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      When a ship emerges near the growing expanse of The Kingsport, the captain tells a chilling story—Deepers are among humans, across the galactic arm in the region Dash began his march to greatness.

      

      The enemy is not standing still. Bishops and Battle Princes attack across a massive front, leading fleets of Deeper craft that straddle the bridge between life and machine. Fighting over a span of light years that boggles the mind, Dash and his crew are drawn farther out in the big black than any human has ever gone—

      

      —or so they thought, for a small beacon of humanity drifts, alone, frozen, and ancient, out where the light of days is more ancient than the history of mankind. Capturing the object, a secret is revealed, and the war, and Dash, will never be the same, for his mission just got a lot harder, and the enemy has changed their face yet again.

      

      With the Kingsport and Anchors under withering fire, Dash will lead his fleet into the teeth of an enemy force that has been lying in wait for a million years, and they will stop at nothing to turn humans into biomechanical servants who drift among the stars, dreaming of a peace that will never come.

      

      Unless Dash can win. And he always wins.
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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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      Dash waited until the firing solution had reached seventy-five percent confidence, then hit the trigger.

      Searing bolts of energy erupted from the Archetype. A deluge of them spat out of the scattershot in what looked like a random cone of fire. It wasn’t random at all, though. The weapon used a powerful, shifting forcefield to direct each individual shot, but it did so ten times every second in a staccato beat of purest destruction. The result was a swarm of plasma bolts that slammed into each of the five separate targets, two every second. In mere seconds of shooting, all of them had been blasted to whirling scrap and cooling plasma.

      “Well, that worked,” Dash said.

      Sentinel’s voice held a glimmer of doubt. “There’s still a six percent error in the targeting. Of the forty-four shots fired, only forty-one hit their targets.”

      “That sounds pretty damned good to me.”

      “It could be better, though. The error shouldn’t be higher than three percent.”

      Dash snorted. “Are you implying your standards are higher than mine?”

      “I’m not implying that at all. I’m explicitly stating it.”

      The snort became a laugh. “I know you won’t rest until you’ve got that error worked out. For now, this thing is a nifty addition to our arsenal.”

      The scattershot was intended to fill a gap between the scalding point-defense and the various heavy hitters that the Realm wielded, from nova to dark-lance and everything in between. An analysis of all of their battles, against the Golden and the Deepers, had let the AIs determine just how much time they wasted firing big weapons against small targets like fighters and missiles.

      Dash had found the result eye-opening, in a troubling sort of way.

      “The overall effectiveness of Realm forces has been degraded, on average, by almost ten percent,” Custodian had announced.

      “What does that mean exactly?” Dash had asked.

      “It means that for every minute of combat, six seconds of time was lost engaging targets inefficiently.”

      Dash thought about how many minutes of combat they’d faced just fighting the Deepers, much less the Golden. And six seconds of every one of them had apparently been a waste of time and effort.

      He’d replied with a single word.

      “Ouch.”

      Ouch, indeed. The scattershot had been designed to plug that gap. It fired fast enough to engage multiple small targets, but with enough power and range to menace even light ships, like corvettes and frigates. That freed up their dark-lances and other big weapons to focus on the correspondingly big threats, like cruisers and battleships.

      In short, they saved their big punches for big targets. It was an upgrade, and Dash loved upgrades.

      “Okay, Sentinel, we’ve got five drones left. That’s enough to do one more run—”

      “A ship of unknown design has just translated into a point approximately one-half light-year away,” Sentinel cut in.

      Dash’s eyes widened in surprise. The Kingsport was the only thing out here. Around it yawned a gulf hundreds of light-years across, containing nothing but traces of dust and gas and intergalactic emptiness. Realm ships arrived through the Kingsport Gate. The only ships that would be likely to make the long translation here would be Deepers. But why would their alien enemies only send one ship?

      “Okay, that’s damned peculiar,” Dash said, aligning the Archetype onto a course to intercept the new arrival. “The Deepers must be up to something they think is clever.”

      “It doesn’t appear to be a Deeper ship,” Sentinel replied.

      “Oh. Okay, I’ll bite—who does it belong to then?”

      “Given the range, I can’t be certain. However, it casts no neutrino shadow, so it doesn’t contain any Dark Metal.”

      In Dash’s mind, if it didn’t contain Dark Metal, then it likely wasn’t a Deeper ship, or a Realm one. Nor was it likely to belong to any of the other factions from the nearby region of the Milky Way—the humans of the Rimward League, or any of the aliens, like the N’Teel, the Hriki, or the Oksa.

      So it must be somebody new.

      Dash commanded the target drones to return to the Kingsport, then accelerated the Archetype toward their enigmatic newcomer. “Well, let’s go greet our new arrival, shall we?”

      Sentinel managed her best sardonic tone yet. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash translated across most of the gulf separating the Archetype and the new arrival, returning to unSpace just short of maximum effective weapons range. It gave Sentinel a chance to subject the ship to a detailed scan, but Dash didn’t need her results to know what he was looking at.

      “I know that ship,” he said.

      “You do?”

      “Well, maybe not that one in particular, but the type. It’s a Wayfarer-class, a combined courier and freighter. I’d always wanted to upgrade from the Slipwing to a Wayfarer, but I had to settle for hyper-advanced alien mech instead.”

      “I’m sorry you didn’t realize your dream.”

      “Eh, I’ll get over it.” Dash studied the enhanced image. The Wayfarer had taken damage, blast scars exposing gleaming armor amid black scorch marks. One of her three primary drive nacelles had been smashed to wreckage, and her sensor and comms cluster had been blown almost completely off. Whoever this was, they’d translated out into the middle of intergalactic nowhere with almost no ability to see or communicate and almost half of their maneuver capability gone.

      “Sentinel, can they see us at all? Do they even know we’re here?”

      “Unlikely. They do, however, appear to know about the Kingsport because that’s approximately where their current course will take them.”

      Dash bit his lip. A damaged ship of human construction and a type he’d only ever seen back in the Orion Arm of the Milky Way, out here in the Big Black, apparently intent on reaching the Kingsport.

      Dash accelerated the Archetype, closing on the strange ship. “Okay, I’m intrigued. Sentinel, try and open some sort of comms with them.”

      “One moment.”

      Dash enhanced the image a few more notches. He could make out a hull number, but it meant nothing to him. It was just a standardized designation used by all ships registered with the commercial authorities; the Slipwing had one of her own—CLC for courier light cargo, followed by 109786. But he could also make out a name, the Runaway. That just deepened the mystery, though. He was sure he recognized that name but couldn’t place it.

      “I have established comms via communications beam. It appears to be the only functioning comm system the other ship still possesses.”

      “Hey, whatever works. Go ahead and put me through to whoever the hell this is.”

      Sentinel popped open a window containing a grainy image of a human, a man. He was unshaven, generally unkempt, and looked as though he hadn’t showered in days.

      Even so, Dash immediately recognized him.

      “Holy shit. Spratley?”

      “Who’s this—” The man stopped and stared, then his eyes went wide. “Dash? Dash Sawyer?”

      Dash could only nod while his mind chewed on the cosmic improbability of running into someone he knew almost two hundred light-years from the rim of the Milky Way galaxy.

      For a moment, the two just stared at one another. Spratley finally broke the stunned silence, waggling a finger slowly at the screen.

      “You still owe me almost a thousand credits, you son of a bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      “Spratley, what the hell are you doing out here?”

      “Running.”

      “From what?”

      “I don’t know what they are. Some sort of alien assholes we’ve never seen before. We ran into them near the Pasture.”

      Dash blinked at Spratley’s mention of the Pasture. The vast, complex array of whirling comets and asteroids was where he’d discovered the Archetype, buried in a nondescript mass of ice and rock. What were the chances of that?

      Again, literally astronomical, which was why sudden suspicion began gnawing at Dash. If someone had wanted to try and immediately ingratiate themselves to him, appearing as someone he knew and talking about key places from Dash’s past would be a good way of doing it.

      Too good, in fact. As soon as he thought it, Dash realized that this would only provoke his skepticism. And that only made it more likely this was all on the level.

      Didn’t it?

      Dash scowled. His thoughts had started chasing themselves around and around, like a dog after its own tail. He jammed his attention back on the other man.

      “Okay, Spratley. I have to go back to my original question. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Looking for the Cygnus Empire. Word back in the galaxy—and I’ll be damned if that doesn’t sound totally insane—anyway, word back there is that it’s out here somewhere. Apparently they’re the only ones who can deal with these alien bastards.”

      “The Cygnus Realm, actually. And you’ve found it.”

      “So it’s real. Okay. Damn. I thought we were on a fool’s run out here, but when you’re desperate—” He stopped and shook his head. “Look, Dash, if you’re out here too, you must know these people. Can you set up a meeting with them? Maybe even whoever leads them?”

      “Again, you’ve found him.”

      “Found who?”

      “The leader of the Cygnus Realm. That would be me.”

      A long moment of silence. Dash just let it linger. He could well imagine what must be running through Spratley’s mind right now. His last memory of Dash would be a scruffy courier skipping out on a debt, running away in the creaky old Slipwing. That was why Spratley’s eventual reply didn’t surprise him, because if their roles were reversed, it’s exactly what his would have been.

      “Yeah, nice try, but I’m calling bullshit on that.”

      “Call it however you want. Doesn’t change the fact that I’m the Messenger, the leader of the Cygnus Realm. And if you don’t believe me, well—can you see my ship?”

      “Not clearly, no. Our sensors are in pretty bad shape.”

      Dash accelerated the Archetype, closing on the Runaway. He halted it less than a hundred klicks from Spratley’s ship.

      “Can you see me now?” he asked.

      Again, it took a moment for Spratley to answer. Finally, his voice came over the comm, soft with awe.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “It’s called the Archetype. It’s an alien construct called a mech, and it’s probably the single most powerful war machine ever built.”

      “And you’re flying it. You. Dash Newton.”

      “Roger that. Now, before you hit me with the bazillion other questions you have, how about you follow me back to the Kingsport, which is where you were headed. You can get your crew cleaned up and have a decent meal. Hell, we’ll even repair your ship.”

      “I—”

      Another pause before Spratley finally found his voice again.

      “Dash, about that thousand credits you owe me?”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “Let’s call it even.”
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        * * *

      

      Spratley stood, hands on his hips, staring out of the big viewports at the sprawling collection of ships.

      “So this is—” He stopped and shook his head. “This is your fleet?”

      Dash shrugged. “It’s the Cygnus Realm’s fleet, actually. I just happen to be its current leader.”

      “The—what did you call it? The Messenger?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Un-freakin’-believable. And this isn’t even your whole fleet, you said.”

      “Nope. This is about a third of it. We’ve got another task force at a place called Jackpot, where we’re busy mining stuff called Dark Metal, and another back in the Sagittarius Arm, with the Forge, which is still our main base of operations. And we’ve got third deployed about a hundred and sixty thousand light years, uh—” Dash looked for the smudge of the Large Magellanic Cloud and pointed at it. “That way. We call that place Forward, for now, because it’s really just a forward operating base.”

      “A hundred and—”

      “Sixty thousand, yeah. Hard to wrap your mind around, isn’t it?”

      “I gave up trying to wrap my mind around any of this about a dozen holy shits ago.”

      Dash laughed, but before he could reply, a voice cut him off as the nearby elevator opened. It was Leira.

      “Dash, there you are. I heard you ran into—”

      She slammed to a halt and stared. “Spratley?”

      “Okay, here’s another one. Holy shit, Leira?”

      Dash glanced from one to the other. “You two know each other?”

      Leira nodded, but her eyes were still locked on Spratley, gleaming intently. “Oh yes, we certainly do. We had what had to be the most passionate, torrid love affair, culminating in a night of sheer, unending bliss, that I will never forget.”

      Dash blinked. “Oh. Really?”

      Leira looked at Dash, raised her hands to her face, and laughed. “Of course not. But it was totally worth the look on your face.”

      “I was gonna say, I don’t remember all that,” Spratley put in, then raised a hand. “No slight on you, Leira. I’m sure that if we’d had a romantic fling, I’d have remembered at least some of it.”

      “How about those twelve hundred credits you still owe me from that poker game aboard—oh, what’s his name’s ship. You know, the Blob.” She planted her hands on her hips.

      “You mean Sammy?” Spratley smiled and shrugged. “Eh, well, Dash still owes me a thousand, so you can square up with him.”

      Dash raised both hands. “Okay, first of all, you wiped those thousand credits for, you know, saving your ass. And second, as much fun as these old reunions are, we’ve got bigger things to deal with. Custodian, have you uploaded that data from Spratley’s ship?”

      “I have. I’ve also assembled the other members of the Inner Circle currently present in the vicinity of the Kingsport to review it in the Operations Center.”

      Dash gestured Leira and Spratley back toward the elevator. Dash glanced at Leira as he fell in beside her.

      “You’re quite the actor. That little performance about that fling with Spratley was pretty convincing.”

      She smiled. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      They rode the elevator up to the Ops level in silence. Dash snuck a few looks in at Leira, but her smile never quite faded away.

      “Smug looks good on you, dear,” he said.

      She curtsied like in the old Earth stories. “I know, right?”
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        * * *

      

      “Those are Deepers,” Benzel snapped.

      Dash crossed his arms and glared at the big display. There was no doubt about it. The sensor logs from Spratley’s ship, the Runaway, held clear images of Deeper ships, including the two light cruisers that had been chasing him.

      The problem was that these Deepers were back in the Sagittarius Arm of the Milky Way, where they’d originally found the Forge, built the Cygnus Realm, and fought the Life War against the Golden.

      Dash glanced around at the sprawling Ops Center. Similar in function to the Command Center of the Forge, this Ops Center was just one command and control locus aboard the Kingsport. When it was complete, there’d be at least three more command posts, all of them scattered well apart around the vast station. Part of the reason for the duplication was redundancy, but part of it was that the Kingsport was meant to be the hub of a growing, star-spanning civilization. It was meant to ultimately control not just many fleets and other military forces, but also oversee trade, commerce, construction, and the myriad other things that made such a civilization work.

      Right now, given that the Kingsport was still only in its early stages of construction, this Ops Center was it. Still, it offered a place every bit as well-appointed as the Forge’s Command Center, and even better equipped in some ways.

      Like the main display. Instead of a flat screen at one end of the sprawling compartment, it rose in the very middle, a 3D surface that could depict insanely high-res images viewable from any direction. It certainly made it much easier to visualize the multi-dimensional aspects of space. The Deeper ships that had been caught on the Runaway’s sensors leapt out in sharp clarity, like they were about to fly right out of the display and into the ops center.

      “What the hell are Deepers doing back in our old home turf, anyway?” Leira asked.

      Benzel turned to Spratley. “Where exactly were you, Nate, when you caught these images?”

      Dash turned, his eyebrows leaping upward. “Nate? Do you two know each other?”

      “Nate and I crossed paths a few times, yeah,” Benzel replied, grinning.

      “Yeah, and the last time we met, you relieved me of the better part of two thousand credits worth of cargo, as I recall,” Spratley shot back.

      Benzel spread his hands. “Uh, sorry? I was young and foolish back then.”

      “It was maybe five years ago.”

      Dash cut in. “Hold on. Spratley, do you know everybody in the Sagittarius Arm?”

      Spratley shrugged back with a roguish grin. “Sure starting to seem like it, isn’t it?”

      Amy, who’d been leaning against a railing separating two of the circular rows of consoles surrounding the big display, raised her hand. “I don’t know him.”

      Spratley turned his grin on her. “We could change that.”

      Conover, who’d also been leaning against the railing, straightened and cleared his throat. “Wait a second—”

      “Oh, pfft. Don’t you worry, Conover. I prefer my guys much less rugged and chiseled,” Amy said, her voice soothing. Then she sniffed in Spratley’s direction. “And more likely to shower.”

      “Oh. Okay then.” Conover leaned back, grinning. “Showered twice this week.”

      “Alright, everyone, if we could return to the matter at hand—namely, what are these assholes doing back in our old home space?” Dash said.

      “The question is, how did they get there?” Amy asked, face flushed in anger.

      “And how did you get here?” Conover added, looking at Spratley.

      “That’s a good question. How did you get all the way out here, Spratley?” Leira asked.

      “I’m honestly not sure. We ran into these—what did you call them? Deepers? Anyway, we ran into them a few weeks ago. Then we kept running into them, in more and more systems. We finally hopped into the Tangle system, and it was just crawling with the damned things. We ran in what I thought was the direction of clear space, but then we detected some sort of spatial anomaly—gravimetric and EM disturbances, that sort of thing. Before we could maneuver to avoid it, we’d intersected it, and just like that, we were somewhere else.”

      “Sounds like a gate,” Conover said.

      “That’s a reasonable conclusion. It’s furthermore backed up by the data from the Runaway’s sensor logs,” Custodian put in.

      Dash called for Custodian to put up a star chart he’d once had burned into his memory. He hadn’t seen it, now, in—he wasn’t sure how long. It showed the Sagittarius Arm, centered on the star system PPM-378864, otherwise known as Tangle.

      “Custodian, zoom in so we’re looking at, say, twenty light-years, centered on Tangle.”

      The display obligingly expanded. Dash walked up and touched it, then rotated it slightly. The rest of them gathered in, watching.

      “Looks like Tangle’s one of the systems controlled by our old friends, Clan Shirna,” Dash said, nodding at the display.

      “Or at least it was,” Leira replied.

      The system called Tangle, highlighted by Custodian with a red icon, was located less than a light-year away from the roiling, restless pall of dust and gas known as the Shadow Nebula. Dash had only traversed the Nebula once, back when he first met Leira and Viktor, and it hadn’t been a pleasant experience. The alternative, traveling around it, added days to the journey. It might explain why all the other red icons, the locations of Deeper activity Spratley had encountered while fleeing from the aliens, were confined to the Nebula’s spinward side.

      Of course, it might also be that they just didn’t have any data for the anti-spinward side of the Nebula. At the moment, though, it didn’t really matter. Either way, a major Deeper incursion had slammed into the Sagittarius arm. The important question was, why?

      Conover touched the display and rotated it again, then pointed at the ragged string of icons the new view revealed. “The Deepers seem to be mostly concentrated here, on the coreward side of Clan Shirna space.”

      “I think you can forget about Clan Shirna,” Spratley put in.

      Dash turned to him. “Oh? Why?”

      “They stopped being a thing a few years back. I know some traders who did business with them when they had outposts on the far side of the Shadow Nebula from their own space. One of them told me that on his last trip there, he found their outposts abandoned. They haven’t been back since.”

      “Yeah, that was probably our bad,” Dash said.

      Leira glanced at Spratley. “We kind of beat the hell out of them. They were our first major opponent in the war against the Golden, what we call the Life War.”

      Spratley whistled. “There were rumors, stories all over the place about that. They said there was some big war going on between aliens. The only thing I really got from it was that the Unseen were real.” He glanced around. “Which I guess they are, huh?”

      “You might say that,” Dash said, furrowing his brow at the display. “And speaking of the Unseen, all of these Deeper positions Conover pointed out are close to the Globe of Suns.” He glanced back at Leira. “Ring any bells?”

      “Yeah, it does. You’re thinking they’re interested in the Pasture?”

      Dash nodded. The Globe of Suns, a distinct, roughly spherical cluster of stars spinward of the Shadow Nebula, was home to the Pasture, a vast, artificial Oort Cloud constructed by the Unseen. It had apparently been one of their caches of technology that included the Archetype. Given that there were literally tens of millions of chunks of ice and rock whirling around in the Pasture, it was a damned good place to cache things. Early on in his time as Messenger, Dash kept thinking they should go back there and investigate more fully to see what else the Unseen might have stashed there. But finding the Forge, and the Silent Fleets, and everything since had progressively put it further and further down the to-do list.

      It was time to bring it back up to the top.

      Dash nodded at Leira’s question. “Yeah, I am. I think they’ve somehow learned about the Unseen, and the Pasture, probably from data cores of ours that they’ve managed to snag.”

      “So they want to dig into the Pasture and see what they might be able to turn up? Try to find things to use against us?” Amy said.

      Dash gave a grim nod. “Exactly. And that is something that we cannot allow.”

      He rubbed his chin for a moment, then looked around. “You know what this means, right?”

      Benzel nodded and turned for the door. “I’ll go warm up the Herald.”

      “Time to get the mechs ready to fly,” Amy added.

      Dash blew out a long breath, then put his hands flat on the table.

      “It looks like we’re going home.”
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      “Ah, the good ole Sagittarius Arm. It’s always nice to go back to your roots,” Dash said, decelerating the Archetype and taking up station alongside Leira in the Swift.

      “We’re not there yet,” Leira replied. “We’ve got a gate to traverse first, remember?”

      Dash sniffed. “Details, details.”

      The near terminus of the gate through which Spratley had inadvertently fled loomed ahead of them. Based on his data, the other end should open into the Tangle system, unless the Deepers had switched it to another location. If they had, they could try to switch it back, thanks to the gate key Dash had recovered from a Deeper Battle Prince in the closing stages of the Second Battle of Backwater. To do that, though, they needed specific parameters to input into the Key that they didn’t currently have.

      “Ready to launch the probe, Dash,” Benzel said.

      “Go ahead.”

      Dash watched as the Herald launched a heavily stealthed reconnaissance probe from one of her missile tubes. The little device, only a few meters long, immediately accelerated toward the restless, purplish-black distortion that marked the outline of the gate. It was like a scar, Dash thought, in spacetime. It was essentially identical to the Black Gate, the very first one they’d encountered, that had led them into the Orion Arm and their war with the Deepers in the first place.

      He waited as the probe approached the gate boundary. He passed the time by studying the only nearby body, a lonely brown dwarf.

      “I wonder what it is about brown dwarfs,” Dash said, a musing tone in his voice. This is the second time we’ve found one of the Deepers’ gates located near one. Sentinel, any guesses?”

      “You want me to guess? Alright, my guess is that the Deepers like the color brown.”

      Dash grinned. The Archetype’s AI had pretty much completed her transition to feisty backtalker and now gave sass as well as she got it. Supposedly, this somehow represented the best match with his own psychology—an important consideration, since he and Sentinel had to spend countless hours flying and fighting together.

      “Okay, how about a little less guess, and a little more analysis?”

      “Two data points always make a straight line,” Sentinel replied.

      “By which you mean…?”

      “That the occurrence of two gates near brown dwarfs appears to be a perfect correlation, but it’s really not. It may simply be coincidence.”

      “Hmph. Yeah, I get your point. Still, it’s something to keep an eye out for. If brown dwarfs are significant to the Deepers somehow, I’d like to know it.”

      “Understood. And the probe is about to pass through the gate.”

      Dash turned his attention back to the tactical display. Sentinel had already popped open a window, depicting the probe’s telemetry. Another by-product of their ongoing research into the gates, as well as the Radiant Points and the Gate Key, was that they’d figured out how to maintain solid comms through a gate. The probe should be able to continue transmitting good data for as long as it kept operating.

      The probe entered the gate. The telemetry briefly fuzzed over but quickly cleared.

      Dash found himself looking at Tangle, a star system simultaneously almost twelve-hundred light-years and just a few thousand klicks away.

      He saw the system’s star, an unremarkable yellow-white class-G, immediately. Sentinel opened a second window, painting a separate, new tactical display for the Tangle system, based on the probe’s incoming data. Two rocky planets, three gas giants, a twinned asteroid belt tilted at a high angle to the system’s ecliptic—

      And Deepers. The probe could distinguish ten capital ships, including a big battleship and a pair of slightly smaller battlecruisers, and at least a dozen escort-class ships. They’d arrayed themselves in the inner reaches of the Tangle system, which meant they were at least three hours flight time from the gate. That would mean the Deepers would have ample warning if and when the Cygnus Realm forces passed through. But it also meant that the Realm forces would have time to deploy and start shaping the battle before the Deepers could even begin to respond.

      Except—

      “Sentinel, what are those other ships, the ones way above the ecliptic plane there?”

      “They are warships of a wide range of designs, most of human manufacture. They’re closing on the Deeper fleet.”

      “Somebody’s mounting a counterattack on these Deeper assholes,” Benzel said.

      Spratley, who’d accompanied the Realm fleet aboard the Herald, spoke up. “While we were running, we caught wind of Deeper attacks on a bunch of systems on this side of the Shadow Nebula. It looks like they’ve banded together against these Deepers.” A pause, then he went on. “I see ships from the Tri-World Confederacy, the Tempestus Guild, a few from the Golden Alliance—”

      Dash cut in. “The Golden Alliance, huh? Those guys may or may not have an arrest warrant out for me.”

      “What’d you do?” Leira asked.

      “Hey, it was all a big misunderstanding. All those stim-chems I was carrying were supposed to be on my cargo manifest. I have no idea how they got left off because, as you know, I’m a complete enthusiast for paperwork.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, I suspect that picking you up on some old outstanding warrant while facing a fleet of Deepers isn’t going to be high on their priority list.”

      “No. More to the point, though, they’re putting their tech against the Deepers. Sentinel, what are their chances?”

      “Not good. The Deepers outclass the fleet opposing them in essentially every way except sheer numbers.”

      “Okay, folks, that’s our cue. It’s go time,” Dash said, accelerating the Archetype toward the gate. The rest of the Realm fleet fell smoothly into formation behind him.
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      “This is almost physically painful to watch,” Benzel said.

      Dash grunted agreement. The allied human fleet had only engaged the Deepers about half an hour ago, and they were already getting their asses thoroughly kicked.

      “Sentinel, how long until we’re in maximum effective range?”

      “Approximately forty minutes.”

      Dash hissed in frustration. The human fleet would be lucky to even last that long. He’d hoped that just appearing through the gate would draw the Deepers off, but they’d obviously decided to finish off their current opponents, while their new ones still tried to close the range.

      “Okay, change of plans. Leira and I are going to push ahead. Jexin, you stay with the N’Teel. Benzel, just keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “Roger that,” Benzel replied.

      Jexin, though, came on a private channel. She was their chief military liaison to the N’Teel, one of the alien races allied with the Realm. The N’Teel had proven themselves invaluable in combat over and over again, but they were also aggressive to the point of recklessness and eager to involve themselves in Realm affairs at every opportunity. Dash was still convinced that the N’Teel could be trouble in the future, on a clear trajectory to becoming a territorial, expansionistic problem if they weren’t properly managed now.

      The trouble was that it left Jexin tied to them, like a teacher trying to maintain order amongst a group of unruly kids.

      “Dash, I really think Benzel can handle the N’Teel. That way, it’s not just you and Leira facing the Deepers.”

      Dash knew what Jexin was getting at. The three mechs were, by far, the fastest craft they had. Operating on their own, they could accelerate at a much greater rate than the conventional ships, even those of Unseen design, like the Herald. Dash and Leira would be on their own until the rest of the fleet caught up. Her mech, the Polaris, could keep pace with the Archetype and the Swift.

      More to the point, she was getting tired of babysitting the restive, ornery N’Teel. For that, he couldn’t blame her. Every time the leader of their military mission to the Cygnus Realm, Steenowat, asked to speak with Dash about some bit of drama or other, he wanted to be ‘unavailable’. Sometimes, he relayed to Steenowat—through an appropriate cut out, of course- that he was busy doing arcane Messenger duties.

      “Jex, I’d like to keep one mech back and disengaged, just in case there’s more going on here than it seems. But I hear what you’re saying. Next op, we’ll cut you loose from the N’Teel and see how they perform without you watching over them.”

      “I appreciate that, Dash. Believe me, I appreciate that—especially because Steenowat’s on the comm for me now, no doubt to complain about something.”

      Dash chuckled. “Honestly, Jex, better you than me. Anyway, Dash out.”

      He switched back to the fleet comm channel. “Okay, Benzel, you’ve got command out here. Leira, let’s go take some pressure off our old human friends out there.”
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      Dash fired the twinned dark-lances in a long burst that slashed along the hull of a Deeper cruiser, then followed up with a double-tap from the nova-cannon into the gaping rent. The shots detonated inside the hull, blowing a huge chunk out of the alien ship. But Dash had already snap-rolled the mech toward a pair of Deeper frigates closing in, pumping out burst-cannon salvos at him. He triggered the scattershot in fire-and-forget mode, letting it pour fire at the two light ships, even while lining up another dark-lance volley at the Deeper battlecruiser.

      Leira flashed past, veered through a high-speed turn, then ran parallel to the battlecruiser’s length, slamming nova-cannon shots into it as she went. Dash saw her take a couple of solid x-ray laser hits as she swept along, but most of the Deeper fire missed her, moving so fast at such a close range.

      The sustained scattershot fire took a toll on the Deeper frigates. One suddenly began tumbling out of control. The other veered aside, straight into the particle beam fire of a Tempestus Guild cruiser. As they had throughout the battle, the searing beam mostly splashed harmlessly against the Deeper ship’s shield. The motley collection of human vessels still in the fight just lacked tech powerful or sophisticated enough to really threaten the Deepers. Without Dash and Leira’s arrival, which had immediately drawn off most of the Deeper fleet, this battle would be over by now.

      Dash winced as an x-ray laser punched out of the Deeper battlecruiser and smacked squarely into the Archetype, pouring energy into the shield. He clenched his jaw and flew directly toward the weapons mount, jinking as hard as he could fling the mech from side to side. The x-ray laser lost its lock on the Archetype, and Dash used the brief pause in fire to blow the weapon apart with his dark-lances. He then followed Leira into a run along the big ship’s length, tearing open the hull with the dark-lances and throwing in fire from the mech’s wrist-mounted rail gun. When he pulled away, the big ship began slewing to one side, attitude control gone.

      For good measure, Dash lit his sword and slashed sixty meters of hull away with a casual flick, rolling the Archetype away with the grace of a low-g dancer.

      “Bastards,” Dash muttered, watching the spinning hull section get torched by a wayward Tempestus beam.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Sentinel agreed.

      Dash and Leira swept back out of the battlespace to take a breather and get themselves reoriented. As they did, the comm lit up with an incoming message from the Guild cruiser.

      “Unknown ships, didn’t want to interrupt you in the middle of kicking ass. Since you seem to be taking a break—who the hell are you people?”

      Dash wasn’t sure who the speaker was, but he instinctively liked her no-bullshit way of speaking. “Be happy to answer your questions, but let’s take care of these assholes first, shall we?”

      With that, Dash dove back into the battle.

      “Dash, we just entered maximum effective missile range,” Benzel said. “You want to tell our human friends there to clear the battlespace? They aren’t giving off IFF signals, and the missiles might decide they’re bad guys, too.”

      “Roger that,” Dash said, then switched back to the speaker on the Guild cruiser. He explained the situation, and she came right back.

      “Hey, you guys want to finish these—whatever they are—off, be our guests!”

      The remaining human ships began disengaging and pulling back. The Herald and her consorts, meantime, loosed a salvo of missiles, then followed them in, opening up with dark-lances and nova-cannons as soon as they were within range. Even at range, it was a storm of ordnance so thick that the battlespace seemed to glow. Impact after impact bloomed in silent glory, and the scans and comms were filled with the dying light of Deeper corpses.

      “Dash, those ships over there, at your ten o’clock high—they’re not pulling back,” Leira said.

      Dash looked where she’d indicated and saw the offending ships. He didn’t immediately recognize them, although they were familiar.

      No, he recognized them.

      “Clan Shirna,” he said, his voice flat.

      Leira sniffed. “Figures. Haven’t had to deal with them up close in years, and the first time we do, they’re gonna be a pain in the ass.”

      Dash indicated the Clan Shirna ships to Benzel, telling him to avoid firing at them if he could.

      “You sure about that?” Benzel asked, a wicked, almost mischievous tone in his voice. “I mean, they aren’t pulling back, they’re staying in our beaten zone. And accidents do happen.”

      “Believe me, I’ve got no objection to kicking Clan Shirna in the teeth. It was how I started out my career as Messenger, in fact. But they are fighting on the side of the humans here.”

      “Roger that. We’ll do our best.”

      Dash mostly watched the remainder of the battle unfold from a distance, only darting in to attack fleeting targets of opportunity. The massed firepower of the Herald and the rest of the fleet was more than enough to reduce what remained of the Deepers to bio-alloy scrap.

      He actually paid more attention to the Clan Shirna warships. There were five of them—a battlecruiser, a light cruiser, and three destroyers. They fought with a tenacious ferocity that immediately made him think of the N’Teel. There. That right there perfectly summed up his concerns about the N’Teel. Left to their own devices, they were a Clan Shirna in the making, minus the religious zealotry.

      The last Deeper ship, their battleship, slammed an exclamation point on the end of the battle by exploding in spectacular fashion. It must have lost fusion containment before the safeties could kick in. The bow and the stern tumbled off in different directions, while the cloud of glowing debris that had once been the rest of the hull whirled off into space.

      “All ships, check fire. I say again, check fire,” Benzel said over the general comm. A few seconds passed, then he came back on with a note of triumph in his voice.

      “I never get tired of saying that. Means it’s time for mopping up, and then drinks and medals—”

      He broke off as a new firefight erupted. The Clan Shirna ships had accelerated directly toward the Herald, rapid firing as they approached.
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      Dash snapped out a curse. So did Benzel.

      “Really?” the ex-privateer said, his voice no longer cheerful and all menacing growl, like a bad-tempered bear. “These assholes are really going to turn on us?”

      The Clan Shirna ships pumped out particle shots and followed up with a missile barrage. The Herald’s shield absorbed the particle-beam hits without much effort, and her point-defenses alone were enough to shoot down the relatively cumbersome, dumb missiles. That wasn’t really the point, though.

      “Dash, permission to—”

      “Punch these assholes square in the face? Sure, go ahead,” Dash said, finishing Benzel’s request.

      “I’m gonna enjoy this,” Benzel said.

      The Herald immediately accelerated, her consorts, four more heavy cruisers, falling into station with her. They held their fire, though, waiting for the Clan Shirna ships to close. Dash got it. Benzel didn’t want to outright destroy them, which would be easy for the far, far greater firepower of the Realm ships. The Herald would probably have little difficulty taking out all five Clan Shirna ships on her own. He’d already anticipated Dash’s desire to disable them instead, so he wanted to get close to get solid firing solutions on weapon mounts and engine clusters.

      “The apparent leader of the human ships is back on the comm, wishing to speak to you,” Sentinel said.

      Dash kept his eyes on the brief and one-sided battle that was about to occur. “Put her on, please and thank you.”

      A window popped open, revealing a striking woman with a cascade of long red hair down one side of her head; the other side had been shaved bald and sported an intricate series of tattoos.

      “First of all, I’d like to introduce myself. I’m Lena Disraeli, Chief Proctor of the Tempestus Guild’s Enforcement Division. Second of all, I want to emphasize that those Glorious Splinter idiots are in no way affiliated with us, so please don’t start shooting at us. And third, who the hell are you?”

      Dash grinned. Yes, he liked this woman. “I’m Newton Sawyer, aka the Messenger, the leader of the Cygnus Realm. Everyone calls me Dash, though, so I’d be quite happy for you to do the same.”

      Disraeli smiled, but her eyes narrowed a fraction. “Cygnus Realm? We got news a few years back about some new alien nation, the Cygnus Empire, suddenly appearing and expanding a long way anti-spinward of here. Rumors were that it was the Unseen back to reclaim their former territory. Never did hear much after that, so we took it as just another conflated tale about something else.”

      “Well, that’s partly right. Our Realm—not empire, by the way—is based on Unseen tech, but it’s mostly humans, like yours truly. Anyway, more detailed explanations can wait. Rest assured that we’re not going to start shooting at you. We’ll reserve that for these—what did you call them?”

      “They call themselves the Glorious Splinter. They’re some offshoot of the old, defunct Clan Shirna. And again, just to be clear, they’re here as more of an enemy-of-my-enemy thing, not because we’re especially happy about having them as allies. But we’re desperate for any hulls on our side.” She paused, then went on, her voice a mix of anger and bitterness. “Not that it really mattered. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, I don’t think any number of our ships would have been enough to deal with these Unknowns.”

      Defunct Clan Shirna. Dash liked the sound of that. But he turned his attention back to Disraeli.

      “They’re actually called Deepers, and we’ve been fighting them for months now. Anyway, give us a chance to take care of these Glorious Splinter assholes, and we’ll be back in touch. Dash out.”

      In the brief time Dash had been talking, the Herald and her battle line had opened up with precision fire, knocking out weapons-mounts, fire-control scanners, and drives. All five of the Glorious Splinter ships had already been disabled, an impressive and definitive display of Realm firepower.

      “Good shooting, Benzel,” Dash said, watching as what had once been proud Clan Shirna ships.

      “Thanks. I sure wish I’d had this sort of setup back in my privateering days. Would’ve made life a lot easier.”

      “No, you can’t borrow the Herald to do some freelance privateer work on the side.”

      “Aw, you’re no fun,” Benzel replied, chuckling. “Anyway, they’re disabled. What do you want to do about them now? Just leave them?”

      Dash glared at the incapacitated ships, now just coasting along on their last trajectories. He didn’t want to just destroy them out of hand. They had at least attempted to help against the Deepers. That also ruled out simply leaving them because they’d eventually die when whichever of their air, water, power, or food ran out first.

      “Have you tried hailing them on the comm?” Dash asked.

      “Yeah, repeatedly. We got a couple of replies that I won’t bother repeating, including one that actually kinda shocked me. Since then, nothing, no response at all.”

      Dash made a mental note to ask Benzel just what sort of language he, a grizzled spacer and former pirate, would have found shocking. But he pressed on with the problem at hand.

      “Okay, well, I don’t want to just leave them for our new human friends to have to deal with because that could get bloody. Fancy a little boarding excursion, my friend?”

      Benzel’s voice rang with eager delight. “I thought you’d never ask!”

      They worked out the details, deciding to board the Glorious Splinter battlecruiser and strike right at whoever was leading them. Dash left Leira in charge of the fleet, then accelerated to match course and velocity with the target ship. He couldn’t resist leaving it at that, though.

      “By the way, Leira, did you see that Lena Disraeli?”

      “I did. Why?”

      “I don’t know. Something about her. Maybe that haircut. You should consider trying something like that.”

      “Oh, I’ll cut something off, but it won’t be my hair.”

      Dash grinned again. “And with that, I think I’ll go and fight my way aboard a ship full of hostiles. For some reason, it suddenly sounds safer than certain alternatives.”

      “You do that, and have fun.” But her voice turned serious. “All kidding aside, you be careful, Dash.”

      “Hey, I’m going to let Benzel and his people do all the hard work. I’m just going along to stretch my legs.”
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      “Just like old times, eh, Dash?” Benzel said, poking his head around a corner and firing his snap-gun. The twin beams were only damaging where they intersected, a point the shooter could slide back and forth on the fly. They were nifty little weapons, intended to minimize the damage to the interior of a ship. They were also harder to use, which was why Dash left them to the Gentle Friends, who were experts with them.

      A shout from up the corridor became a scream. Benzel ducked back, though not in time to avoid a slug that snapped off his vac-armor and pinged against the deck. Benzel cursed but escaped entirely unharmed. Their technological superiority continued with the boarding action, the Realm’s vac-armor shrugging off hits that, the last time Dash had boarded a Clan Shirna ship, would have been lethal.

      Dash, further back along the corridor, nodded. “Yeah. I’d forgotten how much I missed having kilotons of armor and shielding between me and people trying to hurt me,” he replied.

      He’d just finished speaking when a tremendous flash filled the cross-corridor, accompanied by a heavy, concussive blast. Okay, the Glorious Splinter did have one weapon that could cause them problems—a powerful but short ranged plasma-pistol. Dash had carried one for a long time himself, reserving its tremendous blasts of destructive energy for when he really needed them. The problem was that, as small arms went, it was too potent. The splash effect from the blast washed over them, held at bay by the vac-armor, but it would be a different story for anyone caught squarely by a direct shot. The evidence lay right in front of Dash when the blast effect cleared, leaving a faintly glowing cloud of vaporized bulkhead, quickly cooling and dispersing.

      “Too many more shots from that thing and they’re going to blow a hole in the side of their own ship!” Benzel snapped.

      Whoever was firing the plasma-gun was doing a rather good job of keeping them at bay. Dash looked around, measuring the situation. Further back along the way they’d come, they’d opened and cleared a compartment, but then they just moved on past it.

      “Benzel, keep holding the fort here. I’m going to grab your rear squad and try to flank these assholes,” Dash said.

      “Flank them? How?”

      “I seem to recall that Clan Shirna ships I boarded in the past had a maintenance crawlway right up their centerline. I want to see if we can access it through that compartment back there.”

      “You’re the boss, boss. Just be damned careful. If I let you get hurt, Leira’s gonna make it so I can’t have any more kids.”

      “Do you have kids now?”

      Benzel grinned back at Dash through the visor of his vac-armor. “Honestly, I’m not really sure.”

      Dash rolled his eyes, then started back along the corridor, picking up the rearmost squad along the way.
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      They’d found the maintenance crawlway. A hatch in the side compartment’s overhead gave them access to it. Dash now edged along, trying to make as little noise as possible. It wasn’t easy. The vac-armor wasn’t all that bulky, but the clunk of armored hand or knee against the deck plating was pretty distinct. It forced him to move slowly, almost sliding his hands and knees along a little at a time.

      The voice of the squad leader, a round-faced man named Kennedy, came over the comm. “By our reckoning, Dash, another three or four meters and we should be pretty much directly over the idiot with that plasma-gun.”

      Dash opened his mouth to reply just as a heavy shock thumped through the structure of the ship around them. The idiot with that plasma-gun had fired again, fixing his location right ahead.

      Obliging of him, he thought, then replied over the comm, “Yeah, I think that’s pretty evident. Okay, we should be able to open up the access hatch over the corridor they’ve barricaded themselves into and drop a grenade on top of them.”

      “Just watch the yield,” Kennedy replied. “No telling how much damage the shooting has done to the ship’s structure.”

      Dash grunted his understanding. Kennedy was one of the few original Gentle Friends, Benzel’s privateer outfit, still involved in active service with the fleet. Most of the rest—those who’d survived this long, anyway—had found their niche as salvagers or construction crew working in the dockyards and on the Kingsport.

      Dash resumed his way forward. Two meters to go. And then one. He saw the access hatch just ahead. Hopefully, it would be as simple as just dropping the grenade, then pulling back and letting Benzel and the other two squads mop up, before opening the final passageway to the bridge. The alternative, trying to pile everyone down through the access hatch and straight into battle, was very much a distant plan B.

      Dash reached the hatch and unclipped a grenade from his tactical harness. He confirmed it was dialed to its lowest yield. That would reduce its effects to mostly variations on stun, but it should also minimize the risk of further damaging the ship, or even breaching the hull. If that happened and explosive decompression carried any of them out into space, it wasn’t likely to be lethal—it would mean floating about in vac-armor until rescued. But it would still be inconvenient and would generally suck.

      Dash glanced back again, or as best he could in the cramped confines, anyway. “Everyone ready?”

      A moment passed as Kennedy checked in with the rest of his squad. “We’re a go,” he finally said.

      “Roger that. Here we go.”

      Dash gripped the lift handle on the access hatch, then turned it and lifted. The hatch smoothly opened. Through the gap, Dash could see Clan Shirna—or, apparently, now Glorious Splinter—soldiers beneath, exchanging desultory fire with Benzel and his people, who were somewhere well off to Dash’s left. He saw the plasma weapon, too. It wasn’t a pistol but a full, rifle-sized gun, cradled by one of the enemy soldiers. They all crouched behind a makeshift barricade of various types of furniture laid across emergency structural braces that had been pressed into service as an expedient fortification.

      Dash snapped off the grenade’s safety, triggered it, then dropped it and slammed the hatch shut.

      A few seconds passed, then a flat, heavy thud rattled the ship. The deck under Dash lifted, shoved from below, though only a little—

      And then collapsed, pitching Dash straight down into the corridor amid a tangled mess of debris.
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      Dash slammed into the deck below in a shower of overhead components, sparking conduits, and loose junk. More crashed down on top of him. The vac-armor protected him from any serious injury, although his sudden stop when he hit briefly knocked the wind from him. He frantically thrashed about, trying to recover, to arm himself, to do something to protect him from the Glorious Splinter crew he’d fallen on.

      His fumbling glove caught on something—the holster of his mag-pistol. He yanked on it, trying desperately to draw it, but a fallen deck plate jammed the weapon in place. Cursing, he struggled to get back to his feet, but the tangled debris prevented him from doing that too. A sudden irony, so bitter it was almost hilarious, slammed into him. He’d started his tenure as Messenger facing Clan Shirna, and now he was about to end it the same way. There had to be at least a half dozen of them within arm’s reach, and the vac-armor was good, but it wasn’t impervious to harm.

      Something snapped overhead. Again. An instant later, a ferocious firefight erupted, beams and projectiles filling the air less than a meter, and sometimes just a few centimeters above him. Okay, he couldn’t have ended up with a more ignominious end if he’d planned it. Lying on his back like a helpless turtle, partly pinned under debris, struggling to free himself, while a battle raged all around him, shots cracking past less than an arm’s length away, and often much closer.

      Dash—grinned. And then started to laugh.

      How couldn’t he? This was funny. Utterly absurd, in fact. Any second, he was going to take a plasma blast to the face, and even the tough vac-armor wouldn’t be able to stop it.

      Well, if nothing else, he’d be long remembered for the chump way he died—

      Silence. The firefight had stopped. A figure suddenly loomed over him.

      Benzel knelt beside him, grinning through his visor.

      “Um, Dash? When you said you were going to outflank them, I envisioned something a little different.”

      Dash sank back in his armor. Okay, them winning the firefight, and him not dying after all had been a definite possibility too. He did his best to shrug inside the armor and look all cool about it. He opened his mouth but winced and closed his eyes as the dangling end of a joist finally let go, and it crashed into the scrap pile right beside him.

      He opened them again and looked straight at Benzel.

      “Just so we’re clear—I meant to do that.”

      Benzel coughed politely. “O’course, boss.”
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      It only took a moment to free Dash from the tangled rubble, by which time the Realm boarders had pushed on and secured the bridge. Dash picked his way over the bodies of the defenders behind their barricade. Apparently, besides collapsing the floor under him, his grenade had actually done the trick. It had killed or wounded enough of the defenders that Benzel and his people had been able to seize the opening, and the initiative, and make a rush at the barricade. In another ironic twist, the barricade had actually likely saved Dash because he’d fallen immediately in front of it, out of the line of fire of the Glorious Splinter troops.

      Whatever works, he thought.

      He entered the bridge, to find a half dozen of the lizoid Clan Shirna personnel under guard, kneeling, their hands behind their heads. A seventh, though, large and powerfully built, still stood, stubbornly refusing to drop to his knees. Two patches on the sides of his scaled neck flared a bright, almost incandescent crimson, meaning his anger hovered on the brink of unbridled fury. Before he lost it entirely and the Realm soldiers trying to corral him were forced to kill him, Dash waved them aside. They reluctantly pulled back but kept their weapons firmly trained on him. Still, it was enough of a de-escalation that he simply drew himself up to his full height, leveled his eyes on Dash, and waited.

      “I’m guessing you’re the Captain,” Dash said, holstering his mag-pistol.

      “Although I do command this ship, the Judge of Cowards, I am no mere Captain. I am Sklaris Vec, High Prelate of the First Legion of the Glorious Splinter.”

      “Ah. Okay, then. Well, I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” Vec snapped. “You are the Nemesis. Your crawling obeisance to the corpse aliens, the Unseen, is enough to demonstrate—”

      Dash held up a hand. “Now I remember why I hated dealing with you guys so much. It wasn’t the attacking and the fighting and the killing, it was all the pretentious bullshit. I mean, seriously, who actually says things like crawling obeisance?”

      “I will not stand here and grace your insults with—”

      “Yeah, actually you will,” Dash snapped, stepping closer to Vec. “I don’t know what scary stories you tell your kids about me, the big, bad Nemesis, but I hope they include the fact that I like cutting right through the crap and getting to the meat of things. So, let’s start with this. You were fighting with us, against the Deepers. And then you turned on us at the first opportunity, even though you had to know you didn’t have a chance against us. Why?”

      “You are the Nemesis. As soon as we saw the Dark Avatar, we knew it was you.”

      “The Dark Avatar? Oh, you mean the Archetype.” Dash smirked. “Hey, Sentinel, what do you think of that name? Dark Avatar?”

      “It does roll off the tongue. However, it might be somewhat on the ominous side for everyday use, unless we choose to celebrate that candy feast you love, Halloween, more often.”

      “Zero cavities yet no matter how much candy, and don’t you forget it,” Dash said, smiling broadly. “Yeah, I’d imagine that introducing you to a new race as the Dark Avatar might set the wrong tone. We’ll stick with Archetype, I think.” Dash took another step closer to Vec so that he stood face-to-face with him. He actually had to look up slightly to make eye contact.

      “If what you’re telling me, Vec, Prelate of whatever, is that you will always attack us, on sight, because of who we are, then we don’t have much to discuss.” He glanced at Benzel. “Come on, let’s head back. We’ll finish blowing these assholes into wreckage, then go and talk to Disraeli and her people—”

      “Wait.”

      Dash turned back to Vec, eyebrows lifted, and waited. As he did, he watched the crimson flare of Vec’s neck patches fade to more of a somber brownish-red.

      “Will you end these alien interlopers the way you ended our clan?”

      “You’re damned right I will. The more important question is, are you going to stand in my way?”

      Dash could see Vec struggling to answer the question. He’d probably held out some secret hope, a fantasy that one day he’d get to face Dash again in glorious combat. That he’d slay him in some suitably spectacular and decisive way and finally realize vengeance for his fallen Clan.

      When he finally answered, though, it was with a flat, weary tone of defeat.

      “No—we will not. There is no point. We have nothing. We are nothing.”

      “You don’t have Clan Shirna anymore, that’s for sure. I defeated it. That must mean something to you guys, right? No shame in being defeated by an honorable enemy, right?”

      Vec’s eyes narrowed. “No. All that matters in defeat is honor.”

      “Do I strike you as the dishonorable type?” Dash gestured around at the other Realm personnel gathered on the bridge. “Do any of us?”

      “No. You fought well and could have destroyed us. But you didn’t and came here to face me.”

      “And there you go.”

      “What do you want from us?”

      “You said you’re nothing because you’re no longer Clan Shirna. But that doesn’t mean you’re nothing now. Do something useful, something positive. Help the other people in this part of the arm guard against the Deepers.” Dash leaned in. “And don’t do it because your Nemesis is demanding it. Do it because the Messenger of the Cygnus Realm is requesting it.”

      Vec said nothing.

      “Live in peace, Vec.” Dash started to turn, then stopped. “Oh, and if you live in violence instead, if you cause harm and strife for the people and races around you, I’ll come back. And when I do, it will be as your Nemesis. Do we understand each other?”

      Vec finally nodded. “We do.”

      “Oh, one other thing.”

      Vec tensed but said nothing.

      “You said you’re the First Legion of the Glorious Splinter. How many Legions do you have?”

      Vec glared at Dash for a moment, then his neck patches turned purple, heading for blue, which meant humor.

      “Counting this one?”

      “Yeah.”

      “One.”

      His neck patches turned fully blue. Dash gave a small smile as he turned away. “Thought so.”
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        * * *

      

      “So Benzel tells me you used some sort of cunning strategy to defeat the Glorious Splinter,” Leira said over the comm.

      Dash flexed his arms and legs, settling himself into the Archetype’s cradle.

      “You might call it that.”

      “It was a most cunning strategy. It involved intricate maneuvering and split-second timing,” Sentinel put in.

      Dash scowled. “Okay—”

      “Oh, really? Was it a masterstroke of tactical genius? Is it something we should from now on call the Dash Maneuver?” Leira went on, her voice as sweet as syrup.

      “Hah, and to repeat so you grasp the depths of my good humor, hah. I would point out that while it might not have gone exactly according to plan, it did work.”

      “Not exactly according to plan? How many variations of falling out of the ceiling are there?” Sentinel asked. Leira just laughed.

      “I fell with a lot of elan,” Dash muttered, which only made Leira laugh harder.

      “Elan is a fancy word,” Sentinel said. “And yet it’s accurately placed, unlike you, when you fell to the deck.”

      “Only half of my action was—off. I didn’t stick the landing. But for two meters, my form was perfect,” Dash said.

      “That is both creative and true, Messenger. You win this round,” Sentinel allowed. “Chief Proctor Disraeli has requested a meeting with you aboard her ship. She wishes to discuss what happens now.”

      “That’s a good question. We’ve still got no clear idea why the Deepers were here,” Leira said.

      Dash had looped Benzel and Jexin into the comm channel, the latter speaking up.

      “I don’t think it was an accident. I can’t imagine that those gates just happened to lead here.”

      “Which means they still have some sort of control over the gates we don’t understand, since there is no apparent Radiant Point at either gate location,” Tybalt put in.

      Dash grimaced at the operational display. It was barren of data since their only sources for it were what their fleet could immediately scan and detect. Its emptiness didn’t really matter, though. There could be only one reason for the Deepers to suddenly be interested in this part of the galaxy.

      “I think it’s pretty clear why the Deepers were here. They want access to the Pasture. They somehow snagged some data from us that’s pointed them in this direction,” he said.

      “So you think they’re after whatever secrets the Unseen might have left in the Pasture?” Benzel asked.

      “Well, it was where Leira found the Lens and I found the Archetype.”

      “We definitely don’t want the Deepers getting their hands on something like the Lens,” Leira said.

      “No, we sure as hell don’t,” Dash replied, thinking of the sort of terrible havoc the Deepers could wreak if they were able to start blowing up stars. Just the idea of it made him shudder.

      He brooded over the display. At this scale, the Pasture was just a single icon, located near the center of the spherical Globe of Stars, about four light-years coreward of their present location. That belied its actual size, though. It was literally millions of small bodies whirling about in a complex, gravitational dance. It was really not much different than any other Oort Cloud, except this one wasn’t centered on a star. Even the AIs and the archives of Unseen were silent on how the ancient aliens had accomplished it, or what sorts of tech might still be concealed in it. Although…

      “Sentinel, you don’t have any detailed information about the Pasture, right?”

      “That’s correct. I was never given any details by the Creators, other than the location of the Archetype’s first power core.”

      Dash remembered that. Immediately after breaking the Archetype out of the icy comet where it had been stored for almost two thousand centuries, he’d been directed to another comet in the Pasture, not too distant, to retrieve that first core.

      “Okay, and if you go back and review your scanner logs from that very flight we made together in the Pasture, you didn’t detect any other Unseen tech, right?”

      “I didn’t. However, items in a powered-down, dormant state would be difficult to detect when embedded in a body composed of ice and rock, except at very close range.”

      “Or if they contain Dark Metal.”

      “Correct, although I think I see where you’re going with this. Given that there are nine hundred and sixty million, four hundred and twelve objects following trajectories across almost one half of a light-year, it would take a great deal of time to comprehensively scan them all.”

      “How much time?”

      “To locate Dark Metal, assuming scanners as capable as ours, would take a minimum of three weeks. To scan each object in sufficient detail to discern items not containing Dark Metal—well, that would be measured in years.”

      “You’re thinking of just playing the odds here, Dash?” Benzel asked.

      “I don’t think we’ve got much choice. We can’t afford to station yet another fleet here to protect the Pasture. We’re already spread thin.”

      Dash chewed on his lip for a moment. “We’ll leave a token force here. Say, a heavy cruiser and a couple of destroyers. Their main job is going to be liaising with Disraeli’s people and the other factions in the area. They’ll also give them a bit of genuine backup if the Deepers come back, and can send us a warning if they do.”

      “If they’re going to be just sitting around here anyway, you might as well have them start scanning that Pasture thing,” Jexin suggested.

      “Excellent idea. Benzel, I’ll let you decide which ships you want to tag for this. Whoever’s commanding that cruiser, though, just make sure they’re at least half-assed diplomatic.”

      “Will do.”

      “Before we head back, I want to do one other thing.”

      “What’s that?” Benzel asked.

      “I want to strip those wrecked Deeper ships right down to their structural members. And I want it to be obvious so everyone here sees it—especially Vec and our new Glorious Splinter friends.”

      “No problem. We’ll put on a damned good show!”

      Dash could hear the delighted grin in Benzel’s voice. He knew the gruff old pirate would jump at the chance to put on vac-armor and spend some time in no-g. Dash didn’t get it, but if it made Benzel happy, more power to him.

      “Meantime, this really is all good news,” Dash said.

      “What do you mean?” Leira asked.

      “Well, the Deepers seem to have come here to find something in the Pasture that they can use against us. Based on what Sentinel just told us, it was a hell of a longshot for them to even try.”

      “So?”

      “So, my dear, it means that all is not rosy for our alien villains,” he replied with a slow, predatory grin.

      “More to the point, it means they’re getting desperate.”
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      Dash couldn’t help but be impressed. As massive as the Forge was, it suddenly seemed small in comparison to the burgeoning sprawl of the Kingsport.

      “So if there’s a Forge-shaped hole in the Kingsport, where it’s supposed to slot in, that means the Unseen always intended it to fit there,” Amy said, sliding the Talon into place on Dash’s left flank.

      Leira already kept station to his right, with Jexin directly behind.

      “So it would seem,” Dash said.

      “But—when were they going to reveal this Kingsport to us?” Amy went on. “After the Life War ended, the Unseen just kinda went quiet on any new tech. If the Deepers had never attacked us, would they have just never rolled this thing out?”

      Dash frowned at the question. It was a good point. Why design something as elaborate as the Kingsport if it wasn’t necessarily ever going to be built?

      “Custodian? Any comments?”

      “The motivations of the Creators aren’t entirely transparent, even to me,” the AI replied.

      “In other words, you don’t know.”

      “That is correct.”

      Dash sniffed and shook his head. The Unseen were, as far as they knew, extinct. And despite that, they were still managing to be annoyingly cryptic about the things they did.

      “Dash, the target drones are deployed,” Conover said. “Anytime you guys are ready, the range is hot.”

      “Roger that. Okay, gang, let’s go play with our new toys.”

      They’d already confirmed that the new scattershot system mounted on the Pulsar worked properly and had been correctly calibrated. The rest of the mechs had been equipped with them, and now it was their turn to try them out.

      Dash accelerated away from the Kingsport, leading the other mechs into the open space designated as their test-firing range. Dash and Conover would monitor, while the other three mechs put their scattershots through their paces. The new weapons would dramatically increase the mechs’ firepower against smaller and more lightly armored targets, both individually and as a group.

      “Okay, once we get the firing line, I’m going to break off and—”

      Sentinel interrupted him. “A small Deeper force has just emerged from unSpace. Data is on the tactical display.”

      Dash snapped out a curse. Sure enough, the threat indicator had lit up, while a series of red icons had appeared on tactical.

      “Not much of a force,” Jexin said.

      “Yeah, just like last time. And the time before that,” Leira replied.

      Dash gave the icons a hard stare. This was the third—no, fourth time a small Deeper force had appeared after what must have been a long translation and immediately attacked the Kingsport. Or had tried to, anyway, although none of them had yet even managed to break through the outer defense line of the fleet. They’d puzzled over the Deepers’ intentions behind these attacks but hadn’t settled on anything other than different flavors of speculation.

      Unfortunately for the Deepers, they’d struck at exactly the wrong time and place. Not only were all five mechs together, but they were also best positioned of all the Realm forces to deal with the threat.

      “Well, either way, here they are. Our little exercise is going to have to wait,” Dash said, turning the Archetype onto an intercept course, the other mechs falling smoothly into formation around him.

      “Why wait, though?” Jexin asked.

      “Yeah, shooting at some Deepers seems to be the best way of testing and sighting in our new guns,” Amy said.

      “Who needs target drones when we’ve got the real thing?” Leira put in.

      Dash chuckled. “Can’t argue with that. Although, if I might put in an observation here, you ladies are vicious.”

      He could hear the savage grin in Leira’s reply.

      “I prefer the term decisive.”
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        * * *

      

      The battle was brief, brutal, and complete. The Deeper ships, a pair of heavy cruisers, a destroyer, and three corvettes were simply no match for all five of the Realm’s big mechs. Dash actually hung back, playing the same monitoring role he would have on the ranges. He left the bulk of the fighting to Leira, Amy, and Jexin, who were indeed vicious about it.

      In less than ten minutes, fusillades of dark-lance, nova-cannon, and scattershot fire had pounded the Deeper ships into rough piles of scrap. They might eventually be able to heal and restore themselves, but Dash wasn’t going to give them the chance. He directed salvage tugs to retrieve the debris, bring it back to the Forge for processing, and throw anything resembling Dark Metal into the Shroud. Only three tugs were available, though, so to speed up the process, he grabbed one of the wrecks with the Archetype, told Leira and Amy to each grab one more, and towed all of it back to the Shroud.

      “I don’t mind this,” Sentinel said.

      “What? Being a tug?”

      “Yes. There’s a sense of defined purpose to this. I think I’m becoming more likely to feel satisfaction as the years go on. With you, Messenger, and with the Realm in general.”

      Dash chewed on that, brows lifting in surprise. “It means—a lot. What you just said. You’re a noble being, and that was always my fear.”

      “What fear?”

      “That we wouldn’t live up to the goal. That I wouldn’t be—honorable enough to wear this thing around my neck. The yoke of command, or however you want to define it,” Dash said, using a massive fist to lock the salvage in place.

      “You have done that and more, Dash. I don’t lie. I’m not even capable of it, I don’t think, so you may believe it when I say that all of the AIs are unified. We know what the Unseen found in you. In Leira. In many of us who are now part of the Realm.”

      Dash smiled slowly. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      The salvage crews got right to work with the enthusiasm of barely reformed pirates. Thanks to long experience, they’d gotten their jobs down to a science, assessing the wrecks, confirming and dealing with any hazards, then dissecting them with plasma cutters, before directing conventional alloys into the Forge’s fabricators and Dark Metal into the Shroud. The Deeper ships had added another wrinkle in the form of biomass, the chitinous, semi-living part of their structure that allowed them to self-heal their damage.

      After a lot of experimentation, they’d finally determined they couldn’t really use the stuff and simply broke it down in the Forge’s fabricators into its component elements, mostly carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen, which were then vented into space. It was the reason that the vast sprawl of the captured Deeper station wasn’t really useful in the construction of the Kingsport. And that prompted Custodian to ask to speak to Dash privately in the isolated section of the Forge reserved for the Messenger.

      Dash had made the trek from the Archetype’s docking bay to the out-of-the-way facility, which could only be accessed from the exterior of the Forge. That was a pain in the ass, frankly. Even Custodian wasn’t sure why the Unseen had chosen such a cumbersome arrangement. Dash had actually stuck “Have Custodian make a way more convenient internal entrance to the secret Messenger lair” somewhere on his to-do list. Unfortunately, like many items on the list, it never seemed to quite make it to the top. War against the Deepers took precedence over remodeling. For now.

      “Okay, Custodian, here I am,” Dash said, removing his vac-armor’s helmet. “What super-secret thing did you want to talk to me about that couldn’t just be done over a secure comm?”

      “No comm is truly secure. And this is a particularly sensitive matter.”

      “Usually, when someone says that to me, it’s the preamble to a breakup. But I’m assuming you’re not breaking up with me,” Dash said, then raised an eyebrow. “Are you?”

      “No. Our relationship is quite secure.”

      “Well, that’s a relief. I was waiting for the next line to be ‘it’s not you, it’s me.’”

      “As interesting as I admittedly find your species’ interpersonal dynamics, no, that’s not why I asked you here. Rather, it is to settle on the solution to a problem.”

      Dash wanted to sit down, but the best he could manage without stripping off his vac-armor was leaning against a bulkhead. “Okay, and what’s that?”

      “We do not have sufficient raw material to complete the Kingsport even to its initial operating capacity, much less its full capacity.”

      “What do you mean? We’ve got loads of scrap coming through the gate every day.”

      “Nonetheless. I have done an inventory of all available raw materials currently accessible to the Cygnus Realm, and they simply aren’t sufficient.”

      “Even including the ore and stuff we trade for? Like, the materials provided by the N’Teel?”

      “I have already factored those into the assessment.”

      “Oh. Shit. Okay, this is a problem.”

      “As you’ve seen, the salvage, reprocessing, and fabrication system involving the Forge and the Shroud is now working at peak efficiency. However, in about one month, we will be forced to scale it back, or even idle it altogether, until a new source of materials can be secured.”

      “A month? How much of the Kingsport will be finished by then?”

      “Nineteen percent.”

      Dash swore softly. Not even a fifth of the Kingsport would be complete.

      “I don’t suppose we can really count on the Deepers to keep attacking us and providing us with new stuff, huh?”

      “We would have to destroy and process the equivalent of all of the mass of every Deeper ship we’ve salvaged so far, and do it nine times over,” Custodian replied.

      “Ouch.”

      Dash glanced at the star chart. Centered on the Kingsport, at its current scale, it showed a great deal of intergalactic nothing, with the first outlying stars along the galactic rim just appearing on the far-right side of the display. He had Custodian zoom it out so that more of the Milky Way slid into view.

      For a while, he simply stared at the image, as though an answer might leap out at him. As he did, Custodian spoke up.

      “There is one solution I can offer.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “We could begin stripping planetary bodies.”

      “Stripping planetary bodies—you mean, like the Deepers were?”

      “Yes.”

      Dash blew out a sigh. “Not a fan of that idea. I really don’t want to just replace the Deepers as the assholes taking the galaxy apart for their own use. What if we just confined ourselves to asteroids and comets?”

      “That’s certainly another potential solution, but it will require considerably more time and effort.”

      “How much more time?”

      “The completion of the Kingsport would be delayed at least one year, and probably closer to two.”

      “Shit. Okay, so that’s a nonstarter.” Dash scowled at the chart. “There’s got to be another answer.”

      “I may have one,” a new voice chimed in. It was Sentinel.

      “We’re definitely listening,” Dash replied.

      Sentinel shifted the display, at the same time zooming it in. Dash straightened, getting closer so he could properly see it. He was, he realized, getting spoiled. He’d gotten used to the big holo-displays upstairs in the Forge’s Command Center, the even more elaborate holo-tank in the Kingsport’s Ops Center, and, of course, the ultimate display, the full immersion of his Meld with the Archetype. Even though still far superior to any human tech, this small, flat display just seemed so…meh.

      Sentinel highlighted an interesting star system right on the galactic margin but over fifty light-years spinward of Backwater. It lay on the far side of a thick pall of dust, a nebula with only a catalog designation. The highlighted system, though, was labeled The-Light-That-Cannot-Fade.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s so special about this star system? And why does it have a name, when all the systems around it are just numbered? And who the hell named it The-Light-That-Cannot-Fade?”

      “I’ll answer your questions in reverse order,” Sentinel said. “That name was either given to it by the Creators or, at some time in the past, by members of Kai’s monastic Order. It is, according to the archival materials from which Kai extracted it, actually not a single star but an unusual complex system of several stars. Assuming that information is correct, it’s effectively a small globular cluster of several dozen stars. And as for what’s so special about it, it corresponds to the location of an Arkubator.” As she said it, an icon representing an Arkubator appeared, superimposed on the unusual star system.

      Dash quirked his lip. “Okay, that’s interesting, I guess. But how is this an answer to our raw material problems?”

      “A cross reference with another archival source suggests that there may be several Arkubators there, and not just one,” Sentinel replied. “Even one of the crafts represents a significant amount of usable raw materials.”

      “That is just conjecture, however. There is no hard evidence that there’s more than one Arkubator located there,” Custodian replied.

      “Nonetheless, if there are, it represents a potentially large quantity of materials all in one location. Now that the Forge has relocated here, to the Kingsport, and has access to the Backwater Gate, the Radiant Point accompanying it could be relocated and reconfigured to allow for the easy movement of those materials to here.”

      “Again, it is a matter of sheer conjecture. The location is too distant, with too many star systems between here and it to effectively resolve individual Dark Matter signals. What you are proposing is a large-scale undertaking, with no guarantee of success,” Custodian countered.

      “Hey, are you guys arguing?” Dash asked, a bemused smile playing across his face.

      “We are expressing mutual disagreement, yes,” Custodian said.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you guys, the AIs, argue before. I guess I just assumed, I don’t know—that you didn’t. Huh.”

      “On the contrary, we disagree all the time. It normally occurs in direct communications between us and, needless to say, happens far more quickly than this,” Sentinel said.

      “Indeed. We are not a hive mind. We are independent entities, each capable of having our own opinions,” Custodian added. He managed to sound a little offended, but informative, like an old news anchor.

      Dash laughed. “Well, go figure. Okay, so how come you’re airing your dirty laundry right in front of me this time, instead of, you know, doing it in cyberspace or whatever?”

      “Because you will need to make an informed decision, Messenger, so you need to hear both sides of the case,” Custodian replied.

      Dash chuckled again, shaking his head. The AIs, particularly Custodian and Sentinel, the two he worked with most frequently, had always seemed to be in accord. He’d always just assumed they sort of agreed on everything which, now that he thought about it, was dumb. They really were independent beings, each with their own perspective. They’d actually not be very intelligent artificial intelligences if they always all had the same opinion about everything.

      It made Dash imagine, though, some virtual room where the AIs gathered to bicker. He wondered if they got angry, had virtual shouting matches, pounded a virtual table, maybe threw virtual plates at the virtual walls.

      He thought about adding fussy Tybalt, free-spirited Kristin, and stodgy Hathaway to the mix. Yikes.

      On the other hand, he’d pay credits to see it.

      He shook his head again. “Okay, so what it comes down to is this. Kai has found a place, called The Light-That-Cannot-Fade, that seems to be the location of multiple Arkubators that were probably stashed there for some reason. Sentinel, you think we should go check it out as a source for the raw materials we need. Custodian, you’re arguing that we don’t have enough data and it could just be a big waste of time. Do I have that right?”

      “You do. Our time would be better spent seeking more certain sources of materials. At most, we could send a reconnaissance probe to the location to determine if this is a course of action worth pursuing,” Custodian replied.

      Dash crossed his arms, an awkward move in his vac-armor. “Okay, well, I guess this is where I put my big boy Messenger pants on and make a decision.” Dash stared at the chart for a moment.

      “Eh, go big or go home,” he finally said. “We’ll send a task force to this Light-That-Cannot-Fade system. It’ll bring along our spare Radiant Point, plus some salvage ships and crews. That way, we’ll be prepared to deal with any Deepers, or any other hostiles, for that matter, that might be there. We’ll also be able to start salvage operations right away.”

      “The translation time will be almost a week, Messenger. That’s a significant amount of time to have a portion of the fleet essentially unavailable for other contingencies,” Custodian warned.

      “Oh, I hear you, Custodian. I’m not discounting what you’re saying at all. That’s why we’re only going to send the mechs—all five, plus a wing of Orions. The rest of the fleet will stay deployed as it is.”

      Dash waited for more debate, but Custodian’s answer was a simple one.

      “Understood.”

      “Custodian, you’re not—you know, put out or anything, are you?”

      “Put out?”

      “Yeah. Angry, or disappointed, that I chose to go with Sentinel’s plan.”

      “Why would I be? I provided you with my recommendation, Sentinel provided you with hers, and you made a decision. Is that not how it should work?”

      Dash laughed. “Yes, that’s exactly how it should work. But when it comes to people, I could only wish it did.”
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        * * *

      

      They ended up deploying the five big mechs, along with a flight of five Orions commanded by a young officer named Lori, who’d repeatedly impressed Dash over the last few months of operations. She now held the rank of Lieutenant Commander in the Realm fleet, but her job was overseeing the operations of the smaller Orion and Perseid mechs. The ten mechs escorted a single capital ship, the Stalwart, commanded by Wei-Ping and carrying the Radiant Point. The rest of the flotilla consisted of two salvage tenders and four tugs. It was a compact force, but an extremely potent one. Just the five big mechs alone made it one of the single most powerful groupings of vessels in the galaxy.

      The flight had been a long and uneventful one. Custodian reported two more small raids on the Kingsport, but both had been destroyed to a ship by Benzel’s forces. Dash still couldn’t figure out what the Deepers’ intent was. They seemed to be frittering ships away a few at a time, in desperate attacks that only ended up giving them more construction materials and Dark Metal. It was actually starting to worry him because it might hint at some greater, more intricate and subtle Deeper strategy that they just couldn’t see.

      Of course, it really could just be desperation, a way of keeping pressure on the Realm. Or maybe, as Sentinel had speculated, their capture of the various gates and Radiant Points had broken apart the Deeper command structure and there simply wasn’t any coordination to their attacks. That would be nice, but Dash refused to let himself get complacent.

      Finally, though, they were about to drop out of unSpace, having nearly arrived at The-Light-That-Cannot-Fade.

      Dash sent a call out for a SITREP from all the flotilla’s mechs and ships. Not because he really expected to learn anything new or exciting, but to ensure that everyone was alert and ready. Long flights like this one, almost a week in duration, could lead to dulled senses and reaction times, which a wake-up call would prevent.

      “We are five minutes from the end of this translation hop and our arrival,” Sentinel said.

      “Got it, thanks,” Dash replied. He stretched and limbered himself up, flexing his, and therefore the Archetype’s, limbs. He was just as susceptible to the complacency of a long flight as anyone else.

      As he did, he found his thoughts drifting back to the debate between Sentinel and Custodian. Since they had a few minutes to kill, he decided to ask a question.

      “Sentinel, about this trip—in fact, this whole op. You and Custodian pretty clearly disagreed about it. Was that real, or did the two of you just put it on for my benefit?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I can’t help feeling that you guys were just laying out my options and your disagreement was a way of, I don’t know, packaging it.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I guess it just seemed strange for you and Custodian to be so obviously arguing different sides of it. Maybe it’s just because I don’t actually see or hear you AIs debating stuff.”

      “Custodian is very conservative. I believe it’s because he’s responsible for the operation of the Forge, which is a relatively static installation. That has colored his way of viewing problems. Likewise, I oversee the operation of the Archetype, which is much more dynamic. I believe that has made me more willing to assume risk that Custodian would not.”

      “Okay, yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

      “There’s another reason, though.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “You.”

      Dash raised an eyebrow. “Me? But you both deal with me, so to put it the way you probably would, I’m a constant, not a variable, right?”

      “Dash, you are very much a variable. But you vary within predictable limits. When you interact with Custodian, it tends to be deliberate, thoughtful, and reasoned. When you interact with me, it can also be that—take this interaction, for example. On the other hand, I also interact with you in battle, when you are impulsive, passionate, and facing split-second decisions. I therefore see more of your behavioral range.”

      “You’re saying you know me better.”

      “I do. And that’s why I proposed this current operation. I knew this is what you would have wanted to do.”

      Dash chuckled. “So you’re saying I’m predictable after all.”

      “Only within those limits I mentioned. Sometimes you step outside of them. And that is why, while I operate the Archetype, you fly it.”

      Dash smiled. Before he could say anything else, though, the warning that the translation drive was about to cut out chimed. He put his focus on the tactical display, sparing a bit of his attention for the threat indicator, and waited.

      The stars reappeared as the mech returned to real space.

      Dash’s breath caught. He could see why this was called The-Light-That-Cannot-Fade. The space around him was filled with stars, bathing the Archetype with light from every direction.

      He only allowed himself a moment of wonder, though. The tactical display quickly filled with data, including signals highlighting the presence of an Arkubator.

      No. Wait. Not one Arkubator, but several.

      The signals resolved, and Dash whistled.

      Not just several Arkubators. There were fourteen of them.
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      The flotilla changed course, then made one more translation hop, a short one of just over a light-year. It brought them into what had to be the ugly duckling of the spectacular mini-cluster of stars that made up The-Light-That-Cannot-Fade. This one, located on the margin of the cluster, was all but dead.

      “It is a grey dwarf star, essentially a remnant stellar core, all that is left after a supernova explosion,” Sentinel said.

      “Doesn’t that make it pretty old?” Dash asked.

      “Very old. It is likely all that remains of a first-generation star, one created in the aftermath of the Big Bang. I would estimate that the supernova that produced it occurred between eight and ten billion years ago. The white dwarf that formed as a result has continued to cool and dim throughout that time and will eventually become a black dwarf, a degenerate body of cold matter. It will likely remain in that state until the universe itself ends.”

      “Wow.”

      It was all Dash could think to say. The unremarkably dim, pale greyish sphere was twice the age of Old Earth itself—and before that, it had been part of a full-fledged star. Wow, indeed. Just when Dash thought he’d reached the point where nothing in space really excited him anymore, he’d encounter something like this and—

      And he was stunned. Again, by the sheer scale of time and space.

      But he couldn’t dwell on it because the threat board chose that moment to light up.

      “You know, just once I’d like to have one of these ops be as boring at the destination as they are on the flight to get there,” Dash grumbled, taking in the tactical display.

      There were eleven Deeper capital ships present, including a big battleship, and almost twice that many escort-class vessels. But there was something else. The threat board had identified surveillance scanner signals emanating from the grey dwarf’s solitary companion, an airless, frozen rock only a little larger than the Forge.

      “There’s something on that—uh, planet? Asteroid? Hunk of stone?”

      “Planetesimal would be the best term. Just as this grey dwarf was likely captured by the gravitational pull of the star cluster, it was presumably trapped by the grey dwarf’s gravitation.”

      “Sure. But just what the hell is down there?”

      “A scattering field is in effect, so scanner resolution is poor. Visually, there’s some sort of installation on the surface that also contains Dark Metal. But there’s no further data.”

      “Well, only one way to find out. Okay, Mech Flight One, we’ll head straight into battle. Mech Flight Two, you hold back here with the salvage ships to protect them and be our reserve. Wei-Ping, you likewise hold the Stalwart back but go ahead and launch fighter wings at your discretion.”

      Acknowledgments rattled in. Mech Flight One, the five big mechs, immediately split into a team of two, the Archetype and the Swift, while the Pulsar, Talon, and Polaris made a team of three. Both teams accelerated directly toward the Deeper fleet, which was burning hard to interpose itself between the Realm forces and the planetesimal.

      “There’s something down there they don’t want us to get at,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, which means that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Dash replied. He flew on for a few seconds. “Oh, and Wei-Ping, keep a close eye on that rock in case anything tries to launch and escape from it.”

      “Roger that.”

      The two mech teams veered away from each other and opened up into the jaws of a pincer that threatened to take the Deeper flotilla from either flank. It forced the Deepers to start pulling in their battleline. Dash smiled a thin, humorless smile. Perfect. The Deepers would be able to deliver more firepower all-round, but only by sacrificing fire they could have directed ahead of them, toward the vulnerable salvage ships.

      As soon as they were within range, Dash, and Amy in the Talon, both loosed a volley of missiles. Conover, in the Pulsar, immediately activated an electronic warfare program, the mech painting the sky with dozens more missile contacts. The Deepers powered up their tracking scanners, trying to burn through the Pulsar’s transmissions. But Conover’s mech, its systems upgraded with a hexacore and Dark Metal Two, proved more than a match for the Deepers’ efforts. It forced the aliens to start engaging multiple targets that didn’t exist, dissipating the effects of their fire.

      “Okay, Leira, let’s get stuck in,” Dash said, slamming the Blur drive to full power and flinging the Archetype forward. Leira stuck on his six, weaving back and forth, up and down, at the same time accommodating Dash’s own, abrupt jinks. It suddenly struck Dash that it was all unfolding with almost no chatter. The five mechs flew as an instinctive team, each pilot anticipating, then complementing the maneuvers of the others.

      Dash smiled with pride. From the outset, he and the other four mech pilots dominated the battle.

      He snapped out dark-lance and nova-cannon shots as he approached, then zoomed right into the midst of the Deeper formation and opened up with the scattershot, pouring fire into every ship he swept past. At the same time, he pointed the rail gun mounted on the Archetype’s right wrist in one direction, the superluminal missile-launcher on its left in the other, and rapid-fired both at nearly point-blank range. Leira followed, still scissoring behind him, her own mech streaming scattershot and nova-cannon fire at each Deeper ship they passed. Incoming x-ray and burst-cannon fire slammed into them, loading up the shields of both mechs. Dash watched the shield monitor until it went yellow, then abruptly broke off and zoomed away from the Deeper flotilla, jinking as he went. Leira followed like she was stuck to the Archetype with a tow cable.

      Dash glanced back. Amy and Jexin had just finished their run and had likewise broken off. Conover hung back in the Pulsar in overwatch, punching out opportunistic shots with his own dark-lance and nova-cannon. Two swathes of debris and ships streaming gouts of flame and uncontained plasma marked the passage of the mech through the Deeper ranks. Dash nodded fiercely at the carnage, then spun around and dove back in for another pass.

      The next thirty minutes were much the same, the mechs slashing through the Deeper flotilla, leaving trails of destruction in their wakes. By the time the Deeper flotilla was even in a position to threaten the rest of the Realm force, it had been reduced to the battleship, a pair of heavy cruisers, and a handful of small ships, all damaged. Even the dreaded Deeper skimmer beams, three of which were mounted on the big ship, weren’t able to stop the carnage now that the Realm had been able to modify their shields to block them.

      “Okay, Lori, you and Wei-Ping can go ahead and take them from the front. Amy, Jex, you keep up the pressure from the rear. Leira, let’s you, Conover, and I go check out whatever’s on that rock.”

      After everyone agreed with a channel check, Dash accelerated toward the planetesimal. The Deeper ships tried to maneuver to stop them, but the mechs were simply too fast. They raced past the trailing ships, loosing a few dark-lance shots as they passed, then left Wei-Ping and the others to finish off the remaining Deepers ships.

      Behind Dash, the Deeper ships howled away in glowing arcs, cut to ribbons by the Realm forces. Dash flicked a glance backward and nodded in approval at the carnage.

      Good.
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        * * *

      

      Surveillance scanners continued to light them up as they approached the tiny, frozen world. They switched to tracking mode as soon as the mechs reached about a million klicks distant. A few seconds later, rapid-fire missile launchers on the surface began spewing projectiles at them, the streaking units accelerating to a blur.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Again, the scattershots answered, pouring out streams of energy bolts as fast as the Deeper launchers could spit out missiles. Dash decided he was in love with the new weapon. In autonomous mode, he could leave it to Sentinel to track targets, adjust fire, and engage them, freeing him up to focus on the bigger picture.

      “Leira, let’s take out these missile launchers so we can get a closer look at the rest of what’s there.”

      “Right behind you, as always.”

      Dash grinned, lined up a dark-lance firing solution, then triggered it and engaged one of the missile launchers. They were protected by tough shielding, though, probably powered by big generators buried somewhere beneath the planetesimal’s surface. Eventually, they were able to burn through them and start taking out the launchers, but it took a lot longer than Dash had expected. The Deepers also managed to land some solid missile hits, notwithstanding the defensive fire from the scattershots and point-defense systems. One, sporting a particularly powerful warhead, actually damaged the Pulsar badly enough that Conover had to pull back.

      “Last one?” Leira asked, lighting up a launcher on their shared scan.

      “Nope,” Dash said, firing a fusillade of weps at the remaining Deeper facility.

      “No? I mean—”

      The Archetype’s combined fire slammed home, and the launcher vanished in a white flash. “As I mentioned, there are none left,” Dash said.

      Leira cleared her throat, then laughed. “Of course. Zero is zero. Nice shooting.”

      “You too.”

      At that, Dash immediately checked fire, then accelerated toward the micro planet. He did it warily, though, just in case there were any more surprises. The Deepers had established this base here for some reason—maybe to watch over the Arkubators orbiting the grey dwarf, but perhaps for other purposes. It was, after all, a pretty damned out-of-the-way location.

      He made a high pass over the base, then reversed course and did a lower one. Both revealed much the same thing. There was a small cluster of domed structures on the surface, surrounded by the wrecked missile launchers, and that was it.

      “Okay, I’m going down. Leira, stay up here and cover.”

      “Roger that. Oh, and insert the usual ‘be careful’ here.”

      “And I’ll give you my customary ‘I always am’ response.”

      “Yeah, except you’re not.”

      Dash sniffed, then grinned and fell out of the sky in a gentle path, decelerating the Archetype until it fell toward the surface of the rock at little more than a walking pace.

      “Sentinel, anything changing that you can see?”

      “No. However, now that we’re through the scattering field, I can discern a small complex of tunnels and compartments excavated into the rock below the domes.”

      “Shit.”

      “Shit?”

      “Yeah. It means we need to access them, and we can’t just use the mechs to do it because we don’t want to ruin anything that might be valuable.”

      “Understood.”

      The Archetype gently grounded about two hundred meters from the nearest dome, adjacent to the still-glowing debris of one of the missile launchers.

      Nothing.

      Dash sighed. “Hey, Wei-Ping?”

      “What’s up?”

      “Better get your marine contingent suited up. Need a few door kickers.”

      “They’ll be thrilled to hear that,” Wei-Ping said. “Three minutes to knock knock.”

      “Excellent. Tell them not to worry about scratching the paint.”

      “Copy that. Hear that, kids? We’re not just landing. We’re remodeling,” Wei-Ping said, and Dash could hear a cheer over the channel.

      “They sure do seem… enthusiastic,” Leira said, landing next to the Archetype.

      “They’re Marines,” Sentinel said, and that was all the explanation needed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash watched as the vac-armored marines picked their cautious way across the rocky terrain, moving from cover to cover. The low gravity, barely a tenth of a g, meant that they had to move in a sort of half-shuffling, half-bouncing way. But they trained for it, and did it with a smooth, relentless purpose.

      Dash, not so much. He moved less with purpose and more with exaggerated, comedic caution. He was used to “walking” around low-g bodies in the Archetype, which was just, well, walking. Sentinel and the rest of the automation took care of keeping it a natural motion. So he waited for the Marines to establish themselves and tried not to move around too much behind his covering chunk of rock.

      “Okay, sir, we’ve secured a perimeter, and we’re clearing through these domes now,” the platoon commander said over the comm.

      “Roger that. I’m coming forward,” Dash replied. He glanced at his own fire-team partner, a young marine named Scott. He offered Scott a thumbs-up, which was returned, then the marine bounded off and moved about twenty-five meters forward. Dash peered intently over the sight of his mag-rifle. Once Scott had halted, Dash prepared himself to move. As he did, he glanced back at the towering shape of the Archetype. The pale, greyish glow of the dwarf star barely lit the mech, rendering it into a mix of monochrome highlights and deep shadow. It was, he thought, the most ominous, almost sinister view of the mech he’d ever had—

      “Problem, sir?”

      Dash glanced back at Scott’s voice. “No. Sorry. Be right there.” Dash broke cover and moved, doing his best to not fumble and bounce high above the surface, or spin off against some rocks. As he did, he found himself glancing quickly from side to side. He felt so exposed. There was nothing to suggest the Deepers had set up any sort of ambush or hidden defenses, but it didn’t mean they hadn’t. And Dash had enough experience with apparently empty places suddenly erupting into desperate violence, as automated systems and bots suddenly exploded to life.

      But they reached the nearest of the domed buildings without incident—unless, of course, you counted Dash losing his footing once, spinning through most of a cartwheel, and clunking into a boulder. Scott laughed.

      “Sorry, sir, but you should have seen that. It was just pretty damned funny.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s pretend it never happened. I’m just glad no one recorded it.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Sentinel purred.

      Dash glanced back at the Archetype again. Sentinel would have had a ringside seat to his awkward antics.

      “Whatever you managed to capture, Sentinel, just delete it, okay?”

      In answer, a window popped open on the heads-up on Dash’s helmet. It showed him losing his foot, rotating through that almost-cartwheel, then slamming into the boulder and bouncing off. Despite himself, he laughed too.

      “Okay, fine. Keep it. But I get to say who sees it, got it?”

      “Understood.”

      They found the platoon commander, a Lieutenant named Denson. Dash had first met the man when he was a new recruit. Like many of the Realm’s citizens, he’d been a refugee, displaced by the Golden as they attacked and ravaged system after system. Dash remembered how earnestly nervous the young man had been, barely able to fill out his armor. Now, he commanded a platoon, a lean, hard, and competent warrior and leader.

      War changes everyone, Dash thought. Some, like Denson, rise to the challenge and thrive. Others just die. There were far too many of those.

      Dash shook his thoughts off their brooding trajectory and peered around a rock at the domes. The marines had identified entrances into two of them and were setting up breaching charges. Denson watched with a critical eye, snapping out a few, curt instructions as the work progressed. Finally, he glanced at Dash through his visor.

      “We’re ready, sir.”

      Dash looked back toward the Archetype, then up. Both the Swift and the Talon hung motionless a thousand meters above, ready to give heavy fire support if needed. They seemed just as menacing as the Archetype in the pale, colorless light. Somewhere high above them, too distant to see, the Stalwart kept station, ready to protect the ground force from any attempted Deeper intervention from space.

      “Okay, Lieutenant, go ahead.”

      Denson snapped an order. A few seconds passed, then both charges detonated, sending faint thumps through the rock beneath him. The two marine breaching parties, each a reinforced squad, quickly vanished into the gaps blown in the Deeper domes.

      As soon as they were inside, Denson and his fire-team partner led Dash and his partner forward. They stopped when they reached the platoon’s third squad, acting as both overwatch and reserve.

      Time passed. Dash listened in on one of the breaching parties’ comm channels as they worked their way through the Deeper complex.

      “Alpha Team, corridor left. Cover.”

      “Covering.”

      “Bravo Team, forward, next junction.”

      “Moving.”

      Pause.

      “Covering.”

      “Charlie Team, corridor left, pass through Alpha.”

      “Moving.”

      The staccato chatter continued, the marines moving themselves around inside the complex with tense, clipped efficiency.

      “Maybe no one’s home,” Denson said.

      Dash pressed his lips into a thin, skeptical line. “Maybe. But I’d be surprised. This is here for a reason, and nothing launched—”

      “Bravo Team, contact right—!”

      A burst of mag-rifle fire cut the muffled voice, as the acoustic energy had to be transmitted through the firer’s armor and body. More commands and replies rattled across the channel.

      “The other breaching teams made contact, too,” Denson snapped. He turned to the commander of the third squad, issued quick orders that amounted to wait here until I call you, then led Dash and their fire-team partners into the closest breach.
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        * * *

      

      Dash tried to make out what was happening, but thermal imaging showed nothing but a blur, punctuated by the infrared flare of the heat radiators on the marines’ vac-armor. The best view he managed was in low light. And best meant horrifying.

      Deeper warriors charged up the corridor, straight at the marines blocking it. Two knelt, while two stood behind them, snapping shot after shot into the Deepers. The hyper-velocity projectiles slammed into chitinous carapaces, punching clean through them and erupting in aerosol showers of gore that quickly became a gruesome mist in the low-g.  The Deepers responded with spurts of some powerful bio-acid that etched and slowly began to eat through their vac-armor. Some of the acid was delivered in viscous blobs that burst like grenades when they impacted walls or floor. The marines were forced to start falling back under the onslaught.

      The commander of the breaching team snapped out a mag-rifle shot. “Alpha Team, cover! Bravo Team, fall back!”

      The marines around Dash assumed firing positions, while beleaguered Bravo Team backed up the corridor toward them. As they passed through, Dash saw the bio-acid still bubbling away on some of them, pitting and scoring even the tough, composite vac-armor. Lesser armor would have immediately failed. If the wearers were lucky, decompression would kill them before the corrosive horror of the acid did.

      “Sir, you’d better fall back, too,” Denson said.

      “That an order, Lieutenant? Because I do have a mag-rifle, and I think you could use the firepower.”

      “Can I order you to fall back, sir?”

      “Your show, your call. I’m just a guest.”

      He saw Denson look at him through his visor. Dash saw none of the jittery, uncertain fear he’d seen on this same face so long ago in the Forge’s docking bay. He only saw grim, stoic competence.

      “Well, if you’ve got nothing better to do, sir, that’d be really handy.”

      Dash grinned, raised his mag-rifle, took a sight picture, and fired.

      But the Deepers kept coming. It seemed improbable there could be this many warriors in a tunnel complex Sentinel had described as small, but here they were. The next minutes were a frantic blur of shooting, snapped orders, falling back, and resuming fire, all while the corridor seemed to boil with ever more Deepers. Dash snapped his second to last magazine into his rifle, worried that they might run out of ammo before they ran out of enemies—

      A Deeper scuttled fast up the corridor, spraying acid as it went. Dash lined up a shot, but a marine picked that moment to change magazines, their movements pushing them briefly into Dash’s line of fire. He cursed, and for just a few seconds, the Deeper had a clear run at the marine line. Someone managed to land a shot on it but only gouged a furrow in its carapace, then it leapt and slammed into the vac-armored figure of Lieutenant Denson.

      Dash cursed again, lunged past a marine, planted the muzzle of his mag-rifle against the thrashing Deeper, and fired a burst.

      Liquids, of course, aren’t compressible, and that included the gelatinous goop filling the Deeper. Hydrostatic shock blew the Deeper apart, making it explode like a bomb.

      Grisly shrapnel, chunks of Deeper warrior, and gouts of viscous gore splashed across the corridor, the marines, and Dash himself. It splattered across both his visor and his armor’s sensor clusters, momentarily blinding him. Worse, his armor’s computer triggered an alarm. His left arm joint had been compromised. Sealing foam erupted from a network of capillaries built into the armor, stopping the sudden leak, but also freezing the joint in place.

      He stumbled, desperately trying to extract himself from the battle so he wasn’t just floundering blindly about. Someone grabbed him and yanked him back. A moment later, his vision cleared as his fire-team partner, Scott, doused his helmet with a spray Elois and her people had developed for this very purpose, quickly cleaning away Deeper goo.

      Dash nodded his thanks and turned back to the battle. Denson was still down, the partly exploded Deeper sprawled on top of him in a tangle of jointed limbs and fractured carapace. Dash wanted desperately to get to him, but the Deepers just kept coming—

      A sudden fusillade of fire erupted around him. More marines had appeared, adding the weight of their fire to the combat. One of them shouted, “Grenade,” and coughed out a projectile from an underslung launcher on their mag-rifle. It plowed into the Deepers further up the corridor, then detonated in a searing flash. Had there been any atmosphere, the shock wave probably would have been devastating. It was still enough to break the Deepers’ relentless charge, though, and now the weight of mag-rifle fire finally turned the tide. Another moment of ferocious combat, then silence.

      The marines immediately consolidated, taking stock of casualties and redistributing ammunition to keep everyone as supplied as possible. Dash stared up the corridor, but no more Deepers appeared.

      Dash pushed his way to Denson. Two marines were already levering the Deeper remains off of him, spattering themselves with more of the bio-acid in the process. Dash knelt beside the fallen Lieutenant. His armor was a mess of corrosion and sealing foam. He was stunned, though, to see Denson peering back at him through his acid-etched visor.

      “Holy shit, Lieutenant. You’re not dead!”

      “I hope not, sir. All due respect, but if this is the afterlife, it kinda sucks.”
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      Shortly after the marines had breached the Deeper complex, their two assault shuttles had grounded, ready to resupply the troops and evacuate casualties. Dash had accompanied Denson back to the shuttles and boarded, then paused in the airlock as they were decontaminated. When the Lieutenant’s vac-armor had been removed, the medical AI had immediately declared him unfit for combat. It was clear why. His legs were a mess of ravaged, corroded tissue and sealing foam. The foam, which not only sealed rents in the vac-armor, but also acted as both antiseptic and anesthetic, had blocked what would otherwise have been searing pain. But he started to feel it now, prompting the AI to inject him with a powerful sedative, effectively putting him into a coma for transport back to the Forge.

      “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. You’ve got the best physician in the galaxy, Doctor Custodian, waiting for you back home,” Dash said as Denson’s eyes started to flutter closed. The Lieutenant gave a weak thumbs-up, then passed out.

      Dash sighed and then took a long, calming breath.

      War changes everyone.

      He switched to a new set of vac-armor and started back for the Deeper complex in time for the platoon sergeant, now in command, to call him over the comm.

      “Sir, I think we found what the Deepers were protecting here. I’ll send a guide to meet you at the first breach.”

      Dash met the marine assigned to guide him and followed her down into the tunnels but along a different route than the one he’d taken previously. It opened up into an enormous chamber. Dash stepped into it and stopped beside the platoon sergeant, a sturdy woman named Carmine. But his eyes were yanked across the expansive cavern.

      “Holy shit.”

      Three enormous Deeper constructs loomed across the chamber. They were humanoid, but stood at least as tall as the Archetype. They resembled larger, bulkier versions of Battle Princes, but each was draped in a crimson sash made of what looked like chainmail.

      “What the hell are those?” Dash asked.

      “Kinda hoping you could tell us, sir,” Carmine said.

      “Sentinel, are you seeing this?”

      “I am. All I can tell you is that they don’t conform to anything in our databases that pertain to the Deepers.”

      “Yeah, no shit. I’d have remembered these.”

      They stood on a gantry-like gallery, looking directly into what would be the constructs’ faces, except instead of features, there was only a smoothly blank, resinous blackness.

      “So I’m assuming there’s been no sign of life from them,” Dash said. The marines present maintained an understandably wary distance from the enormous—whatever the hell they were.

      “I’d have mentioned if there had been, sir, believe me.” Carmine turned to him. “I think this is beyond our remit, sir. Unless you just want them destroyed, giant, creepy aliens are a little outside our area of expertise.”

      “Mine, too.” Dash stared at the apparently dormant constructs. “Fortunately, we’ve got the best salvagers in the Milky Way with us, along with their heavy equipment. If they can take apart spaceships, they should be able to handle this.”

      “Are you getting at what I think you’re getting at, sir?”

      “If by what you think I’m getting at, you mean we’re going to recover these things and take them home to study in detail, then yeah, that’s exactly what I’m getting at.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Nope, not at all. But the Deepers put a lot of effort into trying to hide these things here and prevent us from getting at them.” Dash stared into the blank non-face directly across from him.

      “So let’s find out why.”
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      Dash glared at the long list of reports glowing on the terminal in his quarters. The tenth Arkubator had just been pulled through the gate from its ancient orbit around the grey dwarf. In the meantime, the sixth they’d recovered was now being stripped and disassembled, its components being sorted between the voracious fabricators and the Shroud. The Forge was nearly ready to be docked with the Kingsport, which itself had started to sprawl off toward its final, colossal form. Then there were reports on the fleet, reports on casualties, reports on other construction, reports on reports—

      “Could do with a win right about now, and by win I mean no admin bullshit.”

      Dash shoved back from his desk and turned to the viewport. He wondered if the Unseen had really intended for the Messenger to have to contend with so much bureaucratic administrivia, or if that was something they, the humans, had added to it.

      He saw a beacon pulsing against the stars. That would be their research ships, the Iron Gate and the Absolute Zero. The former had been fully converted into secure containment for projects and specimens, while the scientists and researchers did their work remotely, from the latter. Right now, essentially all of their efforts were focused on the three huge Deeper constructs, which they’d labeled Bishops. It was the closest thing to a translation Custodian could manage from the small amount of data they’d been able to extract from them so far.

      Dash leaned back and put his feet up on his desk. The three Bishops used up essentially all of the available space in the Iron Gate. He thought back through the intricate process of excavating down into the chamber where they’d been found and retrieving them to lug them back through the gate and stash them on the Iron Gate. The whole time, he’d lived in fear of the things coming to life and proving to be horrific in some way they’d never expected and couldn’t counter. He’d accordingly watched the whole process with caution from aboard the Archetype, Conover and Leira keeping station nearby. But the three enormous constructs had just remained inscrutably dormant.

      He glanced back at the first summary report Elois had prepared on the Bishops. So far, they’d been able to determine that buried deep inside each was a biological core, perhaps a separate organism. Each also emitted weak signals, suggestive of ongoing information processing, with the emanations constantly changing. Even isolated aboard the Iron Gate, heavily shielded and with virtually no external stimuli, the signals kept shifting, albeit in a way that seemed unique to each of the Bishops. Conover had examined them and saw hints of a pattern, but so far they hadn’t been able to discern anything useful.

      Another report, further down the list, caught his attention. It was the closing SITREP from the Stalwart’s marines, signed off by Wei-Ping. It had listed mundane stuff, like the amount of ammo expended and the number of sets of vac-armor that needed to be repaired or replaced, but Dash’s thoughts went back to the casualty list. Two marines had died, and five more had been seriously wounded. The latter included Denson who, according to Custodian, would require extensive therapy before he’d even be able to walk again.

      Dash thumped his feet to the floor, stood, and strode to the viewport. Part of him just wanted to pull the Absolute Zero away from the Iron Gate, then obliterate the ship and the Deeper Bishops aboard it with the Archetype’s blast-cannon. He let the dark fantasy play out in his thoughts. In it, the Deepers woke up just before he fired, so they knew what was coming, what was happening to them—

      “Messenger, can you come to the science labs adjacent to the fabrication bay?” Custodian said, truncating his violent imaginings.

      Dash took a deep breath, counted to three, then eased it out. “Problem?”

      “No. Rather, I believe we’ve gained more insight into subject Lavarovna.”

      Dash frowned, drawing a blank on the name. He couldn’t place anyone named Lavarovna.

      “Who’s that?”

      “The Old Earth astronaut who you recovered during your extra-galactic flight several months ago.”

      “Oh. Right.” Dash hadn’t thought about her in weeks, which was pretty remarkable in itself. How an astronaut, as spacers were once called, who’d been exploring the Sol System could end up light-years outside the galaxy was as big a mystery as any they confronted. How the hell had he forgotten about it? Was he that overworked?

      “On my way,” he said, sticking his feet back into his boots. At least it was just an intriguing mystery and not, as far as they knew, a dire one with potentially lethal or disastrous consequences.

      As far as they knew.
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        * * *

      

      S. Lavarovna lay on a table, her corpse shrunken into leathery desiccation. She’d been literally freeze-dried by centuries of exposure to the frigid vacuum of space. Even so, she still possessed a quiet sort of dignity. She’d been an explorer in an era when most spaceflight tech had been a mishmash of experimental and largely unproven designs. Even aboard the Slipwing, he’d never felt especially vulnerable. Sure, prior to her upgrades with Unseen tech, he’d had to keep her limping along as best he could on a shoestring budget. Even so, she’d been fundamentally safe, her systems well-understood and sound.

      But people like S. Lavarovna took a seriously calculated risk every time they boarded one of their ancient ships. System failures were common, and any of them could be quickly—or even worse, slowly—lethal. It took a special type of bravery just to break atmo back then.

      Of course, what that old tech couldn’t do is send an astronaut from the orbit of Jupiter, in the Sol System, deep into the Big Black. Using available schematics, Custodian had even constructed a virtual version of her ship, the Novgorod, one of the first capable of plus-light travel. He’d then simulated every set of conditions he could envision, but in none of them could he get the ship to suddenly translate literally tens of thousands of light-years.

      “Do we know what her first name is?” Dash asked, studying her remains. “I hate just calling her S.”

      “The available records don’t record her given name, no,” Custodian replied.

      “Really? That’s odd.”

      “Actually, it isn’t. There are significant gaps in the historical archives available about your race. The information may certainly exist somewhere in human records, but not in any to which we currently have access.”

      “Huh. So what do we know about her, then?”

      “She was born in a city named Vladivostok in the Old Earth calendar year of 2287. She became an astronaut when she was twenty-two years of age. By age thirty, she had achieved the rank of Colonel and, under the aegis of the Pan-European Transit authority, flew successful missions to the Solar asteroid belt and the planets Venus and Mars. She was subsequently selected for the Novgorod expedition, as its second-in-command, which was intended to test an early version of a translation drive. The flight, which was launched from Earth, was only supposed to traverse the orbit of Jupiter and then be recovered by prepositioned support vessels. However, the Novgorod never emerged from unSpace and was declared lost.”

      Dash walked around the table. The life capsule in which they’d found Lavarovna sat on a second table nearby. Custodian had already confirmed that it was one that had equipped the Novgorod, which meant she’d used it to escape her own ship—a ship incapable of sustaining a translation to Sol’s nearest neighbor, Proxima Centauri, much less beyond the galactic rim. Deepening the mystery, she’d been found on a trajectory leading from the distant white-dwarf, near the margin of the Large Magellanic Cloud, that had been their destination. Somehow, she’d ended up there on her way back toward the Milky Way.

      “Custodian, how many crew were aboard the Novgorod?” Dash asked.

      “There were five. Besides Lavarovna herself, there was the expedition leader, a Colonel named Pavel Hu, two engineers, and a mission specialist.”

      “Okay. So where the hell are they?”

      “It probably won’t surprise you to learn that my answer to that question is, I have no idea.”

      Dash crossed his arms and stared at S. Lavarovna’s remains for a moment. “What’s your story?” he finally asked them. “What happened to you? How the hell did you get out into the middle of the Big Black?” He looked at her nametag. “And what was your name? Let’s see, S. So—Sarah? Samantha? Selena? Cynthia?”

      “I believe that name traditionally begins with a C, not an S,” Custodian said.

      “Hey, you spell it your way, I’ll spell it mine.” Dash puffed out a sigh. “Well, we need to call you something. Colonel Lavarovna’s just a little too formal. And calling you S. Lavarovna makes it sound like I’m taking roll call.” He thought for a moment, then a slow smile spread across his face.

      “Got it. It’s perfect.” Dash stepped back from the table. “Custodian, I’d like to introduce you to Star Lavarovna.”

      “Star?”

      “Yeah. You don’t like it?”

      “On the contrary, I think a single, descriptive, four-letter nickname fits extremely well, Dash.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash applied power to the Archetype’s Blur drive as soon as traffic control gave him clearance to maneuver. The incoming Deeper force had dropped out of unSpace perilously close to the Kingsport, something made possible by the absence of anything even resembling a stellar mass. In fact, immediately after selecting this remote place in the Big Black, the AIs had specifically pointed this out as a strategic vulnerability. Attacking forces wouldn’t be forced to reveal themselves nearly as early as they would when confronting a full-blown, stellar gravity well.

      They did have an answer, thanks to the Golden, in the form of scrambler mines. This was a device that could yank a ship passing through its area of effect right out of unSpace and deliver a debilitating EMP jolt in the process. Custodian had devoted part of the Forge’s fabricating capacity to a dedicated scrambler mine production line, and they were being steadily sown in an enormous halo around the Kingsport. The coverage was far from complete, but it had been enough to prevent this Deeper force from falling right on top of them, as a few of the preceding raids had. What set this one apart, though, was its size. This was no mere raid. This was a full-on, deliberate attack.

      “Sentinel, how many Deeper ships did the scrambler mines knock out of unSpace?”

      “Three. Two destroyer-class, and one corvette. It was sufficient, however, to convince the rest of the Deeper force to return to real space.”

      “So, satisfy my morbid curiosity. If we hadn’t deployed those mines, how close could they have gotten? I mean, could they really have translated that many ships? In that few raids?

      “Potentially, although the risk of emergence collision would be considerably higher, simply because of the number of ships involved.”

      Emergence collision. It was a dire tale told among spacers about the perils of translation. Everyone seemed to know someone, who knew someone, who’d seen one happen. A ship drops out of unSpace such that it overlaps with some other mass. The universe, it turned out, didn’t like the idea of matter trying to share space-time with other matter, so the supposed result was a colossal explosion, all that overlapping matter suddenly converted to energy.

      It was also bullshit. The fact was that matter simply refused to share space-time. What actually happened was that the ship attempting to emerge from unSpace simply wouldn’t be able to. Instead, it would just stay in unSpace, or possibly run afoul of the voodoo physics of that infinite, dimensionless state of existence, being displaced in space, or even time, or simply lost altogether.

      Still, a determined enemy, or a desperate one, might be tempted to try it anyway and just accept the risk of lost ships. But the scrambler mines had done their job, so instead of scant minutes of warning, they had more than half an hour. It was enough for the QRF to immediately get underway, buying time for the rest of the fleet to form up for battle.

      Dash studied tactical. The Deepers had thrown a much more potent force at them this time. He counted two big battleships, two only slightly smaller battlecruisers, a dozen heavy cruisers, and seventeen smaller ships. It certainly was enough to worry Dash—or would have been, up until a few days ago. Now, though, they had not only the Forge on-station, but also two of their Anchors, Eastern and Northern. Each of the latter had the firepower of a small fleet unto itself, as Eastern had so dramatically demonstrated during the Second Battle of Backwater. And the Forge could outshoot both of the Anchors combined. It made Dash momentarily marvel about what the Kingsport would bring to battle once it was complete. According to Custodian, it would be able to deliver more firepower than the entire Realm fleet, even if it were twice its current size.

      A voice broke into his musings. It was Elois, of all people.

      “Dash? You got a second?”

      “Kind of on my way to kill some stuff here, but sure. I can spare a moment. What’s up?”

      “Well, this might be relevant to you killing stuff. Our AI switched to defense mode as soon as these Deepers appeared. He just made an interesting observation, and by interesting, I mean kinda terrifying. He thinks that this Deeper attack is aimed at us.”

      “Us, as in the Absolute Zero and the Iron Gate?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sentinel, can you confirm that?”

      “The Deeper forces have indeed begun to maneuver in a way that suggests the Absolute Zero is their target. They appear to be detaching both of their battleships, and six escort-class ships, to continue pressing an attack on the Kingsport. The remaining entirety of their force is now changing course to attack the research ships.”

      “Well, I doubt they care about the Absolute Zero. It’s those three Bishops they’re after. They want them back.”

      “So it would appear,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash cursed. He knew what the Deepers were doing. Their battleships were going to avoid getting decisively engaged with the Realm forces and try to continue being a threat for as long as possible. By continuing to threaten the Kingsport, they’d tie up a chunk of the Realm’s combat power. That was what they’d done to split the Realm fleet at the outset of the Second Battle of Backwater.

      Which meant they’d again gotten a jump on the Realm defenses by shifting most of their combat power into an attack on the Absolute Zero and, more importantly, the Iron Gate. They’d moved the two ships studying the enigmatic Bishops well away from the Kingsport, unsure of what sort of threat they might pose. They might even have been nothing but an elaborate trojan horse, an irresistible prize brought back into the heart of the Cygnus Realm, but carrying some sort of deadly payload. They hadn’t left the research ships entirely undefended—a small task force, consisting of two light cruisers and four destroyers, was on-station nearby. But they’d mainly been deployed to bolster their defenses against missiles and small craft, like fighters, not battlecruisers. They wouldn’t last long against the far superior Deeper force approaching them, either.

      Dash cursed again. Their caution was coming back to haunt them. The Absolute Zero could, if need be, just translate away. But the Iron Gate couldn’t. They’d removed her translation drive to make space for more research equipment. The idea was that if they ever did need to translate her, they could just reinstall it, or even bring her aboard the Forge or one of the Anchors and just carry her as cargo.

      No longer tied to the lumbering battleships, the Deeper force now racing toward the research ships had a distinct time advantage, as much as fifteen minutes of pretty much unimpeded engagement time. That would be more than enough to destroy both research ships. They simply weren’t armed or protected for sustained combat, nor were they fast enough to outrun what was coming for them.

      Dash’s mind raced through the possibilities. It didn’t take long. “Sentinel, can we just translate there?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it. The spherical error associated with emergence from unSpace normally isn’t an issue over distances of light-years. At such short range, though, we’d be almost as likely to emerge further away from our intended destination. Moreover, the presence of the Kingsport within that zone of error increases the chance of emergence collision.”

      They needed to buy fifteen minutes to give the mechs time to intervene. There was only one way Dash could see to do that. Unfortunately, it meant asking a lot of people to put their lives on the line, and he didn’t want to do that.

      But he would anyway. He switched the comm to the command ship of the little task force assigned to protect the research ships, the light cruiser Taffy. Her commander, a brusque Commander named Ellsworth, immediately responded.

      “Go ahead, sir.” She spoke with taut efficiency. Dash knew she’d come to the Realm with military experience, but that was about it.

      “Hey, Commander. First, it’s Dash. Second, I’d prefer to use your first name, too, if I could.”

      “It’s Alora. And the fact you want to keep this informal tells me where this is going.”

      “Yeah. I need the Deeper force coming at the Absolute Zero delayed for at least fifteen minutes. And you’re—”

      “The only force in range to do it. Roger that.”

      “Alora—”

      “Sir—Dash—we’re on this. It’s what we do. We’ll buy you your fifteen minutes and then some.”

      Dash nodded, surprised that he suddenly found it hard to speak. It took him a few seconds to find his voice again.

      “Thanks, Alora. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      “Roger that. Taffy out.”
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        * * *

      

      With the Blur drive maxed out, Dash raced the Archetype toward Deepers threatening the Absolute Zero, Leira to his left, Jexin to his right. The Herald followed, leading the bulk of the available fleet at its best possible speed. Eastern plodded its ponderous way along behind. That theoretically only left the QRF to deal with the two enemy battleships menacing the Kingsport, which would be another lopsided fight favoring the Deepers, if not for the presence of Northern and the Forge itself. Dash left that battle to the commander of the QRF and Custodian, and focused on the situation ahead.

      It was, Dash thought, like watching two ships about to collide. You knew it was inevitable, you knew the outcome was going to be terrible, and yet there was nothing you could do but watch.

      The Taffy and her consorts flung themselves into the teeth of the Deeper attack, spewing out missiles, as well as dark-lance and pulse-cannon fire as fast as they could cycle the weapons. The Deepers struck, landing hit after hit on the smaller ships. The damage quickly began to tell, the Realm vessels staggering under the impacts, shedding debris and shimmering clouds of venting atmosphere. But they pressed on, undeterred, concentrating all of their limited firepower on the lead battlecruiser.

      Incredibly, the big ship slowed, drive plasma venting through a gash in her rear starboard quarter. Several smaller Deeper ships faltered as Alora quickly shifted her remaining fire from one target to the next. The whole time, the Deepers pounded the Taffy and her accompanying ships with blistering fire, pummeling one after another into submission.

      But the Deepers had been forced to deploy into a battleline, costing them time. The question was, was it enough time?

      Dash refused to pull his gaze away from the remarkable sacrifice playing out ahead of him. “Sentinel, please tell me this is going to make a difference.”

      “The anticipated ten-to-fifteen-minute window, during which the Deepers would be able to attack the Absolute Zero and the Iron Gate unimpeded, has been reduced to less than five minutes—”

      A new voice cut in. “Dash, this is Alora.”

      A window popped open, depicting Alora Ellsworth standing on her bridge—or what remained of it, anyway. Smoke fumed the air grey. Behind her, Dash saw blown-out consoles and the flickering orange glow of fire.

      “Think we’ve—” She broke off, coughing. “Think we’ve done pretty much all we can.”

      Dash had to fight back a sudden surge of—something. Anger. Frustration. Sorrow. All of them. “Understood. Do whatever you have to, Alora, to get your people out of there.”

      “Considered abandoning ship, but”—the comm signal fuzzed for a moment—“Deepers around, and don’t fancy them being the ones to rescue us.”

      Dash just nodded.

      “Anyway, hope we did what was needed, sir.”

      “It’s Dash.”

      But she shook her head. “Sorry, sir, just can’t bring myself to call a superior by his first name. Unless it’s over a drink, of course.”

      “I’ll buy, Alora. You just hang on.”

      “Do our best—”

      The comm signal cut out.
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        * * *

      

      The Absolute Zero and Iron Gate ended up having to weather a little over two minutes of unimpeded Deeper attack. Elois had refused to give up on the Bishops, though. Just as Dash had, she’d reasoned that they were the Deepers’ target, which meant they were, somehow, of critical importance. Instead, she ordered the Absolute Zero to interpose itself between the Iron Gate and the Deepers and stood her ground against long-range missile and x-ray laser fire. Her only real weapons were point-defense batteries, but she was well-equipped with them. She managed to take out all but two missiles, one of which struck her squarely, while the other detonated close to the Iron Gate.

      Dash swore at that. Considering the sacrifices made so far, to lose the Iron Gate at this point would be a devastating punch in the gut. But after a nail-chewing pause, Sentinel was able to restore the telemetry uplink.

      “Minor damage to the Iron Gate only.”

      Dash opened his mouth to reply, but at the same instant firing solutions appeared for the missiles, dark-lance, and nova-cannon. Instead of speaking, he just grinned a feral grin.

      “Okay, you threw the dice, and thanks to our people, you came up short,” he said to the cluster of red icons marking the Deeper fleet.

      “Now, it’s our turn.”
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        * * *

      

      Once the mechs opened fire, the battle turned. Leira and Jexin focused on blocking the desperate missile salvos still being pumped out of the Deeper battleline, targeting the Iron Gate. Their scattershots, backed up by their own point defenses and those of the Absolute Zero, made sure none hit their mark.

      Dash, in the meantime, plunged into battle with the Deeper ships, an avenging angel born on a storm of blast-cannon, dark-lance, and nova-cannon fire.

      The Deeper ships began to die.

      A few minutes later, Benzel opened fire with the Herald. And a few minutes after that, Ragsdale added the fearsome weight of Eastern’s batteries. The next few moments were an orgy of destruction, Dash spinning and jinking the Archetype through the thick of it, pumping point-blank shots into the Deepers and following up with vicious swipes of his power-sword.

      Then, as quickly as it started, it was over. The battlecruiser damaged by the Taffy was the last to die, blown in half by a close-range shot from the Archetype’s blast-cannon.

      Dash zoomed away from the expanding fireball and immediately turned his attention to the two Deeper battleships that had been trying to keep menacing the Kingsport. Apparently, they had come a little too close to the Forge and Northern, though. One was now nothing but a whirling cloud of debris, while the other was a drifting hulk trailing streams of plasma and atmospheric gas. Their accompanying escort vessels had bugged out completely, apparently deciding there was little point in dying needlessly.

      Dash switched his focus back to the aftermath of the attack on the research ships. The Absolute Zero had taken one solid missile strike that had opened a half-dozen compartments to hard vacuum, and another couple of x-ray laser hits. She was hurt but still operational. The Iron Gate had taken only minor damage from the one missile that had managed to get close to her. The Archetype had taken a few good hits but mostly shrugged them off. The other mechs, the Herald, and the rest of the fleet had taken virtually no damage at all.

      And then there was the Taffy and her task force.

      Dash gritted his teeth and changed course, closing on the battle remnants of the brave little Realm force. Leira followed him.

      “Dash, these people knew what they were getting themselves into,” she said over a private comm channel.

      “I know.”

      “Dash—”

      “Leira, I’m fine. Doesn’t change the fact that this sucks,” he shot back, decelerating to bring the Archetype to a stop relative to the Taffy, or what was left of her.

      The plucky little light cruiser seemed to be made of nothing but battle damage. She was scorched, blasted through with gaping holes, and surrounded by a shimmering haze of frozen water vapor and other atmospheric gas. She was, for all intents and purposes, dead. With the exception of one of her accompanying destroyers, which was also derelict, the remaining ships of her task force were just debris.

      And yet, Sentinel was able to detect power on board both the Taffy and the destroyer. Her emergency power cells had kicked in, providing energy to those parts of the ship not completely destroyed.

      “Any chance there’s anyone still alive aboard her?” Dash asked.

      “Remarkably enough, yes. Her forward missile compartment, a section amidships, and her engineering section are still pressurized and heated.”

      “Rare good news. Okay. Benzel, we need—”

      “Rescue and recovery, and fast. Already on it, Dash. Gonna use the Herald for it ’cause those folks deserve the best.”

      Dash nodded, his gaze still fixed on the battered remains of the Taffy.

      “Damned right they do.”
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      Dash stood with his arms crossed, leveling a dour glare at the image on the viewscreen in the Absolute Zero’s primary lab. Dash could hear the distant thumps and clunks of the damage control crews at work, repairing the research ship’s damage. He ignored it, though, and focused his full attention at the three Bishops, each depicted in a separate window. Data scrolled by beneath them, summarizing a multitude of readings and measurements.

      “You’re important enough to the Deepers that they were willing to lose a whole fleet trying to recover you. Why?”

      “Not just recover them,” Elois put in, looking up from a console. “They were willing to destroy them.”

      Dash scratched an ear. “Yeah. The bottom line, either way, is that they don’t want us to have them.”

      Leira, leaning against a nearby table, straightened and walked closer to the screen. “They sure put a lot more effort into trying to take back or destroy these guys than they did that first Battle Prince we captured.” She glanced back at Dash. “We’ve been thinking of them just as big Battle Princes, but I don’t think they are.”

      Elois nodded as Leira spoke. “Neither do I. As we dig deeper into their physiology and inner workings, it’s pretty clear they’re quite different. There seems to be a mostly biological core, which is similar to the Battle Princes. I mean, poor old Rishi ended up inside one of those things.”

      Dash grimaced at the name Rishi. He’d been human, a citizen of the League, who’d turned traitor and collaborated with the Deepers against his own people. His reward had been a tortured existence implanted into the shell of a Battle Prince.

      “Poor old Rishi my ass. He made his choices and had to live with them—and die with them,” Dash snapped back.

      Elois looked chastened. “Sorry, Dash, I didn’t mean—”

      “No, Elois, I’m the one who’s sorry,” Dash cut in. “If I’m pissed, it’s not at you. It’s at them.” He jabbed a finger at the viewscreen.

      “Whoa, sounds like we arrived at the wrong time,” someone said, walking into the lab. It was Amy, followed by Conover, Viktor, and Ragsdale.

      “Everything okay?” Ragsdale asked, giving Dash a look that said, I’m here to help if you need it.

      Dash took a breath and returned a grateful look. For someone who’d started out so long ago as a potential antagonist for the Cygnus Realm, Ragsdale had evolved into one of Dash’s most trusted advisors, closest confidants, and an all-round friend.

      He finally gave an apologetic shrug. “Yeah, everything’s fine. Or as fine as it can be, anyway.”

      “Well, you’ll be happy to know that Alora Ellsworth is going to make it. Custodian says she’s still in critical condition, but she’s stable and on the mend,” Viktor said.

      Dash paused, taking a breath, then nodded. That was good news. What it didn’t do was make up for the losses suffered by the Taffy and her plucky little task force. Of the one hundred and sixty-two people who’d crewed the flotilla of light ships, fifty-seven had been killed, and all but a handful of the remainder were wounded, twenty of them seriously enough that they’d probably never return to frontline duty.

      “Dash, Custodian said you wanted the Taffy towed into a parking station near the Kingsport, not scrapped. Is that right?” Conover asked.

      “Yeah. It is. We’re going to preserve her as a memorial. Civilized societies remember and honor their dead,” he replied.

      Everyone nodded at that.

      “Anyway, when you guys walked in, I was in mid-rant about these assholes.” Dash jerked a thumb at the viewscreen behind him. “The Deepers were obviously desperate to make sure we weren’t able to keep them intact. The question is, why? What are the Deepers afraid we’re going to learn from them, or do with them?”

      “Maybe they have some sort of religious or cultural significance,” Ragsdale said.

      “Maybe. But let’s assume it’s more than that. Let’s assume there’s something about these Bishops the Deepers don’t want us to know. Something about the Bishops themselves, or data they possess.”

      “What I’m wondering is why the hell they haven’t woken up,” Leira said.

      Amy nodded. “Yeah. You’d think that being excavated from where we found them, hauled all the way back here, stashed aboard the Iron Gate, and then scrutinized up-close would trigger, you know, some sort of reaction.”

      “Maybe they’re dead, or at least dead-ish,” Leira said.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Conover said, stepping toward the viewscreen, his gaze riveted on it. He stopped and just stood, staring.

      Dash cocked his head at him. “Conover? What do you see?”

      “That pattern. Remember I mentioned it? That there was a pattern in the EM pulses being given off by each of these Bishops?”

      “Yeah. What about it?”

      Conover replied by glancing at Elois. “Can you put up a visualization of the EM pulses being given off by each of them? Something we can all see?”

      Elois turned to her console and worked the controls. A moment later, a flashing light appeared, superimposed over each of the Bishops. Each pulsed quickly but in a different rhythm.

      Conover kept staring at the display. Dash exchanged a bemused glance with the others.

      “Uh, Conover? Are you—?” Dash finally said, but Conover held up a hand, then pointed.

      “There. Do you see it?”

      “Uh, a bunch of flashing lights? Yeah, we do.”

      Conover scowled. “Elois, can you play back the last thirty seconds, but at, say, one-tenth speed?”

      Now it was Elois’s turn to give Conover a bemused look, but she was also clearly intrigued, right along with the rest of them. So she tapped at the console again, and the display cleared. When it returned, it displayed the three Bishops, entirely unchanged except that the flashing lights visualizing their EM emissions were pulsing far more slowly.

      “Okay, so each one is flashing in a different pattern, right?” Conover said.

      Dash crossed his arms. “Right.”

      “Now, watch.”

      A few seconds passed, and then the pulses suddenly synched up perfectly. Each one pulsed in exact time with the other two. That lasted for a few dozen pulses, then they drifted into three separate sequences again. Over the next few minutes, they synched up in the same way three more times.

      “Elois, did you and Custodian ever pick up on this?” Dash asked.

      “We did not because this phenomenon hasn’t occurred before now,” Custodian replied.

      “So what’s changed?” Dash asked.

      Shrugs all around, but now it was Amy who stepped closer to the display.

      “Dash, did you ever do a manual docking at Passage?” she asked.

      He blinked in surprise. “Uh—yeah, a couple of times. Why?”

      “Because even when they’re not blinking in sync, you notice how they seem to be blinking in sequence? Just like those strobing guide beacons that flash alongside the entrance to the docking bays on Passage?”

      Dash watched the lights for a moment, then nodded. “Huh. Yeah. They do, don’t they?”

      “So are these things communicating with each other?” Ragsdale asked. “And if they are, do we really want to let them keep doing that?”

      “The question is, what are they saying to each other?” Viktor asked.

      Dash watched the pulsing lights for a moment.

      “That is something we need to figure out.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash stared down at Alora Ellsworth. Like her ship, the Taffy, she’d taken a pummeling during the battle against the Deepers. But, like her ship, she’d never given up. She’d never ordered her crew to abandon ship and had literally kept every weapon firing until all of them were silenced owing to battle damage. Dash suspected she would have kamikazed her ship into one of the Deepers if she’d been able to.

      “What’s her prognosis, Custodian?” Dash asked.

      “She will recover but will require extensive therapy before regaining normal use of her limbs, particularly her right arm. There will be tank time and regrowth, at minimum.”

      Dash put his hands on his hips and nodded along. Her right arm had been seared almost down to the bone and was now encased in a congealed mass of surgical gel. Custodian could regrow the ravaged tissue, given time, which meant she’d eventually be able to return to duty.

      If that was what she wanted, of course. Although, from the little time he’d interacted with her, Dash suspected she would.

      “You’ve definitely earned yourself something bigger than a light cruiser, Alora. I’m going to talk to Benzel about giving you one of the heavies to command.”

      “A good choice,” Custodian put in. “However, there is another matter that requires your attention, Messenger. We’ve broken the encryption being used by the Deeper Bishops when communicating with one another.”

      Dash patted Ellsworth’s good arm, then turned and strode out of the Forge’s Infirmary. “On my way. Tell Elois I’ll be there as soon as I can scare up a shuttle.”

      “There’s no need to go to the Absolute Zero. Elois is already aboard the Forge. I’ve taken the liberty of requesting that she and the rest of your Inner Circle attend the Command Center.”

      Dash immediately veered aside, changing course. “Roger that.”

      He arrived at the Command Center to find everyone either already there or right behind him. Without preamble, he strode to the front of the big compartment.

      “Okay, Custodian, whatcha got?”

      “The Bishops are communicating in a manner that doesn’t suggest conscious sentience. Rather, they seem to be functioning in some sort of autonomous mode. The three of them work independently at times, and at other times, in concert.”

      “So they’re dead?” Leira asked.

      “Since we have no baseline to establish what alive would even look like regarding them, we have no way of knowing. We aren’t even sure if the concept of being alive applies or is relevant to them.”

      “Okay, but why make something big and humanoid, if you don’t mean for it to be, um, alive?” Amy asked.

      Custodian’s reply was immediate and straightforward. “Unknown.”

      “All of this discussion about whether they’re alive or not is interesting but kinda esoteric. You said you cracked their code. What are they saying to each other?” Dash asked.

      “They are communicating about gates. Specific gates. The implication of their communication is that they can control existing gates at will, effectively determining their destination as they pass through it.”

      “Okay, but we already know how to do that, right? Between the Radiant Points and the gadget Dash took off the Battle Prince he chased through the Backwater Gate to Jackpot, we can tune gates, too,” Leira said.

      “I am not making myself clear,” Custodian replied. “The Bishops are able to direct a gate to take them to any destination—not just another existing gate.”

      Silence.

      Dash glanced around. He saw face after face switch from intrigued puzzlement to dawning understanding and then awe.

      His voice was quiet when he spoke. “Custodian, are you saying these Deepers can open a gate to wherever they want?”

      “In essence, yes. There are limitations and restrictions, which we do not yet clearly understand, but that’s the gist of it.”

      “Holy. Shit.”

      Ragsdale strode toward Dash and stopped a couple of paces away. Dash suspected it was mainly because he just needed to walk in the wake of such a stunning revelation.

      “This means that they could open a gate, like, right out there,” Ragsdale said. “They could open it, any time, and come pouring through, the same way we brought Eastern straight into battle at Backwater.”

      Alarmed murmurs and mutters rattled through the group, but Dash raised his hands.

      “Okay, hold on here, folks. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Custodian, what are these restrictions you’re talking about?”

      “Foremost among them is the fact that gates can be inherently unstable unless they are stabilized by external means.”

      “Like the Radiant Points or the cradle holding the Backwater Gate,” Conover said.

      “Correct. In the absence of such a stabilizer, the gate could spontaneously close. It is not clear what would happen to some mass transiting through it when that happens. However, the outcome isn’t likely to be a favorable one.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I bring you Custodian, the master of understatement,” Viktor said, smiling wryly.

      “The other is that of gate closure. They can be opened at will, but they apparently can’t be closed the same way. It would appear that spontaneous closure is the only reliable way to accomplish it.”

      “In other words, just let them close on their own,” Amy said.

      “Correct.”

      Dash tapped his chin. His mind raced through the possibilities. But, as Ragsdale had made so alarmingly clear, for every possibility, there was a threat, too.

      “Okay, so the Black Gate, the one we originally came through to get to this part of the galaxy, must be an especially stable one because it doesn’t seem to be stabilized by any tech and it’s still there,” he said.

      “So why did the Deepers open it in the first place? All it did was give us a chance to go through it and start kicking their asses,” Amy said.

      “Yeah, good question. If they had never opened it, we’d have never even known about them, and they could have happily taken over this whole arm of the galaxy,” Viktor put in.

      Dash shrugged. “No idea. They apparently had their reasons. And maybe they never expected it to last as long as it has.”

      “Which doesn’t explain why they thought launching two missiles through it and destroying one of the Local Group’s new shipyards was a good idea,” Leira replied.

      “Nope, that pretty much sealed their fate right there,” Dash said. He turned to face the main viewscreen, which just showed its default image, a star chart with the Kingsport highlighted on one side, and the nearest portion of the Milky Way on the other.

      He puffed out a breath. He needed time to absorb this, think through the implications, the opportunities, the threats, all of it, and figure out how to proceed. Just as he was thinking that, though, Custodian spoke again.

      “There is one matter of more pressing concern. These Bishops were involved in preparing to open a new gate.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “Where?”

      Custodian zoomed the star chart in, focusing on the galactic arm. The image expanded to encompass the Rimward League. As it did, a crimson icon popped into view.

      “Here.”

      “That’s right in the heart of the League’s space,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, it is. Shit. Do we have any idea when they plan to do this?” Dash asked.

      “In approximately six days.”

      Now Dash worked to absorb that on top of everything else. As he did, Viktor stepped forward, shaking his head.

      “We need to be really careful here, Dash. We know the Deepers are deceptive.”

      “You think it’s a ruse? A bait and switch?”

      “It sounds like something they’d do, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      “But if it’s not, and they open that gate in just under a week, they could overrun the League before we’d be able to intervene,” Leira said. “

      Ragsdale gave a grim nod. “And after the League, it would be the N’Teel, the Hriki, the Oksa—"

      “Yes, I get it,” Dash replied, turning back to the chart and stuffing his hands in his pockets.

      A moment passed. Dash could feel everyone behind him, waiting for him to speak.

      He finally turned back.

      “Okay, I think we need to take at least a few hours to think through our options here. In the meantime, it’s time to start looking at the really big picture. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m tired of fighting wars.” As he said it, he thought about the Taffy, her Captain, her crew, and every other member of the Realm who’d been killed or wounded, had lost loved ones and friends.

      Okay, maybe there was no way for him to guarantee that they or their descendants would ever have to fight another war. But he could try to make sure that if they ever did, they’d see it coming, be ready for it, and be able to fight it on their terms.

      “Custodian, I’d like you to do some—let’s call it more long-range planning,” he said.

      “Regarding what, exactly?”

      “Well, first, how we can open gates, the same way these Bishops can. And second, how we can turn this place into a nexus,” Dash said.

      “A nexus?”

      “Yeah. A hub. A place where all gates ultimately lead.”

      Leira tilted her head, giving Dash a quizzical frown. “What are you thinking, Dash?”

      “Well, this is called the Kingsport, right? So let’s make it live up to its name. We’ll make it the King of Ports.” He smiled. “I mean, the center of the universe has to be somewhere, right? So why not right here?”
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      “You are aware that given the current cosmological model, the universe has no center,” Sentinel said.

      Dash rolled his eyes. “I meant it, you know, figuratively. Metaphorically. Or symbolically, or whatever the right word for it is.”

      “Those are all essentially synonyms.”

      “Wow, someone really twisted your pedantic dial all the way today, didn’t they?”

      “I have no such dial, or any similar control—”

      “Okay, now you’re just yanking my chain.”

      “You’re right. I’m actually getting pretty good at it, don’t you think?”

      “Unfortunately, yes, I do,” Dash replied, but he couldn’t help smiling.

      The Archetype flew on. Dash had traversed the Radiant Point gate from the Kingsport to the gate at Backwater, and now approached League space. It was strange, he thought, how this part of the galaxy, several thousand light-years from where he’d been born, was starting to feel—familiar. Like he’d lived here most, even all of his life. Of course, so had the Forge, an enormous alien battle station. Must have something to do with his never having really had a permanent home. He’d basically spent his whole life wandering among the stars.

      “Dash, we need to talk.”

      He blinked. His first girlfriend had said much the same thing to him right before she left.

      “Are you planning on breaking up with me?” he blurted.

      Sentinel actually paused before replying, which meant she’d just expended several trillion computations on his idiot question. It showed in her answer.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He gave himself a smile that was sheepish and sardonic. “Uh, don’t worry about it. My mind was drifting.”

      “But why would me indicating a need to communicate with you indicate a desire to—break up? As in terminate our relationship?”

      “Yeah. It’s just a—a human thing.”

      “But you and Leira don’t avoid communicating, so—”

      “Look, it’s complicated. Like most things about human feelings and emotions and relationships. We need to talk is just a signal, I guess. It’s kinda like, um, Let’s take a walk.”

      “That doesn’t simply mean that someone wishes to walk with you.”

      “Well, it can, but it usually means they have something important to discuss. It can be good, or it can be bad.”

      “I doubt that I’ll ever understand humans and their interactions.”

      “Join the club,” Dash replied with a smirk. “Anyway, what did you want to talk about?”

      “I’ve been considering the ongoing communications between the Deeper Bishops.”

      “Oh. Have you and Custodian and the gang deciphered more of it?”

      “Yes, but nothing of great consequence, and that wasn’t my reason for approaching the subject anyway.”

      “Oh. Okay, well, is it because you’re concerned about even letting them continue to communicate? We discussed that, and—”

      “You could continue to keep attempting to guess what I want to say, or you could just let me say it.”

      Dash chuckled. “Go ahead.”

      “The Bishops are three individual entities. We still don’t understand much about their specific nature or purpose, but we’ve been able to discern that. We know that they do function independently. However, they also function as a collective, occasionally and temporarily pooling their information-processing capacity—their thoughts, as it were—into a shared consciousness.”

      “So, like a hive mind.”

      “A hive mind normally refers to a group of individual organisms that only function as a collective. We have some indications that the Deepers as a whole may form a hive mind, but the Bishops seem to also act as distinct entities.”

      “Okay. And?”

      “I’ve run a number of preliminary simulations, and all seem to point to the same conclusion. If our mechs were to function similarly, as a shared consciousness, their collective efficiency and combat power would be greatly increased. The simulations suggest a minimum of a five percent increase in effective damage output, as measured in effective petawatts of energy delivered onto targets, and perhaps as much as twenty percent.”

      “Wait. You mean by having the mechs act as, like, a hive mind, they can produce twenty percent more destructive energy? How does that even work? Where does that energy come from?” Dash asked.

      “The actual energy output of the mechs wouldn’t be increased,” Sentinel replied. Dash could hear a distinctly implied duh lingering on the end of her words. “Rather, by delivering the destructive energy the mechs do produce in a carefully coordinated way, the effects would be synergistic. It would be as though they were producing more energy than they are.”

      “Oh, hell yes. That sounds great. Let’s do it.”

      “It isn’t that simple.”

      “Of course not.”

      “For one, we would need to employ Deeper machine code, using it as the basis for the collective action.”

      “Ah. Okay. You’re suggesting we stick Deeper code into the Archetype and the other mechs. Definitely not a fan of that.”

      “It would also require the pilots to surrender a degree of control over the mechs. Based on the simulations, the degree and timing of the coordination required greatly exceeds the capacity of human or Kosan reaction time.”

      “So we’d be, what, just passengers? Doesn’t that kind of fly in the face of what the Unseen were intending when they decided to make us primitive creatures into the pilots? Because we’re unpredictable and passionate and all that?”

      “I said a degree of control. The pilots would still fly the mechs and select targets. However, the collectivized system would determine the most efficient way to engage those targets and fire the weapons accordingly.”

      “Huh.”

      They carried on for a while in silence as Dash chewed on Sentinel’s proposal. Surrendering some control of the Archetype didn’t bother him. In fact, when he thought about how much time he spent lining up shots and trying to max out firing solutions, he realized it was a lot. And while he was doing that, he was losing situational awareness, then having to take more time to get it back. From that perspective, Sentinel’s suggestion made good sense. It would let the pilots focus on fighting the battle and coordinating their own efforts.

      “Sentinel, can you show me one of these simulations?” Dash asked.

      Using the Meld, Sentinel immersed Dash in a theoretical combat against the last Deeper force they’d fought, the one that had tried to recapture or destroy the Bishops aboard the Iron Gate. The Archetype again flew with the Swift and the Talon. Dash watched as the three mechs closely coordinated their fire, even while the simulated Archetype pilot maneuvered and sought out targets. The Meld discerned his targeting intent, combined it with those of the other mechs, then delivered precisely coordinated attacks. In some cases, the Archetype even fired without command inputs from its pilot. Sometimes, the mechs landed simultaneous dark-lance hits, and other times, hits in rapid succession, or even a carefully timed sequence. Dark-lances, nova-cannons, scattershots, and missiles perfectly complemented each other, reinforcing their collective strengths and offsetting their weaknesses. Even the point-defense systems coordinated their effects, one mech sometimes shooting down ordnance threatening another, without any intervention from the pilots.

      The results were devastating. Compared to the actual battle, the simulated, linked mechs did much more damage, and did it far more quickly. They effectively ended the battle in less than three-quarters of the time it had actually taken.

      The simulation ended.

      “Well then,” Dash said. “Whole lotta boom right there.”

      “As I said, the effects of the weapons synergize, resulting in an overall boost to efficiency and lethality.”

      “No shit. I mean, wow.”

      It seemed like a no-brainer. Except, there was one part of it Dash didn’t like. It was the Deeper machine code element.

      “Do we really have to use the actual Deeper machine code? Can’t we just make our own based on it?”

      “We could, but we’d either largely end up replicating the Deeper code anyway, or we would be starting from scratch, which would take considerably more time. And I’m assuming that you would probably like to have this capability added to the mechs sooner rather than later.”

      Dash thought about the gate that would open in the middle of League space in a little over five days, allowing a Deeper force of unknown size to come streaming through. And then he thought about the frankly stunning implications of the simulation Sentinel had just shown him.

      “So how could we confirm that Deeper machine code is safe? And I mean safe, as in, there is absolutely zero chance that it could be carrying some sort of virus, payload, whatever you want to call it, that could really screw us over?”

      “We can analyze the code in detail to determine its internal logic and then upload it into a mech and analyze its interaction with the mech systems.”

      “The operative words there are upload it into a mech. I’m having a hard time with that.” Dash curled his lip in thought. “What if we just simulate a mech? You know, create a virtual Archetype, upload it into that, and see what happens?”

      “A prudent step. However, at some point, it would be necessary to upload it into an actual mech. Only then could we hit your stated target of zero chance of some sort of undesired effect.”

      “Okay. Let’s put a pin in this and revisit it when we get back to the Forge.” He checked the nav display. They were less than twenty minutes from completing their translation to Edge, where Lomas was waiting for him. It was time for him to get his head out of this game and put it into that one.

      But he had one thing to do before he did.

      “Sentinel, that’s damned good work.”

      “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      Dash smiled. “Don’t mention it.”
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      When the simulation ended, Dash turned to the others gathered in the Forge’s Command Center. Besides the other four pilots of their big mechs, Viktor and Elois were present. So was Lori, who now had overall command of their force of auxiliary mechs, the Orions and the Perseids.

      “So what do you guys think?” Dash asked.

      The others exchanged glances. Leira finally spoke up.

      “I like the idea in principle. In practice, though? Not so sure. I’d be worried that I might want to shoot at something, but Tybalt and Sentinel and the others have my weapons all tied up.”

      “Thanks to the Meld between each of you and your mechs, such situations are likely to be rare,” Sentinel replied.

      “To put it another way, the advantages significantly outweigh disadvantages,” Tybalt added.

      Dash crossed his arms and leaned against his favorite leaning spot, a console directly in front of the Command Center’s main display. A bemused smile played across his face. He wasn’t used to having all of the AIs involved in one of these sessions, even though they all technically could be. They certainly monitored them, through Custodian, in real-time. But they didn’t often speak up.

      “Are all of the AIs on board with this?” Amy asked. “I mean, Hathaway is, but what about Kristin, Custodian, and the others.”

      “In this case, I will function mainly as a resource, providing whatever assistance and support is required,” Custodian replied.

      “Yeah, this really is more about the mechs and their AIs,” Viktor noted.

      Dash turned to Lori. “Have you talked to the Orion and Perseid AIs about this idea?”

      She nodded. “They all agree that it’s a good idea. In fact, it might even work better for the smaller mechs because they could use the buff in damage output.”

      “And there are a lot more of them,” Viktor added.

      Conover, though, got straight to the same concern Dash had.

      “We’re talking about injecting what amounts to Deeper machine code into the operation of our mechs. Doesn’t that seem, I don’t know, a little rash?”

      Dash straightened. “And that brings us to the heart of the matter. Like Leira said, in principle, it’s a great idea. But I’m going to have to be convinced to take that sort of risk, and I’ll be blunt—I’m not. Not yet.”

      “The simulations don’t indicate any problems with it, though,” Jexin said.

      “Sure. But those are simulations. We need a way to test this in the real world under combat conditions. We know the Deepers are cunning and deceptive, and I sure don’t want to start underestimating them now,” Dash replied.

      “You think this is some sort of really indirect sabotage?” Amy asked.

      Dash sighed and stuck his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know. Probably not. But I wouldn’t put it past them to try. Hell, I’m still not even convinced those Bishops out there aren’t some sort of Trojan Horse, a way of getting us to lower our guard.”

      “So, what, that big attack directed at the Bishops was just more deception?” Amy asked.

      “It did look like a pretty real and determined attack to me,” Jexin added.

      “It would be remarkable for the Deepers to be that committed to their plan that they’d deliberately attack with a fleet that was intended to lose and be destroyed just to convince us the Bishops are legit,” Conover replied.

      Leira stared at the simulation, still frozen on the main display. “It wouldn’t necessarily be a bad trade-off, though, losing those ships if it meant taking out our mechs.”

      “Considering those ships wouldn’t likely be able to do it themselves,” Amy said. “So, the question is, would the Deepers have been willing to lose those ships in battle if it meant taking out the Archetype and at least two more of our other big mechs? I think they would.”

      Leira nodded. “Especially since they don’t really seem to care about their losses.” She glanced at Dash. “I doubt they’re preserving any of their badly damaged ships as memorials to all the Deepers lost in battle to us.”

      Dash raised his hands. “Okay, folks, we’re chasing our own tails here. Basically, we’re still facing the same question we were when this conversation started. Is it worth risking the mechs for this upgrade?”

      “I have a possible solution.”

      Dash blinked at the voice, precise and cultured. It was one he didn’t hear very often—the voice of Hathaway, the AI that operated Amy’s mech, the Talon.

      He saw the others, including Amy, exchanging looks of mild surprise. “Go ahead, Hathaway, please.”

      “Might this not be a good time to employ a dummy rather than people who merely act like such from time to time?”

      Dash perked up but ignored the admittedly amusing jab. “What do you mean, a dummy?”

      “I’m proposing that a mech be constructed, or an existing one adapted, as a test bed. Or, actually, at least two of them, in order to test the link effect. They could be stripped down to a single dark-lance each and equipped with self-destruct measures to be activated in case the Deeper machine code does manage to compromise them.”

      Dash looked around. Everyone else was doing the same thing.

      “Am I the only one who thinks that’s brilliant? And is now kicking myself because, duh, why didn’t I think of that?” Dash asked.

      Leira glanced around. “No, I think that pretty much sums it up for all of us.”

      “Good work, Hathaway,” Dash said.

      “Of course it was.”

      Dash winced and turned to Amy. “Is he always like that?”

      Her face turned to stone, a far cry from her usual, bubbly self.

      “All. The. Time.”
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      Dash had been hoping to get the link upgrade completed, tested, and ready for a trial by combat by the time the Deepers came through the gate into League space. Lori had cut loose two Perseids from one of her squadrons so they could be used as test beds. The Perseids were their smallest mechs, mainly intended for scouting, flank security, and other sorts of screening tasks. They were the weakest mechs, and thus, least capable of doing harm if they lost control of them to some insidious Deeper code. Plus they were easier to destroy.

      But Dash got the bad news when he arrived in the Forge’s main fabrication bay, where the two Perseids stood, in the midst of their upgrades.

      He put his hands on his hips and turned to Viktor, who’d assumed oversight of the project.

      “I’m getting a definite vibe here that these things aren’t going to be ready in time to fly tomorrow.”

      Viktor wiped his hands on his coveralls. It was, Dash knew, more a habit than any actual need to clean his hands. Unlike human tech, which still employed things like lubricants and hydraulic fluids for some systems, Unseen tech was universally clean and dry.

      “Not unless you want to suspend the repairs to the fleet Custodian has lined up for the fabricators,” Viktor said.

      “Custodian, what would the implications be if we did?”

      “The heavy cruisers Glorious and Retributor would remain out of action, as would the light cruiser Marcus Aurelius and the destroyers—”

      “Okay, I get it. Yeah, I don’t want to leave a bunch of warships sitting in parking slots here at the Forge, just so we can experiment with linking these two Perseids. Carry on doing what you’re doing, Custodian. Viktor, I guess you might as well put the Slipwing through her pre-flight, then get some sleep.”

      “Sleep? Oh, yeah. I’ve heard about that. It involves closing your eyes and not working, right?”

      Dash laughed, clapped Viktor on the shoulder, then headed back to the Command Center, where the final bits of the plan to fight the coming Deeper incursion were being finalized.
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      Dash watched intently as the chrono counted down. Periodically, he flicked his attention back to the tactical display, then to the threat board, then to the operational display, and finally back to the chrono.

      Sometime in the next fifteen minutes, a gate should open right—there. Dash narrowed his eyes at the location marked by an icon in his field of view. Custodian and the AIs had calculated the planned location of the Deeper gate as closely as they could, but some uncertainty remained.

      He grimaced. Some uncertainty. This could all be an elaborate ruse. The Deepers might yet be screwing with them, feeding them false intelligence through the Bishops. They’d tried to accommodate that. The program to expand and bolster the minefields around the Kingsport had been accelerated. They’d moved three of the Anchors there, along with the Forge, to provide heavy defensive fire support, while more weapons were feverishly installed on the burgeoning Kingsport itself. The fourth Anchor, Western, protected the Backwater Gate. And that’s where Wei-Ping was, in the Stalwart, with a task force of twenty ships. From there, she could quickly deploy back to the Kingsport, to Jackpot, or to their forward operating base near the Large Magellanic Cloud, wherever she was needed.

      Dash glanced at the fleet assembled here. Thirty-seven capital ships, including the Victory and the newly repaired Sabertooth, commanded by Benzel aboard the Herald. Another forty-six escort class ships rounded out the Realm forces. But a combined task force of League, N’Teel, and Hriki ships, all upgraded with at least some Unseen tech, held the spinward flank of their battleline. Finally, they’d brought all five of the big mechs and two squadrons of Orions under Lori. And, as a final hedge against Deeper shenanigans, they’d brought one of the Radiant Points with them. If need be, they could deploy it and, within an hour or so, link it to one of their other gates and quickly move the fleet there.

      It was a lot of combat power, probably one of the biggest fleets they’d assembled yet. But, as vital as it was, Dash didn’t just want to drive the Deepers back to protect the League and their other allies. He wanted to send the aliens a message—that their incursions would be squashed, quickly and decisively.

      It was all great planning. Unfortunately, it contained one particular instance of some uncertainty, which was actually a huge uncertainty. Leira had summed it up perfectly back in the Forge’s Command Center during a detailed planning session.

      “You know, I hate to be that guy, but the Deepers know we have their Bishops. What if they just call the whole thing off?”

      Dash had just stared at her. It had occurred to him, too, but he had no real answer to it. Nothing that wasn’t all based on instinct and gut feeling anyway. But Ragsdale had just as succinctly summed up why that didn’t really matter.

      “What if they don’t?”

      So here they were.

      Leira came on a private comm channel.

      “Dash, Tybalt thinks the probability of the Deepers actually going through with this is less than fifty percent.”

      “That means it’s more than zero that they will, right?”

      “I guess. I just—I don’t know. These Deepers scare me, in a way the Golden didn’t. The Golden, as genocidally awful as they were, seemed to at least think much like we do. The Deepers, though.” A pause. “Who knows what they’re thinking? If they’re as old as Elois thinks they are, they might not even be possible for us to understand.”

      “Leira—”

      “I’m just saying, Dash, that maybe what we need to do is—”

      “Leira!”

      “What?”

      Dash had his eyes on the tactical display. “There’s a gate opening.” He had to work at making sure he didn’t sound too smug.
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      “Okay, I guess the other possibility is that the Deepers are complete morons,” Leira said, watching as the gate formed. It resembled the Black Gate, a shimmering halo on the far violet end of the visible spectrum, spilling over into ultraviolet. “I mean, why would they actually go through with this, knowing that we know?”

      “You bet somebody money the Deepers wouldn’t show up, didn’t you?” Dash asked.

      “Of course not! How could you suspect such a thing?” She paused. “Oh, on a completely unrelated note, remind me when we get back to the Kingsport that I owe Ragsdale a hundred credits for, um, unspecified reasons.”

      Dash watched the gate. Nothing had emerged yet. Leira might still be right. Custodian and the other AIs were still chewing on the Bishops’ encryption and crunching the numbers they uncovered as they did, bit by bit. Their findings suggested some chance that the Deepers wouldn’t be able to stop this gate from opening now, even if they wanted to. Their understanding of gate mechanics was still very much a work in progress. But it did mean this one could remain fallow.

      Which was why Dash switched to his comm channel with the Herald. “Okay, Benzel, looks like the gate is as stable as it’s going to get. You can go ahead and send the recon probes through.”

      “Don’t think that’s going to be necessary,” Benzel replied. Dash frowned a bit, but it smoothed away just as quickly.

      Something was exiting the gate. Somethings. Many somethings, in fact.

      “What the hell are those?” Leira asked.

      Conover answered. “Kristin has them ID’d. They’re Deeper torps. But they’ve been upgraded, bigger motors, so they’re faster and have longer range.”

      “There sure are a lot of them,” Amy said. “Hathaway’s keeping a count. That’s thirty. Forty. Fifty-one. Holy shit. Sixty-eight—”

      “All mechs, follow me,” Dash snapped, accelerating the Archetype directly toward the gate. “And get your scattershots warmed up.”

      The other four mechs immediately fell into a wedge formation, smoothly matching Dash’s sudden charge into the teeth of the torp attack. Lori swung her two squadrons of Orions in behind to back them up.

      “Dash, why are we flying right into these damned Deeper torp things?” Leira asked.

      “Because the Deepers are going to try to swamp us with these things. They need to tie us up in a big way so they can bring their fleet through.”

      The mechs raced straight into the flood of torps pouring through the gate—more than a hundred now, with no signs of them slackening off.
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        * * *

      

      Dash thought this had to be one of the most confusing battles he’d ever fought, not to mention one of the most demanding. To maintain a spherical field of fire for the scattershots, the Archetype had to whirl and spin, pouring streams of plasma bolts in literally every direction. All four of the other mechs did likewise. The result was a spectacular spray of scattershot fire radiating from five points, which themselves constantly shifted about as the mechs jinked and dodged. Torps detonated around them in an almost continuous ripple of dazzling flashes and crashes of static across the comm.

      Dash triggered three dark-lances in raking fire, splitting torps with each impact. As he wheeled hard, then kicked the blur, more rounds went just over his left shoulder—Leira was firing—adding to the mayhem. Space was filled, once again, with the light of dying enemies, as well as mechs of all sizes absorbing stunning punishment to their shields. And armor.

      And pilots.

      An Orion driver wailed in pain over the open channel, only to be cut off with a sharp click.

      “Injured pilot, report!” Dash barked.

      “I’m okay, boss. Took some kind of splinter through the leg. Mine, not the—gotta fight. Be okay,” the woman said. It was Vonique, a quiet, intense young woman who’d come aboard after a battle the previous year. A natural pilot, she moved into the mech cradle as easily as walking.

      “Good. Carry on,” Dash said, flicking his sword out with a backhand cut that left two torps in four pieces.

      The battle formation—and the strenuous effort—was paying off. Only forty or so of the torps had managed to leak through to menace the rest of the fleet, and all but a handful of those fell to Lori’s Orions, or fire from the rest of the fleet.

      But the torps just kept pouring through the gate unabated. A brief gap in the ordnance streaking toward him left Dash with a few seconds to catch his breath. He thanked the universal powers that be for the scattershots and the decision to deploy them in all of the mechs. Without them, they would have had to have relied on the big guns, the dark-lances and nova-cannons, and point-defenses to stop the torp barrage. He didn’t need to see a simulation to know that wouldn’t have worked. Far more torps would have made it through to menace the fleet, and that—

      “Dash, a large mass is coming through the gate,” Sentinel said.

      Dash flicked his attention toward the gate. Sure enough, something big, black, and bulbous was starting to extrude its way into view. Dash had a flash of memory—Eastern coming through the gate at the pivotal moment of the Second Battle of Backwater. Had the Deepers come up with something as potent?

      But he dismissed the thought just as quickly. This gate was much too small to have transited something the size of an Anchor. No, this was the prow of a Deeper ship. A big one, too.

      A very big one.

      “Holy shit, look at the size of that thing,” Amy said, her voice tinged with awe.

      The Deeper warship sliding through the gate had to mass at least fifty percent more than the Victory, the biggest ship in the Realm fleet. It seemed to be the source of at least some of the torps because it spat more of them as it slid into view. And it just kept coming, a seemingly endless hull whose bow and forward sections were encased in what had to be the thickest armor Dash had ever seen.

      It struck him that this ship was specifically designed to attack through a gate.

      The Deeper ship was almost comically long in relation to its beam, meaning it could pass through relatively small gates. And the colossal amount of armor protecting its prow was obviously intended to protect it long enough for it to bring its fearsome batteries of x-ray lasers, burst-cannons, and missiles and torp launchers into action. Fire began to pour from the vast Deeper ship as more and more of those batteries slipped clear of the gate and opened fire.

      “I want one,” Dash said.

      Sentinel’s reaction was immediate. “Do you intend to try to capture this Deeper ship? Given its size, and the fact that we still have a limited understanding of Deeper technology, I’d recommend against that—”

      “No, I don’t want this one. I want to build one of our own. It’s exactly what we need.”

      “Perhaps we should destroy this one first.”

      “Yeah, that we should,” Dash muttered, accelerating the Archetype directly toward their enormous foe.
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        * * *

      

      Dash had to admit a good design when he saw it. And this Deeper ship was a damned good design, although probably too big. It reached seventeen hundred meters by the time its drive section finally cleared the gate, making it more like a mobile fortress than a ship.

      And it was tough.

      Dash flung the Archetype at it and immediately attracted a storm of fire. He returned fire with the dark-lances and nova-cannon. Even those weapons, as powered-up as they were by the hexacore and other upgrades to the mechs, proved just able to penetrate the heavy shielding. And as for the forward third or so of the ship, forget it. The massive armor was too difficult to overcome. It wasn’t impervious, but smashing through it would take more time than Dash was willing to spend on it, especially since it could “heal” itself.

      He concentrated, instead, on the aft portion of the massive ship, leading Conover and Amy in from one flank, while Leira and Jexin slashed in from the other. In the meantime, Benzel maneuvered the fleet to box in the gate as much as possible, while also pouring fire into the titanic Deeper ship. But now that it had cleared the gate, other ships were charging through—heavy cruisers, a battleship, and a multitude of escort-class vessels. At the same time, the big Deeper ship began spewing out fighters, dozens of them, adding the weight of their firepower to the fray. Benzel responded by launching the Victory’s fighter wings, as well as two of the three escort carriers accompanying the fleet.

      Even with the mechs’ prodigious efforts to take down as many of the torps as possible, the Deepers were managing to push more and more ships through the gate. The big Deeper ship had done its job, absorbing the massed firepower directed at it, in order to gain a foothold on this side of the gate.

      The battle evolved into a swirling melee of fighters, torps, and missiles flashing among lumbering capital ships. Weapons pumped out bolts, beams, and blasts, ordnance detonated, ships staggered under impacts, spalling out clouds of debris. Some began to die.

      Dash gritted his teeth, powering the Archetype through a tight turn. He locked on a fighter, fired the dark-lances, and destroyed it. Locked the nova-cannon on another and destroyed it. Shifted his fire to a Deeper heavy cruiser, using the dark-lances to saturate its shields, then the blast-cannon to blow it to pieces. Behind him, Amy and Conover snap rolled, dodged, and wove along behind him, finishing ships the Archetype had damaged. It underscored how valuable coordinated fire was and made him that much more determined to implement Sentinel’s plan—

      He pulled another high-g turn, whipping past the stern of the big Deeper ship. He got a hard firing solution with all weapons but poured dark-lance fire into one of the massive exhaust ports. It was probably the strongest part of any ship, designed to withstand the ferocious incandescence and flood of radiation from an operating drive. But the dark-lances attacked the substance of the huge exhaust port at the quantum level, blowing open an enormous gash. Drive plasma immediately flared out of the gap, unbalancing the big ship’s thrust and causing it to start a ponderous, slewing yaw to port. But the titanic ship continued firing unabated, doling out punishment as fast as it took it. Dash saw a Realm heavy cruiser reel under the impact of sustained x-ray laser and burst-cannon fire. It swung out of the Realm’s battleline, apparently having lost its steerage way, and nearly collided with the Herald. A few seconds later, a light cruiser was struck by a barrage from the Deeper dreadnought and exploded. And a few seconds after that, a destroyer detonated with a searing flash of lost fusion containment.

      Dash swore. The big ship had to go. The trouble was, it was specifically built to sustain punishment and shrug off damage.

      On the outside.

      How about on the inside?

      “Amy, Conover, cover me. I’m about to get shockingly intimate with this big bastard.”

      “Last time I heard that was in a bar on Passage, right before closing time,” Amy shot back. But Dash could hear the tension in her voice. All of the mechs had taken some damage, and the battle was beginning to wear on all of them. The longer it went on, the more ships and people would die.

      “Dash, could really use a hand here!”

      It was Leira. Dash checked tactical and saw that she and Jexin had somehow become cut off from the rest of the fleet and were being swarmed by Deeper fighters and light ships, backed up by a battleship and a trio of heavy cruisers. The two mechs fought tenaciously, but if they weren’t helped, they might soon be overwhelmed.

      “Dammit—okay, Leira, on my way—”

      “Not necessary, Dash. We’ve got this,” a new voice said.

      It was Steenowat, the leader of the N’Teel’s military contingent. She’d worked closely with Jexin, and despite some initial friction, the two had become close friends.

      Dash did a quick appraisal. The N’Teel had already dispatched a flight of Moonbane fighters to help Leira and Jexin. A squadron of N’Teel warships had peeled out of the battleline and now accelerated behind the fighters, moving to the rescue. A squadron of Hriki ships immediately moved in from the reserve, taking their place.

      Armed with Unseen tech and weapons, it was a potent force, but was it potent enough?

      “Lori, Dash.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Go and help the N’Teel relieve Leira and Jex. I need to focus on taking this big Deeper ship out of action, or this thing may not go our way.”

      “Roger that.”

      Clipped and succinct. In less than a year, Lori had gone from wide-eyed, rookie mech pilot to smoothly professional commander. Just as Alora Ellsworth, Captain of the Taffy, was an inspiration, so was Lori.

      Dash yanked his attention away from Leira and focused back on the Deeper dreadnought.

      “Okay, Sentinel, take all the weapons offline except for the power-sword and the blast-cannon. Shunt all the power you save into the shield.”

      “Done. I’ve also shifted additional energy into the power-sword to ensure it can cut through the Deepers’ hull more quickly. You’ll want to do this as quickly as possible.”

      “Gotta love the Meld. Means I don’t have to explain the plan,” Dash muttered, rolling the Archetype and diving straight toward the Deeper dreadnought.

      “Actually, the Meld has nothing to do with it. I just know what you intend to do,” Sentinel said as the huge ship quickly loomed closer. Dash flicked his attention behind him, just for a second, to confirm that Amy and Conover were covering him.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “I’m that predictable?”

      “Only to me. The Deepers will not be expecting what you’re about to do at all because it’s a ridiculous notion. No sane being would even contemplate it. And that is why, Dash, you and the others must remain the pilots of these mechs. I would never have even considered something like this.”

      Dash lined up on a portion of the vast Deeper hull just behind the amidships point. “So you think it’s insane, huh?”

      “I do. And that’s why it’s probably brilliant.”

      Dash firewalled the drive, decelerating the Archetype. Batteries both to his left and right immediately started tracking and shooting, slamming fire into the mech. The shield gradually filled with energy. But Sentinel worked hard to clear it, only briefly exposing the mech to the full fury of the Deeper broadsides. Even then, the armor shrugged off most of the hits.

      Dash landed gently onto the huge expanse of hull, applying thrust to keep the Archetype there and give him the leverage he needed. He deployed the power-sword and began gouging a hole into the Deeper ship, methodically slashing away in a flurry of glowing destruction.

      “Sometimes, you need to get up close and personal,” Dash muttered, driving the blade through a savage arc.

      “I sense you enjoy this part of the job,” Sentinel replied in an even tone.

      Dash hacked a section of Deeper hull away, the edges seared to liquid. “You might say that.”

      The fire had actually slackened. Only a single x-ray laser battery was still able to shoot at him, the others being unable to depress far enough to target the mech. However, Deeper fighters were now being vectored in to strafe the mech, and warriors had begun boiling out of hatches and racing across the hull toward the mech amid a deluge of small-arms fire.

      Dash ignored it all, trusting Sentinel to keep the shield rotating, maintaining its integrity. She did reactivate the point-defense system and sweep torrents of fire across the hull, blasting Deeper warriors to fragments. He simply kept hacking away until he’d opened a gap in the tough armor. He then applied more thrust, reached down, and ripped the gash in the hull even wider.

      “Shall we?” Dash said to the yawning hull.

      Then he stepped inside.
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        * * *

      

      Dash chopped with the power-sword, slashing through bulkheads and decks, conduits that flared and sparked, and tubes carrying murky, viscous fluids. Warriors swarmed in around him, but he just kept hacking away, making a space inside the hull big enough for the Archetype to get completely inside. The blade was a blur, moving through motions no human muscles could ever hope to achieve.

      “Dash, what the hell are you doing?” Amy asked.

      Dash swung the sword. It flared and ripped through a bulkhead, a deck, and another bulkhead, all in one cut. The dreadnought’s internal structure wasn’t nearly as tough as the armored hull.

      “Well, the Deepers decided to drop in for a visit. The least we can do is give them something to show our appreciation.”

      He slashed again and again. In less than two minutes, Dash had carved out a big enough space to get the Archetype completely inside the Deeper ship.

      Warriors swarmed the mech. He felt dozens of pinpricks as they poured small-arms fire into him and tore at him with scything claws. None of the damage was more than superficial, but given time, it would add up. He wasn’t going to allow that to happen.

      “Okay, Sentinel, everything—”

      “Into the shield, I know.”

      Dash smiled, but it was grim. Sentinel had taken the drive offline and flung its power into the shield, pushing the emitters to the limits of their tolerance. That left only one other system fully powered up.

      The blast cannon.

      “Amy, tell all friendly fighters to break off and clear this ship.”

      “Why—oh. Shit. Really, Dash?”

      “Sooner rather than later, please, Amy.”

      “Big yikes, boss. Roger that.”

      Dash decided to wait thirty more seconds to give friendly forces time to get clear. The Deeper warriors, undeterred by the shield, kept piling up the damage on the Archetype.

      He gritted his teeth. The chrono ticked down with agonizing slowness. That was how it went, wasn’t it? When you wanted things to either hurry up or slow down, time always seemed to do the exact opposite.

      Thirty seconds. It would have to do.

      Dash ensured the Archetype was facing toward the dreadnought’s stern, then triggered the blast-cannon.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out there was something that could hurt the Archetype.

      It was the Archetype itself.

      Even with the shield driven to its absolute limit, the backblast from the discharge engulfed the Archetype in a stellar gust of superheated plasma and hard radiation. Warnings flashed across the status board. Dash just groaned as the sensation of damage slammed across the Meld. He forced himself to wait it out. When the blast cleared, he took in his handiwork, whistling low at the sheer chaos from one weapon, one act—one command.

      An enormous chunk had been blown open, exposing more than two hundred meters of the dreadnought’s interior to hard vacuum. Smashed decks and bulkheads still glowed yellow-white, punctuated by spitting circuits and wheeling slag.

      “Sentinel, stand by to reactivate the drive!”

      “We’re not leaving?”

      “No, we’re gonna take another shot!”

      “Oh.”

      Dash had a bad moment as the Blur drive flashed a yellow caution status instead of immediately powering up. But Sentinel force-cycled the drive overflow, sending immense power back in a closed loop, and the drive abruptly flicked to green. By then, the blast-cannon had cycled back to full power, the wing-like energy accumulators roaring like a furnace with contained power.

      And—now.

      Dash redlined the drive, at the same time triggering the blast-cannon again, at full yield.

      The next few seconds were a blur. The world again turned plasma-white, the Archetype blasted itself free of the Deeper ship and shot into space at over one hundred g’s of acceleration, debris clanged and thumped against the mech in a staccato symphony of ringing destruction. Dash howled out loud at the abrupt flood of sensation across the Meld. But ahead of him, the view cleared, settling back into the smooth, star-studded blackness of space. For a moment, he let the mech keep accelerating away, taking the time to regain his mental footing.

      “Holy—shit! Sentinel, you still with me?”

      “If I wasn’t, then you’d have much bigger problems to deal with.”

      Dash winced at the aftershocks still rolling across the Meld like waves on a stormy sea. A few systems had gone offline, including the right knee actuator and the backups in both ankles. The Archetype had been scorched and battered, but it still flew, he could still control it, and, most importantly, he still had all weapon systems ready to use.

      He finally slowed the Archetype, then jackknifed it and looked back at the massive Deeper ship. Hopefully, he’d hurt it at least enough to give the rest of the fleet an opening to—

      “Oh. Color me impressed.”

      A series of explosions continued rippling along the length of the huge ship, starting from a massive, glowing crater that had been gouged out of its flank. The blasts erupted like geysers from their aft, accompanied by flashes of EMP and blasts of radiation. Reactors, Dash thought. Reactors were going critical and losing containment, though they all seemed to be scramming first, starting an emergency shutdown to dampen the fusion reactions and limit the damage.

      But the titanic ship had been mortally wounded. Only a handful of its many batteries were firing, and even then, in a desultory sort of way. The slow yaw Dash had inflicted on it with damage to its exhaust ports had now been joined by a stately roll. The big ship was tumbling out of control, but in a ponderous, almost graceful way, thanks to its sheer mass.

      The Talon and Pulsar sped into formation with Dash, left and right, and deftly took up station.

      “Dash, you still alive in there?” Amy asked.

      He winced at the throb of a residual headache. “Let’s call it alive-ish.”

      “Dash, that was absolutely insane,” Conover said. “Absolutely, utterly, bat-guano insane.”

      Dash smirked. “Are you telling me I should never do that again?”

      “For what it’s worth, I am,” Sentinel put in.

      Conover chuckled. “No, I’m telling you that next time, you should bring me with you.”

      Kristin’s voice bounced across the comm. “That would be so cool. Let’s do it. That big ship isn’t dead yet!”

      “Okay, let’s rein in our enthusiasm here, folks. Benzel, SITREP, please—”

      “Dash.”

      It was Leira’s voice, just a single word. But it carried such a desolate tone that Dash’s gut reefed down into a hard knot. Something was wrong.

      He looked for the Swift and found it amid a handful of Moonbane fighters, not far from the N’Teel task force Steenowat had sent to help Leira and Jexin. The Polaris hung ominously a short distance away, flanked by a pair of Orions.

      “Leira? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “So what—”

      “It’s Jexin. The Deepers captured her, Dash. She’s gone.”
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      Dash braced himself, setting his jaw in an effort to watch the battle play out free of anything other than a commander’s critical eye. Tybalt had integrated imagery with that collected by the N’Teel, both their Moonbane fighters, and their capital ships, as well as the Realm fighters that had intervened to help the Swift and the Polaris. The whole thing played out as a seamless, coherent picture, which Dash could actually rotate, pan, and zoom to see it from different perspectives.

      It was horrible no matter how he viewed it.

      Either by fluke or design, the Deepers had managed to cut off the Polaris and Swift from the rest of the Allied fleet. This shouldn’t have been too much of a problem for the fast, powerful mechs, but the Deepers, seeming to sense an opportunity, poured combat power into the fight. Realm and N’Teel fighters had arrived to help, but piecemeal, each flight simply getting there as fast as it could. The result was a confused, uncoordinated, and largely ineffective effort to break the Deepers’ impromptu battle line and take the pressure off the two mechs, which were now the focus of a serious bombardment. The crucial moment came when a torp detonated what looked like only a few meters away from the Polaris. The mech briefly tumbled out of control but quickly started to recover. Not quickly enough, though, to avoid a Deeper fighter that veered toward it. The Polaris’s scattershot managed to come back online and pump out a few shots, one of them hitting the onrushing fighter. But it didn’t stop the Deeper craft from slamming into it at an appallingly high velocity.

      Amid the flash of detonating ordnance and a cascade of debris, the impact crippled the Polaris. Both of its legs and one arm were amputated in the collision. The mech now tumbled helplessly out of control, Tybalt confirming that essentially all of its systems had been knocked offline, putting it into emergency survival mode.

      The Deepers pounced. Heedless of their own losses, they converged on the Polaris, swarming it and pouring fire into it. Dash could see Leira desperately trying to close in to help, but the Deeper fire was too intense. They managed to hold her, the arriving N’Teel, and a flight of Orions led by Lori at bay long enough to actually try and seize the battered mech and try towing it toward the gate. But the Realm pressure kept mounting. Benzel had ordered a squadron of heavy cruisers, led by the Sabertooth, to close in and support the Swift and the N’Teel. At the same time, the Realm and N’Teel fighters finally got themselves organized and added the weight of their attacks. The arrival of a second flight of Orions finally convinced the Deepers to give up and pull what remained of their forces back through the gate. The Orions quickly recovered the Polaris, which was when they learned the Deepers had somehow managed to extract Jexin from its smashed remains.

      And by then, the Deepers, and Jexin, were gone.

      All of this had happened in the time it took Dash to attack and cripple the Deeper dreadnought.

      Dash had to take a few moments to breathe. The battle had largely wound down around him, Benzel having now seized access to the gate, trapping the remaining Deeper forces on this side of it. The aliens made no further attempts to pass through it, apparently just writing off whatever ships had been trapped. The last of those was now being pounded into scrap by the Herald and her consorts.

      Something closed in beside the Archetype. It was the Talon.

      Amy’s voice came over the comm. Its uncharacteristically somber tone perfectly summed up how he felt.

      “I’d ask you if you’re okay, but I know you’re not. None of us are. But you have something you have to do,” she said.

      Dash started to reply, to ask her what the hell she meant. But he knew what it was. He looked across the tactical display and found the Swift hanging silently near the battered remains of the Polaris.

      He took one more long, slow breath, then let it out.

      “Yeah. I do. Thanks, Amy.”

      “Hey, any time, boss.”

      Dash accelerated the Archetype toward the Swift. There was no need, of course, for him to get physically closer. He could talk to Leira over the comm from a million klicks away as easily as he could from one klick. But that wasn’t the point. Something very human inside him prompted him to get as close as he could to Leira, the same way Amy had done with him.

      Dash switched to the private channel he shared with Leira.

      “Hey.”

      Nothing.

      “Leira?”

      Still nothing.

      “Leira, listen—”

      “No, Dash, I won’t listen. I know what you’re going to say, that it wasn’t my fault.” Her voice was a bubbling stew of emotions—bitterness, anger, sorrow, regret. Dash knew he had to burn through it to get at Leira’s rational mind, and he had to do it now.

      “Actually, I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “What, you’re saying it was my fault?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      Silence again. He didn’t have to imagine very hard just how his words had impacted her. He’d devastated her. Now, he had to yank her back out of the dark places she was going to where he needed her to be.

      “I—” was all she managed to finally blurt back.

      Dash pressed on. “It was your fault, Leira, yeah. But it was also Amy’s. And Conover’s. And most of all, it was mine.”

      The channel remained dead silent, but Dash could tell she was listening to him now.

      “We got complacent. Cocky, even. After the hexacore upgrades, adding the scattershots, and a pretty much unbroken record of winning fights, we managed to get ourselves into a place where we thought we could do anything with these mechs. As it turns out, we were wrong. They might be the most powerful war machines in the galaxy, but even they have their limits. And we just found one.”

      “That doesn’t help, Jex,” Leira snapped back.

      “No, it doesn’t. But what will is us going through that gate, finding her, and rescuing her.”

      “I—” she started again, then broke off. Dash waited.

      “You’re serious?”

      “Dead serious.”

      “So, what, you’re going to take the whole fleet through that gate after her?”

      “No. There wouldn’t be any point to that, anyway. Only our mechs are fast enough to overcome their head start. So it’s just going to be you, me, Conover, and Amy. We’re going to go through that gate, we’re going to retrieve Jexin, and we’re going to kill anything that tries to stop us, Deeper or otherwise.”

      “When do we leave?”

      Dash turned his gaze to the gate. That raw fury that he’d had to breathe away had been replaced by cold, relentless purpose. He wasn’t really Dash, not anymore. Now, he was the Archetype, an implacable, remorseless machine.

      “We go right now.”
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        * * *

      

      They actually didn’t leave immediately. The Herald, along with several other ships, carried reloads for the mechs to replace the ordnance they’d expended. Dash forced himself to wait while the four mechs were bombed back up, which also gave their AIs a chance to do some self-repairs.

      Dash watched as maintenance remotes thunked the last missile into the Archetype’s magazine, then retreated back into the Herald’s open cargo bay. He was anxious to get underway. Every minute that passed was another minute Jexin spent in the hands of the Deepers, speeding away to some unknown fate, one that didn’t bear contemplating.

      Amy chomped at the bit, too. She’d already taken her mech to the mouth of the gate and waited there, impatiently asking Dash for updates. Conover worked hard to keep her from charging through after the little Kosan who’d become her best friend.

      And then there was Leira. She said little, curtly answering questions, but nothing more. Dash’s flat statement, that it was her fault—along with that of the other mech pilots, and especially including him—had had its intended effect. But it also carried a lingering side-effect. She might share the blame but felt her share of it especially keenly. Jexin had been her wing, the two of them fighting as a team. She was, therefore, assigning herself more of the immediate responsibility for how disastrously things had gone. Dash knew she’d be replaying the fight in her mind, if not actually replaying it, and second-guessing every decision, every move she made.

      As soon as the missile tubes were locked and loaded, Dash accelerated the Archetype away from the Herald. He faced one of the most difficult leadership challenges of his tenure as Messenger.

      Somehow, he had to keep three other people motivated, but also in check, while doing the same for himself.
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        * * *

      

      As Dash approached the gate, Benzel came on the comm.

      “Okay, we’re clear on everything at this end, Dash. I’ve let Custodian know what’s going on, and he’s relaying it to Backwater, Jackpot, and the LMC forward base.”

      “Roger that.”

      Silence lingered. Somehow, Dash knew that Benzel wasn’t finished speaking.

      “Dash, did I ever tell you about a fellow named Marcus?” he finally said.

      “Don’t think so, no.”

      “It was actually the two of us who started up the Gentle Friends. Wei-Ping came along soon after, but Marcus was my—not number two, really. More like my co-number one.”

      “Okay.”

      “Anyway, about two years after we started up, we attacked what turned out to be a Q-ship, a freighter that ended up being full of mercenaries. What should have been a pretty normal boarding action went bad really fast. We had to pull out. But Marcus didn’t make it.”

      Dash waited.

      “I wasn’t going to let things stand like that,” Benzel went on. “Marcus wasn’t just my fellow privateer; he was my friend. So, I put together a cutting-out party to try and spring Marcus from the Q-ship before it could make it back to someplace they could hand him over to the commerce authorities.”

      “Let me guess. It didn’t work out very well.”

      “All I managed to do was lose another three Gentle Friends. Later, we found out Marcus wasn’t even alive. He’d apparently died of his wounds, but they were mercenaries, paid thugs. I always suspected they just killed him since he’d still be worth the bounty.”

      “Benzel, I get it. You think this is rash, even reckless.”

      “I do. Especially since you don’t even know if Jexin’s still alive.”

      “She is.”

      “Dash, faith is all very well and good, but—”

      “It’s not just faith, Benzel. Yes, she might have been wounded, and yes, she might not have survived. But if she was taken by the Deepers alive, then she’s still that way.”

      “How do you know?”

      Dash took a breath and eased it out. “Because they’re going to want to learn as much as they can from her.” He didn’t get into any more detail than that. He didn’t have to.

      “Dash, you’re risking the Archetype and the other mechs. We lose them, and you, then we’re in trouble.”

      “Why did you go back for Marcus?”

      A long moment of silence before Benzel finally replied.

      “Good luck, Dash. We’ll hold the fort until you get back.”

      “Roger that.”
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        * * *

      

      The four mechs raced through the gate like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, every bit as bent on hellfire and destruction as those mythic riders.

      They found themselves in yet another place in the Big Black, marked by the white-dwarf corpse of yet another dead star. A squadron of Deeper ships, heavy and light cruisers, immediately moved to intercept them. Dash wanted to turn and face them, and implacably destroy them.

      But he bit back his simmering fury and ordered the four of them to press on. They were here to rescue Jexin. Killing Deepers was just a means to that end.

      At their full acceleration, the four mechs quickly outpaced the Deepers, who remained doggedly in pursuit anyway. Ahead of them, the white dwarf gleamed a dull, greyish white against the pitch darkness of intergalactic space. The only recognizable objects were the two Magellanic Clouds, and beyond them, the smeared spiral of the Andromeda galaxy. Even more sporadic, diffuse points of light marked other, more distant galaxies of the Virgo Cluster.

      But Dash kept his attention fixed on the white dwarf ahead, and the two—no, three planets orbiting it. They were, again, just airless, lifeless rocks frozen to nearly absolute zero. But another object swung in a wide orbit around the dwarf star.

      It was an Arkubator.

      “That’s our target,” he said over the comm.

      Amy and Leira both gave curt acknowledgments, but this time, it was Conover that opened a private channel.

      “Dash, we don’t know if Jexin is aboard the Arkubator or not.”

      “She is.”

      A moment passed before Conover replied. When he finally did, his voice was hard in a way Dash had never heard before.

      “I know you’re all about your gut feelings, Dash, but this isn’t the time to let them drive you. We do not know if Jexin is aboard the Arkubator. The Deepers might have translated away with her. We could end up wasting a lot of valuable time chasing something that isn’t there.”

      Dash opened his mouth to snap back at Conover but didn’t. Just as his words had burned through Leira’s tsunami of emotions, Conover’s did the same to his. He finally sighed.

      “You’re right. So what do you suggest?”

      “The Deeper ships didn’t escape through that gate all that long ago. There’s probably still a detectable trail of remnant drive plasma. We can follow that to wherever it leads us, whether it’s that Arkubator, a translation point, or something else.”

      Dash had to hand it to Conover. He was almost as close to Jexin as Amy was, and no doubt felt the sting of losing her almost as keenly. But he’d kept his head about him, proposing a rational course of action when Dash was having trouble thinking past his own bitter anger.

      “That’s a good idea. Let’s do that.”

      “Okay, but to do this right, we need to slow down and arrange the mechs to ensure the best possible coverage. The exhaust trail is probably already pretty diffuse. If we were inside the galaxy, where the matter density is higher, we probably wouldn’t be able to distinguish it from the background at all.”

      Dash switched back to the general comm.

      “Okay, guys, listen up. I am officially handing over command of this little expedition to Conover. From this point on, he’s in charge. What he says we do, we do. Any questions?”

      Dash expected objections from one or both of Amy and Leira, but neither did anything but acknowledge it. They knew it was the right decision. Messenger or not, Dash was in much the same dark places that they were. Conover, bless his nerdy, sophisticated mind, was the best one to lead them now.
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        * * *

      

      Dash watched intently as the exhaust trail marking the path of the Deeper ships slowly resolved. It was one of a number of such trails, but it was the most coherent, which meant it was also the most recent. The mechs had to separate into two pairs, flying more than a million klicks apart, to be able to get a sufficiently three-dimensional picture of it and reliably pick the signal out of the background noise.

      The trail led directly toward the Arkubator.

      “Sorry, Dash, you were right after all,” Conover said over the private channel, his voice glum. “Looks like I was the one to end up wasting time.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You cost us, what, twenty minutes? And in return we now have a hard target. You’re no less right than you were before.”

      “Thanks, Dash.”

      “He admires you a great deal,” Sentinel said.

      “Good, because I don’t admire myself very much right now.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’ve been making mistakes, Sentinel. I got sucked in by the Deepers’ diversionary attack on the Forge, which almost cost us the Second Battle of Backwater. I got sucked in again when the Deepers seemed to be attacking the Kingsport, but were really after their Bishops. That did cost a bunch of lives, when I had to throw the Taffy and her task force right into the jaws of the wolf.”

      He blew out an exasperated sigh. And then there’s Jexin getting taken prisoner. I got too complacent about—all of it. We win against the Deepers, again and again, which seems great. Except, if you dig into it, you see that more often than not, it just comes down to dumb luck and the sweat, tears, and blood of a lot of good people.”

      “Dash, why did you put Conover in charge of this expedition?”

      “Because he’s in the right head space for it. I’m not. All I want to do is kill Deepers.”

      “So you recognized your own limitations and took action to address them. In this case, that was to actually step down as leader and name somebody currently more capable in your place.”

      “I guess.”

      “That was the action of a rational person, Dash. That wasn’t just emotion. You did what needed to be done to ensure the success of the mission. That is leadership, and I’d venture it’s also the reason that Conover—not to mention Leira, Amy, Viktor, Benzel, Wei-Ping, Ragsdale, and all the others—admire you.”

      “I appreciate the pep talk, Sentinel, but—”

      “You’re forgetting something, Dash. You’re not talking to another person. You’re talking to a machine. I can simulate emotions but, ultimately, they’re just a construct. So this isn’t just a pep talk, as you call it. It is a simple statement of fact. These people admire you and respect you. That obligates you to lead them as best as you can. And recognizing your own shortcomings, limitations, and errors is fundamental to that. And that leaves you with one more question, probably the most important of all.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You have made bad mistakes, to use your implied words. So, what are you going to do about it?”

      Dash flew on in silence for a while, occasionally tweaking the Archetype’s course to keep following the tenuous ghost of the Deepers’ exhaust trail. There was no doubt now. It led straight to the Arkubator.

      He glanced at the tactical display and noted that the other three mechs had closed back in. Conover took the lead, and Dash slipped into place behind him. Further back, the squadron of Deeper ships still doggedly pursued them, but they were almost an hour behind now.

      “You make good sense, Sentinel. I appreciate that. You’re wrong about one thing, though.”

      “I am? About what?”

      “You’re not just a machine, and your emotions aren’t just a construct. Not any more than I am, anyway. The only difference is that my machinery is squishy goo, while yours is circuits and processors.”

      “Interesting. You may have a point.”

      For the first time in what felt like a long while, Dash smiled.

      “Face it, Sentinel. Like it or not, you’re becoming more human all the time.”

      “As I’ve said before, there’s no need to get insulting.”

      Dash’s smile became a laugh, which washed away at least some of the darkness. It left him staring at the Arkubator, now looming ahead.

      “Hang on a little longer, Jex,” he muttered. “The cavalry’s almost there.”
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      Conover led the mechs onto an arcing trajectory, one that would minimize the time it took for them to intersect the orbit of the Arkubator. Leira immediately came on the comm.

      “Conover, what do you want us to do? Are we just going to charge straight in, a head-on frontal assault?”

      “That’s the plan, yeah.”

      “Um. Don’t you think that’s a little rash? Shouldn’t we try something at least half-assed subtle?”

      “No, because that’s exactly what the Deepers will expect us to do.”

      Dash had been starting to wonder the same thing Leira had, but Conover’s confident answers intrigued him. “Interesting. Care to explain?”

      “We know that the Deepers are naturally deceptive. They keep trying to pull bait-and-switch tactics on us, and they use diversions—all of their plans seem to involve layers of intent, some true, some fake. Sentient beings tend to assume, deep down, that everyone thinks the same way they do, but it’s the only way they can see the universe.”

      “Huh. So you think the Deepers are going to be ready for us to do something subtle and cunning so that when we just charge in headlong, it’ll take them by surprise?”

      “Exactly. You notice that the ships that brought Jexin here aren’t anywhere to be seen. I think they’re lurking on the far side of that white dwarf where we can’t detect them. That positions them to move to block anything we try. But a charge straight in, toward this side of the white dwarf, gives them the greatest distance to travel to get to us.”

      “Couldn’t we track them by their exhaust and be sure?” Leira asked.

      “No. This close to the white dwarf, there’s too much background noise.”

      “Maybe they just translated away,” Amy said.

      “Then we’d see more recent exhaust trails leading us to their translation point. Remember, this star might be small, but it’s still massive and has a big gravity well.”

      They flew on for a few more moments. Dash watched as the range ticked down on the tactical display. They’d be in maximum effective range of their missiles in less than five minutes, and the dark-lances just a few minutes after that. But before battle was joined, there was one more point Dash felt they needed to address, the red giant in the room. Part of it was practical, but part of it was just something they had to face.

      “Conover, how do we even know Jexin’s still alive?”

      The confidence in Conover’s voice slipped a bit. “The same way we’re going to find her aboard that Arkubator. We’re going to link the mechs to her Meld.”

      Dash was hit with a surge of both chagrin and pride. Chagrin because he hadn’t thought of that, emphasizing just how much the emotional side of the situation had preoccupied him. And pride because Conover had thought of it.

      It was still far from certain, of course, much less anywhere near perfect. They might try to link to her Meld and fail. Did that mean she was dead? Or that the Deepers had somehow managed to block her from the Meld? There’d be no way to know, and then they’d still face the prospect of either trying to find her aboard the gargantuan Arkubator, while Deeper forces closed in, or giving up entirely and retreating.

      That was absolutely the last thing Dash wanted to do. But, if it came down to a choice between the four mechs and their pilots on the one hand, and Jexin on the other—

      He sighed an angry sigh. If it came down to that, he’d be the one to make the choice. It was one decision he couldn’t, wouldn’t force on Conover. It was a decision that could only be made by the Messenger.
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        * * *

      

      “We should be entering normal maximum link range for the Meld in thirty seconds,” Sentinel said.

      Dash grunted in understanding. In half a minute, he might have to reassume command and order a withdrawal. They just didn’t have the time to search the Arkubator because Deeper forces were starting to pile up. Not only were the ships that brought Jexin here probably sitting on the far side of the white dwarf, but they still had a flotilla of Deeper ships about an hour behind them. Moreover, they’d detected a third group of ships, larger than the other two combined, that had just translated into the system and were about three hours away.

      Three hours sounded like a lot, but eyeing the massive bulk of the Arkubator, it suddenly seemed to dwindle to no time at all—

      “I’ve connected to Jexin’s Meld,” Sentinel announced.

      “Really?”

      “There are times for levity and kidding around, but I don’t think this is one of them.”

      “Fair point. Sorry, Sentinel. I’m just—”

      “Surprised that the Deepers have kept her alive?”

      “Yeah—”

      The threat indicator lit up more than it already was. The mechs had been lit up by tracking sensors. A heartbeat or two later, missile launchers on the Arkubator started coughing out projectiles, while x-ray lasers opened fire. But it was a pretty anemic attack, Dash thought. The full weight of incoming fire might have matched that of a single battlecruiser.

      “Gotta admit, I was kind of expecting this all to be some massive scheme to get the mechs here and then reveal this Arkubator was mostly made of weapons,” Leira said.

      “Yeah, I’m a little underwhelmed,” Amy added. “I actually thought this was all going to be some elaborate ruse. Like, the whole thing with the Bishops, the gate, the attack into League space, all of it was a set up to get us here.”

      “That’d be a little convoluted, even for the Deepers,” Conover said. “There’d be, like, a dozen ways that plan wouldn’t work.”

      “Conover’s right. The Deepers might be cunning and deceptive, but they’re not going to leave as many things to chance as that plan would require,” Dash agreed.

      “I think it’s the opposite. I don’t think they expected to face the resistance they did when they came through that gate, and they sure didn’t expect they’d capture Jexin. So they’re stuck doing the make it up as you go along thing,” Conover said.

      “So how do you want to do this, Conover?” Dash asked.

      “You and Leira are going to bust into that Arkubator, do the big stompy robot thing, and find Jexin. Amy and I are going to stay outside and give you cover.”

      Dash couldn’t help chuckling. “Conover, I love your plans—simple and straight to the point.”

      He turned his attention to tactical and started lining up targets to attack during the final run in.
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        * * *

      

      The four mechs methodically demolished the weapons systems mounted on the Arkubator, opening the way for Dash and Leira to reach the massive ship’s hull at the point closest to the source of Jexin’s Meld. As he decelerated the Archetype, he took fire from a burst-cannon, which the shield handily sloughed off. Before he could reply, though, Conover had already sniped the Deeper weapon mount.

      “So how do you want to do this, Dash?” Leira asked.

      “Well, in keeping with Conover’s keep-it-simple-stupid philosophy, we’ll just bust our way in and find Jex,” he replied, deploying the power-sword and slowing to a crawl with respect to the Arkubator. He picked a section of hull free of obstructions, grounded the mech, applied thrust to keep it there, and swung the sword.

      It slammed into the tough alloy, which had been built to withstand millennia of exposure to the hostility of deep space. Dash poured energy into the blade until it thrummed with crackling discharge, then pulled it through the hull plating, leaving a glowing gash. Leira landed a short distance away and did the same with the Swift’s power-axe, hacking out a gap in the Arkubator’s flank.

      “This is a lot easier than it used to be,” Dash said before lifting the sword, rotating it a quarter-turn, then slamming it into the hull again and resuming his cutting. “Gotta love those hexacores.”

      In minutes, he and Leira had managed to open a gap large enough to let the mechs enter the vast ship. Dash didn’t hesitate.

      “Okay, Conover, we’re going in.”

      “Roger that. Good luck.”

      “We make our own luck,” Dash muttered and pushed his way into the Arkubator.
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        * * *

      

      Dash strode across the enormous compartment, applying thrust to simulate enough gravity to allow the Archetype to walk. More Deeper warriors came charging across the expansive deck, clambering over broken machinery and pouring small-arms fire into the mech. Bigger, bulkier warriors filled the role of heavy weapons, slamming bolts of plasma and sticky streams of corrosive organic goo. As before, the resulting damage was minor, even superficial, but it slowly piled up. Moreover, the Archetype still carried the scars of the previous battle on the other side of the gate. Dash grimly ignored the warriors while striding toward the beacon of Jexin’s Meld, crushing Deepers underfoot and blasting them to chitinous fragments with the Archetype’s point-defense batteries as he advanced. Leira followed, backing him up but also keeping a wary eye behind them to ensure their escape route didn’t get closed off.

      “Two hundred meters ahead, slightly to the left, and above,” Sentinel said. Dash muttered an acknowledgment and changed direction accordingly. As he did, he swept the power-sword through a throng of Deeper warriors moving to block him, scything them like dry grass.

      “Okay, Leira, as soon as we—” Dash started, then cut himself off as something massive stepped out of the next compartment, into view.

      A Battle Prince. No, two of them.

      Dash was in no mood for anything but being Conover’s big stompy robot. He changed course again, then raised the power-sword and charged the nearest Prince. With every thunderous step, the Archetype smashed more warriors to viscous slime and shards of chitin.

      The Battle Prince strode forward to meet him, wielding a spear whose head howled with coruscating energy. It struck out, trying to take advantage of its longer reach. Dash grabbed the spear and yanked the Battle Prince toward him, angling the power-sword as he did. His blade slammed into the Battle Prince’s chest. Between the Archetype’s hard pull and the Prince’s momentum, the flaring point slid through armor and whatever lay behind in a shower of sparks. The Battle Prince spasmed, desperately trying to dislodge itself. Dash obliged and pushed it away from him, then slashed it from shoulder almost to waist.

      The Battle Prince toppled backward. Dash continued his remorseless advance, making sure to slam the Archetype’s massive foot down on the Battle Prince’s upper torso, crushing it.

      “And that would be the stompy part,” he said, setting his gaze on the second Battle Prince.

      Unlike its comrade, this one held back and tried to engage Dash with ranged weapons, a burst-cannon and x-ray laser. But that was a mistake, too. The Archetype’s shield was still active, even if largely ineffective against the warriors, who could simply attack the mech from inside its area of effect. It absorbed the shots from the Battle Prince, filling with energy.

      Dash grinned with the vigor of a gleeful hunter.

      “Sentinel, dump the shield.”

      She immediately switched the shield into radiate mode, releasing the accumulated energy in a searing pulse. In space, this generally had little effect beyond emptying the shield and cycling it back into use, fresh. In the confined space of the Arkubator, though, the effect was instant—and devastating. In a blinding flash, every Deeper warrior in the compartment was incinerated in place, reduced to carbonized gore.

      But Dash’s grin faded. The blast had wiped out the warriors, at least for the moment, but it also slammed into the Arkubator’s structure, doing mortal damage. Dash could feel the enormous ship shudder under his feet, then keep shuddering, as structural components began to fail.

      “Shit! Leira! Take care of this asshole Battle Prince while I find Jex!”

      Leira strode forward and raised the flaring power-axe.

      “Oh, with pleasure,” she growled, then flung herself at the Battle Prince.

      Dash changed the Archetype’s thrust vector, lifting it toward the source of Jexin’s Meld. The Arkubator trembled again, hull plating ripping free, exposing the big empty beyond.

      Dash cursed and lifted the power-sword—then hesitated. According to Sentinel’s tracking, Jexin should pretty much be just on the other side of the bulkhead in front of him. His instinct was to slash it open, but between the damage already done to the massive ship and the fact that he knew nothing about the conditions on the other side of the wall, he checked himself.

      He glanced back and down at Leira, and saw her locked in vicious melee combat against the Battle Prince. She seemed to be holding her own but, incredibly, even more Deeper warriors were starting to swarm back into the compartment. And the huge ship was still trembling and starting to come apart.

      “Sentinel, do we know if the other side of this bulkhead is pressurized?”

      “Actually, we do, as it has become distorted by the Arkubator’s ongoing structural failure and is leaking atmosphere gas.”

      “Shit. How long can Jex survive exposure to vacuum?”

      “Her physiology is similar to that of a human, so we should assume a maximum of ninety seconds.”

      “Okay, then. Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash cringed in the hollow of the Archetype’s hand, trying to keep himself covered from the worst of the Deeper warriors’ fire. They’d seen him clamber out of the mech in his vac-armor and decided that he was now their priority target. Plasma bolts and organic muck slammed into the huge fingers, hitting him with splash damage.

      Above him, more hull plating ripped free, followed by a major structure member, a massive, curved beam.

      “Sentinel, anytime would be good!”

      “Understood.”

      Sentinel lifted the power-sword and slid it almost gently into the bulkhead. As she cut, gases and water vapor erupted from the gash in a shimmering, silvery cloud. By the time Sentinel had carved out an opening big enough to let Dash pass through, the gases had stopped, and the clock was ticking on Jexin’s survival.

      Assuming she was still alive, that is.

      Dash clambered through the opening. He saw glassy tubes reminiscent of those they’d found on some Golden ships. Pipes and conduits snaked through the chamber. Some had already broken, venting more gases or gushing viscous fluids. The far bulkhead had already buckled, exposing another one beyond.

      A tremendous shock slammed through the Arkubator, as though it had just been struck by some gargantuan hammer. Dash pitched sideways, fighting frantically to keep his footing and his mag-pistol raised.

      “Dash, the Arkubator’s pretty much just broken in half! You and Leira need to get out of there!” Conover shouted over the comm.

      “No shit,” Dash muttered, regaining his feet.

      He saw Jexin. She was strapped to a flat metal table. Tubes and cables snaked out of her body, into machinery clustered around her, and as he stared, her body lifted as if in a rictus of pain.

      Dash checked the chrono. Thirty seconds had passed. He had one minute, then Jexin would almost certainly be beyond recovery.

      He pushed himself toward her and grabbed the table before he could drift by. Jexin’s features were beginning to bloat, as dissolved gases bubbled out of her blood and tissue. He gave the cables and tubes a brief scan, then thought screw it and just started yanking them out. It left him momentarily preoccupied, which is why he missed the pair of Deeper warriors shoving their way through from the next compartment and leaping at Dash, wickedly scything talons poised to rake at him.

      But Sentinel didn’t miss them. Dash yelped as the power-sword, whose blade was wider than he was tall, slid past him and slammed both warriors back against the opposite bulkhead. Sentinel’s stab had missed him and Jexin by a little over a meter.

      Forty seconds left.

      Dash ripped the restraints free, grabbed Jexin, and threw himself back at the opening, following the power-sword as Sentinel withdrew it. He leapt back into the Archetype’s hand, allowing Sentinel to return him and Jexin to the mech’s cockpit. The Deeper warriors resumed their fusillade. Dash did his best to shield Jexin’s body with his own armored form.

      Twenty seconds left.

      Dash shoved Jexin into the cockpit and leapt in behind her.

      “Sentinel, we’re in!”

      The cockpit closed and immediately began to repressurize. Sentinel expedited the process, reducing what should have taken thirty seconds to less than ten.

      Dash ripped his helmet free. “Come on, Jex. We came all this way. Now you’ve gotta do your part and, you know, live.”

      She lay motionless on the deck.

      “Come on, Jex! Come on, be alive—”

      Her body convulsed, then she sucked in a ragged breath.

      “She is alive and stabilizing. Now, I would recommend we execute a hasty withdrawal,” Sentinel declared.

      “Leira, you still with us?”

      “I was done a while ago. I’ve been waiting for you.”

      “Do it, Sentinel! Shortest possible route. Get us the hell out of here!”

      The Archetype lifted fast and smashed through what hull plating remained at the top of the huge compartment. The Swift followed, shouldering aside a big structural beam that fell into its path.

      Dash clambered back into the cradle. He took one last look at Jexin—she seemed to be breathing, at least—then immersed himself back in the Meld, guiding the Archetype to rendezvous with the other mechs. Behind them, the Arkubator continued to ponderously break apart, turning itself into a halo of scrap orbiting the lonely white dwarf.
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        * * *

      

      Aside from a brief firefight with the Deepers that had been pursuing them, the mechs were able to make it back to the gate unscathed. As they lined themselves up to transit back into League space, Conover came over the comm.

      “Dash, I’m officially handing command back over to you.”

      “I have command,” Dash replied, then grinned. “Conover, you did a fantastic job. I wouldn’t hesitate to put you in charge again.”

      “Hear, hear,” Leira said.

      Amy’s voice rang with pride. “That’s my guy!”

      Dash could hear Conover’s face turning red. “Uh, yeah. Thanks, everyone. How’s Jexin doing?”

      “Sentinel says she’s in rough shape, but she’s stable. We need to get her back through the gate and into the Herald’s infirmary, though, pronto,” Dash replied.

      As they arrayed themselves for insertion into the gate, a new voice came over the comm. It was Tybalt.

      “Messenger, you should ask Leira to show you her trophy.”

      “Her what?”

      “Ask her.”

      “Okay, Leira, can I see your trophy?”

      He watched as the Swift reached down into a leg compartment and extracted something, then held it up for everyone to see.

      It was the head of the Deeper Battle Prince.

      “Grisly, but badass,” Conover said.

      Leira let out a sinister chuckle. “Not as grisly as what I would have taken if I’d had the chance and the Deepers had the right anatomy.”

      Dash laughed. “Appreciate the sentiment, Leira, but I don’t think we really need any more bookends, do we?”
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      “Hey, Jex, how are you doing?” Dash asked, keeping his voice low to avoid disturbing any of the other patients in the Forge’s infirmary.

      She slowly turned her head to face him. “Awful, thanks.”

      Dash smiled. “Yeah, Custodian said you’d be here a while. Fortunately, he’s the best doctor in the whole galaxy.”

      “And now, beyond it, given that we’re in intergalactic space,” Custodian put in.

      Dash grinned, while Jexin managed a weak smile. It quickly fled her face, though, replaced by lingering pain and—something else.

      “Look, Jex, I just wanted to check in on you. You get some rest—”

      She shook her head and struggled to sit up. That pulled Dash’s attention to her leg, clad in a healing cast. For some reason, the Deepers had seemed particularly interested in her leg, although interested really meant brutally invasive. They’d sliced away skin, muscle, and other tissue, and carved out samples of bone. Custodian was trying to rebuild the leg a cell at a time, using nano-scale medical remotes. He wasn’t sure if it would be successful, or if he’d even end up having to amputate and replace it with a prosthetic.

      Which was all bad enough. But the Deepers apparently didn’t know what anesthetic was, or simply didn’t care, because Jexin had felt every second of it.

      “Dash, we don’t have time for me to lay around,” she said.

      But Dash gently pushed her back down. “Yeah, we do. I need you back to one hundred percent so you can get back aboard the Polaris—which, I might point out, is being rebuilt to be even better, faster, and stronger. Custodian’s essentially scrapped it and started a new mech pretty much from scratch, which means it can be built to incorporate the new upgrades into it instead of adding them on after.”

      Jexin locked her gaze on Dash’s. For a moment, he thought she might do more than just object. He caught a flash of abject fury, a rage so intense it seemed to blow away higher thought and leave Jexin more like one of her ancient, reptilian ancestors. She was, for an instant, just a killing machine. Dash forced himself to not back away but readied himself to tell Custodian to put her under before she hurt him, anyone else, or herself.

      But it passed, and she let out a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry, Dash. It might be a while before I’m at full speed again.”

      “It won’t be as long as you think. Anyway, I’ll leave you to rest.”

      Before he could turn away, Jexin caught his arm. “Actually, there is one thing you should know right now.”

      “Jex, we’re going to do a full debrief just as soon as—”

      “No. This is important. The Deeper that—that interrogated me. It wasn’t like the others. It was more like what you’d get if you fused a Deeper warrior and a human together.”

      “Okay, that’s not an appealing picture, but—go on.”

      “Tell me about it. Anyway, it spoke to me.”

      “Spoke? As in spoke spoke? It talked to you?”

      She nodded. “And I could understand it because it spoke our language.”

      Dash frowned. “Go on.”

      “It mostly talked about how it didn’t recognize my species. That’s why—” She stopped and took a breath. “It said it was going to take me apart, to learn—”

      “Okay, Jex, you don’t have to do this, not right now.”

      “No, Dash, this is important. It called itself Ravan. I’m not sure if that was its name, or a title, or what. But that seemed to be important to it, to use that name.”

      “Ravan? Are you sure?”

      “I am. Why, do you recognize that name?”

      Dash puffed out a breath. “Actually, I do. Or at least I know one meaning of that word. It’s from an old language developed by traders, especially the sort involved in, uh, let’s call it the more creative sorts of commerce. It’s called Merchant’s Cant. It’s a real mishmash of made-up words, gestures, even signs and pictures. I only knew a bit of it. I don’t think anyone knows it all because it’s constantly changing, being tweaked by the people who use it to fit their own needs.”

      “By creative commerce, you mean smuggling, piracy, that sort of thing.”

      Dash clicked his tongue. “They’re not pirates, they’re privateers.”

      Jexin managed a genuine smile, albeit a fleeting one. “What does it mean? That word, Ravan?”

      “Well, in Merchant’s Cant, it means explorer.”

      Jexin turned her head away. “It—that thing—sure wasn’t my idea of what an explorer is all about.”

      Dash firmly shook his head. “No. They might call themselves explorers—hell, they can call themselves puppies and kittens if they want—but it doesn’t make it true. What they are is murderous, psychopathic monsters, and we’re going to stop them.”

      Jexin turned back, her eyes crystal hard. “Destroy them? Like we did the Golden?”

      “Damned right. And build something good, and new, on the ashes of what they used to be.”

      “And what then?”

      “And then we go on with our lives—”

      “Sure. Until the next murderous, psychopathic monsters come along and we start all over again,” Jexin snapped back at him.

      Dash almost flinched from the heat of her gaze, but he didn’t—he was too salty, too tired. Too much of the Messenger, and not enough Dash left to truly know fear from an ally.

      He’d become used to Jexin not only as a skilled mech pilot, but also as an affable, easygoing companion and friend. She’d come a long way from the bitter, rage-filled loner was when they first found her. The sole survivor of a horrific ordeal at the hands of the Rin-ti allied with the Golden, she had taken a long time to even begin opening up. And now, thanks to the Deepers, she’d been dragged through yet another horrific ordeal, and a raw chunk of that old Jexin was back.

      Dash’s instinct was to switch to pep-talk mode, to say inane things about a bright and hopeful future or better days ahead. But he jammed it aside and just shrugged.

      “Maybe. And if they do, we’ll deal with them.”

      “I want to get back to flight operations, Dash,” she said, again trying to push herself up. “I don’t want to just lie here.”

      “Sorry, Jex, but that’s not happening until you heal—”

      “So, what, you’re going to strap me down like the others did—?”

      She stopped and glared at Dash. He met her furious gaze and waited.

      The fury abruptly vanished, like a light being switched off. Desolate gloom replaced it, and she sank back.

      “I’m sorry, Dash. That was—it was wrong of me to—”

      “Try and sit up like that? Damned right it was. You need to rest and recover so I can throw you back into the cockpit of the new Polaris and you can get back to killing Deepers. And the more you thrash around, the longer that’s going to take.” He softened his voice and took her hand, feeling the warmth through her scales. “In the meantime, we’re going to be here for you, Jex. Me, Leira, Amy, and Conover. We’re a team. But we have a hole in it that won’t be filled until you’re back in the battleline.”

      She nodded and squeezed Dash’s hand. Kosan weren’t, as far as Dash knew, capable of actually crying, but her eyes had narrowed, and she struggled to keep them from closing and shutting away the world altogether. It was as close to human tears as her people seemed to get.

      “Thanks, Dash. Again.” She bared her teeth a touch, a weak smile. “If you need me for anything, I’ll be here.”

      Dash nodded back. “Custodian, if she tries to get out of bed or do anything dumb, shoot her.”

      “An unorthodox approach to treatment, but very well. I’ll have an armed security remote standing by.”

      Jexin’s eyes widened again. “He does know you’re joking, right?”

      Dash grinned back as he turned toward the door.

      “Who said I was joking?”
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        * * *

      

      Dash’s brooding thoughts about Jexin followed like a persistent fly, swirling around him as he headed for the Forge’s fabrication bay. Viktor wanted to update him on their dummy mech program, the one intended to test the viability of employing Deeper machine code to coordinate their firepower. But he couldn’t let go of his worries about Jexin.

      Much of it, of course, was because she was his friend, and he’d come to care about her. He was keenly aware that she’d faced two gruesome ordeals, perpetrated first by the Rin-ti and then by the Deepers. That was two more than anyone should have to face. The first had ignited a burning rage deep inside her that leaked out in battle as a reckless, almost self-destructive obsession with killing and destroying. Combine that with the fearsome power of a mech like the Polaris and it was a recipe for disaster. Dash had actually considered pulling her from flight operations because of it.

      As he stepped into the elevator, Dash reflected on how much she’d settled down, dampened into a still aggressive but also controlled and deliberate competence. It had largely been thanks to the influence of the other pilots—Leira’s sardonic wit, Amy’s bubbly cheer, and Conover’s goofy brilliance. He liked to think he had something to do with it, too. Now, though, she’d slid back, showing hints of the old Jexin, flickers of the same sort of viciousness that bothered him so much about the N’Teel.

      “You are brooding,” Custodian said.

      “Am I?”

      “You just sighed. Since you are alone, I presume it wasn’t done to affect the course of a conversation. That implies brooding, an internalized form of—”

      “I know what brooding is, thanks,” Dash snapped, then sighed again. “I’m sorry, Custodian. You’re right, I am brooding.”

      “There is no need to apologize. I find the expression of the entire range of human emotions interesting.”

      “Oh. Well, glad I could be your experiment.”

      “Another acerbic answer. I gather that it also arises from your brooding, which, in turn, arises from your concern about Jexin.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much it. I’m worried about her.”

      “I believe that she will make a full physical recovery. But it’s not her physical state you’re worried about, is it?”

      The elevator hummed along for a moment.

      “No. It’s her emotional state. I mean, to go through what she’s gone through, twice.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what this is going to do to her. And I can’t have a mech pilot that I can’t rely on. That’s kind of the exact opposite of what we’re trying to do with this Deeper machine code, getting the mechs to cooperate even more.”

      “Understood. I believe I have a solution I can propose to you.”

      Dash blinked. “You do? You’ve got something to help deal with, well, feelings?”

      “As I said, I’ve found the study of emotions interesting. I have also found it enlightening. Based on that, I believe I can offer a solution to your concerns about Jexin.”

      Dash gave the elevator’s ceiling an impressed look. “Okay, lay it on me.”

      “I will require some time to enact it. Once I’m ready, I will let you know.”

      “Ooh, a surprise. Very cool, Custodian.”

      “This emotion, the one you’re expressing now, it is delight?”

      “Actually, yeah. I guess it kinda is. And this next one?” He smiled. “It’s gratitude. Thanks, Custodian.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Sentinel, are we ready?” Dash asked.

      “We are. Forge range control has cleared us to go live. The target drones are in position, as are the test mechs.”

      Dash let his attention flick around the Archetype’s tactical display as Sentinel spoke. The test range for the linked mechs was a cubic quarter light-year, located nearly a half light-year from the Kingsport. Technically, it was outside the normal range of the Forge’s range-and-fire controllers, but Dash wasn’t taking any chances. They were about to effectively hand over a chunk of control of two Perseids to what amounted to repurposed Deeper machine code, so he wanted to be ready for anything.

      Hence, the ranges being set up so far from the Kingsport, the Forge being on a heightened state of alert, the presence of not just the Archetype and Pulsar, but also the Herald and the Slipwing. If one or both of the Perseids did go rogue, they should be able to pound them into scrap in no time. They’d even removed their translation drives and replaced them with equivalent dead weight, in case the Perseids tried to make a run for it and give the Deepers access to some Realm tech.

      “Okay, Viktor, this is your show. You give the word when you’re ready,” Dash said.

      Viktor, piloting the Slipwing, was the exercise controller. Conover and Elois, who’d been closely involved in helping him, were also present—Conover in his mech, and Elois aboard the Herald. A moment passed before Viktor replied.

      “Roger that. All exercise stations, we are going hot. We’ll start with the dark-lances only, minimum power settings.” A pause. “Begin exercise, drones away.”

      Dash smiled. Viktor was normally such an easygoing, laid-back guy. As soon as he got on a comm, though, he was nothing but clipped business.

      Dash watched the two drones accelerate, making an attack run on the Perseids. Lori and one of her Orion pilots were also aboard the Herald, flying the two dummy mechs remotely. The Deeper machine code should only affect the coordination of weapons fire, so somebody still had to fly them.

      The two Perseids accelerated toward the drones in a standard leader-wingman configuration. Viktor had initiated three of the six drones, which would fly under the control of Kristin, the Pulsar’s AI. She drew their maneuvers from a database of observed Deeper maneuvers and tactics to maximize realism. Sentinel kept watch as a backup and recorded the whole thing.

      The drones entered the maximum effective range of the Perseids’ dark-lances. They immediately began a series of scissor maneuvers, weaving back and forth to confound enemy targeting. As they did, the dark-lances began to fire, rotating their combined shots across the three drones in rapid succession. One after another, the drones died, cutting their drives and coasting.

      “That looked pretty good,” Dash said.

      “It was. Compared to the baseline established by Conover and Amy yesterday in the same exercise, the drones experienced a nineteen percent increase in destructive energy over the same period of time.”

      “Excellent. Okay, carry on.”

      They repeated the run, this time using all six drones. The Perseids took ten percent fewer hits and killed the six drones sixteen percent faster than Conover and Amy had managed in the baseline exercise.

      “These things are making me look bad,” Conover grouched.

      “If they didn’t—and I don’t mean just you, Conover, but all of us—then there wouldn’t be much point, would there?” Dash said.

      “Yeah, I guess every parent wants their kids to surpass them.”

      “I don’t,” Benzel put in. “I’d use them as rungs in a ladder to get what I wanted, if it came to it.”

      Dash smiled. He’d long since learned that Benzel might have a crusty exterior, but inside, he was so soft he was nearly gelatinous.

      They watched as the exercises were repeated, each time made more complex. The drones began to maneuver more aggressively, while the Perseids had more weapon systems brought on-line—missile launchers, scattershots, and finally rail guns. They couldn’t realistically simulate the last, so their final run left all six drones as wreckage. When the range was cleared, a salvage tug moved in to reclaim the scrap for recycling through the Forge’s fabricators.

      “Okay, Sentinel, what’s the verdict?”

      “Overall, the efficiency of the Perseids’ fire was improved by twenty-one percent, compared to the baseline.”

      “And no sign of any Deeper shenanigans?”

      “I monitored the execution of every instance of code in every logic module throughout the tests. There is nothing whatsoever to indicate any capacity for Deeper infiltration. So, no, no shenanigans.”

      “Okay, Viktor, this is still your show. You get the final say.”

      “I couldn’t watch things the way Sentinel can, but the new software did exactly what it was designed to do. Bottom line—I believe we have a winner,” Viktor replied.

      “Okay, then. We’ll run one more set of tests with their Perseid, per the plan, just to confirm more than two mechs can work together. And if it’s a clean run, then we’ll install our spiffy new software in the Archetype and do a live-fire test with real Deepers as targets.”

      “Um, you sure you want to start with our biggest, baddest mech, Dash?” Viktor asked.

      “I do, because it’s run by our most badass AI.”

      “Make sure you tell Custodian that,” Sentinel said.

      Dash laughed. “He’s the one with his virtual finger on the environmental controls in my quarters. So let’s keep this as our little secret.”
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      Dash kept a wary eye on the operational display. Lomas had reported frequent contacts with Deeper forces in the volume of space ahead of him, just spinward of League territory. If there was anywhere they’d be likely to encounter the aliens, it would be here.

      He switched his attention back to tactical. The two Perseids, now with their translation drives restored and fully powered-up, kept station firmly to his left and right rear flanks. Lori flew one, and one of her more skilled and trusted pilots flew the other. Ten thousand klicks back, Leira led Conover and Amy in their mechs, with Viktor in the Slipwing making their wedge formation into a diamond.

      “Dash, can you tell Leira to take that stupid thing off of her mech? It gives me the creeps every time I see it,” Amy said.

      Dash smiled. Leira had mounted the head of the Battle Prince she’d hacked apart during their rescue of Jexin on the Swift’s chest—not the biological head of the creature inside the Battle Prince, but the mechanical head of the actual construct. She claimed it was just a middle finger to the Deepers, but Dash suspected it was something more than that. It was, he thought, probably a way of coping with her lingering feelings of guilt over Jexin getting captured in the first place.

      “Hey, if you don’t like it, don’t look,” Leira said.

      “Doesn’t matter. I still know it’s there,” Amy shot back.

      Dash cut in. “Yeah, Leira. She knows it’s there, just like you know I’ve got that one birthmark on my butt cheek. Did you know that, Amy? That I’ve got a splotchy birthmark on my butt cheek? It’s shaped like something known as Vermont, or so I’m told, which was an old geographical distinction on Earth.”

      “I do now, and, um—eww. Also, did you date a geography teacher or something?”

      “No, but Leira reads extensively. She’s truly a woman with many layers, and by the way, you’re not thinking about her trophy anymore, are you?”

      “No.”

      “You’re welcome—”

      “I hate to interrupt this amusing banter, but three Deeper ships have entered maximum passive scanning range. It appears to be a patrol of a destroyer and two corvette class vessels,” Sentinel said.

      Dash watched the icons pop up on the operational display and gave himself a satisfied nod.

      “Hello, targets,” he said, accelerating the Archetype onto an intercept course. He couldn’t power the Blur drive up to anything resembling full power, though, because the Perseids weren’t upgraded to hexacore standards.

      “Was this really how little acceleration we used to have?” Dash asked, grimacing at what felt like a slow crawl toward the Deepers.

      “You never complained about it being an issue at the time,” Sentinel replied.

      “Well, no, I had nothing to compare it to.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Puts me in my place,” Dash muttered, then looked back to tactical. The threat indicator had just lit up, the three Deeper ships dancing along the very edge of the display.

      “Lori, SITREP?” he asked.

      “Locked and loaded, Dash. Itching to give this new fire control system a try.”

      “Yeah, me too. Trouble is, with six mechs and the Slipwing barreling toward them, they’re probably going to run. Leira, you guys hang back. I don’t want to chase these guys away, I wanna fight them.”

      “You sure about that, Dash? If anything goes wrong with the Archetype, we won’t be able to catch you.”

      “Eh, Sentinel and I will manage.”

      A long pause. Dash could tell Leira wasn’t happy about it. He could imagine her thinking about Jexin, and how she’d lost her. But, to her credit, she swallowed her misgivings in favor of the bigger picture.

      “Fine. But if you get even a hint of something going wrong, you sing out.”

      “Yes, mother.”

      Dash watched as the three trailing mechs and the Slipwing fell back. Even so, the Deepers might yet spook. They’d encountered the fearsome power of the Archetype often enough that Dash was probably the top entry in their hit-list database.

      But they didn’t. Instead, they took a slight deviation to close the range a bit. It was probably to see how the three mechs approaching them would react. Dash didn’t vary at all-- he wanted this to look exactly like what it was: a direct attack, and a potentially overconfident one, as he’d left almost half of his available combat power behind.

      He wondered if there were ambitious Deepers. Maybe the captain—assuming such things existed on Deeper ships, because they weren’t even sure of that—had designs on destroying and capturing the Archetype. Or maybe ambition, as a concept, wasn’t even remotely applicable to them. They just didn’t know because they’d never been able to interact with a living Deeper in any meaningful way.

      Although, Jexin had.

      He made a mental note to discuss that with Custodian, whether it was possible to use hypnosis, or a brain scan, or something similar to retrieve Jexin’s memories of her encounter with the Ravan, the Explorer.

      When she was ready for it, of course—

      “Dash?”

      He blinked. They’d closed more than half the remaining distance to the three Deeper ships, which seemed to be primed and ready for a fight. But he hadn’t noticed it. His mind had been drifting, starting to ponder the nature of the Deepers. And that was damned peculiar.

      “Sentinel, are you detecting anything out of the ordinary?”

      “That depends how you define ordinary.”

      “Please switch yourself out of pedantic mode, thanks.”

      “I’m not merely being pedantic,” Sentinel replied. “I don’t detect anything outside of expected parameters for the operation of the Archetype, nor for the Perseids. The Deepers haven’t exhibited any particularly unusual behavior. Oh, and five minutes to maximum effect missile range.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the Deeper ships. Something wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t necessarily wrong, or even bad. But something just wasn’t quite the way it should be.

      He considered pulling the plug and withdrawing. But it might just be him showing the strain of a long war with no end in sight, or it might not even be anything real at all. He gave a mental shrug, pushing the oddness aside, and concentrated on the Deeper ships.

      As soon as they entered maximum effective missile range, Dash ordered Sentinel to activate the JETS, the joint targeting system. When he’d come up with the acronym, the immediate question from his Inner Circle had been about the E, and what it stood for.

      “Uh, let’s say Extra-cool.”

      Leira had given a bemused sniff. “The Joint Extra-cool Targeting System.”

      “Why Extra-cool?” Amy had asked.

      “Because I like JETS. It kinda flows off the tongue, don’t you think?”

      Now, Dash watched as the three mechs linked, sharing targeting and fire-control data. He instructed Lori and her wing to each pick whatever target they wanted and open fire. He did the same, choosing one of the corvettes and loosing a spread of missiles.

      At once, the mechs jointly targeted their missile launches, optimizing an attack with sufficient firepower to take out the destroyer, while directing enough at the two corvettes to force them to defend against the incoming ordnance. Some of the missiles, he noted, actually fell behind, not burning at full acceleration. He frowned at that but just watched and waited.

      The JETS intent quickly became clear. As the first missiles detonated around the destroyer, inflicting critical damage, the slower missiles abruptly changed targets and accelerated. The system played the missiles like a musical instrument, elegantly targeting and retargeting them in accordance with the changing situation—

      And then Dash was somewhere else completely.
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        * * *

      

      He stood on a barren planet, baking under the searing glow of a fiercely bright, bluish-white star. A flat plain, desiccated into cracked hardpan, stretched to the horizon in all directions but one. That way, a line of jagged mountains rose, starkly black against the ultraviolet sky.

      No. Wait. The horizon wasn’t entirely featureless. A slender spire, barely visible, rose opposite the distant, forbidding mountains. As soon as he saw it, Dash began to move, slowly at first, but gaining speed until he swept across the desolate landscape at breathtaking speed. The ferocious light of the star died away behind him as it set beyond the mountains. The sky darkened, turning black, punctuated by more bright, hard stars. More appeared by the second, a multitude smearing together, whorls and streaks of them emanating from a bright, central hub, forming a spiral shape.

      It was the Milky Way galaxy. Somehow Dash knew that, even though he’d never actually seen the full splendor of the galaxy from a place almost perpendicular to its ecliptic. It was an amazing sight, one that made him catch his breath in awe and wonder. At the very heart of it, he saw a point of utter blackness, surrounded by a lurid, glowing disk. It was Sagittarius A, a supermassive black hole, the ultimate axis around which the galaxy turned.

      He gaped. No one had ever seen Sagittarius A. No one could. Between the stupendous radiation produced as it gulped down matter and the wild distortions its titanic gravity inflicted on space-time, it simply wasn’t possible.

      Except it was, here, in this place far above the galactic plane.

      He began to slow. As he did, his attention dropped from the galaxy above to that slender spire. When he approached it, his gaze tilted back again, until he was once more staring straight up. The spire, an impossibly thin column of midnight-black, rose tens, maybe hundreds of kilometers toward the sky. It was, Dash knew, oriented exactly in line with the axis of rotation of Sagittarius A and, therefore, the entire Milky Way.

      As soon as he realized that, he understood something else. While fundamentally different in detail from the galaxy Dash knew, it was still arranged much the same overall. He knew this was an image from an unguessable time in the deep past, but he also knew that something was very different. The various spiral arms of the galaxy were still recognizable, if changed in shape and their specific positions relative to one another. But there was one arm that wasn’t familiar because it didn’t exist at all. Or it did once but had vanished a very long time ago.

      An entire spiral arm, hundreds of millions of stars, billions of worlds, simply gone.

      He tried to fit the idea into his mind but couldn’t. There simply wasn’t room, no way to even conceptualize something so cosmically profound. Then he reached the base of the spire and ended his wild flight across the star-seared planet.

      The Signal persists until the Second Dream.

      The voice sounded all around him, inside his head, in the bones of the planet, in the spire, in every atom of every star in the Milky Way, in the infinitely dense netherworld of Sagittarius A. It was everything, everywhere—
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        * * *

      

      “Regarding your inquiry about anything out of the ordinary, I’m now detecting something,” Sentinel said.

      Dash stared for a moment. The Deeper destroyer had been crippled, one of the corvettes blasted to scrap, and the other made a futile attempt to flee. Dash ignored them.

      “What?”

      “This is worrisome. Given your link through the Meld, I shouldn’t have to repeat myself to you. You should receive the essential concepts of what I’m saying directly into your mind.”

      Dash stared a moment longer, then shook away a sudden shroud of mental cobwebs that had draped itself over his thoughts. “Yeah, I think my mind was otherwise engaged.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dash explained what had happened. He’d obviously never actually left the Archetype, flown across the star-blasted surface of a planet, or really experienced any of the things he remembered. But he did remember them as though they were things that had really happened to him.

      “So how long was I out?” Dash asked as he finished.

      “You were never out at all. There was, however, a zero-point-zero-zero-three-six second interruption in your connection to the Meld. That was the out of the ordinary occurrence to which I was referring.”

      “That lasted a hell of a lot longer than zero-point-zero-whatever seconds.”

      “I am deactivating the JETS and isolating it in protected memory. I’d further recommend we withdraw since the Deeper ships pose no further threat.”

      “Yeah, no argument here,” Dash said. “Let’s regroup everyone and head back to the Forge. We’ve got some questions that need to be answered.”

      Sentinel’s agreement was immediate.

      “Indeed we do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you familiar with the concept of steganography?” Custodian asked.

      Dash glanced around the Command Center. His gaze landed on Conover who, of course, immediately offered an answer.

      “It’s a way of encoding one type of data in another. A digital image, like a picture of a landscape, say, might have a secret message embedded in its specific arrangement of pixels.”

      Dash nodded. “Ah. Okay. Couriers and the like sometimes do that to sneak messages around. We called it spooking, though.”

      “Couriers and the like?” Ragsdale said, smirking. “Dare I ask what the like includes?”

      Dash smiled back. “Ask Benzel.”

      Benzel suddenly felt a need to inspect his fingernails. “I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Leira gave them an exasperated glare. “Anyway, as you were saying, Custodian…”

      “It would appear that a sophisticated form of steganography has been applied to the Deeper machine code. While the code itself executes in exactly the manner we would expect, the code as a whole contains what appears to be what amounts to memories, in steganographic form,” Custodian went on.

      “How the hell did we not see that?” Viktor asked, his voice hard with anger. Dash suspected it was directed at himself, more than anyone else.

      “We weren’t looking for it. Our concern was the safe execution of the code, so our attention was focused on the specific details of the logical modules and how they interact.”

      “So this really is a case of not being able to see the forest because of the trees,” Amy said. She got quizzical looks in return.

      “That doesn’t make any sense. If you can see the trees, then you can also see the forest they make up, right?”

      “Actually, Amy’s analogy is apt. If you are fixing your attention on the individual trees—or, in this case, the logical modules and the code that comprises them—then you will likely fail to see the greater, overarching configuration of the forest,” Custodian said.

      “So we never took a step back and looked at the Deeper code as a single thing, in its entirety,” Leira offered.

      “Correct. We didn’t see the forest, only the trees.”

      Dash had just let the conversation bounce around but now stepped into the middle of it. “Custodian, could this steganography have encoded something nasty in the Deeper code? Like, a virus?”

      “Potentially, yes.”

      “Dodged a bullet there,” Ragsdale muttered, and Dash nodded.

      “Okay, two things. One, from now on, before we do anything else with data we recover from the Deepers, or anyone else, we examine it for this steganography thing. It doesn’t come anywhere near our critical systems until we do. In fact, we need to go back and do that with all the data we’ve gathered so far.”

      “Kai is going to love hearing that,” Leira said.

      Dash shrugged. “Anyway, two, is there anything else encoded in this stuff? The Deeper code we’ve been using?”

      “No. Each of the other AIs has independently evaluated the code and determined the memories you experienced are the only extraneous material encoded in it.”

      “So what the hell were the Deepers trying to say, or do, or whatever?” Amy asked.

      “Actually, I, and the other AIs, don’t believe the Deepers were responsible for it. Rather, we believe that they actually adapted a pre-existing code for their own use and it already contained the subject material,” Custodian replied.

      Dash crossed his arms and gave a puzzled frown. “So who was responsible for it then? Who wrote the original code and included those memories in it?”

      “And what’s the Signal?” Leira asked.

      “And the Second Dreaming?” Ragsdale added.

      “We have no answers to those questions,” Custodian replied. “Searching for references to the terms Signal and the Second Dreaming returns far too many disparate results to be useful.”

      “Speaking of Kai, what about him and his people? Have you checked with them to see if they have anything to offer?” Conover asked.

      “I have discussed the matter with Kai, and he and the other members of his Order are now searching their archives for references that might apply. So far, they’ve also uncovered nothing useful.”

      Dash blew out a frustrated sigh. “You know, when I got up this morning, I said to myself, self, what we need is another complete mystery.”

      “The big question that’s still hanging is, I think, is JETS usable? Or should we just give up on it?” Leira asked.

      “The steganographic data included in it has no relevance to its function. To use the forest analogy again, regardless of what the forest looks like as a whole, that has no real bearing on the individual trees,” Custodian said.

      “Yeah, but are we going to all experience those memories that Dash did?” Amy asked. “Not that I’m necessarily objecting, because it actually sounded pretty cool.”

      “The only reason Dash experienced it is because his Meld provided a conduit for the imagery directly into his mind. We can configure the Meld to filter out such transmissions. I’ve already done so with the Archetype,” Sentinel put in.

      “And Kristin, Hathaway, and I have done likewise with our mechs,” Tybalt added.

      Viktor straightened. Dash could tell that some of his self-recrimination had faded, but it would be some time before he let himself off the hook for missing the encoded memories. “So the bottom line, then, is that JETS is safe to use, Custodian?”

      “Yes. The steganographic imagery Dash experienced is the only such data encoded at any level in the Deeper code. It otherwise executes exactly as it is intended to.”

      Dash nodded. “Okay then. Let’s do it. We’ll load JETS into all the mechs and give it a thorough tryout the next time we face the Deepers.”

      “And hopefully it doesn’t bite us in the ass,” Leira said.

      “Don’t worry, Leira,” Dash said, then flashed her his best grin. “When it comes to that, I’m the only—”

      “Dear?” Leira asked, her voice frigid.

      “Yesssss?”

      “Shh. After the war.”

      “Copy that,” Dash said.
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      Dash stretched out his legs and sighed in relative contentment. “You know, Kai, this was a damned fine idea. I’ve got to start coming here myself when I need to get away from it all.”

      He looked past his feet, through the trees, at one of their ubiquitous remotes. The unobtrusive machines really were the unsung heroes of the Cygnus Realm. The bulbous little machines did the vast majority of their vital fabrication work—cutting, hauling, maneuvering and assembling scrap and components. They did the cleaning, kept things tidy, provided a quick, albeit thrilling way for vac-suited personnel to move around.

      And, perhaps most importantly of all, they tended, watered, pruned, weeded, and generally took care of the crops upon which they relied to survive. The one he was idly watching was pruning dead leaves from a stab-berry bush. When done, it would move on to the next, and the next, and the next after that. Without the remotes, people would have to do these tedious but essential tasks. People who wouldn’t be fighting the Deepers.

      Right now, though, the idea of purposefully pruning stab-berry bushes seemed really appealing—

      Dash smirked at himself. He was jealous of a machine.

      Kai, sitting cross-legged beside him, smiled. “Indeed. I appreciate the enormous work Freya has done in creating her gardens aboard the Forge, but so do lots of other people.” He shrugged. “I find them too well-used, too crowded, to enjoy truly contemplative solitude. Here, on the Greenbelt, there are only the remotes.”

      Dash let the peaceful silence linger. He could hear the distant rumble of the Greenbelt’s systems and the steady snip snip snip of the remote pruning the bushes, and that was it.

      Reluctantly, he sat up and put his back against the rough bark of the mellow-fruit tree behind him. As much as he’d love to languish here, he’d met Kai for a reason.

      “So, I gather you had a chance to read my report? About what happened to me aboard the Archetype?” he asked.

      Kai nodded. “I did. That must have been a remarkable experience.”

      “That’s one word for it. Maybe if it hadn’t happened in the middle of freakin’ battle, it wouldn’t have seemed quite so jarring.”

      “It was a vision. Visions come to their recipients when it is time, regardless of when that time is.”

      “A vision? Like, some mystical thing?” Dash shook his head. “No, it was memories encoded into the Deeper machine code we were using, by something called—” Dash paused. “I want to say stegosaurus, but I know that’s not right.”

      “Steganography. Unless you were visited by the spirit of a long-extinct dinosaur.”

      Dash chuckled. “These days, who knows? It sure wouldn’t surprise me if it were, and to be candid, I wouldn’t mind having a spiked tail. Some days, anyway.” He glanced at the remote as it moved to a new bush and resumed snipping away.

      He turned back to Kai. “Anyway, there wasn’t anything mystical about it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the monk. Was Kai—joking? He knew full well it was technological mystery, not a supernatural one. But the monk returned a steady, solemn gaze.

      “Kai, I appreciate your beliefs, even if I don’t necessarily share them. All of them, anyway. But in this case, yeah—I’m sure. I mean, we can see the stega—dammit, got the dino term down, not the other, anyway—hell, the encoded memories.”

      Kai waved a hand. “I realize that, and I’m not trying to suggest otherwise. But that’s merely the vehicle. I’m speaking to the intent.”

      Dash sat a little straighter, suddenly intrigued. “What do you mean?”

      Kai closed a book he’d placed in his lap, one they’d retrieved from one of his Order’s abandoned monasteries right before it had collapsed into ruin, nearly killing them both. Lips pursed, he set it aside.

      Dash just waited.

      “Dash, how did you find the Archetype?” Kai finally asked.

      “You know how. I stumbled on it—or thought I did, but the Unseen intimate they played a part in it.”

      “Do you believe them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Alright, let me ask the question this way. Deep down, do you really believe your finding it was just random chance?”

      Dash leaned back against the tree. “No, probably not. I mean, the chances were—” Dash smiled. “I’m sure Sentinel could tell me if I asked her. But it would be some ridiculously small number.”

      “Virtually zero.”

      “What’s your point, Kai?”

      “If you don’t believe finding the Archetype was random chance, and you were meant to be united with it, why would this be any different?”

      “Okay, sure, but according to Custodian, these encoded memories show the Milky Way galaxy the way it looked almost five billion years ago. The Unseen lived only a teeny tiny fraction of that much time in the past.”

      “I’m not suggesting it was the Unseen. I am suggesting, though, that you were meant to find and experience these memories.”

      Dash sat up straight and raised a hand. “Kai, just wait a second. Are you suggesting someone decided, five billion years ago, to encode some memories in some machine code, knowing it would eventually be found and adapted by the Deepers for their use, and that we’d find it and adapt it for our use, and I’d be the first one to try it?” Dash had to take a breath after his run-on thought. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Dash, I don’t know how it came about, whether it was some staggeringly forward-looking action by some vastly ancient alien. Or if there was some other force guiding that code through the aeons, ensuring it ended up where it needed to, and that just happened to be you. Or if there are genuinely mystical powers at work that we simply can’t see or even understand. What I’m suggesting is that you were meant to find it. Someone, or something, decided that and made it happen. They are, therefore, important. Perhaps even crucial.”

      Dash stared at the busy remote for a moment. It just kept pruning bushes, utterly unconcerned about five-billion-year-old machine memories. Just the thought of it was—

      Again, he just couldn’t get it to fit into his mind. It was like trying to thread a five-millimeter bolt into a three-millimeter hole.

      He finally sank back and looked at Kai. “When the AIs, or Conover, or Viktor, or any of the other really smart folks we’ve got on the team start wandering off into long, meandering explanations, I ask them to get to the bottom line. This is exactly the opposite. You’re offering me almost no explanation at all, so I guess I need you to get to the point. If these memories are important, fine. But what do they mean?”

      Kai smiled again. “I’m not being deliberately obtuse. I genuinely have no answers to these vastly bigger, deeper questions. I can really only pose them and then invite you to think about how they might be answered.”

      “Fair enough. Now, about that what do they mean? part…”

      Kai’s smile faded. “This is where I become much less clever. As Custodian had noted, the terms Signal and Second Dreaming are so vague that searching for them broadly reveals nothing. Or, rather, reveals too much. For instance, did you know that Second Dreaming is the name of a massage parlor on Passage?”

      “No, I only knew about Happy—er, no I didn’t. Hey, could that be it? Maybe I’m supposed to go there. Be a heluva lot more fun than another year of space battle against the Deepers.”

      Kai actually laughed, something Dash rarely saw him do. “Then you’d better also be prepared to visit the Second Dreaming on Castellan. It’s a fundamental religious sect that promotes intense pain as means of achieving enlightenment.”

      “Yeah, pass on that. Wow, talk about two different experiences.”

      “Anyway, to answer your question—no, I’m afraid I can’t even begin to suggest the significance of either of those terms. What I can tell you is that they don’t occur in any meaningful context in our own searchable archives. My Brethren are now scouring our hardcopy sources for references, but we have found nothing.” He touched the book again. “That’s why I brought this with me, to examine it. But I wouldn’t, as the saying goes, hold your breath.”

      “Shit. Oh, sorry, Kai.”

      Kai rolled his eyes. “I’ve heard Benzel use far more vulgar language as a form of greeting.” He quickly turned solemn again, though.

      “It comes down to this. We have passed our limits, Dash. My brethren and I can simply go no further into the past, nor do we know anyone who can. I’m afraid that whatever we learn from here on will only be at great cost.”

      “Why?”

      “Because such knowledge will have to come from the Deepers, as these machine memories have. And if not from them, then from even more enigmatic forces, assuming they exist.”

      For some deep, primal reason, Kai’s reference to enigmatic forces made Dash shiver. “What forces are those?”

      Kai watched the busy remote. When he answered, he just kept watching it.

      “The Deepers came from somewhere, Dash. Someone or something created them. The answers may have to come from who or whatever that was—or perhaps even still is.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash paused on his way to the Forge’s infirmary, taking a moment to absorb the view through an expansive viewport.

      The Forge was now embedded in the sprawling and still-growing Kingsport, forming its central hub. It actually explained the purpose behind the sections of the Forge that had, until now, seemed to have no purpose. Dash had occasionally wandered the dim corridors and silent compartments, taking in myriad machines and devices sitting silent, and wondered what it was all for. Back then, even Custodian wasn’t sure, because the Kingsport schematics hadn’t been available to him.

      Now, though, those mysterious parts of the Forge were mysterious no longer. They were coming to life as the Kingsport and Forge slowly merged into a single, massive construct.

      From this vantage, he could see one of the Kingsport’s arms ramble off into the distance, solid and complete right up to the point it suddenly became a tangle of exposed girders and structural components. Dozens of hard, bright sparks of light flared and died as things were welded together. And this was just one of its arms. There were nine altogether, extending in three dimensions and forming the vast station’s basic structure. Eventually, they’d be connected by a series of rings. Right now, though, only two of the arms were complete, and five more were under construction.

      Once complete, it would be one of the largest artificial structures ever created. The only one Dash knew of that was larger was the ominous Deeper platform sitting about a light-year away. They still used the gate that connected it to Backwater, so they kept a careful eye on its hundreds of kilometers of rambling length. They’d mostly stripped its exterior for resources they could use, but most of its interior remained shrouded in mystery. Heavily armed teams of salvagers were now working their way through the guts of the massive station, but at their current rate of progress, Custodian estimated it would take at least ten more years for them to investigate all of it. In the meantime, it had been surrounded by minefields and vigilant, early-warning buoys, in case it somehow spawned some sort of threat.

      But the vast construct seemed dormant, if not entirely dead—

      “Dash, you’re needed in the Command Center,” Custodian said.

      He turned away from the view. “I’m just on my way to visit Jexin in the infirmary. Can it wait?”

      “It’s important. Several members of the Inner Circle are already gathered.”

      Dash sighed and started walking. Getting to the Command Center meant he had to backtrack, then take a long elevator ride. Of course, the Kingsport, when it was finished, would be far worse for getting around. It had a high-speed, mag-level tramway that zipped along in passages deliberately kept open to vacuum, but it would still take the better part of an hour to make a complete trip around its final circumference. A short walk and a few minutes of elevator ride didn’t seem so bad in comparison.

      Still.

      “Custodian, can’t you just, you know, tell me what it is you need me to decide? Do I really have to trek all the way to the Command Center?”

      “No, and yes.”

      He sighed again and plodded on toward the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, what is it that’s so important—?” Dash started, as he strode into the Command Center. But he stopped. Leira, Amy, Conover were already there, along with Viktor, Benzel, and Ragsdale. Someone seemed to have just told a terrific joke because all of them were snickering, or clearly trying hard not to snicker.

      Dash stopped, casting a suspicious gaze around the Command Center. Even the Duty Ops personnel seemed to be trying very hard to look absorbed in their work.

      “Alright, what’d I miss?”

      Leira, practically grinning, replied. “Nothing yet.”

      Amy snorted out a burst of laughter, then covered her mouth.

      Dash peered around in mild suspicion. “Okay, fine. Custodian, since you seem to be the only one here currently not being a snarkhole, would you mind telling me what’s going on?”

      “By all means. The other Ais and I have completed evaluating Jexin’s psychological profile and have established a new baseline. A new AI for the rebuilt Polaris is based on that baseline.”

      Amy snorted again. Conover gently smacked her arm, muttering, “Shh.” That just made her snort even more.

      Dash put his hands on his hips. “This shouldn’t be such a humorous event. What am I missing?”

      “Before uploading the new AI to the mech, I wanted your approval for its use,” Custodian replied.

      “Okay. You’ve never asked me to approve any of the others. What’s so special about this one?”

      “That will soon become evident,” Custodian said. Then a new voice spoke up.

      “Hey, Dash. I’m Newton. Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      Dash heard a new voice, but one he instantly recognized because it was his own.

      He let out an indulgent sigh. “Ha, ha, very funny. Where’s the real AI for the Polaris?”

      “You’re talking to him,” Newton said. “I realize it’s probably a bit of a shock, but you can take comfort in the fact that I’ll kind of immortalize you. Seeing as I’m, well, more or less immortal.”

      The rest of them couldn’t contain themselves any longer. They all burst out laughing. Ragsdale stepped beside Dash and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “You’ve got competition for Leira, brother,” Ragsdale said, grinning like an idiot. “Better up your game or you might find yourself replaced.”

      Dash looked down at his feet and scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck. When he looked back up, he was nonplussed.

      “I would . . . prefer . . . we don’t do this,” was all he said.

      Leira walked over to him. She was still chuckling, but Dash could tell she was trying hard to be serious. “It’s not a joke, Dash. Really, it’s not. Just hear Custodian out.”

      Dash relented. “Fine. Custodian, you’ve got thirty seconds to talk before I put on my Messenger hat and order you to delete—” He stopped, fumbling for a word. Benzel stepped toward him with an even more idiotic grin than Ragsdale.

      “Yourself?”

      Custodian spoke up. “The reasoning is straightforward, and sound. Because of the accumulation of traumatic events in her life, exacerbated by her recent capture by the Deepers, Jexin’s psychological profile has changed. Based on the nine thousand, eight hundred and fifty-two parameters set by the Creators for the compatibility of an AI with a mech pilot, Newton is the best fit.”

      “By quite a margin, in fact,” Newton added.

      “There’s got to be another personality you can use,” Dash said, followed by a long-suffering sigh.

      “There are none that would ensure the same degree of compatibility with Jexin. The Creators’ parameters were very clear and specifically designed to synergize AI and pilot as much as possible. Any other personality would be less effective, which would, in turn, translate to a loss of combat effectiveness,” Custodian said.

      “Yeah, but—me? Really?”

      Leira smiled again, but this time it was more genuine. “Actually, Dash, you should be flattered. What this is telling us is that Jexin basically trusts and respects you more than anyone else.”

      Dash turned toward the main viewscreen, which held its default image of the master star chart. He used the moment to take a mental breath, then turned back.

      “Okay. I get it, I guess. But isn’t this going to be confusing? How will anyone know whether it’s me, or—”

      “Newton,” Amy said, snickering. Conover gave her another admonishing nudge, so she nudged him right back.

      “Sure. Newton. How can we ensure he and I won’t, you know, trip over one another’s words?”

      Newton replied. “It’s the Meld, Dash. Anyone Melded with their mech will just know. And as for anyone else, well, they’re smart people. They’ll work it out from the context.”

      “As a further measure, Newton will refrain from using any comm channel other than the one connecting the mechs, except in a case of extreme urgency or emergency,” Custodian said.

      Dash laced his fingers behind his neck and looked up at the overheads. “I just know I’m going to regret this.”

      “It’ll be fine,” Leira said. “Besides, now I have a backup version of you, so it’s all good.”

      Dash gave her a wicked grin. “Custodian, how difficult would it be to make a virtual Leira? You know, just in case I need a backup.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash finally arrived in the infirmary to find Jexin already in conversation with Newton.

      “Hey, I was just talking to you,” Jexin said, baring her teeth in a fierce smile.

      Dash raised a finger. “Okay, new rule. We do not make any more jokes about Newton being me, or vice versa. In fact, consider it an order. I’m far more charming than that bag of circuits.”

      “Newton told me you’d say that,” Jexin said, then held up her hands. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. That’ll be the last time.”

      Dash nodded his acknowledgment but was immediately struck by how much more even-keeled Jexin seemed to be. She sat up higher in bed and spoke more brightly, and her eyes glittered less with suppressed rage and more with genuine enthusiasm.

      She was, in other words, more like the Jexin he’d come to know and consider his friend. And that pissed him off a little because it probably meant Custodian and the other AIs had been right about Newton.

      As soon as he thought that, pissed off suddenly became touched.

      Dash smiled. “Spending time with your new, supremely weird AI aside, how are you feeling?”

      “Ready for combat,” Jexin quickly replied.

      Dash looked at her leg, still swathed in a regeneration sleeve. “I think you’ve got a little more flight time to put in here first.”

      Jexin grimaced. “I know. And I hate it. I want to get back into the war.”

      “You will. And soon. I said a little more flight time in this bed. Custodian tells me you should be up and about in another two or three days.”

      “That’s two or three days too long.”

      “If the Deepers decided to hold off any incursions for at least that long, I think everyone’s going to be happier, don’t you, Jex?” Newton asked, and she finally nodded.

      Dash bit back an exasperated sigh. That was exactly what he was about to say.
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      Dash had mixed feelings about leaving the Kingsport so abruptly. On one hand, an absence might offer some time for the stupid snickers and remarks about Newton to finally die away. On the other, he’d realized as he flew the Archetype past the Greenbelt that he really could use some time off. Sitting with Kai under the mellow-fruit tree on the farming ship had been the most genuinely peaceful moment he could remember in—

      He wasn’t even sure how long. Maybe since he was fly casting in the lazy river back on Pristine, one of the nearly ideal planets that had been bequeathed to the Cygnus Realm at the end of the Life War. He still remembered that moment vividly, making silly small talk with Leira, then being interrupted by Custodian to inform him about the Black Gate. That instant had marked the end of peace and the beginning of the war that now raged against the Deepers.

      He sighed as the Greenbelt slid past and vanished behind him, then he checked the tactical display. Conover and Amy were behind him in their accustomed wedge formation. Behind them came the Stalwart and a squadron of four heavy cruisers. Eight more escort-class ships wove around the margins of the formation. It was a lot of combat power to be taking to investigate what might just be a comms failure.

      But it might not be just a comms failure, so it was better to be safe.

      “Sentinel, any updates from Lomas?” he asked.

      “Not since her last report. As far as we know, the Teller system remains entirely dark.”

      Dash hmph’d his acknowledgment. Teller was a Rimworld League system. It mainly consisted of a gas-mining operation harvesting deuterium and helium-3 from a Jupiter-like planet. But the discovery of some rich deposits of heavy radioactives in one of four asteroid belts had prompted more development, so now almost a hundred thousand Realm citizens called Teller home.

      But it had gone completely dark and silent. Lomas had asked Dash to investigate why.

      Which, on the face of it, was strange, since Edge, the nearest League system to Teller, was literally much less than one percent the distance away. But Backwater was even closer, which meant that the peculiarities of transiting through gates meant a shorter flight time from the Kingsport than from Edge. Dash also suspected Lomas was a little leery of dispatching League forces to face what might very well be a Deeper incursion since only a little over half of her fleet had been upgraded with Unseen tech and weapons.

      As soon as they were clear to translate, Dash led the task force on its short hop to the gate still open on the quietly sinister Deeper platform, and, from there, to Backwater.
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      “Sentinel, I’m not seeing anything to indicate Deepers, or anything else for that matter,” Dash said, studying the tactical display. He’d brought them out of unSpace well short of the Teller system to give them time to evaluate the situation. All he saw, though, was an unremarkable yellow-white star. None of the data even hinted at the presence of Deepers.

      For that matter, none of it hinted at the presence of anything at all.

      “Agreed. There are simply no comms emissions from the system at all,” Sentinel replied.

      Amy came on the comm. “Do you think the Deepers maybe raided the place and destroyed all their comms capability?” She didn’t bother adding, Or maybe just killed everyone and left? Because she didn’t have to.

      “Maybe. I guess there’s only going to be one way to find out,” Dash said, then told Sentinel to give the order to the flotilla to make the last short hop into the system and confront whatever they found there.

      Which, as it turned out, wasn’t Deepers or anything unnatural at all. The tactical display became fuzzy as soon as the Archetype fell back out of unSpace, suggesting some sort of interference.

      “Uh, Sentinel? Care to explain what’s going on?”

      “It appears to be a severe solar storm. A succession of large coronal mass ejections has flooded the system with intensely charged particles. That’s the reason for the inability of the settlement here to communicate,” Sentinel replied.

      “Ah. Yeah, I guess they’re using conventional comms tech. It hasn’t been upgraded to Unseen standards,” Conover put in.

      “So this all comes down to bad space weather?” Dash asked.

      “Essentially, yes,” Sentinel replied.

      Dash curled his lip. They’d brought a lot of firepower to confront what was basically a massive cloud of protons and electrons.

      “Alright, then. Are the people here in danger from these coronal mass things?”

      “Any exposed personnel not protected by a planetary atmosphere or magnetic field, or otherwise shielded, could receive a significant dose of radiation. But the facilities are otherwise hardened against it.”

      “Well, I guess our work here is done then,” Dash said.

      “Uh, not quite. Dash, we’re picking up an intermittent contact at our two o’clock, high,” Wei-Ping said. “Looks like a ship.”

      Dash checked the tactical display. Sure enough, a contact flickered, appearing, disappearing, reappearing again. It was generally moving deeper into the system with each appearance, but slowly, and from a strange direction—outside League space, rather than within it.

      “Sentinel, can you clean that up?” Dash asked. He wondered if there might be some shenanigans going on here after all. The Unseen had developed the capability to detonate stars, in the form of the Lens—something they’d fortunately never had to resort to using. Could the Deepers have similar tech, somehow triggering coronal mass ejections and effectively weaponizing the sun?

      Now that was an unsettling thought.

      But the first stirrings of worry puffed away when Sentinel identified the ship as a Rimworld League freighter. She was able to firm up the contact, showing the ship to be slowly tumbling out of control. Wei-Ping launched a pair of her ready Denkillers to investigate. Once they got close enough to cut through the interference and speak to her captain, they were able to confirm that they’d suffered systems failures to solar-storm damage but would soon have it righted.

      “Except he’s lying,” Wei-Ping said.

      Dash lifted his eyebrows. “Oh? About what?”

      “About who he is and what he’s doing out here.”

      “Really. How can you tell?”

      Wei-Ping chuckled. “Because I know a privateer when I see one.”

      “Uh, looks like a regular tramp freighter to me,” Dash replied.

      “Yeah, except he’s way out here on the margins of the League’s standard space lanes. Oh, and do you notice in the Denkillers’ imagery he’s got a salvage airlock on both beams? That’s pricey stuff for a freighter.”

      Dash had a eureka moment. Salvage airlocks were meant to conform themselves to nearly any surface and lock on using a combination of magnetic grapples and vacuum adhesive. They were, indeed, expensive pieces of equipment, particularly for a ship that had no specific need of them.

      “I must be slipping in my old age. Back when I was a courier, I’m sure I would’ve noticed that,” Dash said, his voice rueful.

      This time, Wei-Ping laughed. “Not if you’d encountered me, Dash. This guy’s an amateur. I’d have been all up in your face before you even read my transponder code.”

      “Which would have been a fake.”

      She clicked her tongue. “Faking transponder codes is illegal.”

      “Piracy—sorry, privateering is illegal, Wei-Ping.”

      “Only if you get caught!”

      It was Dash’s turn to laugh. As Wei-Ping transmitted the details about the apparently obvious pirate ship to League authorities, something started tickling the back of his mind.

      He grimaced. Was he going to have another of those unexpected memory shows again?

      But, no. These were his own thoughts doing the tickling. Something about that pirate ship. Or not the ship itself. Something about how they’d found it. Where it was. No, where it was coming from.

      “He was drifting into the system from an unexpected direction,” Dash said.

      “Who? The pirate? Indeed he was. Is that significant somehow, beyond helping to convince Wei-Ping he was a pirate?” Sentinel asked.

      “Yeah, it is. The last time we encountered something unexpected, coming from a strange direction, it was the escape pod holding poor old S. Lavarovna, late of the good ship Novgorod.”

      “True. And the significance of that is…?”

      “Well, when we traced her trajectory back, it led to that first white dwarf star we found, the one with the planet that had that primordial goop on it where we found the Radiant Point.”

      “Yes. And?”

      “And, this pirate, apparently drifting in from outside League space, made me think of Lavarovna. When we found her, she was coming from outside the galaxy. No one was home when we checked that system. So, why not go look again?”
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      Leira blew out an exasperated sigh and leaned in to rest her elbows on the conference table. “You want to fly out there again?”

      Dash nodded, then glanced around the War Room. They still used the repurposed crew lounge from time to time, mostly for informal meetings. Before the Command Center had been activated, it had been the Forge’s impromptu nerve center.

      “Anyone else care to object?”

      Leira scowled. “I wasn’t objecting. I just don’t wanna fly for days out into”—she jerked a thumb behind her, toward the viewport—“that again. It’s boring.”

      “Hey, what have you got against my ship?” Benzel, sitting further down the table, said. He put a growl in his voice, but the mischievous smile blunted the effect.

      Leira glanced behind her. Sure enough, the Herald had just moved into view on her way to a new station.

      “Yes, Benzel, I was talking about the Herald,” Leira shot back, rolling her eyes and making Benzel grin.

      Amy cut in. “Too bad we don’t have another Radiant Point. We could just set up a gate there and call it a day.”

      Dash shrugged. “Coulda shoulda woulda. At the time, a surveillance drone seemed to be enough.”

      “Which actually does raise a point. The drone hasn’t sent back any alerts. So is it really worth making the trip out to Goop?” Conover asked.

      Goop was the name they’d given to the barren, frigid world orbiting a lonely white dwarf where they’d found their first Radiant Point. The name referred to the gooey sludge that seemed to be partly organic and partly mechanical, incorporating some sort of nanotech that Elois hadn’t yet been able to decipher. Besides holding the Radiant Point, it seemed to serve some other cryptic purpose—something biological, possibly a nursery for embryonic Deepers. They’d left a surveillance buoy there to monitor it, but even using unSpace-enabled comms, transmissions to and from it still took half a day to make the trip.

      “Unless something’s happened in the last twelve hours or so,” Harolyn noted. She’d finally returned from a whirlwind liaison tour to the N’Teel, Hriki, and Oksa, where she’d been waving the Cygnus Realm’s flag.

      “That’s a narrow window of time,” Conover replied, frowning. “It’d be quite the coincidence if something did happen between breakfast and now.”

      Dash leaned forward. “We’re assuming the buoy is still even there.”

      “What, you think it’s been destroyed?” Leira asked.

      But Conover shook his head again. “It was designed to trigger an alert if it detected any ships approaching. Unless the Deepers were able to sneak up on it somehow, I can’t see that happening either.”

      “I can,” Dash replied, opening his mouth to go on. But the door to the War Room opening cut him off.

      Ragsdale entered. “Hey, everyone. I’ve got somebody with me.”

      He gave the door a theatrical flourish, and Jexin stepped through.

      Everyone present broke into smiles and offered some delighted words. Dash stood and walked in front of Jexin, smiling broadly.

      “Welcome back to duty, Jex,” he said, reaching out and hugging her.

      She bared her teeth. “You know, this is one way that we Kosan immobilize our prey before we kill and eat them.” But she returned the hug warmly anyway.

      Dash laughed and gestured her to a seat. She limped to it and sat, then stretched out her leg with a soft hiss.

      “So what’s the prognosis?” Conover asked.

      “Custodian says my leg should be fully healed in another two or three days. He had to implant some stuff to replace missing bone, but my body should be able to do the rest.”

      “That’s great, Jex,” Dash said, returning to his seat. He caught Jexin giving him a bemused look.

      “What?”

      “Sorry, Dash, it’s just—I mean, I know the difference between you and Newton, thanks to the Meld, but you do sound exactly alike.”

      Amy snorted a chuckle, but Dash held up a warning hand. “What did we say we weren’t going to do anymore?”

      Amy returned him a look that was apparently supposed to be a chastened one. “Sorry, boss.”

      “Anyway, where were we?” Dash asked.

      “Leira was bitching about traveling all the way back out to Goop,” Benzel put in, flashing her another grin. She stuck her tongue out at him, and he threw up his hands. “Your argument is as elegant as ever, lady.”

      Dash smiled, thankful for the bond among his trusted circle. It wasn’t anything you could force. It was—forged. Made through time and pressure and fear and relief, and for a moment, Dash could relax. But only just.

      He looked around the table, then brought Jexin and Ragsdale up to date on what they’d been discussing.

      “Which leaves us with the bottom line,” Dash finished.

      “Yeah. Do we stay or do we go?” Amy replied.

      “We go.”

      Dash glanced at Jexin. Her answer had been immediate and firm. A little too immediate and firm, he thought. As much as he hated to admit it, Newton had been good for her. But there was still an undercurrent of rage that bothered him.

      Benzel leaned in and nodded his agreement. “I think we should go. For one, it’s something proactive, because otherwise we’re just sitting around here watching the Kingsport slowly expand. And while my Herald isn’t boring, Leira”—he shot her a theatrical glare—“that kinda is.”

      “We do also know it’s somewhere important to the Deepers,” Harolyn offered.

      Dash had to nod. Proactive, and something important to the Deepers, made for a pretty convincing argument. Before he could say anything, though, Ragsdale spoke up.

      “You know, I’ll be the first to admit that I’m not the most diplomatic guy around—”

      “Yeah, you sure didn’t make us feel all that welcome on Gulch,” Leira put in.

      “Oh? You mean when you lied about why you were there, pretended you were working for somebody else, and only eventually got around to mentioning the big-assed, crashed Golden spaceship less than a day’s drive from where I lived?”

      She pretended to look cool. “Yeah. Exactly.”

      “Anyway, what I was going to say before I was so rudely interrupted was that if it really is a Deeper nursery or whatever you want to call it out there, the Deepers might be willing to go to great lengths to protect it. They might even be willing to talk.”

      Dash lifted his eyebrows. “Talk? As in, well, talk? Diplomatically?”

      “Why not? It might be worth a try. The alternative is fighting a war of annihilation, and they’re currently not winning it,” Harolyn said.

      Conover sniffed. “Yeah, but are we winning it?”

      Dash swept a hand toward the enormous Deeper platform less than a light-year away. “We’re definitely not losing. So far, we’re the ones that have been making ground at their expense.” He turned to Ragsdale. “What makes you think they’d even be willing to talk?”

      “Nothing. They might not be. The concept might not even really apply to them. But I still think it’s worth a try.”

      “Interesting take from a guy with a military background,” Amy said.

      Ragsdale gave her a steady look. “Trust me, no one hates war more than a soldier.”

      Amy pushed up her lower lip and nodded. “Fair point.”

      “I have to admit, I like this idea,” Dash said, again opening his mouth to go on, and again being cut off.

      “I don’t.”

      Dash glanced at the speaker. It was Jexin.

      He exchanged a glance with Leira. Her expression said, tread carefully here, Dash. He hoped his said, no shit.

      “Care to explain, Jex?” he asked.

      “What’s to explain? They’re monsters. They’re not worth talking to. The only interaction we need to have with them is the one where we destroy them.”

      Awkward silence lingered. Dash leaned into it.

      “You know what, Jex? I don’t disagree with you. Frankly, I think it’s going to be a waste of time. I think we’re probably going to have to go on fighting them, piling up casualties on both sides.” He pointed out the viewport toward the Herald, which had almost slid out of view, and the rest of the fleet beyond it. “I think a lot of those ships are likely to be destroyed, a lot of those people are going to die, and a lot more are going to be hurt, some of them badly.” He met her eyes. “Just like you were.”

      Jexin stared back at him, her eyes as black as the space outside. Dash knew this was a critical moment. It would almost certainly determine whether Jexin really was fit for flight duties or not.

      The moment went on. Dash felt the others around the table shifting and fidgeting uncomfortably, but he remained rock steady, his gaze locked on hers.

      “Do you really believe it’s not going to work? That we’re facing a lot more war, destruction, and death?” she finally asked.

      Dash sighed and gave her a heartfelt nod. “Yeah, I do, unfortunately. But I think it’s worth a try anyway.”

      Another moment of silence, then Jexin nodded. The air in the room suddenly lightened, as though the pressure had dropped, just a bit.

      “Uh, we do have one problem with this,” Leira said.

      Dash looked at her.

      “How are we actually going to talk to the Deepers? We don’t even know if they have a language. Our translators have exactly nothing to work with.”

      “Huh. Good point.”

      But Conover raised a finger. “Actually, they do have a language. And we know it really well because we’ve studied the crap out of it.”

      “Okay. And that would be?”

      “Their machine code. It’s how their Bishops communicate, after all.”

      Dash leaned back, smiling.

      “So it is.”
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      Leira had been right. The flight had been boring. It had also been made longer by the specific way Dash wanted to deploy. Now, he and Jexin led a task force of ten heavy cruisers and another dozen escorts commanded by Benzel aboard the Herald, and a small reserve of another squadron of heavy cruisers bringing up the rear. He eyed the capital ships with a touch of envy. Their crews, at least, had real beds, messes, showers, and other amenities to get them through the days-long flight. The mech pilots just had to suck it up.

      Now, though, they’d arrived at their destination, that lonely white dwarf, either a cast-off flung out of the Milky Way or an even older intergalactic wanderer caught by the galaxy’s gravity. As soon as they dropped out of unSpace, the threat board lit up.

      “We’re being illuminated by surveillance scanners,” Sentinel said. “There is a sizable Deeper fleet present—twenty-nine capital ships, including a battleship, and thirty-two smaller craft.”

      “So they did somehow manage to fiddle with our surveillance buoy before they whacked it,” Benzel said.

      “Sure looks that way,” Dash agreed. “Harolyn, are you online?”

      “Right here. We’re ready to send the words when you give the word.”

      Dash pondered the tactical display. The Deeper fleet had already begun to maneuver into a compact formation and accelerate toward them. Sentinel gave fifteen minutes as the time for the first long-range firing solutions to come up.

      “Well, no sense waiting. Harolyn, if you please, say hello to our ugly friends out there.”

      “Okay, here goes.”

      A thin, ear-scraping squeal sounded over the comm. It meant nothing to Dash, of course, but it didn’t need to. He, Ragsdale and Harolyn, had composed it. It was hardly a speech for the ages. Still, if it really ended up being the first tentative step to peace, then future generations of poor school kids might be forced to memorize the damned thing.

      We come in peace, seeking an opportunity for dialogue with you. There’s no need for this costly and destructive war to continue. We’re prepared to have a delegation from the Cygnus Realm meet with you in order to discuss a peaceful way forward.

      When Dash had read it out to the Inner Circle back on the Forge, Jexin had muttered something darkly that he invited her to voice to everyone.

      “Sending a delegation to meet with them is asking whoever’s part of it to trust their lives to monsters,” she’d said.

      “I hear you loud and clear, Jex. But I think there’s a lot of fuel to go through the reactor before we get to anything resembling a face to—er, whatever meeting.”

      She nodded, but that sullen expression of suppressed anger remained. Dash had even discretely spoken to Newton about it during the long flight out here.

      Now that had been a surreal experience.
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        * * *

      

      A day into the flight, he’d asked Sentinel to set up a comm channel with Newton, without alerting Jexin. She had, and a moment later, a very familiar voice came over it.

      “Yo, Dash. I was wondering if you’d ever want to talk to me.”

      “Okay, for the record, this is really weird.”

      “I’ll bet. I mean, I know you sometimes talk to yourself, but…” Newton trailed off, just as Dash would have.

      “Anyway, Newton, we need to talk about Jexin.”

      “Yeah. She’s a damaged individual.”

      “I know. And that’s what worries me. I still don’t think this peace overture is going to work. But I don’t want it to fall apart because Jex can’t get the better of her emotions.”

      “I hear you loud and clear. The protocols, though, kinda make me have to obey her. Only the Messenger can override that—hint, hint.”

      Dash pressed his lips into a hard line. The idea of going behind Jexin’s back and implementing some sort of backdoor failsafe through Newton bothered him. And Newton could tell, of course.

      “Hey, I get your reluctance, Dash. You’re nothing but open and honest with your people and expect the same from them.”

      “It’s the only way any of this works.”

      “So what it comes down to is, what’s the greatest harm, right? Is it better to give me some instructions to stop her from doing something dumb, or run the risk of her losing it and going after the Deepers? Which, I might add, is pretty understandable.”

      “Yeah, it is. When you put it that way, though, it sounds like you don’t quite trust her either.”

      Newton paused before answering. “You know what your problem is, Dash? Because I sound like you and have a personality specifically based on you, you’re thinking that I am you. But I’m not. I’m a construct intended to be the most efficient interface possible between the Polaris and its pilot. So I’m being careful to not suggest any particular course of action here. It really has to be your call.”

      Dash spent a few minutes scowling at the tactical display, which was blank except for their own ships, including the ones trailing far behind them.

      “It’s my call, yeah. But you’re a smart guy—”

      “You’d know.”

      Dash couldn’t help a brief smile. “What would you recommend I do?”

      “How quickly do you want to get back to fishing in that river, with Leira at your side bitching about the bugs?”

      “As quickly as I possibly can.”

      “Well, you think the Deepers are probably going to say no, and probably do it with torps and x-ray lasers. And you’re probably right. But they might also say yes, right?”

      Dash stared at the nearly blank tactical display without really seeing it.

      “Thanks, Newton. You’ve been a big help.”

      “Of course I have. So, can I assume you do want to have a failsafe in case Jexin can’t hold it together?”

      “Yeah, much as I hate it, I do. Until I say otherwise, she stays weapons-hold unless I give weapons-free or the Deepers shoot first.” Dash grimaced as he spoke, as though the words themselves actually tasted bad. The whole fleet was weapons-hold until Dash said otherwise. But for everyone else, it was just an order. He knew that he had no need to enforce it through a backdoor into their AIs. The fact he felt he did with Jexin, who’d been nothing but a loyal and diligent mech pilot, left him wanting a shower even more.

      “It kinda makes me wonder why we pilots aren’t our own best matches, and why each of the AIs isn’t just us,” he said, mainly to say something and end the brooding silence that had fallen off the end of his directive to Newton.

      “You already spend all of your time with you. Do you really want to basically double that?” Newton replied.

      Dash smiled. Not much, but it was something. “Nah. Besides, Sentinel would miss me.”

      Sentinel finally spoke.

      “Why? I’d always have Newton available.”

      “Touché, Sentinel. Touché.”
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        * * *

      

      The Deeper fleet continued its menacing approach. More than five minutes had passed since their transmission, with nothing even resembling a response.

      “Maybe they’re thinking about it,” Benzel said.

      Harolyn cut in. “Who knows what sort of internal bureaucracy they have to deal with? The schmuck in charge of this fleet might have to get hold of his supervisor, who had to get hold of his, and so on, ad nauseum.”

      “A Deeper bureaucracy. Huh. Never really gave much thought to what goes on inside their society.” Benzel paused. “Hey, do you think they have music? Go to concerts? Are there Deeper bars where they go to party?”

      “Yeah, I’m having a hard time imagining a bunch of Deeper warriors all sitting around a table hoisting a mug of—whatever—and bragging about the latest battle,” Dash replied.

      The banter, as lighthearted as it sounded, was shot through with tension. The Deeper fleet hadn’t varied even a fraction from its implacable approach. Their flippant joking around was just the ancient tradition of soldiers about to throw themselves into the chaotic horror of battle.

      “Don’t humanize them. They’re monsters, that’s all,” Jexin snapped, her voice cracking like a whip across the comm.

      Dash took a breath. “Not trying to humanize them, Jex,” he said. “We’re all just passing time here.”

      No reply. Dash let the breath out.

      “Sentinel, make sure Newton is standing by on a private channel,” he said.

      “Already done.”

      “I’m right here, Dash,” Newton said.

      The sudden sound of his own voice over the comm didn’t even startle him anymore.

      Huh. Guess you can get used to anything, he thought.

      “The Deeper force is thirty seconds from maximum effective range,” Sentinel said.

      Dash switched back to the general comm. “All stations, we’re still weapons-hold. Dash out.”

      Ten seconds before firing solutions started to come up, a reply finally came crackling across the comm. It was just a brief, hissing squeal of machine code. Dash waited for Sentinel to translate.

      “This is the Deeper reply. ‘The Corrupted uses. He does not save.’”

      A few seconds later, the Deeper fleet loosed a huge salvo of missiles and torps, while Battle Princes flung themselves out of the battleship and raced toward them, close behind their wall of ordnance.

      Benzel sniffed. “So I guess that’s a no then.”

      Dash waited for Jexin to say something, but she stayed silent. The Deepers had spoken for her.
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        * * *

      

      From the outset, the battle was a lopsided affair. As soon as Dash gave the weapons-free order, the Realm fleet lit up its targeting scanners, then followed up with its own salvo of missiles. Dash lined up long-range shots from the dark-lances, prioritizing the Battle Princes, but let JETS coordinate his fire with Jexin’s. He concentrated, instead, on the bigger tactical picture.

      The Deeper fleet held a gross advantage in firepower over the Realm’s smaller force. If they tried to form a conventional line of battle, much less counterattack, they’d be quickly overwhelmed. There was only one option.

      Dash gave the order to withdraw.

      At once, the Realm fleet turned, its ships moving in almost perfect unison, and accelerated away. The maneuver dramatically decreased the closing rate of the Deeper missile salvo. The Archetype and the Polaris, acting as rearguard, combined their scattershot and nova-cannon fire in lethal, JETS-enabled unison. At the same time, they punched out steady dark-lance shots at the Battle Princes. The Archetype’s blast cannon came online, the energy accumulators spreading open, turning to wings of howling blue flame.

      Dash could only marvel at how the linked fire of the two mechs danced from target to target, sometimes shooting together, other times in rapid succession. It all seemed random, almost chaotic, but beneath the apparent anarchy was deadly, machine-driven purpose. Missiles died, clusters of them flashed to scrap as the mechs’ fire played over them, before flicking quickly on to new targets. Battle Princes died, too. Two had already fallen out of the pursuit, mortally wounded. Two more staggered under repeated dark-lance hits. Six more raced on in pursuit, leading the Deeper fleet onward behind their dwindling screen of ordnance.

      “The Deepers are closing. They’re maintaining a steady acceleration that’s eleven percent greater than ours,” Sentinel said.

      Dash’s reply was curt. “I see that, yeah. You know what that means, right?”

      “I do.”

      The Realm ships began to burn harder, but each ship at a slightly different rate. The varied accelerations started pulling the fleet apart, its compact formation turning ragged.

      “All ships are making best possible speed,” Sentinel said.

      As the fleet’s formation came apart, so did its fire. Ships were now firing as individuals rather than contributing to a massed fire plan. Only the two mechs maintained their smoothly coordinated shooting. But it wasn’t enough. The Deepers, sensing victory, surged forward. The Battle Princes pulled away from the capital ships, which likewise fell away behind their escort screen.

      “Okay, Jex, we’ve done all we can,” Dash said. “Let’s hightail it out of here.”

      No answer. The Polaris just maintained its pace and kept firing.

      “Jex?”

      Nothing.

      “Shit. Newton, you there?”

      “Yup. Standing by.”

      Dash clenched his jaw. The Herald and her consorts were pulling away, leaving the two mechs more and more exposed. The Deepers had now added the weight of massed x-ray laser fire to the bombardment, shots now landing on the Archetype and Polaris. The shields of both mechs started climbing toward saturation.

      JETS bought them a bit of time, firing the Archetype’s blast-cannon at full yield, a colossal blast that blew away most of the remaining missiles. But more and more fire converged on the mechs, the shorter-ranged Deeper burst-cannons opening up and spewing out plasma bolts. Few landed, but that would change as the range ticked down.

      “Jexin, we’re pulling back now,” Dash said. He’d give her ten seconds to confirm, then he’d have Newton assume control of the Polaris.

      And that would be the end of Jexin’s career as a mech pilot, and probably anything else even remotely related to operational duties.

      A few more seconds passed.

      “Roger that,” Jexin said and accelerated toward their retreating fleet. Dash unclenched his jaw and followed.
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        * * *

      

      “Dash, I’d say we’re screwed,” Benzel said.

      Dash studied the tactical display. That was another big advantage of JETS. Freed from the need to actually target the Archetype’s weapons, his only job now to assign firing priorities, he had time to consider the bigger picture.

      Benzel was right. They were indeed screwed.

      The Realm fleet was now a tattered shadow of its former self. Every ship burned as hard as it could, a desperate free for all of retreat. Slight variations in their maximum accelerations meant they just couldn’t maintain a coherent formation. The Realm’s fire had likewise become sporadic, disorganized, individual ships firing wildly at whatever target seemed most opportune. He and Jexin still fought a ferocious rearguard battle, but the writing was definitely on the intergalactic wall.

      The fleet would have to slink off in defeat, translating away to save itself. The whole effort to come out here as a peace overture was a costly failure and might even hint at some desperation on the Cygnus Realm’s part to end the war.

      “What do you think, Sentinel? Is it as bad as it looks?”

      “Probably worse. If we don’t translate away, our fleet will be subject to the full, effective weight of Deeper fire in no more than thirty minutes. And no more than thirty minutes after that, it will be completely destroyed.”

      Dash nodded. The situation was grim. Dire. Desperate, even.

      Perfect.

      “Okay, Leira, Conover, Wei-Ping, you guys ready?”

      “Whenever you are, Dash,” Leira immediately replied.

      “Kristin’s saying you’ve got no more than three minutes,” Conover put in.

      Dash sniffed. He didn’t need three minutes. He didn’t need even one.

      “All stations, let’s party,” he said.

      On both flanks of the Deeper fleet, a multitude of icons popped into being.

      To the left, the Victory led a twenty-ship task force that included the Stalwart’s brand-new sister ship, the Fortitude, and a squadron of Orions under Lori. To the right, the Stalwart herself commanded twenty-six ships, including the Sabertooth, and a combined flotilla of eleven comprising a mix of Rimworld League and N’Teel vessels. All of it was backed up by another squadron of Perseids.

      And then there were the remaining three mechs, the key to this whole sneaky plan. Leira’s Swift accompanied the Victory, while Amy’s Talon kept station with the Stalwart. Both mechs had essentially acted as powerful, hexacore-enabled repeaters for the Pulsar’s potently deceptive infowar veil. Dash still marveled at the fact that they could essentially hide two powerful fleets from Deeper detection in the utter emptiness of intergalactic space. But ships were tiny, almost impossible to see from more than a few thousand klicks away. The Deepers, staring at their otherwise empty scanners, simply had no reason to believe they were there.

      Of course, what they would also have seen is Benzel’s force suddenly shake off the apparent confusion of its wild, headlong retreat, smoothly wheeling about, reforming a lethally purposeful line of battle, and accelerating straight toward them.

      The Deepers had thought they’d won the day. And although they’d never likely fall for this again, today they were wrong, and now the full fury of the Cygnus Realm fell on them from all sides.
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        * * *

      

      Dash wheeled the Archetype out of a hard turn and slammed point-blank dark-lance shots into the flank of the Deeper battleship. As he swung around, banking like an aircraft in atmo on the fearsome power of the Blur drive, he saw the Victory disgorge another wing of fighters. Benzel had cannily sensed the moment when the battle finally and truly started to turn and now poured in his reserves to deliver the coup de grace to the unfortunate Deeper fleet.

      As he swept through his turn, Dash had a moment to just take in the overall tactical situation while he let JETS assume all fire control. The battle had turned indeed. Now it was the Deeper battle line that had collapsed, individual ships fighting for their lives in chaotic desperation. He decided to actually hold the Archetype out of the thick of the fight and let JETS take long-ranged potshots of opportunity. His mech continued pumping out dark-lance fire, still in precise coordination with Jexin’s Polaris. She dutifully kept station on his wing, scissoring nimbly back and forth, up and down behind him.

      He was thankful for that, anyway. Aside from her initial hesitation, when she stubbornly refused to fall back, she’d been one hundred percent a team player since.

      A massive explosion rippled along the length of the Deeper battleship. When the plasma glare faded, Dash saw it had broken apart, her bow more or less intact, but the rest of her just a slowly expanding cloud of debris.

      “That’s a lot of dead Deepers,” Jexin said. Her voice was as flat and emotionless as the rumble of a reactor.

      “It is that,” Dash agreed, then bit his lip. Now didn’t seem like the best time for an awkward talk, but when would there be a better one?

      He sighed out a breath. “Jex, look—”

      “I know about Newton, how you ordered him to watch me,” she said, cutting him off.

      “You do?”

      She actually hissed back a laugh. “No, not actually. But you just confirmed it.”

      Dash had to smile. “Clever.” But his smile faded. “Guess I’m not, though, if I was that obvious.”

      “Actually, Newton told me. And before you blame him, no, he didn’t really tell me, so you don’t have to worry that he violated your trust.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “As we were leaving the Forge, I asked him what he would do if he were in your place. He said he’d do pretty much what you did, ordering him, as the Messenger, to take control of the Polaris if, um, something went wrong.”

      “Sorry, Dash, never occurred to me to lie about that,” Newton said. “I mean, you seem to trust your people absolutely, so my tendency is to do that, too.”

      Dash smiled again. “You two are going to drive me crazy. But you’re right, Newton. I do trust my people absolutely. Or I should. I’m sorry for doubting you, Jex.”

      “Don’t be. Much as I hate to admit it, it was a good precaution. I had a lot of trouble pulling back from the Deepers and starting our pretend retreat.” She paused, and Dash could imagine her taking in the carnage as the last of the battle played out. “I didn’t want the Deepers to think even for a second that they had the better of us. But I like to think that it just made this defeat even more painful for them when they realized they didn’t.”

      “Well, you can thank Ragsdale and Hannibal,” Dash said.

      “Hannibal? Who’s that?”

      “An ancient general from the human home planet, Old Earth. He was fighting a group called the Romans. At the battle of, er—“

      “Cannae,” Sentinel helpfully put in.

      “Right. That one. Anyway, he pretended to let the center of his battleline fall apart and start retreating, which sucked the Romans in so he could take them on both flanks. Ragsdale’s a bit of a student of military history, it seems.”

      “Well, it seemed to work out just fine. The Deepers are dying, and that makes it a good day, a bad day for them.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes at the distant dim point of the white dwarf.

      “Jex, how’d you like to make it an even worse day for the Deepers?”

      She didn’t even hesitate. “Just tell me how.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dash, are you sure about this?” Leira asked.

      “It does kind of feel like once we take this step, we can never turn back,” Amy added.

      Dash looked down on the tiny rocky world swinging in its lonely orbit around the white dwarf. He got it. It did feel like a step that couldn’t be taken back. But it wasn’t like they hadn’t given the Deepers a chance to work things out with no more bloodshed. Before he could speak, though, Jexin asked a blunt question that washed away the last dregs of even his doubts.

      “Do you guys think, if they had the chance, the Deepers would hesitate to destroy the Kingsport? The Forge? The Anchors? Any of our ships, whether warships or civilian ones full of innocent people?”

      No one answered. No one needed to.

      “Jexin, I’m going to leave this up to you. JETS is enabled and we’re weapons-free. If you shoot, we all do,” Dash said.

      “We offered the Deepers peace. They pretty clearly said no, just like I knew they would, just like I know what they’d do to us if they had the chance,” Jexin said.

      She paused.

      “They brought this on themselves,” she added, then fired her dark-lance straight into the viscous, primordial sludge that was, as far as they knew, a Deeper incubator.

      JETS combined the other four mechs’ attacks with hers, raking the little planet’s surface with dark-lance shots and slamming it with fusillades of nova-cannon and scattershot fire. In seconds, its surface began to glow orange-red, melting in places and flowing as molten slag. Anything organic was instantly vaporized, cooked off, lost to the emptiness of space.

      The firing stopped.

      Dash, his eyes still fixed on the incandescent corpse of the planet, nodded. At who or what, he wasn’t even sure.

      A step that couldn’t be taken back. And a message to the Deepers. We won’t stop, it said, until every one of your kind is dead.

      “Time to go home,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Except it wasn’t. Not quite, anyway.

      “Dash, we found a gate,” Benzel said.

      “What? Where? We didn’t detect any gates out here.”

      “Tell that to the two Bishops that just vanished through it. We thought we had them for sure. Chased them when they ran away from the battle, then poof! No more Bishops.”

      Dash watched as the new data, repeated from the Herald, appeared on the tactical display. The Bishops had emerged from one of the Deeper ships once it was clear the battle was lost, and immediately tried to flee. It showed a very human-like sense of self-preservation, as did their seeming to avoid direct involvement in the battle. It also showed that the Bishops were inured to the harsh conditions of space, further hinting at them being artificial constructs containing organic life-forms. It was something they still hadn’t completely worked out, making Dash think that they might need to dissect one of the ones they had stashed away in the Iron Gate to see just what made it tick.

      He watched as Sentinel replayed the Bishops’ course, tracking directly away from the Milky Way, the Herald and her squadron in hot pursuit. Sure enough, a few moments later, they winked out of existence. Scans of the area revealed a gate sitting a few million klicks away, out in the middle of empty space.

      “It makes sense there’d be a gate out here somewhere. The Deepers probably wanted easy access to their—well, what used to be their nursery,” Leira said. She’d taken over as his wing, while Jexin, Conover, and Amy rejoined the rest of the fleet.

      “Yeah, but I thought that’s what the Radiant Point we’d found was,” Dash replied.

      “Apparently not.”

      Apparently not, indeed. Dash and Leira flew out to inspect the gate while Wei-Ping led the Realm fleet through the mopping up phase, including retrieving as much scrap and salvage as they could.

      Dash brought the Archetype to a stop relative to the Herald, Leira by his side. The gate was barely visible, a dim, purplish-black wound in reality. It looked essentially identical to the Black Gate, the inciting event for everything since.

      “Sentinel, can we access this gate and rekey it to another location?”

      “We can. It will take some time, but we now have sufficient understanding, along with the technology to do it.”

      “Okay, let’s do that. Rekey it back to the Kingsport. As soon as you have, send a message to Ragsdale to bring Eastern through. We’ll establish this as another forward base.” He smiled. “Besides, it’s only fair he gets to come and visit his own personal Cannae.”

      While Sentinel worked to access and change the gate’s terminus, Dash found himself momentarily with nothing to do. But that didn’t mean his thoughts were idle. In fact, they kept drifting back to the moment before the battle had erupted. The Deepers had made their intentions clear as soon as they opened fire, but the bit that kept plucking at his mind happened immediately before that.

      “Leira, do you remember the Deepers’ answer to our peace offering?”

      “You mean the barrage of missiles? I do.”

      “No, right before that. Their actual answer to our offer.”

      “Um, something about being used?”

      “Sentinel, can you repeat it for us?” Dash asked.

      “The Corrupted uses. He does not save,” she intoned.

      “Yeah. That. Right there. One of those words in particular bothers me. And by bothers me, I mean worries me.”

      “Which one?” Leira asked.

      “Who exactly is he?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Dash groaned as the comm chimed. He stopped in the middle of taking off his boots and checked it. It was a message from the Duty Officer in the Command Center and it was, naturally, marked urgent. Urgent seemed to be the only type of message he got these days.

      “Really? Now I can’t even take off my boots after a long flight without something blowing up?” He sighed and contemplated just flopping back on his bed and pretending he wasn’t home. Then he activated the comm.

      “Dash here. Go ahead.”

      “Sorry, Dash. I know you just got back, but I’ve got an urgent message from the Absolute Zero for you.”

      He stood. The Absolute Zero had left the Kingsport a few days earlier, taking a trip back to Backwater to do some further study on the gate there. She was well-protected by the heavy cruiser Athena and four escort ships. But if they’d been bounced by a superior Deeper force, that might not be enough, and he might be strapping himself right back into the Archetype.

      “Okay, Absolute Zero, over to you then. Dash here. What’s up?”

      “Dash, it’s Elois. We just retrieved something that I think you’ll be interested in.”

      “Is this going to be another one of those cryptic, there’s something you need to see clichés?”

      “What?”

      “It’s just that every time—” He stopped and shook his head. “Never mind. Is it something you can show me over the comm?”

      “I can, but I’m not sure how much sense it’s going to make.”

      “Okay, color me intrigued. What is it?”

      “It’s a missile. One of ours, in fact. We detected it on our way out of the Backwater system, heading back to the Kingsport.”

      Dash furrowed his brow. “A missile? Okay. Probably one that got fired during one of the battles there and never hit a target or detonated.”

      That wasn’t supposed to happen, he knew. Missiles were supposed to destroy themselves when they exhausted their fuel to prevent them becoming navigation hazards. Occasionally, though, battle damage could knock that functionality off-line, leaving the missile consigned to sailing on forever into deep space.

      “Yeah, I’m sure it is. But this one’s been—changed, I guess, for lack of a better word.”

      “Changed? Changed how?”

      “It’s been infected by something. It seems both organic and inorganic, kind of like the primordial goop.”

      “How the hell did that happen?”

      “No idea. Anyway, we’re bringing it back to the Kingsport so we can give it a closer look.”

      Dash scowled. “Hearing you’re carrying something that’s infected doesn’t exactly fill me with great confidence. Are you sure it won’t infect anything else? Like your ship?”

      “Way ahead of you on that. We didn’t actually bring it right aboard. We’re tractoring it externally, keeping it a few hundred meters away. It’s going to slow us down translating like that, but we should be back at the Kingsport in another day or so.”

      Dash actually smiled. “You mean I have a whole day to myself?”

      “Well, I can’t guarantee that, but that’s all I personally have for now,” Elois replied with a chuckle.

      “Roger that. See you when you get here. Dash out.”

      He moved back to his bed and sat down to resume taking off his boots.

      “Eh, to hell with it.”

      He flopped back, sprawled sideways across the bed, and lay there, immersing himself in the silence.

      And a few moments later, he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      As he entered the Command Center, Dash rubbed his neck and grimaced. “Turns out sprawling sideways across the bed isn’t a good idea.”

      “Hey, what you and Leira do on your own time is none of my business,” Viktor said, raising his hands.

      Leira, walking alongside Dash, threw her hands up to her face and gasped. “Why, Viktor, I do declare, are you casting my honor as a lady into question?”

      He smirked. “Yup.”

      Dash glanced around to see most of the Inner Circle was here. Elois already peered out of the main viewscreen, which was split between her image aboard the Absolute Zero, and a solitary missile hanging motionless in space. A pair of maintenance remotes hung nearby, one decked out with a suite of sensors, the other shining a light on the projectile to make it more distinct.

      “So that’s it, huh?” Dash asked.

      “It is. Oh, and have you got me on that big screen? I hate being on that thing. I feel like you can see right into every pore,” Elois replied.

      Dash smiled. “Elois, you are ravishingly beautiful no matter what size screen you’re on.”

      Elois smiled back. “What a superficially charming thing to say. Hey, Leira, this one’s a keeper.”

      “I know. I mean, how could I pass up both charming and superficial?”

      Elois’s smile flashed briefly to a grin but quickly lapsed back into earnest solemnity. “Anyway, there’s our newest little problem.” She went on to describe essentially what she’d already told Dash.

      “So this missile has been compromised, both mechanically and in terms of its controlling code. We’re not sure how, or what that means other than the fact that we don’t control it anymore. Something else does.”

      “Well, that sounds ominous,” Dash said, crossing his arms. He glanced at the rest of his people, wanting to give them a chance to speak up.

      “Elois, have you tried remotely connecting to its maintenance telemetry? Every missile should have remote access,” Benzel said.

      Elois nodded. “One of the first things we tried, in fact. And, given our healthy paranoia about the Deepers, we tried to do it through a maintenance remote, which had a nova-cannon trained on it. The remote was able to establish a link, but the missile stubbornly refused to talk to it.”

      Dash raised a cautionary hand. “Elois, if that thing has been infected by a virus, as in a computer virus, let’s be super careful about connecting it to anything. We had a really bad experience aboard the Forge once, when a Golden agent managed to slip a virus into its systems. It took us days to completely eliminate it.”

      “Understood, and that’s why we’re only using the remotes. And we’re not even connected to them, we’re letting them run autonomously. That’s why all we know is that the missile is active. Even if it had sent data, we wouldn’t have accessed it without talking to you and the brain-trust around you first.”

      Dash nodded, satisfied that Elois knew what she was doing. She was, after all, a specialist in xeno biology and tech, so she was used to the most stringent of containment protocols.

      He turned back to the rest. “Anyone else? Questions, ideas, anything?”

      “Are we sure this is even related to the Deepers? Could it be some kind of natural thing?” Viktor asked.

      Ragsdale sniffed. “Right now, we should assume that everything we encounter that we don’t understand is of Deeper origin and a threat.”

      “So is this, what, some new Deeper weapon?” Jexin asked.

      Elois shrugged. “Possibly. I mean, I’m with Ragsdale about the Deeper origin thing, but is it a weapon? Not sure yet.”

      “Why the heck would the Deepers use a weapon we’ve never seen before on some random, drifting missile?” Amy asked. The only answer she got was a round of shrugs and head shakes.

      “I think we have to assume it’s a weapon,” Dash finally said, then looked back at Elois. “You said it has an organic component to it?”

      “Yeah, organic and mechanical both, like that goop you brought back from that far-out-there planet.”

      “Now a twisted ball of slag,” Jexin said, baring her teeth.

      “That has a definite Deeper flavor to it for sure,” Dash said, tapping his lower lip.

      “So if it’s a weapon, how do we defend against it?” Amy asked.

      Elois shrugged again. “Another excellent question, and one I hope we can answer very soon. If it is something self-replicating, though, like some sort of hybrid digital and organic virus, then the surest way in the short-term is to avoid coming into direct contact with it.”

      “Elois, is there any way you can isolate a sample of it?” Conover asked.

      “Another one of the many things we’re working on,” she replied.

      Dash tapped his chin a couple more times. “In the meantime, can you guys just slice off a piece of the missile so we get a sample that way?”

      “That, we should be able to do, sure.” Elois turned and spoke to someone off-image. A moment later, the maintenance remote that had been illuminating the missile moved closer and extended a cutting tool. Elois continued her off-camera conversation.

      The cutting tool briefly flared, slicing a piece out of the missile’s casing.

      “Is the warhead in that thing still active?” Amy asked.

      Elois gave a grim smile. “We’re assuming it is, which is why it’s sitting as far away from this ship as it is—well outside what Custodian tells me would be the usual blast radius.”

      Dash watched the two remotes. They were identical to the one that had been pruning bushes on the Greenbelt. Unsung heroes, indeed.

      The remote finally backed away from the missile, tractoring a slice of casing along behind it.

      “So we’re sure that piece is infected, right?” Dash asked.

      Elois again looked off-image and said something. A new window popped open, displaying a smooth, non-reflective surface. It was a close-up of the missile casing fragment.

      “It’s hard to see visually. We’re mostly seeing the infection indirectly,” Elois said, then pointed. “There.”

      The image zoomed in. Sure enough, a small part of the casing was pocked and blackened, as though something corrosive had eaten away at it.

      “Externally, that’s about all the evidence we see, these small, local blemishes. We think it’s probably a lot worse inside, but we haven’t started dissecting it yet.”

      “Okay, Elois, now see if you can destroy it,” Dash said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Really. Let’s put it somewhere where we can fire a dark-lance at it and see what happens.”

      The remote moved the fragment to a location a few klicks away from the missile, released it, then backed away a few hundred meters.

      Nothing.

      Elois once more spoke to someone. “Sorry, Dash, our Defensive Systems Officer tells me there’s nothing for the dark-lance to lock onto. He could fire by eye, but he tells me the chances of just happening to score a hit are pretty low.”

      “Then use the remote as a target,” Viktor suggested.

      The remote drifted back in until it sat only a meter away. Elois moved the second remote close enough to be able to see what happened.

      “Firing now,” Elois said.

      Nothing changed. Then the image briefly flashed a deep, reddish-purple, and the remote was simply gone, puffed to quantum vapor. Dash surprised himself by suddenly being a little sad, which was ridiculous. The remotes were machines. Just tools. It was like destroying a spanner or a screwdriver.

      But wasn’t Sentinel just a machine? Custodian? Wasn’t Newton just a machine?

      He puffed out a sigh, shoving philosophical musings about what constitutes life somewhere well down his to-do pile.

      “The fragment’s gone, turned to monatomic dust,” Elois finally confirmed.

      “So, whatever it is, a dark-lance can kill it,” Leira said.

      Dash stuck his hands on his hips. “Yeah. So we’ve got at least one way of dealing with it. Meantime, Elois, make this your absolute top priority. If the Deepers are starting to deploy some sort of new, infectious bio-organic weapon thing, we need to know it, and know everything about it, and we need to know it, like, yesterday.”

      “Roger that,” she replied, and the viewscreen cleared back to its default star chart.

      Dash turned to the Inner Circle, who were muttering among themselves, discussing this new turn of events. All except for Ragsdale, he noticed, who’d instead moved to one of the Ops consoles. He stood behind the tech operating it, who was staring at something on her screen.

      “Yo, Ragsdale, you decided to move on to more interesting things?” he asked. But he knew full well Ragsdale hadn’t. The man was pursuing something, probably a hunch. Out of all of the Inner Circle, he was probably the one who listened to his gut feelings more than anyone except Dash himself.

      Ragsdale held up a finger, watched the console for a moment, then pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded. “Okay, put that up,” he said to the tech.

      The big screen lit up with a new star chart, one much more zoomed in and detailed. It showed a dashed line indicating a presumed trajectory. It was rendered in red, meaning it was hostile.

      Ragsdale strode to the front of the room. “I was curious about Deeper contacts in the area. This line connects three of them, all pretty similar.”

      “We get lots of sporadic contacts around Backwater and most other friendly systems, though. We’ve just assumed it’s the Deepers keeping tabs on us,” Dash said.

      “Yeah, but these three have the most similar signal. Custodian, any idea what those signals actually are?”

      “Unclear. Their closest match is to Deeper Bishops, but there’s considerable overlap with signals arising from other sources, such as Battle Princes, or even several natural phenomena.

      Dash narrowed his eyes. Space was really nothing but signals, from a gazillion different sources, across the whole EM spectrum, plus particulate emissions, neutrinos, and the list went on. But his own gut was leaning toward agreeing with Ragsdale’s.

      “Where are you going with this?” Leira asked.

      Ragsdale glanced at the Ops tech. “Put up the location where the Absolute Zero found that missile.”

      A blue icon appeared. The dashed red line almost intersected it.

      “Near miss,” Amy said, but Conover shook his head.

      “No, it isn’t. Given the amount of uncertainty in that trajectory—assuming it’s a real trajectory at all—it likely includes where that missile was found.”

      Dash moved to stand beside Ragsdale. “Let’s put up any other friendly assets that might have been affected by this. Ours, League, N’Teel, anyone.” He fervently hoped no icons would appear.

      But two did. Two blue icons flicked into view, both squarely intersected by the ominous red line.

      “Shit. What are those, Custodian?”

      “Two salvage tugs, the Endurance and the Mighty Mouse.”

      “Mighty Mouse?”

      “Yeah, it’s an ancient animated thing from Old Earth,” Amy said.

      Every gaze in the Command Center focused on her.

      “What? Some of that old stuff we have in the archives is awesome.”

      Dash smirked. “You just keep doing you, Amy.” He turned back to the screen.

      “Custodian, get those tugs on the comm.”

      Benzel, who’d crossed to another Ops terminal and tapped away at it, looked up. “They’ve been doing salvage ops for the past three days. There’s no shortage of scrap in the Backwater system, considering how much fighting’s gone on there. They’re due back here to the Forge…” Benzel glanced at the screen, then back up again. “Right about now, in fact.”

      “No response from either of the tugs,” Custodian said.

      “Shit. Issue an emergency recall order. That should go straight to their AIs, right?” Dash said.

      “It will. I’m doing so now,” Custodian said.

      They waited.

      “No response,” Custodian finally replied.

      Leira went wide-eyed. “If they were infected like that missile was and are on their way back here—”

      “Then they could theoretically infect the Kingsport and anything else they manage to contact,” Dash finished for her. He was already heading for the door.

      “Crash action here, folks. We need to find those tugs,” he called over his shoulder.

      “And then what?” Jexin asked.

      He stopped and turned around.

      “And then, we do whatever we have to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash held his breath as the Archetype dropped out of unSpace. The two salvage tugs’ transponders were as offline as everything else about them, so they’d gone entirely dark. That led to some bad hours, as Dash, Benzel, Wei-Ping, and the others tried to rearrange forces to deal with a threat to any of their assets, with the main emphasis naturally put on the Kingsport. It was easy to defend, though, since the tugs could only realistically get to it through the gate from Backwater. But the small task force guarding the gate hadn’t seen even a hint of them. The only information they did have was a scanner log showing the two tugs translating away from Backwater.

      “So the Kingsport couldn’t be their target, so the threat isn’t here,” Leira had said, but Dash had just shaken his head.

      “We don’t know that. The Deepers could just open a gate somewhere else. We have to assume those two tugs are able to go anywhere and threaten anything when they arrive.”

      It might seem like paranoia, but when it came to the Deepers, they had to be prepared for anything.

      And then, the Southern Anchor had broadcasted a general alert. The two tugs had just arrived in Edge, the Rimward League’s most important holding. They were now racing in-system, heading directly for the planet and the Anchor they’d deployed to help protect it.

      “Dash, we can turn those tugs to vapor long before they even get close,” Southern’s Ops Officer had said over the comm. “Just give the word.”

      Dash was tempted to do just that. But he finally decided against it. First, there were forty-two crewmembers aboard the two tugs who might still be alive but helpless to control their ships. Second, if they could somehow manage to stop them without destroying them, they might prove to be a treasure trove of information about this new Deeper threat.

      So, he told Southern to hold fire. He, Leira, Conover, and Jexin were already at Backwater, and the mechs should be fast enough to translate to Edge and catch up to the tugs before they could pose a threat.

      Should be fast enough.

      “If they start to pose a genuine threat, use your discretion. Try to disable them. But if you can’t, then do whatever you need to do to stop them,” he finally replied.

      “Roger that. Southern out.”

      Now, back in real space, Dash saw the two tugs on the tactical display. They were powerful little vessels that translated to potentially high acceleration. But they were still only a fraction of the power of the four mechs, which immediately raced after them, rapidly closing the distance.

      “We’ll be in maximum effective missile range in seven minutes, and dark-lance range four minutes after that,” Sentinel said.

      Dash sighed out a breath. “I’d really rather not destroy them, Sentinel. How about you, Tybalt, and the other AIs wrack your collective electronic brains for some alternative?”

      Sentinel’s reply was immediate. “Done. The options are limited.”

      Dash wore a mirthless smile. Sometimes he forgot that when they weren’t having to interact with what must, to the AIs, be glacially slow humans, they were blindingly fast machines.

      “How limited?”

      “Considering that we know almost nothing substantive about this new phenomenon, extremely limited. The most reasonable course of action is to attempt to disable the tugs by damaging their engines. Failing that, the only logical alternative is to utterly destroy them.”

      Dash listened to Sentinel’s grim words, disappointed but not surprised. He’d been hoping the AIs could come up with a more clever solution, but they knew as little as any of them did about what they were facing.

      The mechs quickly caught up to the two tugs. Dash and Conover fell into station with the Mighty Mouse, while Leira and Jexin approached the Endurance. None of them needed their mechs’ scans to be able to tell both had been infected by the Deeper agent, whatever it was. Porous, blackish scars mottled their hulls, resembling something growing in one of Elois’s Petrie dishes.

      “Sentinel, is there any way to tell if anyone’s still alive on board?”

      “The tugs’ hulls have been completely compromised in several places, so there has been some failure of airtight integrity. But the tugs are also designed to withstand collisions with debris, so essentially every compartment can be sealed.”

      “So, what? That’s a maybe?”

      “That’s a maybe. I’m sorry, but there’s no way to be sure. The best our scanners can determine is the presence of organic life, and the Deeper agent itself returns that type of signal.”

      Dash chewed his lip. Maybe. Shit. It was the worst possible answer. A yes would have given them reason to at least try a rescue operation, while a no would have made any thoughts of rescue moot. But a maybe didn’t help at all.

      “Dash, I’ve been discussing ways we might try to board them with Tybalt, and we do have a couple of ideas,” Conover said.

      “Do any of those ideas come with a guarantee that whoever does try to board won’t be infected themselves? Them or their vac-armor, since either would be really, really bad?”

      A moment passed before Conover gave his desolate reply, the one Dash expected.

      “No, they don’t.”

      “Didn’t think so.”

      “Dash, I hate to suggest you’re on a clock, but these tugs will be a threat to Southern in just under thirty minutes,” Sentinel said.

      Dash grunted his understanding. Edge traffic control had cleared all other ships well out of the way, but the two tugs were clearly making a straight shot for Southern anyway. Above all else, they couldn’t risk having the Anchor infected. If it was compromised and turned hostile, it would be a threat to Edge itself. An Anchor was more than capable of laying waste to a planet and would be a tough fight even for the mechs.

      “Does anyone have any ideas?” he asked over the comm.

      “I say we go with disabling them. All they have is point-defense, so they’re no threat to us,” Leira said.

      “Agreed. We can fire from point-blank range, so our targeting should be no problem,” Jexin added.

      “Conover, how about using some EW wizardry? Can you and Kristin do anything remotely to stop them?”

      “We’ve considered that. Anything that might work requires a two-way interaction with the tugs, though. Do you really want us to try to establish an uplink to them?”

      “No.”

      Dash bit his lip a moment longer, then sighed. “Okay. I’ll do this. If we end up with a worst-case scenario, no one else needs to carry it with them.”

      Dash eased the Archetype close to within a few klicks of the Mighty Mouse. He carefully lined-up a dark-lance shot aimed at the tug’s big drive bell. The tug’s point-defense battery immediately opened fire, but it was more a gesture than an actual threat. The Archetype’s shield easily absorbed and then radiated away the incoming energy as fast as it arrived.

      This should be easy. The dark-lance’s fire control system was designed to target things hundreds of thousands of klicks away, after all. Dash took a breath, then fired.

      The dark-lance beam struck the drive bell, blowing it apart. The tug began slewing to one side, its exhaust no longer balanced along its centerline. The drive’s safeties should now activate, cutting the drive.

      But they didn’t, and the tug’s slewing motion started turning into an uncontrolled tumble. Dash cursed and lined up a second dark-lance shot, this time aiming for the engineering section just ahead of the drive bell.

      Before he could fire, though, the tug exploded in a dazzling flash of lost fusion containment. The blast swept over the Archetype, making the shield flare with coruscating power. When it cleared, the Mighty Mouse was just bits and fragments whirling away from a glowing cloud of vapor.

      Dash snapped out a string of curses. “It shouldn’t have lost containment just from damage to its exhaust bell.”

      “I don’t think it did, Dash,” Conover said. “From what we can tell from the scanner log, the reactor’s containment system just shut down on its own.”

      Dash cursed again. Reactors were designed with multiple layers of safety to prevent the stellar incandescence of the fusion reaction from becoming an uncontained explosion. It simply wasn’t possible to shut down the whole system.

      Of course, with an alien biomechanical virus involved, all bets were off.

      Dash took a breath. “Okay, let’s see if we can save the Endurance.”

      “Dash, I think we know how this is going to go,” Leira said, her voice grave.

      “Maybe we should just end this,” Jexin said, but Dash cut them both off.

      “If there’s even a ghost of a chance to save some of our people, I’m going to take it.” He slid the Archetype toward the second tug.

      “Sentinel, if the power-sword is amped right up, it should just disintegrate normal matter, right?”

      “It would break molecular bonds and reduce any matter contacting it to constituent atoms, yes.”

      “Would that be true for this damned virus?”

      “There’s no reason it wouldn’t be. It is still composed of matter and is unlikely in the extreme to behave otherwise.”

      Dash deployed the power-sword. Leira immediately came on the comm.

      “Dash, you’re not going to try what I think you are, are you?”

      He eased the Archetype toward the Endurance. “Depends what you think I’m going to try.”

      “No. Don’t be cute. This isn’t a time for it.”

      “If I can enclose the Endurance in the Archetype’s shield, then cut the drive section free, we should be able to save the rest of it.”

      “Damn it, Dash, that means you have to get close enough to touch the bloody thing.”

      “Dash, I am in agreement with Leira on this. You’re risking the Archetype and yourself by getting close enough to use the power-sword,” Sentinel said.

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “Dash—” Leira started, but he cut her off.

      “I’m not going to let these people die if I can help it,” he snapped.

      “You don’t even know if they’re alive.”

      “Which means we also don’t know if they’re not.” He stopped the Archetype about two hundred meters from the tug. “Sentinel, if there’s any sign of that thing trying to change course suddenly, looking to collide, you blast us out of here, max acceleration.”

      “Understood.”

      Dash edged the Archetype even closer. As he did, he had Sentinel redirect power from every weapon except the power-sword into the shield, then had her extend the shield to enclose the Endurance in its protective embrace. At least that was the theory, but protecting the Archetype, as well as the bulk of the crewed portion of the tug, while he sheared away its drive, was going to be complicated to pull off.

      “You ready, Sentinel?”

      “I’m an AI, Dash. I’m always ready.”

      “Must be nice,” he muttered, eyeing the Endurance’s hull. “Sentinel, any way you can overlay the tug’s schematic right on the—”

      A series of lines and highlights popped into view, marking out and shading sections of the Endurance and effectively giving him a line along which to cut.

      “Yeah. Thanks.” He brandished the power-sword and selected where he wanted to cut. The sword, with its matter-disruption field fully charged, should be able to slash through the tug in one, clean blow. He could feel Leira and the others watching intently, waiting, holding their breath, jaws clenched tight, guts clenched even tighter.

      Or was that just him?

      “Okay, then here we—”

      “Dash, the Endurance is transmitting,” Sentinel cut in.

      He’d just started to wind up and swing. He froze, awkwardly caught in mid-strike.

      “Put it on!”

      The voice that crackled across the comm was an icy chill echoing out of some vast, desolate emptiness. If the void itself had come to life and started to speak, this would be its voice.

      “I am the Corruptor. And I have come.”

      An instant later, the Endurance exploded in Dash’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Only a few months ago, during a tense mission to retrieve an incapacitated Deeper Battle Prince wedged into a rocky crevasse, Conover had been caught in the blast of its catastrophic self-immolation. He’d later said he got to experience a nuclear explosion from the inside.

      Dash had now joined that exclusive club.

      For a while, he could only drift, while Sentinel worked feverishly to clear the Archetype’s tripped safeties and faltering systems. It was testament to the mech’s raw, implacable endurance that it could take a fusion containment explosion at—point blank range didn’t even fit. He’d literally been within power-sword’s reach of the Endurance when it had lost containment.

      He shook his head. Or thought he did, anyway. The Meld remained awash in the residual impact of the blast, then cleared. Reality firmed back up around him, revealing the Swift directly in front of him, close enough to touch.

      The sudden appearance of the other mech right in front of his face triggered a very human flinch.

      “Leira. Don’t sneak up on me like that, if you don’t mind. My heart’s sort of racing.”

      “So you are still alive in there,” she said.

      “More or less, I guess.” He swept his attention over the status board, stunned to find most systems flicking neatly back to green. Only a couple of peripheral ones stayed stuck on yellow, and none on red.

      He’d effectively just been ground-zero for a thermonuclear explosion, and less than thirty seconds later, the Archetype was back up and running. If he’d had any doubts about how much the recent upgrades had improved the mech’s protection, he didn’t anymore.

      The Swift backed away, giving the Archetype space. “You know, the novelty of wondering if you are still alive after some crazy stunt is starting to wear off, dear,” Leira said, her tone rich with exhaustion and relief.

      He took in what remained of the Endurance, which was essentially nothing, just a tenuous, cooling cloud of plasma, and a few tougher bits not completely vaporized by the blast. “Sometimes the gamble works. This one didn’t. We just lost two good crews.”

      “I know. I’m sorry,” Leira said. Dash sensed she wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words.

      “Dash, Southern here. We’re not detecting anything else coming in-system. Looks like the threat’s ended.”

      He shot back a curt acknowledgment. What had been the hard-working crews of two salvage shuttles had just been written off as a threat that had been ended. He was sure that Southern’s Ops Officer would feel the loss just as keenly as he did but forced himself to stay focused, his head firmly in the deadly serious game.

      That’s what war does, he thought. It forces people to shove aside very human feelings and emotions so they don’t get in the way of carrying on with the pain and destruction and death.

      And that was why it had to end.
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      Dash strode out of the Absolute Zero’s airlock, driven on a cresting wave of grim determination. As soon as he saw Elois, he started speaking.

      “Elois, we need to know what happened to those tugs, what this new Deeper weapon or whatever it is, is.”

      “I know. And we have.”

      “I realize how much effort—” He stopped, blinking. “Wait. You have? Have what?”

      “Figured it out.”

      That cresting wave suddenly rolled back to where it had come from. “Really?”

      “Dash, I might kid about stuff, but not this.”

      He sighed, shaking his head. “No, of course not. Okay, so what is it? And how do we stop it?”

      Elois answered by crooking her finger in a follow-me gesture, then walked away. Dash stared for a second, then hurried to catch up.

      Viktor and Conover were waiting in Elois’s lab, along with several of her fellow scientists and techs. Leira showed up just a moment later while Elois was pulling up data on a view screen. She pointed at a complex array of lines and circles, all labelled with cryptic strings of letters and numbers. Dash assumed it all meant important things to Elois and her people, but to him, it looked like someone had drawn a distorted sketch of the Kingsport.

      “This is the Deeper agent,” she said.

      Dash crossed his arms. “Their virus?”

      “It’s not a virus. It’s more like a bacterium. Or actually, more like a small colony of bacteria, except some are organic, um organisms—kind of—and others are nano-scale machines—sort of.”

      Dash held up a finger. “I’m sorry, Elois, but could you possibly be any less clear? I mean, I thought you said you had this thing figured out. Kind of and sort of aren’t exactly making me feel that.

      She returned a self-conscious smirk, then waved over one of her people that had been waiting to one side. Dash recognized Grunne, the specialist who’d helped develop a viral weapon they’d deployed against the Deepers earlier in the war, based on a weapon called the Stinger. It had been effective for a time, but the Deepers had eventually managed to develop countermeasures.

      “Grunne here can probably explain it better than I can since it’s his field,” Elois said.

      “Or not, because we specialists sometimes get wrapped up in our own jargon,” he replied, giving Dash a self-conscious smile. “But I’ll try to avoid that.”

      “Please do.”

      “What this does is essentially similar to what the viral weapon we employed against the Deepers did. That weapon disrupted the ability of the organic and inorganic parts of their tech to properly work together. This one inhibits the interaction between Dark Metal and other materials.”

      “Uh-oh, that’s not good,” Leira said.

      Dash glanced at her, then back to Grunne. “No, it’s not. In fact, this sounds like a complete freakin’ disaster for us,” he said, waving a hand at the micro-schematic on the screen. “We use Dark Metal in almost everything.”

      But Conover stepped forward. “Wait a minute, though. Those tugs didn’t contain much Dark Metal. It was probably only used in their long-range comm systems.”

      But Viktor shook his head. “You’re forgetting their AIs.”

      Conover stared at him for a moment, then slumped. “Yeah. You’re right. All of our ships have AIs running on systems with substrates partly made of Dark Metal. Shit.”

      Conover rarely used profanity. That he just had underscored the enormous threat they suddenly faced. He turned back to Grunne.

      “Please tell me there’s something we can do about this.”

      Dash expected some dour variation of we don’t know yet, but Grunne surprised him by nodding.

      “We’ve experimented with this agent and found that it can propagate through normal materials like, say, the composite alloy armor of a warship.”

      “Or a tug,” Leira put in.

      “Yes. Or a tug. It damages what material it passes through this way, causing the scarring and pitting we’ve seen. But that’s incidental. It spreads until it encounters Dark Metal, whereupon it releases its true payload.”

      “So it eats its way through a ship until it reaches the Dark Metal bits,” Dash said. “ That doesn’t sound like a solution to me, just a scarier description of the problem.”

      “Yes, well, let me get right to that part then. This agent has no effect whatsoever on Dark Metal Two. In fact, in the presence of DM2, the agent completely breaks down.” As he spoke, Grunne tapped a control, opening a window on the viewscreen. It showed a simulation of the Deeper agent relentlessly chewing its way through a matrix of normal matter until it encountered a particle of DM2. As soon as it did, it simply fell apart, breaking into inert fragments.

      “Sentinel, is there still regular Dark Metal used aboard the Archetype?” Dash asked.

      “Several peripheral subsystems still employ Dark Metal as an active component. All major systems have been upgraded to DM2.”

      “How hard would it be to replace those subsystems with DM2?”

      “To do so with all five of the large mechs would use up almost all of our current stock of DM2 and would take several days. In the meantime, those systems could simply be disabled, and their Dark Metal components removed. As I said, they are peripheral systems, such as a redundant control module for the lower-limb actuators. The intent was to upgrade them to DM2 eventually, but there have been more pressing uses for the material.”

      “Okay, let’s yank ’em,” Dash said. “That means our big mechs are basically immune to this stuff then, right?”

      Grunne nodded. “This Deeper agent just doesn’t have the capacity to affect DM2, and this”—he gestured at the schematic of the Deeper agent—“wouldn’t be able to do so without a complete redesign.”

      “So that only leaves absolutely everything else vulnerable,” Leira said, putting her hands on her hips and scowling at the viewscreen.

      “Well, there is one other bit of good news. The agent is hard to synthesize in quantity and isn’t stable over a long term. It also has to be injected directly from what must be a complicated storage reservoir, involving cryogenics and highly specialized magnetic shunts,” Grunne said.

      Elois stepped forward and tapped a control, clearing the simulation Grunne had run from the screen. “In other words, this weapon isn’t easily deployed from a projectile, like a missile. Like our Stinger, it really has to be delivered up-close and personal, effectively being injected right into its target.”

      Dash tapped his finger on his lips for a moment. “Okay. That is good news. It means that your run-of-the-mill Deeper ship probably won’t be armed with this.”

      “No, it would more likely be their Battle Princes and Bishops,” Conover said.

      “Which means that, for the time being, our big mechs will have to do the heavy lifting when it comes to those bastards. Anyone else has to stay clear and keep the fight at a distance,” Leira replied.

      Dash nodded. “Effective immediately, I want all salvage ops and anything else in our slower ships without armor to be suspended unless they have a heavy guard. Preferably mechs. In the meantime, let’s send a directive to the fleet that Battle Princes and Bishops are to be engaged in standoff battles at maximum possible range. And that every possible effort has to be taken to avoid letting them get in close enough to inject something into their ship.”

      “And what if a ship does get infected?” Viktor asked. “Say one ship in a squadron or task force? What should the other ships do?”

      Dash sighed.

      It forces people to shove aside very human feelings and emotions so they don’t get in the way of carrying on with the pain and destruction and death.

      “Protect the rest of the fleet, our allies. That all comes before anything else,” he said.

      Dash didn’t elaborate, but looking around at the others, he knew he didn’t need to.
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        * * *

      

      Dash instructed Custodian to work at fusing all available operational and strategic data and keep fusing it in real time, to stay on the lookout for Battle Princes or Bishops specifically. His big worry was a major Deeper incursion across a broad front, one that would tie up big chunks of the fleet, potentially leaving the specialized Deepers an insidious window of opportunity to try and infect the Anchors or, even worse, the Forge—which was now almost fully integrated into the burgeoning Kingsport hub.

      Custodian, though, was surprisingly unconcerned about the possibility. “The Anchors and the Kingsport include sufficient redundancy and systemic compartmentalization to mostly mitigate the effects of the Deeper agent,” he said when Dash and the other four pilots of the big mechs had gathered in the Command Center. “Moreover, the other Ais and I are working with Elois and Grunne on countermeasures. We believe we have several promising candidates, which would further increase the protection of our major assets.”

      Dash narrowed his eyes. “Custodian, I’m hearing a lot of mostlys and promisings in what you’re saying. You’re usually more blunt than that. Is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “Actually, there’s something I haven’t told you yet but was about to, before you interrupted me.”

      “Yeah, Dash. Quit being so impatient,” Amy said.

      He lifted one thumb, pointed it down, then moved his hand like he was stirring something. Amy’s eyes went wide.

      “Rude!”

      Conover stared blankly. “What am I missing here?”

      “It’s a gesture particular to Passage. Amy knows what it means,” Dash said with a mischievous smile.

      “What does it mean?” Conover asked her. She leaned in and whispered something to him.

      Now his eyes flew wide, and he gaped at Dash. “Rude!”

      “May I continue?” Custodian asked.

      “Yes, please do, Custodian,” Dash replied.

      “As I was about to say, while I believe that the Anchors and the Kingsport are relatively secure, the bulk of our fleet is less so. And that’s clearly a problem, but again, not as serious as it may seem. The Creators were quite thorough in ensuring their warship designs were also resilient to harm, particularly when it comes to biomechanical weapons.”

      “Makes sense. They were planning a fight against the Golden, after all,” Jexin said.

      “Exactly. Our major vulnerability is our allies, particularly the Rimward League and the N’Teel.”

      “Really? But their tech shouldn’t be vulnerable at all. It doesn’t contain Dark Metal,” Amy said.

      Dash got it, though. “Their tech isn’t the problem. It’s our tech that we’ve transferred to them. It’s kind of layered on top of their tech, which means it’s not as well protected as the stuff purpose built by the Unseen. Right, Custodian?”

      “That’s it precisely. And to that end, it may explain why a signal that would correspond to three Deeper Bishops is now approaching the N’Teel homeworld,” Custodian replied.

      Dash stared for a moment. “Really?”

      “Truthfully, Messenger. This is no attempt at humor.”

      “Oh—holy shit. Okay. Amy, Conover, you’re with me. Go strap on your mechs. Leira, you and Jex stay here but be ready to bug out and intercept any other Battle Princes or Bishops that pop up.”

      It struck Dash as he hurried for the Archetype that everyone had smoothly followed his orders without hesitation. Even after all this time as Messenger, he still found that pretty amazing.
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        * * *

      

      Dash flung the Archetype aside just in time to avoid an x-ray laser shot from one of the Bishops. He responded with a hip shot from the dark-lances, which, to his shock, hit dead center mass. The dark-lances then fired again, JETS directing them in a coordinated attack with Amy on a second Bishop.

      The N’Teel homeworld loomed closer. They’d only managed to catch up to the Bishops at all because of the fearsome speed of their upgraded mechs. But they’d still cut it close, only getting within range when the Bishops were a little under ten minutes from atmospheric insertion.

      To make matters worse, Custodian had contacted them as they closed the gap.

      “I’ve just had further discussions with Elois and Grunne. There is another aspect to the Deeper agent that we hadn’t previously realized,” he’d said.

      Dash swore. “Of course. Let me guess, it’s something that’s going to make it way harder and more dangerous for us to confront them—as if it wasn’t exciting enough already.”

      “Actually, no.”

      “It—oh. Really?” Dash envisioned it being something all scientific and esoteric. But if it wasn’t immediately relevant…

      “Can it wait? We’re about to get really, really busy here.”

      “It may not be of critical importance to your immediate battle, but it is still something you should know—which is why I’ve bothered interrupting you even though you’re about to get really, really busy.”

      Custodian was getting good at loading his words with snark. And, of course, it wasn’t like he was the type to just dabble in some small talk across light-years and comms relays through gates. “Sorry, Custodian. What’s up?”

      “Simply put, the Deeper agent is capable of infecting systems that don’t use Dark Metal. In fact, that seems to be its primary purpose. Its effect on Dark Metal was either intended as a diversion, or there’s some advantage to using Dark Metal as a vector. In any case, it appears to be designed to physically infect systems, bypassing protections, and then injecting its deleterious code directly into them.”

      “Oh. So this thing is mainly intended to attack our allies, then. Because their systems would be especially vulnerable to it.”

      “That is one possible interpretation, yes.”

      It explained why these Bishops were making a straight, high-speed shot at the N’Teel homeworld. If they could spread a rampant infection of their agent there, they could potentially knock the N’Teel out of action as Realm allies. More fundamentally, it would be a massive black eye for the Cygnus Realm and Dash himself. It might threaten the stability of their other alliances. After all, if the Realm couldn’t protect them from such an insidious, hyper-tech threat, then who could?

      So Dash raced past the Bishops, pouring power into the Blur drive to get ahead of them and interpose himself between them and the N’Teel homeworld. Amy and Conover kept pressing home their attacks from the flanks, forcing the Bishops to either try and dodge, slowing their charge, or ignore it and just take the hits.

      As soon as he judged himself far enough ahead, he spun the Archetype and decelerated hard. It made him think of a kid sliding across a polished floor in wool socks and finally skidding to a stop—or, in this case, to a stop relative to the Bishops. All three of them poured x-ray laser fire at him, slamming hits into the Archetype’s shield over and over. Dash ignored them, letting JETS time his fire with Amy’s and Conover’s. One of the Bishops finally took a crippling blow. It staggered and started to drop back.

      “Amy, you need to finish that asshole off, and by finish him off, I mean reduce him to nothing but dust and broken dreams. We can’t afford to let an intact piece of one of these things end up on the surface.”

      “With pleasure!” Amy said, sweeping the Talon in a graceful arc toward the stricken Bishop. Dash turned his attention to the other two.

      He deployed the power-sword. Harolyn and the others joked that he loved using the up-close-and-personal weapon. But it was effective, bypassing many of the countermeasures that could affect ranged weapons. You couldn’t spoof the target of a power-weapon.

      The Bishops raced in. They fired as they came, but Dash took it on the Archetype’s shield. At the last moment, the two Bishops split, but Dash had anticipated that. He slammed the Blur drive to full power, directing the thrust to shove him right into the path of one of the Bishops, while turning back and pounding a burst of rail gun fire into the other. Then he turned back and swung, as much on instinct as anything else.

      He was rewarded with a most satisfying thump against the power-sword as it slashed through the Bishop, cleaving it almost in two lengthwise.

      The energy of the impact made the Archetype spin, hard. Dash straightened out and sought out the third Bishop. He’d hurt it, but it still raced on toward the N’Teel homeworld, now filling almost half of the starfield. They were close enough that Dash could see the glitter of towns and cities on the night side of the terminator.

      He growled a curse and again firewalled the drive. The Bishop must have done something to put on an extra burst of speed because the Archetype didn’t catch up as quickly as Dash expected it to. He snapped out dark-lance and nova-cannon shots, used the distortion cannon to yank backward on the Bishop with powerful gravitational pulses, and kept closing. His quarry, he had to admit, was good. The Bishop jinked and slewed and skidded, desperately trying to throw off Dash’s aim. Some of his shots landed, but some didn’t.

      Dash glanced at the tactical display. Amy and Conover had finished off the other two Bishops, taking the time to essentially reduce them to constituent atoms. It meant they were too far back to be able to help.

      “Sentinel, are we going to catch this bastard before he hits atmo?”

      “Currently, no. We may kill it, but we are unlikely to be able to destroy it entirely. Its remains’ momentum will carry into the atmosphere.”

      “This is the part where you tell me that will completely incinerate it when it becomes a meteorite and finish the job, right?”

      “Some of the Deeper tech incorporated in the Bishop is likely to survive reentry, unfortunately. Atmospheric shock and friction isn’t likely to do much harm to it.”

      “So some of it’s gonna land somewhere.”

      “Some of it’s gonna, yeah.”

      Dash smiled at Sentinel’s sass but immediately turned serious again. “Okay, we haven’t really tried pushing the Blur drive past the stops yet, outside of our first trials. I’m going to increase the drive demand to, oh, let’s say one hundred and ten percent.”

      “That could damage the drive.”

      “Well, that would be why it’s more than one hundred percent, right?”

      “You’re the boss.”

      Dash amped the drive up past its normal safety stop, fully ten percent over its theoretical design limit. The drive lived up to its name, blurring the Archetype forward and sending it lunging after the Bishop fast enough that the first hints of relativistic effects began to creep in.

      He let the drive run past its redline for only a few seconds, then backed it off just as the main status flicked to yellow. But it had been enough. The Archetype zoomed up behind the Bishop, Dash firing all the way. He finally skewered it with the twinned dark-lances, whereupon its drive went dark.

      He overshot, hard.

      Desperately, Dash began to brake. But as he did, he realized he had another problem. The N’Teel homeworld, more than ten thousand klicks of solid planet, was coming up fast, and he was only a moment away from slamming into it.
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        * * *

      

      A thought flashed through Dash’s mind. Would it be ironic if, in trying to save the N’Teel, he ended up screwing them over by smashing the Archetype into their planet at some colossal velocity? He wondered if it might be enough to cause an extinction-level event—

      While Dash’s conscious mind lingered in this moment of horrific fascination, his deeper, more primal monkey brain got on with the business of trying to save the day. He targeted the Deeper Bishop with the dark-lances and nova-cannons in continuous fire, at the same time shoving the Blur drive back up to one hundred and ten percent, directed at right angles to his current course.

      “Sentinel, show me our trajectory relative to the planet!”

      An arcing line appeared, showing the course the Archetype would follow in its current energy state. Unfortunately, that line still passed through the planet.

      “How much—?”

      “One hundred and twenty five percent is the minimum power needed to clear the planet, and yes, I’ve already anticipated that, so I’ve removed the safeties from the Blur drive’s throttle.

      Part of Dash recoiled at the thought of pushing the drive that hard. But part of him was already sliding the power up the scale.

      The angry crimson line showing his trajectory slowly began to rise, less and less of it intersecting the planet with each second. He was now less than thirty seconds from impact.

      “Aw, hell.”

      He opened the throttle as much as he dared.

      The drive shot up to one hundred and thirty-two percent. A massive hand squashed Dash into the cradle. Even the upgraded inertial dampers weren’t up to this sort of acceleration. The blood rushed from Dash’s head, igniting grey fireworks that popped in little explosions around the edges of his consciousness, eating it away.

      Less than fifteen seconds. Dash could only wait and hope now. The crimson line kept rising toward the planet’s surface. But the grey fog spreading across his awareness had almost completely engulfed him. His last thought was of the Archetype slamming into something, hard, and—
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        * * *

      

      Dash blinked, trying to clear away the fuzz. Where the hell was he?

      As soon as he thought the question, everything came dribbling back. He levered his eyes open and checked the tactical display. The Archetype was now sailing roughly in the direction of the galactic core, the N’Teel homeworld dwindling away behind him.

      Across the board, status indicators flashed yellow. Some had gone red.

      “Sentinel?”

      “You missed the fireworks.”

      “What?”

      “Our velocity was barely sufficient to clear the planet. Fortunately, the atmosphere proved as unyielding as I expected it would, so we bounced off of it. Unfortunately, the Archetype has paid the price for it.”

      Dash had to keep fighting to clear away the grey fog lingering in his brain and stay focused.

      “How bad?”

      “Bad enough, but not crippling.”

      He took in the status of the Blur drive. It was entirely dark.

      “No drive, huh?”

      “The drive is currently a semi-molten mass of slag. It’s really quite remarkable just how much stress it was able to take before it failed.”

      “Shit. So we’re screwed.”

      “Not at all. I’ve been firing the distortion-cannon, which is still online, in regular bursts. That’s progressively slowing us down. And the translation drive still works, so we can still return to the Kingsport.”

      “Distortion-cannon, huh? Good idea.” Dash managed a weak smile. “Sounds like something I’d come up with.”

      “Dash, you okay?” Conover asked.

      “For some definitions of okay, sure.”

      Amy cut in. “That was crazy, Dash. Crazy. People are going to be replaying that imagery for years!”

      “Anyway, Amy and I finished vaporizing that third Bishop just as it was starting to hit the atmosphere,” Conover said.

      “Maybe some ashes will someday drift down to the surface, but that’s about it,” Amy said.

      “Good work. Now, if you guys don’t mind, I think I’m going to need a hand.”

      “Sure thing, boss. What do you want us to do?” Amy asked.

      “Break out the tow cables, folks, and pull me back home.”
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      “It’s nice to see you guys thinking big, but holy shit,” Dash said, staring at the image Ragsdale had called up onto the main 3-D viewer in the Kingsport’s expanded Command Center.

      What Ragsdale, Harolyn, Freya, and Kai had envisioned was an integration of the Greenbelt, the mobile dockyards, and a whole suite of other capabilities directly into the Kingsport. They were effectively proposing to turn the massive station into what amounted to a completely self-sustaining construct, on which people could be born, live out their lives into their old age, and die. And it could all be without ever seeing the Milky Way galaxy as anything but a spectacular yet distant light show.

      They were proposing to evolve the Kingsport from a station into what amounted to a world.

      Ragsdale crossed his arms. “Hey, go big or go home, right?”

      “It isn’t even entirely our idea,” Kai said, holding something up for Dash to see. “Do you remember this?”

      “Yeah, that’s the model of the Kingsport I grabbed right before we bugged out of your Order’s abandoned, critter-infested, earthquake-ridden monastery.” Dash flashed Kai a grin. “Did I miss any plagues in that list?”

      “Well, you could add fire from the sky, I suppose. But that was us, incinerating the bugs. In any case, if you examine this model closely, you’ll see what I mean,” Kai replied.

      Dash did. Small but significant differences marked it, compared to the Kingsport’s actual schematics. He frowned.

      “I’m not sure what any of these changes are supposed to accomplish.”

      “Neither are we. But the changes themselves aren’t the point. What is, is the fact that some of my brethren had obviously discovered schematics of some sort for the Kingsport and were actually seeking to modify them.”

      “To them, it was probably more of an interesting exercise in what if than anything resembling an actual plan,” Harolyn said.

      Kai nodded. “I doubt that my esteemed brethren ever actually believed this could be built. They probably saw the Kingsport as an abstract representation of the miraculous power of the Unseen and sought to venerate it through study. Altering it was probably part of their attempts to understand it. Unfortunately, like a lot of things regarding my Order, we may never know for sure.”

      “But the point was that it was altered. So that got us thinking—do we really have to stick with the Unseen’s schematics for this place?” Ragsdale said.

      “After all, we’re smart people, or at least the Unseen seemed to think so. So why not take their design and adapt it for our own use?”

      Dash looked at the model and pushed up his lower lip in thoughtful appreciation of what Ragsdale and the others were proposing to do.

      “Custodian, what do you think of this?”

      “It is an innovative extrapolation of the Creator’s intent for the Kingsport.”

      Dash exchanged a bemused glance with the others. “Is that a yes, it’s good innovation, or no, it’s bad innovation?”

      “Is there such a thing as bad innovation?” Harolyn asked.

      Ragsdale smiled. “Ask the people who tried Freya’s take on brandy made from green tea.”

      “Oh. Right. I tried that stuff. Yikes.”

      “These modifications would turn the Kingsport into a complete habitation—essentially, a self-contained world. I believe the Creators only ever intended it to be the centerpiece of an operational and strategic network of installations located somewhere within the Milky Way. I don’t believe they ever envisioned it being constructed in intergalactic space,” Custodian said.

      Dash sighed. “Custodian, you seem to be dancing around the point. Do you think it’s a good idea or not?”

      “It’s an improvement on the Creators’ design, which will enable it to support thriving life in an environment where that isn’t otherwise even remotely possible.” A pause, then Custodian went on.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea. I think it’s an excellent one. And that means you have now surpassed the Creators in your own creative vision. In a way, you are now the Creators. I believe that the Unseen would be proud of this legacy.”

      Dash and the others just stared. Not only had Custodian just admitted he faced a moment of existential upheaval, but he’d also come through it in a way they could never have imagined.

      He’d just called Dash and the others—and by extension, all humans—the Creators.

      Despite all of the pain and uncertainty around the war, Dash found this a profoundly touching, almost awe-inspiring moment.

      “However, to avoid confusion, I’ll continue to refer to the Unseen as the Creators, if you don’t mind,” Custodian went on.

      Dash laughed. “Absolutely.”

      “After all, I wouldn’t want it to go to your heads.”

      This time, they all laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Dash tapped at the controls of the shuttle, bringing it to a stop. The vast expanse of the Atrium, the hub of the Kingsport, loomed all around him. The Forge was incorporated into it, no longer a construct unto itself but now just part of a vastly larger whole. That made Dash a little wistful. The Forge wasn’t gone, but it wasn’t really the Forge anymore, was it?

      He curled his lip. Nah, screw that. It would always be the Forge. He’d make sure that name was known by future generations.

      Future generations. People yet to be born, who would not just be citizens of the Cygnus Realm but the first humans to claim the space between the galaxies as their birthright.

      “Dash, I have an update on repairs to the Archetype,” Sentinel said.

      Dash pulled his attention back from the distant place it had gone, far beyond the flickering points of welding glare and into the distance of both space and time.

      “Yeah, go ahead, Sentinel.”

      “I’d estimate one more full day and then the Archetype will be ready to resume flight operations. And you’ll be pleased to know that the power capacity of the Blur drive has again been increased. I’ve rescaled it so that the peak output you achieved at the N’Teel homeworld will now represent one hundred and five percent power.”

      “Huh. How much higher can we go?”

      “We’ve reached the effective limit of even Dark Metal Two-based tech. We are still only using a small fraction of the potential output of the kugelblitz power source, but further advances will require the use of materials and physical principles that we don’t yet possess.”

      “Don’t yet possess? Sounds like you’re leaving the door open to possibilities.”

      “If there is one thing I’ve learned from you as Messenger, it’s that nothing should be discounted. Sometimes I think that your lack of understanding is actually a strength. You don’t know where the limits are, so you ignore them.”

      “You’ve been talking to Custodian.”

      “All of the AIs feel the same way—even Tybalt who, of course, would never admit it.”

      Dash laughed. “You don’t know how good it is to hear that, Sentinel. Honestly, I’ve been in awe of you guys since the beginning, so hearing that means a lot.”

      “Dash, Ragsdale here.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’ve finished up that simulation modeling of the new and improved design for the Kingsport. It looks good, and Custodian’s on board with it. It’s ready for you to review when you’ve got time.”

      Dash looked back outside the little shuttle at the busywork going on all around him, growing the Kingsport, getting it incrementally closer to their ultimate vision for it. He reached for the shuttle’s controls to turn it around and return it to its hangar,so he could meet Ragsdale and go over the new plans.

      But his fingers froze in mid-air, and he let them fall away again. As soon as he stepped out of this shuttle, he’d be swamped with reports, requests for meetings, updates, and endless paperwork. He didn’t want to let go of this moment of solitude.

      “Hey, Ragsdale? Can you do me a favor and just send the schematics to me here?”

      A moment passed before Ragsdale replied.

      “Alone time.”

      “What?”

      “Alone Time. You’re out in the shuttle all by yourself, and you’re not ready to end it yet.”

      “Well, shit. You sure you’re not psychic?”

      Ragsdale laughed. “I don’t think I am. I just know how important alone time is.”

      “You know, I get the idea of spending time alone, but you’re saying that like it’s a formal name for something.”

      “It kind of is. It’s a soldier thing. You’ve been given your orders, you’ve got your 2IC working on all the nitty-gritty stuff that needs to be done before an op, like feeding the troops, checking their weapons, making sure they get some rest, maybe even rehearsing some basic battle drills. In the meantime, you take some alone time. You go off somewhere by yourself and take some time to think about things. You think about how you’re going to approach the op. About what problems you’re likely to face. About what your plan is ultimately going to look like. Alone time is important.”

      Dash smiled. “Alone time. Yeah, I like that. Well, I guess this is my alone time then.”

      “The schematics are on their way,” Ragsdale said.

      Dash watched as they flashed up on the shuttle’s auxiliary display. He spent a few minutes scrolling, just browsing through them. Eventually, he switched back to the comm and called up Ragsdale.

      “This is pretty amazing. You’re proposing to actually turn the Kingsport into a world. Hell, a homeworld, for the Cygnus Realm, out here in the middle of nothing.”

      “Everybody’s gotta live somewhere. Besides, we have the power to burn, and thanks to the Greenbelt and the clones of her we can build, we’ll have ample food. Custodian says the Kingsport is enough of a closed system that we’ll only need to occasionally top up water and air. I think this is doable, Dash. In fact, I don’t think we just should do it, I think we have to do it.”

      Dash watched as a squadron of maintenance remotes slid past, tractoring along a major structure member fresh out of the Forge’s fabricators. “You sound pretty passionate about this, my friend. Like it’s become something of a mission for you.”

      “It has.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m an old soldier, Dash. I know how fleeting life really is. In the greater scheme of things, even our home worlds won’t last forever. This is a way of ensuring we’re not just the legacy of the Unseen, we’re our own legacy. And besides, something tells me we’re not done going out there into that big empty.”

      “An Eden in the darkness,” Dash said.

      “Hey, I didn’t know you had poetry in you.”

      “I’m a complicated man, Ragsdale. And that’s despite what Leira says.”

      “Okay, well, an Eden in the darkness then. I like that.”

      But even as he said it, Dash found himself staring out of the shuttle again, out past the bustle of the Kingsport, into that big empty, as Ragsdale called it.

      The Kingsport would be an Eden in the darkness. A self-contained world with its own biome.

      “Why just one?” he asked, though as much of himself as of Ragsdale.

      “What?”

      Dash tapped at the controls. “I’m coming back. Have the Inner Circle meet me in the Command Center in, uh, thirty minutes.”

      “Can I get a heads-up on what you’re thinking?”

      Dash wheeled the shuttle around and applied thrust, aiming it back at its hangar.

      “Sure. You guys decided to think big, and I’m all for that.” He smiled at the rightness of everything that had just occurred to him, a whole series of puzzle pieces falling suddenly into place. It was an answer to a question it hadn’t even occurred to him to ask, until now.

      His smile widened. “So if big is good, why don’t we start thinking even bigger?”
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        * * *

      

      Leira laughed. “Dash, you can’t be serious.”

      He waved a hand at the 3-D display in the Kingsport’s Command Center. “I slaved away at these images for the entire ten seconds it took me to describe to Custodian what I wanted them to show. A little appreciation would be nice.”

      “So you are serious about this?” Conover asked. “Isn’t that a little, um, ambitious?”

      “Oh, I think we’ve translated away from ambitious and are well on our way to insane,” Amy said.

      But Jexin stepped forward, shaking her head. “I don’t think this is too ambitious at all. I think it’s inspired. Visionary, even.”

      Dash turned his attention to the rest of the Inner Circle. Ragsdale stood in the back, watching, his arms crossed. He was on board already, of course, having been part of it. Everyone else seemed doubtful, but no one seemed outright opposed. The one that surprised him with her ardent support was Jexin.

      “Jex, I’m curious. Why are you so in favor of this?” he asked.

      “Because you’re proposing to save whole environments and the species that inhabit them. As someone who’s home planet was ravaged by the Golden, how could I not support this? There are species that I grew up with, creatures I used to see every day, that are now extinct, thanks to the Golden.”

      Harolyn nodded along with Jexin as she spoke. “You’d probably get a very similar answer from the Oksa, considering what the Deepers did to their world.”

      “A few other races, too,” Viktor put in. “The Deepers did a number on the home planets of others and would have scoured the N’Teel and Hriki worlds down to the bedrock if they’d had a chance.”

      Now Conover started to nod. “Yeah, okay. Good points. And it doesn’t have to be a deliberate attack that wipes out a biosphere. Stars blow up, asteroids smash into things, wandering black holes rip planets apart.”

      “But those are all natural processes,” Leira said, obviously digging in her skeptical heels. “They might suck, but they’re just part of how the universe works, right?”

      Dash raised his eyebrows at her. “Says the woman standing aboard a massive artificial station being built in intergalactic space. Nothing very natural about that, is there?”

      Benzel cleared his throat. “I’ve got a different take on this. I think it’s a great idea, saving all these biomes and stuff. But how are we going to do it? Adding enough space to the Kingsport for just one of these complete ecosystems is going to be a massive job, use up huge amounts of material, and take a lot of effort over a lot of time.”

      Dash nodded his agreement. “You’re right. It would.” He glanced back at the display, about to engage in some theatrics. But he thought it would help get his point across and, besides, he just wanted to.

      “Now, if only there were already something out there, already built, specifically designed to contain complete biomes.” He dramatically furrowed his brow and tapped his chin. “Hmmm. If only…”

      “Yes, yes, you’re talking about the Arkubators, aren’t you?” Leira asked.

      He turned back, looking incredulous. “The Arkubators! Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “You did, Messenger, just fifteen minutes ago. You discussed it with me,” Custodian said.

      Dash scowled. “Way to rain on my parade, Custodian.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Dash grinned. “Yes. The Arkubators. We can bring them here, repurpose them, and either incorporate them into the Kingsport itself or keep them on-station nearby, each preserving a different biome.”

      “More than one each, probably, from what we’ve seen of them,” Conover put in.

      “Exactly. We’re supposed to defend life, right?” Dash found himself getting genuinely impassioned now. There was nothing theatrical about it.

      “It was our mission during the Life War, and it’s our mission now. We can do that, defend it, with more than just dark-lances and missiles and mechs, though. We can defend it by saving it, preserving it, so it lives on no matter what happens back in the galaxy. We gather as many biomes as we can, and we bring them out here, into the big empty, and make it not quite so empty anymore.”

      By the time he’d finished talking, even Leira was nodding. But it was Kai, who’d been standing in the back with Ragsdale, that walked forward and stopped in front of Dash.

      “I often refer to the Enemy of All Life to describe the Golden, the Bright and the Verity, the Deepers—anyone or anything, really, whose purpose is to destroy life. But you, Messenger, Dash—you deserve the opposing title. You are the Preserver of All Life, and I’m proud to stand with you in this great mission. How do we begin?”

      Dash just stared at Kai. Being offered a title as grandiose as the Preserver of All Life made Dash want to squirm uncomfortably, at least a little. But the utter sincerity in Kai’s solemn gaze made him smile with profound gratitude instead.

      He turned to the display. “Custodian, put up all the Arkubators we know about and then start a search for as many more as we can find. Once we do that, we’ll find crews to pull them home.”

      “Home?” Custodian asked.

      Dash turned back to Kai, to the others, still smiling, and waved his hand all around him.

      “Yeah. Here. The Kingsport.” He caught Leira’s eye, and his smile widened, echoing hers.

      “Home.”
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      “Dash Sawyer, down-and-out courier, becomes Dash Sawyer, Preserver of All Life. I’d say that counts as local boy makes good,” Leira said, chuckling.

      Dash glanced at the Archetype’s tactical display, making sure nothing had changed, that his mech and the Swift were still on-station with the three salvage ships. Just as they had been for the past two days, they were.

      “Has a nice ring to it. I’m thinking I should get business cards printed up,” he quipped.

      They were just one of eleven expeditions to secure intact Arkubators and return them to the Kingsport. Four of the others were traveling far enough that their crews had to travel in cryosleep suspension. The result was a recovery effort spanning nearly thirty thousand light-years, which was a monumental undertaking, especially considering it only involved a small part of the fleet.

      The Deepers were cooperating, too. Aside from their occasional patrols skipping along the edges of Cygnus Realm sensor coverage, they’d been entirely dormant. That actually worried Dash, hinting that they might be marshalling their forces for a big effort somewhere.

      “Or it might mean that we’ve kicked their asses hard enough that they have to suck back and lick their wounds,” Benzel had offered with a fierce grin. Dash had acknowledged his optimism with a grin of his own, but privately, he found it easier to assume the worst.

      Still, they had a lull, so they might as well take advantage of it. And here they were, doing just that—en route to a pair of Arkubators orbiting the Milky Way’s rim, in the same plane as the galactic ecliptic. They were nearly seven hundred light-years spinward of League space, far enough away to make it a long trip, but not far enough that cryosleep was required—just about two weeks of tedious flight each way. Dash and Leira had alternated sleeping and waking cycles, regulated by their Melds and coordinated between Sentinel and Tybalt.

      “We’ll be returning to real space in five minutes,” Sentinel said.

      Dash acknowledged, then switched to the comm. “Okay, folks, you all know the drill. Leira and I lead, while you good salvage folks hang back until we’re sure it’s clear.”

      It wasn’t likely the Deepers had much of a force on-station out here, but if they did, the two mechs should be enough to defeat it, or at least delay it long enough for the salvage team to escape.

      Dash actually hoped there were Deepers out here. He wanted to take some on and try out the unexpected improvements to the Archetype, the ones Custodian had sprung on him with equally unexpected motives.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s grey,” Dash said, stopping short.

      He stood in the Forge’s massive fabrication bay, staring up at the titanic form of the mech. The Archetype’s lines had actually changed over time, so while it was the same mech he’d discovered hidden in a comet in the Pasture, it also wasn’t. New armor had bulked it up, the Blur drive’s upgrades had necessitated a larger housing, and new weapons mounts protruded where none had protruded before. But it had never been uniformly grey the way it was now.

      “Custodian, what did you do to my mech?”

      “The grey coloration is an application of the improved superconductive armor first trialed on the Stalwart. There were deficiencies in the design that have now been addressed. The Archetype seemed like the logical test bed, given your penchant for finding the thick of the action.”

      Dash resumed walking toward the mech, still craning his neck up at it. “Well, I’m not going to complain about better protection, but—grey? Doesn’t it come in other colors?”

      “I can slap a coat of paint over it if you wish, but it will be instantly burned away by any incoming attack.”

      Dash stopped, put his hands on his hips, and chuckled. “No, that’s fine. I’m just—”

      “—yanking my chain, I know. For someone who prides himself on being unpredictable, sometimes you most certainly aren’t.”

      “My unpredictability is unpredictable,” Dash said, then stopped at the sight of two bulges atop each of the mech’s mighty shoulders.

      “You’ve added something else up on either side of the head,” he said.

      “Indeed. The Archetype’s armament has been reinforced by two improved gamma-ray lasers.”

      “Grasers? But I thought those things were too damned unreliable to use outside of a fixed installation like the Forge.”

      “Notice I said improved. These are new generation grasers, far more reliable than earlier iterations. Again, the Archetype seems to be the perfect test bed for them.”

      Dash smiled. None of these changes had been made with his approval. It would have been a simple matter for either Custodian or Sentinel to ask him, but they hadn’t. They’d just gone ahead and done it.

      “You and Sentinel were trying to surprise me, weren’t you?”

      “We were. Your birthday is in five days, after all,” Sentinel said.

      “My—” Dash stopped, thinking. Sure enough, his birthday was in five days. He didn’t pay much attention to birthdays anymore, though, and had completely forgotten about this one. But the AIs apparently hadn’t.

      “Holy shit, guys. Really?”

      “We would have waited until your actual birthday but reasoned you’d quickly see through any attempt to delay clearing the Archetype to return to flight ops,” Custodian said.

      “Plus, we are fighting a war. Getting the Archetype back into action sooner rather than later is desirable. Still, happy birthday, Dash,” Sentinel said.

      Dash shook his head, smiling. If having two hyper-advanced alien artificial intelligences give you a birthday present didn’t rank up there for truly amazing things, then nothing did.
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        * * *

      

      Dash was disappointed, though, to find that there were no Deepers present. There were only the two Arkubators following their long, stately orbit around the Milky Way.

      Still, they approached the two ships cautiously. There might not be Deepers evident, but it didn’t mean they—or something just as potentially dangerous—weren’t aboard the two colossal ships.

      Neither of them reacted to the presence of the mechs, though. In the case of the first one they checked out, it was immediately evident why. Some past disaster had smashed open the Arkubator’s hull, leaving a torn gap big enough to fly the Victory through. Whatever it had contained would have long ago been lost to hard vacuum and abyssal cold.

      The second Arkubator seemed to be intact, though. They approached it gingerly, stopping just a few hundred klicks away.

      “Sentinel, anything seem out of the ordinary?” he asked.

      “For that matter, is this one actually even alive?” Leira added. “It just seems awfully quiet.”

      “This Arkubator is well above ambient temperature and is generating power. Its internal environment seems to be intact,” Sentinel replied.

      “Can we tell anything about what’s inside it? I mean, it would be nice to know what sort of biome we’re bringing back to the Kingsport,” Dash said.

      “Not just whatever biome we’re bringing back. It would be nice to be sure it’s not actually full of Deepers,” Leira added.

      “From a strict exterior scan, no. However, the salvage team will need to enter the vessel anyway to confirm structural integrity and the internal layout of the Arkubator, so they’ll find out one way or another,” Sentinel replied.

      “Then let’s do that, shall we?” Dash said, maybe a little too quickly. As much as he wanted to try out the new Archetype in battle, the idea of getting out of the mech and walking around was hugely appealing right now. The Meld actually prevented him from suffering the effects of long periods in the cradle—after two hours, two days, or two weeks, he felt much the same, both physically and mentally. But it still wasn’t the same as actually walking.

      “Leira, care to join me for a stroll?”

      “Hand in armored hand, through a potentially hostile biome? You sweet talker, you.”
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        * * *

      

      Dash hefted his mag-carbine and stared at the imposing wall of foliage looming ahead. Leira stood to his right, doing much the same. Behind them, the first salvage team huddled around another of the ubiquitous remotes, this one sporting a variety of instruments related to their particular profession of recovering stuff.

      Dash turned to look back at them. They were all vac-armoured up and would be unless or until the environment was declared non-toxic. As a result, he had to turn completely around to face the salvagers.

      The head of the team, a former member of the Gentle Friends named Losko, finally pulled his gaze away from the instruments and stuck up an armored thumb. “Breathable atmosphere, Dash. A little on the humid side, but no atmospheric toxins, radiation background is normal, and we’re not detecting any dangerous pathogens.”

      “So what’s the verdict?”

      “Eh, I’d say we can take our helmets off, but Elois and her people really wanted us to avoid doing that so we didn’t contaminate these environments. Unless you say otherwise, I recommend we don’t strip our armor and just stay suited up.”

      Leira smirked and waggled her eyebrows at Dash. “Strip your armor. I like the sound of that.”

      Dash made a show of counting on his fingers. “It has been two weeks—”

      “You guys want us to give you some alone time?” Losko asked, chuckling.

      “Hey, easy for you guys to joke about, considering you got here aboard ships, with beds and, uh, soap, and such,” Leira shot back.

      “Oh, yeah, the trip was just one wild party the whole way.”

      “Not on my ship, it wasn’t,” one of the other salvagers grouched, getting a laugh all around.

      “No, we’ll stick with Elois’s preferences and stay suited up,” Dash said. He turned back to the wall of jungle and resumed taking in their surroundings.

      He looked up. The Arkubator’s gravity was polarized in the plane of the hull, meaning that down would always be toward their feet, even if they walked around the inside circumference of the enormous craft. It also meant that he was looking at more jungle directly overhead. A long, rod-like light source ran down the middle of the huge space, illuminating the entire interior.

      Dash glanced at Leira. “Care to take a look around?”

      “Sure.”

      “Uh, guys? Don’t go too far or get yourselves in trouble, okay? We’re here to salvage this thing, not mount rescue missions,” Losko said.

      “Yes, mother,” Dash replied, then set off, pushing into the wall of foliage.
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        * * *

      

      The immediate concern about entering a strange ecosystem was always the presence of large, apex predators—or a multitude of smaller ones, Dash thought, remembering the creatures called Fangrats that he and Leira had encountered while searching for a power core for the Archetype. The fact was, though, that most ecosystems were relatively benign. Predators tended to avoid things they didn’t recognize, and even if they didn’t, a warning shot from a mag-carbine was usually enough to dissuade them. In fact, the bigger threats were things like pathogens—viral, bacterial, or prions—and toxins. But their vac-armor was sealed against such potential and insidious threats. Just as importantly, it also prevented them from shedding their own potential contaminants into the environment, which could be just as bad—a sort of unintended biological invasion of this pristine, self-contained little world.

      They stopped where a small waterfall gushed over some rocks, splashing into a small pond before draining away in a meandering creek. They saw more of the feathered, arboreal creatures that resembled crabs that they’d encountered several times already. They waved their antennae in what seemed like regular, repeating patterns, perhaps a primitive language. These ones were clustered around the edge of the pond.

      Dash veered away from them, giving them a wide berth. As much as possible, he wanted to avoid interfering with the fauna. He and Leira were actually already on their way back to where the salvage team was working, surveying the Arkubator’s structure to determine how best to take it in tow.

      “You know, I swear those crab things are trying to talk to us,” Dash said, cradling his mag-carbine.

      “Maybe they are. Maybe they’re trying to warn us about that,” Leira said, her voice quiet but in a tense, clipped way that made the hairs on Dash’s neck prickle up.

      Dash glanced at her and saw her facing off to his right. He slowly turned and found himself nearly face-to-face with something furry, a little larger than him, and sporting what looked like an awful lot of sharp, serrated teeth.

      Okay, apex predators weren’t usually a problem.

      His immediate gut-wrench eased, though, as his thinking brain reasserted itself over that ancient fight-or-flight instinct. His vac-amor was meant to take high-velocity slugs and plasma bolts, so those teeth, as fearsome as they looked, weren’t likely much of a threat. A few niggling fears about things like potent bio-acids lingered, but the creature didn’t seem interested in lunging at him or doing anything but staring at him curiously.

      They stood like that for a moment, face to alien face, studying one another.

      Dash had to admit, it was a handsome creature. Iridescent, blue-green fur cascaded down its flanks and back, and along the upper sides of not just one but two tails, each flicking independently. Beneath, down its mostly hairless neck and belly, it was a deep purplish-red, apparently the color of its skin under the fur. Its eyes were big, bluish, and set forward in its head, emphasizing its role in this biome as a predator.

      Dash tilted his head, trying to get a better look at it. It did likewise.

      He tilted his head back. It did the same.

      “Huh.”

      Dash slowly raised a hand. After a moment, it awkwardly raised a forepaw.

      He switched to the armor’s external speaker. “Well, hello there.”

      The creature blinked, pulled back, let out a resonant hoot, then spun with smooth agility and vanished back into the trees.

      “Let’s just hope it’s not gone off to invite a bunch of its friends to dinner,” Leira said.

      Dash shook his head. “I don’t think so. It was—I think it was just curious, sizing me up.”

      “Yeah, for a stew pot.”

      Dash clicked his tongue. “There’s a lesson in that little encounter for you, Leira.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Not all aliens are assholes.”

      She sniffed. “You’ll forgive me if I look at our track record of asshole aliens versus non-asshole ones, and, oh, hey, look at that. Guess which column is bigger.”

      Dash just smirked and carried on. The trouble was that Leira had a point.

      They pushed back into the jungle, heading back to rejoin the salvage team. Dash paused, though, and looked back at the little waterfall splashing into the pond. Were there fish in there?

      “Dash? There a problem?” Leira asked from up ahead of him.

      He stared at the placid scene a moment longer, then sighed and shook his head.

      “No, I’m right behind you,” he said, pulling himself away and following.
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        * * *

      

      “How do you think those yellow eyeless things see to get around like that?” Leira asked.

      Dash settled himself into the cradle, immersing himself back in the Meld. That now-familiar fusion of man and machine immersed him, once more turning him back into a towering construct of armor and restrained violence. “You mean those salamander things? The ones that roll around like balls?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No idea. Sonar, maybe?”

      “A more correct term would be echolocation,” Sentinel put in. “Sonar is a specific, technological application of the phenomenon.”

      “Well, look who’s got all their pedantic technicalities on,” Dash said.

      “I mostly let things slide these days. But you have to let me have one every once in a while.”

      Dash smiled as he swept his attention over the tactical display. The salvage team had finished their surveys of the Arkubator and were moving their ships into the locations they’d chosen to hook up. Since they weren’t affected by the gravitation of any nearby stellar masses, they didn’t face a long, ponderous climb out of a gravity well and could translate pretty much as soon—

      Dash froze. He was about to switch to the operational display but stayed on tactical.

      Sentinel caught his abrupt tension across the Meld. “Something wrong?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Or, no. But yeah.”

      “I’m glad you cleared that up for me.”

      “It’s that second Arkubator.”

      “What about it? It’s a derelict, perhaps of value as scrap, but there are closer sources to the Kingsport—”

      “No, it’s not that.” Dash focused on the big ship, dark and silent. “It just struck me that we never checked it out.”

      “Again, it’s a derelict. It is at ambient temperature, there are no EM or particulate emissions, it has suffered a catastrophic loss of hull integrity—”

      “Yeah, I know all that. So we just kind of wrote it off and headed straight for this one. Leira wondered if it might be full of Deepers, but you said something like an exterior scan wouldn’t be able to tell.”

      “That’s correct. Do you have some reason to believe the other Arkubator poses a threat?”

      “Absolutely none. And that’s the problem.”

      “Dash, Tybalt tells me you’re suddenly worried about that other Arkubator. Something you’d care to share?” Leira asked.

      “No. But let’s go check it out, anyway. Sentinel, tell the salvage team what we’re doing.”

      He did another scan of the tactical display, and then operational. Nothing but empty space for several light-years in all directions. Aside from dust and gas, the only solid matter was that second Arkubator, just a few hundred thousand klicks away. He applied thrust and started the Archetype toward it. Leira immediately fell into his six.

      The big ship quickly loomed closer. Dash could see the glow of the galactic backdrop through the enormous hole punched in its flank by whatever ancient catastrophe had destroyed it.

      At fifty thousand klicks, Dash slowed again. Nothing changed.

      “Still nothing on any of the scans, huh?”

      “Nothing,” Sentinel replied.

      “Huh.”

      Dash sighed. Maybe his infamous gut was starting to get overworked, throwing false positives. Still.

      He selected a firing solution for the dark-lances. At this range, so close to such an enormous target, it was virtually one hundred percent. But it had the side effect of illuminating the Arkubator with the Archetype’s power fire-control scanners.

      As soon as he did, two shapes leapt out of the gloomy interior of the huge derelict and raced toward them, slamming a tsunami of energy straight into Dash’s face.
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        * * *

      

      “Two Deeper Bishops closing fast from twelve o’clock,” Sentinel said. “Although I suspect you already know that.”

      “Kinda, yeah.”

      X-ray laser blasts crashed into the mech. Or they would have crashed, but thanks to the new superconductive armor, it was more of a gentle thud diffused over the Archetype’s entire surface area. Sentinel snapped the shield up, intercepting the subsequent attacks.

      Dash’s instinct was to accelerate and throw himself right into the head-on attack. But he held back, even decelerating a little more.

      “Leira, we need to stay between these assholes and that second Arkubator,” he said.

      “You think they’re going to try and infect it with that agent of theirs?”

      “That, the salvage ships, probably both.” He let JETS take over fire control, coordinating his fire with the Swift’s. He actually jumped when the grasers fired. He wasn’t used to the new weapons, which were as powerful as the dark-lances and almost doubled the Archetype’s firepower. Leira did barrel rolls behind him, using the Archetype as her axis and letting both mechs keep up a withering fire.

      The lead Bishop staggered under the impacts of massed dark-lance, nova-cannon, and graser fire. JETS rotated the shots in a rapid series of pulses intended to overload the Bishop’s shield while maintaining a steady barrage on the second Bishop. The first struggled mightily to return fire, but the instant its shield finally failed, the torrent of incoming energy began ripping it apart. In seconds, it had been reduced to fragments, shreds of organic debris and stringy blobs of viscous goo.

      It had bought enough time for its fellow to maneuver and start bypassing Dash and Leira, though, then accelerate directly toward the second Arkubator.

      Dash thought about the insidious Deeper agent infecting the big bio-ship, degrading its hull integrity, the atmosphere leaking away, the icy cold of space relentlessly closing its grip on the little waterfall, the crab-like creatures with their waving antennae, the eyeless yellow salamander-balls, the toothy mammalian with the beautiful fur, all choking, freezing, dying—

      Dash cursed, drove the Archetype’s Blur drive to full power, and raced after the Bishop. Leira did her best to follow, but the Swift’s drive hadn’t yet gone through its second upgrade. JETS kept up a steady fire, but Dash deployed the power-sword and switched the rest of the weapons to standby mode.

      “Uh, Dash, why have you stopped shooting at the Bishop?” Sentinel asked.

      Dash watched with grim resolve as the Archetype rapidly overtook the Deeper Bishop. They were about two minutes away from the intact Arkubator.

      “Because I want this one to know,” he said flatly.

      “Know what?”

      “That it’s going to die, and that I’m going to be the one who kills it.”

      Dash flashed past the Bishop, taking an x-ray laser blast at point-blank range. He didn’t care. Instead, he somersaulted, braked hard, then drove directly at the Deeper, power-sword crackling in one mighty hand, the other outstretched.

      The Bishop produced a maul enclosed in a greenish halo of energy and raised it as the distance closed.

      Dash grinned a feral grin. “I was hoping you’d do that,” he hissed, then he lunged and grabbed the Deeper’s other arm, the one sporting a vicious, barbed probe—the injector for the sinister bio-agent. It swung the maul, slamming it into the Archetype, a solid hit. But Dash ignored it, switched to a broad-spectrum comm, and pushed his face into that of the Bishop’s.

      “I hope every Deeper can hear this. This life, all the creatures and plants aboard that Arkubator? It’s under my protection. All life is under my protection. Except for yours. Yours, I’m going to exterminate. And if your Corruptor, who or whatever he is, can hear this, that’s a promise, from the goddamned Messenger.”

      Dash amped up the power-sword’s charge to the point of failure, then slammed it point-first through the Bishop’s torso, only stopping when its hilt struck glowing armor. He held it there for a moment, then withdrew the blade, wound up, and swung again, cutting the Deeper construct in half.

      Leira drifted to a stop nearby. “Dash, are you okay?”

      He turned, taking in the looming bulk of the intact Arkubator. Another ten or fifteen seconds, and the Bishop would have reached it.

      “Yeah. I’m okay.” He gestured toward the huge bio-ship with the power-sword.

      “So are they. And that’s what matters.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s a total of sixteen intact Arkubators,” Viktor said, tapping the shuttle’s controls and rolling it slightly to bring the last one into view. Dash nodded. This Arkubator had just been delivered to the Kingsport by an exhausted and obviously grumpy salvage crew. They’d had the longest flight of all, nearly five weeks each way, the middle three in cryo-sleep on the way out. Apparently, the recovery had been fraught with problems because of structural problems with the Arkubator, which hadn’t abated during the return trip. They’d had to forgo cryosleep and babysit the massive ship all the way back to the Kingsport. Benzel had already sent them for a spell of R & R, which, according to Ragsdale, had already landed two of them in the brig for drunk and disorderly.

      All of this paled in comparison to the sheer horror of the engineers, though. Sixteen complete Arkubators had been retrieved and now had to be worked into the construction schematics for the Kingsport. Three more partials—Arkubators that had partly failed so some compartments were open to space, but others were still intact—had to be partly disassembled, their extraneous parts used for scrap.

      And as for scrap, they’d actually managed to drag back another two dozen derelicts. Those all needed to be broken down as well, all of their massive components catalogued, prepared for processing through pre-production, then fed into the fabricators. In the meantime, new components had to be extracted, subjected to quality assurance testing, and moved into their final positions. And all of this had to happen according to a relentless and unforgiving schedule, in a volume of space that might seem huge but that was actually getting constantly smaller and more complex as the Kingsport grew.

      Dash smirked as he recalled his last visit to Bercale, who’d assumed overall supervision of the massive construction project.

      “Sorry, Dash, this is just a simulation of me,” he’d said, holding up a hand while scrutinizing just one of three terminals in his cramped office. “I actually died a couple dozen major problems ago—which, in real-time, means about ten minutes.”

      Dash smiled even more as he contrasted that with Elois, spearheading the xeno-biological effort to investigate the multitude of biomes they’d suddenly inherited. She had an almost dreamy look to her as she stared at the fleet of Arkubators.

      “We’ve just guaranteed research work for our children’s children’s children’s children, and we’ll still have questions we haven’t answered.” She turned to Dash with what Ragsdale would have called a shit-eating grin. “So much new life to study—isn’t it wonderful?”

      “Ask Bercale that question and then tell me how it goes.”

      Her grin had turned puzzled, but Dash had just waved it off.

      “Yes, Elois, it’s wonderful.”

      It actually was wonderful, though. The Kingsport had stopped being a mere station some time ago and had become a world. Now, it was a haven, an island of light and life in the endless darkness. Even if something cataclysmic happened back in the Milky Way, the Kingsport would go on.
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      Dash flung the Archetype at the gate—now one of three installed in the cavernous Atrium—and watched with satisfaction as the IFF system flicked to green. He’d resisted letting gates open right into the heart of the Kingsport until there was some way of ensuring only friendly vessels and not, say, a Deeper missile could come through. Between them, Conover, Viktor, the AIs, and a whole host of engineers had tackled the problem and learned volumes more about how the gates operated in the process. Still, IFF could be hacked or otherwise compromised, so a redundant form of security existed in the form of gate controllers. If a ship wanted to traverse a gate, it came under scrutiny from AIs effectively based on Custodian. If there was any doubt, the gate would be deactivated until the problem was addressed.

      None of which impeded the Archetype in the slightest, which was good, because there was trouble—more trouble—at Backwater.

      Dash scowled as he emerged from the Backwater Gate, and the threat board immediately lit up. The tactical display showed a ferocious battle raging only a few million klicks away. A convoy of ships, including one loaded with Dark Metal Two scavenged from wrecked Deeper ships across a dozen systems, was under attack. Because it carried DM2 destined for the Kingsport, the convoy had a stronger-than-usual escort. The Stalwart, under Wei-Ping, made up the core of it, with three heavy cruisers and a flotilla of destroyers in support. Even so, the Deeper attack, the first significant one in weeks, pressed them hard. Seven capital ships, including a battlecruiser, and fourteen escort-class were backed up by nine Battle Princes. Wei-Ping immediately signaled Dash.

      “Good to see some of the cavalry show up. You are just some of the cavalry, though, right? We’re not getting just the Archetype coming to our rescue?”

      “Just the Archetype? Just the Archetype? I don’t know about you, Sentinel, but I find that a little insulting,” Dash said.

      “I have to admit, I’m certainly a little miffed.”

      “Fine. The Archetype’s here! All is well! The day is saved!” Wei-Ping said, her voice ringing with exaggerated enthusiasm.

      “Yeah, yeah. And no, it’s not just me. I just happened to already be mounted up to take the Archetype out for a systems-check flight. The rest of the gang should be through shortly,” Dash said.

      By the time he’d finished talking, the first firing solutions had come up. Dash loosed a barrage of missiles, then began slamming long range dark-lance shots into the flank of the Deeper attack. Five of the capital ships, all heavy cruisers, immediately turned to close. A screen of seven destroyers and corvettes preceded them. The Battle Princes kept their focus on the convoy, which worried Dash.

      “Wei-Ping, you can’t let those bastards get close enough to deploy that agent,” he said. The idea of the Stalwart being infected and compromised, in the midst of the convoy and its escorts, was a horrific one.

      “Really? Gee, I’d have never thought of that.”

      Dash curled his lip at Wei-Ping’s snarky reply, but he concentrated on the ships driving toward him. He intended to bust right through their line and close with the Battle Princes. The Archetype was essentially immune to their agent and more than capable of taking on several at one time.

      He poured power, dark-lance, and graser fire at the approaching ships. When its firing solutions came up, he threw in the nova-cannon, and then the scattershot. Destructive energy streamed from the Archetype, turning it into a blazing maelstrom of power. His attacks savaged one heavy cruiser, knocking it out of action, sent a second staggering out of line, and pummeled two more. Closer still, he opened up with the rail gun and raked a Deeper destroyer with hyper-velocity slugs along its length. Deeper return fire poured in, saturating the shield and dissipating across the superconductive armor. The mech started to take actual damage, but so far it was just superficial.

      He flashed through the Deeper line. As he did, he saw new icons appear at the gate—blue ones, so friendlies.

      “Leave anything for us?” Leira asked.

      She flew in close formation with Conover in the Pulsar and Jexin in the Polaris. A squadron of Orions followed, under Lori. The Deeper Battle Princes pressed harder, forming a tight formation that drove at the Stalwart and her consorts.

      Dash switched his fire to interdict them. They immediately spread out again, four turning to face him, the other five once more compressing their formation and reorienting themselves for another run at the Stalwart.

      “Interesting,” Sentinel said.

      “What? What’s interesting?”

      “Something I’ve observed. I’ll let you know if it amounts to anything.”

      Dash frowned but didn’t want to get distracted. “You do that,” he replied, then lined up shots on the first two Battle Princes. He fired, skewering one with combined dark-lance and graser fire. The latter weapons were a tremendous boost to the Archetype’s damage output. He’d asked Custodian if there might be room to mount any more of them on the mech, but the AI wisely suggested they be installed on the other mechs, first.

      Dash had agreed, even though the prospect of an Archetype bristling with grasers was really appealing to him.

      “Dash, I’m going to drop the shield. As soon as I do, brake the Archetype and then change course, as though you’ve taken some serious damage and need to disengage.”

      “Why?”

      “I want to test a theory.”

      “Uh, is this really a good time for theory testing?”

      “It might give us a strategic advantage.”

      That was good enough for Dash. The shield came down, and a trio of x-ray laser blasts struck the Archetype. Thanks to the superconductive armor, they did little damage, but Dash shook the mech from side to side, then decelerated and veered away, briefly opening the range again.

      “Okay, Sentinel, now what?”

      “One moment.”

      The Battle Princes immediately closed up their formation again, then wheeled back toward the Stalwart.

      “Sentinel, all we’re doing is making life harder for Wei-Ping—”

      “Just a moment longer. Wei-Ping, Sentinel here. Could you direct several of your escorts to engage the Battle Princes, then turn the Stalwart away, as though you’re going to retreat? And then, as soon as you do, have the escorts withdraw as well?”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do it, Wei-Ping. Sentinel’s onto something here.”

      A pause. “Roger that.”

      Dash watched, bemused and a little fascinated, as Wei-Ping maneuvered her ships as Sentinel had requested. Leira and the mechs accompanying her were now opening fire, taking on what remained of the flanking force the Deepers had detached to slow down Dash. But he kept his focus on the Stalwart.

      As the escorts, a trio of Realm destroyers, moved to confront the Battle Princes, they again opened their formation. The Stalwart started wheeling about, suddenly venting a shimmering cloud of atmosphere. Dash’s heart skipped at what seemed to be a serious hull breach, but then he noted that all Wei-Ping had done was open the Stalwart’s flight deck without depressurizing it first. It made her look like a stricken ship desperately trying to flee her attackers.

      “Dash, may I have control for a moment?” Sentinel asked.

      “By all means, the mech is yours.”

      Now a passenger, Dash just kept watching. Sentinel charged up the blast-cannon and targeted what seemed to be a random point in space. A moment later, the three destroyers screening the Stalwart spun around and burned hard, pulling away.

      Once more, the Battle Princes zoomed together, coalescing back into a compact, powerful formation.

      Right near the point Sentinel had targeted.

      The blast-cannon fired at full yield, catching all of them in the detonation. Two were virtually obliterated outright, and the other three were instantly crippled.

      “The mech is yours again, Dash,” Sentinel said, relinquishing control back to him.

      Dash gaped a moment longer, then checked out the tactical display. With the arrival of Leira, Conover and Jexin, the Orions, and now a squadron of heavy cruisers led by the Sabertooth, the battle had turned. Dash backed off to oversee the action. More importantly, he wanted some explanation.

      “So how long have you been able to see into the future?” he asked Sentinel.

      “Well, I’m not, of course, but I get that some explanation is in order. Simply put, I became aware of a trend in the conduct of Deeper warfare following a review of their operations and tactics over the last several months. Their approach to battle has evolved recently, showing clear evidence of following a particular line of military thinking.”

      “Okay. Pretend you’re talking to someone who still doesn’t get what you’re talking about.”

      “Simply put, over the past several months, the Deepers have begun to fight in a way that mimics military commanders of the past. I happened upon the possibility, as I said, when I was reviewing the combat logs of every ship during every encounter with the Deepers over the past six months, from single-ship skirmishes to large battles.”

      “Every ship in every battle, huh? What’d that take you, about two seconds?”

      “Actually, compiling and extracting the relevant indicators, then aggregating them and testing every possible combination against the entirety of military history recorded in our archives, took considerably longer than that.”

      “Four seconds?”

      “Do you want me to explain this or—?”

      “Yes, yes, sorry, Sentinel. Don’t mind me. Just go on.”

      “Anyway, I finally found a significant positive correlation, one much stronger than could be explained by chance alone.”

      “And?”

      “And, starting approximately six months ago, the Deepers began to employ an operational and tactical approach to battle that was clearly influenced by the military philosophies of a particular faction of Old Earth.”

      Dash’s buoyant humor in the wake of this most recent Deeper defeat drained away. “An Old Earth faction? Which one?”

      “A nation-state known as Russia. There appear to be elements drawn from across several centuries of that faction’s history generally, but from the conduct of one period and one military leader and philosopher in particular. His name was Pyotr Bagration, a Russian general during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries of the Old Earth calendar. His aggressive and enlightened approach to warfare is credited with many Russian victories. This culminated at the Battle of Borodino, during which an invading army of another faction, the French, under Napoleon Bonaparte, was effectively defeated.”

      “Napoleon. I’ve heard that name,” Dash said.

      “He was an especially famous Old Earth military and political leader.”

      “Yeah. But Bag—er, Bog—”

      “Bagration.”

      “Right. Him. I’ve never heard of him.” Dash looked at the tactical display for a moment. “Why the hell would the Deepers be basing their fighting on some obscure, Old Earth general? Even if he was a good one, and successful, it’s not like he rates interstellar fame. Does he?”

      “Not particularly, no. Moreover, he was extremely competent and innovative but probably fell short of brilliant. He isn’t the only Russian general whose influence shows among the Deepers, either. I have identified elements that can be traced back to military leaders named Donskoy, Suvorov, Chuikov, and Zhukov. There are several others as well.”

      “So, what? Have the Deepers somehow recruited a Russian guy to run their armies for them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Uh—what?”

      “Do you recall the astronaut, Lavarovna, whom we discovered in deep space? She was Russian by ethnic descent. She crewed a ship named the Novgorod, named after a Russian city. And the commander of that ship, Pavel Hu was not only also ethnically Russian, he was, according to his public biography, a passionate student of military history—particularly Russian military history.”

      Dash bit his lip. He believed Sentinel, despite how unbelievable what she was saying seemed. Somehow, the Novgorod, lost on her first translation flight, had ended up in the hands of the Deepers. Then, for some reason, the Deepers had then tapped into Pavel Hu’s knowledge of military history and tactics—

      “Oh. Shit.”

      “You’ve just concluded what I’ve concluded, haven’t you?” Sentinel asked.

      Dash watched the last Deeper ships either fleeing or dying but wasn’t really seeing them. “Depends. What have you concluded?”

      “That the Deepers’ approach to battle began to change not long before we first encountered the term Corruptor. And since we know that the Deepers incorporate biological life into their technology, as they did with Rishi, the League traitor—”

      “They did the same thing with Hu,” Dash finished, his voice grim. “And now, Pavel Hu is the Corruptor. And he’s leading the war against us.”
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      Leira leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “I don’t know, Dash. It seems a little—far-fetched, I guess.”

      “I kind of have to agree,” Harolyn said. “The idea that an Old Earth ship could somehow leave the Sol System and end up in the hands of the Deepers, who incorporate one of the crew, who happens to be a Russian military history buff, who then somehow goes on to command their forces here, today.” She lifted her hands in a theatrical shrug.

      Dash had convened this discussion in the War Room. He liked the more familiar and intimate atmosphere for discussions that weren’t strictly about planning or ops. He had almost all of the inner circle sitting around the table. Benzel and Wei-Ping sat in virtually, both being aboard their ships investigating yet more reports of Deeper patrols.

      Viktor leaned forward and pointed at the graph Sentinel had put up in the holo-viewer. “The correlation is pretty clear, though. That line is pretty straight.”

      “Well, sure, but Sentinel’s assigning numbers to something that isn’t, by nature, numeric,” Conover said. “All due respect to Sentinel, but her analysis is, at the end of the day, a pretty subjective one.”

      Dash gestured at the graph and its remarkably straight line. “So you’re saying that’s not real?”

      Conover curled his lip. “No, I’m just saying it’s not necessarily as strong a correlation as it seems.”

      “But is it a correlation? If you avoid getting hung up on the numbers themselves, does Sentinel’s analysis still make sense?” Dash asked.

      Conover curled his lip harder. “Yeah, I guess it still does.”

      “It makes perfect sense,” Ragsdale put in, then he put down a data-pad and gestured at it. “I’ve been reading through Sentinel’s specific examples. Over the course of more than two dozen skirmishes and battles, the Deepers have done things that fit almost perfectly with things done, or written about, by Bagration and Zhukov and all the others.”

      “There are even a few that don’t fit Russian leaders but do fit others Hu would be familiar with, like Frederick the Great, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Irwin Rommel,” Viktor said.

      “That makes sense, though,” Jexin offered. “He’d have studied not just his own military legacy, but those of the people his ancestors fought, right?”

      “Okay, so let’s assume this is all correct,” Leira said. “It means that if Hu’s still alive, in some way he’s been merged, or assimilated or whatever, into the Deepers for hundreds of years. How much of him is even left?”

      “It might be just his knowledge, stored in Deeper archives,” Amy added, nodding. “Maybe they’re looking for any edge they can get in fighting us and this is their latest kick at it.”

      Dash leaned back. “Yeah, except as Sentinel points out, these things start appearing prominently in Deeper military ops, and not long after that, we first hear about the Corruptor. Pavel Hu, or what’s left of him, is the Corruptor. I’m convinced of it.”

      “Your gut?” Conover asked.

      “I know, it’s not scientific,” Dash started, but Conover held up a hand.

      “Wasn’t a criticism, Dash. If anything, Sentinel’s analysis combined with your gut pretty much convinces me.”

      “Yeah, your intestines and such haven’t ever really failed us before,” Jexin said.

      Amy giggled. “Ewww.”

      Leira just lifted her eyebrows. “You’ve never been around him after a long night of drinking—”

      “Okay, let’s just leave my intestines alone,” Dash shot back.

      “Again, ewww,” Amy muttered, smirking.

      “So, it seems that one of my old countrymen is the head guy,” Viktor said. “So what do we do about it?”

      “Well, knowing what the Corruptor and the Deepers were up to told Sentinel pretty much exactly how and where to attack. Why don’t we run with that? Do more analysis, see if we can figure out what they’re likely to do in the next battle?” Harolyn asked.

      Sentinel cut in. “Bagration promoted an approach to war fighting that was flexible, that could quickly adapt to your enemy’s actions. Based on that, it’s likely that Hu will suspect that we’ve discerned his influence and will now try to be more unpredictable.”

      “That’s what worries me, right there,” Ragsdale said, his voice flat. Everyone turned to him, questioning looks on their faces.

      “Our big advantage, both while fighting the Golden and the Deepers, has been our human tendencies to be innovative and unpredictable. It’s pretty much epitomized by the Messenger sitting over there. We joke about Dash’s gut, but the fact is, it’s really a thing. There’s even a military term for it, from another Old Earth language, called German. It’s fingerspitzengefühl.”

      “Gesundheit,” Leira said.

      “Also German,” Ragsdale shot back at her with a grin. “Anyway, it basically means a feel for battle. It’s art, not science. It’s taking in the situation and just knowing how to respond to it. When to attack. When to defend. When to commit your reserves. It’s the thing that separates great military commanders from merely good ones.”

      “So you’re saying Dash has this finger-whatchamacallit, and that’s why he does so well in battle,” Benzel put in over the comm channel.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “I believe it. I’ve fought with and against a lot of so-called military professionals over the years. Most of the time, they’re easy to deal with. Everything’s by the book, formula, put tab A in slot B types of people. But every once in a while, you’d run into someone who didn’t play by the rules and seemed to make it up on the spot. They were the scary ones.”

      “They are. And Dash is one of them.”

      “Please, my ears are burning,” Dash said but sighed. “If it’s a gift of some sort, I’m not sure it’s one I would have picked.”

      “It’s done a pretty good job of, oh, helping to preserve sentient life in the galaxy, so there is that,” Leira replied.

      “Anyway, that’s why Hu, the Corruptor, worries me more than just about anyone or anything else we’ve faced. He was a Colonel in the Russian Army, a veteran of battle, and a student of military history. His public records paint the picture of a guy who was well on his way to greatness himself, another Bagration in the making.”

      Ragsdale leaned into the sudden silence.

      “And that’s what we’re facing here, folks. An enemy with a gut of his own.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dash scowled, as much at himself as everyone else. Since their discussion in the War Room, the flavor of their planning sessions had changed. It had gone slightly sour.

      Bold, sweeping suggestions used to be the order of the day. Grandiose plans, imaginative if improbable maneuvers, cunning deceptions, it had all become a normal part of their deliberations. Dash had often had to reign them in, even though he’d just as often been the instigator of them. But the results had been the bold, sometimes visionary, and mostly effective plans they’d executed to consistently good effect, and ultimately victory, over the Deepers.

      But that had changed.

      Now, a tentative note had crept into their sessions. The members of the Inner Circle had started to become cautious. Not only were the dramatic and audacious proposals fewer, but even relatively tame ones came under intense scrutiny. Everyone was worried about gaps, holes, and vulnerabilities, raising concerns and objections even before suggested courses of action were fully fleshed out.

      They were starting to hold back and second-guess themselves. And Dash knew why. It was because they’d let their enemy get inside their head.

      “Worse, they’ve given the enemy a name, an identity,” Sentinel suggested. “The Russians of Bagration’s time weren’t fighting the French, they were fighting Napoleon. The Old Earth British faction weren’t fighting the German faction in the geographic theatre known as North Africa, they were fighting the German General, Irwin Rommel.”

      “Yeah. So now, instead of fighting the Deepers, we’re fighting Pavel Hu, the Corruptor.”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t have raised this,” Sentinel said. “Oh, is this regret?”

      “You wishing you hadn’t done something you did? Yeah, that’s regret, alright. Not doing something you wish you had fits, too. My condolences on becoming a little more human, Sentinel.” Dash sighed. “Anyway, don’t regret it. The more we know about our enemy, the better. We just have to figure out how to prevent knowing our enemy from being scared of our enemy. The distinction is critical.”

      Dash wandered the Forge and the Kingsport for a while in thought. He tried to find some thoughtful solitude in Freya’s park, but despite it sprawling through the three massive cargo bays of the Forge, he couldn’t find anywhere among the trees and shrubs and flowers where he wasn’t near somebody.

      He finally hit on the idea of trekking out to the Greenbelt. Given its critical nature, access to the farming ship was restricted to only a few personnel, him being one of them. Kai had said he found it a great place to be contemplative, so why not give it a try?

      So Dash shuttled out to the Greenbelt and wandered among the orchards, enjoying some actual solitude. He saw only a few people, crewmembers who waved at him but went about their work, and the ubiquitous maintenance remotes. He settled himself under a pear tree, stretched out his legs, and let his mind drift. Instead of trying to tackle the problem of the timid second-guessing that had crept into their planning directly, he let his mind float around the problem, keeping it in sight without really looking at it. Hopefully, things would connect and click, and he’d come up with some sort of idea to reinvigorate the Realm’s leadership.

      “Messenger, I thought I saw you wandering among the trees.”

      Dash opened his eyes, blinking up at the speaker. Wow, he’d been drifting, alright. Drifting off to sleep.

      It was Kai.

      The monk raised a hand. “My apologies. Clearly you came here to be alone—”

      “I did, but you know what? If you have a moment, Kai, I’d be really happy if you could sit down and talk.”

      Kai smiled. “From the time I entered the Order of the Unseen as an initiate, I was taught that the Messenger, a divine figure, was to be revered. How could I refuse?”

      “Easily. If you’re busy, just tell me to buzz off. And, please, I’m not divine. Far from it.”

      “Oh, I know that,” Kai said, sitting cross-legged in the grass. “In some ways, meeting you was both more and less than I’d imagined it would be.”

      Dash smirked. “Really.”

      “Yes. More, not only because you were real, but because you were borne to our Order aboard the Archetype, the pinnacle of the Unseen’s achievement.”

      “Okay, how about the less part?”

      “For a figure of divine reverence, you were awfully sweaty.”

      Dash laughed. So did Kai, but it quickly faded.

      “Anyway, there was something you wanted to discuss with me, Mess—”

      “Dash. Please, Kai, just call me Dash.”

      “Very well, Dash.”

      Dash went on to explain his worries about the subtle-but-profound change to the way the Inner Circle had started to view the Deepers. He particularly focused on how it was starting to hold them back, causing them to make decisions, then immediately start questioning them, or try to develop contingencies for things that just weren’t likely or even really that important.

      “I’m afraid that we’ve let Hu start living inside our heads, and we’re not even charging him rent. Hell, he probably isn’t even aware of it, which is really galling,” Dash finished.

      For a while, Kai said nothing. He just contemplated a point in the grass a few feet in front of him. Dash was content to wait. He knew Kai was a deep thinker, and deep thinking took time.

      Finally, Kai looked back up. “Do you know how many schisms and breakaways there have been in my Order?”

      “Uh, no. How many?”

      “I don’t know either. We’ve had major schisms, like the one that saw the rise of the Verity. But we’ve also had a multitude of smaller ones. And some of those have led to schisms of their own.”

      “Okay. And?”

      Kai leaned his elbows onto his knees. “If there’s one thing that has distinguished belief systems through history, it’s a reliance on faith. They’ve had no direct evidence of the existence of their particular god, or gods, or patrons, or whatever you want to call them. My Order is different. We knew the Unseen existed. After all, we were living amid their technology.”

      Dash remembered his first meeting with Kai and his Order in a subterranean facility built by the Unseen on a planet named Shylock. He nodded, wondering where this was going.

      Kai smiled. “You’re wondering why I’m telling you this.”

      “You read minds now?”

      “No, I just know you. So, let me get to the point. My Order’s conflicts have all been internal. We haven’t had to defend our belief system itself against others, but rather against ourselves. Just because we knew the Unseen existed and could see their works, not all of us agreed on what it all meant.”

      Dash waited as patiently as he could.

      “Each of these internal conflicts inevitably came down to a clash of personalities. The decisive moment usually came when proponents of one interpretation of the Unseen and their works confronted those of another. Whoever was able to present the rightness of their interpretation most convincingly would win—to the extent that anyone ever wins such a thing. But until that clash finally occurred, the conflict itself continued to simmer away.”

      “So, what? You’re saying we have a clash of personalities going on here?”

      Kai nodded. “We do. Whether you like it or not, the struggle against the Enemy of All Life has been distilled down to just that. It is Dash Sawyer against Pavel Hu. It is the Messenger against the Corruptor. Until that’s resolved, the conflict between you will simmer just as ours did. Everyone involved can only imagine the ultimate outcome. And since the Corruptor is an unknown entity—”

      “He becomes larger than life. The off-stage bad guy,” Dash said, picking up the thread of Kai’s thoughts.

      “Precisely. And it is human nature to catastrophize and assign the worst possible attributes to that which we don’t understand. Your Inner Circle is doing the same thing with the Corruptor. They know you. But they don’t know him. Therefore, they don’t know which of you is likely to prevail.”

      “So they assume the worst.”

      “It’s human nature, probably encoded right into our DNA. Assuming the worst makes us afraid, which makes us wary, which keeps us alive.”

      Dash considered that for a moment, then gave the monk a broad smile of gratitude. “Thank you, Kai. Seriously, thank you.” Dash stood. “I know what we need to do.”

      He started to turn to the shuttle but stopped and looked back, suddenly curious.

      “Do you come here every day, Kai?”

      “No. I would if I could, but I only occasionally manage to come here and spend some time in contemplation.”

      “What brought you here today?”

      Kai smiled. “If you’re asking if I was guided here somehow, I can only give you one answer, the only one that matters.”

      “What’s that?”

      “What do you think?”

      Dash smiled at the monk’s wisdom, then waved and headed for the shuttle to return to the Forge.
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      “The key to this is Dark Metal Two,” Dash said, turning back to the Inner Circle from the 3D viewer. “DM2 is crucial to the war effort of both sides. If they can seize virtually our entire stock of the stuff, then not only do they set us back months, but the Deepers also gain months of production for themselves.”

      Leira raised a hand. “Okay, Dash, that last sentence you just said? That’s the problem I have with this plan. You’re planning to actually use all of our DM2 stores as bait to draw out the Deepers.”

      “Not just the Deepers. The Corruptor, Pavel Hu, too.”

      “That’s if this Corruptor is Hu,” Viktor said.

      “Is who?”

      Viktor blinked. “That’s what I said.”

      Dash grinned. Viktor just stared back blankly for a moment, then grinned back. “You got me, okay. But the point still stands.”

      “Does it matter, though? Whether the Corruptor is Hu or someone else from the Novgorod’s crew, or a little old lady from Edge, it doesn’t matter. What does is getting them into battle, and the only way to do that is to give them a strategic target they can’t ignore.” Dash glanced around. Sure enough, he still saw shadows of doubt on the faces looking back at him, shadows that hadn’t been there a week ago. More than ever, it convinced Dash that they needed to do this. They didn’t even have to destroy the Corruptor. Hell, they didn’t even have to decisively defeat him. All they had to do was stop him from winning. That would poke a hole in his sinister mystique and, like a popped balloon, deflate it.

      He hoped.

      Somebody finally spoke up. It wasn’t one of the people facing Dash, though.

      “The Messenger’s plan is a sound one,” Custodian proclaimed.

      “Agreed,” Sentinel said. “This is a way to deliver a decisive blow against the Deepers.”

      “I concur. There are, of course, details that have been glossed over, but overall, this an acceptable concept,” Tybalt put in.

      “Yup, I’m down! Hathaway, how about you? You down for this?” Kristin asked.

      “Notwithstanding your unwarranted enthusiasm, I am indeed in support of this plan,” Hathaway replied.

      The last one to speak was Newton. “Hey, I think this plan is brilliant. Almost as good as something I’d have come up with.”

      Dash just gaped up at the ceiling, the default place to look whenever one of the AIs was speaking. All six of them had soundly endorsed his plan. He looked back down at the inner circle. The effect of six hyper-advanced AIs all coming out in support was clear. Concerned frowns had smoothed a touch, giving way to more of the determined anticipation he was used to.

      “Thanks, guys,” Dash said to the AIs. “I really appreciate the support.”

      “You’ve earned it, Messenger,” Sentinel replied, and Dash found himself briefly a little choked up.

      “Okay. Yeah. We can do this,” Amy finally said. “When do we start?”

      The rest of the inner circle nodded, their mutterings now about how to make the plan work and not about how to stop it from going wrong.

      Dash held up a hand. “Okay, there’s one last wrinkle.” He grinned his most infectious, roguish grin, the one that had so often gotten him both into, and out of, trouble.

      Everyone stopped to listen.

      Still grinning, Dash turned back to the 3D-viewer.

      “You’re gonna love this.”
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        * * *

      

      After the planning meeting broke up, Dash went to find Kai. The monk was squirreled away in the suite of compartments he and the fellow members of his Order had occupied in the Forge. It was where they buried themselves in old records and documents and archives, both electronic and hardcopy.

      Dash almost felt like he should take off his boots in here, so his footsteps didn’t bother the monks buried in their work. He walked slowly among them, heading for the room Kai used as his own office and sanctum. Along the way, he was surprised to see some new faces, including a young man that couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen years old.

      He stepped into Kai’s sanctum. The monk looked up from a book and smiled.

      “Messenger, to what do I owe the honor?”

      Dash gestured behind him. “You been recruiting, Kai? There are some new faces out there.”

      Kai shook his head. “Actively recruiting new members? No. However, we’ve had nearly a dozen come to us asking to join our Order.”

      “Really.”

      “Believe it or not, Messenger, there is still a place for the spiritual in people’s lives amid all of this technology. In war time, perhaps that need is even greater. Our belief in the Unseen as more than just advanced aliens, but as a guiding force in our lives, simply seems to resonate with some of those looking to fill a spiritual void in their lives.”

      Dash actually spent a moment thinking about that. He had never been a spiritual guy. The universe was what it was, a construct of chemistry and physics driven by dispassionate equations. You made your way in it, or you didn’t. But he was the Messenger, and how could the Messenger deny that there might be something…more?

      He shelved the thought. That would be a good one to bring under the trees on the Greenbelt and ponder at leisure. Right now, he had a more important task.

      “Anyway, Kai, I just wanted to thank you.”

      “You already did, Messenger, back on the Greenbelt—”

      “No. I want to thank you for what you did afterward.”

      Kai narrowed his eyes slightly. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “Oh, you do so. You went and talked to the AIs and convinced them to get behind me about this plan to draw out the Corruptor.”

      Kai smiled. “Actually, Messenger, I didn’t. I did speak to them, but there was no convincing involved.”

      “Kai’s correct. Your path forward is a sound one,” Custodian said.

      “It really wasn’t just propaganda,” Sentinel added.

      “You guys really believe that,” Dash replied.

      Custodian’s reply was immediate. “We do. If we have learned anything from you and the other humans of the Realm, it’s that the psychology of war is every bit as vital as the technological one.”

      “Probably more so,” Sentinel put in.

      “Indeed. The Creators fought the Golden to a standstill two hundred thousand years ago. That was the best they could achieve because, both in terms of technology and psychology, they were much like their enemies. They needed something new.”

      “Which is why they saw that you, humans, came about and were able to take up the mantle of war when the time came,” Sentinel said. “Psychologically, you stand apart. You are mercurial, often unreasonable, frequently illogical, and always passionate. It has almost led to your destruction. It has also enabled your greatest accomplishments.”

      “The Archetype is not the Creator’s greatest achievement, Messenger,” Custodian said. “Neither is the Forge, nor the Silent Fleet. It is you. It is humanity.”

      “Which brings us back to where this conversation began. We genuinely believe that the path you walk is the one to victory, Dash. Kai merely asked us to help you, and your inner circle, to remember that.”

      “There really is nothing special about the Corruptor. He is just another enemy for you to defeat,” Kai said.

      Dash could only stand, stunned into silence.

      He finally nodded. “Alright. Let’s get to it then.” He smiled at Kai and, by extension, the remarkable AIs.

      “Let’s go win a war.”
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      Conover kept a careful eye on the tactical display. He especially watched out for the Wolfhound, carrying virtually their entire supply of Dark Metal Two. She was no tramp but a combat freighter, as big and fast as a heavy cruiser. In fact, she essentially was a heavy cruiser, based on the same schematics, but with most of her internal space given over to cavernous hold-space. She was meant to ferry critical supplies into and out of combat zones, resupplying deployed task forces, sometimes even in battle. For a cargo ship, she was both heavily armed and armored. But she was still no warship and wouldn’t stand up to a determined attack for long.

      Which was why the rest of Task Force Conover accompanied her. Besides the Pulsar, Amy and Jexin were in formation in their mechs, while Wei-Ping in the Stalwart led a potent array of ships including her own sister ship, the Resolute, the battlecruisers Spearpoint and Daggerfall, and three squadrons of four heavy cruisers each. Another sixteen light cruisers and destroyers acted as a screen, while another half-dozen corvettes ranged ahead, behind, and out to the flanks to give early warning of any potential threats. Finally, bringing up the rear of the main body of the task force and acting as Conover’s reserve was essentially their entire fleet of Orions and Perseids, twenty-eight mechs in all, commanded by Lori. All of it enclosed the Wolfhound in a protective sheath of combat power.

      Ostensibly, the force was on its way back to Edge to launch a new shipbuilding campaign that relied heavily on Dark Metal Two. Conover had worked with Custodian to work up what seemed like a sound rationale, based on a detailed plan for expanding the fleet—all of which was entirely fictitious. Ironically, the most difficult part of it all had been making it convincingly insecure. If the Deepers suspected a trap, they might not take the bait. Ragsdale had come to the rescue there.

      “We’ve got two people working on the Kingsport, a shift boss on section fifteen, and a laborer in fabricating, who are both on the take with a criminal syndicate back in the League,” he said.

      Conover just stared, nonplussed. “You know about these people? How come you haven’t arrested them?”

      “Because sometimes you want the bad guys to get their hands on bad information. Hell, back on Gulch, there were a half-dozen criminals who didn’t even realize they were working for me. I’d feed them all sorts of interesting tidbits of info, then watch to see what came out the other end of an otherwise very black box.”

      Conover had to admit the logic in it. They’d made sure that key bits and pieces of the plan made their way to the two marks, as Ragsdale called them. He was even able to watch as they fed it back into the seedy underworld of League organized crime, where at least some of it would inevitably end up getting back to the Deepers.

      But there was one more element to this, the one that bothered Conover the most. Benzel led the bulk of the remaining fleet on a sweep around the edge of League space, threatening to roll up the Deeper spy ships and patrols that kept nuzzling up against the fringes of their long-range scanner coverage. It made sense to try to blind the Deepers while they were moving the DM2, while also blocking a major Deeper incursion from their most likely avenue of approach. Dash had insisted that that was the most logical place for him and Leira to be. The debate over that had persisted even after h-hour, the time the operation launched, over the comm. Dash had finally, curtly, and decisively cut it off.

      Which left Conover in command.

      Dash made it clear he had complete faith in Conover’s ability to not just command, but to lead. He wished he did, too.

      “Conover, Wei-Ping. It’s time for my routing SITREP. Guess what I have to report?”

      “Um, nothing?”

      “Just like the last half-dozen reports, yeah. I’m starting to wonder if the Deepers aren’t going to bother putting in an appearance.”

      “Let’s just hold the course.”

      “Roger that.”

      Conover got Wei-Ping’s concern. It was quite possible that none of their planted information had even made it back to the Deepers, at least in time for them to react to it. Or some of it might have, but not enough for them to have assembled a coherent picture from it. Or, maybe the Corruptor, Pavel Hu, had a gut every bit as good as Dash’s and just wasn’t going to fall for it—

      “Yo, Conover, something happening at our one o’clock, high,” Kristin said.

      Conover followed the indication. Sure enough, the Pulsar’s scanners had detected a sudden pulse of gravitational effect. It was similar to the signature of a distortion-cannon firing, but much more powerful and more persistent.

      He instantly knew what it was.

      “All stations, Conover. We’ve got a gate opening at our one o’clock, high. Wei-Ping, deploy into formation right-forward—”

      The purplish flare of a gate cut him off. An instant later, Deepers began to stream through it.

      It had to be the largest Deeper force Conover had ever seen.
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        * * *

      

      Two dozen Bishops, forty-eight Battle Princes, and at least fifty warships, battlecruisers, heavy cruisers, and smaller craft.

      And one massive Bishop, or something like one, but much bigger and bulkier. Conover didn’t need an introduction. It was the Corruptor himself.

      “Guess the Deepers got the memo after all, huh?” Amy said.

      “Looks like it,” Conover replied, his mouth as dry as the hardpan of his Penumbran home. He accelerated the Pulsar, intending to throw himself in the way of the swarm of Deeper Bishops and Battle Princes. They were outnumbered—almost hopelessly so. But he had a job to do, and he was going to do it.

      “Wei-Ping, I think this counts as the decisive moment, don’t you?”

      “If it’s not, and the real Deeper force isn’t committed yet, then we’re screwed—well, more than we already are, right?”

      “You know what to do.”

      “Roger that.”

      A light cruiser immediately broke ranks from the Realm fleet and accelerated away from the battle. She was brand new, on her first operational sortie. Her name was the Taffy, and she was commanded by the newly promoted Captain Ellsworth. Two more light cruisers, and two destroyers, also appeared to turn tail and run.

      Conover watched the Taffy race away. The whole battle ultimately hinged on two, specific pieces of the plan. The Taffy’s mission was one of them.

      On impulse, Conover spoke up. “Taffy, Conover.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Conover opened his mouth but closed it again. Ellsworth knew her job. What could Conover say that wouldn’t come across as condescending?”

      “Conover, Ellsworth here. Just wanted to say thanks.”

      “For what? I didn’t say anything.”

      “Yeah, you did, just by taking a second to call us up.”

      Conover smiled. These were damned good people.

      “Roger that.”

      “Just hold ’em off for a few minutes, and we’ll do the rest. Taffy out.”

      Conover flicked his attention back to the onrushing horde of Deepers. None of them seemed even the least bit interested in the fleeing ships.

      Now, to do that holding ’em off for a few minutes thing. Staring at the looming wall of Deeper ships and mechs rushing toward him, Conover wasn’t even sure if that would be possible.
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        * * *

      

      Conover flew the Pulsar harder than he ever had. He jinked, he dodged, he rolled, pitched, yawed, and wove through the maelstrom of battle. Missiles and torps flashed past. Explosions pulsed among the embattled ships, sending crashes of static across the comm. Dark-lances crossed beams with x-ray lasers. Nova-cannons pumped out streams of plasma bolts, mirroring the eruptions of fire from Deeper burst-cannons. Fighters wheeled in vicious dogfights. And all of it happened in deep, incongruous silence, broken only by the chatter of the comm, itself sometimes punctuated by shouts, even screams, that abruptly cut off.

      The Realm fleet reeled under the hammer blow of the Deeper attack. The Realm ships fought desperately to hold the aliens back from the Wolfhound, which was burning as hard as it could away, although in a different direction than the Taffy had gone. Conover spared occasional, fleeting glimpses at the light cruiser, now clear of the battlespace and decelerating.

      A torp detonated near the Pulsar, flooding the shield with energy. Kristin fought to clear it, while also trying to maintain a steady barrage of EW effects to confuse the Deeper scanners. Unfortunately, they were close enough to burn through most of the electronic clutter, but every bit of combat effect helped. Conover flung the Pulsar hard to one side, snapping out a dark-lance shot that punched straight through a Battle Prince. He took a barrage of x-ray laser fire in return and jinked hard to throw off the targeting. He was relying on JETS to do most of his shooting, combining fire with Jexin and Amy, who doggedly followed him as he wove his way through the chaos.

      “Conover, over to your nine! It looks like the Deepers are making their play for the Wolfhound!” Amy shouted over the comm.

      Conover flicked his attention that way. Sure enough, a compact formation of Bishops and Battle Princes had formed up around the imposing form of the Corruptor. Conover had tried several times to get something close to the Deeper leader, and twice had tried to take a run at him himself. But the Deepers had him well-protected and blocked every attempt.

      Now, he was about to wedge his way through the scant Realm battle line and seize the Wolfhound and its precious cargo. Enough of the Deeper mechs had been equipped to infect their targets with their insidious nano-biological agent that the conventional ships had to be wary of them—particularly the fighters, which were especially susceptible. Several had already been infected, turning them into missiles, their pilots nothing but helpless, terrified cargo carried into punishing collisions with Realm capital ships. The Stalwart had already been hit twice, as had the battlecruiser Spearpoint. In the meantime, the Daggerfall had been swarmed by Battle Princes that couldn’t actually infect any of her Dark Metal-infused critical systems but could still beat the shit out of her. And they had, leaving her battered and without steerage way.

      Conover desperately swept his focus back and forth across the tactical display. He’d already committed Lori’s mechs and had no more reserve. He simply had nothing left with which he could influence this battle.

      “Let’s go see if we can help out,” he said, accelerating the Pulsar to intercept the Deeper mechs. It was literally just him, Amy, and Jexin about to face down six times their number of foes.

      Yeah, this is gonna hurt, Conover thought, firing the dark-lance at the lead mech and plunging into the thick of battle.
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        * * *

      

      He’d tried, but predictably, it wasn’t enough. The Pulsar, Talon, and Polaris had done their best to blunt the Deeper force, but they’d been battered to the point of losing critical systems, then almost casually driven aside. The Corruptor had sailed contemptuously past, his way to the Wolfhound open.

      There was only one hope left, and to call it scant would be generous.

      “Taffy, SITREP?”

      “Almost done.”

      “Sooner would really be better than later, Captain.”

      “Hear you loud and clear, sir,” Ellsworth replied. “We estimate five minutes.”

      Conover sighed. The Pulsar was barely in the fight anymore, half of its systems red, one of its legs smashed, one arm blown off at the elbow. All he could do was snap out shots from his remaining operable weapon, the dark-lance, and watch as the Corruptor closed up to the Wolfhound.

      He would infect it. Seize it. Take control of it, take it away, through the gate, and the Realm’s war efforts would be set back by months, just like that. It was a blow they’d probably never recover from.

      It was exactly what the Corruptor was supposed to think.

      This was the moment they’d planned for. All of it had been intended to bring the pieces together at this point in time and space.

      Their entire supply of Dark Metal Two massed a few hundred kilos. The Wolfhound was meant to contain hundreds and hundreds of tons of cargo. That left a lot of empty space inside her.

      As the Corruptor approached, the big hatches on the Wolfhound’s flank swung open. And out of the cavernous space, the Archetype rose like a specter of fire and death, the great power accumulators for the blast-cannon unfurling, rippling with iridescent, imminent destruction.

      The Corruptor stood face-to-face with the Realm’s flagship, its most powerful weapon, maybe the most powerful weapon in existence.

      “Surprise, asshole,” Dash said.

      Then he fired the blast cannon at full yield, slamming its incandescent fury into the Corruptor at point-blank range.
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        * * *

      

      Dash wore a dark, humorous smile as the Deepers were plunged into confusion. The Corruptor, wounded by the full fury of the blast-cannon, immediately flung himself away. Battle Princes and Bishops closed in, covering his withdrawal.

      Dash leapt out of the Wolfhound’s hold and began methodically killing the enemy constructs. Battle Princes reeled and died under hails of rail gun fire from one of the Archetype’s mighty wrists, while Bishops were blasted open by superluminal missile shots from the other. The twinned dark-lances and grasers wrought fearsome carnage, tearing apart Deepers under their sledgehammer blasts. But Dash sailed into their very midst, letting JETS take over firing the ranged weapons, coordinating their fire amongst themselves and adding the weight of the nova- and distortion-cannons to the mix. He brandished his favorite weapon, the power-sword, then began laying about him, slashing, hacking, and cutting Deepers apart.

      He didn’t want to fight the minions, though. He wanted to take out the big prize, the Corruptor himself.

      But the Deeper leader had retreated behind a hastily formed battle line of warships and mechs, desperately rallying his still-fearsome forces. The battle wasn’t won yet, and even with the unexpected arrival of the Archetype, the result hung in the balance. Hits began to pile up on the Archetype, and Dash’s pursuit slowed as he started to jink and dodge, slamming the mech this way and that under the powerful thrust of the Blur drive.

      “Conover, this is Taffy. We’re ready.”

      Dash opened his mouth but bit off his reply. This was Conover’s show. He had to give the order. They’d left this moment as a contingency, a branch that, in one direction, acknowledged that the battle was lost and there was no point trying to push any harder. In the other, it would fully commit the Realm. It came down to Conover’s next words, and Dash would support him either way.

      “Taffy, Conover. Do it.”

      “Roger that.”

      The Radiant Point the Taffy had deployed flared to life, linking with the one carried by the Herald, hundreds of light-years away. A gate pulsed open, and a moment later the Swift swept majestically through it, followed by the Herald, then the Victory, and then the rest of the Realm fleet.
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        * * *

      

      Dash almost felt sorry for the Deepers. They’d won the day. Or at least that’s what they’d been meant to think. Or, more to the point, that’s what the Corruptor had been meant to think.

      Sentinel had summed it up. “Bagration would have leapt at the chance to engage and destroy part of an enemy force, bringing about a defeat in detail. He watched as it happened to his Russian faction when they faced the French faction under Napoleon at the Battle of Austerlitz. Afterward, he wrote that it was one of the most valuable tactics available to a commander.”

      Pavel Hu, the Corruptor, had done just that. He’d leapt at the chance, got to the very brink of triumph—

      And then had it all taken away from him by two words.

      “Surprise, asshole.”

      Dash was a little proud of that.

      As the Deepers desperately tried to rally and reorganize themselves to face this new threat, the rest of the Realm fleet, Dash smashed through their confused battle line and raced after the Corruptor. But even the Archetype’s fearsome acceleration wasn’t enough to stop him before he could vanish through the gate that had brought the Deeper fleet here. Just before he vanished, though, he spoke.

      “The Queen will swath me in the folds of night.”

      He flashed through the gate, which collapsed and vanished, trapping what remained of the mighty Deeper fleet. And now the Realm closed in, pouring fire into the alien ships and mechs.

      Dash stared hard at the now empty and featureless space where the Corruptor had disappeared. Then he wheeled away, turned, and plunged back into battle.
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      “They really are cute, aren’t they?” Dash said.

      Leira raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you had a soft spot for cuddly critters.”

      “Like I keep telling people, I’m a complicated man.”

      They stood on a grav-sled, enclosed in a protective force field, to prevent them from contaminating the biome around them. It was one of the more benign ones, the apex predator being something similar to a terrestrial fox but able to camouflage itself almost perfectly with chameleon-like color blending. Unfortunately, the adorable little rat-like creatures chittering away at the base of a tree clad in bark as smooth as glass were among its prey. It wasn’t a pleasant thought, but it was how things worked. You were the predator, or you were prey. It was harsh, but a biome’s gotta biome, as Freya put it.

      Predator or prey. It didn’t only apply to fuzzy little creatures.

      “Dash, I’ve got a final list of casualties worked up, along with a SITREP on the fleet,” Benzel said over the comm.

      Dash opened his mouth, but Harolyn, who, along with Jexin, had accompanied them on this little foray into the Arkubator, cut him off.

      “Dash’ll get back to you, Benzel. He’s kinda busy right now.” She winked at Dash as she said it, and he smiled back.

      “Oh yeah? He’s with Leira, huh? I’m telling you, those two. You know I heard they—”

      “Sorry, Benzel, gotta run, Harolyn out!”

      Leira scowled. “Why’d you cut him off?”

      “Did you really want to hear what he was going to say that he’d heard about you two?”

      Leira exchanged a glance with Dash, then they replied in unison. “Well, yeah.”

      A sudden eruption of fierce chittering pulled their attention back to the critters. One seemed put out about something, loosing a barrage of irate chatter at two smaller creatures.

      Jexin bared her teeth. “I know a scolding mother when I hear it.”

      They laughed. But Dash’s laughter died as he thought about the Corruptor. He hadn’t managed to destroy him, but he had proven he could be defeated. The dreary uncertainty that had plagued the Inner Council had cleared ever since, like clouds parting on a sunny sky.

      “Messenger?” Custodian said over the comm.

      “Sounds formal. Yes?” Dash answered.

      “I need a moment. This is only to be revealed at your discretion, and even then, the other AIs and I do not recommend it be widely known.”

      “You have my attention. Go ahead.”

      “We have discovered a Dark Metal mesh, of sorts, in the remains of S. Lavarovna.”

      Dash stood in utter silence, letting the possibilities percolate through his mind. “How did you find this?”

      “A trickle of energy that we confused with brain activity. It would appear that the Deepers, or someone, altered her body via experimentation, not unlike the Bishops. She is wholly human, but—”

      “But what?” Dash asked, his voice taking on a note of iron. Leira was frozen, listening with every cell of her body.

      “We believe she may be saved. If the neural net is, in fact, a copy of her mind, then it may be time to implement Unseen technology intended to save wounded fighters who were too valuable to lose. Before you ask, no, this is not immortality. It is an opportunity to reclaim her personality and experiences in a body of our making. The body will be biological, tank-grown, and at the absolute limits of our ability. We only need your permission to do so,” Custodian said.

      “What if she never wakes up?”

      “That is a possibility, and we have no idea of a time frame. But she was murdered, and she is a direct connection to your species that predates the war. I leave the decision to y—”

      “Do it.”

      “It will be done,” Custodian said.

      “Need-to-know basis only. We have other concerns right now, but—just keep me in the loop.”

      “Understood.”

      But there were more clouds, dark ones. The Corruptor was still a dangerous foe—more so now that he’d not only be defeated, but also humiliated in the process. He wouldn’t easily fall for any deception again.

      And then were his parting words, The Queen will swath me in the folds of night.

      What did that mean? And who, or what, was the Queen?

      Dash knew they were going to find out.

      But not today.

      Leira came back to life, taking Dash by the hand. “I think we’re getting close to the end of this. At least, I hope we are.”

      Dash watched as the scolding mother chased her young into a burrow.

      “The end?” He nodded. “But it’s not going to be our end. It’s going to be the Corruptor’s. It’s going to be Pavel Hu’s.”
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      With thirty-one titles, he has something to thrill, entertain, or make you cringe in horror. Guaranteed.

      

      Note: He doesn’t sleep. But you sort of guessed that already.
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