised a hand. “Wouldn’t that mean the planet’s getting smaller? That doesn’t seem to make any sense unless it’s a closed system.”

      “Without going into all the details—which I could, because this is fascinating stuff—material is erupting from the mantle on other parts of the planet, creating brand-new crust.”

      “Oh, so it’s basically recycling,” Amy said, nodding. “A very ecologically conscious planet.” She was a spacer to the core, thinking in terms that people on planets would find charmingly naïve.

      Harolyn grinned. “Anyway, the point of all this is that there are a variety of geological processes happening along this subduction zone. There’s lots of heat energy, and that’s exactly what’s needed to do things like concentrate metals and make ore deposits. Custodian?”

      A series of icons, all of different colors, appeared along the subduction zone.

      “These are Ikanur’s best recollections of where the biggest deposits are. There’s zinc, copper, manganese, nickel, platinum group metals, rare earth metals—basically, everything a modern industrial society needs to thrive. And this subduction zone is working overtime. Based on what Ikanur says, these would be some of the richest metal deposits I’ve ever heard of.”

      “Explains why the Deepers are there,” Wei-Ping offered.

      But Leira crossed her arms and scowled. “This Ikanur was in league with Bettman, Dash. That means he was in league with the Deepers, too. Oh, and he tried to kill you. Why all of this sudden trust in him?”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I went into this a complete skeptic. But after questioning him at length, Harolyn, Ragsdale, Kai, and I are convinced he’s telling the truth. Ikanur was trying to find a way out of a losing war for his people. He just went about it the wrong way,” Dash said.

      Leira maintained her skeptical look but uncrossed her arms. “You, Harolyn, Kai, and Ragsdale, huh? Well, I’d be awfully surprised if he could fool all of you, I guess.”

      Custodian interjected. “I monitored the subject closely during the questioning. I could detect absolutely no physiological indications of dishonesty or subterfuge. Admittedly, I have only a single data point for the species, Ikanur himself, but there are certain responses that are common to virtually all humanoid species when they lie.”

      “Hey, we all have something in common,” Amy said.

      Leira cocked an eyebrow at her. “We all lie the same way?”

      “We’re all just one, big, happy, dishonest family,” Viktor said, provoking laughter around the Command Center.

      “Anyway, the point of all this is that Ikanur’s people, the Kresh, are still fighting the good fight against the Deepers, who have seized this installation, a big mining platform.” Dash pointed at the first icon that had been highlighted before Harolyn’s data was added to the map. “Ikanur doesn’t know, though, how much longer the Kresh will be able to hold out. They’re like everyone else around this part of the galaxy—their tech is good, but when it comes to the Deepers, it’s just not quite good enough.”

      “So we’re going to go and rescue them,” Benzel said.

      “We are. I want to deny those resources to the Deepers, then negotiate with the Kresh to trade with them for what we need. Ikanur has offered to help.”

      “You really trust this guy, don’t you?” Leira said, narrowing her eyes.

      “I think we both have experience with less-than-reputable people coming through when it mattered the most,” Dash replied, holding her gaze with his.

      She finally nodded, and even allowed a glimmer of a smile.

      “Yeah, we do have that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash wasn’t used to the idea of the fleet being stretched thin, because it hadn’t happened in a long time. Not since the war against the Golden, and even then, not toward the end. They’d been able to keep most of their forces concentrated, maintaining a compact and powerful fleet that was more than a match for anything they were likely to encounter.

      But they no longer had that luxury. They had to allocate part of the fleet to watch over the gate on Backwater, in the Fulcrum system, another part to stay on station at the Forge, to respond to any Deeper threats from other directions, and a third to intervene in the Kreshs’ conflict with the Deepers. So, stretched thin it was.

      They finally settled on the best distribution of forces they could manage. Dash still agonized over the gate on Backwater; it was a potential point of entry right into the joint League and Realm flank, but he didn’t want to lose direct access to a Deeper breeding facility, if he could avoid it. They finally settled on stationing about a quarter of the fleet there, under the Sabertooth, ready to engage anything that came through the gate. Another quarter, the Home Fleet, would back up the Forge and the Anchors, which had assumed a protective posture over the core worlds of the Rimward League. Fortunately, more and more League ships were being brought up to decent specs with Unseen tech, so that progressively bulked up the Home Fleet.

      Finally, the remaining half of the fleet, led by Benzel on the Herald, would constitute a task force focused on liberating the Kresh. The Archetype, Pulsar, and Polaris had all been fully repaired and would accompany it, along with a half dozen Orion and Perseid mechs led by Lori, who was now a Junior Commander. Leira and Amy would keep their mechs, still receiving fixes and upgrades, on station with the Home Fleet at the Forge. Colonel Willis’s ground battalion followed close behind in three assault carriers, the troops already loaded into their shuttles.

      It all sounded good, anyway. But Dash couldn’t forget the Deeper fleet that had kicked their asses on the far side of the Backwater Gate. It had been enormous. Moreover, the fact it was six thousand light-years away didn’t mean it couldn’t pop up in their faces through another gate, one they hadn’t located yet. If that descended on them, they’d be hard-pressed to respond, with their own fleet divided up.

      All the more reason to keep taking the fight to the Deepers. So they were here, their task force plunging toward Tanthur, the Kresh homeworld. Dash wanted to liberate it from the Deepers as quickly as possible so he could concentrate the fleet again, in a more central location.

      “Dash, I think we’ve got a problem,” Benzel said over a private comm channel.

      “Only one? Sweet.”

      Benzel barked out a brief laugh. “Yeah, it’s a big one, though. You want to liberate as many of these alien worlds as we can, right?”

      “I do.”

      “But none of these alien races have tech to properly stand up against the Deepers. That means we have to transfer Unseen tech to them, as fast as our production allows, right?”

      Dash saw where this was going. His own thoughts had been heading in this direction, too.

      “That’s right. So what you’re wondering is, how are we going to protect all these races we liberate, until they can stand on their own,” Dash said.

      “Gather you’ve been having the same worries.”

      “Yeah, I have. And my answer is, I don’t know. I hate like hell to leave any races out there under the feet, or claws, or talons or whatever of the Deepers. But we’re like butter trying to scrape ourselves over too much toast. Eventually, the butter runs out.”

      “Yeah.”

      Dash grimaced as the threat display lit up. “Let’s hold that thought, shall we? Looks like the party’s about to start, and it would be rude to ignore our hosts.”

      Right away, it became clear that the Deepers were up to something new. They seemed to be waking up to the Realm strategy of cutting them off from their resource-harvesting ops and were making moves to protect them. A flotilla of Deeper warships accelerated away from Tanthur, bound on an intercept course. The Realm still had them outnumbered almost three-to-one, suggesting that the Deepers might be getting stretched thin, too—after all, they had a bunch of occupied worlds they needed to protect. But the true threat made itself known when they were still thirty minutes away from firing range.

      Without any warning, a Realm light cruiser, the Laudable, exploded. One instant, she held her place in line; the next, she was an expanding cloud of debris.

      Dash winced. “Sentinel, what happened?”

      “The Laudable was destroyed by a matter-antimatter explosion. There was no indication of a threat until immediately before the detonation, when a signal abruptly appeared, indicating a power source activating close to the cruiser.”

      “Meaning?”

      “It would appear that the Deepers have seeded this system with the weapons you’ve named torps. Essentially, they function as intelligent mines, remaining in a low-power state until they sense a target nearby, then activating and attacking.”

      “So we can’t see them until right before they detonate?”

      “Essentially correct, yes.”

      “Shit.” Dash’s mind whipped through the problem. He had close-up and personal experience with a torp, whose blast had almost disabled the Archetype. Bigger ships, like the Herald or the Victory, might be able to survive such a powerful explosion, but the smaller ships were suddenly vulnerable to outright destruction.

      What to do about it?

      Dash sighed, scowling. The Realm had already faced defeat at the hands of the Deepers, twice, and in rapid succession, during the Battle of Backwater. He wouldn’t be so incautious this time. If they couldn’t figure out a solution in the next few minutes, he’d order a general withdrawal.

      “Sentinel, we need a way to detect these damned torps while they’re still dormant,” Dash said, pulling at his chin. “They contain Dark Metal. Can we detect that?”

      “Yes, but the amounts of Dark Metal in each are small, so the resolution would be poor,” Sentinel replied.

      “Get on it. Meantime, Benzel, launch the Victory’s fighter wings.”

      “We’re still a long way out of range, Dash.”

      “Of the enemy ships, yeah. But I want the Makos and Denkillers to do some hunting ahead of us, and to the flanks. Their priority is these friggin’ torps. Sentinel’s going to work with the other mechs to get the best information she can from their Dark Metal signals and send that along.”

      “Roger that.”

      “This will exhaust the fighter wings’ endurance, and likely take them out of action for rearming and refueling just when we contact the Deeper flotilla,” Sentinel warned.

      Dash sighed in frustration. “Yeah, I know. But if we can’t even get to the Deeper flotilla in the first place because of these torps, then that really doesn’t matter, does it?”
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      Dash swore as a torp detonated, blasting one of the Victory’s Makos to vapor and fragments. It gave him a clear run, though, at the Deeper cruiser ahead, which had been pumping out missiles at a furious rate. That meant the Mako pilot hadn’t died in vain, at least. Dash gave them a silent salute as the Archetype tore through the expanding cloud of remains, bits of debris glancing off its shield.

      Now, payback, for that pilot, and everyone they’d lost because of the Deepers.

      Dash fired the dark-lance but selected continuous-fire mode. During its most recent repairs, Custodian had recommended installing a new power core, infused with Dark Metal Two into the Archetype. Dash had been skeptical. The mech had, to the best of the AI’s knowledge, never been intended to use anything but standard Unseen power cores, or the more specialized q-cores. But Custodian and Sentinel had been confident that the Archetype could handle the new core, and both simulations and early flight-tests seemed to bear them out. Discovering that the new core could sustain power to the dark-lance had been one happy side effect. The other was just more efficient power distribution. The kugelblitz, the micro-singularity that acted as its power-plant, could produce unfathomable amounts of energy. The trouble was harnessing and distributing it to the mech’s systems, which the cores did. This new core, which they’d dubbed a supercore, did it much, much better. The mech could now supply continuous power to the dark-lance, firing it until the weapon itself burned out.

      He wouldn’t do that, of course, but instead of single pulses, the dark-lance now generated a continuous beam of quantum-shredding destruction. It swept along the length of the Deeper cruiser as he flashed past it, tearing open a gash from bow to stern. As it fell behind, he snapped out two bursts from the nova-cannon, watching with grim satisfaction as the plasma engulfed the cruiser, some of the stellar-hot gas spilling into its guts through the dark-lance wound. A few seconds later, something aboard it exploded, blowing it in two.

      And that was payback.

      Dash found himself momentarily without a target. He scanned the tactical situation. The Makos, Denkillers and their accompanying Red Barons still ranged ahead of the task force, hunting down and taking out torps before the capital ships following them ran afoul of the insidious weapons. The autonomous Red Barons were especially useful, the fighter pilots quickly learning to put them in the lead, rather than just acting as their wings. The torps soon stopped attacking the nimble drones, and tried to focus, instead, on the crewed fighters. But this left the Red Barons intact, allowing them to hunt and kill torps with impunity.

      Even so, the cost to the fighters had been steep. They’d already lost eight, while another four had been disabled, their pilots the focus of rescue ops. But the way ahead was mostly clear, and the task force now charged headlong into the Deeper flotilla, led by the Archetype and the other mechs.

      “Dash, off to your two o’clock, low,” Jexin snapped. The threat indicator had already lit up, announcing something incoming. It was a Deeper corvette, driving directly toward him at full burn.

      Dash sniffed. “Suicide run, huh? Gotta catch me first.”

      He rolled the Archetype, jackknifed it, then dove hard in the ecliptic down direction. The corvette slewed around its heading to keep up, but as nimble as it was, it couldn’t hope to match the agility of the mech. Another roll, then a sudden slam of deceleration, and a pair of somersaults in place left the mech suddenly outside the corvette’s maneuver cone. In a fit of petulant rage, it opened up with a pair of x-ray lasers and a plasma-burst cannon, but Dash just took the hits on the Archetype’s shield and raced in, power-sword drawn. He swept past the corvette, striking as he did. He impressed even himself with the result. Maybe it was the effect of the supercore, but the power sword slid smoothly along the length of the corvette, slightly off its centerline, and cut into two, tumbling halves. A few seconds later, its reactor containment failed, and it vanished into a blinding flash.

      “Dash, Benzel. We’ve taken out the last of the Deeper ships. Next stop the planet, I gather?”

      “Yeah. You’ve got top cover, of course. I’ll take Conover, Jexin and Lori’s mechs down to the objective. We’ll clear the way for the assault force to land. Colonel Willis, you get that?”

      “Roger that. We’re coming in now.”

      Dash saw the three assault carriers accelerate, passing through the rest of the task force and closing in behind the mechs.

      Dash confirmed that the mechs were formed up on him, then plunged on toward the planet, and their objective, the Deeper-occupied mining platform.
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        * * *

      

      Dash circled the platform, jinking to avoid defensive fire reaching up for the mechs from the platform. The Deepers had obviously reinforced their ground installations along with the space-borne defenses, adding clusters of missile launchers and plasma-burst batteries to the captured Kresh mining platform. There was lots of room for them, since the thing was massive, almost three klicks by two.

      The Kresh tech was easy to pick out from what the Deepers had added. The Kresh mining machinery had a chunky, industrial look, all angles and girders, catwalks and pipes and towering gantries. The Deeper tech, sleekier, more organic and beetle-black stood out. It made targeting it easier, which Dash did right—now.

      His dark lance tore through a missile battery, ripping it apart. Jexin blasted apart a plasma-burst mount, flinging debris skyward, before it plunged back into the surrounding ocean. Conover held back and only snapped out occasional shots, focusing instead on degrading the Deeper targeting scanners using the Pulsar’s fearsome EW systems.

      Another mech flashed by beneath him, followed by two more. Lori had brought her Orions and Perseids in close, quite ably assisting the bigger mechs with the surgical removal of the Deeper weapons. The three mechs fired as one, vaporising the sole remaining missile launcher. That left a single plasma-burst cannon, but Dash could even think of targeting it. Lori had taken it out, as well.

      “I think that’s it for defensive systems, Dash,” Lori said.

      “Agreed. Okay, Colonel Willis, it’s your show now.”

      “Roger that. On the way.”

      Dash watched as the assault shuttles, already launched from the orbiting carriers, began their fiery plunge into the atmosphere. He pulled the mechs back from the platform to avoid fouling their approach. It gave him a moment to study the platform and the strange ships squatting on it.

      Deeper black, but bell shaped, and heavily armored. They weren’t warships, though, but apparent heavy-lift freighters, just what would be needed to haul weighty ore concentrate into orbit and beyond. They’d carefully avoided shooting them, wanting to keep them and whatever valuable stuff they contained intact.

      “Dash, there’s movement down there,” Jexin said.

      Dash zoomed the view in. Sure enough, he saw a multitude of sinister shapes scuttling around the platform.

      Deepers. And not just workers, either, but warriors.

      “Huh. The Deepers are taking this seriously, aren’t they?” Conover said. “Must have spooked them.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes and thought about that. “No, I don’t think so,” he finally said. “At least, not when it comes to those warriors. Remember, the Deepers have also been holding off the Kresh. I suspect we’re seeing their occupying force.”

      “Either way, it means the assault force is going to be facing some resistance when they land. Pretty stiff resistance, in fact, from the looks of it,” Jexin said.

      Now that Dash agreed with. He called up Willis to give her an update, and had Sentinel send the imagery and other data to her. A moment later, she replied.

      “Hey, sir, can we get you and your mechs to do another sweep of the platform right before we touch down? We’d rather not be dismounted right into the ugly bug-faces of those Deepers, thanks.”

      “You got it, Colonel. Out to you. Conover, you stay up high and keep watch. Jex, Lori, on me. Point-defense weapons only. We want to clean this platform off for our troops, not blow it to bits.”

      Acknowledgements came in. Dash saw the nine assault shuttles make a wide turn to the south, then angle back north, toward the platform. It gave them the time they needed to strafe the enemy, and then bring the shuttles right down on top of them.

      Dash went first, racing in low, opening up with the Archetype’s point-defenses in a stream of pulse-gun shots. The dazzling bursts of energy slammed into Deeper warriors, blowing them to chitinous fragments. Jexin followed, then each of the Orions and Perseids, with Lori bringing up the rear. Each mech swept the platform with a torrent of fire as it flashed overhead. Then, less than ten seconds after Lori’s mech had cleared the airspace, the first of the assault shuttles touched down with a howl of thrusters.

      Dash wheeled back, watching as the shuttles disgorged their troops the instant they touched down. The Cygnus ground troops immediately fanned out into pre-rehearsed battle formations and began engaging the remaining Deepers. A furious firefight erupted, as the Cygnus soldiers began to methodically advance, using the time-honored infantry practice of fire-and-maneuver. Their movements were quick, precise, and deadly. In minutes, they’d secured all of the platform’s landing pad, and were starting to fight through the enclosures housing the drilling and mining machinery.

      “Give ’em hell, folks,” he muttered, but he froze as something caught his eye. A small swarm of Deeper warriors had emerged from somewhere behind the grounded shuttles, and now threatened to take the Cygnus troops in the rear.

      “Not gonna happen,” he said, and flung the Archetype into a power dive. He pulled out close enough to the wavetops to throw curtains of spray to either side, then zoomed over the platform, stopped, and dropped on top of the Deepers.

      “Sentinel, target anything that looks like a Deeper with the point-defenses!”

      The pulse-cannons opened fire at point-blank range, literally vaporizing Deepers where they stood. He joined in the carnage in the quickest, easiest way possible, by stomping on the alien monstrosities with the mech’s enormous feet. Deepers vanished beneath them in viscous spurts of gooey, resinous fluid. In less than thirty seconds, every warrior in the incursion was dead.

      “Wondered what you were up to back there, sir,” Willis said. “Looks like you just landed and started having a temper tantrum. Gather there were Deepers, though.”

      “Yeah, emphasis on were. Oh, and the temper tantrum thing isn’t too far off of my actual mood.”

      Willis laughed. “I hear that. Anyway, thanks for having our backs. Let’s get on with the killing.”

      “You do you, Colonel. You do you.”
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      Ikanur surprised Dash by actually being true to his word. Once they’d secured the mining platform, the rogue Kresh had taken him, Benzel and Jexin to the sprawling settlement located on the river-mouth about a hundred klicks east of the mining platform. And settlement wasn’t really the right word. It was a city, the largest and most important on the planet.

      Dash grounded the Archetype at a spaceport built into an enormous sandbar extending from the river mouth, itself a vast stretch of water almost three klicks across. A shuttle from the Herald touched down beside the mech, carrying Harolyn, Ikanur, and a security detail of assault troopers. By the time Dash had dismounted, a group of Kresh were already approaching from the cluster of terminal buildings. Interestingly, the terminal seemed to be built not just among a stand of huge, leafy trees but actually incorporated the trees within their structure. The terminal’s control tower seemed to be nestled among the upper branches of one of the enormous trees. Beyond, he could see more buildings rising among the trees, some sitting in the treetops, all connected by a network of bridges and walkways.

      Dash stopped, Harolyn at his side, and waited for the Kresh delegation. They held up a few paces away, a half-dozen of the aliens, their fur of various shades, their clothing mostly utilitarian and of various hues. Two of them, both mostly white, stepped forward.

      “Welcome to Tik’kat. I am Kuarkit, First Arbiter of the People.”

      Dash nodded. Ikanur had already told him about Tik’kat—the pause sounded like something between a chirp and a hiss—which was the name of this, the most important Kresh city. He’d also mentioned Kuarkit, the First Arbiter, which seemed to be a cross between chief magistrate and senior member of a mayoral council. The Kresh apparently had no levels of government above municipal, everything at a regional and planetary scale being handled through the People’s Assembly, a forum of all of the Arbiters that strove for consensus on every issue. Dash wondered how the hell they ever got anything done.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Newton Sawyer, though most people call me Dash. I’m the Messenger, which kind of puts me in charge of the Cygnus Realm. And this is Harolyn de Bruce, our chief diplomat.”

      “And a geological engineer,” Harolyn put in. “A geological engineer, in fact, who’s really interested in learning more about your undersea mining operations.”

      Kuarkit placed a paw over her mouth, a gesture Ikanur had explained as the Kresh version of laughter. “We assumed from your comms traffic that you were very direct people.”

      “We can be,” Dash said. “Apologies if that’s a problem.”

      “No, not at all. It’s very refreshing. Our internal politics involves a great deal of scheming and dissembling and outright deception, I’m afraid.”

      “Sounds like ordinary politics to me,” Harolyn replied, prompting Kuarkit to cover her mouth again. But her good humor faded as Ikanur was brought forward.

      “Ah. Yes. The traitor,” she said, her voice taking an ominous growling note.

      Dash raised a hand. “He is. Or was. But I should also point out that he has been extremely helpful ever since. I think he was genuinely trying to help your people. He was just doing it in a terrible way.”

      “Your words suggest leniency may be warranted in any sentencing. However, he will have to stand trial nonetheless,” Kuarkit said.

      Ikanur stepped forward. “I am prepared to face the people,” he said.

      Dash gestured for the security detail to release Ikanur from his restraints. He was immediately taken into custody by the Kresh. As he walked by Dash, though, he spoke.

      “Thank you for what you’ve done for my people. I’m glad I didn’t manage to kill you.”

      “Not as glad as I am,” Dash replied.

      This time, all of the Kresh covered their mouths.
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      Dash strode into the Forge’s fabrication bay in a more buoyant mood than he’d enjoyed in a long time. Kuarkit had accompanied them back to the station. Apparently, surrendering her title as First Arbiter and taking on that of Intercessor, involved in Kresh external affairs, was even more prestigious. An Intercessor could apparently speak on behalf of all Kresh, which immediately elevated the office to one of the most influential in their society. Dash offered a suitably impressed reaction, then ensured that Benzel provided Kuarkit and her retinue with the best quarters available aboard the Herald. After she’d had a chance to visit the Forge, Harolyn would accompany her back to the Kresh homeworld and get down to serious negotiations for an alliance.

      Which meant that they now had the Hriki and the Kresh on their side, and had had tentative contacts from four other races. Word about the Cygnus Realm, and its ability to tackle the Deepers head-on, was getting around fast.

      Dash was even whistling as he ambled up to a small group of people that included Conover, Amy, and Elois. They, and some others Dash recognized as engineers from both the Realm and the League, stood around a missile about ten meters long. And that was all Dash could tell about it. It was otherwise a fathomless black, absorbing all of the light striking it—in essence, a missile-shaped hole in space.

      “So this is our stealth probe?” he asked, stopping.

      Conover nodded. “It is. We’re pretty confident we can send this through a gate and get data back from it before it’s eventually detected and destroyed.”

      “Well, it sure is black.” Dash put his hands in his pockets. “Wait, I’ve seen this before.”

      “You have,” Custodian said. “This stealth coating was developed by the Golden. As you’ll recall, they equipped several of their Harbingers with it. It proved time-consuming to reverse-engineer, but we have now done so.”

      “Taken together with some other stealth measures and built-in shielding, it means this probe should be invisible to passive scans and tough to detect even with active ones,” Conover added.

      Dash pushed up his lower lip, an impressed expression. “Oh. Excellent, but a question. Why don’t we put this stuff on all of our mechs and ships?”

      “Because it’s really hard to make and really hard to get it to bond to other surfaces,” Amy replied.

      “There is an issue with it as well,” Custodian said. “Because it radiates very little energy, heat balance is problematic. Heat will tend to accumulate in its various systems, which will eventually lead to their failure.”

      Dash planted his hands on his hips. “That’s not good.”

      “We’ve done a work-around with this probe. It has a series of heat-sinks inside that will store the built-up heat from its systems. And those are designed to run as cool as possible,” Conover replied.

      “But it either had to eventually dump that heat into space, or it’ll melt down anyway. It’ll just take longer,” Amy added.

      Dash rubbed a hand through his hair. “So what you’re telling me is that this probe should last long enough after it gets through the gate to tell us something useful.”

      Elois stepped forward, nodding. “The Deepers might know that something has come through the gate, but they shouldn’t be able to see what. At least, not right away, anyway.”

      “Alright. Good work. So we can do recon through the gate before we pass through it.” Dash looked around, taking in everyone’s pleased expressions. He gave them a moment to enjoy it, then dropped another big, hard task.

      “Okay, your next job is to figure out how to get the fleet through that gate. The mechs by themselves aren’t going to be enough.”

      Just as Dash had expected, those self-satisfied expressions vanished, as though someone had thrown a switch.

      “The fleet? The whole fleet?” Amy asked, her eyes widening.

      “As much of it as we can, yeah.”

      Conover huffed out a breath. “Dash, almost none of the capital ships are designed to enter atmo.”

      “Only the assault carriers have that capability,” Custodian said.

      “Yeah, and trying to retrofit the fleet with aerodynamic hulls—” Conover stopped. “We can’t. It would take months. Years. Huge amounts of resources. We just can’t.”

      Dash nodded. “I knew you guys would be up to the challenge. Let me know as soon as you have some ideas.”

      Smiling, he turned and walked away, leaving the group in stunned silence.

      A few paces along, he called back over his shoulder. “Bit of advice? That box we’re always trying to think outside of? Just throw it away. There is no box, not anymore.”

      Dash whistled as he strode away.
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      Dash lay back on his bed, fingers laced behind his head, enjoying a moment that was just—a moment. That’s it, nothing more. For a short time, he had no decisions to make, no demands on him, no questions waiting answers—

      “Amy was bitching about you, by the way,” Leira said, brushing her hair.

      Dash glanced at her. “Hmm?”

      “Amy. She says you told them you wanted to be able to take the fleet through the gate on Backwater.” Leira put down the brush and returned to sit on the bed, smiling. “She used some really inappropriate language about it, in fact.”

      “I’m shocked.”

      “If you take out the references to various body parts—oh, and your mother—then it basically came down to, this is an impossible task Dash has given us, there’s no way to accomplish it, we should just give up and tell him it can’t be done.”

      “How many ideas have they come up with so far?”

      “About a dozen.”

      Dash raised himself on his elbows, chuckling. “Under-promise and over-deliver. That’s engineers for you.”

      “Dash, you might actually be asking too much. Those ships were never designed to do an atmospheric entry.”

      Dash shifted his legs under him and sat cross-legged. “I know that. And I know they might come up dry. But it’s worth trying. I mean, if we can make this work, we can shove the war right into the Deepers’ clacking, oozing faces.”

      Leira crossed her arms. “Even if they can figure something out, that gate can only handle one ship at a time. All the Deepers have to do is sit on the other side and overwhelm each one as it comes through.” She glanced at Dash sidelong. “I don’t want to just be part of the problem, I want to be part of the solution, too. But, in this case, I don’t have a solution. I just don’t think this is going to work, Dash. We’ll need to find another way.”

      Dash offered a thin smile. “You’re not saying anything I haven’t already told myself. And I’m not some sort of deluded hothead who’s determined to go ahead with it anyway and screw the cost. I just wanted to give them a completely blank page to work with, to see what they can manage to come up with.” His smile turned more genuine. “These are damned good people, Leira. We’re really lucky to have them on our side.”

      “We are. But there’s a galaxy of difference between damned good and miracle worker, but you’re looking for the second one of those, here.”

      Dash sighed. “I know. And I do have an idea or two for a plan B—”

      “Messenger, Lomas wishes to speak with you. She says it’s urgent,” Messenger cut in.

      A taut look bounced between Dash and Leira. “Put her on,” he said.

      “Dash?”

      “Go ahead, Lomas.”

      “We just received a SITREP from a scout on our spinward boundary. One of our patrols was overdue with their daily report, so he went to make contact with them. All he found was debris.”

      Dash swung his feet to the floor. “Okay, Lomas. Send all the data you’ve got to Custodian. Custodian, gather the Inner Circle in the Command Center in thirty minutes.’

      They both acknowledged, and Dash started getting dressed. “Have I mentioned how much I hate the Deepers?”

      Leira offered an indulgent smile. “Not for at least an hour, now, no.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They’d decided to keep the response as small as possible, just Dash and Conover in their mechs. Dash wanted to see for himself what had happened but didn’t want to commit the fleet to another fight, if it wasn’t necessary. In any case, there was no indication at all of a larger Deeper incursion. It was as though they’d attacked and destroyed the League patrol, then vanished.

      Still, Dash braced himself as the Archetype dropped out of unSpace. He kept his attention particularly glued to the threat indicator, expecting it to light up like a meteor shower as the two mechs emerged in the midst of a Deeper fleet.

      Nothing.

      Dash made a hmph sound. They’d only brought the two mechs which, between them, were more than enough to outgun a smaller force, and more than fast and nimble enough to outrun a larger one. This definitely fell into the smaller force category, as in, there was no force here at all.

      “Dash, there’s debris directly ahead, and low,” Conover said.

      Sentinel had already painted it into the display. “Yup, I see it. Okay, I’ll lead, you take wing. And make sure you keep your electronic eyes peeled.”

      “Will do.”

      The two mechs raced toward the debris, which clustered at the edge of a nameless star system’s Oort Cloud. It seemed the patrol had translated here, probably using it as a navigational waypoint, and to give the system a sensor sweep. They’d obviously stumbled into something—or there’d been something waiting for them.

      “Sentinel, scan the hell out of the debris field, and all around it. Active scans, full power. Get Kristin into the act, too.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash hoped that if there was anything lurking out there, maybe stealthed up, the Archetype’s and Pulsar’s powerful sensors would find it. And even if it didn’t, just scanning the region as though they knew something was there might provoke a response anyway.

      After a few minutes of steady flight, though, they’d detected nothing. Nothing had otherwise revealed itself. If there were Deepers, or anyone else out there, they were extremely well-hidden.

      “Dash, the League ships involved in this patrol had been upgraded with the Creators’ tech,” Sentinel said. “Two light cruisers and two destroyers, all with upgraded weapons and shields. They were due for drive, avionics, and other upgrades next month.”

      Dash grunted his understanding. They’d started a program of enhancing the League’s ships with Unseen tech to make them more capable of taking on the Deepers themselves and not rely solely on the Realm. The Hriki and the Kresh would eventually be getting the same consideration. It bothered Dash that they were essentially shoving some of the races in this part of the galaxy further down the weapons tech road much faster than they got there themselves. But he didn’t see any alternative. If they didn’t defeat the Deepers, then it wouldn’t matter anyway, would it?

      But—and this was something he’d shared only with Leira, Ragsdale, and Benzel—he’d had Custodian build a kill switch into all of the Unseen tech they transferred so they could disable it if it became a problem. It made him feel sneaky, and even a little duplicitous. But as the incident with Bettman showed, when Sentinel had been able to disable her exoskeleton, it was unfortunately necessary.

      Dash pushed his attention back onto the debris. They were close enough now that the scans were able to discriminate between types of debris. Most of it was material that had once been League ships. But not all of it.

      “Do I see some Deeper wreckage in there?” Dash asked.

      “So it would appear. The League ships seem to have been able to force the Deepers to pay a price for their victory,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash told Conover to stop short of the debris field and scan it thoroughly, while keeping an eye out around them. He moved the Archetype in for a closer look.

      The mech slid past what remained of the stern section of a light cruiser. He could see into the shattered compartments, now exposed to cold, hard vacuum. Enough of it was intact that he wondered if there might be survivors aboard it, but Sentinel quickly dashed that hope.

      “The fuel core of the ship’s backup fission generator has been exposed by battle damage. The resulting radiation levels are incompatible with human life.”

      “Ah.”

      As the smashed stern tumbled slowly away, he caught the ship’s name emblazoned on it, the Soliton. He made a mental note to remember that name, so the next Deeper ship he destroyed would be done in her memory, and that of her consorts.

      “Dash, there is organo-metallic debris characteristic of Deeper tech at our three o’clock, high,” Sentinel said.

      Dash veered the Archetype around another big chunk of debris, this time a section of hull plating from a destroyer. He saw the Deeper debris ahead and sidled the mech toward it.

      “Dash, we’re detecting remnants of Deeper torps in the debris field,” Conover said. “Be careful, there might be more of them sown among the wreckage.”

      “Yes. My head’s on a swivel, thanks.”

      He slowed the Archetype to a stop relative to the Deeper debris. It was immediately obvious that this wasn’t just the remains of another of the cryptic aliens’ ships. This was something different.

      “Sentinel, what am I looking at?”

      “I would say—an arm.”

      Dash stared. One of the pieces of Deeper debris did, indeed, appear to be an arm. “That must be from a mech of some sort—wait.” Dash zoomed the image. “That’s part of a Battle Prince.”

      “So it would appear,” Sentinel agreed.

      “Okay, I want to recover that and take it back with us. See if we can learn anything more about these so-called Battle Princes.”

      “The scans indicate that the organic component of the fragment is rapidly decaying. There are no more than fifty kilos left.”

      “All the more reason to hurry,” Dash replied, thrusting the Archetype toward the truncated arm. He was able to grab it and store it in one of the cargo compartments built into the mech’s thigh.

      “Conover, can you see anything else of interest out here?”

      “Not really. A bit of Dark Metal, but it’s all small fragments and would take a while for us to gather up.”

      “We’ll send a salvage crew out for it. With an escort. Meantime, I want to get this piece of a Battle Prince back to the Forge before it decays to dust or sludge or whatever.”

      He backed out of the debris field following essentially the same path he’d used to enter, reasoning that it was probably free of lurking Deeper torps. As he passed the wreckage of the Soliton, he gave the ship and her crew a silent salute.

      “You guys actually managed to kill a Battle Prince. That’s damned good work, folks. You can rest easy now.”

      He accelerated away, the wreckage of the Soliton both a monument to a remarkable victory, and a tomb for those who had earned it.
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      When Custodian spoke, he had a peeved tone to his voice. “Messenger, your insistence on storing the remains of the Deeper Battle Prince on a separate ship is hindering analysis. Are you certain that you don’t wish to bring it aboard the Forge?”

      Dash stopped at the front of the Command Center. “Yeah, I am. At least for now. I don’t want to take any chances while we’re in the middle of preparing for a major op. We’ve had bad experiences with things brought aboard the Forge in the past, remember?”

      Dash thought back to two notable instances, during the war against the Golden. The first had seen a group of Golden infiltrators manage to get aboard the Forge in some wreckage and wreak havoc in the fabrication plant. The second had been the release of an insidious computer virus by a captive, while being interrogated. Both had disrupted Forge operations for days as the damage had been assessed and repaired and new security measures put in place. With them about to launch a major offensive, now would be an especially bad time to release something that might compromise their ops. Out of an abundance of caution, he’d ordered the remains of the Battle Prince to be stored aboard a repurposed minelayer, the Iron Gate, where it could be studied remotely.

      “Yeah, it really does seem that everyone we bring aboard the Forge causes some sort of drama or other, don’t they?” Leira said.

      If Custodian could have sighed, he probably would have. “Very well. I would recommend installing more comprehensive scanning and diagnostic systems on the Iron Gate, however. The ones currently available are limited in their capabilities.”

      Dash nodded. They’d only just started retrofitting the Iron Gate into a place to store items and materials they wanted to study, and potentially dangerous prisoners they wanted to interrogate. “Do whatever you need to do,” he said, then stopped in front of the big holo-screen and turned to face his Inner Circle.

      “Okay, folks, here’s the situation. We’ve got a major Deeper installation, apparently a breeding facility, about six thousand light-years outside the galactic margin, in the Big Black. The Backwater Gate will take us right to it. But that gate is inside a planetary atmosphere, and only one ship can pass through it at a time. So even if we can figure out a way to get ships that were never designed to enter atmo through it, they’d probably be picked off one by one as they pass through the gate. Suggestions or ideas?”

      A long moment passed, then Benzel spoke up. “We could say to hell with the gate and just fly to attack the Deeper platform.”

      Viktor gave him a blank stare. “Six thousand light-years? That would take weeks.”

      “Hey, just spit-balling here,” Benzel replied.

      Dash spoke up. “Which is fair. Spitballing is fine. Just flying there using normal translation is certainly an option.”

      “You’re gonna want to bring more than one change of clothes,” Leira said with a smirk.

      “Yeah, and that’s because Viktor’s right. It would take the fleet out of play for weeks. So let’s call that plan T,” Dash said.

      Ragsdale raised an eyebrow. “Plan T?”

      “Yeah. Somewhere way down the alphabet, after we’ve exhausted plans A through S.”

      Ragsdale smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

      “How about using The Maw?” Amy offered. “Translating the fleet through it, like we did before, and turning a long flight into a really, really short one?”

      “The last time we did that, it was risky enough. And we were going nowhere near six thousand light-years,” Leira replied.

      Sentinel cut in. “Indeed, using the wormhole effect to translate from the black hole to a destination six thousand light-years distant is fraught with risk. The uncertainty in calculating all of the many, many parameters involved in such a long transit means the probability of success would be no more than ninety percent, and perhaps as low as eighty.”

      “Which means if we take fifty ships through, we’re probably going to lose five of them, and as many as eight,” Wei-Ping said.

      “Those are scary numbers,” Amy said.

      Dash nodded. “Scary as hell. But it’s another option—”

      He stopped and looked back at the map.

      “Dash, you have a sudden BFI?” Benzel asked.

      Conover glanced at him. “BFI?”

      “Brilliant freakin’ idea.” Benzel grinned. “Although sometimes I use a different word than freakin’. Might be kids listening on this channel, and I’m nothing if not proper.”

      “Proper? Um. Sure, let’s go with that,” Dash said, then turned away as his smile faded.

      Dash tried to tune them out. His thoughts were trying to coalesce. The Backwater Gate, and the black hole named The Maw. Those were their two fastest and most certain ways of reaching the far-off Deeper base. But they were both fraught with their own, particular flavors of danger. The Maw was too risky to use with too much of the fleet. The Backwater Gate entailed far less risk—as long as they could crack the whole atmospheric entry thing—but they couldn’t get the fleet through it fast enough. At least, not if the Deepers were ready for them.

      One.

      Plus one.

      Equaled two.

      And there it was.

      Dash turned back to his Inner Circle. “Trying to use the gate is dangerous. Trying to use the black hole is dangerous. So why don’t we use them both?”

      A stunned silence fell over the Command Center. Even the duty ops personnel had stopped to stare incredulously. Dash waited for the coming barrage of questions and objections, but Custodian beat them all to it.

      “This is an alert. A flotilla of Deeper ships has just entered real space and is inbound for the Forge.”

      “Hold that thought!” Dash called as he pounded down from the raised dais at the front of the Command Center and joined the others as they raced for their mechs and ships.
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        * * *

      

      It was immediately apparent that this Deeper attack wasn’t a full-on assault on the Forge. It comprised only half a dozen small capital ships, preceded by three dozen missile-like drones, and one more ship of some unknown purpose buried in the middle of their formation. It was a formidable enough little force but had no hope of even really threatening the Forge.

      At least, not in any conventional way. But the Deepers were far from conventional enemies. If anything, the compact size of the attacking flotilla made Dash even more nervous.

      He swung the Archetype around the ponderous bulk of their big farming ship, the Greenbelt, and accelerated directly into the teeth of the Deeper attack. Leira and Jexin followed. Amy and Conover hung back, staying on-station with the Forge, in case this was just some sort of diversion against a bigger attack from another direction. Between them, the flotilla of Realm capital ships—at least the operational ones, and not the ones still only partly through their upgrades—and the Forge itself, there should be ample firepower available to defend the station. Moreover, a squadron of upgraded Rimworld League warships was underway, racing toward them from nearby Edge to assist.

      “Five minutes to maximum range,” Sentinel said.

      Dash glanced at the tactical display, the threat board, back to tactical. “Uh-huh.”

      “You seem distracted.”

      “I am. Something isn’t right here.”

      “In what way?”

      “We’ve got what amounts to a tiny Deeper force coming after the Forge. Why? What do they hope to achieve, besides losing all of these ships?”

      “Perhaps they consider their loss an acceptable trade-off for whatever they intend to accomplish here. Crippling, or even severely damaging the Forge would be a significant strategic blow to our war efforts.”

      “Yeah, it would. So tell me this, how likely is it that this force can do that, given what we know about the Deepers?” Dash asked.

      “Assuming they are armed with conventional Deeper weaponry, very remote. Probably no more than 5 percent, in fact.”

      “Yeah. Exactly.”

      “So perhaps—”

      Sentinel cut herself off as the tactical display suddenly filled with contacts. There were hundreds of them.

      “Sentinel, what’s going? Where they hell did all of these bogies come from?”

      “I am analyzing now.”

      Dash waited, glaring. He’d been about to give targeting instructions to Leira and Jexin, but targeting what, exactly?

      “Dash, what are we doing?” Leira asked.

      “Just hang on, Leira. Sentinel, talk to me!”

      “The Deepers are generating a multitude of false sensor returns. I have eliminated all that could not possibly be the Deeper ships, given their possible maneuver envelopes, but that still almost triples the number of possible targets.”

      “Can you clean it up any more than that?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Dash bit back a further retort. Sentinel had nothing to prove to him, and when it came to things like this, she didn’t let her feelings or ego get in the way. If she needed time, then she genuinely needed time.

      “Custodian, weapons-hold on the Forge,” he said, bringing the station partway into the battle. Partway, because weapons-hold allowed the Forge to fire only on anything it positively identified as enemy. Weapons-free, in contrast, allowed anything not positively identified as friendly. The Unseen fire control systems were so sophisticated it usually didn’t matter, but if the Deepers were able to confound their sensors, then it was better to be safe than sorry.

      Dash propagated the weapons-hold order across the rest of the fleet, then grimly watched as the bloated swarm of Deeper ships raced  toward them. Each maneuvered slightly differently, rather than the sensor ghosts just making identical moves to their originals—an added touch of realism.

      “Sentinel, the number of enemy ships on the display does not seem to be coming down,” Dash said as they neared maximum effective firing range.

      “I know. Whatever method the Deepers are using to generate the effect is damnably persistent.”

      Dash blinked. He’d never heard Sentinel use anything close to a curse before. Was she…frustrated?

      Despite the tense situation, he had to smile.

      Missiles leapt from the Deeper ships. Like the ships themselves, most of them were sensor ghosts, but to the mechs and their point-defenses, they were all valid targets. It meant that a lot of shooting was going to be wasted on shooting at things that weren’t there, at least until they were close enough that simple optical data could be used to rule out the fakes.

      “Whatever, doesn’t matter, let’s just start shooting,” Dash finally said. There really was no point holding back. “Leira, Dex, weapons-free.”

      The mechs opened up, firing dark-lance and nova-gun shots, but holding back their missiles, which would run out. Dash made hit after hit, achieving nothing. When he did finally land a real hit, he followed up with a barrage of fire, reinforced by Leira’s dark-lance, which shredded the target in seconds.

      One down. But the range was counting down fast. They’d have to either start targeting the missiles, and let the ships get away unscathed, or risk a bunch of missile strikes on the mechs.

      Dash bit his lip, hard. Neither answer was good. But, as much as it pained him, one was definitely better.

      “Leira, Dex, concentrate on those incoming missiles. Even if these guys break past us, we’ve got the other mechs and the ships and the Forge itself to back us up.”

      The fire from the three mechs shifted, snapping at the missiles instead of the ships. As an experiment, Dash fired the distortion cannon, and growled “Yes!” under his breath as only some of the missiles were affected by it.

      “Those are the real missiles, guys, the ones that just got yanked off their tracks! Focus on those!”

      Now the Deeper ships opened fire, slamming x-ray laser and burst-cannon shots into the mechs. Their shields took the hits, but as the range dropped, the Deepers added the weight of another weapon to their fire—the same type of beam weapon that had done so much damage to the Realm forces on Backwater, when the aliens had sent a ship through the gate. The beams ripped through the shields and tore at the mechs’ armor, searing it away in chunks and clouds of glowing vapor.

      Dash yelped as a beam hit the Archetype squarely in what would have been its most intimate parts, if the giant mech had intimate parts. The Meld delivered only a diffuse, generalized shock, not the deep, aching agony of literally being smacked in the balls. It was still clear, though, where the mech had been hit, and Dash instinctively rolled away.

      “Sentinel, what the hell was that?”

      “You were stuck in the genitals, I believe.”

      “What? No! Or, I mean, yeah, I was, but the weapon—what the hell is that weapon they’re using?”

      “I’ve added it to the list of things we don’t know and need to find out.”

      Dash scowled. “Great.”

      The three mechs jinked and dodged, desperately trying to throw off the aim of the Deepers’ fearsome beam weapons, while also trying to distinguish, track, and engage ships and missiles through the barrage of false sensor returns. Dash had a sliver of time to think that this was probably the most confusing battle he’d fought in a long time. Even the debacle on the other side of the Backwater gate had simply come down to them being badly outnumbered and outgunned. This was just a handful of Deeper ships, though, and they were giving them a hell of a hard time.

      The range closed to point blank, and for a moment, Dash’s world was reduced to a staccato series of fragmented thoughts, images, and movements. He didn’t act as much as he reacted, shooting, dodging, wincing at hits, redeploying weapons, tracking targets, shooting, dodging, wincing at hits…

      And then it all just stopped as the Deeper ships flashed past and kept going. They’d destroyed one more, and disabled a second, leaving three of the smaller ships, most of the drone-like missiles that had accompanied them out of unSpace, and that fourth, larger, more mysterious vessel.

      Dash spun the Archetype through a half somersault, gaping at the receding Deeper ships. Whatever they were after, it wasn’t the mechs. It had to be the Forge, then. That larger, more cryptic vessel must be something intended to attack the Forge. If the station were disabled or, even worse, lost, the war would again end, right here, right now.

      “Custodian, weapons-free. Do whatever you have to to protect the Forge,” Dash said, his voice flat. It meant that the station’s enormous firepower might bring down some friendlies in the process, but that couldn’t be helped.

      Wait.

      Dash had started the Archetype back toward the Forge, despite losing a lot of ground to the Deepers, since he and the other mech pilots had to reverse their courses and give chase. But their trajectory wasn’t taking them quite toward the Forge. Or, rather, it was taking some of them that way, but others were starting to veer aside. A secondary target? His mind raced through the possibilities. The Greenbelt. The Shroud. Another of the ships on station with the Forge. Cargo carriers hauling scrap and raw materials.

      No.

      “They’re after the remains of that Battle Prince,” Dash said, over the general channel. “Custodian, get them aboard the Forge! And ignore those ships heading straight at you. They’re decoys! Focus on the ones heading for the Iron Gate!”

      Custodian didn’t hesitate. “Understood. Will do.”

      A few seconds later, all of the decoy ships disappeared. Sure enough, the real ships, all of them, were now streaking directly toward the Iron Gate and its apparently precious cargo of Battle Prince remnants.

      “Sentinel, good work!”

      “That wasn’t my doing. Your thanks should be directed to Conover and Kristin.”

      “Ah. Okay. Conover, Kristin, well done.”

      “Thanks, boss!” Kristin replied. “Once we figured out what the Deepers were doing, it wasn’t that hard to counter it. You see, they took advantage of a principle called—”

      “Kristin? Don’t need the details, at least not right now, thanks.”

      “Roger dodger,” Kristin chirped.

      Dash accelerated the Archetype hard. He and the other mechs were slowly gaining on the Deepers again, but they probably wouldn’t close back into range before the Deepers reached the Iron Gate. For its part, the converted mine-layer burned as hard as it could, hell-bent for the Forge. Unfortunately, that wasn’t very hard. The ship hadn’t been built for performance. It had been built to be sturdy, spacious, and efficient.

      The Deepers reached their maximum effect range and opened up on the Iron Gate. Amy and Conover had already interposed themselves, trying to shield the mine-layer as best they could. The Slipwing, piloted by Viktor, launched from its customary docking bay and immediately raced for the Iron Gate, dark-lances opening up the instant she was clear. A pair of Orions just returned from a routine patrol joined them, the four mechs managing to take the brunt of the Deeper attacks. Dash grimly waited for them to open up with those strangely potent beam weapons but suddenly realized they had a definite limitation—they were short-ranged weapons, able to shoot only a few thousand klicks, at most. They must be the Deeper answer to the Realm’s strategy of fighting in close. Dash had to admit they were a pretty damned good answer.

      The next few moments were a pulse-pounding wait as Dash, Leira, and Jexin closed, Conover, Amy, and the Orions played a desperate defense, the Slipwing sped to intercept, and the Iron Gate made its laborious way back to the Forge. Dash kept his eyes fixed on the firing solutions. They all sat at zero.

      “Come on,” he muttered, kicking the Archetype to an even greater thrust, which started to strain even the upgraded Blur drive. That the Deepers wanted so badly to prevent them from being able to study the remains of the Battle Prince just made them that much more valuable. There was definitely something about them the Deepers didn’t want their foes to know.

      The bigger Deeper ship, the one that had been mostly silent until now, suddenly began to spit out projectiles. They were torps but flew like missiles. A salvo of them raced  toward the Iron Gate and its guardian mechs. The Pulsar, Talon, and Orions spewed fire at them, blasting them apart, one after another. But the remaining ships and missile-drones bore in, too many targets for just the four mechs to handle. Other ships were converging and starting to open up, and Dash was almost in range, Leira and Jexin about thirty seconds behind him.

      The Iron Gate was about thirty seconds from the protective enclosure of the Forge’s shields.

      A torp streaked past Conover, the Pulsar’s point-defenses pouring fire at it, but failing to hit. That left the projectile with a clear, straight run at the Iron Gate—

      Or would have, except one of the Orions flung itself in the way, and vanished in a colossal explosion. When it cleared to a cooling cloud of plasma, Dash saw the Pulsar emerge, scorched, but otherwise intact. The Orion, though, had been reduced to glowing fragments.

      Dash snapped out a curse. As he did, a dark-lance firing solution appeared. He immediately triggered the weapon, firing a continuous beam that reached out for the Deeper ships.

      “The Iron Gate is now within the Forge’s shield envelope. I would recommend all units reinforce their shields immediately,” Custodian announced.

      Dash sensed what was coming, but before he could act, Sentinel had already dumped emergency power into the shields. A few seconds later, the Forge opened fire.

      It never failed to be stunning. A full broadside from the Forge meant dozens of main-battery weapons firing, along with a multitude of smaller ones. The space between the Forge and the Deepers seemed to become nothing but howling energy. In a few seconds, all of the Deeper ships had been blasted to whirling pieces and bad memories.

      Dash cut the Blur drive and let the Archetype coast so he could assess the aftermath. Their only loss had been the Orion and its pilot. Dash would find out their name and make sure everyone knew about their sacrifice. Other than that, the mechs had suffered minor to moderate damage, and the Iron Gate had taken an x-ray laser hit that dug through her ablative armor and penetrated a compartment that was, fortunately, empty.

      “So what the hell was that all about, anyway?” Jexin asked.

      “It did kind of smell of a suicide attack,” Leira put in.

      “That’s an excellent question. Whatever’s in that debris, they were willing to die to protect it,” Dash said.

      Viktor chimed in from the Slipwing, holding just outside the massive landing bay where the Iron Gate was just settling in. “Not just die. They were willing to lose a pretty significant chunk of their local assets in a piecemeal attack.”

      “The Deepers were presumably counting on their newly revealed technologies that allow them to confuse our sensors, to allow for them to attack their intended target, the remains of the Battle Prince,” Sentinel put in.

      “Yeah, but that was actually kind of dumb,” Conover said. “We know how to counter it now. If they’d kept that for a crucial moment in a big battle, they might have completely screwed us. Instead, they wasted it.”

      Dash nodded along with Conover’s words. He was right. So was Viktor.

      “I don’t know who commands them, but I doubt that they made that decision. It seems like the sort of direction that would come from somewhere else, higher up the chain,” Dash said.

      “Okay, so if not here, then where?” Amy asked. Despite the Talon’s bright scarring from the just-ended battle, her voice rang with its usual upbeat cheer.

      Dash immediately thought of the gate on Backwater’s tortured surface. “I don’t know who did, but I’m pretty sure I know how we can get to them.”
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      Dash had to whistle at the sheer audacity of the plan. “Harolyn, I didn’t know you had this in you. How the hell did you come up with this?”

      “Knowing a little bit about how planets work helped,” she said, sounding more than a little pleased with herself.

      Dash studied the image displayed the holo-viewer in the Forge’s Command Center. It looked absolutely insane.

      Dash loved it.

      “You want us to ionize Backwater’s atmosphere with lasers, then use this Schuman Resonance thing to shove the ionized air aside and make a…what the hell do we call this? A vacuum tunnel?”

      Harolyn stuck her hands in her pockets. “As good a name as any, sure.”

      Dash crossed his arms. He felt everyone else in the Command Center waiting for him to speak.

      “Custodian, Sentinel, Tybalt, all the rest of you AIs, what do you think of this?”

      “It is innovative,” Custodian said.

      “That’s like calling someone’s cooking interesting. It can mean a lot of things.”

      Sentinel spoke up. “The theory is sound. If the correct parameters are used and maintained, then the combined effects of ionization of the atmosphere, and the Schuman-resonance established through it, will cause a displacement of the ionized gases and result in a temporary thinning of the atmosphere.”

      “How much thinning?” Viktor asked.

      “I’d estimate 60 to 80 percent, based on our simulations,” Harolyn replied. “We don’t really have any way of doing a field trial, unfortunately, because every planet is going to be different.”

      “What the hell is Schuman Resonance anyway, for those of us whose brains aren’t quite as big as yours?” Amy asked.

      Harolyn turned to her. “Basically, it’s the resonance that results when electromagnetic waves bounce between a planet’s surface and its ionosphere. The usual source of the EM energy is lightning from thunderstorms. A lightning bolt generates an EM pulse, and that bounces up from the surface, reflects off the ionosphere, bounces back down, repeat, repeat. The frequency will depend on the circumference of the planet.”

      “Okay, you think we can basically rip apart air molecules with lasers, giving them an electrical charge, then set up some sort of standing EM wave resonance that pushes and pulls them aside. That creates a sort of tunnel that we can fly our ships through and right into the gate. Do I have that right?” Dash asked.

      “Substantially, yeah.”

      Dash turned to Benzel. “Could you fly the Victory, our biggest capital ship, down through this tunnel and through the gate without, ah, crashing into anything?”

      Benzel rubbed his chin. “I’m going to give a qualified yes.”

      “Qualified by what?”

      “That I don’t screw it up.”

      A nervous chuckle rattled through the Inner Circle.

      “Sentinel, would reducing atmospheric drag by 60 percent be enough to let the ships’ shields handle the rest?”

      “The ships’ shields would be partly saturated with accumulated energy when they pass through the gate, but otherwise, I don’t see why not.”

      “We would have to leave some ships on this side to maintain the laser tunnel,” Harolyn said.

      Amy grinned. “Ooh, laser tunnel. I like that, it sounds cool.”

      “So the bottom line, then, is that we can get the fleet through the gate,” Leira said.

      “That’s how it looks,” Dash replied.

      “Okay, that’s great. But it’s still only one ship at a time. What’s to stop the Deepers from just killing each one as it tries to come through?”

      “Or, for that matter, just put some sort of obstacle in the way, on their side of the gate?” Ragsdale put in. “We could end up defeated by a wall.”

      “That’s a good point, but we don’t have to go through the gate completely blind,” Dash replied, turning to Conover. “Is our stealth drone ready to fly?”

      Conover nodded. “We’ve got three of them now, so we have a couple of backups.”

      “Okay, that takes care of running headlong into a wall. But what about them just burying whatever comes nosing through that gate in fire?” Leira persisted.

      Dash turned back to the display. “Nothing.”

      “And you don’t think that’s a problem?”

      “Oh, I most definitely do. But remember how I said the best way to deal with the risks of using the gate, and worm-holing through The Maw, might be to face both?”

      Nods all around.

      “Well, I stand by it. We need to give the Deepers another threat to deal with. One that’s going to yank their attention off the Backwater Gate.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash lay on his bed, fingers laced behind his head, staring up at the ceiling. He was supposed to be sleeping, but sleep wouldn’t come.

      He finally sighed, rose, and padded to the viewport, the big overhead-to-deck window that made up most of one wall of his quarters. Custodian had made it opaque, but he cleared part of it, revealing the view outside.

      He saw the Victory in the distance, the big carrier taking on final loads of ordnance and supplied from the Forge, via a chain of shuttles zipping back and forth. A multitude of other ships surrounded it, and more of the fleet sprawled beyond Dash’s current field of view.

      The door chimed. Dash turned.

      “Yo!”

      Leira entered. “I was just talking to Viktor. He thinks he, Custodian, and Conover have got that new Deeper weapon figured out.”

      “That short-ranged beam thing we’ve all come to hate?”

      “Yeah. They analyzed damage to armor pieces taken off the mechs for recycling. They still don’t know how the Deepers managed it, but somehow, they’ve figured out how to briefly suppress the negative charge on electrons. That makes the matter just fly apart because the positive protons all repel one another.”

      “Okay. And?”

      “What do we do about it? Well, Custodian says it’ll only take a slight modification to the shields to block these suppressor beams, as Viktor calls them.”

      “And when the shields come down because they’re saturated? Can we somehow reinforce the armor against it?”

      “Nope. Not yet, anyway.”

      Dash sighed. “Well, that’s something, I guess.”

      Leira came silently to his side and joined him in staring out at the fleet.

      “Hard to believe how this all started, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “What, you mean when you and Viktor called for help, and I answered? Back when the bad guys were just Clan Shirna?”

      She crossed her arms, as though hugging herself. “Yeah. Who could have known that moment of sheer terror, when you rescued Viktor and I, would lead to all the moments of sheer terror since?”

      Dash put his arm around her. “It hasn’t all been sheer terror.”

      “No, it hasn’t.”

      For a while, they just stared out at the fleet. Dash reflected on what Leira had said. It was indeed hard to remember back to their first meeting, escaping the clutches of Clan Shirna, and then pull that memory forward to where they were now—standing on a vast alien space station, watching as a vast fleet based on alien tech assembled under their command.

      Dash suddenly chuckled.

      Leira looked at him. “What?”

      “Just remembering something my father said to me once. He said, Newton, if you don’t pull your socks up and get serious about life, you’re not going to amount to anything at all.”

      “You’ve never really said much about your parents, or your childhood.”

      “No, I haven’t,” Dash said, and that was it. Leira took the hint and nodded. But she gave Dash a fond smile.

      “Looks like your dad was wrong. You never did get serious about life, and you’re not even wearing socks right now. But here you are, the Messenger.”

      Dash just returned her smile and nodded back. But the smile didn’t last. He was the Messenger, alright, and tomorrow, as Messenger, he’d be leading thousands of people into a battle farther away from known space than anyone had ever gone. The prospect of it terrified him.

      “Anyway, it’s bedtime,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to be doing much sleeping tonight.”

      Leira smiled coyly as she took Dash’s hand. “Who said anything about sleeping?”
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        * * *

      

      The truth was, Dash wasn’t happy with this plan. It was too complicated, had too many moving parts. That meant there were correspondingly too many things that could go wrong. Simple plans were always better. Of course, attacking a huge enemy base six thousand light-years beyond the galactic edge wasn’t going to be simple, no matter how you approached it.

      They would attack in two, separate thrusts. The first would consist of only the mechs—the Archetype, Pulsar, Talon, and Polaris, based up by a squadron of six Orions commanded by Lori. They would transit through The Maw, making the six thousand light-year translation in one jump. A League scout ship accompanying them to the black hole would watch, signaling to Leira once they were gone. Assuming everything went well, they’d drop back into real space close to the Deeper base, whose location they’d pinned down as much as they could. This should, they hoped, given them the element of surprise when they attacked. As they did, they’d transmit a go-code to the stealth drones, which had been previously inserted through the gate. This would be relayed back to the rest of the fleet, on the other side of the gate.

      That would trigger stage two. Ideally, by then, a flotilla of older Rimworld League ships would have enacted Harolyn’s plan to thin Backwater’s atmosphere with precisely controlled laser fire, ionizing the gases and setting up an EM resonance effect that would push the air aside. The fleet, led by Leira in the Swift and another squadron of Orions and Perseids, would then plunge through the thinned atmosphere and race through the gate as fast as they could. That would catch the Deepers in a pincer attack, hopefully gaining the Realm forces enough time to get the fleet through, then rally it into fighting formation and finish winning the battle.

      Easy, no?

      Dash brooded about it all the way to The Maw. He didn’t even have Leira available on a private channel. Or he did, but she was going to oversee the rest of the fleet and its attack through the Backwater Gate, with Benzel and Wei-Ping as her subordinates. She had bigger issues to contend with, and he didn’t want to bug her.

      They finished their last translation hop, and fell back into real space just outside of The Maw’s gravity well. The terrible glory of the black hole itself was becoming only too familiar. This far away, it was just a distant point of searing light, but it had the mass of a large star, so the usual provisions of translation still applied. Or, at least, they did until now. Their next hop would be into and through The Maw and, if all went the way it was supposed to, they’d pop back into real space six thousand light-years away. According to Custodian, it would be the longest single-hop translation ever attempted, and that was based on historical archives going back to the time of the Unseen, two hundred thousand years ago.

      “You guys ready to get your names into the record books?” Dash asked, looking to ensure the rest of the mechs were formed up on him.

      “As long as I’m not also getting my name inscribed on a tombstone, sure,” Amy said.

      Dash smiled a mirthless smile. “Words to live by. Okay, everyone, Sentinel’s going to sync-up with the other AIs, and we’ll get this show on the road. Sentinel, over to you.”

      The mechs began to accelerate, their measured pace carefully controlled to keep their flight characteristics as closely aligned as possible. Every variable—even minute differences in acceleration or velocity—was something that could go wrong. Sentinel even accounted for the slightly higher gravitational pull of The Maw on the mechs in the lead versus those further back in their formation. Dash watched as her confidence level in the translation climbed. If it didn’t exceed 99 percent by the time they reached their critical go-no-go decision point, she’d abort the attempt, and they’d have to try again.

      It currently sat at ninety-two percent. Sentinel had already explained that this percentage was the statistical confidence in the outcome, based on the aggregate of the fantastically complex math involved in what they were about to do. If they initiated the translation right now, they had a 92 percent chance of making the translation successfully. That wasn’t anywhere near high enough for Dash to be willing to risk four of their five biggest mechs and a good chunk of their smaller ones in a single throw of the dice. He’d call off the whole op before trying this at anything less than 99 percent.

      “We’ll reach the go-no-go point in thirty seconds,” she said.

      Dash just grunted his understanding. He probably could actually carry on a conversation with her while she was doing this. She’d once told him that she actually expended some microscopic amount of her computing power on interacting with him at all. He’d initially taken that as an interesting fact but later couldn’t help thinking it might have been a bit of a dig at him.

      Ninety-seven percent.

      Dash watched the go-no-go boundary loom closer and closer. It was just an arbitrary point in space, a distance from The Maw beyond which gravitational distortions became too unpredictable to allow safe use of the translation drive. It was essentially the line Dash, Lori, and Carson had skirted as they’d passed between the black hole and its dying companion star.

      Ninety-eight-point-five percent.

      “No go,” Sentinel said and slammed the brakes on all of the mechs. They decelerated hard, then reversed course to try again.

      Which they did. Twice more. Each time, the confidence level never quite reached ninety-nine percent.

      Conover came on a private channel. “Dash, how many times are we going to try this?”

      “As many as we have to.”

      “And if the math never gets to ninety-nine percent?”

      Dash frowned as Sentinel aligned the mechs for a fourth try.

      “We keep trying until it does.”

      “Okay.”

      The doubt rang clearly in Conover’s voice. Sentinel and the other AIs had made it clear that there was a possibility that this wouldn’t work. That would necessitate a plan B. Aside from just charging through the Backwater Gate, though—which was no better than what he’d called plan T, just flying the six thousand light-years to get to their target—plan B was really just figuring out a new plan. And, in the meantime, the Deeper incursions would continue, and the Realm and the League would get stretched thinner and thinner. Eventually, they’d just find themselves right here again, facing taking the war to the Deepers or continuing to let them dictate the time and place of the war.

      They started run number four. Dash crossed his fingers and his toes.

      Ninety-six percent.

      Ninety-eight.

      Thirty seconds to go-no-go.

      Ninety-eight-point-five.

      Fifteen seconds.

      Ninety-eight-point-four.

      Ten seconds. Five.

      Ninety-eight-point-six.

      Two seconds. One.

      “Command override, go!” Dash said, and the universe vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Leira watched the telemetry repeater display from the first stealth drone. They’d slipped it through the Backwater Gate almost ten minutes ago. It had returned two, specifically modulated burst transmissions since then—one to announce it was through the gate, and one to confirm it was in location. Its next transmission should be actual data.

      They hoped.

      She glanced at the tactical display. The fleet, almost one hundred ships, swung in a stately orbit around Backwater, waiting for the go order. She stood in the Swift, directly in front of the gate, with Orions and Perseids arrayed around her. As soon as the order from Dash came through, relayed by the stealth probe, she’d launch herself through, followed by the other mechs, followed by the fleet.

      “Leira, the League commander has signaled his readiness to begin thinning the atmosphere,” Tybalt said.

      Harolyn had calculated that it would take several minutes for what amounted to a super-low-pressure system to build around the gate. It would disrupt weather patterns across more and more of the planet the stronger it got and would eventually collapse under the weight of climatic chaos. That would effectively cut off whatever part of the fleet remained in orbit when it happened. Worse, any ship making the plunge through the thinned atmosphere would be almost immediately destroyed.

      “How long can we maintain it?” Leira had asked and vividly remembered Harolyn’s answer.

      A shrug.

      “Minutes, hours, hell, maybe days. The problem with predicting weather and climate is the Butterfly Effect.”

      “A bug flutters its wings, and wipes out a planet, yeah. I always thought that was just some sort of dumb metaphor.”

      Harolyn had laughed. “No, it’s real. It means that tiny changes in a complex system can build over time in chaotic, unpredictable ways until the whole system is affected by it. When we create what amounts to the eye of the biggest hurricane ever over that gate, there’s going to be about a trillion bugs on Backwater, all flapping their little wings like mad.” She’d shrugged again. “You can’t just pump energy into a planet’s atmosphere and expect everything will just work out how you think it will.”

      In other words, they had to choose their moment to initiate the effect wisely because they had a limited window of opportunity to take advantage of it. Once the effect collapsed, Backwater’s atmosphere would be chaos, and they wouldn’t be able to try it again for hours at least, and more likely days.

      So the safest course of action would be to wait until Dash signaled through the gate. But it would take as much as thirty minutes for the thinning effect to build to where they needed it, leaving Dash and the other mechs fighting alone on the other side of the gate for that long. So they were waiting, instead, for a signal from the League scout ship that had traveled with Dash and the other mechs to the black hole.

      “Tell the League commander to stand by,” Leira told Tybalt.

      Time passed. Leira tried hard not to dwell on the appalling risk. Not for her and the rest of the fleet, who could just pack up and go home if this didn’t work. For Dash. And for Amy, Conover, and Jexin, three of her closest friends in the world.

      But especially for Dash—

      A voice cut her off. It was the League scout, broadcasting from The Maw.

      “They’re gone.”
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      The void of unSpace didn’t look any different, Dash thought. It had the same timeless, infinite lack of definition it always did. He knew better, though. He might just be what amounted to a passenger, but it was only because of the stunningly vast number of complex calculations being performed by Sentinel that this was working at all.

      So he just rested quietly in the cradle, and tried very hard not to ask her, Are we there yet?

      It soon became clear that this translation was different. Subjectively, he thought, this was taking a lot longer than other translation hops. That stood to reason, of course—they were flying six thousand light-years, after all. But this felt longer, in a way that started making Dash queasy.

      He thought back to an inadvertent time displacement he and Amy had shared. Through a translation mishap, they’d been sent forward in time a couple of days, during which time the Golden had scored a major victory over the Cygnus Realm. Fortunately, they’d been able to undo it and turn the tables on the Golden, but it had been a nail-bitingly close call. If that happened here, they might not be able to undo it and would just have to live with the outcome of this flight through both time and space, whatever the outcome.

      “We will be returning to real space in one minute,” Sentinel announced, making Dash yelp.

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I was just woolgathering in the quiet. You startled me.”

      “Woolgathering?”

      “Old expression. I think it has something to do with wool and gathering it.”

      “Really.”

      Dash smirked, but it quickly faded into the stark reality of what was about to happen. Where would they emerge from unSpace? When would they emerge? Would they emerge? Could they have already spent most of an eternity here, in the featureless void that existed just beneath, or beside, or on top of real space? Subjectively Dash felt like a few minutes had passed. Or maybe a few hours. Days?

      He creased his face into a frown. He didn’t know. Couldn’t tell. Would they arrive in time to witness the last gasps of the universe’s heat-death?

      “Fifteen seconds.”

      Dash braced himself for something seriously shitty. His stomach had reefed itself down to a tiny, hard knot. As it did, he found himself hating the Deepers. On a truly visceral level. If it hadn’t been for those alien assholes, he might still be teaching himself the finer nuances of fishing in some placid stream, while Leira stood nearby and bitched about the bugs.

      He missed that.

      “Returning to real space in three. Two. One.”

      Existence reappeared.

      Dash just gaped at it.

      “Holy shit—!”
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        * * *

      

      Dust, a towering, dun-grey wall of it, obscured the Backwater horizon in all directions. The ferocious winds had finally died, and now Tybalt confirmed the Swift stood in an atmosphere only thirty-three percent as thick as it had been.

      Every muscle in her body, from her toes up, wanted to lunge forward through the gate. But they had to wait for the go signal to come back through the gate. According to the stealth probes—all three of them had now been inserted through the gate—a multitude of Deeper ships lurked near the far side of the gate, which seemed to mean that Dash hadn’t arrived yet.

      So she waited. High above, the League ships fired their lasers, ionizing the atmosphere just so, opening a tunnel of semi-vacuum from the top of the atmosphere down to where Leira now stood. The ring of dust surrounding them roiled, parts of it rising and falling as Harolyn’s butterfly wings induced increasingly chaotic effects. According to Benzel, waiting in the Herald in low orbit, their gargantuan, artificial low-pressure system was already starting to spawn some ferocious weather, enormous storms building around them as displaced, laser-heated air slammed into the much cooler and denser atmosphere around it. It shot up in spectacular, spiraling storms, like gigantic tornadoes.

      Leira stared into the gate as though she might trigger the go signal from sheer willpower alone.

      “Come on, Dash. Talk to me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit—!”

      An enormous explosion cut off his exclamation. Something had just blown up nearby, but Dash didn’t have time to even consider what and just reacted on instinct. He jackknifed the Archetype and dove hard, barely avoiding the Deeper cruiser rushing toward him.

      He found himself hurtling face-first directly toward another Deeper ship. With barely a thought, he opened fire, pounding out shots with the nova-cannon as fast as he could. The blasts slammed into the alien ship’s upper hull, scooping out debris until the sprawl of the Milky Way appeared on the far side. Gritting his teeth, he drove the Archetype through the tunnel he’d carved through the ship, debris banging and flaring against the shield, some pinging off the armor. He figured he’d avoided crashing into the undamaged hull by just meters.

      Trailing venting atmosphere, the Archetype raced on.

      Dash paused a breath or two to try and figure out what was going on. “Sentinel, where are we?”

      “In the midst of a Deeper fleet, I believe.”

      “Yeah, no shit! But which Deeper fleet? Where?”

      “Some distance beyond the galactic margin. I haven’t been able to get a location fix yet—”

      She hesitated as something else flashed by, directly in front of the Archetype. Dash thought it was another mech, maybe Jexin’s Polaris, but he couldn’t quite tell through the blur of motion.

      “—for obvious reasons.”

      Another Deeper ship loomed off to this right. Dash rolled toward it and punched out rapid-fire shots from the nova-cannon, reinforced by a long burst from the dark-lance. His fire raked the Deeper ship along its length in a most satisfying way, blowing it apart.

      Ahead now was—nothing. Just empty space. Dash drove the Blur drive to its limit, using it to power around a turn and close back on the mass of Deeper ships. As he did, the situation leapt into stark clarity.

      They’d dropped out of unSpace right in the midst of the Deeper fleet. One of the Orions was gone, its debris mingled with that of a Deeper battleship. That mech must have popped back into real space inside the alien’s hull. The resulting, violent displacement of matter had blown them to pieces.

      It was a bloody disaster.

      No—wait.

      The Deeper ships had finally opened fire, but the Realm mechs had already taken out four Deeper capital ships—actually, five, counting the one inadvertently destroyed by the unfortunate Orion pilot. Another half-dozen had been damaged. And this had all happened before the Deepers had even fired a shot. Now, the alien fleet scattered, shooting their deadly, short-ranged suppressor beams at the racing mechs. But their fire was sporadic and uncoordinated, hinting at the sheer confusion the sudden appearance of the Realm forces in their midst had sown.

      His gut clenched even tighter. Only through sheer, stupid luck had they avoided disaster. Losing one Orion to a translation overlap was bad enough. But supposed they’d lost more? One of the big mechs? All of the mechs?

      He shoved the thought aside and lined up a shot on another Deeper ship, a battlecruiser. It snapped out shots with its suppressor cannons, but the beams flared harmlessly against the Archetype’s shield. For the moment, they had the advantage, and Dash didn’t want to waste it.
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        * * *

      

      “Leira, I’m not sure how much longer this effect is going to hold. There’s some seriously bad weather forming around our atmospheric tunnel, more energy building than the lasers can keep delivering,” Harolyn said from aboard one of the League’s laser-ships.

      Leira clenched her teeth. Harolyn had told them, during the final briefing, that when the amount of energy in the inevitable storms surrounding their artificial ultra-low pressure system exceeded what was being input, the whole effect would start to collapse.

      The inevitable conclusion was that it was now or never.

      Go, and risk losing the fleet as it tried to breach the gate.

      Don’t go, and risk leaving Dash and the others to fight an impossible battle six thousand-light years away.

      For a moment, Leira balanced on the knife-edge of agonizing uncertainty. There was no way to know which was right.

      Something caught her attention. One—no, two of the stealth probes had just sent another burst transmission. Her heart leapt, but it wasn’t the go-code. Rather, the Deeper fleet was suddenly in motion.

      Instinct gave Leira a slight nudge, and she toppled off that razor-thin sliver of indecision.

      “All units, go!”

      Without waiting for acknowledgment, Leira hurled herself through the gate.
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        * * *

      

      Dash twisted and jinked, wincing as a suppressor beam raked across the Archetype’s back. The Deeper fire had intensified as they started to get their line of battle sorted out from its initial chaos. He spun toward his tormentor, snapping out a plus-light missile from the Archetype’s wrist launcher. An instant detonation inside the Deeper ship blew an enormous hole outward. The deadly little launcher normally didn’t see much use, only really being effective at close range. But this was about as close as close-range could be.

      He rolled the Archetype again and fired a burst from the rail-gun mounted on the other wrist into the flank of another Deeper ship. Then he was clear of the immediate battlespace again, which gave him a momentary breather.

      Another Orion was gone, blown apart by massed suppressor beam fire. Jexin had lost both of the Polaris’s feet, and one lower leg, to a torp detonation. The rest of the mechs had taken hits. But the Deeper fleet was fully engaged. It was the perfect moment to transmit the go-code.

      “Sentinel, do it! Signal Leira!”

      “The Deepers are jamming our comms. They must suspect that we’re trying to distract them from the gate.”

      “Clear them!”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Dash swore. Sure enough, a squadron of Deeper ships had peeled off their main force, and now burned hard toward the gate. They included a big battleship, whose firepower would likely overwhelm any one Realm ship nosing through the gate.

      He glanced around. “Amy, on me! We have to stop the Deepers from blocking the gate!”

      Her voice barely crackled through the interference, and she was only a few hundred klicks away. “What about the other mechs?”

      Despite the distorted interference, he heard it in her voice, even if she didn’t say it. What about Conover? With her mech and the Archetype gone from the battle, it would just be him, Jexin, Lori, and the surviving Orions. Outnumbered and outgunned barely began to describe it.

      He got it. He felt the same way about Leira every time he had to put what had to be done over what he wanted to do.

      But this had to be done. “They’ll take care of themselves. Come on!”

      Dash raced after the Deeper ships. They had to stop them, or at least slow them down, while Sentinel figured out how to burn through the alien’s comm interference. The problem was that this was their territory, and they had their enormous base right there. No matter how much power Sentinel tried to generate, they could probably generate more.

      Dash caught up to the Deeper ships, and immediately flung himself at them, pounding out shots from the dark-lance and nova cannon, at the same time firing a full spread of missiles at the Deeper battleship. The alien response was much more coordinated this time. Point-defense batteries chewed up the missiles while x-ray lasers and suppressor cannons threw back a withering fire. Dash jinked, yawed, and pitched as hard as he could, but the Archetype started piling up hits. Systems that were green started to turn yellow. Desperation started clawing at him, nudging toward outright panic. Their initial advantage of shock and surprise was gone, and the Deepers were recovering, starting to turn the battle.

      Instead of a go-code, he might have to order a general withdrawal back through the gate and, with it, defeat.

      “Not yet,” he muttered and refocused his fire on the leading battleship. He managed to get ahead of it and wheeled around, coming at head-on.

      The Archetype flew through a tempest of fire as the enormous Deeper ship brought all of its forward batteries to bear. Shots slammed into the mech, but Dash drove grimly on, firing as fast as his weapons would cycle. His shots crashed into the Deeper ship, blowing chunks out of it, but it wasn’t going to be enough. The Archetype was one of the most singularly powered war machines in existence, but it had limits.

      And Dash had nearly reached them. Yellow systems went red. Warnings sounded as red systems went off-line. A suppressor beam shot off the mech’s left hand and, with it, the railgun. Another struck the mech straight in the chest, yanking a groan out of him. He saw Amy desperately trying to stay on his wing, but shots were landing on the Talon, too, and it wasn’t as capable as the Archetype.

      Still, she managed to get in a good dark-lance hit. And another. And now three more, in rapid succession. How the hell was she firing so fast?

      A voice crackled through the comm system.

      “Dash, you need a hand, or have you got this?”

      Dash glanced back and saw the Swift racing through the gate, followed by more Orions and Perseids. The voice was Leira’s.

      She hadn’t waited for the go-code. He’d have to give her shit for that.

      Right after he finished hugging her.
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        * * *

      

      Benzel tightened his harness. “Okay, helm, let’s crack some skulls.”

      All of the Herald’s crew had strapped into their crash harnesses. None of them were sure if they’d do any good because none of them had done this before. As far as Benzel knew, no one had done this before. They were about to deliberately dive a ship never meant for atmospheric entry into an atmosphere and expect to survive.

      The Herald decelerated hard enough that Benzel could feel it. She immediately began to deorbit, her prow dropping directly toward the dreary grey-tan surface of Backwater, far below. Behind the Herald, the rest of the fleet was lined up, a long string of ships all in the same orbital track, all about to follow Benzel’s ship in what had to be one of the craziest maneuvers ever attempted.

      A vast storm rose over the limb of the planet as the Herald’s orbit decayed. Surrounding it, flashing with almost continuous lightning, a series of smaller storms raged, some of them beginning to coalesce. Beyond the eye-wall, a clear space almost a hundred klicks across sprawled around the Backwater gate.

      The Herald was aimed directly toward it.

      “Helm?” he asked.

      “In the pipe. We’ll be entering atmo in ten seconds,” the Helm Officer replied, tapping at her console.

      Benzel watched the viewscreen. It was, he had to admit, pretty damned impressive. The Herald plunged toward a ring of dazzling blue fire, sporadically lit by searing columns of laser-light made visible by dust and water vapor. High above, in geosynchronous orbit, the League flotilla kept pouring laser energy into the atmosphere, holding open the tunnel of rarified air into which the Herald fell.

      The trajectory steepened, and the surface began to loom close. Benzel felt his toes dig into the deck under his feet. The Herald was in free-fall. If they got this wrong, she’d make a spectacular crater in the surface. Not that he’d know it, of course.

      They swept over the raging lightning storm, now only a few tens of kilometers below them. The ship began to shake and buffet, a bow-shock of thin, hot plasma piling up around the forward shield. The gate now lay directly ahead.

      The Herald bucked hard, slewing off trajectory. The Helm Officer cursed and punched at her controls.

      “Hard to predict what these winds are doing!” she shouted.

      Benzel gripped the arms of his command seat. The wash of plasma now blocked the view ahead with a wall of coruscating fire. He thought he could feel the unyielding surface of the planet racing up to greet them.

      “Ten thousand meters,” the Helm Officer said, confirming their altitude.

      “So far, so good,” Benzel said through clenched teeth.

      The Herald shook again.

      “Five thousand. Leveling out now.”

      The Herald’s prow rose, flattening her trajectory only a thousand meters above the ground. The plasma of her passage faded as she slowed, and now he could see the gate—

      Ahead, but off to their left. They were going to miss it and plow into the surface. Shit. Benzel knew it, and he braced himself for impact.

      But the Helm Officer’s fingers danced over her controls, veering the Herald back onto course. A second later, the ship flashed through the gate, and the hard light of Fulcrum, Backwater’s star, abruptly winked out. The Herald whipped through space, directly toward a raging battle.

      Benzel leaned forward, eager to get to grips with the Deepers. But he spared a second to flash the Helm Officer a grin. “Damned good flying. I think you deserve a drink for that!”

      “I think I deserve a whole bunch of drinks for that!”

      Benzel laughed, then turned his full attention to killing Deepers.
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        * * *

      

      In rapid succession, the ships of the fleet followed the Herald through the Backwater Gate. Dash watched the Victory come through, preceded, and trailed by her wings of Makos and Denkillers, already launched. Capable of atmospheric flight, this brought the fighters immediately into combat, adding the weight of their blast cannons and rail-guns into the fray. A squadron of them raked the battered remains of the battleship that had tried to cut off the gate, then zoomed on, seeking new targets.

      “That is impressive,” Dash said, as much to himself as anyone else. Seeing the massive Victory come tearing out of the gate really was a sight to behold.

      He was taking a breather. The other mechs had disengaged, letting the fleet do some heavy lifting. The Deepers frantically sought to reorganize themselves, trying to withdraw behind a series of weapons platforms that were, strangely, much more mechanical than they’d become used to with Deeper tech. The platforms pumped out x-ray laser shots and missiles but no suppressor beams. Either the Deepers just hadn’t mounted those types of weapons on the platforms yet, or there was some other reason that wasn’t immediately obvious. It didn’t matter. Dash was content to let the Deepers pull what remained of their ships back, and—

      “Dash, look behind you,” Leira said, her voice clear. The Deepers were still trying to jam them, but Sentinel, working with Kristin, Conover’s AI, had come up with a workaround.

      He spun around. A group of massive figures had just departed the enormous Deeper base and now raced toward them.

      Battle Princes. A dozen of them, at least.

      Dash sighed. “Just when I thought things were finally going our way.”

      He swept his attention over tactical. Amy was pretty much out of the fight, as was Jexin, both their mechs badly damaged. Conover’s Pulsar, bigger and more heavily protected, was in better shape, but not much. Of the Orions that had translated through The Maw with them, only one remained operational, Lori’s.

      He frantically looked further afield to figure out what could disengage to help them. He saw the Slipwing wheel out of combat, turning to make another pass.

      “Viktor, we need your help. A bunch of Battle Princes are on their way from the Deeper base.”

      Viktor didn’t hesitate. “On my way.”

      Dash glimpsed a flight of Denkillers skirting the edge of the battle, obviously seeking new targets, and a pair of light cruisers whose own target, one of the oddly inorganic Deeper weapons platforms, had just blown apart. He recruited all these two, then led his rag-tag group of mechs and ships directly toward the Battle Princes. The rest of the fleet continued to press their attack on the Deeper forces trying to withdraw.

      A Battle Prince loomed in Dash’s targeting reticle. He fired the dark-lance, saw it flare against a shield, then immediately switched tactics and opened rapid-fire with the nova-cannon. The enemy shield flickered into scintillating brilliance and almost immediately died. His next dark-lance shot blew the Battle Prince’s head and upper torso off.

      He let out a breath. They hadn’t really had a chance to gauge how good these Battle Princes were in massed combat, and he worried they might prove as tough as the Golden mechs known as Harbingers originally had. Maybe he’d gotten lucky, or maybe these Battle Princes were more intimidating than actually effective. But he shoved that thinking aside. That type of thinking made you complacent, and complacent made you dead.

      Dash’s mixed flotilla closed head-on with the Battle Princes, the weight of fire building between the two belligerents. Dash saw a Denkiller get blasted to pieces out of the corner of his eye. Lori’s Orion took a solid hit from a suppressor beam, and she cursed but didn’t falter and drove in, jinking hard. Leira actually pulled ahead of Dash slightly, and he let her. The Swift was still relatively fresh and undamaged, so he was happy to let her draw more of the enemy fire. Viktor threw the Slipwing through wild gyrations, pumping out dark-lance shots and spitting missiles once they were close enough that their flight time would be measured in seconds.

      Some of the Battle Princes, Dash saw, were jinking as well, degrading his fire solutions. He concentrated on the ones that, for some reason, flew more timidly, making them easier targets. As the Realm and Deeper forces flashed past one another, they exchanged one last, furious gout of fire. Dash’s left his target tumbling uncontrollably, another exploded, and Leira cut another in half with a well-aimed dark-lance shot. Then they were clear, and Dash immediately took stock.

      Two of the five Denkillers were gone, and one of the light cruisers had been disabled and was signaling her intention to withdraw and do some damage control. In return, they’d killed five of the Battle Princes. Now, both sides decelerated and came about, wheeling as fast and hard as they could to resume fighting. The Denkillers had the advantage here, turning inside everyone and streaming shots from their railguns in silvery tongues of violence. As they did, the flight leader called Dash to tell him they only had a small amount of ammo left.

      That was the downside of the Denkillers, or any projectile weapon. As powerful as their railguns were, without ammo, they were useless until rearmed.

      “Expend what you’ve got, then hightail it back to the Victory,” Dash replied and got a curt acknowledgement.

      The two forces began slashing at one another again. This time, though, after their second pass, the surviving Battle Princes—five of them, now—powered back toward the Deeper base. Dash immediately saw why. The base itself sported batteries that hadn’t yet opened fire, simply because the battle had been raging too far away for decent targeting.

      “They’re trying to lure us back toward their base and into those guns,” Leira said, apparently reading Dash’s mind.

      “They are, yeah.” Dash considered the state of the Archetype. Sentinel had done stellar work getting systems back on-line, but the mech had taken a lot of damage. But he didn’t want to ease up the pressure on the Deepers. They’d have to face those batteries eventually if they were going to deal with this base, a daunting prospect, but—

      “Huh.”

      “You’ve thought of something,” Sentinel said.

      “Yeah. Those weapons, mounted on the base, can’t fire at us if they can’t aim at us, right?”

      “That stands to reason, yes. Or, to put it another way, well, duh.”

      Dash laughed, a refreshing flicker of relief from the bitter, grinding stress of the battle. “And if we’re inside the base, they can’t aim at us, can they?”

      “I take it these are rhetorical questions.”

      “Thinking out loud.”

      Sentinel paused a moment before speaking. “I’ll prepare to do a great deal more damage control.”

      “Everyone, shields to max. Mechs, we’re going inside that base to take out those batteries from there. Viktor, you take charge out here and try to get some forces pried out of Benzel to help. Concentrate on the batteries off to our far left and right.”

      “Dash, did you say we’re going inside?” Leira asked.

      “Got other plans?”

      “When you said you wanted to bring the war to the Deepers, you really meant it, didn’t you? Like, right into their living rooms.”

      Dash smiled. “Lori, you up to this?”

      “Can’t wait,” she replied, and Dash believed her. She actually sounded eager.

      “Okay, then. Here we go.”

      The three mechs drove on while Viktor and their sole remaining light cruiser peeled off. The Deeper batteries finally opened up, surrounding them with a storm of fire.
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        * * *

      

      As hard as they jinked, the mechs couldn’t entirely avoid being hit. Still, they made it to the base more or less intact, pressing hard against its looming hull, and the fire from the fixed Deeper batteries died, unable to target them.

      Dash deployed the Archetype’s power-sword, Leira the Swift’s ax. Lori had to settle on fists, since Orion’s weren’t equipped with melee weapons. Dash counted one-two-three, then they proceeded to hack, slash and beat their way through the station’s outer hull, and smash their way inside.

      What followed was a slow but destructive rampage. Deeper warriors swarmed at them, but their point-defense batteries, firing at point-blank range, kept them at bay. Meanwhile, the warriors’ weapons could barely scratch the mechs’ formidable armor, particularly that of the Archetype. Dash waded forward, slashing apart decks and bulkheads, conduits, and pipes carrying viscous liquids that boiled like hot syrup when they sluiced into the vacuum. The three mechs steadily pounded and shredded their way from one weapons battery to the next, tearing each apart from the inside.

      “Keep it up, Dash,” Viktor said. “You’ve opened a good-sized gap in their defenses already.”

      “Yeah, just don’t get too enthusiastic with your shooting. Remember that we’re inside here!”

      “We’ll try to keep the friendly fire to a minimum,” Viktor said. Dash could hear the grin in his voice.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Leira said.

      Dash stiffened, alarmed. “What’s not good?”

      “I owe Viktor some money from our last game of poker. He might take advantage of this to wipe out his debt.”

      Dash closed his eyes in relief, chuckling—

      As something slammed into him, knocking the Archetype sideways against a bulkhead.

      Dash tried to reorient the mech but found himself face-to-face with a Battle Prince wielding something like a spear, whose tapered head thrummed with coruscating power. The Battle Prince had smashed its own way through the outer hull and now stabbed at Dash amid the wreckage, apparently desperate to stop his methodical rage through the base.

      The spear slammed into the Archetype’s chest armor and bit deep. If it hadn’t been upgraded, he thought, he would have been skewered. He punched back, landing a hard blow and staggering the Battle Prince back. This disengaged them for a moment, during which Dash could see Leira and Lori locked in combat with a second Battle Prince. No help there. He flicked his focus back to his opponent and swung the power-sword.

      It slammed into the deck and bulkhead above and stopped dead.

      “Dammit—"

      The Battle Prince thrust with its spear again. Dash twisted, and the blazing spear-point scraped across the side of the Archetype’s chest with a shrill squeal Dash could feel through the mech’s substance. He punched again, then followed up with a thrust of his own sword, driving hard into the Battle Prince’s abdomen. It reeled back, then Dash reached up and pulled on the shattered deck. The base’s artificial gravity was still working, so the deck collapsed and fell on the Battle Prince, smashing it to its knees.

      Dash wound up and decapitated it. Then he turned to the others to find that they’d cut the Battle Prince that had attacked them in two.

      He turned back to his fallen opponent. The Battle Prince knelt, headless, wedged under fallen debris. He couldn’t pass up the chance to find out just what was inside.

      He slashed the Battle Prince open, then peeled back its armored carapace. It revealed a human-sized and shaped figure embedded in a complex, chitinous web of tendrils, disturbingly like something caught in a spider’s web.

      “So Battle Princes are mechs, with pilots,” Dash said.

      The figure rolled its head upward, dark eyes peering from flesh as pale as moonlight and so translucent Dash could see the veins and arteries. Some of them were just extensions of the black tendrils, writhing beneath the skin.

      “The Battle Prince is broadcasting a comm signal,” Sentinel said.

      “Let me hear it.”

      A voice like a whisper from some lonely, far-off place drifted over the comm.

      “They lie to us and say we’ll be gods. But the pain never ends. Until now.” As the Battle Prince spoke, Dash’s gaze fell on his hands, particularly his right one. It stood out because it was metallic, with silver fingers and black, articulated joints. The sight brought a memory flooding back to him, a name that Lomas had used when Bettman was naming the collaborators.

      “Rishi?” Dash said, not really wanting an answer.

      Although he could only have seen the vast bulk of the Archetype looming over him, what had once been a human being seemed to look directly into Dash’s eyes.

      “I used to be.”

      Then the eyes went blank as night, and the Battle Prince that had been Rishi of the Rimworld League began to decompose, metal and circuits and flesh, wafting to dust in the remorseless cold of space.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dash stood, crossed his arms, and stared up at the big display in the Forge’s Command Center. It hadn’t been easy to get the bulk of the fleet back from its vastly remote location. Almost a week after the battle, and only half of the ships had made it back. They now bustled purposefully about the Forge, making repairs, resupplying, and giving crews as much rest as they could afford.

      Their losses had been steep. One-hundred and eight killed, and about twice that many wounded. They’d lost two big ships, the battlecruiser Fearful, from which almost all hands had fortunately been rescued, and a heavy cruiser, the Tempest, most of whose crew had sadly perished when she blew apart. They’d also lost eight smaller ships—four light cruisers, three frigates, a corvette, and nine fighters. But the mechs had taken the brunt of the damage. They’d lost seven Orions and two Perseids, and every other mech had been damaged in some way. Jexin’s Polaris and Amy’s Talon were still out of operation, needing almost complete rebuilds.

      Still, they’d secured both ends of the Backwater Gate, and now Lori was leading a flotilla of the least damaged mechs in clearing out the rest of the Deeper base, reinforced by newly repaired ones as they became available. Considering its size, that was going to take time—lots of it. But the mechs could move back and forth through the gate far more easily, which made them much better suited for the mopping up.

      The cost to the Deepers, meanwhile, had been far steeper—at least ten capital ships, more than twice that many smaller vessels, a dozen weapons platforms and, of course, their base and access to the gate. It had been both a tactical victory and a strategic one. Dash didn’t think it had won them the war by any means, but he believed it would make a difference in the end. He had to believe that.

      Because, of course, the Deepers were still out there. What remained of their fleet had abruptly withdrawn, translating into what was apparently just more empty, intergalactic space. Dash knew they were going somewhere. As yet, though, they hadn’t been able to figure out where.

      Leira strode into the Command Center, accompanied by Lomas. “I’ve gone over all the data from our outposts and early-warning systems. There’s not even a hint of Deeper activity out there,” Lomas said.

      “The Hriki and the Kresh report the same thing,” Leira put in. “It seems like the Deepers have, at least for the time being, decided to pull back.”

      Lomas sniffed. “Maybe they’ve had enough, and they’re gone for good.”

      Dash glanced at her. “Do you really believe that?”

      “No, of course not,” Lomas said, shaking her head.

      “Me neither. I know this enemy. They haven’t given up.”

      Lomas exchanged a look with Leira. “You know this enemy? What do you mean?”

      In answer, Dash walked to a nearby table and gestured at what sat on it—a silver and black articulated hand. “This is our enemy. Sure, they might look different, but in the end, the Deepers and the Golden are the same. They consider us just another natural resource, something they can pervert for their own use.” He turned to Leira and Lomas. “They might be different on the outside, maybe, but they’re the same race. They’re the same monsters. And they deserve the same fate.”

      A long moment passed in silence, each of them contemplating the disembodied hand.

      Dash finally stuck his hands in his pockets. “Know what? I need a drink.”

      Lomas looked sidelong at him. “You buying?”

      “Nope. I want something from you in return. Something absolutely precious that I consider the Rimworld League’s greatest contribution to the sum of human achievement.”

      Lomas frowned. “What’s that?”

      “Donuts, of course.”

      The three of them turned away, laughing, leaving the severed hand behind, a prize that cost far too much to win.
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        DASH, SENTINEL, LEIRA, VIKTOR, and CONOVER  will return in FARTHEST SHORE coming May 2021.

      

        

      
        For more updates on this series, be sure to join the Facebook Group, “J.N. Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”
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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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      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.
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      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit the link and enter your email address.

      
        
        Click Here

      

      

      

      Enjoying the series? Help others discover The Messenger series by leaving a review on Amazon.
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      Have you read the bonus story “Diver Deep” yet? Set in The Messenger universe, your free copy is just a click away.

      

      Visit: jnchaney.com/diver-deep to download.
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